Spiritual Heroes
Rabbi Sid Schwarz
Adat Shalom Reconstructionist Congregation, BethestD
Kol Nidre Sermon-October 11, 2016

For many years, the organization that | led-PANHh 4-day seminars on Jewish values and social
activism for teens who came to Washington D.C. feopund the country. When | would speak to the
students, my lead-off question would be: Who angrgpiritual heroes?

It was a question that gave pause. Most Americamstevould have fairly quick answers if | asked ttem
name their favorite lead singer in a band. Or tfaiorite movie star. Or their go-to sports legeladch of
those answers could have come back affixed withethel “hero”. But “spiritual hero” was not a word
combination that they expected. I'd wait a minutéveo and usually a few hands would go up in thie ai
Before | called on them | offered a definition sota make it possible for more students to getragmein
their mind’s eye.

My definition: “A spiritual hero is someone, eithiering or deceased who, by virtue of their wordsl&r
deeds, led a life that inspired others and washyast emulation.”

Let me take a moment now and ask you to think efmerson who has served for you as a spiritual. thero
hope most of you have thought of someone. If na, tdvorry. This sermon might give you some ideas.
Tomorrow, during the afternoon break discussionyiiehave a chance to share thoughts with onetaarot

One of the reasons | decided to speak about sgihieroes this year is because we live in a timenie
desperately need to restore our faith in the ngtofi the human spirit. | assume most of you shangd
dismay at the unexpected rise of Donald Trump @ndidate for the Presidency of the United Statgsre
say that we could describe the man’s characteimbglyg picking out 5-10 of the lines from tlaé chet
prayer—a list of behaviors that we need to repent Eet’s see: triviality of thought; shaming afes
neighbor; arrogance, excessive pride; abusive fpéeaame just a few. OK, maybe it is more than 10
Suffice it to say: Hardly a role model for a naabteader.

Some would say that we should not look to the jgalitrealm for moral or spiritual leadership. Theyl
say that what it takes to rise to the top requinpesmany compromises, too many concessions, tod meal
making. | vehemently disagree.

Most of us have lived to see a handful of politiealders emerge as spiritual heroes: Vaclav Havel i
Czechoslovakia. Lech Walesa in Poland. Nelson MardeSouth Africa. Aung San Su Ky (Chi) in Burma.
Yitzhak Rabin and Shimon Peres in Israel.

None of these leaders were saints. None lived uribleed lives. But each one was able to rise aldowe t
small-mindedness that is the currency of elecjoodtics to seize an historic moment for their @sjve
countries. Each was able to act in a way that ldeipdend the arc of history toward justice. Byndpihat,
they made the world better; they were role modwmigteir citizens; and they helped us understanaltth
takes to act with spiritual heroism.

Spiritual heroes represent more than simply “ddivegright thing”. For that | could have used therte
“moral hero”. Children can be taught to do the tigiting. But spiritual heroism implies a much mareture
understanding that our behavior has cosmic sigmifie. Mordecai Kaplan, the founder of Reconstraitto
Judaism, taught that the universe was structuredgport human goodness. It was how he undershaod t
concept of God. Spiritual heroism requires culfivgtan_inner sense of what is right and just. Moyral
requires our head to guide our behavior. Spirigmbism requires head, heart and the totality of ou
selves—our souls (i.e. the meaning of the first liri the\V’ahavtaprayer).

Allow me to expand on the concept of spiritual ligroby offering a glimpse of two people who haverbe
spiritual heroes for me. Both passed away this st so it is fitting to invoke their legaciesicEWiesel
and Rev. John Steinbruck.



Elie Wiesel died this summer at the age of 87.ik# ¢ame to public attention as a chronicler ef th
Holocaust. After his mother and sister were kieduschwitz, Wiesel and his father were deponted t
Buchenwald. His father died within the year bueBNiesel survived. His booklight, is his recounting of
his experience in the concentration camp andtfitdsvay that millions of Jews and non-Jews leaat®ulit
the Holocaust.

But for me, the book that made a far greater ingjoeswas his bookhe Jews of Silencé was published
in 1966, six years aftéight | was 14 years old. The book was my wake uptoabcial conscience and it
started me on a 20-year journey as an activistetialb of some 3 million Jews in the Soviet Unidiwas
transformed by the poetic way that Wiesel flippleel thneaning of the word “silence” in the book’titl
Much of the book was about the how the CommuntieStilenced Soviet Jews and restricted theirtabdi
practice Judaism or to emigrate. But the book’schurame from Wiesel's accusation that Western Jews
were as responsible for that predicament as weretSafficials. It was our silence, it was our dpathat
allowed Soviet Jews to be imprisoned in a totaditastate. This, he argued, was morally indefeasisé
the British philosopher, Edmund Burke said in tB8 ¢entury, “The only thing necessary for the triungh
evil is for good men (good people) to do nothing.”

| pledged to myself not to become a “Jew of silénsemeone whose apathy made me complicit in the
suffering of other people.

In the ensuing years | made two trips to Russiadet with Soviet Jews and bring them Jewish
“contraband”. | attended dozens of rallies and spatkdozens of synagogues, showing my slides of my
visits with Soviet refuseniks. My first congregatiadopted refusenik Lev Elbert, who lived in KigVvhile
he was serving a prison sentence for trumped up cirarges in 1983, we helped to facilitate a Batziih
for his son, Karmi, via telephone. | later met lasd his son in Israel. This type of activism wadedy
practiced by thousands of Jews in the West dulingd years. These Jews emerged from their “siletoce”
mobilize on behalf of our oppressed sisters anthbrs trapped in the Soviet state.

Ironically, my first face to face meeting with Elgiesel took place on December 6, 1987. | was then
executive director of the Jewish Community CountiGreater Washington D.C. and we helped to organiz
the Freedom Rally for Soviet Jewry the day befaenier Mikhail Gorbachev met President Ronald
Reagan for a summit meeting in the White House.

Wiesel and | met on the podium of the rally. Thé/rarould not have happened but for the efforts\gésel
and recently released prisoner of conscience, Nalt@anansky. Few gave the rally much chance foresscc
in the middle of the winter. But the rally captuttbé imagination of Jews across the country adalihot
take long for Jewish organizations to sign on argpsrt it. A quarter million Jews attended theyralhd it
changed the course of history. Within a year, tieg of emigration opened and close to a millione&o
Jews went to Israel and to Western countries. Tearg/later, the Soviet Union collapsed under thighte
of its own tyranny. Textbooks and courses on hurigdris will now cite the Soviet Jewry movementlas
first successful international grassroots effoffistory to reverse a national policy of discrintioa. The
campaign started with Wiesel's bodihe Jews of Silence

Among the many things that | found so inspiring @tiielie Wiesel is that he did not restrict his aistin to
Jewish causes. He won the Nobel Peace Prize in h®86ecause he wrote the baddight, not because he
was a voice for the victims of the Shoah and neabse of his advocacy for Soviet Jewry. In his Nlobe
Prize acceptance speech, he stated that, as &devas part of a traumatized generation that expeed
the silence and abandonment of the world while Jeare systematically exterminated. Yet he wentoon t
say that he could not restrict his own activisndéwvish victimization alone. Among the issues heked in
his Nobel speech were: apartheid; the rights aéRimians; hunger; racism; and the political parsen of
writers, poets and intellectuals throughout thelavor

Some 2000 years after Rabbi Hillel stated: “If | aot for myself, who will be for me; but if | am lyrfor
myself, what do | amount to?” Wiesel re-statedghme principle in a modern idiom. Indeed, in Apfil
1993, | was present at the dedication of the USeétlst Museum. More than a dozen heads of state wer
present as was President Bill Clinton who offetezlkeynote remarks. Wiesel, who at the time was
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chairman the US Holocaust Commission, followed idegg Clinton. In his trademark soft voice, he &dn
to the President and said: “Mr. President: If yaords here today mean anything, then you cannotista
silent as Bosnians are being starved and slaughitetee Balkans.” Within the year, the Clinton
Administration became actively engaged in protecBiosnia until the Dayton Accords were signed,
bringing an end to that horrific war.

The words and actions of one spiritual hero named\Wiesel literally saved hundreds of thousands of
lives.

Reverend John Steinbruck did not play on as langatarnational stage as did Elie Wiesel but hisitsjal
heroism was no less impactful. In fact, because ol | were friends, he may have had more impact o
me than did Wiesel.

When | moved to Washington D.C. in 1984 to heathepJewish Community (Relations) Council, John
was already a legend in a city that can get egsilgd to celebrity. John came to Washington in 1876e

the senior pastor of Luther Place Church. The dhwas at the corner of $4nd N Streets, off of Logan
Circle, an area that a couple of years earlierthaded in the riots following the assassinationfMartin
Luther King Jr. Luther Place had a beautiful, histbuilding but its membership had made the exddus
the decaying inner city and its future looked dim.

| first met John standing on 9&treet across from the Soviet Embassy. The Contgn@oiuncil that |
headed was the sponsor of this demonstration wfes@l for Soviet Jews. Every day at 12:30pm, a
different Jewish organization took responsibility §tanding silently across from the Embassy for 15
minutes holding signs that said “Free Soviet JeWwhke vigil took place without interruption for 2&ars,
from 1970-1991. John was a great champion of hunighats and that commitment led him to take a toip t
the Soviet Union in 1976 to meet with Jews. He chark deeply committed to the cause and on many
Jewish holidays John, along with a handful of Higi€ian congregants were the ones who stood vigil
across from the Embassy while the Jewish commuisgrved its holiday.

But Soviet Jewry was only one of John’s many crasaélware that within blocks of his church dozehs o
people slept on the streets of the Nation’s Capltatin challenged the churches and synagogues afdia
to practice “Biblical Hospitality” by taking the haeless into their buildings overnight. The idea enfat a
great sermon but no clergyperson in town had theage and the determination to walk the talk. How
would a congregation support such an effort? Wihatlevit cost? How would security issues be handled?
How could budgets accommodate the exorbitant im&@aremiums that would result?

John taught by example. Because of the membersigind in his congregation, his Sunday School
classrooms were not being used. “Let’s open theside told his Board. “Invite the homeless in frtime
cold and let us make our church into a sanctuahpepitality”. His Board raised all of the expected
objections at which point John said: “This is archuand we don’t put God to a vote”. The sheerdaf
his moral argument carried the day and within webkmeless people were invited to come in off thees
to get a hot meal and bed down in Luther Placaisstboms.

Very few congregations followed John’s lead in giing the homeless into their buildings but theyever
inspired to support his efforts through financiahtributions and a legion of volunteers (includfrgm
Adat Shalom). John built a compassion-industriahgtex, an array of institutions all growing outro$
simple but profound commitment to help the moshethble among us.

At his urging, Luther Place bought the townhouseess the street from his church which became a
continuum of care facility for homeless women. Hert raised millions of dollars to build a statehs art
residential complex for women called N Street \gjgaThe homeless needed medical care so the Zarchae
Free Clinic was founded where physicians voluntd#neir time to provide free care to the city’s redess.

To address the chronic food insecurity of the sifyoor, John inspired the founding of Bread forlity
whose van, dubbed “the glean machine”, picked fipuer food from events all over the city and tudne

that food into meals for the poor.



It is breathtaking to realize the power of one ppis ministry to change the life of so many—from
homeless people who got a new lease on life be¢hagavere nurtured by the institutions createddiyn
to middle class people of faith who came to realie religion can and should be about much mae th
just worship and ritual. It would be hard to finthetter example of a spiritual hero than Rev. John
Steinbruck.

Let me then come back to the question | posed ticaydhe opening of this sermon. “Who would you
identify as a spiritual hero?” someone, eithemliyor deceased who, by virtue of their words andéads,
led a life that inspired others and was worthyratiation.

At the root of spiritual heroism is the belief tleatery person, regardless of race, religion, natitynor
political ideology, is made in the Divine Image asdleserving of respedihe fact that we live in a world
in which 65 million people are now refugees is a neinder of how few spiritual heroes are among us.
The fact that we live in the wealthiest country inthe world—the US-- in which close to a quarter of
children live in poverty is a reminder of how few piritual heroes are among us. Read the book,he
New Jim Crow, as you must, and you get a harsh reminder of hodeeply racism is embedded in
American society, condemning people of color to ke perpetual underclass in our society. All these
are reminders of how few in number are the spiritubheroes among us.

Identifying a spiritual hero for yourself is a vahle exercise. | encourage you to dd@iit | am even more
interested in each of you seeing yourselves as sfial heroes. The entire High Holyday liturgy is
about making you into a spiritual hero.You have a few flaws? Welcome to the club. You madew
mistakes? You've got company there too.

But each of you have engaged in acts of love. Eaghyou have offered words of kindness. Each of you
have stood up for those who are vulnerable. Each gbu have given time and/or money to causes that
will make the world a better place. These are behawrs that are worthy of emulation. This is the stuf
of spiritual heroism.

There is a Chinese proverb that says: “Don’t ctlieedarkness; light a candle.” It parallels a véenstae
book of Jobyv’al drachecha naga gract in such a way that a divine light will shime you. Or a better
translation: act with integrity, act with compassiact with moral courage and a light will shinenfr within
you. This is the essence of spiritual heroism. You carelsource of divine light for others. Many of you
are among that army of spiritual heroes who eithgour professional roles, in your volunteer radesn
your family systems, are finding ways not justtwse the darkness but to bring forth light.

Perhaps it is time for a modest reconstructiormeftheme of the High Holydays. Much of the liturgg
recite cites all of the ways that we may have fafibort or sinned. But how about this amendmettido
High Holyday practiceThink of it as High Holydays, 2.0.

Let us identify one quality, one action that we ergged in, even once this year, that gave off light ia
dark place. Make that action the topic of conversabn with your spouse, your children, your friends
and let that action inspire others to do the saméhis is not bragging; it is modeling. It is so necesary.
And we must do it. The world we live in today is fled with quite enough darkness; it is time to
generate a bit more light.

May the New Year help you see the spiritual herthéxmirror. And when you see that reflection, rpay
know that this is the light that you were destitetring into the world.





