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The poet Edgar Guest once wrote: 

I’d rather see a sermon than hear one any day;  

I’d rather one should walk with me than merely tell the way.  

The eye’s a better pupil and more willing than the ear, 

Fine counsel is confusing, but example’s always clear;  

And the best of all the preachers are the men who live their creeds,  

For to see good put in action is what everybody needs.  

(Edgar Guest, “Sermons we see.” For the full poem, visit: yourdailypoem.com. Retrieved January 
20, 2019.) 

 

Sermons in actions are an important part of living well. As Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel said, 
“More than we need textbooks we need text people!” 

The most distinctive feature of Shabbat ha-Gadol, this Great Sabbath just before Passover, is that 
it called for a sermon. For in the pre-emancipation synagogue, the rabbi only spoke twice a year: 
on the Shabbat prior to Passover and on the Shabbat between Rosh ha-Shanah and Yom Kippur, 
reminding congregants of the elaborate and proper observance of the holy day to come. 

No modern rabbi, irrespective of his or her denominational affiliation, could ever get away with 
such a light preaching load. In our day, rabbis are expected to preach every Shabbat. Or at least if 
they are not really bad at it! 

Rabbi Ismar Schorsch writes: 

What changed the nature of the rabbinate was the process of emancipation in the nineteenth 
century by which Jews eventually became citizens of the states in which they lived. As communal 
constraints declined and individual opportunities expanded, Jewish identity and loyalty rapidly 
deteriorated. In this competitive setting, the synagogue became an arena in which to fight for the 
allegiance of the assimilated Jew. It was no longer merely a venue for carrying out the obligation 
to daven with a minyan. Architecture, decorum, music and the spoken word were configured to 
inspire and edify those in attendance, The rabbi had now to persuade those in attendance that 
Judaism was an advanced religion of intellectual cogency, spiritual power and universal import.  

Also, congregants expected their rabbis to act more like ministers, and ministers preach. 

Increasingly, as Jewish activities became confined to the synagogue, the weekly sermon took on 
even greater significance. Children ceased attending Jewish day schools and spent even less time 



acquiring a mastery of Jewish texts and skills. The religious content of Jewish homes diminished, 
leaving Judaism to stand or fall on the synagogue alone.  

Of course, a weekly sermon will hardly be enough. The home had always been the place for Jewish 
character development. Jews were Jews at home. Now, more and more Jews were Jews at 
synagogue. 

Ironically the one holiday that still has great observance at home is our upcoming Passover. 

Passover is above all a holiday meant to be celebrated at home. Ridding the house of hametz and 
readying it for the seder are preparations that take time. The Seder itself is a sample of religious 
theater, designed to inspire as well as instruct. The telling serves as a bridge between the 
generations. Our actions and words give rise to dialogue, song, and prayer.  

An alternate haftarah for Shabbat ha-Gadol foreshadows the Seder. It makes reference to the return 
of the Prophet Elijah to pave the way for the onset of the Messiah. Perhaps this year, as we open 
our doors, we will find him tarrying outside. On our Seder plates there is always a cup full of wine 
awaiting him. Elijah is a symbol of reconciliation. The haftarah envisions him as healing the rift 
between parents and children: “He will turn the hearts of parents to their children, and the hearts 
of children to their parents (Malachi 3:24).”  

So, sermons may lose their luster in Jewish practice but the observations and teachings of the 
Passover Seder—a home observance still—is the kind of insurance policy that the values of our 
heritage will continue. 

These days how we observe Judaism is changing before us. Technology, the pandemic, post-
denominationalism, all are going into the mix. But I believe synagogues will still matter as partners 
with Jewish families in strengthening the home.  

I promise to keep my sermons going albeit shorter than in days gone by. But more than that I 
promise to do all I can to strengthen the families that make up our congregation. We may not all 
give sermons, but we can all strengthen our spiritual lives with our religious practices. That’s why 
we are here. 

I’d rather see a sermon than hear one any day;  

I’d rather one should walk with me than merely tell the way.  

The eye’s a better pupil and more willing than the ear, 

Fine counsel is confusing, but example’s always clear;  

And the best of all the preachers are the men who live their creeds,  

For to see good put in action is what everybody needs.  

 
 


