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Financially it has been a difficult 18 months at least for most of us in this room. If it is not we who lost our jobs, it is someone we know.  We worry about our family, our friends our community and our synagogue.  For good reason.   These are trying times and we have been witness to foreclosures, bankruptcies and distress.  We need employment, we need increased business and we need what we have lost--a sense of security.  80 years ago when an economic crisis like this hit, people were leaping off of buildings.  Those reading in history books about the great depression, wondered how could they have been so desperate, while we are not seeing as many dramatic measures today; we are experiencing the desperation that our grandparents felt.  We need help—and not just in the form of employment security.  We need a f security that comes from a firm sense of belonging.

In his 1943 revolutionary paper, A Theory of Human Motivation, Abraham Maslow, introduced us to a concept that today we view as axiomatic: The hierarchy of needs.  Once a person has met his physiological needs and secured his resources, he must attend to his need for love and belonging, as in friendships, family, intimacy and community.  And after that, one can then forge a relationship with his spiritual self and God.  People need to feel connected.    In particular, the relationships we develop with in community are essential to feeling secure in the world. 

We are born with an innate desire to connect and to be in relationship.  The infant is comforted not merely when we provide her food and shelter, but she is consoled by human contact and embrace.  


As we grow up, to satiate these desires for connection we seek out those whom we think will help make us happy, we look for love, connection and community.  We innately desire connection, Yet we are living in an age where we have never been more disconnected from each other, community and those we love.  
Many of us now live in the same house with people who walk around with IPOD earplugs blocking out all sound except for the rhythms of an I Tunes play list, we text each other everywhere we go—including our car, yet we seldom call or drop in for a visit.    We maintain friendships via facebook instead of lunch dates or coffee, we email our office mates instead of walking down the hall and having conversations.  

  Many of us send our children to classes and enroll them in extra curricular activities that might surely bring them skills and satisfaction but take away from valuable, irreplaceable family time and togetherness.  Studies have been coming out by the score that show regular family dinners are becoming a thing of the past.  One such study found that in many American homes surfing the internet has displaced the family meal.  Of course there are expectations to these examples but we are as a nation, increasingly living our lives in isolation.   

In his ground breaking book, Bowling Alone, The Collapse and Revival of the American Community, Robert Putman notes that participation in political associations, PTA memberships, memberships in Churches and synagogues are all on the decline.  We are less civic minded: voting less and attend fewer club meetings then we did 30 years ago. An example of this can be seen with bowling.   he writes For certain, bowling has never been more popular in America but the number of bowling in leagues has dropped by 60%.  People are not as interested in connecting socially:  Our interest in social capital, Dr. Putman writes, has plummeted.  Social capital is defined as the benefits of trust, fellowship, information sharing and cooperation thus creating a sense of belonging, personal worth and value that come from joining a social network. 

Putman and his research team at Harvard conclude that Social capital—belonging to a social network: a community organization such as church or synagogue, Matters.  They write:
Research has begun to show how powerfully social capital, or its absence, affects the well being of individuals, organizations, and nations. Economics studies demonstrate that social capital makes workers more productive, firms more competitive, and nations more prosperous. Psychological research indicates that abundant social capital makes individuals less prone to depression and more inclined to help others. …medical research shows social capital decreases the rate of suicide, colds, heart attacks, strokes, and cancer, and improves individuals’ ability to fight or recover from illnesses once they have struck. And from our own personal experience we know that connection to a community makes navigating life a whole lot easier: Our friends and family (and community) members cheer us up when we’re down, bring us chicken soup when we’re sick, offer job leads when we’re unemployed, baby sit our kids when we’re away, join us at the movies when we’re bored, give us loans when we’re broke.
Our rabbis understood all about Social Capital and our innate need for meaningful relationships.   In our Talmud, we read Kol Yisrael arevim zeh ba-zeh: all Jews are responsible for one another [Talmud Shevuot 39a]. and, “do not separate yourselves from the community. Again, a meaningful and purposeful life is realized when we feel a part of a sacred community.
In the book of Genesis we read, 
Jews have always lived in community, in relationship with others.  From the Garden of Eden to the wandering in the desert; to receiving the Torah at Mount Sinai and becoming Am Yisrael—the people of Israel, from  Ghettos and Emancipation to the shtetls in Eastern Europe  and the building of the State of Israel, we have lived close to one another. We have rarely lived in Isolation.   And when we do, we seek each other out whenever we can.  When I was a rabbinical student, I spent 4 years at Greene Family Camp, the Texas equivalent to OSRUI, our regional Union for Reform Judaism camp.  Greene is located near Waco, Texas and each summer over a thousand kids make pilgrimage to camp.  For so many of them, camp is the only time that they are with other Jews and for 4 to 8 weeks a year they feel like they belong. During the school year, they might be the only Jew in their class, sometimes in their school.   My First summer at Greene taught me to never underestimate the power of community, of how important it is to feel a part of something.  This Jewish camp located in Bruceville, Texas provides these kids—our kids, with a sense of belonging, purpose and connection.  
 Like Camp, the synagogue is a staging ground for profound personal and interpersonal experiences.  The synagogue is a sacred community that has, at its core, the goal of engaging in meaningful relationship.  We pray and study together; we comfort the mourners and those who are sick.  We get involved and become part of each others lives; we make life long friends and have fun together.    
We send our kids to religious school and they complain just like we did.  But we send them because we want them to feel like they belong somewhere.  We want them to know from whence they came and that a whole bunch of people care about them.  And then one day, our reward from putting up with all that complaining comes when we listen to our 9th grade confirmation students and our 12th grade midrasha—Hebrew high school graduates tell us that we have indeed provided them with a home and a heritage.  They thank us for embracing their sprit and allowing them to connect—making friends and learning what it means to be Jewish.    
The synagogue is a repository of social capitol. With our community, loved ones and companions by our side, our life is made richer, our spirits supported and uplifted, our heart full.  May this New Year be for each of us one  a year of connection, friendships and meaning.   Shana Tovah U’metukah.

� http://www.hks.harvard.edu/saguaro/primer.htm
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