Occupy Yom Kippur

by Andrine de la Rocha

In solidarity with Occupy Wall Street, organizers in Portland, Oregon invited people to attend a march on Thursday, October 6, 2011.  Approximately 10,000 people participated in the event, and about 100 people set up an Occupy Portland camp downtown in two public squares across from City Hall where Main Street is split by a giant Elk statue.
The next night, Friday, October 7th, was not only Shabbat but also Erev Yom Kippur, the eve of the Day of Atonement. I felt a deep longing to go down to the Occupation, to bring a Shabbat and Rosh Hashanah New Year welcome to the camp.  I made a hasty plan to visit the encampment that evening before Kol Nidre services, but discovered that a General Assembly meeting was scheduled for 7:00 at Occupy Portland which conflicted with my initial plan.  Instead, I resigned myself to attending Yom Kippur services with my family at our Reconstructionist synagogue, Havurah Shalom.  
Next morning we made our way to Yom Kippur services.  It was a Saturday and I noticed many people attending who might not have if Yom Kippur had fallen on a weekday.  After a long hungry morning of fasting, prayer and ritual, congregants filed down the stairs for the break. I gathered a couple of friends who were interested in visiting the Occupation and we headed out the door. 

A minute into our 14-block walk to the encampment, we encountered a group of 5 more people from services heading down to the Occupation.  Along the way we were joined by another group of about 10 people from our synagogue.
Upon arriving at the Occupy Portland camp, I was delighted to find such a diversity of people co-existing so civilly, talking about ideas, cheerfully making signs, helping each other out.  They had already set up hundreds of tents and shelters, including a library, information booth, kitchen, sanitation, safety, and medics.  There were lively, friendly groups of folks playing guitars, singing, chatting, and milling about. 

At the center of the camp we encountered half a dozen folks from P’nai Or Renewal congregation, also on their break, converging on the public space.  We greeted each other and briefly collaborated on how we could best serve this community today.  Some had songs they wanted to sing. I had brought something special to read, as had a person from P’nai Or.  Now with a group of over 20, we used the power of the ‘human megaphone’ wherein a the person speaking is amplified by the surrounding crowd repeating their words, and then all the subsequent comments are delivered in this call and response manner, so that people at quite a distance can hear what is being said.  

“MIC CHECK! (MIC CHECK!)  We are here… (all repeated)… to celebrate… Yom Kippur… the holiest day… of the Jewish calendar…. We’d like to share… some readings with you… and offer some songs… and prayers… on this Day of Atonement….”  

We sang ‘Ma Tovu’ a song that can be translated “How lovely are your tents, O Jacob, how beautiful are your meeting places, O you who wrestle with God!”  This song seemed particularly poignant in this encampment of peace and commonality.  
I got the sense that some of the people in our group had come down to Occupy Portland simply out of curiosity; just to observe the event.  There were a couple of Shabbat-School moms with their near-adult children, bravely checking out the scene, unsure of what to expect.  They looked somewhat surprised at suddenly being part of that scene by association, standing with us as Jews, and nervously singing.  The young adults in our group looked exhilarated.  The skeptical, unsure older adults looked mildly anxious and at the edge of their comfort zone.

A woman from P’nai Or congregation read the Haftarah portion from Isaiah 58 - with all of us amplifying it in short phrases.  
Cry with full throat, Raise your voice like a ram's horn!
Declare to My people their transgression...
Because you fast in strife and contention…
Is such the fast I desire…
lying in sackcloth and ashes?

No, this is the fast I desire:
To unlock the fetters of wickedness,
To let the oppressed go free!
As we repeated the apt phrasing I gestured to the actual sackcloth that had been spread on the ground nearby to keep people from tromping through soggy mud formed by the recent rain.

Next I brought out the Al Cheyt prayer.  We recite the Al Cheyt on Yom Kippur to acknowledge the sins of all the people and, as a community, ask forgiveness.  We explained to the gathering crowd that the Hebrew word translated as “sin” in this case means “to miss the mark” as one who is aiming at a target but hasn’t yet hit the bull’s-eye.  We try to perfect our aim and do better.

This version of the Al Cheyt was written in Portland by former members of Havurah Shalom, Stew Albert and Judy Gumbo Albert, founders of the Yippie movement closely affiliated with the infamous ‘Chicago Seven’ of 1968.  The Albert’s adaptation of Al Cheyt addresses the very real sins of modern day issues.  Judy Gumbo Albert had sent me the document via the internet, noting it was the same text being used by Occupy Wall Street this year at their Yom Kippur Service in New York.  It began with a quote:

"Prayer is meaningless unless it is subversive…

The liturgical movement must become

a revolutionary movement, seeking to overthrow the forces that

continue to destroy the promise, the hope, the vision."

—Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel
I began to read the Al Cheyt prayer as a call and response with a rousing chorus of 20+ people on human megaphone, as the Occupy Portland crowd joined in:

We have sinned…
By indulging in fear…
By not standing up for ourselves…
By tolerating global warming, global disease and global poverty…
By not defending Israel

By not defending Palestine…
This felt very good to say aloud in a group of committed peaceful protesters.  There has been a fair amount of anti-Israeli sentiment within protests because of the ongoing ethnic conflict in the Holy Land, and it was liberating to acknowledge this as a group of Jews in a public place to a receptive assembly.

By not rocking the boat…
By being indifferent to the rich getting richer and the poor

staying miserable…
By allowing greed, in others and in ourselves,

to go unchecked…
Between each segment of the prayer, we recited the traditional refrain in English and Hebrew: “For all our sins, may the force that makes forgiveness possible, forgive us, pardon us and grant us atonement.”
By being paralyzed by paranoia and hatred…
By not making the most of the limited time we have…
By forgetting how to smile…
I looked around at the beaming faces of my fellow congregants as we stood in the autumn sunshine, dressed in white, confessing our sins, the sins of our people, of our country, the sins of humanity, for all to hear.

By not searching for the truth, wherever it lies…
By not forgiving and asking God (and each other!) for forgiveness.
This prayer has been recited for years within our congregation, but it felt different to give it voice outside of that safe haven of friends and family, literally outside - outdoors - to a group of inquisitive faces, old and young, Christian and Atheist, pierced and tattooed and clear.

It was invigorating to be part of this assembly, pressing up against our boundaries of comfort, standing shoulder to shoulder in solidarity with the whole. On this day, when so many societal misdeeds were being exposed and brought to light, it felt refreshing to offer up many of the apologies that were being demanded from a people who have been so wronged.  
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