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It was close to midnight 
When nearly two million people 
Were told to pack in haste 
And evacuate their homes. 
Some grabbed water, 
Flour, a fire stick, 
Joseph’s bones, 
And nearly half of them, 
Took timbrels.
In every generation we are taught to experience the Exodus from Egypt, not just to remember it, but to relive it each and every year. This year the reliving of the Exodus came early. Instead of coming on the eve of Passover, it arrived, in the face of a Hurricane as we prepared for the coming of the New Year.
Let me tell you a story... One which comes from the time of our Exodus from Egypt, one which comes, ironically enough, from the very Torah portion we were reading as the flood waters of Katrina were streaming in. It is the story of a king, whose name has come to represent an entire people, a people who have come to represent every enemy of the Jewish people, whose name has come to represent the power of Evil itself. The name of the King is Amalek, and the story lives on in every age, for we are commanded at the story’s end, to Remember Amalek. "Do not forget!"
The story is told and retold in the Torah, but in the portion which was read during the week of Katrina’s fury, it says: 
Remember what Amalek did to you on your journey, after you left Egypt—how, undeterred by fear of God, he surprised you on the march, when you were famished and weary, and cut down all the stragglers in your rear. Therefore, when Adonai your God grants you safety in the land... you shall blot out the memory of Amalek from under heaven. Do not forget! (Deuteronomy 25:17) 
Amalek, forever remembered as the genocidal desert raider, the archetypal murderous anti-Semite: "Remember what Amalek did to you on your journey after you left Egypt..." Thus it is a mitzvah to blot out the name of Amalek. Amalek becomes the symbol of cosmic evil and anti-Semitism in our world-- the ancestor of all those who hate us, the ancestor of Haman, whose name must also be blotted out. Amalek is the symbol of all that strikes out, not only against us, but against human decency and civilization. His presence evokes a world in which there is no yirat Elohim, no "fear of God," a world that lacks the essential religious commitment toward life.
It is an interesting story, filled with questions to ponder and values to discuss, but you are wondering, perhaps, what this story of an ancient King has to do with the Hurricanes of destruction which have reeked havoc upon our nation’s shores?  This story of Amalek speaks to us today through the words of a somewhat less ancient interpreter of the tale. Rabbi Mordecai Yitzhak Levi, an 18th-century Hasidic rabbi, comments on the Biblical command that we "blot out the name of Amalek from under the heavens." And he wonders out loud at the wisdom of the Divine command which requires us to blot out the name of Amalek, so that any memory of him might be erased from the annals of human history... and that we must remember to do so in every age.  Would it not have been simpler for Moses to have omitted this tale from the Torah? Who would remember Amalek, after all, were it not for the retelling of the tale, again and again in the pages of our sacred scripture? And how can we be commanded to remember something which we must always forget?
What is it we are commanded to remember? The reason for the curse, so the passage tells us, is that when we were in the desert, "weary and faint," Amalek attacked and slaughtered "all the stragglers" who lagged behind. So, we are to learn and remember that if we allow the children, the weak, the old, the infirm and the beaten-down to fall behind the rest of us, Amalek will always be there to destroy them. What we are to remember, is to bring our brothers and sisters who need special attention into our midst. No one is left outside the tent. No one is to be left outside the strength and protection of the community. No one.
It was not the wind, nor the rain, nor the floodwaters that burst the levees... which brought such terrible destruction and loss of life to New Orleans and the Mississippi shores. It was the poverty which dwelt there long before the storm had ever come.  Mississippi is the poorest state in this most prosperous nation on earth. Louisiana comes in a close second in the counting of our nation’s poor. This was no mere natural disaster, no act of God, no indiscriminate act of terror. This was a disaster of our own making which stood simply waiting to occur. This was a catastrophe wrought by human hands. And it struck those citizens of our land least able to withstand its crushing blow. It struck down "the stragglers who lagged behind".
I have struggled with the images of the pain and destruction which have streamed forth from the reporting on Hurricanes Katrina and Rita and the juxtaposition of these words from the Torah which we read during those very same days of destruction. "Remember Amalek... Do not forget." Remember the lessons of Amalek, for it is we too who are responsible for the destruction, when it is we who allow those most vulnerable to attack, to become "stragglers" behind the pace of the rest of the camp. 
I have struggled with this challenge amidst the anger we have all felt over the pace and the process of rescue and recovery which we have witnessed since Amalek first struck its hurricane blow. I have struggled with these words amidst the whirlwind of recriminations, of guilt and of blame over the loss of life, the loss of dignity, and the loss of what meager possessions the poorest of these victims once held so dear.
I have struggled with this mightily and I have finally come to a conclusion. I have figured out who is responsible. And it is me... 
Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel once said: "In a free society, all are involved in what some are doing. Some are guilty, all are responsible." I am responsible, we all are, because we have forgotten to remember Amalek.
We are not "guilty" of sins of commission in the destruction of the city of New Orleans and the Gulf Coast. But the High Holy Days are not about guilt and fault, rather responsibility and accepting responsibility upon ourselves. What does responsibility mean? It means more than just saying the words: "I am responsible." It means, just as the liturgy of these High Holy Days teaches us, to recognize the fault, to recompense it where we can, and then to commit ourselves to return to the path of our people, the path of Torah, the path of justice, and the path to the building of a better world.
And we are not the only people who view these days of destruction in biblical terms. Jim Wallis, a liberal evangelical leader, and yes there is such a thing as a liberal evangelical leader, speaks of the challenges which face us as a nation in precisely these terms. He may not remember Amalek, but he has learned the lessons of Amalek to be sure.  He says: "In what may be the most catastrophic natural disaster in American history, the waters of Hurricane Katrina are washing away our national denial of just how many Americans are living in poverty, [and] our reluctance to admit the still persistent connection of race and poverty in America... 
The pictures from New Orleans have stunned the nation. They have exposed the stark realities of who is suffering the most, who was left behind, who was waiting in vain for help to arrive, and who is facing the most difficult challenges of recovery. The face of those stranded in New Orleans was overwhelmingly poor and black, the very old and the very young. They were the ones who could not evacuate; had no cars or money for gas; no money for bus, train, or airfare; no budget for hotels or no friends or family with room to share... They were already vulnerable before this calamity, now they were totally exposed and on their own. For days, nobody came for them. And the conditions of the places they were finally herded to... sickened the nation."
These are the "stragglers at our rear." These are the most vulnerable who we have left open to the evils of Amalek. Their suffering was inevitable. It was only a matter of time and nature before the floodwaters of destruction would break through.  "...As a direct result of Katrina and its aftermath, and for the first time in many years, the media are reporting on poverty, telling Americans that New Orleans had an overall poverty rate of 28% (84% of them African-American), and a child poverty rate of almost 50% - half of all the city's children (rates only a little higher than other major cities and actually a little lower than some others). Ironically, the annual U. S. Census poverty report came out during the Hurricane's deadly assault showing that poverty had risen for the fourth straight year with 37 million Americans stuck below the poverty line - and they were the ones most stuck in New Orleans."
"Who are these people, these huddled masses yearning to be — to be what? Fed? Housed? Or simply: noticed."
"Katrina has revealed what was already there in America; an invisible and mostly silent poverty that we have chosen not to talk about, let alone to take responsibility for in the richest nation on earth. [These past few weeks,] we all saw it; and so did the rest of the world. And it made Americans feel both compassionate and ashamed, [angry, in fact, and bitterly divided as to where to place the blame.] Many political leaders and commentators, across the ideological spectrum, have acknowledged the national tragedy, not just of the horrendous storm, or the disaster of our disaster relief efforts which all but boggle the mind for their ineffectiveness and inefficiencies, but of the deeper realities which the flood waters have exposed. If the aftermath of the storm finally leads the nation to demand solutions to the poverty of upwards of a third of its citizens then something good might yet come from this terrible disaster. "
I remember an America which was united in the face of terrible evil... 
I remember an America which was united in common cause to build a better world. 
I remember an America which reached out her arms to welcome the poor and huddled masses of the world. 
I remember an America committed to create, in this land of opportunity, the greatest nation this planet has ever known.
And I have been reminded of that America, again and again, in the images of unity and commitment to our common humanity which have emerged from the smoldering remnants of the World Trade Towers, from the crashing waves of a distant Tsunami, and from the watery whirlwind of a hurricane here on our own Gulf shores.
I remember an America, just one generation ago, who was awakened from her slumber by depression and destruction and war, an America who took hold of her own destiny reaching out to heal the brokenness of the world, and I believe in an America which can rise again to freedom’s call.
We all remember that America. We all have seen it in these past dark days. Many of us have played a part in the reclaiming of that America in the gifts of time and talent and treasure which so many of us have shared as "We the people" have reached out to help heal the destruction of this most recent storm.
There is a lesson here which runs deeper than the failures of our government’s response. There is a deep and abiding lesson here on the values of our people, and the power of our people, to live out those values when we are awakened from our slumber and we are once again united by the values which make us one.
What are these American Values? The bedrock of American principles which reach beyond politics and party? What are these American values, and how can we live these values for more than the moments when we are awakened from our slumber by these nightmares of despair and destruction? How can we make real these common principles and stand united again for the values of life, liberty, and justice for all?
What we have learned from these dark days and the outpouring of goodwill which each of these tragedies has evoked is this: 
Americans care deeply about the fate of the homeless. 
Americans care deeply about the poor and the dispossessed. 
Americans care deeply about our children and their future in this land of opportunity. 
Americans care deeply about our cities, and our waterways, and our natural landscapes. 
And Americans will dig deep within themselves to preserve and protect these common values whenever they are threatened by war, or destruction, or natural disasters of any kind.  We have only one great shortcoming as a people. It is a flaw in our collective memory. We forget, all too easily, these values which make us one. We remember them in times of crisis, but we let them lapse from our memory when that time has past. We are, as a nation, a "sleeping giant". Awakened once more by the call of Katrina’s victims. Let us challenge ourselves on this Rosh Hashanah to be awakened by the call of the shofar to do more than simply place a bandage on this most recent wound. Let us awaken to the call for the building of a better world.  "Restoring the hope of America's poorest families, renewing our national infrastructures, protecting our environmental stability, and rethinking our most basic priorities will require nothing less than a national change of heart and direction. It calls for a transformation of political ethics and governance; moving from serving private interests to ensuring the public good. If Katrina changes our political conscience and reinvigorates among us a commitment to the common good, then even this terrible tragedy might [yet] be redeemed."
What would it take to arouse America from its forgetful slumber? To remain awake to the needs which will not pass once the waters have subsided? It would take a shofar call to action. It would take nothing less than a biblical command. It would take our commitment to Remember Amalek, to Never Forget the death and destruction that can come when we allow the weakest of our society to become stragglers at our rear.
We as a community have much to be proud of in our response to this most recent crisis. Contributions to Disaster Relief through the United Jewish Communities has now topped over $12 million. The Union for Reform Judaism had gathered over $2 million more. Our congregation along with hundreds of other Reform congregations across the nation has sent truck loads of supplies to hurricane victims through a project called Jacob’s Ladder, Reform Judaism’s first direct service response to a crisis on this level. 
Here in Louisville, in partnership with our friends at Highland Presbyterian Church we have literally built a Shelter from an abandoned nursing home which now houses dozens of families living now in Louisville, displaced from the flood waters of Louisiana and Mississippi’s shores. But the challenges of this disaster and the disaster of government mismanagement which has followed in its wake, has just begun.
More than 100,000 people still reside in mass shelters and makeshift housing throughout the South, and 400,000 more are in hotel rooms costing up to $100 a night.  Housing options promised by the federal government a month ago have largely failed to materialize. Cruise ships and trailer parks have so far proved to be practically or politically unworkable, while the Red Cross program that allows storm victims to stay in available hotels is scheduled to expire in just two weeks.  This is a challenge which will take more than our momentary attention to overcome. It will require the kind of dogged commitment which is seldom seen in American life. It will require nothing less than a new Passover seder. A new ritual of experience as the mode of our ongoing remembrance.
Think about it for a moment. Why is it that Passover is the most universally celebrated holiday of the Jewish year? Even greater in its commitment than these High Holy Days themselves? What makes Passover so effective? We recount the story again and again and we welcome the stranger into our house so that the Telling, the Haggadah, can be shared and told anew. We cook a meal and share in the eating so that the story of that fateful Exodus might live on in us not just as a memory, but as a taste for freedom, a value passed down from generation to generation among our people.  "Once we were slaves and now we are free. Once we were wanderers with no place to call our home. Now we live in a land of freedom and opportunity like none we have ever known. But until all people are free, none of us will be truly free, for the oppression of any of our society lessens us all for its suffering. 
These are the lessons of Passover which we have taught and which we have learned and it is time to revive those lessons for our own day just as well. You can become a part of the making of this better world... Passover is coming early this year... It has come just on the heels of these High Holy Days. And you can celebrate this modern day festival of our freedom by sharing your bread with the hungry just as we do on each Passover in the spring. Cook a meal for the Hurricane Families at Highland Shelter, we need your help and even more they need your care. Adopt-A-Family and bring them into your heart. It is a simple thing, we have done it before in the resettlement of families from the former Soviet Union not so long ago. All it takes is a willing heart and a helping hand to make the transition to a new and strange place seem more welcoming and a bit more secure.
There are many ways you can help: Bring food for the hungry to help replenish our Food Banks, give blood if you can, Red Cross supplies are running dangerously low, join me or sponsor a walker next Sunday for the Hunger Walk, you will find sign-up lists for all these opportunities outside on the tables across from the Waller Chapel.  But more than anything you might do, I urge you to do this: when you hear the shofar call on these High Holy Days, let it be more than an ancient rite practiced by rote, conjuring images of days gone by.  Let it be a clarion call to action, to live out the values which we will speak throughout these days. Let it awaken us to the call of justice which is at the core of who we are.
It was close to midnight 
When nearly two million people 
Were told to pack in haste 
And evacuate their homes. 
Some grabbed water, 
Flour, a fire stick, 
Joseph’s bones, 
And nearly half of them, 
Took timbrels.
Let us relive this modern Exodus by offering relief to these poor and dispossessed. Let us retell the tale again and again throughout the year over meals shared at our shelter. Let us remember the lesson of remembrance, by bringing the poor and the dispossessed into our hearts, as we reach out to welcome them and settle them into their homes, in this, their new promised land. 
May it be a year of blessing. May it be a year of hope. May it be a year of unity in the building of a community which remembers the values which make us One. Amen.
Resources for this sermon were provided by the Union for Reform Judaism. Special thanks to Rabbi Zoe Klein for the beautiful poem, Rabbi Jeffrey Salkin for awakening the connection to Amalek within me, Leonard Fein for his constant prophetic voice and Jim Wallis a religious insight which reaches beyond the walls of church or Temple. Additional resources from these and other sources can be viewed at Reform Judaism’s website, urj.org
