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Yom Kippur Sermon 5775/2014 
“Ferguson, Missouri is a Jewish Issue” 

Rabbi Neil Comess-Daniels 
Beth Shir Shalom, Santa Monica, CA 

 
 
 My wife’s best friend of twenty-eight years, Karen Smith Elstad, 
died this past December. Karen was an esteemed attorney and a 
revered professor of law and one of the smartest people I’ve ever 
known. When she asked, “How are you?” she really wanted to know 
“I’m fine” wasn’t an answer for Karen; it was an invitation She would 
also be able to offer follow-up questions and comments that helped 
you hone your answer. Still, after all of the give and take that followed 
“How are you?”, I never felt prodded or probed. Instead I felt like I’d 
had a wonderful experience with a true, caring friend. 
 
 That Karen was African-American was background information 
and only rarely a topic of conversation. Of course it was there when 
she was discussing her work promoting of women of color in private 
practice and at Southwestern University School of Law, where she 
was a dean. There were a couple of other occasions when it came 
up, too. One was during a moms and daughters trip to Palm Springs 
with my wife, Toby, my daughter, Eden, Karen and her daughter, 
Kendra. In order to help you envision this story correctly, it’s 
important that you know that Karen’s husband, Rob, was of 
Scandinavian background. As a result of their union their daughter,  
Kendra, has blond, straight hair and a gorgeous complexion. While 
on the trip to Palm Springs Kendra was trying on swim suits and the 
salesperson asked her, “Where did you get that incredible tan?!” 
Kendra pointed to Karen and answered, “My mom.” 
 
 Another time, Karen and Rob were over for dinner with some of 
our other friends and probably because of something that was extant 

in the news, we were talking about racial profiling. Karen, as on 
countless other occasions prior and thereafter, was the only African 
American present. And, as in all of those discussions, everyone who 
knew Karen was waiting for her insights, not because she was 
African-American but rather because she was Karen. I recall feeling 
that Karen was unusually silent during that particular conversation. 
Then again, Karen was often quiet during discussions. When Karen 
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did speak, it was always insightful and usually offered a perspective 
that had not been present. So, the white, West LA mostly Jewish 
participants kept talking until, at one point Karen said, “Shut up! You 
have no idea what it’s like to be black and drive around this city!” 
From that point forward, the rest of us listened. Karen talked about 
the times that she’d been pulled over. Sitting there with someone we 
cared about deeply who recounted instances in which she was a 
victim of racial profiling, our prior comments were reduced to drivel. 
 
 When it comes to such discussions, I still feel that, as a white 
person, I need to just listen. I don’t know what it’s like to be black in 
America. As a Jew, I have similar experiences in my personal history 
and in my people’s history that lead to similar perspectives, but I 
really don’t know what it’s like. 
 
 In a way I am fortunate that I was among that group of relatively 
socially privileged white people from West Los Angeles whom Karen 
appropriately castigated that night. I’ve always kept that moment with 
me and it gave me a perspective when I was trying to absorb what 
happened in Ferguson, Missouri in August. I struggled with the 
situation. I’m sure that most of us struggled. I struggled as a human 
being. I struggled as a parent. I struggled as an American. I struggled 
as a rabbi. I struggled as a Jew.  
 

We struggled as human beings because, thanks to the vivid 
images broadcast during the 24 hour coverage of the shooting of 
Michael Brown and its aftermath, so many emotional “buttons” were 
pushed. We felt disbelief, horror, anger, dismay, frustration and so 
much more. We struggled as parents feeling fear, sympathy for the 
grieving parents of Michael Brown, and, perhaps, even some 
empathy. We struggled as Americans because we are ashamed that 
racial confrontations the likes of which our nation hasn’t known for a 
long time were happening again and we were ashamed of ourselves 

because we have obviously been resting upon the accomplishments 
of others that happened decades ago and we have done far too little 
to further their work. I struggle as a rabbi because even as wrote this 
sermon, I had not yet reached out personally to my colleagues and 
co-workers in the African-American community. We struggle with 
what occurred and is still occurring there as Jews because we are 
realize how much this is our issue when others cite our texts from 
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our tradition to describe responsibilities society has to those with 
less, the least and no means of addressing the injustices in their 
lives, in particular, the persecution of Black Americans. Like this: 

And if your brother, a Hebrew man, or a Hebrew woman, be sold unto you, 

and serve you six years; then in the seventh year you shall let him go free 
from you. And when you send him out free from you, you shalt not let him 
go away empty: you shalt furnish him liberally out of your flock, and out of 
your floor, and out of your winepress: of that wherewith the LORD your God 
has blessed you; you shalt give unto him. And you shall remember that you 
were a bondman in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God redeemed 
you: therefore I command you this thing today. 

This passage from Deuteronomy was quoted in a lengthy article 
by a national correspondent for the Atlantic Monthly, Ta-Nehisi 
Coates entitled “The Case for Reparations”.  Karen told me some of 
what I could never know about being Black in America. In his article, 
Mr. Coates tells me more of what I didn’t know and what I must try to 
understand. The basis of it all is that what happened and is still 
happening in Ferguson, Missouri and all across the country is as old 
as the nation itself. 

 
Enslavement of humans made our founders uncomfortable, but 

they did it anyway. In a letter dated September 24, 1774, Abigail 
Adams wrote to her husband John Adams:  

 
I wish most sincerely there was not a slave in this province. It 
always appeared a most iniquitous scheme to me--to fight 
ourselves for what we are daily robbing and plundering from 
those who have as good a right to freedom as we have. 
 
Much like the ancient Egyptian Pharaoh chased after us 

because the absence of thousands of unpaid laborers would destroy 
his country’s economy, so, too, those who could, owned slaves in 
early America because land was abundant but the labor force was 
limited. White slaves were indentured subjects of the British Crown 
and would eventually be freed. Owning Blacks was a better 
investment. And so it was, for 250 years, one people’s prosperity was 
built upon another people’s persecution. Speaking about the entire 
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country, not just his home state of South Carolina, Senator John C. 
Calhoun, said these words on the Senate floor in 1848: 

 
 “The two great divisions of society are not the rich and poor, but 
white and black. And all the former, the poor as well as the rich, 
belong to the upper class, and are respected and treated as equals.” 

 
 Black slaves produced products that created the bedrock of the 
fledgling American economy and they were America’s most valuable asset. 
And, as assets, Blacks were treated as non-humans. Their feelings and 
relationships with one another were not considered when one of them was 
sold. “Twenty-five percent of interstate trades destroyed a first marriage 
and half of them destroyed a nuclear family.” (“The Case for Reparations”, by Ta-Nehisi 

Coates, The Atlantic Monthly, May 21, 2014). Ta-Nehisi Coates indictment of the willy-
nilly division and destruction of Black slave families is scathing:  
 

“Here we find the roots of American wealth and democracy—in the 
for-profit destruction of the most important asset available to any 
people, the family. The destruction was not incidental to America’s 
rise; it facilitated that rise. By erecting a slave society, America 
created the economic foundation for its great experiment in 
democracy…America’s indispensable working class existed as 
property beyond the realm of politics, leaving white Americans free to 
trumpet their love of freedom and democratic values.” (Ibid) 

 
My parents talked about the New Deal and President Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt with great gratitude and affection because their families reaped 
some of the benefits of that program. Through Ta-Nehisi Coate’s writing, I 
found out things about the New Deal that rattles my liberally-based 
nostalgia. He says:  

 
“The omnibus programs passed under the Social Security Act in 1935 
were crafted in such a way as to protect the southern way of life.  

Old-age insurance (Social Security proper) and unemployment 
insurance excluded farmworkers and domestics—jobs heavily 
occupied by blacks. When President Roosevelt signed Social 
Security into law in 1935, 65 percent of African Americans nationally 
and between 70 and 80 percent in the South were ineligible.” (Ibid) 
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 My family spoke even more about the GI Bill because my father 
earned his MBA through that program. The GI Bill, although designed to be 
color blind, did similar disservice to African-Americans as did the New Deal 
because when they attempted to purchase homes under the Bill, Blacks 
had to deal with the prejudices of white officials at the VA and banks that 
were infamous for not granting loans to African-Americans. Home 
ownership is one of the primary ways that families have built wealth in this 
country and the opportunity to own a home was essentially denied to most 
of the Black population of this country for a century and a-half.  
  
 The violence in Ferguson is not isolated. Stosh Cotler, the CEO of 
Bend the Arc: A Jewish Partnership for Justice, wrote in her article “Why 
Jews Should Care about Ferguson”:  
 

For those of us who are not targets of systemic racism, for 
those of us who do not get stopped and frisked and have never 
had to stare down the barrel of an officer’s gun because of our 
white privilege, the police action in Ferguson might seem like a 
rare and violent overreaction to a community’s protests against 
police brutality. But if we look just a little bit outside ourselves 
and beyond our own community, we may begin to 
understand Ferguson as the latest abuse in a centuries-long 
history of the US government and its citizens terrorizing African 
Americans. 
 
One of the most overused words in contemporary political 

jargon is “comprehensive”. The argument for the Affordable Care Act 
was that it would provide a “comprehensive” solution to this nation’s 
health care issues. Even the most liberal of organizations talk now 
about a “comprehensive” approach to immigration policy. We need a 
“comprehensive” peace between Israel and Palestine. We also need 
a comprehensive plan to deal with the ongoing reality of racism in 
America, including, finally, dealing with the long-lasting effects of 

slavery. Call it reparations, call it compensation, call it what you will. 
We have to do it. As I quoted from Stosh Cotler earlier, the reaction to 
Michael Brown’s death, was a not a reaction to his death alone, it 
was, it is a response to systemic racism – that’s been going on for 
centuries. 
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Nearly two years ago this coming January, the Beth Shir 
Shalom community received a splash of cold water in our faces when 
Pastor Shane Scott of Macedonia Baptist Church, in his comments to 
us about the gun massacre at Sandy Hook Elementary School, said 
that we were responding so deeply to that event because it was a 
group of white children who were killed. When it comes to children 
being killed, he said, he and the Black community in South Central 
have what amounts to a Sandy Hook death toll many times a year 
and we give it scant attention. 

 
It’s time to deal not only with the immediate causes of racism 

but also historic roots of racism, much as we demand that the world 
deal with historic anti-Semitism. Is this what Ta-Nehisi Coates’ calls - 
reparations? That’s for the African-American community to determine, 
not me.  Jewish tradition calls it tzedek, justice. Our tradition 
demands of us that we pursue justice. When we hear people crying, 
“Hands up. Don’t shoot!” we are being called upon to pursue justice. 
Now. 


