When Rabbi Sirbu and I were choosing the dates for my sermon deliveries, we had a few

options in January. When MLK weekend was presented to me, I looked up the parsha for this week

and realized that it is N)N)— the story of Moses and Aaron bargaining for their freedom — and
immediately asked Rabbi Sirbu if this was planned. To which he responded, “I don’t think Dr.
King’s mother knew to give birth during parshat XX).” This should have been obvious to me, but it
felt so divine that I couldn’t see it any other way.

In keeping with such serendipitous divine timing — one week ago, I returned to New Jersey
after a week in the American South on a civil rights tour led by Hebrew Union College’s Tisch
tellowship. During that time, we learned from and were nourished by families and individuals that
knew, marched, and were jailed alongside Dr. King from Memphis to Montgomery. Tonight’s
sermon will honor the voices of both the sung and unsung heroes of our history — the living legacy
of Dr. King’s work, the strength that animates the soul of the United States of America.

The story of the exodus is the foundation of Dr. King’s liberation theology — the seeds of
the fruit that bore freedom for his people on this very soil — the making of our historical narrative as
Americans, and the grounding of what it means for us to be American Jews. Dr. King’s legacy is the
modern enactment of our Exodus story and a model through which the fight for freedom gains
momentum in our community.
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And Pharoah said, “This time, I have sinned. The Lord is righteous, but I and my people are
wicked.” Rishayim — wicked, criminal, guilty of sin.

Dr. King, in his monumental 1956 speech “The Death of Evil on the Seashore” indirectly
elucidates this verse with perfect clarity, noting that Egypt is a symbol of evil in the form of
oppression, ungodly exploitation, and crushing denomination, whereas, the Israelites characterize
devotion and dedication to God — the walk of righteousness toward God’s will for humanity —

freedom from the yoke of oppression.

According to King’s theology, God’s will for humanity is to achieve a world wherein all
people are equal and dignified. Presupposed by his faith in God and belief in God’s will unfolding
on the seashores of history — Dr. King believed that morality will necessarily erupt from the
crevasses of evil, for God’s good will is both inevitable and irresistible — that it will, without caveat,
manifest on earth as it did with our ancestors in their working together with God for the betterment

of society, the liberation from oppression.



Faith, accompanied by love and radical forgiveness, bore a culture of resilience in Dr. King’s
community founded upon a threefold campaign of social consciousness: that of social repair,
education, and memory. These concepts are also alive in our Jewish tradition through the values of
tikkun, da’at, and zecher. Whereas the fight for freedom in most settings of its discourse is
militaristic and colonial, this nonviolent, productive culture of resilience saw the south through its
darkest day and consequently provides a model for our own communal advocacy for the release
from Pharoah’s captivity as it persists in this world.

As I made my way through the American south, our group had the opportunity to meet
individuals whose work has been inspired by Dr. King’s legacy; three experiences in particular
emulate Dr. King’s tripart culture of resilience. As I move through these stories, please look at the
screen for pictures that help illustrate the story.

The image of tikkun — social repair — as the first facet of Dr. King’s culture of resilience is
best described through the work of Michelle Browder, an activist for Black and women’s rights. The
daughter of Alabama’s first Black prison chaplain, Michelle was raised among the unfolding of
equality’s evolution, and has dedicated her work to capturing this phenomenon through art. During
our visit to her home, Michelle led us to her backyard where three incredible statues of women have
been erected. These women, Anarcha, Lucy, and Betsey sore over the grounds as a reminder of their
suffering. Not far from the soil they are planted upon was the office of the so-called father of
gynecology J. Marion Sims, who enslaved women as experimental subjects of torture from 1844-
1849. Our cultural memory has paid tribute to these women through a single painting by Robert
Thom in 1952. The painting had been the only proof of the women who unwillingly gave of
themselves as medical devices until its discovery by Michelle. Michelle found the painting stored in
the archives at the University of Michigan, applied for a loan, purchased the painting, and hung it in
the building that was once Sims’ office. Michelle also purchased the land that belonged to Sims — the
very location where these mothers of gynecology were once enslaved — and has turned it into a
museum and a center for women’s health and medical training. Adjacent the painting is a work of
Michelle’s own creation — a mural on the wall which depicts the painting in its inverse — with Sims
on the operating table, and Anarcha, Lucy, and Betsey in modern clothing crowded around him in
postures of strength. Michelle is one of thousands working to correct the narrative of suffering

through the repair of mind, body, and soul as her own means of resilience.

The concept of narrative and its accuracy is the second pillar of resilience that I witnessed
during my time in the south, as an emphasis on da’at — honest education — has been the focus of
many activists. One of our tour guides, who goes by the name of Queen, was among the first to
include African American history tours in one of DC’s national sightseeing companies. After a long
fight to maintain the inclusion of this material across the country’s various tour locations, Queen
was let go from the company. The loss of her project on the national level generated the birth of her
own tour company centered around African American history in Memphis. As participants on her



tour, Queen took us around the city, sharing personal anecdotes and stories of the horror,
oppression, and strength memorialized on its streets. Together, we visited the National Civil Rights
Museum located at the site of Dr. King’s assassination, explored Memphis’ public housing system,
ate soul food prepared by activists in the community, at danced to the blues at an open mic.
Throughout our travels, Queen mentioned that her main concern for the future of our country is the
way in which history is being retold, censored, and forgotten. She fears that with the increasing
exclusion of certain historical moments from our youth’s textbooks, alongside the spread of
ignorance through social media — history is taking a new, false form. Thus she charged us with the
pursuit of truth telling and education in order that our histories might not be forgotten and our
freedom consequently taken. To her, and many of the individuals that I met, education is the
foreground to change and balances itself between subjectivity and truth. Thus, it is our job to ensure
the safety of our communities via a constant seeking of historical and contemporary accuracy.
Resilience to oppressive forces in this way is the insistence on knowing the truth and defending
ourselves against its erasure.

Through a proper education, one arrives at the final pillar of Dr. King’s framework of
cultural resilience — that of Zecher — memory. In 1963 Ms. Janice Kelsey was jailed during
Birmingham’s Children’s Crusades — a mass movement led by the children of Birmingham and the
surrounding cities as they marched the streets in pursuit of their freedom from segregation.
Thousands of students left their school classrooms on the afternoon of May 2, 1963, gathered in the
16™ St Baptist Church, and marched through Birmingham as a display of nonviolent resistance. In
an attempt to act courageously while safeguarding their parents from the repercussions of being
involved in Dr. King’s call for participation, over 2,000 youths and adolescents were jailed during
the nine-day march. Children were fire hosed, beaten, attacked by dogs, and arrested as is depicted in
some of the most notorious images of Brimingham’s final fight against segregation. The horrors of
the scene were so egregious that President John F. Kennedy made a national statement declaring the
need for an end to segregation and the beginning of the drafting of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Ms.
Kelsey shared details of her experience becoming personally empowered by Dr. King and Reverend
James Bevel, who used education as a framework for enacting change. Most of the students involved
in the march were unaware of the influence that segregation had on their schooling and were
uniformed about the history of violence against the Black community in their neighborhoods. Here,
most plainly, education became the basis of memory that keeps us accountable.

After the end of segregation in Birmingham, Ms. Kelsey did not speak of her involvement in
the Children’s Crusades until decades later, as she had been traumatized by the 16" St Baptist
Church bombing which took the life of her good friend, Cynthia Wesley. After seeing her picture
published in a book memorializing the Crusades, Ms. Kelsey began to realize that she was part of a
movement that enacted true, tangible change in the system of American politics and culture and
feared that if she does not tell her story, it will be forgotten. She has written a book retelling her
narrative entitled “I woke up with my mind on freedom” and in it she wrote a personal note —
“Remember, to show your history, you must know your history.” Ms. Kelsey, who wields her



education as a trophy of historic memory is the final pillar of Dr. King’s culture of resilience. Social
repair, together with truthful education and a commitment to its remembrance is the heartbeat of
the southern soul — the activism that seeks to set us all free.

As I heard the stories of violence and inhumane treatment across the American South, I was

similarly reminded of the violence and oppression that continues to take place in our country.

ICE officers are shooting those who stand up for immigrant rights, mass incarceration — which
Attorney Bryan Stevenson considers a modern-day continuation of slavery — continues to oppress
the Black community writ large, and freedom is being sold to us in the image of military invasions

domestically and abroad.

Dr. King makes relevant the presence of Pharoah, the wicked, in humanity by reminding us
that we have seen evil in high places where men are willing to sacrifice truth on the altars of their
self-interest, in imperialistic nations trampling over other nations with the iron feet of oppression,

clothed in the garments of calamitous wars.

As American Jews, we not only carry the stories of evil in the memory of our enslavement to
Pharoah, but also the tragic effects of imperialistic societies as they have driven us and our neighbors
from states of oscillation between exile and freedom, enslavement and sovereignty. In this way, we
bear the imprint of the struggle from segregation to civil rights on our American soul and are
charged with its upholding in our communities.

As a community troubled by these issues and more, we are always concerned about being on
the right side of history. However, we are in the midst of a polarization that challenges what it
means to be resilient — where in some places right looks like might and in others it looks like
righteousness. Relatedly, during the Civil Rights Movement, there were those who found that Jewish
segregationists desecrated the message of Torah and those who believed the text supported it. There
were rabbis who marched with Dr. King and rabbis from our own Reform community who
opposed his speaking at the Union of American Hebrew Congregations’ (now known as the Union
for Reform Judaism) Biennial in 1963. The Jewish community at the time was divided by fear of
further ostracism.

However, Dr. King’s legacy charges us with defeating evil as members of God’s community
by standing up against inequality, imperialism, and the dehumanization of others. And thusly, I am
inspired by the culture of resilience that he has fomented in his own community and ask that we
focus our attention similarly.



Tikkun, da’at, and zecher are three pillars of Judaism commanded of us. We are required to
remember the Exodus every year, to teach the generations of its story, and to do good in this world
as a tribute to our escape from servitude to Pharaoh in favor of servitude to God. Repair, education,

and memory in this way, are the means through which we uphold justice and memorialize truth.

At the foot of the lynching memorial in Montgomery, Rabbi Larry Hoffman taught that the
Hebrew word for memory, Zecher, does not merely mean to remember — the nuance of its lexicon
indicates an action of pointing toward or directing attention to. When God remembers the Israelites
in the story of the exodus, God draws attention to their lives and struggles. We too must establish a
memory of our relationship to the oppressed. In doing so, we create an eternal relationship that is as
timeless as God’s reality — it lives on for infinity and is the bearings of our unfolding narrative as
the Jewish people.

Oftentimes we conceive of time as a linear feature of reality wherein the past is situated
behind our backs as we walk toward the future. However my colleague, Chaplain and Erev Rabbi
David Elizter, offers a framework for time that necessitates our grounding in history. Through the
lens of archeological studies, he posits that time is another form of space — that is to say, like the
stratification of soil that is dug up as proof of former existence, the memory of history is built
beneath our feet, gathered and piled upon in the depths of what lies below our steps. We stand on

history; we do not walk away from it.

Inspired by the words that Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel said during his march with Dr.
King, we pray with our feet — walking toward freedom upon the ground that memorializes our
histories in its compilation of soil stampeded upon over the course of generations.

With our history beneath us, I implore us all to stand tall over its legacy and walk forward
with its weight. Let us not forget the goodness we are fighting for — the establishment of God’s will
as servitude to the good, the free, the ability to discern right from wrong. Let us continue to educate
ourselves and our loved ones about the truth of our history and current moment — both our
triumphs and failures. And let us more than anything, be inspired by the words of one man
responsible for gifting us with a framework of freedom, as it was said in his final address, “I’'m not
fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.” Fear not the evil that
persists, for God’s salvation from all Egypts is imminent and ever present as the power that fuels
our trek toward the Promise of a life flowing with milk and honey. Happy birthday, Dr. King, and
thank you for inspiring us to greatness.

Shabbat shalom.



