Is this the fast I have chosen?

Occasion: Yom Kippur-2005
I knew for a while that during these High Holidays I wanted to talk about the twin themes in religion --- the inner life and engagement in the world. Too often, attention to self and the inner life is juxtaposed against social activism as though there was an either/or choice. I have never understood why it is a choice. Of course, my time is limited---I cannot do everything that I want. A self-directed focus runs the risk of never leaving the interior of one’s being, just as an outward focus can cause a disconnect with one’s inner life. There is no escaping the fact that we need both and that both are possible. In fact, each helps completes the other. The more we understand what drives us as individuals, the better able we are to make wise and compassionate decisions in the world.
Though I wanted to talk with you about engagement tonight, the real challenge for me was what there is to say beyond the obvious. We should work to make this world a better place. We should engage in tikkun olam---the repair of the world. Ok---we all know this. Whether one is a liberal and thinks the government carries a prime responsibility to make the world better or one is a conservative and believes in limited government and greater individual responsibility, everyone agrees that making the world a better place is an important task.
What then is there to say? Not to worry. I have a few ideas. First, my questions.
Why, if social justice is so important, do so many of us feel that we do too little about it? Or what is in the way if the basic motivation is present? Beyond the obvious business of our lives, and the overall challenges of managing complicated lives, many of us feel a sense of inadequacy when confronting our engagement with the pain of the world. The inadequacy takes on two forms--- the first is I don’t know enough; the issue is too complex. And secondly we become overwhelmed with a sense of how much there is to do. Where do we begin? What possible difference can I make? Pick any issue: homelessness, the quality of public schools, global warming, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The more thoughtful we are about these issues the more complex they seem and the less clear are the solutions.
Somehow it seemed that when I was younger the issues were clearer. When it came to civil rights or apartheid in South Africa, all the righteousness was on one side, all the injustice on the other. Was it just the naiveté of youth? Or was it really much clearer? In fact, it is probably only in hindsight that these issues were as clear as they now seem to us. While the injustice may have been clear when it came to civil rights, what to do about it was not. Martin Luther King was criticized by some for going too slow and by others for going too fast and those criticisms came from supporters of the civil rights movement. There are always those who argue that change should be more gradual, that those suffering should have patience, that today is not the right time.
The real truth is social justice is complex. Even when there is a consensus on the goal there is always disagreement on how to achieve it. The truth is that while not always partisan, achieving social justice always involves politics, sometimes more apparent than at other times. While no one thinks that a coat drive or a food drive is inherently a bad thing---quite the contrary---there are those who argue that such activities are just band aids on gaping wounds and that what should be done is to change our society so that there are no longer people without coats or food.
But while we debate whether or not to collect clothing and how to solve the long-term economic issues that lead to poverty, people are hungry and freezing. But as long as we feed people enough that they don’t starve on our streets then there won’t be enough political pressure to make the fundamental changes that are necessary. So tell that to the person who has come to your soup kitchen---you can’t eat a political point. And while we debate these problems with friends and family at Passover Seders and long car rides, we grow more and more confused and less and less likely to do anything at all. The laws of physics apply; that which is not in motion will tend to stay still.
Another example. The United Nations has created something called the UN MDG---the UN Millennium Development Goals, which hopes to cut world poverty in half by the year 2015. It calls upon the developing countries to give .7 % of their gross national product to relief. A number of European countries led by Britain have made this pledge. The US has refused, arguing that all the money that has been given to Africa in the last decades has made little difference, mostly because of the corruption in these third world countries. One of the specific goals is to provide malaria nets for people, which would substantially lessen the number of people who die each year from deadly insect bites. Again the Bush administration is opposed because it believes that that which is given away for free is not valued. They are also concerned that free nets will then be sold by their recipients to others. The UN argues that families, who are living on less than $1 a day, do not have the resources to buy a net even for a modest amount. Whatever you think about the UN or the Bush administration, both sides of these arguments have some validity. Often when it comes to engagement in the world, there really is no such thing as motherhood and apple pie.
There is an alternative to becoming overwhelmed by the complexity of the issues that face us. Instead, we might embrace that complexity. Life is complex. Human beings are complex. As I spoke about on Rosh ha-Shanah, we are neither all powerful nor all knowing. We cannot possibly know absolutely what the right thing to do is about any issue of social justice. We just need to do the best we can.
What we will do is often shaped by our personality and our general convictions as well as by the demands of the situation. For some working in a soup kitchen is exactly what they are looking for; for others organizing around the issue of hunger is more their style. Yet, realizing that issues are complex brings a measure of humility to our efforts. We engage even as we know that we don’t have all the answers; even that others with the best of intentions may have answers that are opposite our own.
Even when we think we know what action we want to take in a particular arena, the second obstacle is the feeling that what we do can make little difference. What can I really do to even have an impact never mind solving huge and seemingly endemic problems? Well sometimes it is clear that even the smallest activity makes a difference. Many of you have heard this story:
A friend of ours was walking down a deserted Mexican beach at sunset. As he walked along, he began to observe a native in the distance. As he grew nearer, he noticed that the native kept leaning down, picking something up and throwing it out into the water. Time and again he kept hurling things out into the ocean.
As our friend approached even closer, he noticed that the man was picking up starfish that had been washed up on the beach and, one at a time, he was throwing them back into the water.
Our friend was puzzled. He approached the man and said, “Good evening, friend. I was wondering what you are doing.”
“I’m throwing these starfish back into the ocean. You see, it’s low tide right now and all of these starfish have been washed up on shore. If I don’t throw them back into the sea, they’ll die up here from lack of oxygen.”
“I understand,” my friend replied, “but there must be thousands of starfish on this beach. You can’t possibly get to all of them. There are simply too many. And don’t you realize this is probably happening on hundreds of beaches all up and down this coast. Can’t you see that you can’t possibly make a difference?”
The local native smiled, bent down and picked up yet another starfish, and as he threw it back into the sea, he replied, “Made a difference to that one!”
There is a reason this story resonates. We have all been on that beach, watching someone do something seemingly insignificant. But many of us have also felt the satisfaction of making a difference for one person in one small instance.
Many times we don’t know whether what we’re doing makes a difference but perhaps our need to know isn’t the most important thing. In my last congregation, because we rented space to a number of schools people were always coming and going from the building. The front doors were always open. People would frequently walk in off the street to ask for assistance. Often they would promise to pay the money back, going so far as to ask for an envelope with the synagogue’s address. I never once received an envelope or a repayment and came to fervently wish that when I gave out money the recipient would not said anything about repayment. I think I did not want to hear about repayment because I did not want to be disappointed when it didn’t happen. I felt my sense of humanity corrupted. I was becoming overly cynical. And then I officiated at a memorial service where a relative spoke about his empathy for the deceased, who had led a tragic life. He commented that he too had had a hard life and one time he said: I was helped through a difficult time by your rabbi (pointing to me) giving me some money.” I was shocked and surprised and reminded again that you never know what effect your deeds will have or how they will be remembered. Even as I felt good about hearing the impact that one act of tzedakah had had, I learned another important lesson. This person would have been helped just as much if I had never heard that from him. The tzedakah was for him, not for me. My giving should be unrelated to any validation by the recipient.
What I learned is that I needed to be aware of my personal issues related to the giving of tzedakah. I needed to constantly remind myself that each recipient is another image of God, not a member of a category of people known as homeless or poor. Not being God, I can never be certain who is worthy and who is a fraud. I need to give without that certainty and without knowing the impact of my giving. My challenge is to be helpful to each person I can and to watch my own responses in order to better remain in a place of open heartedness.
We are after all not omniscient. Who knows if it makes a difference? It doesn’t always make a difference to the recipient, but I came to realize that done in the right way, it could always make a difference to one person---to me, to remind me, to even give me an opportunity to be a compassionate and caring person.
The task is great, but we are not free to desist from it. Why not? This leads to my second question: what is the relationship between the inner work and social justice? Judaism calls us to behave in certain ways because of two basic principles---there is something larger in the world than me and therefore my concern needs to move beyond what is good just for me or my family. Secondly, we are all created in the image of God. These notions are a call on us even when we feel burnt out or frustrated with years of attempts to change a situation. Disappointment does not change the fundamental truths of Judaism that can then inspire us to carry on. These teachings also are a great challenge to those passionately engaged in a cause. For they suggest that we should never lose sight that the people on the other side of this issue are also created in the image of God.
The challenge is how to engage passionately in a cause without demonizing those on the other side. How to advocate even when knowing that often there are other ways to look at the situation. Clearly some situations are more black and white. Innocent civilians being killed is never justifiable. Yet, most situations are complex, there are different rationales, justifications, different approaches, other priorities. ML King showed how one could be a powerful advocate for a cause without demonizing those who opposed him. To respond to the violent hatred of segregationists with love gave him and his cause a moral authority. King understood that violence even in a noble cause corrupts those who wield it. It is not incidental to who King was that he was a deeply religious person who felt that his work on behalf of civil rights was a religious calling. One does not have to be a proponent of non-violence as Gandhi or King to remind oneself that those with whom you bitterly disagree are human beings striving with the complexity of this world---at times they are seeking to improve it in the manner they think is right and at times they are imperfect human beings who either for money or power have acted in ways that are detrimental to society. It is a delicate balancing act to not demonize and yet argue passionately for your cause.
There are two terms that Judaism uses in regard to doing justice---tzedakah and gemilut hesed---charity and acts of loving-kindness. Yet, tzedakah has a different connotation then charity in English. Tzedakah means justice. We are to act on behalf of those in need not out of the goodness of our hearts, not because we have and they don’t, rather because in a just society we need to make sure there is justice for all and the basic needs of food and shelter are provided. This notion that social justice is required not just encouraged is a powerful Jewish teaching.
I was surprised then a few years ago to come across a statement in the Talmud that seemed to turn this idea on its head. Gemilut hesed is greater than tzedakah. Deeds of loving-kindness are greater then tzedakah/charity. Here it seems to suggest that voluntary acts are greater then the demands of tzedakah for social justice. The Talmud goes on: Our masters taught: Loving-kindness is greater than charity in three ways. Charity is done with one’s money, while loving kindness may be done with one’s money or with one’s person. Charity is given only to the poor, while loving-kindness may be given both to the poor and to the rich. Charity is given only to the living, while loving-kindness may be shown to both the living and the dead. [B. Suk 49b]
Why? Because ultimately an even holier way than doing what you are supposed to do is to act out of loving kindness, that is, to go beyond what is required by justice. To act out of loving-kindness is to identify with the other person, to feel for her, to want to help him or ease her burden even if simple justice would not require it. To act out of loving-kindness is to understand we are all lost in a broken world, yet together we can improve the journey of life. Gemilut hesed means to care even when it is “not deserved.” It also means to understand that we all need deeds of loving kindness to be done for us not just the “poor.”
In this way our inner life, our consciousness of who we are and what we are meant to do in the world reminds us constantly of the challenge and opportunity to do a mitzvah---a good deed---to respond with caring and compassion in a world that desperately needs it.
The texts of Judaism and the historical experience of the Jewish people can help infuse our current thinking about political issues. In this way, Talmud torah---study becomes a starting point for formulating positions on social issues. Because of the complexity of the Jewish tradition that will not always mean a clear public policy. People will read the array of sources differently; sometimes even the same source will be interpreted in opposite ways, but the tradition can still help us frame our process and at times help shape our answers.
I wanted to talk about social justice not just as a counterweight to the inner direction of Rosh ha-Shanah’s talk. I wanted to talk about it because I think it is essential to who we are as Jews and a Jewish community. Often in synagogues, social justice is part of the smorgasbord offerings---we got prayer, we got study, we got social activities, we got social justice. The model is we have something for everyone and you can participate in whatever aspect speaks to you.
I would like us to think of social justice in a different way, as an essential part of leading a full Jewish life, not just one choice on the menu. As a religion, Judaism needs to be thought of as an opportunity to focus on our inner life, to take care of the spirit but it is also about being involved in making this world a better place. It is why I am glad we have the social concerns committee with its projects and educational sessions, Upper Manhattan Together---our interfaith community activism initiative with its focus on local issues, the newly formed TOAN to focus on political activism. I’m glad the December 2005 Synaplex will focus on human rights and at the April 2006 Synaplex Jeffrey Sachs will speak to us about the UN Millennium Development Goals. In the Hebrew school there will be more emphasis on social justice throughout the curriculum, and I hope other activities will emerge to engage us on every level, local, national, Israel, and global. It shouldn’t be forgotten that social justice begins at home with bikkur holim---visiting the sick and being a friendly community where “no member is left behind.”
This brings me to my final question. How can we do better? Clearly, offering a variety of possibilities is helpful, since each of us will resonate with different issues, different kind of activities. Having so many activities will also be mutually reinforcing making social justice a central focus of the SAJ. But I want to make a few suggestions on a more individual level, for in the end each of us on our own will decide when, and if to be involved. How do we make our good intentions real?
Let me suggest a model of engagement with social justice as a practice, a spiritual practice. A practice means it is something we do on a regular basis. Just as it is necessary to practice the piano not only when the spirit moves us but on a regular basis in order to be successful, if we are to truly integrate social action into our busy lives we need to consider it a practice. Here ritual can help shape our social justice practice. Ritual at its best reminds us of the values and teachings that are important to us but which we might otherwise forget. Find traditional rituals that help or create new ones. One traditional ritual is to give tzedakah before the beginning of Shabbat by emptying our pockets or purses of loose change and putting it in a pushka. While this tradition originated because of the prohibition of using or even touching money on Shabbat, it still can be a practice even for those of us who use money on Shabbat. A new and more challenging ritual would be to reflect every time you take out your wallet or every time you use your credit card. The reflection should not be---is it ok for me to buy these clothes? Presumably, you have already made the decision by the time you have gone to pay. Rather it affords you the chance to remember that you are blessed with the ability to pay for those clothes. Not everyone can. It gives you a moment to feel gratitude, not guilt, for this blessing in your life and to remind yourself that you want to be committed to make it possible for more people to experience the gratitude you feel. The connection does not have to be more than that, but it could be. You could decide to give away some clothes. You could decide to donate ten dollars of every $100 you spend on clothing to a worthy cause.
I have chosen clothing but it could be anything. Part of making this a practice is to chose something---not everything. There are thousands of worthwhile causes. Most synagogue social action groups fall apart because they try to do too many projects at once. I would encourage you to make one or two of them YOUR cause, the cause that you will devote more of your time and energy and resources than any other. Thus one could decide to take the 10% of the cost of your new clothes and give it to a battered women’s shelter or to save an endangered species---two causes that have nothing to do with clothing. The idea is to do something. That is our job---to stay active in the world.
There is a longstanding practice in pietistic circles in Judaism for a person to adopt one mitzvah and to be zerizim---to be fully devoted and fervent about that mitzvah. It doesn’t mean you ignore the others just as this doesn’t mean that you ignore the other worthwhile causes that exist. Similarly, many of us could be more thoughtful about our tzedakah giving---do you decide how much you want to give or just respond to requests? Do you think whether that $50 or $100 or $1000 or whatever that you have been giving is really the appropriate amount you should be donating? Can you be more generous?
The process of thinking about and assessing what project(s) to support accompanied by ways to ritualize what you are doing will help make social justice a practice an ongoing component of your life.
A few months ago, Joy and I saw the movie Hotel Rwanda for the first time on TV. At the end of this heartbreaking movie, Joy turned to me, stunned. “Was I asleep during this whole horrible war? Where was I?” Lo ta’mod al dam reikha---do not stand idly by is an important teaching of Judaism. We are all responsible for one another---kol yisrael areivim zeh ba-zeh. In our world, when we hear almost instantaneously of earthquakes in Pakistan or a tragedy next door, that sense of responsibility has only increased.
Tomorrow we read the book of Jonah---the quintessentially self absorbed individual. He sleeps as the world is going to hell in a hand basket. He doesn’t want to be bothered about the people of Nineveh. I imagine him a very pious guy always meditating or having philosophical discussions or studying texts or maybe not pious at all but just being busy 24/7 with his widget business. At the end of the book, all Jonah cares about is the plant that was giving him shade. God walks away mid-sentence in disgust with Jonah.
Indeed, we too may have been sleeping but we can almost never say we didn’t know. From the moment Cain taught the world how humans can hurt each other we are called upon to answer affirmatively to the question am I my brother and sisters keeper. And you don’t have to see the movie Hotel Rwanda, go upstairs to our social hall and see the photos taken by Ruth Messenger of children from around the world to be reminded that it is for the sake of the children, as I spoke about on Rosh ha-Shanah that King Abdullah and Doug Suissman and so many others work for a better world.
The rabbis ask how can we be like God, what does it mean that we are created in God’s image? By being like God, by being merciful as God as merciful, by being compassionate just as God’s compassionate. As we continue to strengthen the ties that bind this community together, as we continue to wrestle with the tradition, as we explore new ways to think about prayer and services, as we open doors to participation through our haver/mentoring program, we need to and therefore we will find ways to fulfill that ancient platform for a life of social justice stated by the prophet Micah:
What does God ask of you? To do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly before God.
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