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The Jewish and Christian Bibles in a nutshell through the eyes of a child:

In the beginning, which occurred near the start, there was nothing but God, darkness, and some gas.  The Bible says, 'The Lord thy God is one, but I think He must be a lot older than that. 

Anyway, God said, 'Give me a light!' and someone did. 
Then God made the world.

He split the Adam and made Eve.  Adam and Eve were naked, but they weren't embarrassed because mirrors hadn't been invented yet. 
Adam and Eve disobeyed God by eating one bad apple, so they were driven from the Garden of Eden......Not sure what they were driven in though, because they didn't have cars.

Adam and Eve had a son, Cain, who hated his brother as long as he was Abel.

Pretty soon all of the early people died off, except for Methuselah, who lived to be like a million or something.

One of the next important people was Noah, who was a good guy, but one of his kids was kind of a Ham.  Noah built a large boat and put his family and some animals on it. He asked some other people to join him, but they said they would have to take a rain check.

After Noah came Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  Jacob was more famous than his brother, Esau, because Esau sold Jacob his birthmark in exchange for some pot roast.  Jacob had a son named Joseph who wore a really loud sports coat.

Another important Bible guy is Moses, whose real name was Charlton Heston.  Moses led the Israel Lights out of Egypt and away from the evil Pharaoh after God sent ten plagues on Pharaoh's people.  These plagues included frogs, mice, lice, bowels, and no cable.

God fed the Israel Lights every day with manicotti.  Then he gave them His Top Ten Commandments. These include: don't lie, cheat, smoke, dance, or covet your neighbor's stuff.  Oh, yeah, I just thought of one more: Humor thy father and thy mother.

One of Moses' best helpers was Joshua who was the first Bible guy to use spies.  Joshua fought the battle of Geritol and the fence fell over on the town.

After Joshua came David.  He got to be king by killing a giant with a slingshot.  He had a son named Solomon who had about 300 wives and 500 porcupines.  My teacher says he was wise, but that doesn't sound very wise to me.

After Solomon there were a bunch of major league prophets.  One of these was Jonah, who was swallowed by a big whale and then barfed up on the shore. 

There were also some minor league prophets, but I guess we don't have to worry about them.

After the Old Testament came the New Testament.  Jesus is the star of The New.  He was born in Bethlehem in a barn.  (I wish I had been born in a barn too, because my mom is always saying to me, 'Close the door! Were you born in a barn?' It would be nice to say, 'As a matter of fact, I was.') During His life, Jesus had many arguments with sinners like the Pharisees and the Democrats.  Jesus also had twelve opossums.

The worst one was Judas Asparagus.  Judas was so evil that they named a terrible, yucky vegetable after him.

Jesus was a great man.  He healed many leopards and even preached to some Germans on the Mount.

But the Democrats and all those guys put Jesus on trial before Pontius the Pilot.  Pilot didn't stick up for Jesus.  He just washed his hands instead.
Anyways, according to the Christians, Jesus died for our sins, then came back to life again.  He went up to Heaven but will be back at the end of the Aluminum.  His return is foretold in the book of Revolution.


The reason that shtick is so funny is because we all know and understand the mistakes that are being made.  Even if we are not biblical scholars, we all have a working knowledge of bible stories.  There is something very familiar to us about the accounts detailed in our sacred texts and so we know almost instinctively when it is being misunderstood or misapplied.  The Torah for the Jews and the New Testament for our Christian friends are thus good examples of common knowledge and a common collective experience.  It is not just texts that share these properties, but dates and events as well.  

“December 7, 1941 – A day that will live in infamy.”  Those are the words of President Roosevelt following the attack of the Imperial Japanese upon Pearl Harbor.  Why is it a day that still lives in infamy?  Perhaps for several reasons.  First, the surprise attack was the catalyst that brought the United States into World War II.  Second, it was an horrific event that took many American lives.  And third, not to be underestimated, because of the motion picture and radio coverage available at the time, it was an event unlike the Revolutionary or Civil War, that was simultaneously shared by our nation and future generations.  Like the Bible, which is a shared, common experience, the attack on Pearl Harbor is also an event that brought the world together.  Of course, the world can be defined in various ways: in broad terms, that is, literally the world, or in more narrow terms, that is, the world as user-defined.  

We each live in our own user-defined worlds; in fact, we live simultaneously in many worlds.  We live in our family world, our friends world, our community world, our employment world, our national world, and our global world.  We also live in other worlds that bind us together with other people that share some common interest or trait.  Some of us live in the sports world, some in the gardening world, some in the photography world, some in the science world, some in the soap opera world, and some even in the Temple Beth Tikvah world.  

Along with Pearl Harbor, other events – both good and bad – have unified us as a nation and brought the world much closer together.  The 1963 assassination of President Kennedy and the 1968 assassinations of Maritn Luther King and Senator Robert Kennedy were shared events that shocked the conscience, a common experience facilitated by television and radio and newspaper coverage of the time.  On the positive side, the 1969 landing on the moon was an event shared by a global audience, which hailed the human achievement and captured the human imagination.  

If you were alive, you know exactly where you were on those dates in ‘63, ’68, and ’69.  But where were you in the morning of March 7, 1985?  I know where I was.  I was sitting in my 1982 Toyota Celica GT at the corner of Coldwater Canyon and Magnolia in North Hollywood – in the parking lot of the Shell Gasoline station to be exact.  I had pulled over to park because a global event was about to take place.  For the first time ever, “We Are the World” was about to be played on the radio and I wanted to share that experience with what I thought at the time was every other human being on earth, except my parents, of course.  When I heard that song I really did think at that moment in time that we really are the world, but looking back now and looking at our world today, I have to say that we were the world.  The question is: can we be again?  

Since 1985 other events – again both good and bad – have surely been experienced and shared by many if not more in the United States and around the world than ever before on account of our improved technology.  For some reason, it is much easier to remember the difficult and challenging times than the moments if triumph and achievement.  But we have witnessed the fall of the Berlin Wall and the former Soviet Union, the first Gulf War, the events of September 11, 2001, Hurricane Katrina, and so many other memorable events.  And yet, given the media age in which we live and the technological capabilities that we have, I don’t think anyone can honestly say today that we are the world.  Earlier this year on February 12th a 25th anniversary remake of the song was released as a means of raising money following the devastating earthquake in Haiti.  You may recall that the original song was also a benefit for the starving people in Africa.  To date, the original song has raised some 63 million dollars, but I can guarantee that the newer version will not even come close to that figures.  On the other hand, millions of people donated $10.00 by using their cell phones and texting, something unknown back in the 80s.  Yet, given all our technology and social networking, do we feel any closer to each other today?  

Now I’m sure that Walter Kronkite and Huntley and Brinkley and the other newsmen of the past were all fierce competitors.  I’m sure they kept track of their ratings and each wanted to be number one.  But today I feel as though something has changed, and not necessarily for the better.  Today, everything is about niche marketing and advertising.  Our society and our world is constantly being divided into little groups and those groups are being turned and pitted against each other.  There is little if any attempt anymore to bring disparate people together and little if any talk about unity, togetherness, commonality, shared history and future, and responsibility for our fellow human beings.  Today, it’s all about focus groups, incessant polls about issues that are irrelevant and again only seek to divide, and a constant barrage of and focus on the negative.  Today’s news shows, let alone news channels hardly contain any news at all.  It’s all about analysis, commentary, punditry, and the now standard split screen offering only the two most extremes of every issue and topic.  We have now been so ingrained and I would say brainwashed by this process that it has spilled out to virtually every aspect of life.  It’s hard to have a rational, thoughtful, respectful discussion with anyone these days without getting assaulted, as it were, by cable news and talk radio tactics and arguments.  But I have to ask, where are the solutions to our problems?  Where is the willingness to compromise and work together on addressing the issues?  Where is the sacrifice for the greater good?  My friends, I do believe that we are the world.  We are the only “we” that this world has.  We have to be the world once again, because if we don’t then there will be no world to have.  

Now I do not pretend to have all the answers or solutions.  Sometimes, I am not sure exactly even what the questions are.  But I do know that this sacred night and our Jewish tradition beckon us to a higher and holier place.  Kol Nidrei is a “We Are the World” moment.  Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur are “We Are the World” holidays.  And Judaism is a “We Are the World” religion.  As we read in our prayer book earlier tonight: “Kol Nidre: a whisper of wings, as promises are remembered.  Saint and sinner alike communes with the Most High.  We are at one.”  Kol Nidrei is not just words on a page; Kol Nidrei is not just musical notes on a score.  No, Kol Nidrei is a concept, an idea, a mentality, a way of thinking and behaving.  It is a communal prayer that bespeaks of common experiences, a shared history and future, and the idea expressed in tractate Shavu’ot of the Talmud: “kol Yisrael arevim zeh la-zeh / All Israel, all Jews are responsible one for the other.”  And if the Talmud were being written today, I believe that principle would be extended to all of humanity.  Kol Nidrei reminds us and teaches us that indeed, we are the world.  

Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur are also all about oneness and unity.  The sound of the shofar calls us and turns us from our own internal problems and struggles towards those of others.  We celebrate not the birthday or beginning of Judaism – in fact there is no holiday for that – but rather these Ten Days of Awe celebrate and commemorate the beginning of time itself, the beginning of the human experience and human experiment.  We mark the start and beginning of the world to remember and remind ourselves of our shared past and our shared destiny.  Yom Kippur is the Day of Atonement – as many have indicated, the day of at-one-ment, a day of coming together, being together, thinking together, and working together towards that oneness that only exists in its ultimate form in our God, the Creator.  God is not just echad, not just singular, unique, and One in its truest and purest form, but God is also l’olam, eternal, forever, or in literal Hebrew, to or for the world.  These High Holy Days remind us and teach us that indeed we are the world.  

And finally, Judaism itself is both at the same time particularistic and universal, a trait I believe unique among the world’s religions.  Clearly Jewish law and tradition are addressed and speak to the Jewish people, but given our historical minority status, given that we were until a few hundred years ago viewed as a nation within a nation and our fortune or misfortune let alone our very lives were constantly at the whim of the king, the church, or the Czar, given our experience of being a wandering people, we have always been people of the world and our teachings and traditions not just applicable to us alone, but always in relation to the world in which we live.  We took the belief in several gods and combined them into the One God of the universe.  We took the centralization of worship and animal sacrifice at our Jerusalem Temple and morphed it into a religion and culture rooted in text but focused on social justice, social action, and repairing the world wherever we happened to be or wherever we happened to have to go.  It was the words, commands, instructions, and revelations of our deity that created and built western civilization.  It is our Torah that is the foundational basis of American law and jurisprudence.  It is our teachings that instruct the world on how to behave and treat one another in a civil society.  It is our story and our history that continues to shine as a beacon of hope and optimism for the future.  Like Kol Nidrei, and like these Days of Awe, Judaism itself reminds us and teaches us that indeed we are the world.  

So to answer my own question, are we the world today?  I don’t know.  But I do know that we certainly can be again in the future.  In the words of Nachman of Bratzlav: “kol ha-olam kulo gesher tzar m’od, v’ha-ikar lo l’facheid k’lal / all the world is a narrow bridge.  The most important thing is not to be afraid.”


Kein y’hi ratzon, 


Amen. 
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