
July 31, 2020 – 10 Av, 5780 – Parshat Va-Ethannan 

Dear Temple Beth-El Family, 

This week our congregation was privileged to host one of this community’s most consistent and 
impassioned advocates on behalf of the members of our society, who are systematically disadvantaged 
on the basis of race.  Cal Walker, co-founder of the Village at Ithaca, addressed our community on 
Wednesday evening, Erev Tisha b’Av, to share his vision of how we might work together to build from 
this society’s promising, but flawed roots, a union both more perfect and more just in its treatment of all 
its members. 

There will surely be those who grumble, perhaps privately, that a talk on contemporary racism has little 
place in a commemoration traditionally focused on a litany of specifically Jewish tragedies, among these 
the destruction of the First and Second Temples in Jerusalem, the expulsion of the Jewish communities 
from England and Spain, and the destruction of the Warsaw Ghetto.  Surely, the critics will argue, an 
ancient and often embattled people are entitled to take some time to mourn our personal tragedies, to 
mark our unique history and the suffering that too often characterized it.  And mark these tragedies we 
did, with the reading of Eicha and recitation of kinot (traditional laments) that followed after Mr. 
Walker’s address. 

But Judaism is not a faith tradition that sees inherent value in the experience of suffering.  The pain that 
our people have suffered, the pain that any people suffers – indeed, any individual – is a detraction from 
the grandeur of Creation, a reminder of the imperfections that still permeate this world and beg for 
repair. 

In Jewish thought we effect a tikkun (a “repair”) of the brokenness exposed by human suffering, 
especially suffering imposed by human action (or inaction) and inflicted on another group en masse, 
when we set upon ourselves the task of uncovering the evil’s root cause and working systematically to 
uproot it.  In this way, while the suffering itself is not effaced, the sacrifice it entails is at least directed to 
a greater good. 

To this end, it is my intention to make the struggle for racial justice, a cause for which Cal spoke so 
compellingly in his presentation and which has become the rallying point for a whole generation of 
young Americans who stand convinced that this is an issue on which we can – and must – make 
progress, a focal point for our own congregational programming in the year ahead.  Not to the exclusion 
of other worthwhile programming, nor with such a universalizing tone that our activities become 
indistinguishable from those of a dozen other community centers and places of worship across this 
community and across the country, but in a voice that is distinctly Jewish, we will call out to one another 
and to the larger world to – in the words of this week’s Torah portion – “Shema!” – Give ear to some of 
our most deeply felt beliefs. 

Further details of the scope of our racial justice focus will be forthcoming in the weeks ahead, as will be 
announcements of specific programs sponsored by and taking place under the auspices of the 
Sisterhood, the Religious School (and Midrasha), the Social Action Committee, and Adult Education, 
among others.  I am hopeful that each of you will find some meaningful point of engagement through 
one or more of these avenues and offer my advanced thanks to the chairs of these committees and their 
members, who are working to bring this calendar into being. 



On the Jewish calendar, the passing of Tisha b’Av marks an inflection point, a time when the tone of our 
liturgy and spiritual affect moves from one of increasing solemnity and despair to one of introspection 
and hope.  We are building now towards the High Holidays, a contemplative season, to be sure, but one 
in which we set out to write the next, more promising chapter in our life’s story. 

May this year, this Tisha b’Av, in particular, mark a similar turning point in our nation’s collective history, 
as we aspire to new heights of morality and justice.  In signing off, I direct your attention to an essay 
(found here: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/30/opinion/john-lewis-civil-rights-america.html ) penned by the 
late civil rights leader and long-time voice of conscience in the U.S. Congress, John Lewis, who was laid 
to rest in Atlanta yesterday.  The piece, which appeared in yesterday’s New York Times, was shared with 
me by Cal Walker as a follow-up to his talk. 

Shabbat shalom, 

Rabbi Rachel Safman 


