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Your presence on this Shabbat sends a message to the world that we will not stand idly by while the crisis in Sudan continues.  Across Canada today, synagogues are focusing this Shabbat on Darfur.  It has been many years since a Canada Shabbat, across denominational lines, was focused on one specific issue, but it is that important.

While we are acutely aware of other serious world issues, including the relief efforts in Haiti, the crisis in Sudan hits closer to home, because it reminds us of the many tragic events of the past century, where one human being rises up against another.  While hurricanes, tsunami’s and earthquakes are beyond our control, the behaviour of man is certainly within our understanding.  

And so we are all here with one singular message – Never Again.  We said after seeing the horrors of the Holocaust, the slaughter in Rwanda and other genocides of the 20th century.  We must fight so this legacy does not continue into this century.

Our torah reminds us, “You shall not stand idly by while your neighbour bleeds”.  With the global village, our neighbours can be across vast oceans of space, so our brothers and sisters in Africa are our neighbours – and they are bleeding.  They are being attacked, tortured, raped and murdered and we cannot, in good conscience, stand idly by.  We must stand up for what’s right.  We must stand up for those who cannot stand alone.  We must stand up and say we care.

To remind ourselves of what has happened in Darfur, we go back to the Spring of 2003, when the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM) and Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) rebels attacked Sudanese government military installations to fight against the government’s marginalization of non-Arab Black Muslims in favour of Arab Muslims. 

These two groups have a history of conflict over land and grazing rights in Sudan. In efforts to end the uprising, a Sudanese Government backed militia called the Janjaweed waged a campaign of ethnic cleansing and genocide against black African tribes in Darfur, the western part of Sudan. Up to 400,000 men, women and children have died. A further 2 million people have fled their homes, with 200,000 living in refugee camps in neighbouring Chad and the remaining languishing in camps for internally displaced persons in Darfur.  Thousands of small farming villages have been levelled, and four million people are dependent on international food aid.  While there is an emerging view that the situation in Darfur is finally stabilizing, there is widespread consensus that the region remains volatile and that the current humanitarian consequences of the genocide are immense.  

While there has been international response to the crisis in Darfur, the conflict persists, and influential governments, Canada’s included, must be called upon to contribute politically, economically and militarily to help the people of Darfur.  Until there is a definitive end to the genocide in Darfur, we cannot remain passive.  To do so would be to deny Judaism’s core values.  Let us learn from our greatest teacher, Moshe, and how he reacted to oppression.  From Exodus chapter 2 we read of how Moses came out and saw an Egyptian striking an Israelite.  Without thinking, he reacted, defending his brethren.  He saw an injustice and acted.  And this was not only for situations involving his own people.  When Moses flees to the desert and again is confronted with a group of Shepherds preying on a group of innocent women trying to draw water from the well.  By standing up for them and providing the very sustenance of life, he understands and shows how one must stand up for those in need.

We read in Sefer hachinuch, a 13th century philosophical exposition on the 613 mitzvot, “We Jews have been commanded to rescue the pursued from the hands of any who pursue them with intent to kill, if necessary at the cost of the pursuer's life...Among the roots of this commandment is that God, Who is Blessed, created the world and willed that it be settled, and the settlement of the world is upheld by the championing of the weak against those stronger. Furthermore, the pursued will always have eyes and heart turned toward God to champion him against his pursuer”
In other words, Sefer HaChinnuch formulates the Jewish idea that we act for God in this world. The oppressed turn to God for assistance, but God responds by turning to us.  It cannot happen alone, we are partners with god in Tikkun Olam, fixing the brokenness in our world to make it a place of peace for everyone, no matter where you live.
As we read in our prayer book, 

 “Prayer invites God to let God’s presence suffuse our spirits, to let God’s will prevail in our lives. Prayer cannot bring water to parched fields, or mend a broken bridge, or rebuild a ruined city; but prayer can water an arid soul, mend a broken heart and rebuild a weakened will.”
We must take action.  Putting our Jewish values into practice means advocating for the world’s most vulnerable.  As Canadian Jews, we are in a unique position to help make a difference in the lives of the Darfuri people.  The silence and international indifference to the plight of Jews in the Holocaust remains all too fresh in our collective memory not to take a stand.  As Eli Weisel has pointed out time and time again, “I swore never to be silent whenever and wherever human beings endure suffering and humiliation. We must always take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the tormentor, never the tormented.  Indifference, to me, is the epitome of evil.”
Today, across Canada, Darfur Shabbat is one of the ways that we can engage in this vital humanitarian – and Jewish – concern.  What is it we can do?  We know that the situation has become better in recent months. The NY Times reported that this planting season, for the first time since 2003, United Nations officials say that tens of thousands of farmers who had been seeking refuge in squalid displaced persons camps returned to their villages to plant crops, a journey many Darfurians would have considered suicide until recently.  The ones who are still too scared, sick or weak to leave hate living in camps, the crowded huts, the waiting for food handouts, the idleness are steadily taking their toll.  

At El Fasher airport — which used to be crawling with pilots, soldiers, national security agents and dubious armed men — the fighter jets sit idle on the runway, cockpits covered in canvas.   The region is at a crossroads, between war and peace. There is still violence, a lot of it, and the flow of people out of the camps is just a trickle compared with the 2.7 million still stuck in them, afraid to go home.  But the rebel groups have been quiet in the past year, hobbled by endless fragmentation and no clear political agenda. The NY Times also reports that the Sudanese government seems encouraged by the Obama administration’s talk of engaging with the nation, rather than isolating it, and United Nations officials say there is little evidence the government is sponsoring ethnic violence here, as it was accused of doing not so long ago.

Few of the cataclysmic predictions of the past few years have come true — not the big Sudanese government offensives that many feared would take place in 2006 and 2007, or the expected attacks by thousands of janjaweed against refugee camps. Even the widespread death and disease that United Nations officials and many aid workers worried would be the consequence of the Sudanese government’s expulsion of 13 foreign aid organizations last year were largely averted.  The hybrid African Union-United Nations peacekeeping mission, the most expensive in the world at $1.6 billion per year, which took years of negotiation to put in place, is also going much better than expected, the peacekeepers say.   Another glimmer of hope is that camp elders, religious figures and women’s leaders are being given prominent roles in peace talks for the first time.
All this seems to add up to a single question, asked from the sprawling refugee camps to the inner circles of the Sudanese government: now what?  
In Canada, we can ask our government to do 3 things:   

1. Now is the time for Canada to strongly denounce Sudanese president Bashir’s actions in this human tragedy and take a leading role in the international response.
2. Canada is a co-chair of the Friends of UNAMID group at the UN and a prime architect of the Responsibility to Protect doctrine. We can and should be taking a leading role in the diplomatic response to the atrocities in Darfur.
3. Canada should appoint a special envoy to the region. A Special Envoy could strengthen Canadian policymaking on Darfur in three key ways: a) providing the world with a public face for Canada’s efforts on Darfur, b) providing a presence on the ground in Sudan, and c) coordinating an integrated “all of Sudan” approach to Canadian peace building.”

What we cannot do is remain complacent.  There are other needs around the world, and here in our community.  But we need to remain aware of the issue and keep it in our minds.  And that is why this Darfur Shabbat is so important.  Never say, "What can I, a single helpless individual hundreds of miles away from the tragic scene, do to help?"  Our tradition insists that we "shelve" that type of question. It has been asked before, perhaps millions of times over the course of history. Judaism insists instead that we See! Feel! Act!

We must "see." We cannot yield to the understandable temptation to block the scenes of suffering from our visual senses. We must watch scenes of the catastrophe and allow ourselves to be impacted by them.

We must feel the pain of those who are suffering so horribly. We must see the victims as humans no different from ourselves, innocent and blameless, who are in a condition of desperation and dire need.

And then we must act to respond to that need. There are always ways to act, no matter how distant we are from the scene of tragedy, no matter how impotent we might legitimately feel.

The Jewish community, in its entirety, can be proud of its response thus far to Darfur.  Let us continue to pressure our government, send money and act compassionately and to respond generously, in faith and certainty, and in confidence that our actions will allow us ultimately to partner and bear witness to God's benevolent love and justice.
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