Endangered Species
Passover 2022 (5782)

“It’s really a wonder that | haven’t dropped all of my ideals, because they seem
so absurd and impossible to carry out. Yet | keep them, because in spite of
everything, I still believe that people are really good at heart.”

Anne Frank, from The Diary of A Young Girl

“Each of us has choices every day: how we behave; how we act.
The vast majority of humanity is good. There are an awfully lot of good people.
The problem is too many of them are silent. What will it take in America to
change the good people? America has to do better.”
Rabbi Hazzan Jeffery Meyers, Rabbi, Tree of Life Synagogue, Pittsburgh,
commenting on hostage-taking, Congregation Beth Israel, Colleyville, January 15, 2022
(Tree of Life Synagogue was site of shooting by gunman and killing of eleven congregants, Shabbat services, Oct. 2018)

“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network
of mutuality,..Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.” Martin Luther King, Jr.

“..I say to Him, ‘God, is it okay to luff strangers?’ And God says to me, “Yitzak, vat is dis strangers?
You make strangers. |don’t make strangers.”” From Kitchen Table Wisdom, Rachel Naomi Remen

There are times when events connected temporally also connect morally, leaving us to wonder at the almost
mystical nature of seemingly accidental connections—connections that seem to knock on the door of our minds and
demand “Hey! Think about this!” Or even to wonder at God’s singular message to mankind and how he/she chooses to
reveal it. Examples are connections blending the lives of animals and the lives of man. Turtles and a stand-off in a
synagogue? What!? On face value, the two could not seem more removed from each other. Impulsively, a descriptor such
as “weird” may come to mind. But at second glance—or second sensitivity training—two events spaced within two weeks
of each other remained indelibly etched and connected in my mind—for they both involved the insensitivity/indifference
of man toward those endangered, whether it be an endangered sea animal or endangered Jewish people taken hostage,
their terror relegated to the back pages of news—and a world that remained silent.

The first half of the connection, the green sea turtle, found in subtropical and tropical water—and in the United
States in the Hawaiian Islands, the east coast of Florida, Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands—is an endangered species. In
the past half century, their population has decreased by 90% due to climate change, loss of nesting habitat due to coastal
development, ocean pollution, poaching of their nests, being caught in shrimp fishing gear, killed for their meat, fat and
eggs, and vessel strikes. They are large animals weighing 300-350 Ibs. and 3-4 feet long topped by a large shell (carapace)
which is colored olive, gray, black or brown covering everything except their head and large limbs shaped as flippers
which allow them to move easily through water, coming up above water to breathe. They are not dangerous. Of all sea
turtles, they are the only strict herbivores, feeding off sea grass and algae on underwater rocks—which gives them the
name green sea turtle due to their green-colored cartilage and fat. They can travel incredibly long distances during their
lifetime which can span 60-80 years. In recent decades, they have moved from unrestricted exploitation to global
protection with individual countries providing additional protection, including the United States.

These turtles are frequently fictionalized, anthropomorphized and depicted in popular culture as easygoing,
patient and the source of wisdom—such attributes easily selected due to their long lifespan, slow movement, sturdiness
and wrinkled appearance. They have an important role in mythologies around the world and are used as symbols of
marine environment and environmentalism. In modern day, they are often the central figure in books for children with
human themes of wisdom, respect for all, personal responsibility—said themes carrying pointed messages within and
this profoundly moving fable, the earth and all its creatures are suffering for the people will not share their Truth—"You
are loved,” —with those who are different from them for they feel it is only meant for them. A brave little girl seeks the
wisdom of the ancient Old Turtle who tells her that the people’s truth is not the whole truth, but a broken one. Old Turtle
shows the brave little girl the missing part of the truth and the little girl returns with it to her people. Then the two pieces
of the truth are brought together and the broken truth is made whole—“You are loved....And so are they.” And the
people are healed.



Moving from fable time to real time to a tale that may as well be fable material. A story in current time. For 20-
plus years on vacations on Kauai, Hawaii, we watched the sea turtles from a distance—from a rocky, wind-blown point
above a small cove where they could easily be seen swimming and eating off the underwater rocks. On Kauai, they
particularly favor the waters around Kauai’s south shore, Poipu Beach. They readily became my beloved favorite sea
animal and several times every year | made the short walk to the rocky point to watch them come and go, effortlessly
swimming in the waves around the rocks—my family accustomed to my invitation, “come with me to visit the turtles.”
Lisa had one close encounter at age 12 while snorkeling, coming onto the beach crying, “You won’t believe what | just
saw! A sea turtle! First | saw this thing that was his flipper and | looked up and there he was, looking right at me! He was
huge!” After a hiatus of a few years, we returned this year—to a phenomenon with a whisper of the mystic. For this year,
upon arriving on the island, we discovered that 20-30 sea turtles appeared each evening at sundown (5:30-6:00 p.m.) to
sleep on Poipu Beach. Then at dawn (5:30-6:00 a.m.), they would slip back into the ocean—with 3-4 of them remaining,
choosing to sleep all day on the beach, basking in the sun. Watching them from a safe distance at sundown as they
hauled themselves slowly onto Poipu Beach, | wondered how they happened to come to that beach in such high numbers.
As darkness descended and the community volunteers cordoned off the area, | asked a volunteer, “We have vacationed
here for years and | have never seen this—so many of them—all here in one place—sleeping. What is the explanation?”
“Ma’am,” he answered as he directed his infrared light toward the sleeping turtles, huddled close together, “it started
with the pandemic when the island was quiet; no one was here; the tourists were gone. The turtles started coming here
to sleep. We think they are the same 20-30 turtles every night.” And | wondered to myself, “And what about now with
the tourists back in full force? It isn’t quiet anymore.”

The answer to that was not long in coming. The next day, sitting on Poipu Beach, reading, enjoying the ocean, the
piercing blare of the lifeguard’s air horn disturbed my reverie. “Back off from the wildlife; give them space!” came the
lifeguard’s crisp command. And again, moments later, “Stay 10 feet away from the wildlife; don’t harass the turtles.”
And again, the air horn and the lifeguard’s command, “Leave the wildlife alone!” “Stay away from the turtles near the
rocks!” In the space of two hours, | heard that air horn 6 times. Warning off tourists. To leave the turtles alone. And |
said to myself, “There’s your answer. What happens when the tourists are back in full force. What is the matter with
people?!” | visited the beloved sleeping turtles on my last evening there. | returned to the mainland and my daily life.
But | keep remembering those turtles sleeping close together on Poipu Beach and | wonder how they are. Are they safe?

Martin Luther King, Jr. Day weekend. Within two weeks of my return to the mainland from Hawaii, 4 Jewish people
attending and leading a Shabbat service on Saturday, January 15, 2022, at Congregation Beth Israel in Colleyville, Texas were
taken hostage by a British National man. Rabbi Charlie Cytron-Walker had answered a knock on the synagogue door,
welcomed in a homeless man and given him a cup of tea. It started with welcoming a stranger. And a cup of tea.

Moments later, Rabbi Cytron-Walker began Shabbos services, attended also by 3 of his congregants—streaming the
service to other congregants watching virtually. The parsha (Torah portion) for that day was “B’Shalach, (..when he let go)”
in part the story of the Hebrew people’s escape from slavery in Egypt to freedom. A momentous parallel to Martin Luther
King, Jr. Day. The service progressed through the call to worship; songs of praise; gratitude for the new day, for daily
miracles (for freedom, for health, for physical and spiritual sustenance); for blessing God “who..commands us to engage with
words of Torah.” Through meditations such as “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Commands to care for others, for our
parents, to engage in deeds of compassion, to deal graciously with guests, to care for the sick, to provide for the wedding
couple, to care for the grieving. Did the “guest” hear any of this? Because the service is written in a combination of Hebrew
and English. It isn’t that hard to get the message. But the “guest’s” level of rage and prejudice blinded comprehension of
values. When the rabbi turned toward the Aron Hakodesh (the ark housing the Torah scrolls) to recite the Amidah, (the
standing prayer and central portion of the service), beginning with “Adonai, open up my lips, that my mouth may declare
your praise,” he heard the click of a gun. And knew he and his fellow congregants were in danger. What followed was 11
hours of terror as efforts were made to try to persuade the hostage-taker—the recipient of that cup of tea and a stranger’s
welcome—to lay down his weapon. Finally, Rabbi Cytron-Walker threw a chair at the terrorist and he and his congregants
ran out of the building. They never made it that day to the Torah service—when B’Shalach’s message of freedom would
have been read.

No less than 36 times the Torah commands the Jewish people to be kind to the stranger. It is one of the finest
examples of empathy. Itis Jewish DNA. Shortly, we will celebrate Passover, the story of the escape of the Hebrew slaves
from tyranny, 3,200 years ago. The Passover Seder is the time when we seek out strangers. The Haggadah begins with, “All
who are hungry, come and eat.” We repeat this concept during Passover to remind ourselves of the alienation of the
immigrant, the dislocation of the new resident, the discomfort of the new employee, new neighbor, new student. We



remind ourselves what that anguish feels like. The empathy for the stranger. And this same message is repeated throughout
a Shabbos service—such as Rabbi Cytron-Walker led. With his congregants.

The horror of that hostage-taking severely impacted Jewish people in Colorado and in the United States. It was yet
one more incident of ever increasing such incidents in our country. Charlottesville 2017; Pittsburgh 2018; Poway 2019;
targets in Jersey City, New Jersey and Monsey, New York. In 2020, 2,024 incidents of assault, harassment and vandalism in
the United States were reported to the Anti-Defamation League, the third-highest year for incidents against American Jews
since ADL started tracking such data in 1979. In Colorado, there were 60 anti-Semitic incidents reported in 2020, just one
less than the high set in 2019 (From Guest Commentary, The Denver Post, January 23, 2022).

However, worse than the actual hostage-taking was the silence of the non-Jewish world. On Sunday, January 16,
2022, | looked for a report of the hostage-taking on the front page of The Denver Post. | could not find it. It was nowhere—
no, not quite nowhere. Finally, | found a short, tiny article on page 13 of the paper tucked into “Briefs.” Painful beyond
words. Where were people’s immediate reaction to the terror and the horror? Has anti-Semitism reached such a level that
terrorist acts on the Jewish people of the United States are met with a numbing response? There can be no other
explanation for the level of indifference to the pain of it all.

In the immediate aftermath of the Congregation Beth Israel hostage-taking, the FBI commented that the event was
not anti-Semitic: “..because it was singularly focused on one issue which was not specifically related to the Jewish
community.” Following a hue and cry, including in the form of a letter to The Denver Post from a Denver rabbi, CEO of
JEWISHcolorado and the regional director of the Anti-Defamation League saying, “While the hostage-taker’s focus may have
been on the release of a convicted terrorist with links to Al Qaeda, he did not choose a library, a shopping mall or a church to
try to leverage his ask; he chose a synagogue. This was an act of anti-Semitism plain and clear.” (Guest Commentary, The
Denver Post, Rabbi Jay Black, senior rabbi at Temple Emanuel; Rabbi Jay Strear, CEO of JEWISHcolorado; and Scott Levin,
regional director, Anti-Defamation League; January 23, 2022.) After the FBI’'s comments were slammed across the political
and social spectrum and the incident was called anti-Semitic by President Biden, the FBI changed their statement, calling it
an anti-Semitic act. Which occurred only after prompting and confrontation.

The letter from Rabbis Black and Strear and Scott Levin went on to illustrate their concerns. “When The Denver Post
failed last Sunday to give prominent attention to the taking of hostages at gunpoint during worship services in Colleyville, it
was painful. The story was relegated to the ‘Briefs’ section on page 13, a section that included a story about the value of
super-star Prince’s estate. We recognize that print deadlines may have passed, but steps should have been taken so that
this terrible event was not made to appear less relevant than the primary story on page 2 about the “"Nasal Ranger,” a
machine that detects smells...Additionally, we would have expected The Post and other media to reach out to local clergy
and community leaders in the immediate aftermath of the hostage-taking to report on the impact to our local community.
When they failed to do so, the Jewish community felt isolated and vulnerable. The lack of attention to such a shocking event
serves to normalize anti-Semitism...To counter this normalization, ADL, JEWISHcolorado and the Rocky Mountain Rabbis and
Cantors hosted a virtual forum Tuesday night for an interfaith response to anti-Semitism. More than 8,500 separate screens
tuned into the online program to see government officials including Gov. Jared Polis, Attorney General Phil Weiser, Denver
Police Chief Paul Pazen, and Reps. Dafna Michaelson Jenet and Iman Jodeh as well as clergy and leaders from the Christian,
Muslim, Sikh, Hindu, African American, Asian American and Pacific Islander communities proclaim that anti-Semitism and
hate are not acceptable. As the leaders of two of the largest Jewish advocacy organizations and the largest synagogue in
Colorado, we fear that violence is never far behind the normalization of anti-Semitism. We ask everyone including the
Denver Post to do a better job of timely speaking out against anti-Semitic events when they occur.” (lbid).

Deborah Lipstadt, in the New York Times’ Guest Summary, January 18, 2022, commented, “Late Saturday night, as
news came of the safe conclusion of the hostage-taking at Congregation Beth Israel in Colleyville, Texas, |—together with
many Jews around the world recited the blessing, ‘Baruch atah Adonai, eloheinu melech ha-loam, matir asurim. Blessed are
you, God, sovereign of the universe, who frees the captives.” Tears, for many of us, flowed freely...Another tragedy has been
averted. But the scars remain. Jews have learned to be afraid beyond the synagogue. In May, during the Gaza
conflagration, people eating at a kosher restaurant in Los Angeles were beaten up by a mob. In London, a phalanx of cars
moved through Jewish neighborhoods chanting, ‘Kill Jews; rape their daughters.” In Times Square in New York, a Jew
wearing a kipa..was punched and pepper sprayed. [But] when the attack is on a synagogue, during prayer, the pain is
particularly intense.

“It is not radical to say that going to services, whether to converse with God or with the neighbors you see only once
a week, should not be an act of courage. And yet this weekend we were once again reminded that it can be precisely that.
Among those morning blessings that are part of the Blessings of the Dawn is one that thanks God for opening up the eyes of
the blind. Jewish eyes did not need to be opened. But this week we wonder if the eyes of our non-Jewish friends and
neighbors, particularly the ones who didn’t call to see if we were OK have been opened just a bit. We are shaken. We are




not OK. But we will bounce back. We are resilient because we cannot afford not to be. That resiliency is part of Jewish
DNA. Without it, we would have disappeared centuries ago. We refuse to go away. But we are exhausted...There is an
additional blessing during these early prayers that thanks God for allowing us to stand tall and straight. We are standing tall
and we are standing straight. But we are checking for the exits. (Guest Commentary, “For Jews, Going to Services is an Act
of Courage,” Deborah Lipstadt.)

Kindness to the stranger is a core concept in Judaism. It really is Jewish DNA. There is a glaring question which no
one has yet asked. Will the Jewish people give up on that value? On any of our values? What will we do the next time we
are presented with a homeless person seeking shelter and food? The answer? Offer shelter and give a cup of tea. Ora
cup of chicken soup. A cup of chesed (kindness). No, the Jewish people will not give up on values. For millennia they
have been the bedrock of who we are. There are some in our world who need to be reminded that many of those Jewish
values have been incorporated into the current world—Ilegally, medically, educationally, morally—and called
“Judeo/Christian” values, forming the basis for, woven into the fabric of many secular institutions. Yet the Jewish people,
the source and embodiment of those values, now live with more caution. We now have secured entry into the
synagogue; we now have armed security guards and a secure fence. To paraphrase Anne Frank, we will not drop our
ideals even if they seem absurd and impossible to carry out. We keep them, because in spite of everything, we do believe
there are people who are good at heart. We keep them because at bottom, they are the “unbroken truth.” We still hear
the command of “tikkun olam,” to make the world a better place. We intend to keep at it.

What would help is to hear the “good” people cease their silence when we are attacked. And to remember: “You
are loved...And so are they.”

“Passover has a message for the conscience and the heart of all mankind. It commemorates
the deliverance of a people from degrading slavery, from cruel and inhuman tyranny.
Although we, who mouth the words and perform the ritual, are reliving an epoch which is
peculiar to Jewish history, the drama that is Passover is no longer ours alone. Its enactment is
not confined to the dining rooms of our homes alone; it has been embraced by the world at
large, and is continually being re-enacted on the stage of mankind by all who seek avenues to
assert their condemnation of oppression and tyranny...Although it is the Pharaoh of old who is
the tyrant of the Haggadah, it is not he alone of whom we speak tonight. We speak this
evening of other tyrants and other tyrannies...

Of the tyranny of poverty
And the tyranny of privation,

Of the tyranny of wealth
And the tyranny of war,

Of the tyranny of power
And the tyranny of despair,

Of the tyranny of disease
And the tyranny of time,

Of the tyranny of ignorance,
And the tyranny of color.
To all of these tyrannies do we address ourselves this evening. Passover brands them all as abominations in the
sight of God.” From: The Concise Family Seder, Rabbi Alfred J. Kolatch

This Passover, we will add two additional tyrannies: the tyranny of silence and the
tyranny of indifference. Our hope and our prayer: for all “good” people to find their voice. The voice of the
Haggadah will remain as it has for centuries, “Let all who are hungry, come and eat.”

Happy Passover
Jean Guthery



