Stronger Together

Cantor Ken Cohen

A rabbi, priest and a minister walk into a bar and….

Would you believe a rabbi, a cantor and a Baptist minister walk into Izzy’s for some good Jewish

Deli….and start a conversation about faith, God, and community. Over coleslaw and pickles,

strangers become partners. Cherished ideals and sacred values are the spiritual appetizers we begin to pass around the table.

If you want to know God, Pastor Kemp said, “ you can sense His nature through the things in
our world that are both visible and invisible. For example, if I take a glass and fill it with water from the Pacific Ocean, I find myself with a glass filled with water, but that’s not all the glass can hold, there’s many more possibilities.  Man can only hold only so much knowledge of God. And even with the knowledge we do possess, regardless of the degrees we have or don’t have, God is more that we could ever comprehend. So it’s important for us to recognize who He is, and listen to the various faith communities, to individuals, and their relationship to God, to discover God’s true nature…”

Our Matza Ball soup was getting cold, but my spirit was warming. I rejoice inwardly, having found a neighbor whose values are resonant; who embraces diversity, many paths leading to God, each with its own unique view of God’s ineffable nature. Implied is the possibility that we can learn from each other, and grow stronger together.

The words of the prophet Malachi echo in my heart, especially at this time of year;

  “Have we not all One Father?  Has not One God created us all?  Why do we deal    treacherously, one with the other?”

On Ja n u a r y 21st, Americans will gather as a nation to honor the memory of Dr. Martin

Luther King. Dr. King, a great humanitarian and peacemaker, who dedicated his life to end segregation and racial discrimination through non-violent means.

On that same weekend the Jewish calendar calls for the commemoration of our deliverance into the Promised Land, entitled “Shabbat Shira - the Sabbath of Song.” On this special Sabbath we rejoice in our transformation from a group of slaves, to a nation of purpose. Our tradition invites us to create and sing new songs, for singing has always been the expressive mode of choice for the Jewish people; an ideal way to capture the indescribable moments of our lives, especially

those of personal transformation.

As we continue the conversation, I begin to reflect on the new song I am singing in my own

life. As I bike through the streets, I am aware of the multiplicity of ethnicity, and the mass of remarkable, expressive faces. I revel in the shifting music of languages that continuously wash over me. In sharing this space in peace, with so many different, open-hearted people, I have become more present. I feel closer to humanity. Pastor Kemp offers a touching image that sheds more light on my thinking, “It’s like a single flower, within a bouquet of flowers. Individually,
each flower is beautiful unto itself; it has its own identity, whether it’s a rose, carnation, or

lily. However, you really don’t see the degree of beauty of each flower until you put it side by side, as a bouquet of flowers. Therefore, in this world, in the universe we live

in, we are all connected.”

The notion that the real value of an individual, can only be truly appreciated when placed in the context of other unique individuals, cries for a world that can only exist for and with each other.

In the spirit of the moment, Rabbi Neil recommends a call to action; suggesting we jointly host

a Thanksgiving service for those in need. Instead of the traditional November date, he suggests a date in the spring when our radar for giving thanks and ‘reaching out’ is less than it might be. We could call it Spring into Thanks’ I offer. On and on it goes, idea after idea, in rapid succession. Without judgment we discover infinite ways to pool our energies and resources and try to make a difference in the world. We can become stronger together. 

So, it is in the spirit of Shabat Shira and Martin Luther King day , that our two sacred communities, BSS and Calvary Baptist, have elected to come together and sing new songs, and reflect upon our unique paths to God.

The rabbi and I have begun the conversation; at this writing we envision a collaboration of choirs and instrumentalists, a unique blending of Cantorial and Gospel sounds. I'm looking forward to going to the church to teach the Baptist Choir a musical selection from the Hebrew Psalms; and our choir is eager to discover, through their minister of music, the authenticity of singing

gospel music.

Now we’re enlisting your support to continue and further it. You’re invited to attend worship services on Friday evening, January 18th, and Sunday morning, January 20th as we come together in celebration and song. Let’s all make a point of showing up and showing value to the possibility of creating a meaningful relationship with our good neighbors at Calvary Baptist. Let’s become stronger together.

