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Unfortunately, I know our eyes and ears are wide open this week, 
but to what are we actually paying attention.

Are our eyes open to the many layers before us in our city?

Do we hear of the damage done to businesses?

Windows broken… thousands, even millions, of dollars of 
damage and more.

Or do we listen to the experience of those who feel stifled by the 
police and perceive limitations imposed by their addresses, their 
educations, and more?

I am not justifying. I am not comparing pain.

It’s just that we have just spent the last week hearing endless 
opinions about the root causes and the crucial catalysts that lead 
to Freddie Gray’s tragic death last week and the riots and damage 
done this week.

Hopefully, we are paying attention to many layers.

There is a complicated narrative that precedes 1968, that involves 
the events of that tragic year, and that continues to evolve in the 
policies and processes that have followed.

From different vantage points, different aspects of all these 
narratives get emphasized, be they historic or current.

Once upon a time, each group would have mostly dug their feet 
into the ground and focused only on their own grievances and 
their own pain. One’s own folks were injured and attention ends 
there.

So often today, especially among the younger generations, many 
have become relativists. No one’s claim supersedes another. No 
one’s pain is worse than someone else’s. All narratives must be 
balanced against one another.

I implore us to reject both of these approaches:

Our embrace must also reach beyond the journey of our own 
families, our own communities, our own friends. To do otherwise 
is shortsighted and lacks empathy.

As I spoke to BHC members this week, I was comforted to mostly 
hear compassionate and concerned responses.

However, relativistic balancing of all narratives is also shortsighted 
and lacks coherence.

I was at an event in the City last night and driving home just before 
the curfew, I heard the musician Dave Mason sing:

“So let’s leave it alone, ‘cause we can’t see eye to eye.
There ain’t no good guys, there ain’t no bad guys.

There’s only you and me and we just disagree.”

(You can judge on your own whether or not you like this song.

Personally, I don’t think it holds up to Dave Mason’s work with 
Traffic.)

However, I would encourage that we need to go beyond the 
catchy “we just disagree.”  Also, I think there while most people 
are not all good or all bad, there are some who are good guys 
and bad guys. We don’t get far pointing fingers, but we should 
ignore reality.. 

Our response should be to address the social, economic, public 
health, justice and other issues before our city with more than just 
this attitude of “we just disagree.”
We can sing when we pray and when we march, but we must also 
sit together to learn and listen and figure out what got us to this 
point and how might steer our way forward as a city.

Baltimore’s issues are only Baltimore’s. They have come to local 
and national attention this year along with the waves of events in 
other cities. But the Spring 2015 in Baltimore is not just an echo 
of a larger national fabric. We have had our own realities, our own 
policies, our own histories that bring us to this moment of fear, 
distrust, disorder, and, maybe, hope. So what narrative will we 
hear? Whose pain will grab our attention?

There is an old folktale of a town in Italy. There was a good king 
who loved justice and loved his people. In the middle of the 
town, he had a tower built. This just king had a large bell placed 
in the tower. A long rope was hung from the bell and reach 
almost to the ground. The king declared that whenever the bell 
was rung, judges would come to the tower. The judges would 
hear the claim of the one who rung the bell and reach a speedy 
just decision. For years, this Bell of Justice worked beautifully in 
the town. Anyone who felt he or she had suffered injustice would 
go to the bell, pull the rope to sound the bell, and the judges 
would arrive. Smooth justice would follow quickly. However, over 
time, the king died, the bell was ignored, the new king didn’t care 
about the bell, the system or even the justice. It seemed that only 
the older residents remember how it once worked. The tower was 
grown over with vines, some of which grew onto the rope of the 
long-silent bell.

Years later, a rich and mean man had a horse in the town. He 
worked the horse hard and was served well by the majestic 
animal. However, the horse aged and couldn’t perform the same 
tasks in the same manner. The man came to ignore the horse. 
He didn’t feed it. He didn’t provide the horse proper cover. The 
horse grew thin and sad. One day the horse broke loose and 
wandered into town. The starving horse came upon the tower, 
saw the vine hanging from the rope and began to chew on the 
vine. His chewing pulled the vine, which pulled the rope, which 
once again, after so much time, sounded the bell. The younger 
folk had never heard the bell ring. The older folk took some time 
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to recognize the sound of the Bell of Justice. They called out for 
the judges to come. The judges arrived, saw the starving horse, 
and realized that its owner must be responsible. Having heard the 
call, they called the man to account and someone else began to 
care for the horse. The tower was cleaned up. The bell renovated. 
New judges were trained and the Bell of Justice called out once 
again that town.

Stories oversimplify our problems, as do efforts to claim that any 
one narrative, any one cause, or any one cure will help us build a 
more just and fair city and society. However, we can hear the Bell 
of Justice and choose to confront many societal needs. In our own 
way, BHC has taken steps that echo our Congregation’s historic 
journey and build upon ongoing efforts. Just in the past few days, 
we have helped provide volunteers to Paul’s Place as their regular 
clients still need food, but their volunteers have largely dried up 
for the moment. We and others have stepped in. So many of our 
members have responded to our communications with tales of 
volunteering in cleaning up damage or in reaching out to the 
police or in helping to keep protestors calm. Can we embrace 
the needed diversity of such efforts? Last Friday, I spoke at the 
Mayor’s Press Conference calling for calm and peace. I know that 
didn’t happen, but this Wednesday I also gathered peacefully 
with other clergy. We asked that the Police Commissioner meet 
neighborhood leaders in Sandtown-Winchester, something they 
have been requesting for months. I am thankful that the Governor 
was in that part of town yesterday meeting with the NAACP and 
some residents. Just this afternoon, BHC members led by Rabbi 
Sachs-Kohen marched with other groups downtown, peacefully. 
They called for justice while recognizing that the process will take 
time. Their signs read “Let Justice Roll.” 

That to me is the question that I hope arises regardless of our 
address or our vantage point. Can we help “Let Justice Roll” for 
all the residents of Baltimore and for the business owners?  Can 
we hear the “Bell of Justice” both for the police and for those who 
call for social change?  BHC is so proud of our historic role in civil 
rights and social justice. We are but part of the picture in building 
a better future for Baltimore. We are using email, announcements, 
and social media to be part of that picture. As we celebrate our 
own volunteers and leaders at this Annual Meeting Shabbat, may 
we also embrace our role in working towards Justice in Baltimore. 
Not just this week, but every week. May our efforts help others 
hear justice roll, even at this shaky time for our city. May we pray 
for the peace of our city and work to make our community just. 
Amen.


