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My doctor told me that I needed more exercise.  I don’t know if this is exactly what he had in mind.
The temperature was in the 90°s.  So was the humidity.  I was told that the pavement reached 109°.  I had walked twelve miles.  For five of them, I carried the Torah.  I had traveled to Augusta, Georgia, to take part in the Journey for Justice, a march of almost 1,000 miles from the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama, to the National Mall in Washington, D.C.  The NAACP put this march together; the Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism, known as the RAC, organized rabbis and congregants to participate.  Over 200 rabbis will have done so by the time the journey is finished.  We have the responsibility of carrying that Torah scroll.  But we aren’t the only ones.  Jews and Gentiles, blacks and whites, have each taken their turn carrying the word of God, seeking to make its promise real throughout our land.

The rabbis of old tell a story about the Torah that Moses brought down from Mount Sinai.  The letters that were used to write the Torah had a magical quality; they carried themselves and lifted the two tablets.  When the letters saw that the people had begun to worship the golden calf, they flew up to heaven, leaving Moses with the two great pieces of stone.  He couldn’t carry them, and that is why they fell to the ground.

At times, as both black and white bystanders waved to us, as I met and talked with people from all over our nation, as I saw myself as a small part of a great cause, the Torah felt light as air.  At other times, it seemed that the letters had flown away, and every ounce of the scroll’s eighteen pounds weighed on my arms and back.  Those were the times when I thought about the injustices that had prompted this march in the first place.

The Journey for Justice is designed to highlight four such injustices, four things that we as a country are not providing.  One is job opportunities for those in need.  Another is access to high quality affordable education.  A third is training for law enforcement personnel so that the violence against minorities that we have heard about time and again over the past year will become a distant memory.  The fourth is voting.
Let me just take a minute and talk about that one.  Fifty years ago, President Lyndon Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act into law.  It was the result of the first marches in Selma, marches that I also had the privilege of helping to commemorate last spring.  The Act was designed to ensure that every citizen in this country has the most basic right, the right to vote.  Over its half century, the Act has been reauthorized consistently by large bipartisan majorities in Congress, reauthorizations signed by Democratic and Republican presidents.  Two years ago, the Supreme Court gutted the Voting Rights Act.  It determined that we did not need active federal intervention in areas with a history of preventing people from voting, because that was a thing of the past.

William Faulkner famously wrote, “The past is never dead.  It’s not even past.”
  The Supreme Court should have kept that quotation in mind.  Ever since its decision, states such as Texas and North Carolina, states that previously had to have their voting rights restrictions scrutinized, have put onerous new such restrictions in place.  These laws have had the effect of disenfranchising thousands of voters, and, not coincidentally, they have fallen hardest on voters of color.  Other states have enacted less draconian but still serious restrictions on the franchise.  As Vermont Senator Patrick Leahy remarked, “Anyone who thinks there’s not racial discrimination in voting today isn’t paying attention.”
  
The Supreme Court indicated that Congress could make changes in the Voting Rights Act that would have the effect of restoring the protections that its decision took away.  This June, the Voting Rights Advancement Act of 2015 was introduced in the House and the Senate.  The Act takes up the Court’s invitation.  It has been endorsed by the Religious Action Center.  The RAC is the public policy arm of the Reform Movement.  Its endorsement is only fitting, because those who drafted the original Voting Rights Act of 1965 sat around the RAC’s conference table.  We Reform Jews have had a long and proud history of seeking expanded voting rights for everyone, a history that comes from Jewish tradition.  The Talmud states, “A ruler cannot be appointed unless the community is first consulted.”
  When much of the community is disenfranchised, our rulers stand on a shaky foundation.
You have been given postcards to urge your Congressional representatives to support the Voting Rights Advancement Act.  After I finish speaking, there will be an opportunity to fill these out and return them to the ushers.  We will then send the collected cards to our Senators and Congressmen.

Will they work?  I can’t say that I’m optimistic.   Just as with anyone following the news, I am aware of how deep the political divide is in this country.  Even issues on which both parties agree have a difficult time being enacted into law these days.  So, if that’s the case, why bother with expressing our views?  And knowing that, why did I bother to spend time and money to march?  And why did others spend far more of both than I did?
We write and we march and we speak not because we are optimists, but because we hope.  Baron Jonathan Sacks, former Chief Orthodox Rabbi of the United Kingdom, has this to say about the difference: “Optimism and hope are not the same.  Optimism is the belief that the world is changing for the better; hope is the belief that, together, we can make the world better.  Optimism is a passive virtue, hope is an active one.  It needs no courage to be an optimist, but it takes a great deal of courage to hope.”

“Optimism is the belief that the world is changing for the better; hope is the belief that, together, we can make the world a better place.”  We fill in the cards, we march, we act not because we expect that the world will immediately realize that we are right.  We do this because it is our job to make this a better world.  We do this because we have the courage to hope.

That is our job as Jews.  To quote Rabbi Sacks again, “Given their history of suffering, Jews were rarely optimists.  But they never gave up hope.  That is why, when the prophets saw evil in the world, they refused to be comforted.”

One of those prophets was Zechariah.  He expressed the Jewish role clearly, when he said that we are assirei tikvah, “prisoners of hope.”
  And we are prisoners of hope because we are compelled as Jews to accept a very simple but endlessly troubling proposition: that life has a purpose.  
This idea that life has a purpose goes by a name in Judaism, and that name is “redemption.”  We teach that God redeemed us from Egyptian bondage and gave us the Torah by which to live.  And we teach that ultimately God will redeem the world.  In the words that we’ll recite in a few minutes, Judaism expects a time to come “when corruption and evil shall give way to integrity and goodness.”


Traditional Judaism said that an individual would bring about this redemption.  He is called the Messiah.  In the modern world, many people, including the founders of the Reform Movement, regarded the idea of a personal Messiah as unacceptable.  They spoke instead about the coming of a Messianic Age.

With all due respect for both sides, I have never been engaged by this debate.  Whether you believe in a person who is the Messiah or in a Messianic Age is less important than that you believe in one of these.  So, for ease of expression, I’m just going to use the word “Messiah” – rather than “Messiah or Messianic Age” – from this point on.  And if, whenever you hear the word “Messiah,” you would prefer to substitute the words “Messianic Age” in your own minds – well, go right ahead.
If you believe in the coming of the Messiah, then Judaism can start to make sense.  Rosh Hashanah can start to make sense.  Today is called Yom haDin, the day of judgment.  In the unetaneh tokef poem that we said earlier, we are told that on this day, God judges all creatures.  The belief in redemption, and in a Messiah to bring about redemption – that makes these judgments possible.  The judge has only one question for us: Did you act to hasten the coming of the Messiah or did you slow it down?

Our lives have a purpose, to hope for redemption, and that means to work for the coming of the Messiah.  We don’t know when it will happen.  But as Jews, we know that it will happen.  We are prisoners of hope.  Maimonides put it a different way almost a millennium ago, his words appeared in our prayerbooks for centuries, and at Auschwitz our brothers and sisters recited it at the last: Ani ma’amin be’emunah shleimah b’viat hamshiakh; v’af al pi she’yitmameah, im kol zeh akhakeh lo b’khol yom she’yavo, “I believe with perfect faith in the coming of the Messiah, and even though he may delay, nevertheless I wait every day for his coming.”

I marched for one day.  One day.  Our ancestors marched for forty years in the wilderness because they were looking at the promise of the Land of Israel.  The Journeyers for Justice are marching for forty days because they are looking toward the promise of a better America.  Let me tell you about two people I met who were marching every one of those forty days.

One is Keshia Thomas.  In 1996, Keshia was an eighteen year old senior in high school in Ann Arbor, Michigan.  The Ku Klux Klan had chosen to rally in the city, and Keshia was among the protesters.  Suddenly, a middle aged white man wearing a Confederate flag t-shirt and an SS tattoo ended up in the midst of the protesters.  They chased him down, and then some started to beat him.  At this point, Keshia fell on top of him and shielded him from their blows.  Mark Brunner was a student photographer who witnessed the episode.  He said, “She put herself at physical risk to protect someone who, in my opinion, would not have done the same for her.  Who does that in this world?”  When asked about it, Keshia explained, “I knew what it was like to be hurt.  The many times that happened, I wish someone would have stood up for me.”  Months later, a white man came up to her in a coffee shop and thanked her.  She asked him why.  He said, “That was my father.”
  I have to imagine that he learned something about the power of hope to conquer hate. 
Keshia has become an activist.  She is also a person with a remarkable smile, a boundless reservoir of energy, and a talent for, as one of my colleagues put it, “collecting rabbis.”  Keshia gives me hope.
When I got to the starting site for breakfast, I met a 68 year old man with dreadlocks and an undeniable dignity.  He introduced himself as “Middle Passage.”  This was a name he had taken to honor those who suffered through the middle passage of slaves across the Atlantic Ocean.   He traveled more than 1,300 miles on a bus from his home in Colorado to Selma.  He fought for his country as a merchant mariner, working a supply line that delivered munitions across the Pacific to Korea.  

Since his arrival in Selma, he carried the American flag in the front row every day and every mile of the march.  One of the organizers told me, “Middle Passage isn’t human.  He’s a robot.  We have to slow him down, because the rest of us can’t keep up with him.”

But Middle Passage was very much a human being.  He had undergone five open heart surgeries dating back to the 1980s.  He marched for hundreds of miles, until Saturday.  Middle Passage died of a heart attack.
A few weeks before, a reporter asked him why he was marching.  This is what he said: “Voting is the most important right we have.  It’s been altered.  It’s harder for us, for the whole population of the United States, to vote....  We’ve all got to work together to preserve what we have.  It’s a struggle.  Freedom is not free.”

If redemption, if a purpose, is an essential part of human existence, then redemption must be built into human existence from the very beginning, from the creation of the world.  Judaism teaches that it is.  In the Torah portion that we’ll hear tomorrow, God creates the world, including humanity, in six days and rests on the seventh.  Pirkei Avot, the Chapters of Our Sages, tells us that at the very last moment of creation, at twilight just before the beginning of the first Shabbat, God created ten more things, ten extraordinary things.  These were set aside, to be used in the future.  One example is the letters that I mentioned earlier, the ones that made the two tablets light enough for Moses to carry.

The instruments for redemption have been available to us from the time of creation, to be used when they are needed.  They include a teenager’s body that shielded someone who would never have shielded her.  They include the hands of a proud veteran holding the flag of his country and demanding freedom.


Rosh Hashanah is the holiday of beginning.  Yom harat olam, our liturgy says: this is the day of the world’s creation.  At that creation, the Torah portion that we will read tomorrow tell us that the Holy One made human beings b’tzelem Elohim, in the image of God.
  We are all created in God’s image; we all have something of God in us.  We have the potential to live up to the Godliness inside us, and of course we have the ability to ignore that potential.  We can hasten the coming of the Messiah, or we can slow that coming down.

Ten years ago, Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans.  It was a great natural disaster, bringing destruction to anyone in its wake, Jew or Gentile, white or black, rich or poor.  But in fact, the consequences of Katrina were not so evenly distributed.

As Katrina was bearing down on New Orleans, a group of African American transit authority employees volunteered to stay in the city to help in what everyone, correctly, assumed would be the upcoming emergency.  Many of these bus drivers took people to at least some version of safety in the Superdome before the storm hit, and they were preparing to take them back after it had cleared.  They were joined by family members, including people in wheelchairs and little children.  They were all sheltered at the Transit Authority headquarters, but that building itself became uninhabitable.  They were put on buses taking them to a part of New Orleans across the Mississippi River.  But to get there, they had to go through the community of Gretna, a white suburb.  And that they could not do.  Gretna police turned out in force with loaded and cocked guns to keep them from entering.  Even the presence of a New Orleans police officer who was guarding the refugees made no difference.  People tried to walk to safety through Gretna, but that didn’t work, either.  Soon, the bridge was completely closed, not by the storm but by whites who didn’t want black-skinned people going through their town. 
If you think that was then and this is now, or that was there and this is here, I tell you that there is work to do in Charleston and Ferguson and Staten Island and even in Franklin.  We, you and I, we have work to do. 

The Talmud tells us a story about Rabbi Joshua ben Levi.  Outside a burial cave, he encountered the prophet Elijah, the herald of the Messiah.  Rabbi Joshua asked him, “When will the Messiah come?”

“Go ask him yourself,” Elijah answered.

Rabbi Joshua was stunned.  He could actually go to the Messiah and ask him when redemption would begin!  “But where is he?” he asked, “and how can I recognize him.”

Elijah answered, “He is at the entrance to Rome.  You will find him sitting among the poor who are stricken with illnesses.  There he is untying and retying their bandages.”

Rabbi Joshua hurried to Rome and found the Messiah.  He greeted him and asked the most important question in his life:  “When will you come, o master?”

The Messiah answered, “Today.”

Rabbi Joshua waited for the Messiah to come and redeem the world.  He waited through the morning, and then the afternoon, until finally night fell and the day ended.  

Slowly, uncomprehendingly, he made his way back to the cave and to Elijah the prophet.  He recounted his conversation to Elijah, and then complained, “How can I believe him, seeing that he spoke falsely to me.  He told me that he would come today, but he has not come.”

Elijah said, “When he told you ‘Today,’ he was quoting the first word of a verse from Psalms.  The whole verse reads, ‘Today, if you will listen to God’s voice.’”

The Messiah will come if humanity devotes itself to tying and untying the bandages, if each one of us saves someone in need of bandages from pain, from death.  The Messiah will come as soon as we fulfill our purpose, as soon as we take care of our obligations to our fellow human beings, as soon as we listen to God’s voice.

I ask you to join me.  You don’t have to carry a Torah in the summer heat, you don’t have to travel, you don’t have to march.  But you do need to act.  When I’m finished, fill in the postcards and pass them to an usher.  And in the weeks to come, get involved.  We as a Temple community must find our collective voice.  We must do more than help individual victims of a society that does not yet function as it should – as vital as that help is.  We must also insist that the society itself function better.  We need to take part in lobbying campaigns, in efforts to reach out to our nonwhite neighboring houses of worship, in examining our own failures to understand how our being part of the white majority benefits us.  We have to declare our own ideals for a just society and for a just synagogue community.  We will be able to work out the details together.  What we have to do now is to make the commitment, and what we have to do right after the holidays is to start turning that commitment into action.  Speed the coming of the Messiah.
There are various versions of the list of ten things created at twilight, on the end of the sixth day.  One list includes something about which we just read: the ram that was sacrificed in place of Isaac.  All parts of it were used or set aside to be used.  Its two horns were made into two shofars.  One was sounded by God at the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai.  It calls us to mitzvot, the obligations that the Torah sets out.  It calls us to the lightness and heaviness of carrying that Torah wherever we walk.

The other shofar, the larger of the two, has been set aside.  It will be sounded when the Messiah comes.  The Messiah is out there, now, tying and untying bandages, protecting victims and marching, marching, marching.  The Messiah waits for us, yes he does, or she does, or the Messianic Age does.  That debate about words doesn’t matter.  What matters is, “Today, if you will but listen to God’s voice.”  May today come speedily and in our time.
Kein y’hi ratzon, be this God’s will.
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