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I would like to thank Rabbi Perlman and Temple Beth Shalom for hosting this 

gathering.  

 

Yesterday morning, during Shabbat services in our synagogue, we read aloud a 

prayer in our prayer book that in our congregation is not often recited.  It’s the Av 

HaRachamim prayer, which was composed following the terrible devastation 

wrought by the Crusaders as they moved from town to town in medieval Europe, 

and entire Jewish communities were massacred.  This prayer was composed to 

mourn those terrible losses; it continues to be recited to this day to memorialize the 

deaths of Jews in other places and in other times.   

 

We read it yesterday because we were celebrating the bar mitzvah of a boy whose 

grandmother had been born in Athens, Greece. One day in the early 1940s, all the 

Jews in town were told to assemble in the local synagogue.  All of her relatives 

went, but they shooed her away. They told her to run away and hide.  Everyone 

else went on to the synagogue, where there were trucks waiting to transport them 

to Auschwitz, where they were murdered.  So we recited the Av HaRachamim 

prayer in memory of the Jewish community of Athens. 

 

It was only an hour or so later that we learned of the massacre at the Tree of Life 

synagogue in Pittsburgh.   

 

Jews all over the country are feeling increasingly vulnerable and fearful. We are 

feeling vulnerable and fearful.  And yet, it’s also important to recognize that this 

time and this place is very different from Europe during the Crusades, or Europe 

during the Holocaust.   
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One important demonstration of the difference we can see around us:  it is the 

presence of the clergy of our community -- the clergy in this room right now -- 

here to share our distress and our pain.  

 

I’d like publicly to thank my fellow members of the Needham Clergy Association 

for their warmth, kindness and support.  For the last day and a half, they’ve been 

sending emails and text messages of support and “prayers of comfort and peace.”   

 

I do not take this for granted.  This has not been characteristic of Jewish history, 

to put it mildly.  It gives us hope and encouragement. 

 

Another difference is that we live in a democracy.  We live in a land with a 

government of, by and for the people. Think about the role played by the police in 

this tragic attack.  Four police officers were wounded.  Here in Needham, the 

Needham Police Force is our partner.  We want to thank them for their on-going 

concern and help over the years.   

 

What should be our response to this tragic attack? 

 

For those of us who are Jewish, we should not allow hatred to diminish our 

commitment to study our sacred texts, to observe the mitzvot -- our Jewish 

religious obligations -- and to our ongoing embrace of Jewish life. 

 

That bar mitzvah boy whose family was rounded up at that synagogue in Athens ... 

he is going to that very synagogue in a few months and will participate in a service 

there in memory of his family who perished at the hands of the Nazis. 

 

For all of us gathered here today, whatever our background, whatever the color of 

our skin, whatever our faith tradition: we need to remember that we’re all in this 

together.   

 

We need to work together to foster an atmosphere of respect and caring for 

everyone in our society. To refrain from vilifying others. To refrain from 

incitement.  And when we speak of others, to speak with respect. To remember that 

words matter, and that we should use our words to encourage peaceful and 
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respectful and caring behavior, and attitudes of respect and love toward other 

human beings.   

 

As a friend and colleague, the Reverend Ray Hammond of Bethel AME Church in 

Roxbury wrote to me, “These are dark and terrible times through which our 

country is passing. But hatred will not have the final say. Our faith, our hope, our 

love for each other and our work together will overcome the fear and terror that 

others are whipping up all around us. God bless you.” 

 

May those who lost their lives in this terrible attack be remembered. May they 

remain a blessing.  Amen. 

 

 

 

 


