Friday Night at the Temple

Shabbat Shalom.

Actually, Daniella and I were here for services last Friday night for Mira Wasserman’s Bat-Mitzvah, so now I know who the regulars are, and who is here for this special program. (Daniella and I also figured out where to sit so the sun doesn’t get in our eyes.)
Before I share my remarks, I wanted to say a couple words about your Rabbis. Your Rabbis are incredibly special to me. Rabbi Schiftan and Rabbi Goldstein are both unbelievably passionate about Judaism, ever-so caring about this congregation, ever-so dedicated to our Jewish community – and all of that is great for you. But to me, they are wise colleagues, realistic about the world, helpful mentors, and dear friends, who I can call whenever I need. 

Words cannot explain how touched I am to be able to stand here on this Bimah and to open my heart to all you here. Thank you.

For the record, I’m not an expert in anything. I am passionate about Judaism and I love the Jewish people with all my heart - but I am not an expert. And for sure, I do not know a lot about Reform Judaism.

Having said that, tonight, I wanted to share with you some of the elements of Reform Judaism which I find appealing…and in order for an Orthodox Jew to speak this way, I obviously feel a sense of comfort with who I am, a commitment to true openness, genuine and heartfelt respect, no hard feelings, and a passionate desire to connect the Jewish people with our tradition and to bring unity to the Jewish nation.

1) My first experience at a Reform Temple was attending my friend Natalie Falk’s Bat Mitzvah, at Temple Beth Emeth, in Albany. On the surface, there were many noticeable differences when comparing Beth Emeth with our small Orthodox Shul in Schenectady, or with Beth Abraham Jacob in Albany, the Orthodox Shul that my great grandparents helped found. There was an organ playing in the background, no yarmulkes, but most powerful, and unusual, everyone seemed friendly. No stares, no shuffling you mind find in a Conservative or Orthodox synagogue –  just smiles and inviting faces…the members of Beth Emeth seemed more refined, more at ease in their environment, and those feelings engendered a sense of comfort, warmth, and joy.

So the first element I want to speak about is aesthetic – how things are on the surface. Personally, I am not big into external Judaism. I never wore a black hat, don’t have a beard, I tuck in my tzitzit, my fringes, and I feel that what’s inside is the true reflection of who I am. It has always been clear to me that Jews who feel the need to criticize others publicly, are lacking something in who they feel they are. Criticism doesn’t bring Jews back to Judaism. 
On the other hand, Jews whose legitimacy and self-worth comes from within seem to be stronger Jews, whatever stream they may be in, and themselves, more accepting of others Jews for who they are.

It’s no secret that our surroundings, our externals impact our spirituality. If I’m clean and well dressed, I feel good about myself. If I can articulate for myself and by into the basics of being a good person, chances are, I have a better chance of internalizing the fundamentals of Judaism.
I feel that Reform Judaism appreciates and celebrates aesthetic, be it the building where we gather to study, and to pray, and to celebrate, and to mourn….that having a beautiful synagogue, named after the Temple in Jerusalem, can be inspiring and can facilitate greater spirituality, when utilized as a means to an end.

Number One, beauty on the outside and on the inside.

2) The prayer book. Last Friday evening, I had the opportunity to daven from your new siddur. Anytime a movement takes on the creation of a new prayer book is a huge milestone, and I know that the leaders of the Reform Movement spent well over a decade on this project. 

In the Shulchan Aruch, the great Code of Jewish law from the 16th century, Rabbi Joseph Caro writes: The fulfillment of the Commandments requires intent. To pray, minimally, one needs to understand one’s words. 

In Orthodoxy, we pray using the prayers that were set into the Jewish heart and soul over 2000 years ago. The prayers mold us and teach us our values. The prayer book let’s us know what is important to us as Jews. The prayer book teaches us what to pray for. In that sense, for me, the prayer book cannot change.

But on the other hand, how can we, as Jews living in America, expect to pray meaningfully in a language that we don’t understand? We teach our children to read Hebrew, but how many will ever understand the words of the tefillot, let alone get the gist of single prayers?

To me, the beauty of Mishkan Tefillah, is two fold. First of all, it offers ancient prayer in contemporary language…many of the traditional prayers have been included with a side by side translation that actually makes senses. When I pray to God, I want to be able to use the power of language to communicate thoughts and feelings. As an Orthodox Jew who recites all prayers in their original language, I was in awe of your service last week, when the entire community was able to gather as one, and to recite prayer in a language understood by all. To you all, it was just another service – but to me, it was something special.

3) Commandments…If I could generalize for a moment: In Orthodox Judaism, the primary reason for performing God’s commandments is because they are commandments. The yoke of the commandments is our part of our covenantal relationship with God. According to Jewish tradition, if we follow the commandments, as a people, God will bless us with Promised descendents and a Promised Land. 
But in Reform Judaism, the relationship seems different. One has the autonomy to choose those mitzvoth which one finds meaningful and compelling. Though I have a way of life integrated by Jewish law and tradition, there are many beautiful practices that I take for granted, that I don’t think  about much, that I perform by wrote.

On the other hand, given the autonomy to choose my commandments, and to integrate them in a way that is specifically meaningful to me, I have an incredible opportunity to be feel connected, to become inspired, and to want grow. 

Daniella and I met at Camp Yavneh, a Jewish summer camp in New Hampshire. Camp Yavneh is unique not only because it’s the oldest Hebrew speaking summer camp in the country, but because it’s pluralistic….which means, kids from all streams of Judaism get together to spend their summer in a loving and educational Jewish environment. 
But how could this possibly work? The kids have various options for prayer, but they eat, sleep, study and play together.

The greatest part of camp is seeing kids from different backgrounds feed off of one another. The Orthodox kid prays first and foremost because he is obligated. Since he is obligated and does it on a more regular basis, he has mastered the prayers. The downside is, praying for him is not exciting. It’s not fun, because it was never his choice. 
The Reform kid comes to camp having only prayed on Shabbat. 
Now, he chooses to pray with the Orthodox kid out of his own free will. He may not read the prayers as quickly, yet, but he brings a perspective, and a sense of joy and enthusiasm that the Orthodox kid had never known….this cross pollination between kids of different backgrounds, for me, was so magical to watch. 
We can learn from one another, we can grow knowing one another – it doesn’t mean I will become more Reform or that you will become more Orthodox. It means that I will be better at being who I’m supposed to be, and that you will be better at being who you are supposed to be, and in the process, we will both come to a deeper appreciation of our Judaism.

About 6 years ago, my sister Ruthie got married, to the son of old family friends from Albany.  The lucky groom came from Temple Beth Emeth, the Reform congregation in Albany, and the question was asked whether Rabbi Shpeen from the Temple and I could co-officiate. We both agreed enthusiastically and everything worked out beautifully.

The only warning Rabbi Shpeen gave me was this: “Saul, I’ve been at Orthodox weddings before. The Temple, as you know, is a beautiful place…and we cannot let things get out of hand.”

Let’s just say the party was a little wilder than Rabbi Shpeen’s typical Reform wedding. The place was packed to the brim, people were buzzing all over the place, the Temple kitchen had been koshered and taken over by the local Vaad, there were yarmulkes flying all over the place, Chasidic music booming throughout the Temple, and traditional Jewish dancing, in two circles, one with men, and one with women.

The Rabbi, who I admire deeply, said, at the onset of the service, “I imagine the founding fathers of Temple Beth Emeth on this day, if they knew what was going on, would be turning in their graves…” he continued, with a tear in his eye…”and I think it’s truly beautiful.”

When the Torah commands us to Love our Neighbor like we love ourselves, I’m not sure how we cannot take that commandment seriously.   To love your neighbor, you need to know your neighbor’s name, you need to speak to your neighbor, and you need to listen to your neighbor.

It’s been an absolute thrill to be here with you this Shabbat….again, from the bottom of my heart, thanks for being so welcoming – I look forward to welcoming your Rabbis to our Shul, first Rabbi Schiftan, who will be sharing his thoughts on Orthodox Judaism, tomorrow around 10:45 am, and then my chavrusah, my study partner, Rabbi Mackler, will be teaching at Shul on Sunday morning about the upcoming High Holy Days. 

Again, thank you so much, and Shabbat Shalom.
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