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On August 20th, a woman left an anonymous message on the Isaac Agree Downtown 

Synagogue’s answering machine. She complained at length, and in no uncertain 

terms, about our choice to move the high holiday venue.   

 

It was a message that was filled with anger, pain, and fear. At one point, she said, “I 

was born on Gladstone. I’ve never been back since I was 4 years old. I think you’re 

making a vast mistake. It’s a dangerous area. A dangerous neighborhood. And who 

the hell do you all think you are?” 

 

At first I was taken aback, and then I realized that this woman’s challenge, “Who the 

hell do you all think you are?” is ultimately the fundamental question of not just a 

venue change, but of the high holidays themselves. The Days of Awe challenge us to 

answer, for ourselves, for our community, and for God, who the heck we all think we 

are, and based on that, who the heck do we think we were last year, and who will we 

be next year? 

 

Yesterday I spoke about memory, because the memories we choose help us to shape 

our future, and without truly examining our past, we are unprepared to chart a 

course forward.  Today, I will talk about where we might want to go. I want to talk 

about vision, not just vision in the big picture, but literally the question of what we 

see. The decision to move to this venue was, in part, to help us see what we may not 

have seen before. The Isaac Agree Downtown Synagogue is committed to Judaism, to 

justice, and to Detroit, and being in this space is a reflection of those values.  

 

So let’s start with our commitment to Judaism. As Lila Corwin Berman discusses in 

her book “Metropolitan Jews,” in the 1950s, 60s, and 70s, some Jewish 

congregations moved to the suburbs because the new suburban structures were 

believed to be, as the Detroit Jewish News reported as early as the 1950s, “a healthy 

shot in the arm” for a renewed Judaism. Perhaps we are ready to renew again. And 

being in this space enables us to see that this Jewish community has, and can again, 
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cross lines of geography in that pursuit. The community that flourished here did so 

not in spite of being in the city, but because they were in the city.  

 

Being here also demonstrates that synagogue life need not be limited to worship—

this building once housed a performance venue, classrooms, a gym, a basketball 

court, and locker rooms for men and women.  It was almost Reconstructionist in its 

outlook. Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan taught that Judaism is a civilization and Jews 

connect to Judaism through multiple pathways—through worship, through arts, 

through learning, through social justice, through basketball…or perhaps through 

cooking, learning, gardening, or stretching on Shabbat morning. 

 

And we are committed to Judaism by believing that Judaism has been a conversation 

over millennia. A conversation between the luminaries written on that wall, and 

between the men and women who are not up there. A conversation between 

scholars in the Talmud, between women in the mikvah, between students and 

teachers in each generation. It is somewhat amazing that written on this sanctuary’s 

walls alongside Spinoza and Maimonides is the name Isaac Mayer Wise, who was 

one of the founders of Reform Judaism in the 19th century. It challenges us to 

recognize that the Jewish conversation and Jewish innovation keep going.  

 

And so we make a commitment that that conversation is not going to end with us. 

Jews are a people who are not afraid to have difficult conversations, and our 

community must model that. In our community, we have radicals and traditionalists, 

multiple generations, racial diversity, men, women, and people who challenge the 

idea of gender. We are a community who brings many voices to this conversation, 

and while it gets messy, sometimes it is from the tohu vavohu, the chaos, that we are 

able to create the world. We are a community that will help to develop a Judaism of 

the 21st century. 

 

We are a community that believes in justice, and knows that in order to truly believe 

in justice, we need to work in direct partnership with our neighbors in Detroit 
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across lines of race, faith, and class.  We have been blessed to be welcomed by the 

Eden Gardens Block Club and we are blessed to be welcomed into the home of 

Breakers Covenant Church International. Because when we see each other, when we 

truly see each other, we become neighbors.   

 

And as we see one another, we are better able to see ourselves. I know that not all, 

but many people in this room have benefitted from privilege. We have benefitted in 

ways we recognize, and in ways that we may not have seen.  

 

Every year, Professor Michael Sandel asks the same question of the hundreds of 

Harvard college students enrolled in his class called Justice. He asks: “How do you 

know you deserved to get into Harvard?” Hands go up and the suggestions include 

excellent grades, unique musical abilities, being from North Dakota. And then he 

asks the students to raise their hands if they are the only or oldest child in their 

family. It is an incredible sight as hundreds of hands are raised in the air—about 

80% of the room. Faces look around in amazement, with the exception of the 

professor’s, who says this represents what happens every year. He looks at his 

students and says, you didn’t do anything to be the oldest or only child in your 

family. Birth order is not a reflection of your merit, but of luck. And yet it has 

provided you with advantages that you may never have recognized—the increased 

attention of parents, the confidence that comes with being a path maker, or bossing 

around younger siblings, or setting a precedent with teachers rather than following 

in someone’s shadow. And so Professor Sandel teaches that whether you deserved 

to get into Harvard depends on what you do with it.  

 

We are all beneficiaries of advantages we did nothing to deserve. Whether through 

the wealth of our families, or the color of our skin, the citizenship of our parents, or 

the order in which we were born, we started life with a mandate to use whatever 

privilege we have for the good.  
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And so I am proud that we are a community that includes among its board members 

people who use art to allow people to see differently, people who transform 

organizations through funding and through fundraising, people who work to 

transform their neighborhoods, people who are teachers to multiple generations 

students, in classrooms and in campgrounds, and people who pursue justice in 

multiple ways in their personal and professional lives, including someone who 

started a business in Detroit built on a premise that we can both eat well and do 

good. We are a community that has joined interfaith and interracial groups. We are a 

community that counts among its programs speakers on race and injustice in 

Detroit.  We are a community whose staff has constantly been examining the ways 

in which we can infuse our programming and day-to-day operations with our 

values, and works tirelessly to see it through. From greening the synagogue to 

provocative conversations on injustice, we are building an organization that reflects 

its values in everything we do.  And we will not stop. So who do we think we are? 

We are a group of people who believes in justice. 

 

And we believe in Detroit. And here it is both simple and complicated to say what 

we mean by that. Most simply, as this new generation builds a life here, we must 

build a life with everyone in Detroit. Last night we had the first high holiday family 

service for our synagogue in years. As toddlers crawled up and down these steps, 

various grown ups made sure they didn’t fall. It was natural for parents to protect a 

community of kids, not just the ones in their home. And so it is not really hard to 

imagine widening that circle. Many of the kids there yesterday evening are being 

raised in Detroit. Their friends in day care and preschool and kindergarten are other 

kids from Detroit. And all of them need the things that kids need—schools, 

playgrounds, healthy food, friends. When we say we believe in Detroit, we say that 

we are ready to treat Detroit’s kids as our kids. Believe me, this morning’s Torah 

portion warns of the dangers of being willing to sacrifice our kids on the altar of our 

values.  But we are recognizing that God allowed Isaac to see an alternative, and we, 

in partnership with the divine, can see differently. 
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So who the heck do we think we are? We are people who are taking a good look 

around. And when we do, we are seeking a path of holiness for a 21st century 

Judaism, for pursuing justice, and for Detroit, in this new year, and in years to come.  


