PAGE  
6
Yom Kippur Sermon 5768

Beth Shir Sholom

© 2007 Rabbi Neil Comess-Daniels

“Circles of Holiness”


In words of Torah today, we are told to be holy.  I’m not exactly sure what that means, but I know it when I feel it.  I know we create holy moments together.  There have been many already during these High Holy Day gatherings. From where I have the privilege to stand, I see many of them.  When those who haven’t seen each other for a year embrace, holiness abounds.  When people spontaneously sway and dance and sing harmonies, whether we are all in the same key or not, there is wonderful holiness.  When we first gather in the early morning and those whose custom it is to wear a tallit reach out and over and share their tallit with those around them, there are many ribbons of holiness linking us together.  When our children come in and listen to the shofar, the room overflows with holiness; it exudes from their eyes and the smiles all around them.  Last week, at the tail end of Rosh haShanah, we gathered at the beach for Tashlich. Tashlich is a beautiful metaphor for one of the deepest desires of our hearts:  to cast off our wrongdoings simply and easily so that we might begin again with a clean slate.  We do so symbolically by using crumbs of bread to represent our failings and throwing them into the water.  There are many reasons why we are fortunate to live in Southern California, but for Tashlich in particular, the late afternoon sun glinting off the waves, the incremental changing tide and the seemingly endless expanse of the coastline add powerful and esthetically wondrous elements to the ceremony.  That was certainly a holy moment.

It’s wonderful to have all these moments as a community.  It’s a little bit selfish as well.  It’s fine to make an occasion like this holy.  We do it well – and fairly easily.  It’s easy to make this solemn yet uplifting event holy.  It’s harder to make the dark places holy, the ugly places, the imbalanced places far and near.  Still, we must.  A Chasidic notion tells us that every single thing and every place in the world is waiting for us to make it holy.  
Sadly, most of us did not know until this week of a town called Jena, Louisiana.  The protest there of a few days ago involving many thousands of people is known to us now.  
We learned that there is a tree at the town High School under which, by local tradition, only white students sat.  About a year ago, a 
black student asked the school administration permission to sit under the tree.  The administration said the student could sit wherever he 
wanted.  The morning after the black student sat under the tree, students and faculty arrived at the school to find three nooses hanging from the tree painted in the school colors.  Even though the black community responded to the nooses as a threat and the principal recommended that the three students responsible for hanging them be expelled, the white superintendent of the school said, “Adolescents play pranks.  I don't think it was a threat against anybody," and gave them a three day suspension instead.  


A few days later the entire black student body sat under the tree in protest.  The District Attorney arrived at the school (with police backup) telling the protestors to calm down about the “innocent prank” and warning them, “I can be your best friend or your worst enemy. I can take away your lives with a stroke of my pen."

Some weeks later, a black student was beaten by whites at a white party.  The next day, the victim, along with some friends, ran into one of his attackers at a convenience store.  The attacker went to his car to get a shotgun.  The black students wrestled the gun from him and ran to the police to report the incident.  They were arrested for stealing the gun.  The white student was not charged.


At the High School a few days later, a white student taunted some black students with racial slurs, support for the nooses hung
from the tree and for the attack on the black student at the party.  The blacks responded by beating the white student and knocking him unconscious.   He was taken to the hospital with cuts, abrasions and a black eye.  He was released from the hospital the same day and attended a social function that evening.  

Six black students were arrested for the beating of the white student.  The black students, now known as the Jena Six, were at first charged with attempted murder (the murder “weapon” being a pair of tennis shoes).  The charges were later reduced to aggravated second-degree battery.  At the only trial thus far, Mychal Bell, 16, whose court-appointed attorney did not bring forth even one witnesses in his defense, was convicted, as an adult, by a white judge and jury.  Mychal’s parents were barred from the trial by the judge.  An appeals’ court threw out the conviction of conspiracy but 
upheld the battery conviction.   Recently, the battery charge was overturned as well because he was tried as an adult.  
No excuses for the Jena Six for their violent response to the series of incidents that ended in their attack on their taunter.  They should face consequences for their act of violence.  The Jena six need to know that whatever is thrown at you, there are choices in the way in which you handle it.  Did you hear the story of the Ku Klux Klan rally in Knoxville, North Carolina and how it was completely short-circuited by...a bunch of clowns?!  When the KKK shouted “White Power!” the clowns responded with “White Flour?” and started running in circles and throwing handfuls of bleached flour into the air.  The KKK repeated “White Power!”  This time the clowns responded with white flowers.  Again the KKK shouted and this time the response by the clowns was “Wife Power!”  All the female clowns picked up the nearest male clowns and ran around shouting “Wife Power!  Wife Power!”  Eventually the Klan packed up and left.  Part of bringing holiness is widening the horizon of response to that which is not yet holy.
 On the other hand, it is obvious to even the most casual observer that had justice been evenhandedly applied along the way, to all those who engaged in or threatened violence, the final incident for which the six were charged may not have occurred at all.  The double threat of the nooses and the comments by the DA against the lives of the black students cannot and should not be dismissed.  This is a small town in Louisiana in which a flood of injustice drowned the moral content of its citizens.  We have no less a responsibility to help rebuild this town than we did that other town in the same state, New Orleans.  The flood waters of injustice have yet to recede from Jena and, far away as it may seem geographically and culturally, our tradition keeps demanding of us that everywhere is waiting to be made holy.  Jena is a place that needs some holiness.

We did well in our response to Katrina’s ravaging of New Orleans.  Spawned, I am proud to say, by my daughter, Eden and her friends in our wonderful youth group, BeSH2TY, they created an incredible fund-raising effort and nearly $10,000 was raised to help rebuild New Orleans.  The monies were divided between Habitat for Humanity and the New Orleans chapter of the ASPCA.  
In a very real way our youth were living up to something that echoed in these walls just a little while ago when we heard the Torah say, “This commandment...is not hidden from you or far off... It is not 
in heaven...Nor is it beyond the sea. It is very near to you, in your mouth and in your heart.”  I must tell you that when they first approached the possibility of helping with Katrina repair, the youth group felt this mitzvah was “far off” and impossible to bring to fruition.  But they knew something about this synagogue:  we do these things.  We take up the challenge of making everything and everywhere holy.  
Sixteen years ago, when Beth Shir Sholom began, an item was brought up on the agenda.  The interfaith community was taking on the responsibility of providing meals, a lunch, for the Outpatient AIDS Clinic at County USC Hospital – every day of every month of the year.  Most days of the month had already been assumed by other congregations and communities by the time the possibility was presented to us.  What was left was the fifth Thursday of a month, whenever one occurred.  The obvious Jewish thing to do when presented with such a prospective mitzvah is to say, “Yes!” and do it.  There’s a notion in our tradition that each of us is living this life to get one mitzvah accomplished.  Since we never know which one that is, when a potential one is at hand we do it.  That was a defining moment for Beth Shir Sholom during some of our first few days together.  Sixteen years later we are still providing meals on those fifth Thursdays.  Thanks to the years of commitment from Jude and Woolf Kanter and Judy Wolfenstein, Beth Shir Sholom members and sometimes friends gather the Wednesday evening before making sandwiches.  Of course, that doesn’t include all the time Jude, Woolf and Judy spend shopping for the ingredients and packaging and bringing it to the Temple so that everything is ready and then delivering and serving the meals on those fifth Thursdays.  They do likewise with meals we prepare for the Turning Point homeless shelter several times a year.  We are honored to have their strength of purpose in our midst and the holiness they have made these many years.
And there’s more!  Our Social Action Committee, Marlene Cole, Elaine Blaustein, Leigh Brumberg, Lillian Laskin, Michael Rapkin, Amanda Rowan and Nancy Graff Wender, have found another place 
where holiness needs to be made.  It’s a program called Daybreak.  Like Turning Point, Daybreak is part of OPCC, formerly Ocean Park Community Center.  Daybreak creates a safe and accepting environment for mentally ill homeless women, giving them stability 
and hope.  Once a month, our Social Action Committee cooks a meal for the women at Daybreak.  In the tradition of Judaism and this synagogue, they are doing the work that need’s doing and bringing holiness.
This year, all three of these programs will be calling upon you for help.  Through such groupings as our Early Childhood Center, our Religious School classes, our Women’s Chavurah, our choir, Torah Study group, Adult B’ney Mitzvah Class, my Introduction to Judaism class and more, you will be asked to help with one of these meals.  Say, “Yes.  We will help with this mitzvah and bring holiness into this place.”  Who knows, this could be the very mitzvah that is yours to do in your lifetime.  

And that’s not all.  Last week, at Rosh haShanah, representatives from the Department of Children and Family Services were here as part of their outreach to the religious community to help bring hope to the foster children who are not just their “cases” but their concern.  They literally “put a face” on these kids, displaying their portraits and their needs ranging from a lunchbox to a music lesson to dress shoes for the prom.  The DCFS social workers aren’t here this week.  The portraits are gone, but those living breathing children in need still exist.  BeSH2TY, our youth group, has committed to helping our congregation adopt a DCFS social worker and his/her caseload.  It will be our responsibility to provide some of the little extras that will help make the life of a foster child have a little bit of...holiness.  Be on the lookout for your chance to be a holiness provider.  Our youth group will let us know.
In a few weeks, Los Angeles County will be holding a HomeWalk to support homeless services all over the area, including OPCC programs such as Turning Point and Daybreak.  In the lobby, our Social Action Committee can tell you about how you can become part of the Beth Shir Sholom team for the walk.  You’ll get a t-shirt and a hat and the knowledge that you’ve made more holiness in this world.

To further inspire us, Joel Roberts, the CEO of P.A.T.H., People Assisting the Homeless, will be our guest speaker in just a little while.  Since we’re not eating today, let’s feed ourselves on what he has to say.  His program is unique (he’s created an actual “mall” of 
services for the homeless all under one roof).  He believes that homelessness is not only combatable, it is curable.  


The Temple in Jerusalem was built in concentric circles.  As our ancestors walked closer and closer to the middle, they felt the space became inherently holier and holier, until they reached the “Holy of Holies”, the Ark holding the Ten Commandments.  We should turn that image inside out and ripple circles of holiness outward from this occasion and this place.  The farther out we go, the holier it becomes.  Coming together for these High Holy Days, we infuse ourselves with hope, strength, commitment, support and many possibilities.  At today’s end, the shofar will sound the final tekiah and we will have a choice between feeling relief because we are done for one more year or that we are just beginning.  That choice creates holiness for us and instructs us how to create holiness for and with the world around us.  The choice is not across the ocean that absorbed our bread crumbs a week ago nor is it in the air that we commonly breathe with all people and creatures; it is very near to us, in our mouths and in our hearts.

