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As many of you know, I am part of a cohort of 40 rabbis and cantors created by Congregation 
Beit Simchat Torah, my former synagogue, and we gather biennially for a retreat.  We are 
Reconstructionist, Reform, Conservative, Orthodox, nondenominational and ultra-orthodox.  
We are cisgender and transgender and genderqueer, we are white and African-American, 
American, British, and Israeli.  We are men and women.  We serve in congregations, Hillels, 
community centers, chaplaincy and education.  Some of us are retired, some new in our 
careers.  We understand confidentiality and sensitivity to the most painful pastoral and political 
and life cycle situations.  This is a space where I have the privilege of retreating with my closest 
and most dear colleagues to reflect and learn and renew and laugh together.

This is also one of the few spaces for clergy in which everything can be on the table.  Full 
openness, what is said in the room stays in the room, and we wrestle with both personal and 
professional topics.  It’s the epitome of being in the room with people who get it on many 
levels.  One theme and idea has stayed with me, and I’d like to teach on it tonight.

In the midst of a particularly vulnerable conversation in which a colleague remarked, “this is a 
safe space, right?” another colleague remarked, “No.  They don’t exist.  There are no safe 
spaces.”

This has stayed with me deeply.

Educators Brian Arao and Kristi Clemens in their book The Art of Effective Facilitation: 
Reflections From Social Justice Educators describe, 
“In regards to movement-building, [the idea of ]“safe space” connects first with LGBTQIA 
activism in the early 60s and with issue-based advocacy through the Civil Rights movements of 
the 60s and 70s. Freedom Riders created literal safe spaces on their inter-state commutes, 
packed together on buses. These tight-knit communities were places to foster actionable 
political strategies and propel the movement forward. In the 80s and 90s, liberation movements 
continued to use safe spaces as a way to exchange ideas and plan protests. Safe spaces are used 
in [college] student support services to provide marginalized students places of refuge -  
students express that they are placed in positions where they have to combat systemic racism 
while simultaneously working to educate their peers, ultimately impacting their socio-emotional 
well-being.” 

In facilitation, tools such as “oops/ouch” give group members language to express 
unintentional intent of harm, and the impact of pain experienced.  Too often the safety only 
extends to those who get lightly scratched in the painful work of growth, but places the larger 
burden on those who live with the gouges and compound fractures and gaping wounds of 
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systemic oppression.  The intent of safe space is to design places that protect everyone from 
such pain, even though that rarely happens.
What is meant by the concept of safety, and who determines what is safe?
Safe implies freedom from harm or risk or danger.  

Safe, in the context of protection, is complicated.  In the late 1980s, almost a decade after the 
the AIDS crisis began to unfold in the public eye, the gay community spearheaded the 
educational campaign to educate about how HIV was transmitted, which included a massive 
public health campaign in the gay community about condoms.  It took many more years for 
this, in addition reproduction and pregnancy prevention, to be taught in health classes as “Safe 
Sex.”  Safe Sex implied that there was something that people could do to 100% protect 
themselves – from STIs and HIV specifically, as well as undesired pregnancy.   Which isn’t true.

Now, advertisers and health teachers and medical professionals use the language of “Safer 
Sex,” which indicates, as the American Sexual Health Association teaches, there is no such thing 
as Safe Sex.  No act is 100% safe – we can try to make it safer, but there are no guarantees.

Our intent in creating such spaces is that we will reassure anxious folks of being respected and 
protected in a place that is honest and sensitive.  It is a conflation of safety with comfort.  
Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote that the role of religion was to comfort the afflicted and afflict 
the comfortable, but safety and comfort are different.  We have some control over the comfort 
part, but safety is another issue, especially in groups.

Everywhere, our current political landscape demands that we create coalitions. We try to ally 
ourselves with common goals, hoping we will find safety in like-minded groups.  The Left is 
frantically scrambling to find partners so that each of our nonprofits and organizations can build 
power together.  We know that there is power in numbers, and that we need one another if we 
are to eventually topple the oppressive regimes that seek our destruction.  There is a reason 
that Pharaoh was fearful of the expansion of the Hebrews, like miniscule insects who together 
topple giant plants.  

Our striving for justice is frequently driven by identity politics to ally with the majority, 
developing political positions that are based on the interests and perspectives of social groups 
with which people personally identify.  But our political organizing must now also be rooted in 
intersectionality, the analytic framework which attempts to identify how interlocking systems 
of power impact those who are most marginalized in society. Intersectionality considers that all 
of the elements that go into identity politics do not exist separately from each other, but are 
complexly interwoven. 

As we create these coalitions, the conversation has been dominated by the idea that we should 
only develop partnerships with those with whom we agree, on all angles.  This purports to 
create an atmosphere of safety, where we can know we are surrounded by like-minded friends.  
For us as Jews, as people of color, as queer folks, as low-income people, as people of varying 
political beliefs on Israel-Palestine, finding our partners in this work pushes a lot of buttons.  It 
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is not uncommon for us to call each other out for holding certain partnerships; when we work 
with a group with whom we do not agree on some aspects, no matter how minute, are we 
compromising our principles?  There is backlash and judgment.  We are criticized by our allyship 
because we differ in some of our other partnerships.  

Do we accept funding from one source to do good in a necessary arena, or do we withhold our 
partnership because we disagree with the source of the funding?  Do we leave a partner in a 
group on immigrant justice off the guest list because we do not agree with their stance on 
LGBTQ rights? Do we dismiss being part of Black Lives Matter because of their allegiance with 
Palestinians?  In the name of intellectual and political safe spaces, we get in our own way.  

The Chanukah story is famous for this – it’s a story not about defeating the Greeks, but about a 
small group of Jewish religious zealots, Temple purists, who revolt against the assimilated Jews 
who have integrated into Greek culture.  We lose the point of revolting against the real evil and 
we hurt ourselves, while the Greek imperial system prevails.  The Temple may be cleansed, but 
of what?  

If we only partner with groups with whom we agree 100%, we would be one voice shouting, 
and getting hoarse.  We can partner with St. Nicholas church right here in Evanston on 
immigration, and even on LGBTQ inclusion in religious spaces, but not on reproductive rights.  
We might partner with Federation on reimagining our religious school, but we will criticize their 
sponsorship of a festival that excludes voices that criticize Israel.   Do we work with a black 
church on the southwest side to support their youth against gun violence, even though they 
invite Louis Farrakhan to preach from their pulpit?  There is not one answer, and none of them 
feel particularly safe.

How then, do we live with ourselves if we feel we are compromising our principles?  Shouldn’t 
we have a safe space in which to explore identity-related opinions and positions, particularly 
with those around us?  If we are to risk naming our own prejudices or blindspots, shouldn’t we 
have a place to explore that doesn’t exacerbate our shame?  Shouldn’t we have a space of our 
own that isn’t painful?

Safety is paramount in many situations.  We have an obligation to protect our children, to 
protect those who cannot protect themselves, to protect ourselves from threats of annihilation.  
Because there are many.  One who saves a life saves the entire world says the Talmud, but 
there are no guarantees that if we create the safe place, the life will be saved.  If praying the 
evil away was effective, our sanctuaries would be full each week and there would be no 
baseless hatred.  If safe measures were 100%, then no one in a seatbelt or carseat would die in 
a car accident. 

There are no promises, but that doesn’t keep us from trying; that’s what we are here for.  In 
this sanctuary, this sacred place.  The fact of the matter here is that not only is no space truly 
safe, but this space - Yom Kippur - is  exactly about putting ourselves in a place in which we 
aren’t safe at all.  We don’t know.  We can pray our best and try and hope, but there’s nothing 



Page 4

that will guarantee that any of us will be here next year, or that any of us won’t feel or be 
threatened.  There are micro-aggressions that we perpetrate and that we experience.  There 
are macro-aggressions too.  Our culture is polluted and toxic.  Nuclear bombs can destroy even 
the most technologically enforced of panic rooms if the range is close enough, and the same 
goes the world’s ugliness.  Expecting to set aside the reality of pain for the sake of cooperation 
is narcissistic, not safe.  We have to work through that pain.

In a fairytale, Princess Buttercup cries, “You mock my pain…” to which her tortured, beloved 
Westley replies, “Life is pain, highness.  Anyone who says differently is selling something.”

If we were to construct an impenetrable space in which everyone would be guaranteed not to 
be hurt, and not to have to collaborate with those with whom we disagree, even if we agree on 
most things, will leave us no choice but to be bubble-wrapped in a room by ourselves.  That’s 
the fairyland.  Poet Karin Boye writes, “yes it hurts when buds burst, there is pain when 
something grows.  Why otherwise would spring hesitate?”

The only possible safe space we have is an individual one, because it’s the only one we can 
control.  And that is not how Judaism, or the world, is meant to be.

Every evening, as we did earlier tonight, we sing these words, praying for safety: “Help us to lie 
down in peace, and wake tomorrow to life.  Enfold us in the wings of your protection.  Spread 
over us the shelter of your peace.” Hashkiveinu, page 730.

This prayer for safety in the Reconstructionist prayerbook is only one version. For the sake of 
intellectual integrity, praying only words that we believe to be humanly possible, Mordecai 
Kaplan chose this Sephardic version which focuses on peace.  Ashkenazi siddurim have another: 
“Shield us from enemies and plague, from starvation, sword, and sorrow. Remove the evil forces 
that surround us.”

There is evil in the world.  We don’t know how to stop it from being created, it is part of 
creation.  The editors of our prayerbook made this liturgical choice because it doesn’t make 
sense to pray to be shielded from something inevitable if you don’t believe in a God who can 
physically intervene.   But that assumes that the only function of prayer is to pray for that which 
is realistic.  We even try to make prayer a safe space.  We wouldn’t want to diminish our 
spiritual lives by bringing the scientific impossible to the realm of the magical.  How many of us 
have turned away from prayers for healing after our loved ones died from illness?

Instead, the prayer we do here is full of harm and risk and danger.  So is being alive in the 
world.  The reason Hashkiveinu resonates so deeply is not because we believe that God has the 
power to remove all of these calamities from our midst, but because we acknowledge that 
harms and dangers and risks are real, and by naming them we are better prepared to confront 
them and to cope with them.  Unetaneh tokef is less a statement of God’s intervening potency 
and our likelihood to be hit by a car or develop cancer, but rather that these ways to die are 
within the realm of possibility.  This is the reality of the world that we live in.  It isn’t safe.  We 



Page 5

can pad it, cushion the falls, but we can’t take away the possibility that sometimes we get hurt.  
Living is uncomfortable, and it doesn’t do us good to imagine that we can protect ourselves 
from bruises.  When we engage in justice work, we want to do so without peril to our own 
bodies or egos.  This is not possible.  What we can try to do is to limit the ways we cause hurt to 
others, protect our own selves when we need to, take responsibility for bruising someone else.  
Al chet shechatanu lifanecha.

Those who have been hurt and those who live in a perpetual state of being bruised by the 
systems that oppress us don’t get the luxury of safety.  Why do we think we are better?

What if we transform the impossible safety into something else.  We are already 
uncomfortable.  We risk naming the things we have done that make us ashamed and impure 
and scared.  We don’t stop joining forces with those who make us uncomfortable because it’s 
not about comfort. Arao and Clemons suggest that we transform these safe spaces that don’t 
exist into Brave Spaces.  Brave spaces are not the fairy tale or even the Princess Bride gallantry.  
Bravery is about trusting that we have good intentions AND we are willing to take risks.  We are 
willing to feel, even when that hurts.

Debbie Friedman, of blessed memory, wrote the words to the mi shebeirach for healing that we 
sing each week, and you’ll notice that it doesn’t say “healing.”.  It says “renewal” - because mi 
shebeirach was written by her in the context of the Jewish healing movement, which was 
created to care for the gay men who were dying from AIDS.  They wouldn’t ever get completely 
better, even if they didn’t die, because AIDS is a lifelong disease, and it can’t be prayed away.  
Neither can the ways to die we list in these services, or the evils that exist.  But we don’t stop 
praying for healing; we are brave enough to admit that we are broken.  We are brave enough to 
admit that we have broken others.  And we are brave enough to turn that pain into 
compassion.  We are brave enough to enact our prayers, to use language to bring the shame 
and grief into full view, whether we call this praying or not. 

Bravery in Hebrew is called ometz lev, and tonight as we sit in a sanctuary and do the work of 
Yom Kippur, I hear the call of Psalm 27.  The words we sing, we ask achat sha’alti - one thing we 
ask, shivti b’veyt Adonai - to sit exactly in this sacred space.  What do we need to do this? 
Chazak v’ametz libecha.  Be brave in your heart. Tonight, broken and bare, let us open this 
space not for safety but for bravery.  

I don’t, I can’t exist in the world trying to find the perfect fit, and seeking the space that’s just 
right.  I don’t want to do this work shrink wrapped or buffered or alone in a room.  I don’t want 
to skim the surface in the name of being in a coalition, rather than digging deep.  I don’t want 
to be complacent either, and retreat from that which is hard.  I am broken and hurt and so are 
you.  And we have all broken and hurt others.  Let us be courageous, so that when we leave this 
brave space, we will not carry false hopes that we can only do this work here.  Let us strengthen 
our hearts enough that when we go out in partnership and are bruised, or when we are the 
ones who cause harm, we can give and receive comfort.  Let us transform the myth of safety 
into the possibility of bravery.
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Rabbi Jack Reimer wrote:
Now is the time for turning…
But for us turning does not come so easily.
It takes an act of will
For us to make a turn.
so help us turn -
 From callousness to sensitivity,
 From carelessness to discipline,
 From fear to faith.
 Turn us around, and bring us back towards You.
Revive our lives, as at the beginning.
And turn us towards each other, 
For in isolation there is no life.


