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You probably don’t know this about me but sometimes I think about which Bible story I am living in at any given moment.  Some people, namely my husband, think it is a touch odd, that I wonder which biblical character I am befriending, or living like.  But as you get to know me, you’ll see, this makes all the sense in the world.  I’ll give you some examples,  I often feel like I am on Noah’s Ark—living with Kyle, 3 kids, 2 cats and no basement, I have like Jacob, woken up and realized that God was in my life and I did not even know it, and I have like Moses at the burning bush said, Oh no God, you must be mistaken,   Like Hannah I have prayed for children, like Esau, I have not recognized the bountiful blessings that are mine.  And like the children of Israel who went wandering for 40 years on a journey that needed to only take 11 days, I’m frequently lost even with my GPS. 
I thought I’d share with you tonight about the biblical story I currently see myself living in.  When the Children of Israel where in the desert on the way to the Promised Land, we read in Exodus: “God spoke to Moses, saying ‘speak to the Children of Israel and let them take for me a portion (25:8), from every person whose heart motivates him shall bring it…Asu li mikdash vishochanti b’tocahm “Build for me a Sanctuary so that I may dwell amongst them.”  

Our rabbis when asked—why does God not say ‘build for me a sanctuary so that I may dwell in it?  They answer, it is not the sanctuary—the 4 walls and an ark that God wants to dwell with, it is us, the people.  We are the sanctuary and God dwells amongst us.  When we open our hearts and bring our talents and our gifts for good, for the building of kehillah kedosha—holy community, we invite God’s presence into our lives.  The sanctuary is thus not a building, but rather a community, a space where God dwells amongst and within.  When the Kotzker Rebbe was asked, “where does God dwell?”  He answered,   “Where ever you let God in.”   The Israelites built a mikdash—a sanctuary, the prototype of the synagogue and so we ask, if God dwells amongst us, the community, what is the purpose of a synagogue, as opposed to any other place people may be gathered.   

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel is his piece called entering the Synagogue answers this question and writes: 


What does a person expect to attain when entering the synagogue?  In the pursuit of learning, one goes to a library; for esthetic enrichment, One goes to the art museum; for pure music, to the concert hall.  What then, is the purpose of going to the synagogue?


Many are the facilities which help us to acquire the important worldly virtues, skills and techniques.  But where should one learn about the insights of the spirit?  Many are the opportunities for public speech; where are the occasions for inner silence?  It is easy to find people who will teach us to be eloquent; but who will teach us how to be still?  It is surely important to have a sense of reverence.


Where should one learn the general wisdom of compassion?  The fear of being cruel?  The danger of being callous?  Where should one learn that the greatest truth is found in contrition?  Important and precious as the development of our intellectual faculties is, the cultivation of a sensitive conscience is indispensable.  We are all in danger of sinking into the darkness of vanity; we are all involved in cleverness, or to the realization that expediency is not the acme of wisdom?  


We are constantly in need of experiencing moments in which the spiritual is as relevant and as concrete, for example, as the esthetic.  Everyone has a sense of beauty; everyone is capable of distinguishing between the beautiful and the ugly.  But we must learn to be sensitive to the spirit.  It is in the synagogue where we must try to acquire such inwardness, such sensitivity.
 
I spoke last evening about the importance of relationships and having social capital.  The synagogue, our community can deliver and provide one with the innate sense of belonging and care we so desire.  
The synagogue must be, at its core, a sacred community of people building relationships and connections to each other and to God and in the process find meaning, purpose and personal value and worth. 
The synagogue must be an open and welcoming place in which we are comfortable enough to ask life’s toughest questions and search together for the answers.   When I talk about welcoming I am not only saying that we have to say hello to each other in the halls, I am talking about feeling like we want to get to know our fellow community member.  Welcoming is about asking How are you and listening to the answer.  IT is about sharing time and resources, being welcoming is about souls meeting each other and not just with eye contact, but heart to heart contact.  
 The synagogue must be about Hesed and Rachamim, acts of loving-kindness and compassion. Therefore the synagogue must be a place where people find healing.  This means that we are there for people.  We give of our selves, our time, we open our hearts.    
 
The synagogue is about healing and service and we all have moments when we are in need.  The Synagogue community helps heal and soothe the soul, here, we can take a Jewish yoga or exercise class, join a Jewish meditation or prayer group, participate in a healing service, come to grief support, take a class!   This kind of community not only delivers meals to the homebound but we visit and show care and concern for each other.  The synagogue is a community where clergy and laity meet members in the hospital room and convalescent homes, where we understand that addiction is a disease and we do what ever we can to support addicts and their families in their recovery.  

   The synagogue, a healing community must also be a vibrant place where people come to feel better.  Healing of the sprit is not only about giving and receiving compassion it also includes sharing simcha—joy.   When community celebrates and laughs, dances and rejoices in our milestones, our life cycle events, and holiday festivals, our spirits are lifted and we feel better.    The synagogue soothes the souls and provides insights of the spirit.  The congregation must be dedicated to life long learning. The synagogue is a community of learners who seek to know and understand from whence we came, and also is aware that learning Torah and ancient sacred texts serve us in every aspect of our life. We are the People of the Book and our Sources provide us and guide us with an ethical and moral blueprint of how to live a life of purpose and value.  The synagogue is a place that people of all ages can become educated not only about our history, the holidays, life cycle events, but also about how much they matter.    to accomplish this, the synagogue must offer weekly Torah study, and an opportunity to become an adult b’nei mitzvah, the synagogue has have a first rate religious and Hebrew school program that also involves teaching values and ethics of our people. It ought to be a place where we offer modern and biblical Hebrew to all ages so that we can learn the lashon kodesh—the holy language and understand the meaning of our Hebrew prayers that help us feel connected to our past, and our present.  The community has to actualize the recognition that we are part of a sacred people and therefore we not only give token gift certificates to an approved teen Israel trip, but we study about our Land and visit our ancient holy sites together.   
A sacred community recognizes that we are all created b’tzelm Elohim, in the image of God and are thus obligated by mitzvoth to take care of each other.   This means that we give tzaedakh. The Talmud teaches even the one who receives charity, is not exempt from giving and supporting the community. So we give Tzedkah and we devote our time and energy to a food panty, to ongoing social justice work and to working towards solutions that end injustice, poverty, hunger and homelessness in our broken world.  
I heard a talk about Judaism and this economic crisis and the speaker shared a helpful guideline that her philanthropic Jewish bosses lived by. they said, “they would rather sleep at night than eat another meal.”  Sleeping at night—a metaphor for living with a clear conscience—is not about living the perfect life, rather it is acknowledging that doing the right thing does not come automatically.  This axiom, describes the Jewish understanding of what it means to be a human being.   
It is the role of the community therefore to emphasis our sacred partnership and relationship both with those who are in our immediate congregation and those who are not.  Martin Buber speaks about the sanctity of relationships and that God is present between two people who see the humanity in each other.  
The synagogue must not only embrace those of us who were born Jewish or chose later in life, to be Jewish, but the sacred community must embrace and cultivate connection with non-Jewish members of our congregational family as well.  We have many interfaith families in our synagogue and we are grateful that they have chosen to raise their children Jewish.  A few years ago Rabbi Janet Marder, a leading reform rabbi, offered this prayer, blessing to the Non-Jewish member of her congregation from the Bima on Yom Kippur:  She said to them, 

You are a very diverse group of people. Some of you are living a Jewish life in virtually all respects. Some of you are devoutly committed to another faith. Some of you do not define yourselves as religious at all. You fall at all points along this spectrum, and we acknowledge and respect your diversity. 

What we want to thank you for today is your decision to cast your lot with the Jewish people by becoming part of this congregation, and the love and support you give to your Jewish partner. Most of all, we want to offer our deepest thanks to those of you who are parents, and who are raising your sons and daughters as Jews. 

In our generation, which saw one-third of the world’s Jewish population destroyed, every Jewish child is especially precious. We are a very small people, and history has made us smaller. Our children mean hope, and they mean life. So every Jewish boy and girl is a gift to the Jewish future. With all our hearts, we want to thank you for your generosity and strength of spirit in making the ultimate gift to the Jewish people.
 

Rabbi Marder’s words touch my spirit and I couldn’t agree with her more. 


We are all children of God and the rabbi of sacred community understands that. Central of course to the synagogue is the rabbi.   A rabbi practices and models, to the best of her ability humility and gratitude, a rabbi must be able to teach and preach, minister and administer, counsel and fundraise—but mostly not all at one time.  I am often asked when did I decide to become a rabbi and did I feel called to enter the rabbinate?  I answer 9th grade and yes, respectively.  I felt called, but not by God.  I was called by this profession. I get to be a counselor, advocate, politician, teacher and full-time student, all rolled into one.  I am able to pursue my passion for being Jewish—for learning Torah and teaching, for talking about Israel and for perpetuating the rituals and traditions of our People.  On the evening before I was to be ordained I stood with my classmates, each of us taking a turn to hold the torah while we answered the question of what we were looking forward to most about becoming a rabbi—some of you know this story—but my answer was that I was looking forward to having the key to the synagogue so that I could be with the torahs any time I wanted.  I seldom come to visit the Torahs. I come here to be with you.  I now believe to be true what Rabbi Larry Hoffman says about synagogue transformation.  He writes, “The synagogue is not a building; it is the set of sacred relationships that constitute the community and the equally sacred acts that flow from it.”
 

I also have learned that as important as it is to be engaged in sacred partnership with members of the community, it is private prayer and Jewish spiritual practices like study, contemplation and yoga that reach my soul.  For I have come to know, as William James writes in Varieties of Religious Experience, “Where interior prayer is lacking, there is no religion either.
Finally, A successful synagogue community has a leadership that responds to the ever changing needs of its members and who are committed to ensuring the future of the community and therefore of Judaism.  Creativity, intellectual capacity, openness to innovation is critical.  The synagogue must hold fast to its core values, engage in traditional as well new and creative rituals which bring our people ever closer to God and each other.   
The kehillah kedosah—holy community is about study, healing, friendship, service, and  prayer, for these are the pathways to living a life in relationship and connection, to feelings the sparks of holiness that are within us and amongst us all.

Asu li mikdash v’shochanti b’tocham—Build for me a sanctuary and I may dwell amongst them

May this new year be for this community a year of blessings, partnerships, simcha and Shalom—wholeness and peace. 

Amen. 
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