
Rabbi David Kaufman writes the following:  
 
In 1996, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg wrote a powerful piece titled: "What Being Jewish 
Means to Me." She began with the following words: 
“There is an age-old connection between Judaism and law.  For centuries, rabbis and other 
Jewish scholars have studied, restudied, and ceaselessly interpreted the Talmud.  These studies 
have produced a vast corpus of juridical writing. Jews have been called "the people of the 
book," reflecting their placement of learning first among cultural values. 
 
The Jewish tradition prized the scholarship of judges and lawyers, and when anti-Semitic 
occupational restrictions were lifted, Jews were drawn to the learned professions of the 
counties in which they lived.  In the United States, law became a bulwark against the kind of 
oppression Jews had endured in many lands and for countless generations.  Jews in large 
numbers became lawyers, some eventually became judges, and the best of those jurists used 
the law to secure justice for others." 
  
RBG said, "I am a judge, born, raised, and proud of being a Jew. The demand for justice, for 
peace, and for enlightenment runs through the entirety of Jewish history and Jewish 
tradition." 
 
We mourn the loss of a great Jurist and a great Jew, among the countless other titles she held 
and characteristics she exemplified.  
May the memory of the righteous be for a blessing. 
 
 
Rosh Hashanah has various names in our tradition - one is Yom Teruah - the day of the 
sounding of the shofar.  We hear that sound as a wake up call - to rouse ourselves from our 
slumber. It is an alarm.  A reminder.  
 
The shofar is a reminder that our world is broken. The shofar is a reminder that we have 
fallen short. It is a reminder that we must do better.  
 
My colleague and friend, Rabbi Erica Asch writes: “The killing of George Floyd and more 
recently the shooting of Jacob Blake are a shofar sound calling us to attention.  But the 
shofar blasts have been wailing continuously for years, for decades, for centuries, we just 
have not heard it.  As Jacob Blake’s sister, Letetra Eidman said, “So many people have 
reached out to me saying they’re sorry that this has been happening to my family.  Well 
don’t be sorry because this has been happening to my family for a long time, longer than I 
can account for. It happened to Emmett Till, Emmett Till is my family.  It happened to 
Philando, Mike Brown, Sandra.”  As the powerful lynching memorial in Montgomery, with 
its hanging steel rectangles reminiscent of coffins reminds us, we don’t know the names of 
all those who were murdered.  The slaves who were bought and sold and beaten to death 
were known by name to their families and friends, but their names are unknown to us 
today. We have the luxury of needing the shofar to wake us up.” 
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Some Jews read the story of the Akeida today, the binding of Isaac.  That story is a violent 
brush with death.  In it, we read that just as Abraham is about to bring the knife down to 
kill Isaac, a messenger of God calls out to him, and Abraham answers, “Hineini,” Here I 
am.  And Abraham’s eyes see the ram caught in the thicket, and in place of his dear son, he 
makes the ram as a sacrifice to God.  
 
But this year, we all have had a brush with death - not only the threat of COVID to remind 
us that we are mortal, and the line between life and death is a thin one.  We also have a 
renewed stirring in our country of a call to bring racial justice.  We have the virtual brush 
with death that we heard from George Floyd’s own mouth 16 times, “I can’t breathe.”  
 
Today, we read the story of Hagar and Ishmael, where Abraham sends Hagar and their 
son Ishmael out into the desert, and when the water is gone, Hagar cries out and God hears 
a cry:  
 ַוּיֹאֶמר ָלּה ַמה-ָּלְך ָהָגר; 
 ַאל-ִּתיְרִאי, ִּכי-ָׁשַמע ֱאלִֹהים
 .ֶאל-קֹול ַהַּנַער ַּבֲאֶׁשר הּוא-ָׁשם

17 And God heard the voice of the lad; and the angel of 
God called to Hagar out of heaven, and said unto her: 
'What ails you, Hagar? fear not; for God has heard the 
voice of the lad where he is. 

God hears the cry of the boy where he is.  
 
In this time of national reckoning, so much has been hard to hear and hard to watch.  Our 
challenge is to HEAR the cry of people of color where they are.  Hagar can’t bear to watch 
as her son is suffering.  That may be our instinct, too.  To not be able to watch, to really 
hear the pain of people of color right now.  But, we must emulate God’s response - to hear 
the pain of the person crying where they are.  There is pain even in hearing the cries - but 
by listening, by witnessing and by being what Brian Stephenson calls, “proximate” we can 
help move our entire country through the pain and towards a place of healing.  
 
Reform Jews have a history of standing side by side with our brothers and sisters of color 
and working together for equal rights. Rabbi Joachim Prinz, Rabbi Abraham Joshua 
Heschel and others righteously marched with Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  - it is true.  But, 
what are we doing to extend that legacy?  Today, with such a small percentage of Jews of 
color, we as a community are challenged to consider our complicity in systems of 
oppression.  When our instinct is to say, “But I am not a racist...” we can learn from Ibram 
X Kendi’s book, “How to be an antiracist” that unless we are working against racist ideas 
and policies, then we may be benefitting from them.  When we want to say, “Maybe others, 
but not me,” we turn to the words of our tradition, “Al chet shechatanu lefanecha” - “For 
the sins WE have committed against You, Oh God...” Every year, we are called to our own 
personal responsibility for the moral quality of a larger community.  
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As a synagogue community, we are in a process of learning, through Lunch and Learn 
programs about the films 13th about the 13th Amendment, the film and book, Just Mercy 
by Brian Stephenson, reading Ibram X Kendi’s book and learning about Civil Rights from 
Billy Planer (of Etgar).  Our Social Action Network is working on a Civic Engagement 
Initiative with the Religious Action Center of the Reform Movement, and we have had 
NAACP Miami Dade chair, Ruban Roberts speak to us at services.  If you would like to get 
involved in our efforts through the Social Action Network, please let the co-chairs know: 
Richard Young and Kathy Kramer. 
  
  
 
SHOFAROT: A PRAYER FOR RIGHTEOUS ANGER [FROM MISHKAN HANEFESH, 
P. 279) 
Misery for breakfast; 
morning coffee with the news of distant deaths – 
because someone's always suffering, 
and there's bound to be a crisis raging somewhere, 
or a quieter catastrophe 
barely at the threshold of our notice. 
We're accustomed to the feeling 
of something going wrong. 
Like static in the background, 
tuned out so we can get on with our day. 
And it's just the same as yesterday 
and nothing can be done; 
so there's not much point 
in getting too upset. 
  
But if something were to shock us 
like a baby's piercing wail or a fire bell in the night, 
like a punch in the stomach 
or a puncture in the eardrum, 
like a savage call to conscience 
or a frantic cry for help – 
would we scream like a shofar 
and get mad enough to act? 
"When a ram's horn is sounded in a city do the people not take alarm?" 
  
So let us get mad. 
Let us scream. 
Let us be punched in the stomach. 
Let us end, for once, without a nehemta. 
 
Today, may the sounds of the shofar remind us and wake us to rise to our higher calling - 
to pursue justice and peace, a world in which all human beings are seen as different images 
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of the One and only Divine.  Each one created with God’s image - each one given the breath 
of life.  May we each be inspired to follow our own Torah and pursue justice emphatically. 
May the sound of the shofar wake us to rise to our highest calling.  Amen! 
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