
Grand Rapids Press - 09/07/2017 Page : B01

Copyright © 2017 The Grand Rapids Press 09/07/2017
September 11, 2017 4:53 pm (GMT +4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Copy Reduced to 80% from original to fit letter page


B1 THE GRAND RAPIDS PRESS THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 7, 2017

Ellie Silverman Washington Post

As a Jewish musician sang a prayer for heal-
ing, Beth Epstein started to cry.
She didn’t realize how broken she felt until

now.
It was two weeks after neo-Nazis marched

past her synagogue on Shabbat chanting “Sieg
Heil” while on their way to a white supremacist
rally at Emancipation Park, one block away.
Epstein, 51, remembers looking out the win-

dow from the roomshewasnowsitting in atCon-
gregation Beth Israel and glimpsing a swastika.
Later that day, 32-year-old Heather Heyer would
be killed when a driver with ties to the neo-Nazi
movement allegedly plowed into a crowd. Two
state troopers would also die that day.
Congregation Beth Israel is the sole syna-

gogue in Charlottesville, Virginia, and although
the sounds and sights of bigotry and hatred that
stirred fear in worshippers as they prayed that
day remain fresh, the community is now focused
onmoving forward.
More than 250 people — much larger than a

usual Shabbat crowdat theReform synagogue—
showed up Aug. 25 to draw inspiration and com-
fort from prayer and music by artists who jour-
neyed there from around the country.
“My general feeling is that the Jewish com-

munitywill comeback stronger from this threat,
just like America will,” said Charlottesville
MayorMike Signer, amember of the synagoguewho attended the healing service.
The white supremacists and neo-Nazis who marched on the town Aug. 12 had

chanted threats aimed directly at Jews: “Blood and Soil!” and “Jews will not replace
us!” Theyheld signs reading “theGoyimknow,” a slur referring to non-Jewish people,
and “the Jewishmedia is going down.”
The synagogue had felt it was important to continue weekly services that day, but

leaders had taken precautions, synagogue president Alan Zimmerman said. Services
started anhour early, and theymovedTorahs, including aHolocaust scroll they knew
was irreplaceable, to a congregant’s house for safekeeping.

‘NO OTHER PLACE THAT I COULD BE’
As the ralliers raged, Zimmermanstoodoutside the synagoguewith anarmed secu-

rity guard hired by the congregation because he was concerned for his congregants
praying inside, he said. Men in fatigues armed with semiautomatic rifles passed by,
Zimmerman said, and he recalled hearing one shout: “There’s the synagogue.”
“I had no choice but to be out there,” Zimmerman said. “I’m not suggesting I could

have done anything, affected anything, but there was no other place that I could be
at thatmoment.”
Zimmerman felt close to crying, he said, as he later told the roughly 40people gath-

ered in the synagogue that it would be best for them to leave through the back door
after services and travel in groups.
Signer said he had requested a police car and an officer at the synagogue that day,

but the department was unable to fulfill the request, Signer said. There has been
intense scrutiny over what many have criticized as a lack of police response to the
eruptions of violence throughout that day.
“I am very frustrated and have called for accountability for those failures here,”

Signer said. CityManagerMaurice Jones countered in anAug. 17 statement that police
were stationedwithin just a few blocks of the synagogue that day.
As worshippers attended services, Congregation Beth Israel Rabbi Rachel Schmel-

kin stood on the steps of the FirstUnitedMethodist Church gazing out at the chanting
ralliers, as she sought to drownout thehatewithmusic.Wearingher prayer shawl and

carrying a guitar, she playedmore than 20 songs
with themes of love and kindness.
Despite the displays of hate, Schmelkin said

she was reassured by the other clergy support-
ing her and the broader Jewish community. “We
aren’t alone,” she recalled thinking.
Now, she said, “I’mnow thinking of howdowe

heal? How do we start to heal as a Jewish com-
munity?”
Schmelkin, Zimmerman and Signer were

in the crowd the next Friday evening enjoying
prayer, songs andpoems of hope. The artists had
traveled to the service in Charlottesville, from
Los Angeles, New York City, Cleveland and Chi-
cago to help the community the best way they
knowhow:music.
“Our reaction to violence and our reaction to

hatred is that we sing louder andwemake better
music andwe just we throwmore love at it,” said
Los Angeles musician Julie Silver, paraphrasing
a quote by Leonard Bernstein.
“Good and evil exist in the world,” she said.

“We just have tomake sure that our good shines,
and that’s the best we can do.”
Though Jewish people are always aware that

anti-Semitism exists, the brazen chants from
that weekend seemed to have brought that
threat to the forefront of the Jewish collective
consciousness across the country, said Rabbi
Rick Jacobs, president of the Union for Reform
Judaism.

In the days following theCharlottesville rally, the anti-Defamation League tracked
instances of anti-Semitism, including aman urinating on a Philadelphia synagogue,
a swastika drawn on a California high school campus and a bomb threat written on
dormwalls atWashington State University.

‘STAND UP AND BE COUNTED’
“What Charlottesville didwas really shake our community to realize it’s not simply

a historical memory or a small thing,” Jacobs said. “People woke up as this is some-
thingwe need to be paying attention to.”
WendyTanson traveled fromChapelHill, NorthCarolina,withher husband, James

Falek, on Friday to participate in the services and reflect on what happened. Recent
threats to Jewish communities nationwide have shown Tanson, 54, that what hap-
pened in Charlottesville can happen anywhere.
“This synagogue specificallywas threatened in a profoundway twoweeks ago, in a

way that shouldn’t happen in 2017,” Tanson said. “We felt it was important to be here
and stand up and be counted.”
The events of Aug. 12 reverberated for others who attended the healing service.
Dana Mich, 30, said she has been thinking a lot about her grandfather, who sur-

vived the Holocaust. Jan Dorman, 60, said that during walks on the downtownmall
she pictures the violence she saw on the news versus what she knows about the city
she’s lived in for decades. Sara Rimm-Kaufman, 47, recalled waking up in themiddle
of the night before the Friday services, worrying that the synagoguewould be a target
for anti-Semitic acts this Shabbat.
After formal prayer services, Silver led the congregation in singing uplifting songs

of hope. People got out of their chairs, linked hands, smiled and danced around the
room, and Silver thought: “We are a resilient people.”
“We have a strong, vibrant Jewish community here,” said longtime congregant

Fred Epstein, 50.
His wife, Beth Epstein, agreed. Though she was brought to tears earlier in the ser-

vices, she joined in the dancing by the end. “I hope it continues,” she said. “It’s really
special.”

In Charlottesville synagogue

FEAR. RESOLVE.
HEALING.

CongregationBeth Israel congregantDianeGartnerHillmanwas
among theworshippers in Charlottesville’s synagogue onAug. 12
whenmen carryingNazi flags and shouting anti-Semitic taunts
streamedpast the sanctuary. Hillman left through the back door.
Cliff Owen, Associated Press

DouglasKindschi
Director, Kaufman
Interfaith Institute

The recent solar eclipse
caught the attention of nearly everyone as it
made its path across the continental United
States.While the total eclipse pathwas
only 70miles wide,millions traveled to that
narrow strip to observe this phenomenon,
which rarely covers somuch of our country.
As impressive as it was, I am also struck by
our ability to predict with such precision the
path aswell as where andwhen it will hap-
pen again.
Our understanding of the solar system

and its regularity has greatly increased
since thework of the early astronomers
and scientists such as Copernicus, Galileo,
Kepler andNewton. Their work led to the
idea of amechanical universe, highly regu-
lar and predictable. It even influenced our
religious conception of God as an engineer
who designed such amarvelous structure.
This image of Godwas greatly reinforced

by the scientific developments of the 17th
centurywithNewton and themechanis-
ticmodel for the universe. God the cre-
ator becameGod the engineer, the designer
of the universe. As our scientific theo-
ries becamemoremathematical, we had

pictures of God the geometer. Scientists
believed theywere finding themind of God
as they discovered beautifulmathematical
descriptions of the natural world. Even the
artists picturedGodwith a compass laying
out theworld at creation. Thismechani-
calmodel for the universe took hold as the
predominate picture for the natural order.
Godwas often seen as this engineer-creator:
onewho not only created the universe, but
also created the laws bywhich this universe
would run.
While thismechanical image of the uni-

versemay havemade sense in aNewtonian
world, it no longer works for aworldwhere
quantumphysics is based on indeterminate
random events. It doesn’t fit an evolution-
ary biology based on randommutations and
adaptation to changing environments.

MORE NURTURING IMAGE OF GOD
Furthermore, it doesn’t even fit our the-

ology of a Godwho desires good for us but
does not take away our freedomand turn us
into automatons. Controlmight not be the
only or the best image for howGodworks in
our lives and in ourworld. Perhapswe need
to return to the biblical sources to redis-
cover the earlier images of a Godwho shep-
herds, who plants, who nurtures.
In the second creation story, found in

Genesis 2, we see a Godwho plants a garden,
causes trees to grow and sees that they are
watered. God formsAdam from the dust of
the ground and breathes “into his nostrils
the breath of life.” Godwalks in the garden
in the cool of the day.
We see a different image of God, as a gar-

dener whoworkswith the earth to bring
about life. Before I pursue this image fur-
ther, letme confess that I amnot a gardener.
But I ammarried to one, and so I know a lit-
tle about how gardeningworks.
First, a gardener doesn’t control every

aspect of her creation. Plants do not always
appear where and how it was intended.
Sometimes a seedwill be carried by the
wind or a bird to a different place, and the
next year a plant will grow in a new loca-
tion. Sometimes the root system gets too
crowded and the plant needs to be dug up,
separated and replanted as two ormore
plants. Weeds sprout up. Soil conditions
andweather enter into the process. Some
plants seem to have freewill. Nomatter
what you think you are intending, they just
do their own thing. The gardener’s job is to
nurture, shape and care.
Second, gardening takes time. Many

years ago, we put in a new pergola in our
side yard andmywife planted the vines
that would cover the structure. I thought

it would give us the shadewe had hoped
for that year. It took six years for the vines
to reach and begin to grow across the top.
Now, nearly 20 years later, it provides a
beautiful cover. Gardenersmust be patient.
Gardening has been described as the art
form that requires the longest time to cre-
ate. It takes hardwork, constant effort and,
most of all, patience to shape and form the
contours and colors desired.

ALWAYS DEVELOPING
Third, a garden is never finished. There

is alwaysmore to do. It is a dynamic art
form. It is not like painting a picturewhere
at some point you are done. It is not like
a poem that has a beginning and an end.
It is not a symphony that can be heard in
one concert. It is always becoming, always
being developed, always in process.
Do these characteristics of gardening

describe God’s relationship to ourworld
and even to our own lives? Dowe under-
standGod as onewho nurtures and cares
for us and for the creation? Does thework-
ing of God’s will often take time,more time
than our impatient desires would expect?
Is God’s work in theworld and in our lives a
work in progress, and not yet finished?
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