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Jesse and I really came to know each other well when he was awarded a Tisch Fellowship in 
his third year of studies.  

The Tisch Fellowship is an enrichment program that I run with Professor Larry Hoffman for 
select students in our rabbinical and cantorial programs. It is one of the joys of my career to 
spend extended time with these students, often traveling the country and the world, 
learning from dynamic and creative leaders and thinkers. And prior to arriving in Seattle 
yesterday, I spent the week with the current crop of Tisch Fellows, a week in the Deep 
South—Memphis, Birmingham, Montgomery, Tuskegee—a week meeting with the heroes 
of the civil rights movement and learning from today’s interfaith activists.  

 

This last Thursday, in fact, I visited the home of Dr. Velma Fischer Montgomery, in 
Montgomery, Alabama. Dr. Montgomery’s home is just few houses down the street from 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s and her home became the tactical headquarters, lodging, and 
commissary, for the Freedom Ride of the Summer of 1961.  

 

The Freedom Ride was a protest where black and white activists, often young people in the 
twenties, would ride interstate buses together to undermine the regime of segregation. This 
was especially dangerous and the activists were beaten and sometimes killed in the 
process. As a teenager, Dr. Montgomery watched the leaders of the protest and the young 
activists strategize and sustain each other, eating spaghetti in her kitchen and bandaging 
bruises at her dining room table.  

 

On the third floor of the house, in a secret windowless room, Martin Luther King, John 
Lewis, Bayard Rustin and others, met to discuss strategy. And on Thursday last, standing in 
that very room, I asked Dr. Montgomery is she had been afraid. The Klan and other terrorists 
were bombing churches and homes in Montgomery and throughout the South; the police 



were aiding and abetting the violence. The very people her family was hosting had been 
repeatedly beaten and threatened.  

 

“Were you afraid?” I asked.  

 

To which Dr. Montgomery replied, unequivocally: “No…. We had faith…. Where there is 
faith, there is no fear.” 

 

It was a powerful statement. One I heard echoed over and over again in the mouths of the 
organizers and ministers and artists and doctors I met during our travels: “Where there is 
faith, there is no fear.”  

 

That word “faith” appears prominently in this week’s Torah reading, in the very story we 
discussed last night, the story of the burning bush. From that remarkable sight, the bush 
aflame, God challenges Moses to return to Egypt and lead his people out of slavery.  

 

But, Moses asks: “ ינוּ וְהֵן֙  ִ֣ א־יַאֲמ  י ל ֹֽ ל ִ֔ —what if they don’t have faith in me?”  

 

Moses worries that the people might not trust him, might question whether God had made 
him God’s designated agent and their leader.  

 

God’s reply to Moses’ question is perhaps surprising, from our contemporary, scientific 
perspective. God tells Moses that if the people do not have faith in him, he should 
undertake a series of public demonstrations: Throw his staff to the ground and watch it 
become a serpent and back again; touch his hand to his breast and find it covered in a 
scaly rash, only to find that cured in short order. These אותות, signs, demonstrations, are 
meant to convince the people of Moses bonafides.  

 

Faith, in the telling of Book of Exodus, may be inspired by the miraculous, the wondrous, 
the subversion of the natural order of things, the Torah seems to be telling us.  



 

For centuries, Jewish philosophers have wondered about this idea, the linkage between 
faith and the miraculous. This linkage, in fact, is hard to sustain in a world where אותות—
demonstrations and signs of the sort Moses was able to produce—seem few and far 
between.  

 

What does it mean to have faith when there are no miracles to accompany it?  

 

It is in that vein, that I am inspired by one ancient interpretation of this passage. Our 
ancestors argued that the word “את—demonstration, sign, or miracle” in this verse is 
missing a very important letter, the letter vav. According to this interpretation, the absence 
of this letter, the sixth letter of the Hebrew alphabet, indicates that the faithless Israelites, 
unwilling to put their trust in Moses, similarly lack faith in the idea of a universe created by 
God in six days.  

 

Our rabbis, in this interpretation, seemingly turn the biblical story on its head. It is not the 
miraculous, the subversion of the natural order of the universe, that should inspire faith. 
Rather, what should inspire faith, the real miracle, is the natural world itself. The fact that 
nature functions according to rules and principles, that the sun rises and sets, that life 
grows and decays. Nature and its phenomena are in fact the true miracles, and its is nature 
that should inspire faith.  

 

In preparation for today, I had the opportunity to read some of Jesse’s recent writings, 
including his powerful sermon on Rosh Hashanah about synergy of science and religion. 
Both Judaism and science, Jesse tells us, “wrestle with what doesn’t seem right, to 
seek new answers.” I think we should our rabbis’ commentary on faith—that its source lies 
in our acknowledgment and amazement at the laws of nature, rather than in the subversion 
of those laws—as a continuation of Jesse teaching.  

 

But this Shabbat, as I reflect on my travels with the Tisch fellows, I’d like to offer another 
reading. Dr. Velma Montgomery’s certainty that “Where there is faith, there is no fear,” 
indicates to me that our Torah reading might be applied not only to the scientific realm, but 
also to the moral and political realm as well.  



 

Dr. Montgomery and the many leaders and activists who gathered in her home were able do 
what they did because they knew that the cause they were pursuing was rooted in truths as 
uncompromising and unambiguous, as the rising and setting of the sun, as the pull of 
gravity. They believed that freedom, dignity, and equality were features of the natural order 
of the world and that Jim Crow was a deviation, a subversion of that order. To do what they 
did, to take the risks that they took, was, according to that way of thinking, the only 
reasonable path to pursue. Fear was not an option; the only option was faith.  

 

I share this teaching tonight because I think that the word “faith” is not often spoken in 
synagogues or Jewish life these days. And we Jews are not alone. Outside of the deep 
south, where I travelled, there seems to be national deficit of faith. I worry about this 
because this country faces immense challenges, and I worry that absent faith of people 
like the Freedom Riders, we may not manage to accomplish the goals that they set for us: 
to make our country more just, more equitable, more free.  

 

So where might we find a faith to inspire us and steel us in doing the work of helping this 
country achieve its potential? Perhaps, in this city, Seattle.  

 

This may be surprising to hear in this most “unchurched” place. But this city, situated as it 
is between Mt. Rainier and the Olympics, surrounded by blue waters and buffeted by 
magical and eerie weather, is a uniquely positioned to remind us of the glory of creation. 
This congregation, dynamic and growing, full of scientists and doctors unraveling the 
mysteries of nature, as well as artists and educators, who reveal to us the glories of human 
potential and creativity—all this, our tradition tells us, is the stuff that should inspire us to 
faith.  

 

Hiking once in Mount Rainier National Park, my wife and I visited the Grove of the 
Patriarchs, a grove of glorious old growth trees, some hundreds of years old, situated on a 
small island in Ohanapecosh River. Those trees, their magnitude and longevity, are a 
reminder of the things that exceed and outlast human lives, of principles that transcend 
any particular moment and era. The Torah and its principles of freedom and justice, 
possibility and hope, is a tree of life like those ancient trees—transcending the era of their 
origin, reaching down and outward to all people and places. 



 

From the burning bush, God tells Moses to present the Israelites with אותות signs, 
demonstrations, visual depictions, meant to inspire faith. Perhaps, if we lack faith today, if 
we cannot see ourselves in the Freedom Riders’ shoes, all we need to do, is go outside, get 
out in nature, and look around 

 


