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Yom Kippur Day 5778 
 

Elu V’elu Divrei Elohim Chayim 
 

100 years ago.  Post WWI, America was experiencing the final 5 years of mass immigration of the Jewish 
community to American from Eastern Europe.  The avalanche of disasters in World War I gave rise to the 
creation of many Jewish caretaking and advocacy organizations, such as the American Joint Distribution 
Committee and the American Jewish Committee.  According to A Historical Atlas of the Jewish People,   
“Anti-Semitism began rearing its ugly head in America in the 1890s. The well-established white Christian 
community despised the masses of poor immigrants who flocked to the United States, including the East 
European Jews, and regarded them as a threat to the American way of life and mode of government.  Yet 
the fundamental characteristics of American society were too strong to permit the arrest of integration, and 
Jews continued to advance in every field. Bankers, scholars, judges, artists, and writers continued rising to 
prominence and making their impact on American life.” 
 
Now, immigrant Jews were not only engaged in the white collar professions of Europe.  Most immigrants did 
not meet America with waiting jobs and prominent social class.  But they were instrumental in creating 
entities that created massive impact on American workers overall.  Labor Unions – the International Ladies 
Garment Workers Union, the Amalgamated Clothing Workers in Chicago, to name a few, were rooted in the 
American Jewish working community and ultimately gave rise to the American Federation of Labor.  Labor 
Unions across this country introduced health clinics, pensions, day care centers, cooperated housing, banks, 
education, and cultural activities.   The Labor anthem, Bread and Roses, is based on a quote by Jewish woman 
activist Rose Schneiderman, “the worker must have bread, but she must have roses too.” 
 
I do not have to tell you what awaited those who did not leave Europe, or the decades of anti-Semitism that 
followed, which we commemorate in our martyrology service at yizkor each year.  We Remember, Never 
Forget.  Our Jewish memory is very long, and is one of the values we hold most high.  We must.  We know. 
 
We remember that time period in American Jewish history – 100 years ago - 146 women were killed at the 
Triangle Shirtwaist Factory, and an annual commemoration takes place in Greenwich Village, now on the 
campus of NYU.  My American history classes taught about this strike, which took place in 1911, and there 
were posters of people like Emma Lazarus and Clara Lemlich hanging in my dorm room in college, courtesy of 
the Jewish Women’s Archive.  Our teaching of history celebrates our people, our consistent triumph over anti-
Semitism, and ways in which our people as a minority have enriched the communities in which we have lived. 
 
That is one history, and it is true.  We remember. 
 
The summer of 1919 was known in American history as the Red Summer, as a wave of lynchings and racially 
driven riots spread across 36 Southern states in the US.  It was the end of World War I, and a wave of soldiers 
were returning after fighting for their country in Europe.  Many of these soldiers were African American, 
descendants of slaves, and it was a time when many black laborers also began to organize to combat 
deplorable wages and working conditions.  In 1919, over 100 black sharecroppers dared to organize 
themselves as the Progressive Farmers and Household Union of America to demand better pay from white 
plantation owners.  No longer willing to tolerate the inhumane treatment, racism and terrorism that greeted 
them, they organized, resisted and demanded their civil rights by honored by the country they risked their 
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lives for. Instead, they were met by murderous white mobs.  The response was a spree of riots and lynchings 
from white neighbors. In Elaine, Arkansas, between 100 and 250 black Americans were murdered in what 
became known as the Elaine massacre. No one was tried or held accountable.  98 years ago today, September 
30th 1919. 
 
That is one history, and it is true.  We remember. 
 
This is a history that I did not learn until I learned that the National March for Racial Justice was scheduled to 
be held on September 30, 2017.  It is happening today, in Washington D.C. on Yom Kippur. 
 
When the march was announced for the same day as Yom Kippur, it gave many Jewish communities and 
leaders – who vision themselves as advocates for social justice and allies to movements for racial justice – 
significant pause.  How could this happen?  It was organized following the verdict in the case of Philando 
Castile, in which the police officer who shot this black man 7 times in the first 40 seconds of the encounter, in 
the midst of a routine traffic stop was found not guilty.  The drastic rise in hate crimes, and the rise of our 
national willingness to talk about this ongoing epidemic feeds the need for this march.  And it came to the 
attention of the Jewish community in the aftermath of Charlottesville, and we Jews had been made keenly 
aware that we, too, remain objects of hate by White Supremacists. It had been made clear that, like our Black 
and Brown sisters and brothers, we are victims of racism. Of course we, with images of Rabbi Abraham Joshua 
Heschel marching in Selma with Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr, we would show up for this. 
 
But in this time in which all of us – facing anti-Semitism and systemic racism – needed to come together, we 
were caught in a game of “more victim-than-thou,” and the fragile relationship between the Jewish and black 
left fractured.  What now? 
 
The reality is that the March for Racial Justice organizers didn’t know the ways in which this day was a sacred 
one for Jews because the organized Jewish community wasn’t in the room with them to begin with.  This is a 
painful truth too.  The majority – although by no means all – of the Jewish community carries white privilege.  
Many of us were taught about the Triangle fire and not about the Elaine massacre in public school.  We are 
generally not assumed to be dangerous because of our skin color, especially by armed police.  One of the 
greatest privileges of whiteness is that you don’t have to spend all your time and energy defending your 
collective right to exist. 
 
And it is continued white privilege when white Jews insist that it is anti-semitic to host a march that is driven 
by and for people of color on a day when we cannot attend, no matter how much our values would push us to 
do so.  This is a nerve-striking reality for those of us who are white Jews, and puts Jews of color in an 
impossible position.  Where to stand?  How to choose? 
 
When the March was announced for Yom Kippur, almost immediately a courageous conversation took place 
between Rabbi Jill Jacobs of T’ruah, the Rabbinic Call for Human Rights, April Aviva Baskin who is the URJ‘s vice 
president for Audacious Hospitality, and herself a Jew of color, and an organizer of the March for Racial 
Justice, Dorcas Davis. This is the season in which we reflect on our actions and our choices, both externally and 
internally. This was the response from the March:   
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“We are marching in solidarity with our Jewish brothers and sisters who are observing the holiest of days 
on the Jewish calendar. Holding fast to Jewish tradition is also an act of resistance, in the face of growing 
anti-Semitism. We recognize and lift up the intersection of anti-Semitism and racism perpetrated by white 
supremacists, whether they wave Confederate flags, don swastikas, beat and kill people on the streets in 
Charlottesville, deface Holocaust memorials, or threaten and harass members of our communities and our 
religious and community spaces. And we recognize the need for all of us to work together in the face of an 
administration that condones widespread oppression of all those most vulnerable among us.  
This is a long-term struggle and our relationship to each other transcends one day and one march. As we 
learn from this planning mis-step, we are working with Jewish leaders and we hope that on that holy day, 
Jews in synagogues across our country will pray for racial justice - lifting up black and brown people, 
Jewish and non-Jewish - in hope for safety and wholeness. Spiritual sustenance is an essential part of this 
work for justice. We’re committed to working together with the Jewish community throughout the year 
and every year until true justice for all of us is won.” 
 
We have a word for this kind of response: T’shuvah.  Return.  Words of living divinity. 
 
The March organizers have demonstrated teshuvah for this confluence of scheduling. 
Have we done teshuvah for our absence? 
Now it’s our turn.  This is the Day of Atonement. 
 
Some Jews, including rabbis, are responding by marching in the March for Racial Justice today.  Some Jews are 
in synagogues and are raising up racial justice in our prayers, like we are.  And some Jews were not aware that 
the march was taking place. 
 
It is our responsibility, to do what white privilege continues to excuse us from doing. It is time for us to take 
responsibility for the ways in which we have continued to allow the legacy of systemic racism to permeate our 
country and destroy the very principles of justice for which we claim to stand, and to own the fact that many 
of us have benefitted from that white privilege. It’s our turn to do teshuvah, not just here in the synagogue 
but out in the world where can be seen and felt and heard by our Black and Brown neighbors and our Black 
and Brown Jews. 
 
Today, when Isaiah calls us to examine if we are doing our very best, living up to the fast we are partaking in 
right now, we are asked to recognize two painful truths.  We have experienced centuries of anti-Semitism, and 
although we have moved to a place of relative comfort and safety, Charlotteville reminds us that hatred of 
Jews in America is very much alive and well.  We must continue to speak out and to live our Jewish identities 
proudly, not because there will always be those who perpetrate anti-Semitism and seek our destruction, but 
because who we are matters.  What we believe, the way in which we use Judaism to shape our lives matters, 
and we have a right to live in peace, freedom, prosperity and equality. 
 
And.  
 
Most of us carry white privilege, and benefit from or are part of a system of oppression of people of color that 
renders us oppressors.  The benefits our skin color gives us, the ability to pass, assumed opportunities, the 
ability to look away.  And this privilege, exploited into white supremacy and amplified by hatred, destroys the 
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possibility of people of color being who they are, because who they are as black and brown people matters, 
and having the right to live in peace, freedom, prosperity and equality. 
 
The ability to recognize competing and conflicting truths at the same time make us human, thinking beings.  It 
does not, necessarily, make us feel any better. Similar to atonement, what makes us better is the process of al 
chet – confession and teshuvah – the potential for change. 
 
Koach Baruch Frazier is an African American Jewish audiologist from Missouri, and a member of the Bend The 
Arc Selah Leadership cohort for Jews of Color.  KB writes: 
 
 "White supremacy thrives on scarcity, this belief that there is never enough. It infects social movements by 
allowing folks to actually believe that there is only one person, one group, one way to fight back against 
oppression. 
It sets us up as enemies instead of comrades. It creates fear and before you know it, we are counterprotesting 
folks who are doing anti oppression work because we didn't plan it, they didn't ask our permission, we got 
suckered into this system we want to dismantle. 
I am hopeful that as scarcity once again shows up here, this will be a growing edge, that we won't allow this to 
create the isolation and division it thrives on. 
Trust and believe, there is enough oppression to be dismantled by all of us. This is a marathon, not a sprint. 
And there is so much brilliance and creativity here, why wouldn't we want to use all of it so we can all be 
free?" 
 
Change.  Social justice has always been of the backbone of JRC. We have shown up for AIDS in Africa, cleaned 
up after Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans, fed soup kitchens, witnessed immigrants, supported emerging 
Jewish communities in Africa, and provided sanctuary to those from Guatemala. These are all things that we 
can do to help the outside world. But part of what teshuvah means is taking this opportunity to change the 
underlying systems that many of us benefit from every day, and are destroying our communities of color.  
Since the election we have seen a drastic increase in hate crimes, and the walls of white supremacy are built 
higher and higher. How do we take them down? 
 
I began this morning talking about the labor movement, and ways in which the labor movement has been a 
voice for change in both Jewish and African-American history.  And it’s an example of systemic racism that one 
is taught and the other is ignored.  I turn to Interfaith Worker Justice, based here in Chicago, for ways in which 
we as a religious organization, as a Jewish community, can turn our fight for justice into something that not 
only works to heal external injustices, but helps to heal the soul of our very nation. 
 
So what do we do? Interfaith Worker Justice teaches that effective social justice organizing for religious 
communities is a 3 Legged stool: Education, Liturgy, and Advocacy. All three need to be active and all three 
need to be supported for effective social change.  This is the unique way that religious organizations can do 
this kind of work in a way that secular organizations can’t. 
 
Similarly, our Mishnah teaches that al shloshah dvarim haolam omed: The world stands on 3 things:  Al 
haTorah, Al haAvodah, Al G’milut Hasadim.  The world stands on three legs: On learning, On Prayer and 
Spirituality, and on acts of Loving Kindness.  Here’s how they come together.  

https://www.facebook.com/drkoach?fref=mentions
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Education. Al ha Torah:  
 
It is our responsibility to educate ourselves on the issues. Too often we rely on those who are the most 
vulnerable and those who suffer most to also have to take on the burden of teaching us why they feel 
Oppressed.  I think about the Jews of color in our community.  If we look around this room right now, we see 
mostly white people.  If you come to circle time on Sunday morning, if you come to tefillah  on Tuesday or 
Thursday afternoon, you’ll see a very different racial composition.  Many of our children are Afrtican 
American, Asian, latinx, multiracial, and white.  It is a very different room to look around.  And it is our 
responsibility as the adults to make sure that these Jews never feel less than Jewish, questioned for who they 
are or how they are Jewish, or made to explain how Jews could be people of color in the first place, or how 
people of color could be Jews.  There have always been Jews in All Hues, as the organization says, and it is our 
responsibility not to tokenize, not to single out, to train the police officers at our door not to question people 
of color why they would be coming to a synagogue, or to assume that someone who is a person of color in our 
sunagogue has converted. 
 
Our camping movement has done a pretty good job of being inclusive and talking about this.  This is not 
something our synagogues have done very well.  We must educate ourselves about racism within our 
synagogue community, within Judaism, and within our nation.  And our synagogues must be the place to ask 
the hard questions, the “I don’t know, I need to learn this.”  To say I need to know Racism 101.  I need to 
educate myself and do the work.  I need to ask myself, how do people of color experience our Jewish 
community?  If the basics of anti-racism training is what we need, then that’s what we need.  And that’s ok, to 
bring that into our community and learn.  It is  the place to ask, out of goodness and not out of offense, to 
move things forward. 
 
The second leg of the stool:  Al haAvodah.   
I mentioned before the Avodah service, that often takes place in Musaf.  We replace that with our Open Mic, 
with our personal offerings of our own experiences.  We also call Avodah prayer. 
 
We have to raise the issues in prayer.  We have to use our spiritual spaces to replenish ourselves because 
those of us who are doing this work need the nourishment of a spiritual place to refill our hearts and souls.  
Our Jewish spaces should be the places where we process our own issues and our own ways that we feel 
about them.  We should  create our own places for us to do that work.  It is also the place to connect the 
liturgical to the political and raise our consciousness in the context of our sacred space.  It is not an issue or a 
threatening one or seen as anything other than logical to connect our Tu Bish’vat seder to the Green Team 
and environmentalism.  So why aren’t we using our holiday of hospitality on Sukkot to welcome the homeless, 
to welcome those who are in need, of Pesach and liberation and what it means to be perpetuating systems 
that oppress others?  What does it mean to live in two civilizations?  How do we observe Black History Month, 
Hispanic Heritage month, Asian American Pacific Islander month?  LGBTQ Pride month, and how do we 
integrate that into all of the civil ways and religious ways that we recognize our holiday cycles?   
 
And more importantly, we must integrate the Jewish voices from all of these different diversities into our 
regular liturgical practices. 
 
The third:  Al G’milut Hasadim: On Acts of Kindness.  Advocacy.  
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We have to get out there and we have to speak out.  We have to march, protest.  We have to write, to email, 
to call, to call out the systemic racism when we notice it, and not be afraid that we will be the one saying “oh, 
that’s not a big deal.  We’ve been doing it this way for a long time.  Guess what?  Doing it this way for a long 
time is how we got into this situation in the first time. 
 
We have to highlight people of color and how systemic racism is showing up, we have to be very specific.  We 
cannot overhaul our educational system, our governmental systems, in generic terms.  We have to say that we 
are not afraid to see how we have benefitted from these systems, and we have to follow the lead of people of 
color to know how best to support the struggle. 
 
 
In general, we are doing pretty well in a lot of arenas.  That’s the good news.  We are cultivating a culture of 
resistance, and I hope we are doing so out of love.  Look at how many people stood up for that aliyah, right 
here in this room.  We just killed Trumpcare for the third time, the airport protests had an impact, people are 
taking the knee, and we just passed HB40, protecting access to reproductive healthcare and abortion, 
particularly for those who depend on state-granted funds.  Yes, we have toxic leaders but the resistance is 
working. People are calling their senators daily. Civic engagement is really high now.  
 
This is teshuvah in action. But we can do more.   
 
Racism, misogyny, and oppression of black and brown people, and yes, even anti-Semitism won’t end with a 
march today or a prayer or even this sermon.  We’ll be needed to show up again and again.  Donate to the 
march.  Be part of your JRC community.  Be part of your neighborhood community. Get to know them.  Not 
only should your children be making friends with people who are not like them, but what about the parents?  
What about the adults in our community?  And go to the next rally or action in support of our black and brown 
sisters and brothers of color, our undocumented sisters and brothers, our Muslim sisters and brothers. There 
is so much work to be done. 
 
At it all must begin with our ability to accept that there are two truths: we are still living in Egypt.  And there is 
part of us that is still Pharaoh.   
 
Talmud Bavli says,  
For three years there was a dispute between Beit [the School of] Hillel and Beit [the School of] Shammai, the 
former asserting, “The law is in agreement with our views,” and the latter contending, “The law is in 
agreement with our views.” Then a bat kol, a voice from heaven, announced, Eilu v’eilu divrei Elohim Chayim, 
“These and those are the words of the Living God,”  
 
We must heed the bat kol, the voice from heaven.  The other kol, the other voice we learn from on the High 
Holidays is the Kol shofar – the voice of being woke.  And with both kolot, both voices, we are not commanded 
to make the sound, but to hear it.  We are commanded to listen and respond. 
 
Professor Timothy Snyder, in his book On Tyranny, which I referenced last night, writes, “For resistance to 
succeed, two boundaries need to be crossed.  First, ideas about change must engage people of various 
backgrounds who do not agree about everything.  Second, people must find themselves in places that are not 
their homes, and among groups who were not previously their friends.”   
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But if we bring it to Empathy, we sit with our own pain and discomfort, we can really hear and see that which 
is broken.  We melt the hardened heart, starting with our own, and moving to the hearts of our schools, our 
governments, our police, to the widest ripples and reaches of the world.  This is the work of Yom Kippur.  We 
give ourselves the space to feel.  We give ourselves a retreat from the outside to go deep into the inside.  We 
do the work, we empty ourselves of the extra we don’t need to allow space for that which actually nourishes 
and fills us. 
Enjoy this time, we have til sunset. 
Give yourself the gift of this day to reflect and to replenish. 
And tomorrow, let’s go out together, both truths clenched in our hearts and our hands, and let’s get to work. 
 
Rabbi Rachel Weiss 
Jewish Reconstructionist Congregation 
Yom Kippur Day 5778 
 
 
 
 


