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But All Are Responsible 
 
 
As many of you know, last month I had the privilege of carrying a Torah along one segment of 
America’s Journey for Justice, a 40 day march of 1000 miles, from Selma, Alabama, to 
Washington DC, organized by the NAACP, with the goal of building awareness and momentum 
to help address the issues of racial injustice that have become so apparent over the past year.  
The leaders of the Reform Jewish Movement set forth a challenge, asking for 40 rabbis to travel 
south and help carry a Torah in the march, so that there would be a rabbi there for every day of 
the march.   
 
I knew that I wanted to participate.  As a Jew, I take to heart the teaching that all human beings 
are created in God’s image,i and it is a religious duty to uphold the dignity of all people and the 
preciousness of all human life.  As a Reform Jew, I have always been especially proud of the 
work that our movement did during the civil rights era, when Reform Jews helped lead the 
campaign for civil rights legislation and helped establish organizations like the NAACP.  As a 
rabbi, I have always been inspired by rabbis of that era like Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, a 
philosopher and refugee from Nazi Europe who described walking arm in arm with Martin 
Luther King in Selma as “praying with his feet”; Rabbi Joachim Prinz, a Reform rabbi who also 
fled Nazi Europe, and who addressed the crowd directly before Dr. King delivered his famous “I 
Have a Dream” speech; and Rabbi Maurice Eisendrath, the president of the Reform Movement 
at that time, who held a Torah scroll while marching alongside Dr. King in Washington.  And as 
the spiritual leader of Beth David, which was so active in fighting for racial justice in the 1960’s 
under Rabbi Henry Cohen’s leadership, I felt a responsibility to continue this legacy, and make 
sure our congregation was represented in this national effort.   
 
It turns out that I wasn’t alone.  Instead of 40 rabbis, close to 200 Reform rabbis from around 
the country participated over the course of 40 days. 
 
I was assigned to the 4th day of the march, the segment in Alabama from Montgomery to just 
outside Tuskegee.  Incredibly, two of you, Ed Hoffman and Jane Horwitz, were able to join me, 
even with only a few days’ notice.  We arrived in Alabama in time to attend a rally on the steps 
of the State Capitol, where Dr. King had ended his march from Selma 50 years before, and we 
stood together with a broad coalition of locals, college students from around the country, union 
members, clergy, and grandparents toting grandchildren wearing Martin Luther King t-shirts.  
Every night, there was a teach-in.  We learned from a lawyer about the ways in which our 
criminal justice system punishes African Americans disproportionately.  We set out marching, 
just a small group of people walking alongside a rural road, one step at a time, one mile at a 
time.  We sang protest songs, and thanks to yours truly, Hebrew songs and Peter, Paul and 
Mary favorites, too.  Most cars that passed by gave a friendly toot of their horns or a wave out 
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the window; a couple gave a thumbs down as they drove by.  The Alabama State Troopers 
protected us, returned the fist bumps of participants, and even asked for the honor of holding 
the Torah.  In the heat of the day, it was 103 degrees, with a heat index of 114 degrees.  My 
iPhone overheated.  I’ve never drunk so much Gatorade.  At the suggestion of an older woman 
marching beside me, I wore Ziploc bags of ice cubes inside my hat.  The whole thing was an 
inspiration. 
 

* * * 
 
Not long after I got back from the march, I sat in the air-conditioning here at Beth David for a 
series of discussions about Between the World and Me, Ta-Nehisi Coates’ bestselling memoir 
about being a black man in America.  It is a very beautiful book, but also a searing, challenging 
one.  “Why did you read it?” I asked you at that book group.  Why did you come to this 
discussion, when you could have spent this summer evening somewhere else?”  Here are some 
of the answers you gave me. 
 
You came because you were there, on the Mall, when Martin Luther King gave his “I Have a 
Dream” speech.  You came because your best friend in college, many years ago, was African 
American, and you’ve never forgotten the shock and the shame at your own naiveté, when she 
told you that no, you couldn’t come visit her over spring break, because her family lived in 
North Carolina, where segregation was still the law, and the two of you couldn’t just spend the 
week together.  You came because the housekeeper who helped raise you was African 
American, and you loved her, and sometimes, on your own convenient commute, you think 
about just how many forms of public transportation she had to take to get to her job at your 
beautiful house in the suburbs. 
 
Because you grew up during the years when schools were being desegregated, and you 
remember walking into a school that had been a black school until desegregation, and being 
shocked at how unlike your own school it was: peeling paint, broken fixtures, everything 
decrepit.  And then, a few months ago, you walked into a school in Philadelphia and that 
memory came flooding back to you as you realized: it’s so much the same.  Because you 
watched that video of Sandra Bland’s interrogation by a police officer who stopped her for 
failing to signal a lane change, and you felt so angry, and so helpless. Because you are a Jewish 
mother who worries about your young adult children all the time, and yet never – never – had 
it occurred to you to worry that they might be killed by police.  And what would you do if you 
had to worry about that, too, on top of all the other worries that a mother has?   
 
Because once, at the supermarket, your heart skipped a beat when a black man locked his eyes 
with yours and started walking toward you, coming right at you, just the two of you in the aisle 
– and you froze in fear – until you realized that he was a colleague, a partner at your firm, 
coming to say hello. 
 

* * * 
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In the month and a half since I marched in Alabama, I’ve been thinking about what I learned at 
the teach-ins, what I heard from speakers at the rally, and what I’ve been reading in books.  But 
mostly, I’ve been thinking about the people I met while marching. 
 
I met a man named Reverend Charles Dale, a retired African American pastor who organized 
the Alabama segment of the march.  “I want to tell you how much it means that you’re here,” 
he told me.  He spoke about the congregation he had served as pastor, and how he had also 
always worked as a firefighter, even though there were never many opportunities for a black 
man to be promoted in the fire house.  In a gentle, steady tone practiced from many years of 
preaching, he told me about his childhood in Alabama, his family picking cotton and scraping 
by.  The family struggled in particular after his father died, and he and his siblings spent most of 
their free time helping his mother with the cotton.  But one night a week, he was allowed to go 
out with his friends, and what they loved most was to go to the movies.  On the way home, he 
was often harassed by members of the local Ku Klux Klan, who would throw rocks and call them 
names.   
 
As a student at the local community college, he got involved in the civil rights movement, and 
he was one of the 600 people who walked across the Edmund Pettus bridge with Martin Luther 
King at the beginning of that historic march to Selma fifty years ago.  Reverend Dale, like so 
many others, was beaten by the police.  “I was okay,” he said, “not too badly beaten,” but his 
eyes were wet with fresh outrage as he described how the police had mistreated the women 
among the marchers.   
 
In an interview with local newspapers, Reverend Dale reflected on the date for the kick-off of 
the march: 50 years to the day after the passage of the Voting Rights Act.  “This is our way to 
highlight things like voting rights, the criminal justice system, police brutality, equal 
opportunities and other things that blacks and other minorities still have to deal with,” he said.  
“You wouldn’t think these things would still be a problem, but they are, and we need continued 
awareness and for something to be done.”ii 
 

* * * 
 
I marched alongside a human rights activist named Keshia Thomas, one of a few marchers who 
had pledged to walk the entire 1000-mile route.  When we first settled into the gym at night, 
Keshia helped make us feel welcome, showing us where to put our cots and where to charge 
our phones.  When we marched the next day, she kept everybody in formation, energized us 
when our feet started to lag, and carried the Torah when my arms were tired.  Over the course 
of the summer, Keshia became one of the most recognizable faces of the march, because of her 
energy and because of her steady efforts documenting the march on video and social media. 
 
But it wasn’t until I found her on Facebook that I learned the story that first made Keshia 
famous.  In 1996, when she was in high school, Keshia made national headlines.  The Ku Klux 
Klan was holding a rally in her home town of Ann Arbor, Michigan, and a diverse group 
organized to stage a counter-protest.  During the protest, a man wearing a Confederate flag t-
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shirt and an SS tattoo was spotted in the crowd, and people started to attack him.  And so 18-
year-old Keshia threw herself on the man to protect him until the police came.  "When people 
are in a crowd they are more likely to do things they would never do as an individual,” she said 
in an interview with the BBC.  “Someone had to step out of the pack and say, 'This isn't right.’”  
“I knew what it was like to be hurt,” she continued. “The many times that that happened, I wish 
someone would have stood up for me." Months after the incident, a young white man came up 
to Keshia in a coffee shop and thanked her.  “For what?” she asked him.  “"That was my dad," 
the young man replied.iii   
 

* * * 
 
I met a disabled Vietnam veteran with an easy laugh, who had taken a Greyhound bus more 
than 1300 miles from his home in Colorado to join the march.  His name was Middle Passage, a 
name he had taken on as a young man to recall the notoriously treacherous journey that his 
ancestors and other Africans, newly enslaved and shackled, made en route to America. Like 
Keshia, Middle Passage had committed to marching the entire 1000 miles of the march.  He was 
often at the front, carrying the flag and setting the pace, often helping rabbis to carry the 
Torah. 
 
He emphasized the importance both of addressing racial profiling and also reaching out to “our 
brothers and sisters in blue,” and could often be seen exchanging friendly shoulder bumps with 
the State Troopers who protected us along the march.iv  “We’re from all different walks of life, 
coming together for one common cause,” he explained to a reporter. “We’re working together 
as a unit for the betterment and justice of everybody regardless of race, creed, color, or 
religion… It’s a struggle. Freedom is not free.”v  He was marching for his partner, Trish, who is 
white.  During much of their lifetimes, people did not want them to be able to be together. He 
was marching for voting rights, an issue he had been fighting for at home in Colorado.   He was 
marching for his 5 grandchildren, he told me, and he pointed to his shoes. “When I get home, 
I’m going to have these shoes bronzed for my grandchildren,” he told me, “so that they never 
forget that their grandfather was walking for them.” 
 
Unfortunately, Middle Passage never made it home.  In Virginia, after marching 920 miles, less 
than 100 miles from the end of the route, he suffered a massive heart attack.  He was holding 
the American flag when he died.vi 
 
“Lo alecha ha-m’lacha ligmor, v’lo ata ben chorein l’hibatel mimena,” the sage Rabbi Tarfon 
taught.vii  It may not be within your reach to you to finish the work, but still, you are required to 
engage in it. 
 

* * * 
 
Today is a day focused on individual responsibility. We are commanded to look into our own 
hearts, examine our own deeds, and find a way of living closer to our own best selves in the 
year ahead.  It is the day of personal introspection.  “For transgressions against God, the day of 
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atonement atones.”viii  We repent to God by looking inward.  “But for transgressions of one 
human being against another, the Day of Atonement does not atone, until they have made 
peace with one another.”ix  We repent to others by looking outward, and examining whom it is 
that we have wronged. 
 
I know that most of us would not count racism among our sins.  We do our best not to judge 
people based on any externals.  We are horrified to hear about injustice, about any incident in 
which someone is discriminated against based on the color of their skin.  We value diversity.  
We have friends, likely even relatives, of different races. 
 
And yet.  This is the day when we take a hard look in the mirror: not just at ourselves, but also 
at the society of which we are a part. On this day when the prophet Isaiah demands in our 
haftarah that we “unlock the shackles of injustice,”x we are reminded that, as Rabbi Heschel, 
the friend of Dr. King’s, once taught about racism: “some are guilty, but all are responsible.”xi 
 
Yom Kippur is a day we spend together in community.  It is the largest gathering of our 
community during the year.  And our liturgy reflects this communal orientation.  When we pray 
together, our confessional prayers are phrased not in the first person singular, but in the plural.  
“Ashamnu, bagadnu, gazalnu: We have sinned, we have transgressed, we have gone astray.”  
We pray for the sins we have committed as a community. 
 
Part of the idea of this phrasing is that we share some responsibility even for those wrongs 
which we ourselves did not directly commit, but which we have accepted as a part of our 
society.  On Yom Kippur, we do not point fingers at others and separate ourselves.   
 
So, with gratitude to some of my colleagues who helped create this list,xii I would like to add a 
few of my own confessions on this Yom Kippur, for the way that I, as a member of this society, 
have sinned in standing idly by the racial injustices that plague our nation. 
 
Al cheyt she-chatanu l’fanecha: for the sin we have committed by allowing our country’s 
pervasive racism to seep into our own hearts, even if unconsciously 
Al cheyt she-chatanu l’fanecha: for the sin we have committed by allowing ourselves to become 
numb to injustice, to accept the deaths of African Americans with a deep sigh and a shake of 
our heads rather than with outrage. 
Al cheyt she-chetanu l’fanecha: for the sin we have committed by being quick to blame others 
while denying our own responsibility. 
Al cheyt she-chatanu l’fanecha: for the sin we have committed by our blindness to our own 
privilege, and the ways we benefit from the status quo. 
Al cheyt she-chatanu l’fanecha: for the sin we have committed by assuming that all Jews are 
white, and not fully recognizing just how diverse the Jewish community has become. 
Al cheyt she-chatanu l’fanecha: for the sin we have committed by being silent when our voices 
are needed for solidarity. 
Al cheyt she-chatanu l’fanecha: for the sin we have committed by allowing the dream to be 
deferred. 
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* * * 

 
The first step of repentance is looking inward; the second step is making real changes in the 
way we live our lives in the future.  So what can we do? 
 
First: Read up, get educated.  The sage Hillel taught: an ignorant person cannot be pious.xiii  The 
book that I invited you to read this summer, Between the World and Me, by Ta-Nehisi Coates, is 
just over 100 pages, and more than worth your time.  You’ll be challenged, perhaps disturbed, 
and definitely moved.  So many of you who were away during the original book groups have 
asked for another opportunity to discuss the book that we will be scheduling another time 
during the fall, so please watch the calendar.  I’ll also be posting a list of other suggested books 
on my blog, which you can access via the synagogue’s website or Facebook page. 

Second: Build bridges with our African American neighbors.  All of us are enriched when we 
connect more deeply with our neighbors, and when we start listening to perspectives other 
than our own, and other than the ones we typically hear.  I hope to create more opportunities 
for these connections here at Beth David.  Last year, some of you braved the miserable weather 
on the Sunday of Martin Luther King weekend at the historic St. Thomas’ African Episcopal 
Church in Overbrook.  I look forward to creating more opportunities for us to connect beyond 
the walls of this synagogue in the coming year. 

Third: Think about how you can make a difference in your workplace and in the community to 
reverse the impact of generations of discrimination, and use your privilege and your voice as a 
citizen to stand up for others.  Some of you joined me in the spring for a community-wide 
meeting with our Lower Merion Police Department to discuss how the national issues about 
community-police relations impact the African American residents of Lower Merion.  I hope 
we’ll be able to continue this important conversation.  I also want to invite you to fill out the 
postcard from the Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism asking our senators and 
congressional representatives to support legislation to protect voting rights, legislation that is 
sadly needed 50 years after the passage of the Voting Rights Act, which was originally drafted in 
the Religious Action Center’s own conference room.  I never expect everyone in this 
congregation to agree on any political issue, but if you agree with this one, please consider 
filling out the postcard before you leave today.  If you give a copy to one of our ushers on your 
way out, we will collect all of the cards and mail them in together.   

And finally, on this day when our bodies are weak from fasting, find the strength to look into 
your heart, find the hard places that prevent you from seeing God’s image in every human 
being, and begin to soften them in this new year, that we might see God’s image, and our 
neighbors, more fully.  “When I was young, I wanted to change the world,” the great ethical 
teacher Rabbi Israel Salanter taught. “I tried, but the world did not change. Then I tried to 
change my town, but the town did not change. Then I tried to change my family, but my family 
did not change. Then I knew: first, I must change myself.” 
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Gmar Chatima Tova – May all of us, and all of the citizens of this beautiful nation in which we 
are privileged to dwell, be sealed for a good year in the Book of Life. 
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