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Rabbi Michael S. Beals      Kol Nidrei 5781  

 

We have sinned against You willingly and unwillingly; 

And we have sinned against You by hardening our hearts – b’imootz ha lev 

We have sinned against You by acting without thinking; -- b’v’li da’at 

And we have sinned against You by insincere confession. 

 As we prepare to confess our communal sins as a congregation, I cannot 

help but turn my mind to that heroic moral conscience of the Congress, the late 

Representative John Lewis of Georgia, who passed away earlier this summer at 

the age of 80.  He had many sayings which have become quotable but there are 

three that come to mind tonight. 

 The first, originally attributed to Dr. King, is: We all came here in different 

ships, but now we’re all in the same boat.”  (August 24, 2013, John Lewis remarks 

on the 50th anniversary of MLK’s “Dream” speech”. 

 The second is: "Do not get lost in a sea of despair. Be hopeful, be optimistic. 

Our struggle is not the struggle of a day, a week, a month, or a year, it is the 

struggle of a lifetime. Never, ever be afraid to make some noise and get in good 

trouble, necessary trouble." (June 2018 tweet) 



2 
 

The third is: “We all live in the same house, we all must be part of the effort 

to hold down our little house. When you see something that is not right, not fair, 

not just… do something about it. Say something. Have the courage. Have the 

backbone. Get in the way.” (May 20, 2016, John Lewis 155th  Commencement 

speech at Washington University, St. Louis, MO). 

I like these three quotes from this son of a sharecropper who was one of 

the last of his generation to work directly with Dr. Martin Luther King.  I like them 

because they mirror exactly where we need to be spiritually at Yom Kippur, and 

what we need to do as soon as we break our fast 25 hours from now. 

We will spend the next day confessing multiple times to multiple sins – 

some of which we HAVE done personally, and many others: licentiousness, 

violence, fraud and falsehood, which we have NOT done personally but which DO 

exist in our society.  When John Lewis and Dr. King said “we all came here in 

different ships but we are all in the same boat now,” they were articulating the 

very essence of what it means for us to confess communally as Jews.  Being in the 

same boat mirrors the wisdom of the first century rabbi, Hillel, who said “Al tifros 

min ha-tsibur – Do not separate yourself from the community.” (Pirkei Avot 2:5)   
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It is only from a sense of community obligation for one another – not just 

fellow Jews, but fellow human beings, made b’tselem Elohim –in the image of God 

--- can we motivate ourselves to get involved.  As John Lewis said, “we all live in 

the same house, we all must be part of the effort to hold down our little house.” 

Once we realize we have a collective obligation to one another – then 

what? John Lewis advises: “Never, ever be afraid to make some noise and get in 

good trouble, necessary trouble.”   That can be very hard for some of us to hear.  

We were taught to be rule followers – goodness knows, as a people, we have 613 

rules  to follow.  But think about how you were raised. With few exceptions, most 

of us were not rewarded for breaking the rules.  Getting into good trouble? – It 

does not come naturally for many of us.  

 And yet the Torah specifically commands us: “Lo ta’amod al-dam rayecha – 

Don’t stand idly by the blood of your neighbor.” (Lev 19:15)  So sometimes we 

need to ask ourselves, is it better to stay on the sidelines, or get involved in 

necessary trouble? We watch the news.  We know many of the things happening 

out there are wrong. and go against everything we were taught in Sunday school 

about Jewish values, but we often do nothing about it.  Or do we hear the sound 

of the shofar --- a wake up call, knowing that apathy is the biggest sin of all. 
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But even if we are shaken to involvement, then what?  What can just one 

person do?  Again, the wisdom of John Lewis comes to guide us: “do something 

about it. Say something. Have the courage. Have the backbone. Get in the way.” 

I am glad John Lewis is NOT specific about what it is we should do.  Each of 

his listeners live in different environments, have access to different resources, 

and have different abilities and opportunities.  But YOU, especially those of you 

who live in the small state of Delaware have special opportunities: Beth Shalom’s 

immediate neighbor is the Governor of the State, our two United States Senators 

and Congresswoman have all addressed us in our synagogue, the Mayor is 

accessible, one of the men running for president has been in our shul on many 

occasions to help us mark funerals, bar mitzvahs, and even attend a shiva!  And 

for goodness sakes, our New Castle County Executive actually grew up in our 

OWN Hebrew School – my friends, we have access, we have privilege.    

Yes, we have privilege, and privilege is NOTHING to be ashamed of, unless 

…. UNLESS we do not do anything with it help our fellow Americans who do not 

experience the same privilege we do by virtue of their skin color, socio-economic 

status, immigrant status, gender, or sexual orientation.   
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Remember 36 times in our Torah we are reminded to care for the stranger, 

and often the widow and the orphan too.  God EXPECTS us to care for those 

disenfranchised and vulnerable both in Biblical times and in our times, too.  Why? 

Because WE were slaves unto Pharaoh in Egypt, so we know, through our 

collective history, what it was like to suffer.  And face it, it wasn’t that long ago 

that Jews were deed restricted from certain North Wilmington neighborhoods, 

not allowed to join certain Wilmington country clubs, and even confronted by 

Jewish quotas at some of our nation’s finest universities.   

And today we live in a time when anti-Semitism is actually on the rise.  The 

shootings at the Tree of Life Synagogue and the Chabad of Poway are not distant 

memories– and many of us are still shaken by the arson attack against the Chabad 

serving the University of Delaware, right here, in our own backyard. We 

understand what it means to be threatened. 
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So what exactly CAN we do?  For each of you it will be different.  Perhaps 

you want to march in the next demonstration protesting abuses of police violence 

against Blacks?  Perhaps you want to write a letter to your Senator or 

Representative in support of a particular piece of legislation which will address 

the plight of the disenfranchised – you can start with the John Lewis Voting Rights 

Advancement Act if you like. 

Maybe you want to write a letter to The News Journal or J-Voice about an 

issue of concern?  Maybe there’s an organization you can join which will further 

help those in need?  Our own CBS Tikkun Olam Committee, led by congregant 

Stacy Friedland, is a great place to start. On behalf of our synagogue, it is 

constantly asking very moral questions regarding community involvement. 

But finally, if you feel inspired tonight, but really do not how to get started, 

let me leave with you one last quote of the late John Lewis: 

“My dear friends: Your vote is precious, almost sacred. It is the most powerful 

nonviolent tool we have to create a more perfect union. (Speech in Charlotte, North 

Carolina, on Sept. 6, 2012) 

 Gemar chatima tovah – May you all be inscribed in the Book of Life, for a 

happy healthy New Year, and a country more at peace with itself in the days and 

months to come. 
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