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Beshalah 5783 – Celebrating Our Volunteers  

(and other Great Volunteers of History) 

Rabbi Michael Safra  

B’nai Israel Congregation, Rockville MD 

 

 Today is volunteer Shabbat, and I want to be sure to express gratitude and appreciation for all 
our volunteers, whether you had an aliyyah or are just sitting in the pews or watching from home. But I 
would be remiss if I didn’t also reflect briefly on the Civil Rights journey to Alabama from which I just 
returned.  

 We were 23 congregational rabbis and organization leaders. The trip was organized by our 
Jewish Federation; and I went because it seemed important. I grew up in Atlanta. I feel a certain affinity 
to the South. When I came here in 2002, the other position I was seriously considering was at the 
synagogue in Montgomery, Alabama. We’ve worked through SEA Change to learn more of the history of 
racism in our county and country, and to connect with projects and initiatives that align with our values. 
I understand the challenges of articulating an authentic Jewish voice for racial Justice, which made the 
opportunity to be with other rabbis, guided by Federation, that much more compelling. There is so 
much I don’t know. 

 It turned out to be a good time for this trip. February is Black History Month. And this week we 
read Parashat Beshalach, the beginning of our ancestors’ journey from slavery to freedom. It is a long 
journey. Moses won’t make it to the Promised Land. The people will face famine and drought and war. 
They will complain … a lot. But in the beginning, everyone seems happy.  

 Even too happy. Midrash Mekhilta describes how, on the night before the Israelites were to 
leave Egypt, the Israelites were busy packing and looting the Egyptians. They were caught up in their 
own affairs. But not Moses. Moses remembered the oath his ancestors had sworn to Joseph, that his 
bones would be brought to the Land of Israel. And on that night, he was busy trying to do a mitzvah. 
But, the Midrash asks, how did Moses know where Joseph was buried? There was a woman; Serah bat 
Asher was her name. And she knew where he was buried. Serah showed Moses the spot.  

 The Midrash says that Joseph had been placed in a metal casket at the bottom of the Nile. When 
Serah showed him the spot, Moses threw down rocks in an effort to wake the sleeping bones. He 
shouted: “יוסף, Joseph, הגיעה השבועה, the time for the fulfillment of God’s oath has arrived.   ואל תעכב
 And you cannot delay your redemption. It is on your account that we are waiting. If you are ,את גאולתך
ready, please surface your bones. Otherwise, נקיים אנחנו משבועתך, we are hereby released from your 
oath.” At that moment, Joseph’sa casket – in Hebrew, his aron – floated up to be collected. Throughout 
the journey, the aron containing Joseph’s bones was carried alongside the aron containing the 
commandments. The Torah marched alongside this consummate righteous person who had lived by its 
values.  



2 
 

 I love that Midrash. I’ve taught it before. And I was thinking about it in Alabama. For starters, 
who is Serah bat Asher? We know almost nothing about her, save for a couple verse fragments. When 
the Torah lists names of those accompanying Jacob to Egypt, we read of: “Asher’s sons: Imnah, Ishvah, 
Ishvi, and Beriah, and their sister Serah.” And in Numbers 26, the second wilderness census – the one 
taken in the year before their arrival in the Promised Land, we read after Asher’s sons, “ אשר  -ושם בת
 .And the name of Asher’s daughter was Serah.” But that’s it ,שרח

 We know nothing about her, except she is one of very few women even mentioned, and her 
name is invoked on both sides of the redemption from Egypt. Nobody else can claim that longevity, 
which means she must be important. And so the Rabbis extrapolate her story. She was Moses’s behind-
the-scenes support, a righteous, courageous, wise, powerful woman. And if it wasn’t for the Midrash, 
we wouldn’t know her story.  

 And that is why I went to Alabama – to meet people and learn their stories. I already knew 
about Martin Luther King, and SNCC (the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee), sit-ins, boycotts, 
marches, Abraham Joshua Heschel (or as Avis Smith, our tour guide at King’s parsonage in Montgomery, 
told us she and the other girls in the church referred to him: Rabbi Santa Claus.) … But I didn’t really 
know, I still don’t know the stories.  

We visited a memorial to the 4,400 people – unfortunately, not all their names are known – who 
were lynched in this country between 1877 and 1950. We saw markers that have been erected in the 
last 15 or 20 years to memorialize people and places that history all but forgot. We learned about Dean 
Drug Store, a Black-owned Montgomery business that became a key pickup spot for carpools. I had 
never considered the elaborate underground taxi system that had to be set up to get people to and 
from work while they stayed off the buses for 381 days. Boycotts and marches don’t just happen. Sit-ins, 
nonviolence doesn’t just happen. These things require training, coordination, logistical support, FAITH; 
and those things require people, unsung heroes whose stories are just beginning to be told. 

 We visited the 16th-Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, which was famously bombed in 
September 1963. We met Dr. Carolyn McKinstrey, a 10-year president of the church’s Board of Directors 
(and I should pause on Volunteer Shabbat to consider that; Scott, how would you like to be president for 
10 years? And ours is a thriving congregation!). Dr. McKinstrey was in the church when it was bombed, 
and that was a life-altering experience. But that wasn’t the primary story she told. She described Dr. 
King’s first visit, in May of 1963, together with other leaders of the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference. The adults in Birmingham had all but given up on the right to vote. They had to go to work. 
They didn’t have time to protest or get arrested and sit in jail. So Dr. King had this idea to organize 
children.  

 Dr. McKinstrey told us about a particular morning when the church was filled to capacity – more 
than 1800 children – who listened to Dr. King and others tell them about the importance of this 
movement. They were trained in non-violence and sent home. When someone asked what would come 
next, they were told: “We’ll tell you when it’s time.” Well, Dr. McKinstrey reminisced, a few days later, 
they saw people walking and driving around their neighborhoods with signs that read: “It’s Time,” and 
they went down to the church to prepare for what became the Children’s Crusade. More than one 
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thousand skipped school. Hundreds were arrested. There were police dogs and firehoses. And the 
images galvanized this country to action.  

 How can I hear that story and not think of Moses and Serah standing by the Nile and yelling at 
Joseph’s bones? It’s time! 

 The Civil Rights Movement was not just marches and speeches and rallies. It is a story of 
commitment. It is a story of courageous loyalty to a cause. And those are the values of Volunteer 
Shabbat. The people we honor today don’t put their lives on the line like the heroes of the Civil Rights 
era. But they do dedicate themselves to a sacred mission. Our synagogue offers so much. There are so 
many reasons we are justifiably proud. And nothing happens by itself.  

The daily minyan. The production that is Shabbat services. Formal and informal education – 
from toddlers to adults. A Caring Committee to service members of the congregation in crisis. A social 
action committee and SEA Change Coalition to engage in projects and fight for justice in the larger 
community. Engagement with and advocacy for Israel. Responding to the growing threat of 
antisemitism. Security. The building. The budget. Our investments and fundraising. Inclusion of people 
with disabilities. Celebrating diversity of gender identity, sexual preference, observance levels, religion 
and race. And, of course, the board leadership that makes policy and accepts responsibility for our fiscal 
security. These things don’t just happen. 

Even though there are too many volunteers to name, the fact is that we need more. You deserve 
your names in lights because the work isn’t easy. There are moments when this feels like a thankless 
job. But this synagogue needs you. And we need more people. Our lives aren’t on the line, although the 
uptick in antisemitism should concern us, and the Jewish future hangs in the balance. Israel needs us, 
and not just to advocate. There is a dangerous argument among Israel’s governing elite that non-
Orthodox American Jews don’t matter because we are going to assimilate and disappear soon. And 
without volunteers, without your dedication and commitment to our values and our practices and our 
institutions … that argument rings true. The demographic data should not call us to fear; it must call us 
to act. 

And the time is now. The road is long. The journey is tough. And there will necessarily be 
discussions and debates and disagreements along the way. Ours is a sacred mission that requires people 
like Moses who can stand in front and be noticed, and others like Serah whose stories lurk behind the 
shadows and may never be told. Our tasks are many and the work may never be completed. But it is the 
essence of our freedom, the essence of our sacred oath that we never desist. Shabbat shalom.  


