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1. Shabbat Shalom 

  

2. There is a story; maybe it is apocryphal, maybe not, of a church congregation gathering 

to meet their new minister. In the crowd is a beggar, clearly homeless with dirty clothing 

and unshaven. Nobody wants to sit near him and nobody will even talk to him, they are 

anxiously awaiting their new clergy and they hope that this beggar will not be an 

embarrassment to the congregation. There are those who wish to have the beggar 

removed but he finds a place in the rear of the church and soon everyone forgets that 

he is there.  

 

3. When the time comes for the new minister to arrive, the beggar stands up and walks to 

the front of the church. Speaking to the congregation he reveals that he is indeed their 

new minister and he was testing the congregation to see how they would treat those 

who are in need in their community. Would they open their hearts and welcome one 

who dressed differently or looked different? Clearly, he said, the congregation has a lot 

of work to do to open their hands to the poor. 

 

4. In Parshat Reeh, we are commanded to open our hands to the poor. Not just to give 

them money or food, but to loan them the money they need to get a new start in life. 

We are commanded to do this even if the Sabbatical Year is pending and all debts will be 



canceled. We must open our hearts to the poor and share with them what we can. The 

Torah goes on to say that there will always be poor in the land and it is our responsibility 

to always help them. 

 

5. I would like to think that everyone here already has their own ways to reach out to the 

poor in our community. We make donations to food pantries; maybe spend time serving 

at Community Kitchen. We might spend the night with the homeless at Family Promise 

and we may donate items of clothing to Greater Birmingham Ministries. In one way or 

another I am sure that we all have our own way to reach out and help those in need in 

our community.  

 

6. But the poor and disadvantaged are not always where we think they should be. I have 

watched a young man, with education and skills slide off into homelessness after a 

painful divorce. I know a young woman who lost everything to a medical crisis in her 

family and could no longer feed her children. I can tell you from personal experience 

that the first time you place a sandwich in the hand of a man, knowing that this is the 

only meal he will eat today and he looks at  you and says, “God Bless you” after that, 

your life will never be the same. 

 

7. Birmingham knows from our history what poverty, discrimination and prejudice can do 

to a city and to each and every resident. Does it matter if the prejudice leads to poverty 

or the poverty is the source of our prejudice? The moment we stop seeing another 

person as “our brother” we create a stain in our lives and a stain on our city. One does 



not live in Birmingham and not know the ghosts that haunt our streets who remind us of 

what closing our eyes to those in need of food, shelter, civil rights, and respect can do to 

the soul of a human being and to the soul of a city.  I guess they are learning this lesson 

now in the city of Ferguson, MO. I don’t have the right to judge the case of the officer 

who shot an unarmed man, but there are lessons to be learned about hatred, bigotry, 

and the price we pay for closing our eyes to people who are hurting. 

 

8. There is the Chief of Police who has closed his eyes to the discrimination in his own 

department, where there are almost no black officers and nobody to reach out to the 

citizens of Ferguson. There is the civic leadership of Ferguson who have closed their 

eyes and failed to speak out about the discrimination that stalks their streets. There are 

the people of Ferguson who have closed their eyes to the possibility of change in their 

community, passing up the right to vote, to run for office and lobby for better treatment 

for blacks in their community. So now the hot summer streets have exploded and the 

whole world has opened their eyes to a community who was living with closed eyes. 

 

9. Don’t believe for a second that Ferguson is an exception to what goes on in the cities of 

this country. There will always be people in every community who will face the harsh 

judgment of what closing our eyes to those who are on the lowest rung our economic 

ladder can bring. As Bob Dylan once sang in his song Like a Rolling Stone; “When you 

ain’t got nothing, you got nothing to lose”. There is a reason that Maimonides puts 

giving a loan to a poor person as the highest level of charity on his list.  Making a loan to 

a poor person is not just about money, it is about giving a person some respect.  It is 



saying to the poor and disadvantaged that their life can still make a difference in the 

community.  

 

10. I personally found it interesting that the riots in Ferguson went on night after night 

when the protesters stood on one side of the street and the police lined up on the 

other. On the day that the police and civic leaders spread out over the street and began 

to talk to the protesters, extending a warm hand and concern, the anger level began to 

drop right away and the situation on the street began to improve.  In cities where the 

police and the citizens talk to each other, where the lines of communication are always 

open, the kind of anger we saw in Ferguson is impossible.  When we close our eyes and 

hearts to those who are living at the bottom, we open the door to anger and violence.  

 

11. This is why racial profiling is discrimination. This is why all people in a city or town must 

make bringing hope to those who feel hopeless a priority. Once in Birmingham we 

discriminated against those of color. If we now turn our backs on the poor, the 

homeless and the mentally ill, we will show the disadvantaged that we have not learned 

the lessons of 50 years ago and we will be doomed to repeat those bad days in the 

future. And don’t believe for a second that the situation in Israel with Gaza is causing 

problems for the Jews of Europe. The protests and violence in Europe is not directed 

against Israel or Israelis, it is directed against Jews and it is a new vicious Anti-Semitism 

in the place where they swore an oath that killing Jews could never happen again. 

 



12. When we think of discrimination, when we read the news about what is happening in 

Ferguson, Israel or Europe, we should use this opportunity to look inside our own 

hearts. Are we doing all we can to open our hearts, to open our hands and to open our 

eyes to those who dress differently, to those who have less than we do, to those who 

act differently or to those who look a bit different? Closing our eyes does not make 

them disappear. Those who find themselves on the lowest rungs of society will not 

disappear just because we close our eyes. The Torah teaches that they will never 

disappear. It is our duty; it is the commandment of Deuteronomy, that we must provide 

for all those in need.  

 

13. The first question I asked when I came to Birmingham was where could I go to find an 

interfaith group that was doing good things in our community, who were talking to 

those in need and reaching out to help them. I am now on the Board of Greater 

Birmingham Ministries. I am proud of those members who work for Family Promise, 

who cook for Community Kitchens and who provide for the needs of Jewish Seniors who 

are confined by the infirmities of their age. When we line up on the street opposite 

those in needs, things can turn ugly. But when we are standing on every sidewalk and 

corner on the street offering our hands and a comforting word, we can build a better 

community, one that is blessed with open eyes and open hearts. 

 

14. This week’s Parsha is Reeh, “To See” I challenge each of us today to open our eyes and 

see. Not what is happening on streets far away, but to see what is happening in our own 

hearts. At this time of the year, as the New Year quickly is approaching, it is time to take 



stock in who we are and what we have become. If we are not happy with what we see, 

now is the time to begin to make a change.  

 

May God give us the vision to see the needs of others, the need for self-respect, for 

honorable work, for equal justice under the law and the need to provide food and 

shelter for a family and then may God open our hearts to fulfil those needs so that we 

can ease the plight of all those who suffer as we say…. 
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