Rep. Hank Johnson Speech to Ahavath Achim Synagogue Sept. 12, 2009
Shabat Shalom.  (Congregation: Shabat Shalom) (The congregation will repeat, (It means Peaceful Sabbath) 

Thanks to my great friend, Liane Levitan for that wonderful introduction.  Over the years, Liane has been a good friend and you all know she is full of great advice. It’s really nice to get such special words from a very special lady  Thanks Liane!

Congregation Ahavath Achim – the congregation of brotherly love – thank you so much for giving me the honor of joining you once again.

First, I’d like to extend my condolences to Rabbi Sandler and his family.  I was so sorry to hear of the passing of, Rabbi Sandler’s father- in- law this week.  Rabbi, you, your wife, and your family are in my thoughts and prayers.

The Congregation of Brotherly Love is a fitting name for this house of worship, a Jewish synagogue where you welcome a black, Buddhist Congressman to share the Sabbath, the day of rest and reflection.  It is a testament to the strength of our community and the progress of our nation that we live amidst such a spirit of tolerance and generosity.  In other places today, in other times right here in Georgia, a gathering such as this would be unheard of.  And it is a testament to the spirit of tolerance and generosity quintessential to the Jewish faith that you have made time for me to speak here today.

I feel a special bond with this congregation today, and with the Jewish community throughout the Fourth District.

Indeed, the shared story of black Americans and Jewish Americans is one of brotherly love.  Of shared ideals, and shared sacrifice.

When the Ku Klux Klan shot and burned three civil rights workers in Mississippi during the Freedom Summer of 1964, one was James Chaney, a 21-year-old black man from Meridian Mississippi, and two were young Jewish men, 24-year-old Mike Schwerner and 20-year-old Andrew Goodman, who had traveled from New York to stand up for the rights of their fellow Americans.

When black men and black women were clubbed and hosed and attack by dogs in Selma, Alabama, in 1965, there were Jewish men and Jewish women marching beside them, falling beside them, sharing the blows.  

And when black men and black women petitioned this nation’s courts for equality under the law, for the right to vote, for basic justice, there were Jewish men and Jewish women standing with them and standing for them in the court room.

Indeed, the story of black Americans and Jewish Americans is one of brotherly love.  Of shared ideals, and shared sacrifice.

And so I am here today to reaffirm these bonds, to proclaim my commitment to our shared ideals, to pledge my sincere and unyielding support for the People Israel in their trials and their struggles, as they have been there for my people in our trials and our struggles.  These are our trials.  Our struggles.

I am here to state that so long as I am in office, the Congressman from the Fourth District will be a friend and an ally of the State of Israel, the homeland of the Jewish people.  Together we will defend Israel from those who would undermine it with lies and libel, and those who would destroy such a vibrant democracy, a triumph of human effort and ingenuity.

We stand on the brink of important months and years that could bring some resolution to the seemingly endless conflict in the Middle East.  I have faith in the commitment and integrity of our President, who has engaged the peace process with an intensity and determination not seen in decades.  I am cautiously optimistic.  I believe we have the possibility of making real progress.

Now, it is with some hesitation that I directly address policy and politics on a day of rest and reflection.  But I feel I must take this opportunity to explain my views on matters of such concern to this congregation.

When I was running for Congress, I pledged my support for the preservation of the unique alliance between Israel and the United States.  I make that pledge again today. The United States has long been Israel’s strongest friend and most vocal advocate, and so we shall remain.  

Israel faces many threats – from terrorist organizations to its north, south, and east; from neighbors that have been hostile since the moment of its founding; from a community of nations that too often targets Israel with criticism that would be better directed at the critics themselves.  Yet Israel persists, Israel survives, because Israel continues to choose life, as Moses admonished in this week’s Torah portion.  Just hours before his death, Moses told the People Israel:

"Life and death I have set before you, blessing and curse. And you shall choose life.”

It is this choice, Israel’s insistence that it live on despite its enemies, that is one of the most important sources of its enduring strength.  The State of Israel makes mistakes, as does any state.  It sometimes takes action that undermines its interests.  Its leaders too often make policy to suit their short-term political priorities, rather than the long term interests of the Israeli people.  

Sometimes the ferocity with which it strikes its enemies demonstrates its tremendous capacity for self-defense; other times it undermines Israel’s standing in the world and sews hatred among those who suffer at its hands.  Usually, Israel’s commitment to the safety and dignity of its people is one of its greatest strengths; sometimes, however, it leads to lopsided prisoner exchanges and concessions that embolden its enemies.

So I have not come here to announce that I support every policy of the Israeli government.  I have my own criticisms, as, I suspect, do many of you.  But I have come here to say clearly that, no matter what differences of opinion I may have with Israel’s leaders, I stand with Israel, for Israel’s right to exist, for Israel’s right to defend herself, and I stand against those who wish to harm its people and threaten its future.

I would like to thank Rabbi Sandler and all of Congregation Ahavath Achim for giving me the honor of this invitation.  This is a wonderful synagogue and I always feel welcome here. I shall never forget the warm standing ovation you afforded me at that rally in 2006.  Your sincere expression lifted me at a time, when the campaign was rough.  Your expression of support gave  me hope and confidence that we could do it--- and indeed we did. I am honored to represent some of you in Congress and my door is always open  to each of you.

I wish you all a wonderful High Holiday season and I hope I’ll have the opportunity to come back  sometime soon. Thank you and Shalom.
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