The Importance of Taking a Stand
Kol Nidre 5769
Genocide, as defined by The American Heritage Dictionary, is: “The systematic, planned annihilation of a racial, political, or cultural group.”  Now I know where I am and before whom I stand.  I know you, my congregation, and I know and trust that each and every one of you at your core, vehemently abhor the concept of, and the reality of, Genocide.

As a Jewish Community living in the wake of the Holocaust, our very identity, no less an orientation of who we are and how we are in the world is, in some undeniable way, informed by our people having been the victims of the Holocaust.

The term Genocide was conceived by a man named Raphael Lemkin, an international lawyer, a Polish Jew, who in the 1930’s was mocked, when he warned against Hitler’s designs.  Later in 1941, saving his own life he found refuge in the United States, where he worked tirelessly to rally support for measures to protect other imperiled Jews, his efforts to a large extent, summarily failed.  Not to be deterred, Lemkin invented the concept of “Genocide” and lobbied to ultimately secure the passage of the first-ever United Nations human rights treaty, which would be devoted to banning the newly identified crime of Genocide.
“Never Again” we say.  Yet in our lifetime we have witnessed the Cambodian Genocide, the Khmer Rouge’s systematic massacre of 2 million Cambodians from1975-1979; The Iraqi Genocide, Saddam Husein’s attempt to wipe out Iraq’s rural Kurds in 1987; Genocide in Bosnia, the eradication of non-Serbs by Bosnian Serbs from 1992-1995; The Rwanda Genocide the systematic extermination of the Tutsi people by the Rwandan Hutus’ in 1994; and currently the Genocide in Darfur, the Sudanese Regime led by the President Omar al-Bashir, in cahoots with the Janjaweed militia, waging a ruthless Genocide against the Fur, the Masalit and the Zaghawa people.
A far cry from “Never Again” it seems that Genocide has become a “way of life” for our Generation.  In her book “A Problem from Hell” America and the Age of Genocide, Samantha Power, lawyer, journalist, activist and teacher of human rights and U.S. foreign policy at Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government, reminds us that “We have all been bystanders to genocide.  The crucial question is why.”

This is a heartbreaking question to ask and an even harder question to answer.  Implicit in being able to answer this question for ourselves, I return once again to a fundamental thesis of Power’s book.  She addresses the fact that as a nation, the United States has never in its history intervened to stop genocide and has in fact rarely even made a point of condemning Genocide as it occurred.  On the contrary, it appears that our “country’s consistent policy (has been one) of nonintervention in the face of genocide”.  
Certainly this was true in World War II when the United States maintained an alarming resistance to denouncing Hitler’s atrocities, a flat out refusal to grant refuge to Europe’s Jewry, and an unwillingness to bomb the railroad tracks to the Nazi concentration camps.  Reflecting on the Cambodian Genocide, Power points out that there were but a handful of U.S. diplomats and journalists who warned of the depravity of the Kmher Rouge Regime and these few outspoken were derided and silenced.  Even in the aftermath of the Genocide, when the Khmer Rouge was overthrown, Washington “maintained diplomatic recognition of the genocidal regime”.  Today we are waging a war in Iraq initiated under the pretense of a “war on terror” and supposed response to “imagined nuclear arms” yet during the very real Genocide perpetrated against the Iraqi Kurds, we maintained a policy of neutrality, don’t look and don’t tell, driven by the derived benefits to the United States from the sale of rice and wheat to Iraq; our policies and unwillingness to intervene in a Genocide unfolding before our eyes was directly determined by the White House, State Department and U.S. farm lobby who were eager to maintain friendly ties.  The result was that Hussein’s regime received generous American financial support while it gassed and executed some 100,000 Kurds.
Samantha Power goes on and describes: “People have explained U.S. failures to respond to specific genocides by claiming that the United States didn’t know what was happening, that it knew but didn’t care, or that regardless of what it knew, there was nothing useful to be done.”  It seems that in this day and age, when our Culture boasts of leads with and breathes hi-tech communications; it is a faulty claim to imagine that we don’t know what is happening, rather, we do not choose to know. 
“Despite graphic media coverage, American policymakers, journalists, and citizens are extremely slow to muster the imagination needed to reckon with evil.” What do we believe that America can do, should do and ought to do?  Power identifies what she terms an “insistence that any proposed U.S. response will be futile… or do more harm than good.”  It is this fallacy which enables us, to maintain a pretense of “good conscience, favor(ing) stopping genocide in the abstract, while simultaneously opposing American involvement in the moment.  We don’t like the thought of Genocide, but we “abstain from…taking steps along a continuum of intervention to deter genocide.” 

Power writes: “It is in the realm of domestic politics that the battle to stop genocide is lost.  American political leaders interpret society wide silence as an indicator of public indifference.”

Where do you and I stand today?  Well tonight, as we stand here in the naked honesty of Kol Nidre, I refuse to be silent.  I refuse to be indifferent.  I refuse to believe that we can indulge in a world that will condone, tolerate or look past Genocide as it is happening at this very moment.  
Perhaps you are wondering what it is that I believe that we can do, here, in our little Community “nestled” in the Hudson Valley?  Power writes: “The sharpest challenge to the world of bystanders is posed by those who have refused to remain silent in the age of genocide.”
I believe that the time is now, for us to break the silence, to adopt a way of living that speaks out against indifference as central to who we are in an ongoing tangible way.

In July of this summer, Luis Moreno-Ocampo, one individual who refuses to be silent, the prosecutor of the ICC (the International Criminal Court) the world’s only permanent war crimes tribunal; rendered a request to the ICC’s panel of tribunal judges for an indictment against Sudan’s President Omar al-Bashir charging him with the criminal responsibility for a five year campaign of violence in Darfur, criminal charges of five counts of genocide, two counts of crimes against humanity, and two counts of war crimes.  This is the first time that a war crime tribunal has ever issued charges against a sitting head of state.
Many feel that this indictment is meaningless.  Even if Bashir is indicted as expected in the next several months, the three judge panel that would issue an arrest warrant for President Omar Hassan al-Bashir would be dependent upon the nation of Sudan to “arrest” their own leader.   In the likely event that Sudan refuses to produce al-Bashir for trial in the Hague, then the U.N. Security Council would need to be forthcoming in delivering a U.N. resolution for al-Bashir to be brought to justice.
There are those who claim that the indictment of the President of Sudan will exacerbate an already untenable situation in the Sudan; that if indicted, Bashir will move to further isolate the people of Darfur and cut them off from the international humanitarian aide and peacekeeping operations that has kept 2.5 million people alive.  

A frightening prospect, but more frightening than that is the possibility that one more time, the world will look on while an entire people are systematically massacred.  We know unequivocally, that under the command of al-Bashir, his military together with the Janjaweed are massacring hundreds of thousands of people.  We know unequivocally, that the rape of women and girls has become the emboldened tool of choice of those committing this genocide, pervasive rape and sexual violence against women and girls as a means of destroying individuals, destroying families, destroying communities, targeting and destroying an entire nation.  In response to Bashir’s threats to further isolate the people of Darfur from aide, Prosecutor Moreno-Ocampo writes:  “Silence never helped the victims.  Silence (only emboldens) the perpetrators.”  We cannot afford to be silent.  We cannot afford to cling to neutrality.       

I was struck by yet another article in the New York Times on September 23 reporting on the denial of immigration to a 28 year old woman from Mali (residing in the United States since 2000) who petitioned for asylum to remain in the United States in order to avoid forced marriage and “genital mutilation” which awaited her upon return to her father in Mali.  Attorney General Michael B. Bukasey’s vacated a decision by a federal immigration board to grant her asylum.  The article reflected on the reality that “some 95 percent of women in Mali have undergone genital cutting.”  We are confronted with the very sobering question about how might granting asylum to one woman, change this horrific reality?

The Talmud inculcates, “to save one soul, it is as if you have saved an entire world.”  How do we dare not grant asylum to one woman who requests our protection?  

Power identifies in her book what seems to be a “critical” rubric for making effective decisions “before, during and after” the various atrocities.  She identifies “warning signs, recognition, response to the atrocity and response in the aftermath.”  

We need to learn to listen, to speak out, to take a stand and to adopt an action as our way of being in the world.  Pirke Avot teaches, “It is not your responsibility to complete a task, nor are you at liberty to abstain from it”.  This year, on Kol Nidre, I am challenging us as a “Community” to adopt a radical orientation change that would necessitate, central to who we are, a commitment to teaching, living and rendering Tikun Olam as one of our foremost priorities.

No one of us can be responsible for all of the women in Mali, but none of us can afford to ignore the reality.  Never Again means that in a meaningful and ongoing way, you actively assume your responsibility as a part of this Congregation, to speak out against, fight against and eradicate Genocide.  Never Again means that we adopt fighting for justice as our Jewish priority and orientation in the world.  

This winter, ten Temple Emanuel high school students will have the opportunity to converge in Washington D.C. guided by our Youth Group Adviser Jenny Schwartz Berky and me their Rabbi, with tenth eleventh and twelfth graders from across the United States, in order to participate in a U.R.J. Social Justice Convention.  This will be a radical turning point for our young adults.  I am so proud of so much that we are accomplishing here in our Community; the Religious School Tzedkah Fair, the meaningful and inspiring individual Community Service projects preformed by each of our Bar and Bat Mitzvah students, the ongoing efforts of the adults in our Community who have staffed the local Soup Kitchen, supported the annual food drive and participated in the Temple Emanuel St. John’s joint annual “re-building together” project.

But Social Action can’t be limited to an annual project or an activity that we “do” as a Bar or Bat-Mitzvah.  If we understand the Days of Awe, if we understand the import of “Never Again” then we must find a way to weave “Tikun Olam”, the repairing of our world, as a priority of our Temple Identity and as an ongoing Commitment and priority of our Adult Jewish Communal Life.

Right before the summer, Carol Pepper Cooper came to me and asked if we could raise a banner stating that we, the Community of Temple Emanuel, oppose torture.  Now I am unequivocally opposed to Torture… and I trust that you are opposed to torture.  Yet as a Community we have shied away from frontally stating what we believe.  We have avoided taking a stand.  We have adopted the “policy” of remaining “neutral” so as to not “offend” or “isolate”.


I recognize that we are a diverse group with diverse politics and eclectic views… but, it is time for us to create a real mechanism for taking a stand, for speaking out, for reminding ourselves that being Jewish is so much more than just prayers.  As a community it is time for us to do as Heschel prompts us: ‘Praying as if everything depended on God and acting as if everything depended on us.’

It is problematic in the extreme that anyone in our Congregation needs to “ask” the Rabbi if we can “hang a banner” against injustice.  We must create the commitment and the rubrics so that we can take a stand, respond and act as an extension of who we are.  

Join the Committee.  Every one of us ought to volunteer to be part of a minimum of one social action project every year.  Initiate, staff or participate in a monthly table that facilitates an ongoing letter writing campaign on issues of pursuing justice.  None of us have to do it all, all of us have to do our part.  Each of us ought to weigh how much we did this past year, and do… just a bit more than what we’ve already done.  


It is time for thirty six more people to join the “Social Action” Committee.  It is time for you to be one of the driving forces that launches and takes responsibility for one of the ongoing projects.  We need to make it our practice to fight complacency, make it our habit to speak out against injustice and incorporate ongoing acts of healing as our way of life and as a response to a pained and fractured world.
Now I know where I am and before whom I stand.  I know you, my congregation, and I know and trust that each and every one of you at your core, passionately support the concept of, and the reality of, Tikun Olam.

Never Again means that as a Jewish Community our very identity, no less an orientation of who we are and how we are in the world is, must be and will be, in some undeniable very tangible way, informed by our willingness to lift up our voices and take a stand and act.
PAGE  
1

