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In Pirkey avot, the Legends of our Ancestors, or, if you will, The Ethics of the Fathers, chapter one in the second mishna, Simeon the righteous says that the world rests on three things: On Torah, on avodah ("service", worship), andg'meelut chasadim--acts of loving kindness. Pirkey Avot loves lists--this first chapter opens with three sets of lists and lists are a running theme throughout the tractate. Lists are charming and easy to remember, which may be the point, but they are also enormously useful because they suggest a beginning, a middle, and an end--a finite set of tasks which, when accomplished, give the doer a sense of satisfaction. Anyone who has finished his or her day with a fully crossed out to--do lists knows this. So I want to suggest that what Simeon and indeed the rabbis in general were doing when they created these lists was to give us a way out of our normative sense that the world and its tasks are overwhelming. No, says Simeon, it is not overwhelming. It is Torah, avodah, and g'meelut chasadim. Forget all the rest.
So I chose this text because when we think about reconstructing the Jewish future for the 21st century, I think it's useful to narrow the playing field, particularly because I don't think the world has actually changed that much since Simeon's time--the world still stands on Torah, avodah, and g'meelut chasadim, though we may understand each of those terms in ways Simeon might not recognize.
First, three caveats. Unlike the previous two speakers, whose institutions are devoted to the elite in Jewish life, whether they be lay or rabbinic leaders or future leaders, the institution I work in, the Jewish Community Center, is precisely non-elitist. It has been built to lay down multiple pathways into Jewish life without prejudice, judgment, or pressure. We don't even ask you if you're Jewish; we just make it clear that the mission of the institution is to help bring you into Jewish life in all its diversity. We are, in this way, decidedly not a synagogue. We are less about who's in than who's out and how to help them walk through the variety of doors we've created. So what I have to say about Torah, avoda, and g'meelut chasadim derives from that place, both physically and spiritually.
Secondly, and I say this with all due seriousness, I take my role as Michael's wife here at the SAJ very seriously and I love it. I think the role of rebbizin, notwithstanding the gender bias, is much maligned but not by me. I consider myself lucky to be part of this community by dint of who I'm married to and I delight in what feels like a privileged role as his partner. Having said that, I ask that you please understand that I speak tonight in a different capacity. I hope that you appreciate that Michael has neither read this talk nor necessarily agrees with its contents. I and I alone am fully responsible for my opinions, which I will happily defend. Please don't ask him to do so.
And last, my remarks are colored by a certain perspective, just like Rabbis Blanchard and Ellenson. My grandfather threw his tallis overboard into New York harbor right before he landed at Ellis Island, but his grandchildren and great grandchildren have retrieved it. My world is a richer, more interesting, more possible Jewish world than his ever was, trapped in the economic and I daresay spiritual wasteland of a Polish shtetl. He didn't eat lobster until his was twenty years old and he could read a blat gemarra upside down but he would tell you it meant nothing compared to the yearning for a life of freedom and when he finally got here, it was Judaism that he shed along with Poland. So whatever is now going on in this great and free country we now call home, I will not argue that my grandfather or even his grandfather was a better Jew than I. I do not long for the shtetl; I do not think that Judaism was meant to thrive in an oppressive intentional community where everyone knew what you were doing and cared as well. That is not to say that I don't think that substance has been lost, only that I prefer to look ahead and not behind.
We begin with the first on Simeon's list--Torah. For my grandfather, it meant leaving his home to go to a bad cheder fifty miles away, learning all day long with a bad teacher who abused his students. I will say this. On his 80th birthday, I bought him a tractate of the Talmud and though his wife was thoroughly disgusted at this old world gift, he could still read it by heart and translate it. More than I could do then.
For us, and more importantly for the thousands of people that walk through the doors of the JCC, Torah has never been more accessible and more elusive. It's everywhere--TV, the web, radio, classes, seminars, workshops, intensives--everywhere. But we are still plagued by an astonishingly low level of pedagogy from Hebrew School to Day School to adult education. You are blessed to be living in a neighborhood with more good teachers of Judaism per square inch than anywhere in the world and I include Jerusalem; leave this little shtetl and you are in a wasteland that has no excuse. We have settled for a mediocre education for ourselves and our children and we didn't have to.
The overwhelming number of us and our children attended poorly supported afternoon schools that tortured children in no less serious ways than was done to my grandfather. We don't hit our kids, true; we just bore them to death. It is way past time to acknowledge that Hebrew school doesn't work and never will and the answer is not necessarily day school alone, at least not for the majority of children. But any model of Jewish education that separates children from their families is doomed, particularly when their families are in need of similar education. Judaism isn't algebra; you actually can't hire a tutor to transmit a culture you yourself don't know or live.
Ultimately Hebrew schools are, for the most part, stumbling blocks before the blind; when they aren't terrible, we think we're doing something right when in fact we are committing our children to a life-long sentence of ignorance and resentment. Ironic, since what we actually have to offer is an extraordinarily rich array of texts and traditions that can help guide their path as they hit bumps in the road, can celebrate the sense of gratitude they will hopefully feel at peak moments in their lives, can provide meaning and context and beauty and a sense of connection and community in an often lonely and difficult world. What they get instead is a language they never learn to speak or really read or understand, prayers whose words have been drummed into their heads (maybe) but where the ability to actually pray, to actually express hope or thanks or need has been woefully neglected.
A Torah for the 21st century will need to get much more serious about family based learning and that starts with many more resources for Jewish education. Letty Cotton Pogrebin once wrote that Hebrew schools will get better only when we parents hope that our children grow up to be Hebrew school teachers. Until and unless we develop a radically different model for the transmission of tradition and culture to our children--a model that is substantial and serious and fun and interesting and value-based and integrated into a family's life-cycle--we will have squandered the freedom that my grandfather so cherished.
And what is true for our kids is truer for ourselves. It is shocking to me how many people carry around resentment and embarrassment about their lack of knowledge about Jewish tradition. It keeps them out of synagogues and study halls, it keeps them away from communities that could nourish their souls. They will go to therapy to resolve problems but can't seem to get this particular monkey off their back. We will need to do a better job helping them do just that.
A Torah for the twentieth century will be a Torah of the marketplace. Just as the Torah used to be read on Mondays and Thursdays in the public square because that's where the people were, this Torah will need to meet people in the busyness of their lives. It will need to be much better taught, yes, but it will also need to be easy to get to, easier to afford, and wide open in its pluralism and inclusiveness. It will need to judge less and welcome more; it will need to care less about who than what, and less about what than why. It will need to stop making assumptions about what people want and need and start listening to what people say and don't say. It will need to meet people where they are, giving them resources to explore the issues they confront daily. You should know what Judaism has to say about gossip because you do it every day and you both love it and wish you didn't love it so much; you should know what Judaism says about money because you think about it a lot of the time and you might be helped by a perspective that is larger than your own and different from the material culture in which you live. You should know what Judaism says about life's end, because it is extraordinarily wise and might actually give you peace as you face it with a loved one or yourself.
Judaism loves Torah because it makes us think beyond the scope of our narrow existence. It puts our life into a context and connects us back thousands of years and ahead thousands more. We study so that we can study more, because there is wisdom in the answers and more wisdom in the questions but also because the process itself ennobles us. It makes us kinder, more generous people. It helps us organize our time in a way that wastes it less and expands our horizons more. Any Torah for the 21st century will need to be able to use everything we know about marketing and communication to make this process accessible to everyone who wants it and to help people understand that they need it.
The second on Simeon's list: avodah. A complex word that once referred to the sacrifices in the Temple--the Temple service, and now more broadly refers to prayer. When my grandfather threw his tallis overboard he thought he was shedding the burden of a God that disappoints, that does not hear prayer, that kills innocent children and allows others to starve. Faced with the alternative of his naïve and childlike concept of God or the God of America--freedom, individuality, success, opportunity--his choice was simple and he never looked back.
Not so simple for his granddaughter. As the recipient of his success, I never had to choose between warring Gods. But in eliminating the need for basic survival, it now being possible for me not to worry about my next meal or the roof over my head or how to pay for a doctor should I need one, I now face in bold relief what had been obscured for my grandfather by poverty and disappointment. I need to express gratitude; I need to express hope; I need even to express despair. I don't want conversation; I want, as the mystic would put it, to have my heart broken so that it might be repaired and renewed. I need to remind myself every now and again that without me the sun does rise in the east and set in the west, that I am not, in fact, the center of the universe. I feel, on good days, that there is a power built into the universe that enables me to do the right thing instead of the wrong thing, that indeed I have that choice and can act upon it, and on bad days I can acknowledge that I have missed the mark and move beyond my sense of failure. I need to wake up every morning as the prayer says, with a pure heart and I need to say that even on the days when I don't believe it in order that I will be able to say it on the days that I do.
We liberal Jews have made something of a mess of prayer. We have complicated it and badly edited it and refused, on some level to take it seriously because we are so busy thinking we are taking it seriously. Many of us have settled, as the famous story goes, not to come to services to talk to God, as Yankl does, but to talk to Yankl. Nothing wrong with talking to Yankl; that's what community is. But prayer is something different. It's an opportunity to take us out of ourselves and the everydayness of our lives. It's a chance, as Sylvia Boorstein put it in a different context, not to do something but sit there.
I once convinced a congregant who was dying to go to a healing service. Truth be told, I had no idea what a healing service was but I had nothing else to offer him and he took me up on it. We were going to meet in the city at the service because I had a funeral that day in Westchester for premature baby twins. I had spent the day before arguing with the funeral director because he had insisted on two caskets when the parents had wanted one, feeling somehow consoled by the image of the babies being together. I had had to play hardball, threatening the funeral director. It is an ironic thing that sometimes a rabbi's finest moment is lived in someone else's pain. I think I was very helpful, if such a think is possible. I felt good about what I had managed to do for them. I was flattered by their gratitude and disconnected on some level from the overwhelming awfulness of what I was actually doing. I got in the car and drove to the city to meet Fred. I, super rabbi, was about to strike again.
I sat down next to him, hoping I might fall asleep without being too obvious. But with my cynical defenses down, I was swept away by the music and the words. They didn't speak of death or pain or illness-healing services rarely do. Frankly, I don't remember what the words were. Perhaps the very unfamiliarity of the liturgical structure captured my attention. I was suddenly aware that I had buried two children a few hours ago. I began to cry silently. I began to realize that while I had not lost my children, someone else had and it was unspeakably sad. I felt embraced by a room full of strangers who had no idea of my pain but somehow held it. And I realized that the value of this service is that it simply allows people to sit with their pain, be it physical, spiritual, or emotional, without anyone telling them not to feel bad, without anyone telling them to look on the bright side, and without anyone telling them anything but that hope is built into the universe and that there can be healing even when there cannot be cure.
Had I not gone to that service, I would have taken my unacknowledged, unentitled feelings and shoved them down deep where they would join all the rest of my pain, continuing to weigh me down, little by little. Instead, I left feeling more aware of my sadness and strangely lighter as a result.
That is what prayer should do. It should make us more awake, more aware, more connected to the disparate parts of our selves and the larger world around us. Instead, most people avoid it like the plague, going only when they absolutely have to and then feeling alienated from it entirely. I don't think there are easy answers here. I do agree with Michael when he says that it's like exercise--you can't expect to get the benefits if you do it only once in a while. But unlike exercise, where most of believe that if were only were to get ourselves to the gym, its effects would be noticeable, few of us are convinced that routine prayer yields results. Maybe it's because we carry around immature expectation of what results might look like. Maybe it's because the structures that have evolved over time simply don't work anymore. Clearly we have done a lousy job talking to children about prayer. Those communities that want to teach prayer to children generally are more concerned with getting the words right than helping kids reach down deep into their considerable souls and express what they feel. We communicate our own ambivalence when we make services feel like an obligation, a place where children need to sit still and not talk and read a language they don't understand. How can that not feel like school? A 21st century Judaism will need to care about children's spiritual needs and try to respond to them without ambivalence.
A 21st century Judaism will need to think more about prayer than it has in the past and it will need to struggle better and more effectively with the tension between the tradition and the contemporary moment. Services, at least for those curious but alienated folks who tentatively enter the doors of the synagogue, will need to be shorter and more joyful; they will need to be more contemplative and more open to the stranger. They will need to do all of this while still remaining rooted in the tradition and serious about what they are doing. And synagogues that care about the curious and the alienated--and not all do and perhaps not all must--will understand the importance of welcoming and connecting people to one another and to what is going on, while respecting the place that each person has come from. You know I recently taught a parenting class at the JCC on how to think about your family's religious life. There were twenty people in the class, half of whom were pregnant with their first child. When I suggested that they might want to attend services at various synagogues to see where they felt comfortable, one woman raised her hand to ask whether in fact it was okay to attend a Friday night or Saturday morning service if you weren't a member. There wasn't a person in the room who knew that you could walk into a synagogue any Saturday morning regardless of affiliation. The gap between the connected and this disconnected is growing and will only narrow if those of us on the inside start to care about those whose faces are pressing up against the glass.
Creating a community of people who are comfortable with the traditional liturgy while at the same time able to experiment in order to meet the needs of an evolving Jewish civilization is the particular challenge of the Reconstructionist synagogue but it isn't simple and there are no magic bullets except to remain open to all the possibilities. It may very well be that in order to reach the curious seeker, some of us will have to give up some measure of comfort in the liturgy to which we have grown accustomed and enjoy.
A 21st century Judaism will have to do more than rescue the tallis from the bottom of the harbor. It will have to do more than restore the tallis or even make a new one. It will need to convince the wearer that in wrapping it around your body, you are wrapping yourself in the web of an extraordinary tradition and an extraordinary people. When the wearer feels that, and feels a connection above and beyond him or herself, then we will have saved prayer for ourselves no less then for our children.
And finally, the last on Simeon's list: g'meelut chasadim--acts of loving kindness. This is the area that needs perhaps the least reconstruction as we move into the 21st century. The g'meelut chesed of my grandfather's shtetl looks remarkably similar to that we need to practice today. Visit the sick; welcome the stranger; feed the poor; help those in need. I find it striking that it is third on the list. I read that to mean two things. First, that Torah and avodah are important prerequisites to g'meelut chesed, that we become inclined to deeds of loving kindness through our study and through our prayer. We understand what is expected of us not only through experience but through learning and we summon the resources to move beyond our self interest through prayer. And second, that Torah and avoda alone are insufficient in sustaining the world. There is no world without action, there is no purpose to learning and praying if it doesn't ultimately lead to acts of goodness in the universe.
I used to understand g'meelut chesed in its grand sense. I even used to create fantasies in my head in which I was the hero in some desperate scenario. My very favorite was finding missing children. I used to fantasize that somehow I found a child that had been kidnapped and was able to return him to his family. What an act of loving kindness! How I had repaired the world!
You might find it interesting to know that the first time the term tikkun olam--repair of the world, surfaces in rabbinic literature it is in relation to how a Jewish divorce is delivered. The Gemarra is quite concerned about the way the divorce is delivered--anything that is humiliating or confusing needs to be avoided mipnei tikkun ha-olam--for the sake of the stability of the social order. Far from the grand ideas we have since appropriated regarding the repair of the world, the Talmud saw repair in the everyday acts of kindness, in the simple way in which we treat one another. While you're waiting for the opportunity to rescue a child or bring about world peace, it would be a good idea not to cut someone off when you're driving on the expressway.
A 21st century Judaism widens the markers of Jewishness to include the way we treat one another as no less significant than any other halachic category. It means, to borrow a phrase from a well-known book, embracing Judaism as a spiritual practice so that we might learn how to cultivate a heart that is open and generous. Read the book. It will help you figure out how to wake up in the morning and go through your day responding to friends and loved ones and strangers with loving kindness. It doesn't just happen because we want it to. It happens when we develop an awareness that first started with Simeon--that the very stability of the world is dependent on my ability to let you finish your sentence without interrupting you; it depends on your ability to make very sure in any discussion you are having, whether it's in a Torah discussion or board meeting or conversation with a stranger that you avoid embarrassing that person at all cost. The stability of the world actually depends on whether we construct a life where acts of loving kindness are woven into the fabric of our day.
For thousands of years, Jews have lived in the past and in the future. We have recalled the past--in fact memory is a commandment--in all its pain and glory. We have longed for the future when all will be right with the world. I think we have, until now, avoided the present because the present wasn't so nice to be in anyway. But America has, for the most part, changed all that. The present is actually a wonderful thing. And we need to start learning how to live in it.
And when we live this way and call it Judaism, we will be able to stop worrying about the future of the Jewish people. When our Torah is inclusive and expansive and welcoming, when our prayer is serious and created in such a way as to be helpful, when our everyday behavior is generous and kind and open hearted, the future will take care of itself. And in the meantime, our lives will be filled with purpose.
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