“More than Israel has kept the synagogue has the synagogue kept Israel”

Rabbi Kenneth Milhander

Rosh Hashanah, 5772 / 2011

On Rosh Hashanah it is written.  On Yom Kippur it is sealed.  On Rosh Hashanah it is also delivered, and by Yom Kippur it has also been critiqued.  Whose sermon shall pass muster, and how many are there yet to sit through?  Whose jokes shall endure and which ones will die?  Which sermons shall be remembered long into ripe age, and which ones not?  Which ones will be worthy of a fiery demise and which ones should have water spilled on them?  Whose sermons shall be so long that they bring on hunger, and whose that they bring on thirst?  Who will be so controversial that they shake the earth, and who so boring that the congregation feels as though it’s a plague?  Whose delivery shall be tongue-tied, and who shall appear stone-faced?  When it’s all over, whose job shall be secure, and who shall be driven from their pulpit?  Whose phone and email will be tranquil and who troubled by negative reaction?  Who will be able to speak to both the poor and the rich?  And who ultimately will be humbled by the experience, and whose ego exalted?  


Okay, so it’s not easy standing up here year after year, having to bear my soul, not to mention having to come up with new and funny jokes.  It’s not easy having to entertain you, keep you awake, inspire you, move you, confront you, challenge you, educate you, talk to both children and adults alike, and make you think – all at the same time while not offending you, not angering you, not talking about politics, and trying to avoid too much controversy.  I can’t say it’s good to see you lest you think I am commenting on the fact that it’s been a year since you were last in Temple (or church, as the case might be).  I can’t say how are you because I should already know.  And thankfully, you are all wearing nametags so I don’t have to use my ever-shrinking memory to remember who you are.  So, I’ll just say, I’m glad you’re here.  


The question is, why are you here?  What are your needs?  Are they different from last year’s?  What are you hoping to find?  What are you hoping to hear and what do you definitely not want to hear?  It is these questions and others I always think about when I am preparing these High Holy Day sermons, my one chance that I get four times every year to address the entire congregation as we come together as an entire Jewish community.  Like most rabbis, I would like to think that the totality of my work during the year is considered and judged as a whole, yet we all know that on Rosh Hashanah it is written and by Yom Kippur it is sealed: in other words, you better hit a home run, or the ball game is over.   


Last night I reflected upon my tenure here at TBT, the ups and downs of the past 10 years, and I set some goals for myself and our synagogue’s future.  This morning, I would like to reflect upon the synagogue and commitment to it in a broader sense and again challenge us to set some personal and communal goals for the coming year.  I have always been moved by the famous and well-known words of Asher Ginsberg, the Ukrainian Hebrew essayist, better known by his nom de plume, Ahad ha-Am, who, living decades before the establishment of the modern State of Israel, advocated for spiritual Zionism, which he believed would lead to the founding of a national spiritual center.  Known as the founder of cultural Zionism and arguing for a Jewish State, not just a State of Jews, Ha-Am’s words continue to stir the soul’s passion and move the mind to contemplation: “More than the Jewish people has kept Shabbat has Shabbat kept the Jewish people.”  I do not believe this was a commentary on Sabbath observance or lack of observance.  The focus is not on the people but on Shabbat – a statement of the centrality of Shabbat to a Jewish life and to the Jewish people.  It is Shabbat that keeps the Jewish People connected to its God, connected to its Torah, connected to the earth its home and Israel its homeland, connected to each other, and connected to its humanity.  


If I could play on and draw upon Ahad ha-Am’s famous statement, I would propose that likewise, more than the Jewish people has kept the synagogue has the synagogue kept the Jewish people.  Again, the focus here is not meant to be on the people but on the synagogue.  It is not a statement on membership, attendance, being active or not, or even about monetary support and contributions.  It is a statement about the role the synagogue plays in our collective conscience, in our lives, and in our world.  


Over 500 years ago, Rabbi Yosef Karo, living in Tzefat in Northern Israel, compiled the compendium of Jewish Law known as the Shulchan Aruch.  Organized by topic and thus what today we would call user-friendly, Karo’s Code of Jewish Law details virtually every action a Jew is to take in virtually every circumstance.  The Shulchan Aruch instructs us to recite a particular Torah verse whenever we enter the synagogue.  The verse is from the Book of Numbers and should sound familiar to you: mah tovu ohalecha Ya’akov, mish’k’notecha Yisrael / How good are the tents of Jacob and the dwelling places of Israel. 


In the Torah, the one to first speak those words is actually the non-Jewish prophet, Bilaam, who is hired by the king of Moab, Balak, to curse the Jewish nation, but who instead has his blindness uncovered by his talking donkey and who has blessings spew from his mouth instead.  Why were these words chosen by Karo and our sages to be recited when entering the synagogue every morning?  What is the meaning behind those words that make it worthy of being recited upon entry to the synagogue?  To what ideas and ideals are the words asking us to commit?  


Looking at the verse literally and word-for-word, the simplistic reader notes immediately the redundancy in the text.  The words ohel / tent and Mishkan / dwelling-place are synonyms, and Israel is another name for Jacob.  In biblical times, the people dwelled in tents and the Bible uses both names for Jacob interchangeably.  So it would appear that both parts of the verse are saying the same thing and if so, why the superficial repetition?  Of course, in Jewish tradition and biblical interpretation, there are no extra or superfluous words in the Torah so what is the difference between the two parts of that verse and what is that difference trying to teach us?  


The great 15th century Spanish commentator, Rabbi Ovadia Sforno reads the word ohel as a house of Torah study.  The great 11th century commentator Rashi understands Mishkan as the Jewish people’s encampment, a reference to how they lived together as a community.  These two commentaries lead us to understand Bilaam’s blessing as two aspects of our religion.  The ohel, or tent of Torah study, represents the part of Judaism that is bein adam la-Makom, between us and God, how we develop that relationship, and the bond that we have with our Creator.  The Mishkan represents the part of our religion that is bein adam lachaveiro, between one person and another, that is, how we get along with one another, and the interpersonal relationships we create and share with one another.  


The custom to recite this verse upon entering the synagogue, which has been translated into the opening words of the morning service, teaches a fundamental lesson about the role of the synagogue.  On one hand, the synagogue has to be an ohel, a spiritual tent where we come to connect with the Divine.  On the other hand, the synagogue also has to be a Mishkan, a place of community - that is, common unity, where we are able to connect with our fellow Jews and with all of humanity.  When we recite Mah tovu, either when we individually enter the synagogue or collectively as part of the morning worship service, it reminds us to reflect on this dual role and serves as an impetus to ensure that our congregation fulfills this lofty mission.  


“More than the Jewish people has kept the synagogue has the synagogue kept the Jewish people” demonstrates this symbiotic relationship between the individual and the communal and the commitment of one to the other.  The community is committed to the individual just as the individual is committed to the community.  This relationship is established in this morning’s Torah portion, known as Akeidat Yitzchak, the Binding of Isaac, who of course was the father of Jacob or Israel as alluded to in the Mah tovu.  
The reason oft given for this story being read on Rosh Hashanah is the sacrifice of the ram in place of Isaac, and it is of course the ram’s horn or Shofar that we blow on this day to commemorate the new year.  But my intention today is to read the Binding of Isaac story through some different lenses and to interpret it midrashically and connect it to the synagogue and the idea of commitment.  


Abraham and Isaac, of course, lived long before the establishment of the synagogue, even long before the building of the Temple in Jerusalem, and yet their lives and actions can demonstrate for us today a proper path and what commitment means.  Our society today and everything marketed to us is temporary and transitory.  The moment you purchase the latest and greatest model and walk out of the store or drive it off of the lot it is already yesterday’s technology and virtually obsolete.  Every name brand and every company wants you to be exclusively committed to them and they do everything they can to lock you into a long-term contract or try to convince you that you cannot live without their product.  And yet I am sure that if a study has been done on this topic it has shown that the level of commitment to anything and everything has diminished over the past decades.  First it is easier than ever to get out of whatever commitments you happen to make whether it is a promise to a friend or vows to a spouse.  Second there is less shame and embarrassment for those who show a lack of commitment and worse than that, on reality TV shows such behavior is encouraged, celebrated, and rewarded, and brings on even more wealth, opportunity, and fame.  And third, I think the idea of commitment has a perception problem.  It is seen by young people especially as old fashioned, yesterday’s ways, an inhibitor of liberty and freedom and an infringement on one’s personal rights to do whatever they wish to do.  However, I maintain that this lack of commitment to the idea of commitment has not served us well.  


So let’s return to the Binding of Isaac story to see if we can learn something new and get inspired about the idea of commitment whether to the synagogue, to one’s profession, to one’s family, to one’s community, or even to one’s stated purpose and goals.  God decides to test Abraham’s faith.  Our sages say that Abraham demonstrated a willingness to obey not out of blind faith but out of love and devotion to God.  The most interesting character in the story is not God or Abraham but Isaac.  If you read the story superficially you might think that Isaac is just a patsy, a sacrificial lamb who willingly goes off to be sacrificed.  But Isaac is no innocent child; he’s a thirty-four year old man who really knows what is happening much more so than Abraham or anyone else.  Isaac’s actions don’t just demonstrate a commitment to God, but also to his father.  He could have revealed the truth to his father.  After all, Isaac knows he is not really going to be sacrificed, but he can’t let Abraham in on the plot, so he allows Abraham to learn for himself and to develop his own devotion and commitment to his own God and to his own ideals.  The characters and their actions teach us that commitment is indeed an important concept and something to which we should be, well…committed.  

If the scenario were to be played out today, it would go much differently.  God would call Abraham and Abraham would probably ask, “Who’s this?”  Of course, that would be after he checks his caller ID to see if he wants to answer the call.  Once on the line with God he’d tell God to send him a text message or to friend him on Facebook if he wants to talk to him.  Once God tells him what he wants, Abraham would probably tell God that he has to first check with Isaac’s psychotherapist, his guidance counselor, financial planner, and with Dr. Phil.  Next, he’d tell God that Isaac is lactose intolerant, allergic to nuts, and can eat only vegan and wheat free products.   In other words, sacrifice is harmful to his health.  On the journey to Mt. Moriah, Isaac would constantly complain that he’s hungry, thirsty, and tired and that he has to go to the bathroom.  And of course every two minutes he would ask, “are we there yet?”  


Once on Mt. Moriah, Abraham would tweet his every thought and action and wait for the twittersphere to respond with their opinions.  CNN, Fox News, and MSNBC would conduct endless polls to gauge the pulse of the country to see what Abraham should do and Abraham, of course, would bow to political pressure.  Isaac and the servants would take hundreds of pictures with their cell phones all the way up the mountain and finally once up there, Abraham would find himself in the middle of a group of PETA protestors trying to save the ram from sacrifice.  Naturally, Abraham, knowing that his exorbitant pension is safe, would give in to the protestors, walk quietly down the mountain, check into celebrity rehab with Dr. Drew, and retire into obscurity.  Meanwhile, Isaac would use the entire episode to pad his resume, get a book deal, sell the rights to the TV movie, and eventually run for public office himself.  Finally, God and the ram would file a class action lawsuit against both of them for breach of contract!  


Yes, that is what our world has come to.  Yet, we do not have to live in that world or have it be the dominant influence in our lives.  We can look to our tradition, our texts, our religious morals and values, and we can incorporate them into our world view and our behavior.  We can commit ourselves to what we know is most important.  We can act out of love and concern. We can give others the tools they need to improve their own lives.  We can rededicate ourselves to service to our community and to humanity.  We can do what is necessary so that we can say “more than the synagogue has kept the Jewish people has the Jewish people kept the synagogue.”  It’s just a matter of commitment, devotion, and willingness.  On Rosh Hashanah it is written.  On Yom Kippur it is sealed.  The countdown is on.  You have only nine days left.  

Kein y’hi ratzon.  


Amen. 
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