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Hineni

And Chana went to the temple and poured out her soul.
Every year, just as we do today, Chana and her clan would gather for the festivals, bringing their
children and their offerings.  Chana, taking her place in a long line of Biblical women who
struggle with infertility, takes her grief to the Temple in desperation to pour out her deepest
longings.  This spontaneous prayer is the haftarah for this morning – so unlike the structured
formulas that we sing in composed cantorial melodies, printed and fixed in the prayerbook, is
long regarded as one of the most authentic models of prayer in Judaism. Listen to me, she cries.
Listen to me for I am in need.  Whether our pain has been about fertility, loss, abandonment, it
is primal.  She gets close and doesn’t hold back, lips moving, tears flowing. While Abraham and
Moses speak to God, negotiate our story and the structure of our rituals, no one prays like
Chana.
What strikes me about Chana and her prayer – extemporaneous and impulsive, is that Chana
has an address.  She has a place to go, the altar to bring a korban, an offering to get closer to
God.  While the words aren’t structured, the place she goes is.

The question we asked and implored last night, the question asked of us at the beginning of
Creation in the Garden of Eden, is Ayeka, where are you? It is both a question of location and
of metaphor.

We take stock of our situation in this New Year, both our choices and that which happens for no
reason at all, and we ask, “Where are you?” Are you present?  Are you wandering?  Right this
moment, last month, this year. Are you in the place where you need to be?
We know Chana is in the temple, Hagar is abandoned in the desert with her child, Abraham is
walking up the mountain, and everyone is asked this question. Where are you?

The answer is Hineni.  Here I am.

Hineni.  The response, when God calls out to Abraham, Jacob and Moses is both a roll call and
an awakening.  I’m here in this desert or on this mountain or by this river, here in this very
room and I respond. Hineni.  It gets our attention and tells the one crying out – whether that’s
God or Chana – that we are here.

We are here, but it’s a singular response.  I am here. Hineni. If we look at the stories, Hineni
occurs not when human beings see each other, but when God calls out and a single person
responds. Hineni is not Hinenu – it’s one person’s response.  I am here.

A study released last week from PRRI (a DC-based nonprofit, nonpartisan organization dedicated
to conducting public opinion research) entitled “Exodus: Why Americans are Leaving religion and
Why They’re Unlikely to come back” finds that as high as 25% of the American public now
identifies as “nonreligious.”  Today, the study quotes, the largest “religious” group in the United
States claim no formal religious identity, and more specifically, no interest in developing one.
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The study focuses on American religion and in its exploration of why Americans are becoming
“nones” – or non-religious, cites the following: trends in organized religion shifting to the right;
lack of belief in traditional religious teachings, and the experience of religion’s negative
teachings about lesbian and gay people.  Clearly, the majority of those interviewed were not
Reconstructionists.

The study goes on to discuss adults choosing to teach their children good moral values without
seeing the need for affiliation with organized religion.  Isn’t it enough, and isn’t it essentially
what all religions are doing?  What, if anything, is necessary that being a good old fashioned
mentsch can’t provide?

The thing is, we could probably do what we do here with a circle of a few good friends, for
those of us privileged to have them. We have access to and respect for diverse teachings, and
even rabbi Google. But that’s not enough. Biblical stories are fine models, but to keep from
worshipping the text as mere mythology, it is incumbent upon us to take it to a broader
context. It’s why I’m proud not to be one of the 25%, and why I believe we are here.

One of the most powerful things we do in Judaism across the lifecycle is show up.  We need
witnesses for every moment of life – a minyan for kaddish, eydim to sign the ketubah, to
respond when we bentsch gomel, the blessing for escaping danger.  Witnesses are required for
conviction and for conversion.  We cannot be Jewish alone.

JRC is a congregation where people show up.  Not only because JRC members are everywhere
(the coffeeshop, grocery store, the best breakfast places in the city, the farmers market,
elementary school pickup, the street, the beach), but because we want to be connected to each
other.

Over the past two months, I have heard from JRC members that JRC is beginning to feel like
itself again.  I have heard from my dear colleague Cantor Howard, who has the biggest heart in
this room, that the air and the energy is beginning to shift. Things are happening, people are
returning. Hineni.  We are here.  We are in this sanctuary together, this place where we have
come with all of our emotions and our stories, having made it to this moment, a new moment,
a new era in the life of this congregation.

How do we do this?  How do we make this energy, this showing up, palpable?  Maimonides
identifies 3 ways being in relationship, the same word that we use here for member. Chaver –
chevre - the one who is part of our WE.

The first category is chaver l’davar, which is the kind of relationship that is reciprocal and
rooted in basic, practical needs.  Everyone gets something, and all is smooth and useful.

The second category is chaver l’da’agah, which is the one with whom we share troubles,
worries, and problems.  Celebrations too.  This is the relationship in which we do things that
make each other’s lives easier, easing burdens and spreading nachas.
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The third category is chaver l’deah, in which we bring our dreams of goals and ideals, with each
dedicated to do what it takes for the greater vision.  This is not necessarily equal or reciprocal,
because everyone needs to give something different.  In this relationship, the ideals supersede
the personal.

A synagogue community, this synagogue community, is not only made up of chaverim l’davar,
although our Chesed work and our networking allows us to help one another directly.  This
synagogue community is not merely made up of chaverim l’da’agah, although making shiva
minyanim, seeing and holding each other in our personal grief and personal celebration is what
makes us feel closer to one another.  This synagogue must be made of chaverim l’deah, folks
who are bringing our ideals together.  We say Hineni – I am here – when each of these three
types of friends shows up.  But Hineni means that we don’t just show up when it’s convenient.
It’s not a closed circle.

We don’t get to choose only the people we like best and have a dinner party. We are obligated
to one another to show up precisely when it’s difficult.  To be here because we have made a
commitment to our fellow human beings whether we know them well or we even like them at
all. Hineni is what we give each other that came before we had the address of the Temple
where Chana prayed, and it’s the thing that lives on now that it doesn’t exist anymore. Hineni –
I am here – has evolved.  It has changed from Hineni – the response of Abraham when God calls
out in relationship and excitement, Hineni – the response of Abraham when God calls out in
fear and terror at the knife raised. Hineni – presence – is no longer a physical place or a prayer.

It’s hope.

Hineni.  Here I am. Here I have brought my innermost needs to my holy place.  I’ve shown up.
Harvey Milk, first openly gay person to be elected to public office in California said, “you cannot
live on hope alone, but without it, life is not worth living.

Hineni.  Here I am.  I hear you.  I am here for you. I will keep coming back.

Hope is hard.  Hope is necessary.  And even though it’s hard, we need it anyway.  We need
hope in a physical way, the kind of need where you search every corner for what you can find,
because you have to find something.

We are living in dark and frightening times. Our country is tearing itself apart listening to some
of the most racist, xenophobic, homophobic, dangerous, deplorable speech, and many of our
citizens are listening. We cannot afford to be inactive, and we are often paralyzed in our
outrage, having the privilege to be stunned into despair.
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Hope is the Thing with Feathers
That perches in the soul
And sings the tune without the words
And never stops at all,
Emily Dickenson

This tune without words that never stops, it’s the part of our neshamah that we need to return
to in this New Year.  It’s our essence that reminds us that even though it is hard and messy and
dire, unless we find that hopeful melody, we can’t navigate the brutal reality we live in.  One
voice singing is a start.  This congregation singing together is enough to cause a cacophony, a
tidal shift of awareness that we are in this together and we are powerful.

There's a lot we could pray for. There is work to be done and there is so much, so much for us
to take on. Hineni.  Here I am. Here we are right now, responding to one another.  Calling back
and forth across the aisles and looking at one another.  Who would you be if you wanted to
present your very best self in this mirror?  What would your life look like if you looked out each
morning and saw these faces – creative, beautiful, questioning, strong?  What would it be like
to risk to admit that you are one of them?  We must acknowledge that there is a moment – like
Abraham with his outstretched hand, staying the knife – where change is possible.  Where we
let our imaginations admit that yes, things can be different than they are right now.

Hope.

Hineni.
And what I want to say is we've got time. We are in this for the long-haul. And what we need
most of all as we move into this New Year, into this time of uncertainty possibility and newness,
is to let this hope shine.

Chana didn't have a liturgy. She didn't know what to say, she didn't have the words in the book,
or a book at all. What she had was her heart and an address.  She had a place to go where she
knew she would feel most connected and close.  It’s what we are doing here this morning.
Whether our grief pours from loss, or our hearts are abounding with joy and celebration, we
have an address.  We can have a place to come that is ours.  The doors of the synagogue are
wide open – and it’s our responsibility to keep that hope pouring forth.

Hope… that the joy that we experience can exist with the grief we experience.

Hope… that when we experience both of them at the same time, which inevitably we will
because that is what it means to be alive, what it means to be human, we will have a place to
bring it.

Hope that this will be that place.  Use this address.  The Jewish world – our world – is big
enough to hold us all, whether we are on the margins, in the middle, or looking in wondering
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where we fit. Hineni says here I am. Hineni responds, you belong, and we need you to be
chaver l’deah – the one who makes our dreams and our visions possible.

The greatest responsibility in Judaism is to be a witness.  A witness in life and in death, and
none of it can happen without the place and the heart.  This morning I am so I am hopeful
because this community has strength. This place has brilliance. This community has questions.
This community has stamina! I am filled with hope because at the beginning of this New Year in
which nothing is for sure, and we don't know what will happen, and we have so little control,
we have this.  Open up our hearts and open up our souls and open up our doors and let us pour
it all out on the altar, let us see the possibility, let us call out Hineni.  And let us respond.
Hineni.  Hope. Hineni.
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