Shabbat Shalom

There is so much to celebrate!  Shabbat is a time of oneg, enjoyment and celebration. Thanks Gordon for bringing the Bima Band together again tonight  

We are bringing in---we are inaugurating a new president of the United States this coming Tuesday---Barack Obama. I heard it said this week that this is Shabbat Obama.  Let it be so, yes, we can -- but just this once.  Why, because the struggle continues. 

On this Shabbat we continue the struggle for justice, because as Martin Luther King said not so long ago, “there are tough times ahead.”  Tough times ahead indeed lie before us with the economy: banks are closing, jobs are vanishing, people are losing their homes.  Tough times are still with us thinking about what’s still going on between Israel and Gaza, more deaths, more rocket fire, and only some talking. Tough times still lie ahead for this country, with two very very expensive wars.   

The new president represents hope for us though.  Charismatic leaders and teachers push us to think more expansively about ourselves and sometimes about others.  We lost a charismatic leader this week from San Francisco, Rabbi Alan Lew, who died suddenly on Monday.  He passionately believed that Jews could sit quietly in meditation and still be Jews, that Judaism should benefit from contemplation and not always from interpretation. He built bridges between Judaism and Buddhism.

Not all of his congregants liked this approach.  He aggravated members who felt that he didn’t represent them, that he was too experimental or daring or somehow too political.  He was very political. Rabbi Lew was a social activist defending the human rights of the homeless and the civil rights of the gay and lesbian community.

The Chronicle today reads: 

“Rabbi Lew believed spirituality was inextricable from social justice. At execution night vigils at San Quentin Prison, he spoke of forgiveness, compassion and the sanctity of life. He slept on the streets of San Francisco and in Golden Gate Park as acts of solidarity with the homeless, sometimes getting arrested in the process for acts of civil disobedience. Norman Fischer, a friend of Rabbi Lew’s and also a Zen priest said that on at least one occasion, Rabbi Lew told his congregation to invite the homeless into their homes, reminding them that biblical prophets had urged it.”
The Torah portion for this week tells us that at the same time the Jewish people became slaves in Egypt, we also became social activists. We were civilly disobedient. 

A story in the portion tells of Shifra and Puah, the leaders of the Hebrew midwives in Egypt, who refused to obey an order from the Pharaoh to kill all male Hebrew babies.  

Because of their devotion to God and their passion for life, Vtirena hamyaldot et ha elohim,  the midwives refused to do as the Pharoah demanded. They let the babies live. The told Pharaoh that the Hebrew women were so vigorous that they gave birth before the midwives could arrive. Ibn Ezra tells us that “they didn’t just let the babies live, they made them live with all their might, even more than they would have done had there been no decree at all.”   The midwives struggled against the new Pharaoh’s unjust authority through civil disobedience. Alan Lew stood in a long line of spiritual ancestors, Jewish prophets and lesser-known characters such as these midwives, who urged us to struggle against injustice too.

This coming week, standing opposite the Lincoln memorial in front of the US Capitol, Barack Obama will become the 44th president of the United States.  His inauguration will come one day after we celebrate the life and work of another prophetic witness for justice, MLK. The struggle continues, for the equality for all people. 

From the NYTimes just today, Mary Fraces Berry, former chair of the US Commission on Civil Rights quoted Coretta Scott King on what Martin might have thought about current struggles for lesbian and gay civil rights. Berry wrote,

“There is no need to analogize the battle for the rights of gay and lesbian people to the struggle of African Americans to overcome slavery, Jim Crow and continued discrimination. But as Coretta Scott King said to me as she tried to imagine what position the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. would take on “don’t ask, don’t tell”: “What’s the yardstick by which we should decide that gay rights are less important than other human rights we care about?”
So this week we mourn the loss of Alan Lew’s prophetic voice; we recall the prophetic witness of the midwives in our Torah portion, whose act was less visible but utterly profound; we remember the prophetic voice of MLK calling for equality for African Americans; and we celebrate the inauguration of our first African American president. He has eloquently and passionately called us to unity, to hope, and to fairness for all Americans. May we rise to that call!

Shabat Shalom.

