
“When You Will Lead and I Will Follow” 
By Rabbi David Spinrad 

 
“When I was young, I wanted to change the world. I tried, but the world did not change. Then I 
tried to change my town, but the town did not change. Then I tried to change my family, but my 
family did not change. Then I understood: First, I must change myself.” Rabbi Israel Salanter, the 
19th century master of self-refinement, spoke these words. To change the world, our town, our 
families are all impossible until we begin with ourselves. 
 
This is why we are here today and why we keep returning to these High Holy Days. While our 
awe upon entering this magnificent sanctuary is real, and the soaring music and rich liturgy 
inspire us and I pray they always will, this space and our rituals are but the powerful wind that 
shattered the rocks in the presence of the prophet Elijah as he stood before God on that lonely 
mountaintop long ago. Do you remember? God was not in the wind. And after the wind, recall 
there was an earthquake and after the earthquake a fire, but God was not in the earthquake or the 
fire. After the fire, a still, small voice. In a whisper that spoke to Elijah and that speaks to us 
today, God asks, “Why are we here?”  
 
We answer: “We are here to do the work that it takes to be human.” 
 
I am haunted by a second voice, by words spoken to me at the grocery store on a hot summer 
Sunday as I reached into the cooler for a carton of milk. I was with our young son, Judah. He was 
in the cart and my back was to him, and from behind me I heard these words: “Where is this 
boy’s mother?” I wheeled around and an African-American woman in her sixties was standing 
too close to us. Her eyes blazed. Her hand was on my son’s shoulder.  
I answered, “His mother is at home with our daughter.”  
 
She asked again and more pointedly, “Where is this boy’s mother?” I managed only to remove 
her hand from my son’s shoulder as she continued. “This is a terrible thing. This child belongs 
with his own people.” 
 
“I am his people,” I said. 
 
With complete calm she said, “No, you are not. Your people are responsible for his people’s 
suffering. Your people are responsible for the systematic discrimination, your people are 
responsible for the economic injustice, your people are responsible for the physical and 
emotional destruction of millions of black lives over hundreds of years. You have no idea.” 
 
One minute I was buying milk for my son –– my black, Jewish son –– and in the next came a 
voice categorizing me and by extension categorizing we, the Jewish people, as “those people,” as 



discriminators, as oppressors, and as destroyers. She went on until finally I said, “You don’t know 
me. You don’t know my family and you don’t know my people. This is my son. It is all good. I 
love him.” 
 
“That’s what all of you white people say,” she shot back. “You come with your crosses and with 
your guns and you say you are about love.” Your crosses? 
 
This was not a dialogue. There was no sense in staying, so we got going. Only, why didn’t I say to 
her, “I am not white, I am Jewish. Your ancestors and my ancestors both knew the lash of the 
slave master’s whip and the pain of subjugation and humiliation.” I could have told her, “The 
Jewish people have also been oppressed throughout time, exiled first from the Land of Israel and 
for two thousand years victimized and driven from the nations of Europe.” Why didn’t I stand 
tall and say, “Our Torah teaches us that we know the heart of the stranger, having been strangers 
in the land of Egypt. Our Torah commands us not to oppress the stranger but to protect him.”  
Why didn’t I remind her, “We stood side-by-side with African Americans in the struggle for 
Civil Rights in the fifties and sixties in this very city. The Temple where I am a rabbi was bombed 
because of our support of racial justice.” But I said nothing. I left not only hurt by her accusation 
but unsettled by how I am seen. 
 
As wounding as it was to be told that my son belonged not with me but with someone whose 
pigmentation more closely matched his own, my reality shifted that day in a way that reflects our 
collective American Jewish reality. With the vital exception of Jews of color, the vast and 
overwhelming majority of us are white. We are Jews but we are white. We are seen by others first 
as white. Our whiteness is the natural outcome of our acceptance and assimilation into American 
society and we are the beneficiaries of a meritocracy that favors the perceived color of our skin. 
I am not diminishing our accomplishments. Thank God we caught a break in this country. We 
are freer as Jews today than we have ever been. We have achieved unparalleled success and 
secured positions of leadership in for- and not-for-profit organizations and have excelled in 
academia, business, entertainment, finance, science, and technology while embracing our 
commanded responsibility to heal our broken world. 
 
Our status, though, comes at a price. Once, we surveyed the ills of society through the lens of 
what Rabbi Emanuel Rackman called “empathic justice.” We entered the fray with either first or 
second hand knowledge, as immigrants or as the children of immigrants. We knew 
discrimination and the personal impact of antisemitism. With empathic justice we identified 
with the needs, hopes, and aspirations of Black America. We shared in their defeats and 
frustrations. We marched arm-in-arm because we knew the “distress of slaves and the loneliness 
of strangers, [and] we projected ourselves into [the black] soul and made their plight our own.”  
But that was then. This may yet prove to be but a window in time, but today rarely does our 
Jewish faith interfere with our unfettered freedom. Our hearts no longer beat for the stranger 



with the same emotional intensity. We are no longer strangers in the land of Egypt for we have 
become like Joseph in this land of opportunity. 
 
Empathic justice is no longer our moral compass. In its place I offer something more 
appropriate, what Professor Uday Singh Mehta called “imaginative humility.” Imaginative 
humility is the bittersweet human truth that we do not know the experience of the “other” or of 
the stranger. We do not know what it is like to be black and we cannot fool ourselves that by 
merely crossing our arms and singing, “We Shall Overcome,” shall we overcome this great divide.  
Had she approached me with more sensitivity, I believe that was what the good woman in the 
grocery store was trying to say. Instead of telling her, “It is all good” or presenting her with the 
rebuttal of our similar histories, I could have simply said, “You are right. I have no idea what it is 
like to be black in the United States of America.” Most of us here do not. 
 
On Yom HaDin, this day when we stand before God as Judge, let us humbly imagine a part of the 
reality of being black in America. The educational achievement gap between whites and blacks 
remains persistent and in some instances it has widened. As the educational gap remains, so does 
the economic divide. The average black household earns $33,000. White households, $57,000. 
The wealth of black households is one-thirteenth that of white households. Black unemployment 
rates more than double those of whites. And in our great country, where it is shameful enough 
that one in five children live in poverty, if you are a black child, that number is almost two in five.  
New voter ID laws and cuts to early voting have made it harder for Americans –– particularly 
blacks but also other communities of color, the elderly, students, and people with disabilities –– 
to exercise their fundamental right to vote. The Supreme Court recently struck down the heart of 
the Voting Rights Act, essentially denying that the barriers to voting that once existed still 
remain.  
 
In the past 40 years we have seen more than a 600 percent increase in incarceration rates, a mass 
incarceration that exerts tremendous control over black communities. According to Professor 
Michelle Alexander, author of the book The New Jim Crow, the reality is that today there are 
more African Americans under correctional control in prison or jail, on probation or parole, 
than were enslaved in 1850. Upon release, they are branded as felons. Employment and housing 
discrimination against them is legal for the rest of their lives. In communities defined almost 
entirely by race and class, one in three men is likely to have been imprisoned. Where 
incarceration is normalized, communities are decimated. Thriving economies become next to 
impossible. If you are young in one of these communities, prison becomes an almost inevitable 
potential for your future.  
 
How does all of this impact our congregation? We are not talking about points of data on a page. 
We are talking about human lives. These are our sisters and our brothers and we all live under 
the same God.  



 
The words of Ta-Nehisi Coates, written to his teenage son and published in his powerful book, 
Between the World and Me, remind us of this humanity. He writes, “In America, it is traditional 
to destroy the black body—it is heritage.” He goes on to describe the experience of watching his 
son’s reaction, the boy running upstairs to hide his tears after a grand jury refused to indict the 
killer of Michael Brown in the same year in which Eric Garner was choked to death for selling 
cigarettes and 12 year-old Tamir Rice was shot and killed by law enforcement while playing with 
a toy. Coates explains to his son, “The destroyers are merely men enforcing the whims of our 
country, correctly interpreting its heritage and legacy…all our phrasing –– race relations… racial 
justice… [and] white privilege –– serves to obscure that racism is a visceral experience, that it 
dislodges brains, blocks airways, rips muscle, extracts organs, cracks bones, breaks teeth. You 
must never look away from this. You must always remember that the sociology, the history, the 
economics, the graphs, the charts, the regressions all land, with great violence, upon the body.”  
These are not statistics. This is my son. 
 
As Jews in 2015, in 5776, what do we know about any of this? How do we even begin to respond? 
We have been asleep. Today the shofar’s blast calls us to awaken. We are here to do the work that 
it takes to be human. Our humanity depends on being responsible for, and reaching out to, the 
other. This is the work. 
 
In all honesty, I do not know the solution to the complex equations before us. We all will go to 
sleep tonight not yet knowing our place in this struggle. I do believe that the solutions involve not 
only public policy but also a profound searching within our individual hearts. Rosh Hashanah is 
not the time or the place for policy debate. Today we search our hearts. Before we change our 
world or our town or our families –– we first change ourselves. On the High Holy Days we do 
this by making teshuvah. 
 
Teshuvah is turning from the direction in which we have been heading and returning to the 
people God intends us to be. A Hasidic practice teaches that to make teshuvah we take the five 
letters of the word ¬– tav, shin, vav, bet, and hey – and attach each of them to a biblical verse that 
begins with the letter and offers instruction. With that, we begin to make teshuvah around race. 
Teshuvah begins with the letter “tav,” the first letter in the word “tamim,” meaning “pure.” “Be 
pure with the Lord your God.” To be pure with God we first have to be pure with ourselves, 
which means being honest with our thoughts, honest with our words, and honest with our 
actions. To be pure and make teshuvah, we have to admit that not only is racism a dire problem 
in this country, we have to admit that, at times, we are all guilty of it. Racism is more subtle than 
a Confederate flag. It is every time we commit a micro-aggression like mistaking a person of 
color for a service worker. It is when we dismissively say, “There is only one race, the human 
race.” It is when we clutch our purses or check for our wallets when a person of color approaches 



us in the street. Be pure with the Lord our God and first be honest with ourselves. Only then is 
integrity possible.  
 
The second letter of “teshuvah” is the letter “shin” as in “Shiviti Adonai,” “I have set the Eternal 
before me always. To make teshuvah is to set God before us. The closest to we have to God is 
each other. Judaism teaches that, for one another, we are God’s messengers and His angels. I 
think back to that woman in the grocery store, my messenger and my angel. What if I would have 
set God before me on that day? Instead of defensively freezing up, instead of regretting my 
unspoken rebuttal, what if I had said, “You are right, I have no idea what it is like to be black in 
America. Tell me.” It would not have solved the world’s problems, but what if we would have sat 
together over a cup of coffee while I really listened to her? She might have even asked me about 
our family and how Judah came to be our son. To place God before us always is to look beyond 
assumptions and stereotypes to see that, in the form of human encounter, God is before us 
always.  
 
“Vav” is the third letter of “teshuvah,” and it opens the verse “V’ahavtah l’rei-acha ca’mocha,” 
You shall love your neighbor as yourself. This is the heart, the exact middle of the Torah, but 
there is no more difficult commandment to follow than this one. In this unsurpassed period of 
privilege, as Jews are we brave enough to love our neighbor by speaking up and speaking out 
against the very system that gave us our power? We must be brave enough to explain to a family 
member at our holiday table that rebutting Black Lives Matter by saying, “All lives matter” erases 
the issues of race, dismisses a movement for justice and demonstrates a willful ignorance of the 
privilege enjoyed by those who are not marginalized.  
 
Teshuvah’s fourth letter is “bet.” “B’chol D’ra-chei’cha.” “In all your ways know God, and the 
Eternal will show you the way.” We are not just Jews on the High Holy Days or when we are at 
The Temple. We are Jews everywhere we go and in everything we do. Lord Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 
wrote, “Post-modernity has become an exercise of autonomy.” Morality has become something 
private that is based on personal choice. No way. This is anarchy and absolutely not the Jewish 
way. But unless we take our religion and its ethics seriously and until we are willing to engage in 
real moral discourse guided by Jewish wisdom, we cannot and will not change ourselves or heal 
this broken world.  
 
The last letter of “teshuvah” is the letter “hey.” Hatznei’a lechet. Walk humbly with your God. 
Teshuvah demands humility. A teacher reminded me that before we ask, “How can we help?” we 
first have to ask, “Do you want my help?” As unaccustomed as we are to following, this is the 
time for us to follow as committed allies rather than well-meaning but nevertheless coopting 
leaders.  
 
I love being part of a congregation that dreams big, but neither Rabbi Berg, nor our President 



Jonathan Amsler, nor I are here to introduce a major congregational race initiative. Right now, 
such an initiative is not ours to create. What I ask from each of us this morning is more personal, 
a commitment to making our own teshuvah. 
 
Upon meeting God, we are taught that Moses hid his face because he was afraid to look at the 
Eternal. He was afraid to see eternity because from eternity’s vantage point, Moses would have 
seen that suffering is a necessary stage on the journey to ultimate triumph. Moses was afraid that 
seeing heaven would have desensitized him to the pain on earth. Touching infinity would have 
cost him his humanity. Moses would have understood God but he no longer would have been the 
man who fought injustice.  
 
Moses hid his face from God and chose to continue becoming a human being. His choice then is 
our task now. We are here to do the work that it takes to be human. 
Te-shu-vah 
 
Tav. Be pure. Let us be honest about our own conscious and unconscious racism.  
Shin. Place God before you always. Let us remember that every human we encounter is not a 
stereotype we perceive but a manifestation of God. 
Vav. Love your neighbor. Let us speak up and speak out against the very system that benefits us 
over others simply because we were born with fair skin.  
Bet. In all your ways, know God. Let us live moral, principled lives guided by Jewish wisdom and 
never permit ourselves to look away from injustice. 
And hey. Walk humbly with God. We are not the leaders in the struggle for racial justice, but we 
can be, we must be allies. 
 
Amen. 


