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Good morning!  It is such an honor to be able to stand in this pulpit once
again.  Thank you, Rev. Harvey, and thank you to all the members and
leaders of this extraordinary Mt. Olivet Church.

We have been gathering for this exchange for many years.

We’ve come together in times of peace.

We’ve come together in times of challenge.

Year after year, we spent Sabbath evening and Sunday morning together,
to honor the legacy of Dr. King and to reflect on what our two congregations
can do together to strengthen our city.

Last year, like with so many other things, we faced an incredible challenge.
We couldn’t gather in person.

And yet, we were still together.  Rev. Harvey charged us and challenged us,
as we worshiped on zoom.  I spoke on the Sunday morning, also through
zoom.

As I’ve said so many times during these last two years: these events aren’t
“virtual”.  They are real.  There is a real connection and real power, no
matter what tools we use to continue our relationship.
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Today, we are in church, even as many are participating online.  I am
honored by everyone’s presence, wherever you are sitting physically.

And the challenges around us have only increased, especially in the last 24
hours.

*****

Yesterday morning, a tragedy began to unfold.

A man filled with hate came into our sister temple, Congregation Beth
Israel, in Colleyvillle, Texas, during the Sabbath morning prayers.  He took
my colleague, Rabbi Charlie Cytron-Walker, and several members of the
congregation, hostage at gunpoint.

I spent a long evening and night in prayer.  People all around the world, of
many faith traditions, joined in praying.

The ordeal went on for 12 agonizing hours.  When would the terror end?
When would peace return?

Thankfully the innocents, who gathered to sit in their holy House of Prayer,
came out safe.

Even as this episode came to a “good” conclusion, we must confront the
reality that we live in a world where hatred and violence are overwhelming
the good.  We are living in a world where antisemitism is found in so many
places.  It is obscene and tragic.  We are living in a world where racism is
found in so many places.  It is obscene and tragic.
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Today, we must say no!

We must say no to those who act with hate and violence.

We must say no to those who seek to divide us, to rob us of the ability to
come together.

We must say no to those who seek to rob us of the dream.

*****

Friends, let us pray.

Almighty God, Source of Blessing and Peace:

We know, God, that you have created within us the ability to act with love
and to create peace.

God, give us the courage and strength to do exactly this.

God, let us recognize the ability you have implanted within us, to put an
end to violence and hatred and fear.

God, let us act in Colleyville and Rochester and every corner of your world.
Let us act as forces for good, for love, and for peace.

*****

Let me reflect for a moment on a verse of Scripture that speaks to this
moment.

It comes from the book of Deuteronomy,  Chapter 29…the Children of
Israel are nearly done with the forty years of wandering, after 400 years of
slavery.  They are standing just outside of the Promised Land.
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And God says, “You stand this day, all of you, before the Lord your God…to
enter into the covenant of the Lord your God…to the end that God may
establish you this day as God’s people and be your God, as God promised
you and as  God swore to your ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  I
make this covenant…not with you alone, but both with those who are
standing here with us this day before the Lord our God and with those who
are not with us here this day.”

We stand together today, all of us, in a holy relationship with God, a
covenant that holds mutual responsibility.   As Jews and Christians, we
have some different understandings of that covenant, but I celebrate the
common foundation we have.  We were all at Sinai together and we are all
together in pursuit of justice, equality, and peace.

*****

Because we hold this exchange each year during the weekend dedicated
to honor the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Rev. Harvey and I both have
drawn from many of his eloquent speeches and sermons.  Dr.  King was a
remarkable leader, incredibly important in the fight for civil rights.

Woven into all of Dr. King’s work was his identity as a religious leader.
Today, let me lift up one of his most important teachings, one that was not
offered from the pulpit as a sermon, but rather as a speech on the world
stage.

Listen to a small part of what Dr. King said as he accepted the Nobel Peace
Prize on December 10, 1964.

“I accept this award today with an abiding faith in America and an
audacious faith in the future…I refuse to accept the idea that [we are] mere
flotsam and jetsam in the river of life, unable to influence the unfolding
events which surround [us]. I refuse to accept the view that [we are] so
tragically bound to the starless midnight of racism and war that the bright
daybreak of peace and brotherhood can never become a reality.”
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I see this as an eloquent and important commentary on the Deuteronomy
verses I offered.  Moses stood at Mt. Sinai and was told that the covenant
is not just for a single generation and not just for one group that is
physically gathered together.  God entered into a relationship with us, to be
nourished and nurtured and renewed  in all places and for all time.

And this means, as Dr. King proclaimed, that we must live in such a way
that we are able to influence the world around us, to birth a new dawn and
create a new day that puts an end to hatred, discrimination, and violence.

We must work to create a new day that is filled with safety and peace, in
Colleyville and in Rochester and all across our country.

We must join together, in Texas and in New York, from shore to shore and
in every city and town and place in our country, and put an end to the long
dark night of hatred.

*****

My friend Dan Nichols, a gifted singer and songwriter who we hosted in
Rochester last month, wrote a melody with an exquisite turn of phrase.  He
wrote:

““I thank You for my life, body and soul
Help me realize I am beautiful and whole

I’m perfect the way I am and a little broken too
I will live each day as a gift I give to you.”

We are, as Dr. King urged us to see, filled with tremendous power.  We can
shape the world we have inherited so that we pass it on better than we
found it.
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We are beautiful creations of God, each one of us.

We carry with us the experience of standing at Sinai, receiving the sacred
wisdom that lights the way.

And yet…and yet…and yet.  We are, each one of us, a little broken too.
And that is beautiful and part of the miracle of creation.

When we recognize our imperfections, we can work on healing.

When we see the brokenness in the world around us, we can work on
healing.

When we open our eyes, we can recognize the urgent task that is before
us: that no one is left out or left behind.

Through the many years of this exchange, we have focused our attention
on issues of hunger and poverty and education and so much more.  We
have reflected together on gun violence and racism and anti semitism and
so much more.

Sadly, nothing on that list has gone away.  And so much has become even
more urgent.

That’s not to say our relationship is for nought and we haven’t
accomplished anything.  I am proud of the good work done by the members
of Mt. Olivet and the members of TBK.

As it was taught by one of the ancient rabbis, You are not obligated to
complete the work, but neither are you free to desist from it.
(Pirkei Avot 2:21)

I want today to be an affirmation of our commitment, a confirmation that we
see the brokenness and are doing what we can, and a reassurance that we
are capable of living each day as a gift we give to God.
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*****

Rabbi Naomi Levy, a brilliant author and teacher, wrote a book that
included a chapter that captured my imagination.  Playing on the idea of
taking a selfie…you know, where you take your phone and point it at
yourself and take a picture…she urges us to find the will and the way to
“take a soulfie.”

“I believe that God is forever pleading with us, “Listen.”  Every day we are
being asked to do something we are resistant to doing: to look deep inside
our own souls and do an honest accounting of where we are, and where
we are going.  Where am I needed?  Have I strayed from the path of my
life?  Have I become self-satisfied?  Have I stopped learning and growing
and changing?”

This is my hope for our time together, that we will create a foundation to
ask these kinds of questions–of ourselves, of our congregations, and of our
partnership.  Where are we and where are we going?  Where am I
needed?

Our journey began at Sinai.  The verse itself says so:  “I make this
covenant…not with you alone, but both with those who are standing here
with us this day before the Lord our God and with those who are not with us
here this day.”

It’s about potential.  Are we asking the hard and important questions, and
are we finding the courage, strength, and wisdom to fulfill our potential?

The needs are great in our broken world.  But as Dr. King taught us, we
can’t see ourselves as trapped in the dark and starless midnight and not do
the work needed to create a bright and hopeful dawn.

Let us recognize our power and potential…we are perfect.  And a little
broken too.  And in that perfect imperfection, we can uncover and act on
the potential we have to heal the world around us.
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I give thanks to God for this time together.

Let us rise up from this gathering, inspired to pursue the vision of a more
perfect world.

Let us rise up from this gathering with confidence and courage, faith and
fearlessness.

Let us rise up to the dawn of a bright new day, filled with unlimited potential,
possibility, and peace.
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