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We Are Stronger Together
Kol Nidrei Sermon 5783
Rabbi Jake Singer-Beilin

At the height of the Vietnam War, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel,
was troubled. Rabbi Heschel protested, marched, and spoke out regularly
against the war. He did so as an activist and at the same time, as a rabbi.
Heschel believed that the War in Vietham was the most important
religious issue of the early 1970s saying, “Of course it's a religious issue!
What does God require of us primarily? Justice and compassion. What
does God condemn above all? Murder, killing innocent people. How can
I pray when I have on my conscience the awareness that I am co-
responsible for the death of innocent people in Vietnam?”! This was a
political statement, and it was also a controversial one. However, he chose
to use his rabbinic platform be controversial, to be political, because he
felt like he had no other choice. Heschel believed that social justice and
religion were inseparable. In his view, religion had no purpose if it did not

motivate us to act on the ethics and morals that it espoused.

! Interview with Carl Stern, 1972
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Rabbi Heschel was similarly involved in the Civil Rights movement,
marching in Selma, Alabama with Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. In
reflecting on this experience, Heschel famously wrote, “Legs are not lips
and walking is not kneeling. And yet our legs uttered songs. Even without
words, our march was worship. I felt my legs were praying.”? For him,
spirituality and social justice were one and the same.

From our ancient origins, Jews have always delved into the realm of
politics, of social justice. On Yom Kippur, we read a powerful text from
the prophet Isaiah. The prophet chastises the Israelites for worrying only
about their own ritualistic spirituality, and ignoring the world around
them. He is sickened to see Israelites fasting and praying, but ignoring the
injustices that exist on every street corner. Forcefully, he exclaims, “Do
you call this a fast, and an acceptable day to Adonai? Isn’t this the fast |
desire? To let loose the chains of injustice...to set the oppressed free and
break every yoke? Is it not to share your food with the hungry and to

provide the poor wanderer with shelter?”® According to the prophet Isaiah,

2 http://www.crosscurrents.org/heschel.htm
3 Isaiah 58:5-7
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ritual for the sake of ritual is unacceptable. It is not what God desires, and
should not be what we desire. We truly achieve our religious purpose
when we band together and incorporate spirituality into social justice.
This is the true fast that God desires.

As Jews, we cannot step into beautiful sanctuaries and close our eyes
to the world outside of these doors. When we enter into this holy space,
we are commanded to have a way of looking outward, of seeing what is
happening in the world, and allowing it to influence our prayers. Jour
tradition requires that we integrate social action into spirituality. We must
not turn a blind eye to the world once we enter into this place of prayer.
Our sacred task is to transform the world as it is into the world as it should
be, and in order to accomplish this lofty goal, every single person in this
sanctuary will need to contribute our talents, our energy, and our valuable
time.

A story from the town of Chelm: Chelm is populated by complete
fools. The people of Chelm are preparing for a grand feast and celebration.
They set up a huge, empty wine barrel in the town square. Every citizen

of Chelm is charged with the task of bringing a jug of wine from their
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home, and dumping it into the communal barrel so that there will be plenty
to drink when the celebration takes place. Shmuel, one of the wisest men
in the town of fools, gets an idea. He thinks to himself: "Since everyone
else in the town is bringing a jug of wine to pour in the barrel, no one will
notice if I keep my contribution of wine for myself, and instead pour a jug
of water into the barrel. There will be so much wine in the barrel, that my
contribution will only water it down a little. It will be undetectable!"

So Shmuel did exactly that. When the time came, he filled up his jug
with water instead of wine. Along the way, he smiled and wave at all the
townspeople. Little did they know that as Shmuel walked to the town
square, and made his bland contribution, the jug was filled with not wine,
but water. Shmuel walked away, quite pleased with himself for thinking
of this clever idea. What a wise man Shmuel was, maybe even the wisest
fool in Chelm! However, there was a problem. Just about every other
citizen within the town of Chelm had the exact same idea. One by one,
when the time came, each citizen filled their jug with tasteless, clear,
cheap water and added it to the celebration barrel. When the day of the

feast arrived the klezmer band played its merry tunes, and flags with every
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color of the rainbow waved in the light breeze. The fools of Chelm opened
up the barrel to fill their glasses, and enjoy a free drink of wine to which
they contributed nothing. Imagine their surprise when they each looked in
their glass, expecting to see rich ruby red wine, and instead found that a
light pink, bland beverage was all they had to drink.

This is a fun story, and yet, like a lot of fun stories, a profound
message lies within it. Every single person’s contribution is necessary. We
can all play a role, and each one of us has something eternally valuable to
add to the cause. This insight also appears in the Torah portion that we
read on Yom Kippur. In this passage, the Torah calls on all of us to stand
up and abide by the covenant we have made with God and with one
another. Atem nitzavim ha-yom kulchem — You all stand here today: your
tribal heads, your elders, and your officials...your children, your spouses,
even the stranger within your camp, from the woodchopper to the
waterdrawer.* We are all here together, and each of us plays a unique role

within this holy community. If I think that my contribution won't be

* Deuteronomy 29:9-10
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missed, if I think that no one will notice my absence or my inaction, [ am
not seeing the whole picture, and I am neglecting to acknowledge the
value that I bring to the Jewish community.

When we each bring a jug of valuable, delicious, ruby red wine,
rather than water, we can accomplish amazing things. Our combined
efforts will be much more impactful than individuals working apart from
one another. This is why we have formed a congregation. Margaret Mead
famously stated, “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful,
committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it's the only thing that

ever has.”®

We must be that “small group of thoughtful, committed
citizens.”

The key word here is “group”. If we are to change our neighborhood,
our city, our country for the better, then we surely must do so together. As
Jews, we organize, we band together because our world 1s so far from

redemption, and we can move the needle more together than we ever

could as individuals. Even though Rabbi Heschel spoke with a singular,

5 http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/m/margaretme 100502 .html
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prophetic voice, he was part of a community of faith leaders who were
devoted to the cause. He joined together with others in order to form a
movement, and in doing so, they had a much better chance of achieving
their collective goals. This is exactly why Bet Mish has a committee
whose sole purpose is social justice.

Each of us, in one way or another, has watered down the barrel of
wine over the past year. We have removed ourselves from the group. We
have placed our own wants ahead of the needs of others. We have held on
to luxuries while some within our city sleep on the street. But now is the
season to recommit ourselves, to stand up and be counted along with the
rest of our community. Now is the time to fill up our jugs, not with water,
but with the highest quality wine, and pour it willingly, joyfully, into the
communal barrel. We reach our spiritual potential when we incorporate
politics into our prayer, social justice into our study. Let our prayers and
our just actions meld together, as they have since the time of our prophets.
Let our commitment to the Jewish tradition and to the Holy One inspire
us to bring about a more perfect world, and let us do it together.

G ’mar Chatimah Tovah



