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August 18, 2017
26 Av 5777

Charlottesville: Responding to Hate
Sermon delivered by Rabbi David Rosen
Friday Night, August 18, 2017

   My friends, it was exactly one week
ago tonight that the first skirmish
took place between a coalition of
white supremacists, KKK members,
and neo-Nazis who began marching
through a park in Charlottesville, Va.

   The torchlight parade was on, and
it would prove to be the catalyst for a
horrific 24 hours in this usually quiet
college town that would come to be
seen by the nation and world as a
day of racial rage, hate, violence and
death.

   When it was over, questions about how this could happen
centered on three groups: a meticulously organized, well-
coordinated and heavily armed company of white nationalists;
a fiercely resistant and determined group of counter-
protesters prepared to stop the rallies that night and on
Saturday; and state and local authorities who seemed caught
off guard by the boldness and persistence of both groups.

 Jason Kessler, the self-proclaimed "white advocate" behind
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Saturday's "Unite The Right" rally, said the rally was
scheduled in order to protest the Charlottesville City Council's
recent attempt to remove a Confederate monument in honor
of Gen. Robert E. Lee and to rename the park in which it
stood to Emancipation Park.

   However, based on all the news accounts I read, protest over
the monument was quickly set aside in favor of a litany of
hateful slogans and chants, among them calls for white power
and "blood and soil" and targeting a whole litany of groups,
including most painfully and shockingly for me, us Jews.

   Watching the video after Shabbat, I saw a long line of
marching haters with their brightly-burning torches cry out
"Jews will not replace us, Jews will not replace us, Jews will
not replace us."

   Watching these horrific images on my big-screen TV at
home simply amplified their horror. These neo-Nazi haters
seemed to be marching right through my den! And dear Lord,
these images weren't coming from old newsreels from Nazi
Germany; they were coming from Virginia in my own country,
in my beloved United States of America. It upset me so much I
thought my heart was going to explode. How could this be
happening!

   That blend of neo-Nazis, white supremacists and Ku Klux
Klanners didn't limit their presence to the city park.

   Alan Zimmerman, president of Congregation Beth Israel in
Charlottesville, described how he and his fellow Jews felt
seeing some of the haters come onto his synagogue's
street: For half an hour, [he wrote], three men dressed in
fatigues and armed with semi-automatic rifles stood across
the street from the temple. Had they tried to enter, I don't
know what I could have done to stop them, but I couldn't take
my eyes off them, either. Perhaps the presence of our armed
guard deterred them. Perhaps their presence was just a
coincidence, and I'm paranoid. I don't know.

   Several times, parades of Nazis passed our building,
shouting, "There's the synagogue!" followed by chants of "Seig
Heil" and other anti-Semitic language. Some carried flags
with swastikas and other Nazi symbols.
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   A guy in a white polo shirt walked by the synagogue a few
times, arousing suspicion. Was he casing the building, or
trying to build up courage to commit a crime? We didn't
know.

   When services ended, my heart broke as I advised
congregants that it would be safer to leave the temple through
the back entrance rather than through the front, and to please
go in groups.

 This is 2017 in the United States of America. [End of quote]

 Who are these haters and where have they come from?

  They are, it seems, overwhelmingly white and
overwhelmingly men. The older among them have simply
never accepted an America that is different from the
segregated world in which they were raised. They want
America to be what their flawed memories remember it once
was: a society where America was white, where Blacks and
other minorities knew their place and stayed low, where being
white and Christian meant you were automatically
empowered.

   For the younger haters, many were raised by parents who
served them racism, bigotry, anti-Semitism and hate in their
mother's milk. Still others are simply misfits and malcontents,
people who have struggled to find themselves and "be
somebody" and have found welcomed and empowered by the
fiery rhetoric of these hate-filled groups.

   I grew up in the world to which these haters want to return.
A child of the 1950's, I remember seeing the separate water
fountains right here in Houston for Whites and Coloreds, the
separate entrances and seating sections in the movie theaters
where I went downtown. Everyone in my world was white,
everyone on my street, everyone in the stores where my family
shopped.

   The shows we watched on TV were all about white people
and white families. The only black people on these shows were
maids and custodians, same as in the schools I attended.

   This is the world today's haters are fighting to restore, a
place where there are no civil rights, no equal opportunities
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for all, no shared power, no diversity, no other religions, no
shades of any color but white.

   These are the people who marched through Charlottesville
last week. It wasn't about a monument dedicated to Robert E.
Lee; that was simply the pretext for a march that was about
remembering and extolling a symbol of the Old South, about a
time when racism was the law. It was about keeping in front
of us the names of the leaders, both military and political, who
chose to fight on the side of an army against the sovereignty
and unity of the United States of America to preserve what it
saw as a "state's right" to enslave other human beings.

   Removing these memorials is not about rewriting history;
the story of the Civil War is in no danger of being forgotten,
nor are the battles, the soldiers, the generals in any danger of
being washed away. History in America doesn't do that.

   Today's students will, I pray, always study the Civil War in
all its details, and learn its painful lessons, just as I pray they
will also always study World War II and the infamous rise and
fall of the Nazis. As put so eloquently by Santayana, "Those
who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it."

   This issue of how to deal with statues and memorials
commemorating people and events that shame and
discomfort us should be left to careful review and study.

   The events of this last week were prompted by people who
came to show their contempt for what America has stood for
since its very founding. Yes, in many ways, our nation has
failed, because America is a nation of people, and people are
invariably flawed. But we have never stopped trying, we have
never given up on trying to be the best nation a nation can be.

   This past week left me shaken, and I still cringe when I think
to those horrific images that filled my TV, my den, my home.
Which leads me to what I expected from our President, and
what, sadly, I did not get.

   I must say that I do my very best to stay out of the political
fray. We are a nation and, yes, a congregation, that is divided
in its political beliefs. I respect the diversity of opinion and,
even more, the way in which we are still able to assemble
together for prayer and the furtherance of our Jewish values.
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   When President Trump was elected, I spoke the following
Friday night about my hopes and prayers for his Presidency.
At that service which followed a very hard and challenging
election, I said:

   "If our country is going to heal and remain united, it will
require Donald Trump to not only make America great, but to
be a great leader as well, to develop the self-discipline to
always remain levelheaded, fair and wise, no matter what his
opponents may say, no matter what his opponents may do. To
keep us safe. To make us strong. To make us proud."

   Tonight I offer no judgment on the President's first months,
but only on what has happened this last week and his
responses to what I see not as political but moral decisions.

   I have been disappointed and dismayed, and most of all,
deeply saddened. I do not believe that the President is in any
way a racist, a bigot or one who sympathizes with those who
are.

   Yet at the same time, the President has struggled all week to
express those values with the same clarity and certainty that
his daughter Ivanka did, and with the same determination
and courage that so many of his colleagues in the Congress
have.

   If he had said last Saturday what he ended up saying in his
second statement two days later, our country would be in a
very different mood.

   It was in his second statement that he said, ""Racism is evil.
And those who cause violence in its name are criminals and
thugs, including KKK, Neo-Nazis, White Supremacists, and
other hate groups are repugnant to everything we hold dear as
Americans. Those who spread violence in the name of bigotry
strike at the very core of America."

   If he had said that immediately after the horrific events
unfolded in Charlottesville, and had said nothing more, well,
we can only imagine. He would have spoken for us all, our
President - my President - in a strong rebuke to those who
brought their hatefulness to Virginia last week.
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   But the President didn't stop there: Twice, in his original
response to what happened and then the day after the
carefully-crafted message I just quoted, twice he then went on
to say that both sides were responsible. There were, in his
words, "many sides" responsible. He said there were many
"good people" on both sides, and racists and bigots "on both
sides. On both sides."

   My friends, hearing those words from my President deeply
disturbed me.

   I interpreted these words to mean that the anger of the
protesters over hate-filled incitement earned them equal
responsibility for what transpired.

   Were there protesters against the haters who got angry,
overheated and did things they shouldn't have done? I would
not rule that out.

   But I have wondered all week what I might have done had I
been in Charlottesville, and marching past me were hundreds
of Ku Klux Klanners and neo-Nazis shouting out slogans
against Jews, against me and my people and my place in
America. I'm not a violent person - I've never struck anyone in
my life - but could I have become so upset, so overcome with
anger that I might have shoved this Nazi, this white
supremacist, this hateful human being?

   I don't know. Maybe. And if I had done so, the police would
have been right to detain me, arrest me, for assault or worse.
But would I and others like me have been equally culpable?
Would there have been a moral balance that would have made
the marching chorus of haters and the overwhelmed feelings
of honest, outraged Americans equal? I would say no.

 Yes, my President disappointed me.

   So where did I find comfort and strength and reassurance
this week?

   I found it in the unwavering words of Senate Majorty Leader
Mitch McConnell and House Speaker Paul Ryan, the leaders
of our Congress.

 I found it in the words of Past Presidents, George W. Bush
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and his father, George H.W. Bush, and last election's
Republican Presidential nominee, Mitt Romney.

   I found it in the strong words that emanated from the
Republican Jewish Coalition.

   I found it in the words of Conservative political writers I
respect like Jonah Goldberg, Michael Medved and Charles
Krauthammer.

   I found it in the words of rabbis and rabbinical organizations
across the Modern Orthodox Jewish world, which largely has
been supportive of President Trump and his agenda.

   But where I have not been able to turn is to my President,
who has not served, as Presidents traditionally have, as our
Healer-in-Chief, and who has not sought to bring comfort and
clarity to a nation both shocked by what has transpired and so
alarmed by what threatens to lie ahead.

   What might the President have done after last Saturday's
horrific events?

   After speaking out strongly against this assault on American
values, he might have pledged to go to Charlottesville, to bring
the community together, to be a healer, to let the community
sing and tell its story and pray for an end to bigotry and
hatred.

   He could have gone to the home of Heather Heyer, the
young woman who was murdered when one of the haters
plowed his car into a crowd. He could have promised her
family and the American People that, as President, he will
never tolerate such hatred in our midst.

   Is it too late for Mr. Trump? I don't know. I hope not. I pray
he will find a way to restore his moral leadership to a nation
that this week has been deeply wounded.

   I found this week in Alden Solovy, a liturgist, poet and
teacher, words that remind me of who I am and why my heart
is today still so broken. He wrote:

Today,
I am neither Democrat nor Republican,
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Neither left nor right nor center.
I am an American,
Born to a legacy of truth and justice,
Born to a legacy of freedom and equality.
Today, I am a patriot
Who will not yield this nation to hate.

   My friends, as a man of faith, I have always been drawn to
the words of the prophet Micah, who wrote some 2700 years
ago:

Has not the Lord told you what is good,
And what the Lord requires of you:
Only to do justice
And to love goodness,
And to walk humbly with your God.

And so today I pray:
To the God who is Love;
To the God who is Justice;
To the God who tramples fear and hatred under His feet;
To the God who brings strength to our hearts, stirs our
spirits, transforms our minds-
Sim shalom ba'olam...

   Bless us and our great nation with Your gift of peace, and
encouraged by Your love, may we see an end to bigotry and
hatred throughout our precious land.

Amen.

Rabbi David Rosen
Rabbi Steven Morgan 
Rabbi Brian Strauss
Rabbi Sarah Fort
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