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Raise a Noise 

The Reverend Dr. Tracey Robinson-Harris, Interim Minister 

September 16, 2018 

 

Reading Kol Nidre (an adaptation) by Mark Belletini  

The prayer, Kol Nidre, opens the Yom Kippur service. It is among the most popular in Jewish liturgy. The 

literal translation of Kol Nidre is “all vows.”  The chant is recited three times. It is the disavowal of oaths 

made in the past year and for the coming year. 

 

We vowed, not so long ago, 

to live lives that added, not subtracted. 

We promised, not so long ago, 

to live lives that matched our words, 

lives not hard and brittle with anger, 

but soft with letting go. 

We made an oath, not so long ago, 

to live lives that reached for the stars, 

and did not consist of strings of little disappointments, 

or fragments of the shattered dreams we once used 

as mirrors to see how good we looked. 

The days have flown quickly, 

and they will flow quickly in the year to come. 

Circumstances, stress, and brokenness come to all – 

it is the human condition. 

And thus I say before the witness of the blue sky 

bending above, 

and before the nodding blue chicory flowers 
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of early autumn still growing here below, 

and before the clear eyes of children not yet born, 

children who will inherit the world from us, 

that all the vows we will make not long from now, 

all the promises we will make, 

all the unspoken oaths we will declare, 

are hereby cancelled, annulled, voided, 

and made unbinding. 

We are free, not to promise to be good, 

but simply to get on with loving each other. 

 

Sermon  

Rosh Hashanah, the New Year (Sept 9th through 11th) marks the beginning of The Days of Awe in Jewish 

tradition. They conclude with Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement (September 18-19). In these Days the 

Book of Life is open. With that opening comes a holy invitation. Now is the time for the year just ended 

to be examined.  Now is the time for harm done to be acknowledged. Now is the time to have a change 

of mind and heart – to turn ‘round right. Though I am an outsider to Jewish tradition, these Days are a 

touchstone reminding me of my obligations to those I have harmed – directly and by my complicity.  

Rosh Hashanah is the anniversary of creation – the whole of creation and in particular the creation of 

humankind.  As the writer of Genesis tells the story, god transforms the formless void into day and night, 

water and sky, dry land and sea, plants and trees, living creatures of every kind.  Following each 

transformation, at the conclusion of each “day,” god declares creation good.  And at the end, after the 

creation of humankind, the writer of Genesis takes it up a notch.  “God saw everything that God had 

made, and indeed, it was very good.”  

As the anniversary of creation is celebrated, the sounds of the Shofar are heard in Jewish places of 

worship around the globe. Jewish philosopher Maimonides said the sound of the shofar on Rosh 

Hashanah is meant to wake up the soul, to turn our attention to the important task of repentance, of 

teshuvah. Some say the four sounds or blasts of the shofar are sounds of joy and sorrow and alarm:  

tekiah, one blast, a sound of joy 

shevarim  three quick blasts, suffering and sorrow 

teruah – 9 quick pulses, alarm 
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tekiah gedolah – one long blast – the grand blowing – is to be sounded as long the player can manage. 

Audio of shofar played in Jerusalem 

The biblical name for Rosh Hashanah is Yom Teruah – day of shouting, of blasting; a day for raising a 

noise.  During the Time for All Ages we did alright! In recent days, in several places and very different 

ways "a noise was raised." Maybe you heard it. 

The Homegoing for the Queen of Soul, Aretha Franklin, raised a noise in Greater Grace Temple in 

Detroit.  There was joy in the music. The play list was long and the genres and singers diverse.  An 

amazing choir! Stevie Wonder. Chakah Khan. Shirley Caesar. Smokey Robinson. Jennifer Hudson.  The 

space was full with heart and soul and culture of the Black community in its diversity, from Detroit and 

beyond.  There was sorrow. For the many ways her death is loss and for those who feel it most keenly. 

And there was alarm – the kind that calls out ongoing assault on communities of color. Michael Eric 

Dyson remembered Aretha – she was about getting Angela Davis out of jail. . . about working with 

Martin Luther King Jr. and Jesse Jackson. . .  She was about transforming the existence of black America." 

In response to a Presidential tweet claiming that Aretha "worked for me on numerous occasions, Rev. Al 

Sharpton offered this correction.  "She used to perform for you.  She worked for us." Rev. Jesse Jackson 

made reference to the very long lines of folks waiting to pay their respects. Make sure, he said, on 

election day the lines of folks waiting to vote are just as long.  Aretha's Homegoing raised a noise; a 

noise bigger and louder than my words can convey. 

The memorial service for Senator John McCain was planned by the Senator himself. He asked former 

Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama to offer eulogies. Both defeated McCain in elections - 

Bush in the 2000 primaries and Obama in the 2008 election. After all, President Obama said, "what 

better way to get a last laugh than to get George and I say to nice things about him to a national 

audience. . . " I imagine the Senator intended the service to remind us of what he might have called 

bi-partisanship, decorum, regular order.  It was to reflect in people and things he cherished; sorrow for 

their demise over these last few years.  And it was to sound an alarm about all that is at risk now. There 

were many things about the Senator’s politics that I did not agree with. I could be wrong but I think I 

found things I absolutely agree with in the service: a call to collaboration, to respect. Senator McCain's 

memorial service raised a noise.  

And there was the confirmation hearing for Supreme Court Justice nominee Brett Kavanaugh.  There 

were the smallest clues of something that might have passed for a kind of joy. Senator Cory Booker 

(Democrat) spoke collegially, respectfully to and about Senator Charles Grassley (a Republican). Judge 

Kavanaugh spoke with a father's pride about his daughters, about their basketball team winning a 

championship. There was sorrow – over past pettiness, over disrespect and failure; the sorrow of 

disbelief.  There was alarm - from women protesting inside and outside the hearing. Some were wearing 

the now familiar dress of women in The Handmaid's Tale. Some had handmade signs.  Some were 

shouting. Some were arrested. Tell me – how is it necessary , in 2018, to ask whether Roe v Wade is 

"settled law." Pointed questions were asked of the judge. Senator Kamala Harris asked this one.  "Can 

you think of any laws that give the government the power to make decisions about the male body."  The 

judge could not. The hearing raised a noise.  

https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=shofar+in+jerusalem&view=detail&mid=66B46838D83864A7083366B46838D83864A70833&FORM=VIRE
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Rosh Hashanah is over now. The holiday sounds of the shofar are done til next year. The "noise" of joy 

and sorrow and alarm does not cease.  

Sometimes. . . these days. . .when I raise a noise it sounds too much like a sigh. . .or maybe even a 

whimper. Maybe something like that happens to you, too, from time to time. When the politics of 

exhaustion take hold; when this strategy to wear out an "opponent" with relentless hatefulness, with 

never ending lies, with effort after effort to demean, diminish, deny. . .when that wears on me. . .when I 

get the feeling that nothing can stop the harm. . . . .when the politics of exhaustion take hold and won't 

let go, sometimes I let go. For a moment I give up. I do it because I am tired. I can do it because of the 

privileges that come with being a white cis gender woman. I lose my hold on the heart of the matter.  

In those moments  - of letting go, of being tired, of falling back on privilege, I need a community like this. 

I wager we – each and all of us – need a community like this. To be joyful even when joy is hard to find. 

To embrace sorrow in silence, with kindness, through tears. To sound the alarm – and to help others and 

ourselves hear it - when respect and welcome and inclusion and compassion and equity and fairness and 

interdependence and justice are in danger.   This community. . . we raise a noise. 

The faith that brings us together. . .the community that we create – is all about making ways to get on 

with loving each other. And for that. . . to do that. . . we've gotta raise a noise.  


