
Being together again at this New Year moment, 
In this sacred place is magically transformative; 
Somehow forging us into a sacred community, even more, 
making us an extended Jewish family from what otherwise  
might be regarded as a loose association of acquaintances  
or even gathering of virtual strangers… 
So, what’s the essential tie that binds us? 
What core teaching makes the transformation tick? 
 
Of all the things you need to do to consider yourself 
A connected, covenanted Jew… 
Of all the obligations incumbent, which statute is sacrosanct; 

From the general state of our faith, I know it’s not belief in God, 
Honoring parents is up there, but its only one of the Top Ten…  

And lest you think this is a trick question, 
“Oh, Rabbi, there’s no mitzvah so important that it’s a sacred imperative…” 
Let’s set the record straight… 
The key commandment we must keep  
in order to be part of this peoplehood, 
And to become who we are is one all of us know very well: 
 “You shall not wrong the stranger or oppress him, 
 For you were strangers in the Land of Egypt.” [Exod 22:20] 
 
Mentioned more than any other commandment, 
Torah cites this mitzvah in one form or another 36 times. 
Now, presumably, we could simply chalk up the double chai repetition 
to its supreme importance… 
But, in light of our world today, perhaps its not quite as simple as it seems.  
In fact, the rabbinic commentary is a revelation in human nature… 
And it is so very hard to keep… 
 
Rabbi Shai Held points to its unfolding progression in Torah. 
First the Book of Exodus sets the baseline: Don’t wrong the stranger!  
Then Leviticus ups the ante: Take care of the stranger as one of your own. 
Finally, Deuteronomy sanctifies the stakes:  
Love the stranger, as God does! 
It’s almost a sacred sell-job,   
as if the Torah is trying to make us an offer we simply can’t refuse. 
Problem for many people is that we can, and we do…WHY? 
Rabbi Nancy Fuchs-Kreimer explains: 
“It’s the most natural thing in the world—to protect one’s own family, 



and to be unconcerned with or frightened by the stranger.  It is precisely for that 
reason that the Torah has to teach us so many times to act 
counterintuitively…And the reason that becomes clear is startling.  
You think the stranger is different from you, but you are wrong. 
When it comes right down to it…the stranger is you!” 
 WHY does Torah repeatedly appeal to our collective memory? 
 Because it hopes to open our hearts; to speak to our spirits, 
 As Rabbi Shai Held concludes: 
 “Even when it is difficult to hear,  

the fate of the stranger is our responsibility.   
This mandate may seem overwhelming at times, and its concrete 
implications may be difficult to discern.  But loving the stranger  
is fundamental and lies at the heart of Torah.  If we wish to take the 
obligation to serve God seriously, and to be worthy heirs of the Jewish 
tradition, we have no choice but to wrestle with these words 
and this core command, and to grow in empathy and compassion.” 

 
August 3rd, 2019…A sunny Saturday morning in El Paso, around 9AM… 
When a 22-year-old dressed in tactical gear, armed with an assault style weapon, 
having driven some 10 hours from his home in Dallas, perpetrates the most 
horrific act of domestic terror against the Hispanic community in the history of 
our nation. Ruthless, remorseless, he was likewise armed with unadulterated hate; 
A racism that knows no reason… 

With 249 mass shootings in the first eight months of this year,  
it goes without saying:  
Our country’s inability to pass sensible gun legislation to control the 
availability of such weapons of war imposes an ever-present threat. 
[The impasse, kept in place by the Senate’s NRA leaning leadership,  
is politics at its worst.] 
YET, that untenable reality becomes combustible when fueled by a white 
nationalist hatred whose flames are regularly fanned 
by the highest office in the land! 

Speaking in May at a rally in Tallahassee about immigrant s “flooding 
our borders”, framing the migration of desperate families as a “mass 
invasion,” the President is interrupted by shouts from the crowd:  
“Shoot ‘em!” 
To which he laughingly responds: “You can only get away with that 
in the Panhandle; only in the Panhandle…” 
The crowd roars in triumphant approval and we can’t help but 
wonder where such hateful rhetoric and the dehumanization of 
refugees might lead… 



Among the more than two dozen shot at the El Paso Walmart  
was a Mom collecting donations at the entrance 
for her daughter’s soccer team season.  From her hospital bed,  
she explains that once she realized she was shot twice, she decided to play 
dead…hoping, praying she’d somehow survive.  Her message to the 
murderer: “Hate does not cure hate.” 
But we know what does… 

According to the ADL, with nearly 75% of extremist murders committed in the U.S. 
over the last decade carried out by people espousing White supremacist hate, 
racism’s roots run deep…. But pointing to the problem is not enough. 

Prof. Eddie Glaude, chair of African American Studies at Princeton, puts the 
challenge in perspective.  “When hate like this happens, we pin the 
prejudice on the big, bad, inhuman monster…America is not unique in its 
sins as a country…I think where we may be singular is our inability to 
acknowledge them…Its easy for me to place Charlottesville on the 
President’s shoulders… 
It’s easy for us to place El Paso on his shoulders…But if we’re going to get 
past this, we can’t just blame it on him…This is us!” 
The Boston Globe’s headline in the wake of the two August mass shootings 
voiced our greatest fear: THIS Is What We’ve Become 
As Americans, we need to confront the fractured, hateful nation we 
inhabit…We are failing our pledge, for divided, we all fall. 
As Jews, we need to know that our commitment to that cornerstone 
commandment can still help us stand as one…   
 
My teacher—our teacher, Elie Wiesel uniquely understands the special 
place of the stranger within Jewish tradition.  [HUC, Cincinnati, 1981] 

“The stranger, on the sociological level, is someone who suggests the 
unknown, the prohibited…The Stranger represents what you are not… 
He comes from places you never visited, never will…So, no contact seems 
possible, except through suspicion, terror, or repulsion.  The stranger is the 
other, not bound by your laws, your memories.  He is an emissary of evil 
and violence.  He is surely from the other side.” 
Yet, Wiesel goes on to explain:  “There exists a fundamental difference 
between the Jewish attitude…” And herein lies the secret. 
“To us, too, the stranger represents the unknown, but the attraction is one 
of fascination, not hate.  Rather than absorb the stranger, we encourage 
him to remain true to his genuine self…For the Jew, the stranger suggests a 
world to be lived in…One awaits the stranger; one welcomes him, one is 
grateful for his presence…For in Jewish tradition, the stranger may very 
well be a prophet in disguise, someone important, even the Messiah…  



He is therefore to be accepted for what he is, the way he is.  Thus, we hope 
to receive a fragment of his secret, a spark of his flame.” 

Our covenantal kindness extends a warmth that kindles a sacred spark in us.  
The commandment is clear.   
How we get there is the great challenge we face as a nation—as a people. 
Who better to show us the way than three teachers we might simply see as strangers, 
each sharing a life-truth through the story of their struggle, 
Gifting to us a fragment of their secret, sparking a shared spirit that just might help 
us become who we are, and bring a little more light to our world… 

 
TEACHER #1 
Nobel Laureate and Pulitzer Prize-winning author who just passed away at 88 
left to us a great legacy; not alone of the beauty and complexity of the  
Black experience, but of the depth of the human experience as well.  
Even beyond…Bequeathing to us a language of understanding, 
As former U.S. Poet Laureate Tracey K. Smith spoke of in introducing her at 
Princeton a few years back. 
“Hers was the most formidable melding of mind and spirit, of voice and 
conscience, of justice and reason…I don’t know if we would have the 
vocabulary for contemplating the impact of slavery on contemporary 
selfhood and nationhood were it not for her work.” 
Indeed, once you read her words, the stories speak to your soul,  
as Prof. of Literature at Emory, Tayari Jones put it, “Toni Morrison’s character 
live with me in the same way that Biblical figures were always in the back of 
my grandmother’s mind when she needed to make a point.” 
And the point Morrison makes is both powerful and piercing. 
From her first novel, The Bluest Eye,--the struggle of Pecola Breedlove 
fighting against the constant reminder that she’d never measure up as a 
young Black girl…to Sula, a tale of two African American friends trying to 
transcend their life-despair, sacrificing themselves and their dignity so often 
denied them…to her masterwork, Beloved, based on the post-Civil War 
historical account of Margaret Garner, a fleeing slave who kills her baby girl 
rather than allow her to endure the agonies of her foreseeable future. 
 
…Steeped in the pain of oppression yet filled with human yearning,  
Confronting the injustice and inequities of a white man’s world, if you asked 
Morrison herself to describe her 11 novels, surprisingly she did, 
As “love stories!” 
Lecturing at Harvard in the Spring of 2016 on the Literature of Belonging, 
Morrison speaks to the cornerstone of our Covenant. 



“What is the nature of othering’s comfort; its power, its allure?...My initial view leans 
toward the psychological and social need for a “stranger,” an “other,” in order to 
define the estranged self…Its as though the oppressors are shouting, “I am not a 
beast…I torture the helpless to prove I am not weak.”  [The Origin of Others, pgs. 15-16] 

But human degradation dehumanizes the one who inflicts it,  
bringing to mind our ultimate question, as Morrison wonders, 
“Why should we want to know a stranger when it is easier to estrange 
another?  Why should we want to close the distance when we can simply 
close the gate?...The danger of sympathizing with the stranger, after all, is the 
possibility of becoming a stranger…of losing one’s racialized rank, and so 
losing one’s own enshrined difference.”    [The Origin of Others, pg. 30] 

Ultimately, Morrison reveals the secret we already well know. 
“It took some time for me to understand that there are no strangers… 
There are only versions of ourselves, most of which we wish to protect 
ourselves from.  For the stranger is not foreign…not alien.  The stranger 
is remembered.”    [The Origin of Others, pg. 38] 

What we see when we look at that Ecuadorian father of four… 
that storm-wearied Syrian teen, that Mexican mother clinging to her crying 
toddler is a story we tell every year—We feel it firsthand. 
We are commanded to remember, because it/that story is ours… 

At the very end of her masterwork novel, the final word belongs to Beloved 
herself…She is speaking to us all. 

“Everybody knew what she was called but nobody knew her name.  
Disremembered and unaccounted for, she cannot be lost, because no one is 
looking for her…Like an unpleasant dream during a troubling sleep, they 
forgot her…It was just not a story to pass on…” 
“And you shall explain to your child on that day: It is because of what God 
did for me when I went free from Egypt.”  [Exodus 13:8] 
Giving voice to the Black American experience with such compassion and 
grace and human dignity, Toni Morrison was, as the Philly Tribune headlined 
her, “A Light in the Darkness.”  
So does her legacy kindle a light in us to help us see that spark in the other. 

 
TEACHER #2 
Alarmed by the rising racism and anti-immigrant sentiment becoming more 
prevalent in our nation at such a precarious moment—a paranoid, 
xenophobic, post-McCarthy America…In 1958, the year I was born, the Anti-
Defamation League reached out to a junior senator from the Commonwealth 
of Massachusetts to write an essay on behalf of refugees, but the young 
senator did much more. Himself the grandson of immigrants who 
remembered how every job ad ended: Irish Need Not Apply,  



John F. Kennedy penned a prolific piece,  
A Nation of Immigrants, that included a vision for immigration reform—a 
vision that was only made real after his assassination with the signing of the 
Immigration & Nationality Act of 1965, thanks to LBJ. 

Sixty years later, JFK’s is a powerful reminder of the values we must live  
to be who we are… 

After historically tracing waves of U.S. immigration across the globe, JFK 
decries the discrimination that continued to bubble over from just beneath 
the surface in the mid 1800’s when a secret society, The Order of the Star-
Spangled Banner, grew into a national political party. 
When asked about their prejudicial intentions, party members were 
instructed to respond:  “I know nothing about it.” 
So people called them the “Know-Nothings.”  Yet their fear-of-foreigners 
platform elected 6 state governors and 75 congressmen in 1854. 
Thankfully, split over the question of slavery, the party itself soon vanished, 
But as JFK underscored: 
“The legacy of “Know-Nothings” lived beyond its life…Their seeds of bigotry 
and hatred bore fruit again in the KKK’s campaign of terror and as other 
nativists began to turn their attention to the Jews.” 

Kennedy concludes clairvoyantly:  
“Nativism failed, not because the seeds were not there, but because 
American society is too complex for an agitation so narrowly and viciously 
conceived…That the nativist movement found any response at all must cause 
us to look searchingly at ourselves.” 
Toward the end of his piece, calling into question a restrictive if not racially-
based quota system, JFK points to the base of Lady Liberty. 
“The famous words of Emma Lazarus read: Give me your tired, your poor, 
your huddled masses yearning to breathe free.”   
Under present law, it would be appropriate to add: 
“As long as they are not too tired, or too poor, or slightly ill, and can fully 
document their activities over the past two years!” 

Framing what would be a long overdue revision of our nation’s policies 
Presented by the President to Congress in late July, 1963, 
JFK understood that the soul of America was at stake. 
“Immigration policy must be generous.  It should be fair; it should be flexible. With 
such a policy, we can turn to the world, and to our past, with clean hands and a 
clear conscience.  Such a policy would be but a reaffirmation of our agreement with 
George Washington, that “The bosom of America is open to receive not only the 
opulent and respectable stranger, but the oppressed and persecuted of all nations, 
whom we shall welcome to a participation of all our rights and privileges.”   
[A Nation of Immigrants, pgs. 64-65] 



Fifty years after his brother first penned the vision, 
The Lion of the Senate, Ted Kennedy, battling a brain tumor, 
Rededicated his country’s commitment to a battle beyond his own… 
“At the heart of the issue of immigration is hope.  Hope for a better life for 
families and their children….I believe we can build the kind of fair and 
practical reform that is worthy of our history as immigrants and as 
Americans.”  [A Nation of Immigrants, pgs. 124-5] 
 
And yet, as Jews, covenanted and forged by our fulfillment of a single statute, 
a commandment that echoes in our hearts, 
Policy-reforms and platform promises notwithstanding,  
the battle begins with us…through a call to become what we must. 
  
Thus, TEACHER #3… 
A stranger herself, though, for us, she’s anything but… 
Benedictine Sister Joan Chittister, Prof in Communications Theory, 
Has been a fervent force of nature for decades… 
In her latest book, The Time is Now, she summons us  
To stand up to a society that is indifferent, if not unjust,  
And to live out that core commandment by finding the [moral] courage 
To answer our call…As the Sister says: 
“Our world stands askew,” she says, “on the cusp between authoritarianism 
and freedom; between universal compassion and national self-centeredness. 
A world scarred with violence, slavery, human degradation, hate… 
It is a world in wait—for YOU!”  [The Time is Now, pg 11] 

Urging us to take seriously our spiritual responsibility by building a holier 
future through the life we live today, as Sister Joan frames it: 
“It is a spirituality of awareness, of risk, of transformation…a way of living with 
our eyes wide open and our hearts full of fervor…For its about the embrace 
of all life, the acceptance of others.  It is a call to the Prophet in you.” [Pg16] 

You heard right, the Prophet! 
 
“We can’t see injustice and do nothing…If our spirituality is real, if our hearts 
are true, seeing demands a prophetic response…It is a call to consciousness 
and conscience.” [pgs 61,55] 

Problem is, not alone do most of us not picture ourselves as Prophets; 
We can’t even hear the call [or we pretend its meant for some other person] 
But, if so, you stand in pretty good company. 
Who’s the most reluctant yet ultimately righteous prophet you know? 
Moses is our role model, [as the good Sister affirms] 
For when it comes to God’s call, he uses every excuse in the Book! 



“Save the Israelite slaves!?  Me!?  You must have the wrong guy.  
You see, God, I’m really not a good public speaker…Besides,  
If you haven’t read the papers, I can tell you myself,  
this Egyptian ruler is ruthless; infatuated with his own power.  
Freedom to him is all a game; people are just pawns to play with.  
Morality doesn’t matter. To him, winning trumps everything!” 
But, as Sister Joan rightly/intuitively asks,  
“Does Moses doubt God is with him? NO! 
Does Moses question his brother’s place as the people’s mouthpiece? NO”  
It is not so much a lack of faith in God he suffers from,  
but a lack of faith in himself… 
“And this ‘O Lord, I am not worthy’ attitude leads to a distortion of the 
prophetic call…It claims inability where courage lies dormant…It saves the 
soul from the grace of failure by never bothering to enter the fray,  
never bothering to try.” [The Time is Now, Pg. 119] 

So what pushed Moses out of his complacency and over the edge? 
One day, out for a stroll, the boy raised behind the palace gates, 
A home pretty much in the Manor, sees the suffering in the streets. 
And without hesitation, following his heart, defying the injustice  
he could no longer deny, Moses stands up to save a slave’s life…  

A total stranger who just might be his brother; 
An unknown other whose story was somehow his own. 

 
Not to mislead you.   
We’re not called to be Moses, but rather, ourselves. 
As sister Joan persuasively puts it: “The Prophet calls us to the best  
of what we are.  The Prophet confronts us with the deep-down goodness  
of our common call to holiness to Love Our Neighbor…The Prophet is a living 
example of spiritual life with a purpose as large as the life around it.” [Pgs 74-5] 

 
Sitting on a Metro-North train in late August with the Cantor, 
On our annual Friday-night summer Service fieldtrip to Park Slope/Brooklyn, 
Sharing enthusiastically about this sermon, “Well, I start with Toni Morrison…She 
teaches us so much about what we need to do to heal our society by how we treat 
every single person we meet.  If you read her book Beloved…” 

As I’m speaking, I notice a young man in his 20’s with his backpack open 
Sitting across from Tracey chimes in: 

“Or Song of Solomon, you gotta read that one. 
Morrison is amazing, not just for the Black experience, but for all of us. 
She’s like a prophet for our times…” 
“Exactly,” I nodded… 



As he got up to get off at Fordham, 
He turned back to me and said: “Good luck man!” 
To which I responded: “We’ve got a lot of work to do.” 
With a thumbs up he answered: “And we’re doin’ it!” 

The secret of making real that covenantal imperative is this: 
Rather than allowing ourselves to be overwhelmed  
by the immense human need, or immobilized by the daily indignities 
 we witness or read, we need to know, answering that call starts now: 
with the stranger sitting across from you…. 
With our support of the real-life struggles of the undocumented immigrants, 
Or the Dreamers, whose life-stories are a mirror-image of our own. 
 
We best learn to love the stranger by responding to the prophetic call 
By reaching out—person to person, heart to heart… 
 Consider doin just that through the Community Resource Center, 

Our local Mam’k organization that works tirelessly for immigrant rights, 
and offers training and learning of all kinds to enable families and kids 
to empower them to build a better life in this land….But its not EZ.   
Join us if you can on October 16th, here at 7:30PM to hear how the 
CRC’s programs and partnerships are uplifting 4,000 people a year! 
And see what you might do…to help! 
 

Modern-day Prophet Elie Wiesel’s words must be our final charge: 
“The Covenant contains a blueprint for sacred life in our society,  
and it starts with the stranger… 
To live without strangers would result in an impoverished system; to live only 
amongst ourselves—ever inward, never facing an outsider to make us question our 
certainties and rules…to spark our souls…Of course, we are all strangers on this earth, 
Yet it is up to us to share our truth—and to receive the truth of another… 
For then, one day, On That Day, we will all gather round… 
and none of us will be strangers ever again.” [“The Stranger in the Bible,” pgs. 47-48] 
 

SO, this New Year, 
with our hearts leading the way, may we find the inner strength & spirit  
to become who we are.        AMEN 
 
  

 


