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Let's face it. These are not very good days for the first estate. Under attack from triumphalist 
iconoclasts who dismiss religious faith as superstition, irrational and archaic, religion is more 
often than not at the center of the world's most virulent conflicts. Simply put, if the 
establishment of religion were on the New York Stock Exchange, even I would probably tell 
you to "sell". 

Not really. In fact, this morning I would like to say a word on behalf of religion. Because I 
believe somebody needs to stick up for faith. 

A few years back I gave a sermon on these High Holy Days about those who pervert faith, and 
in the course of my remarks I mentioned Bill Maher and how it is that he so often takes religion 
to task. Albeit I think he protests too much, for the most part I tend to concur with his disdain. 
The things he doesn't like about religion trouble me as well. And I said as much. The next 
week, thanks to one of our congregants who is a producer on his show, I found a copy of his 
book "New Rules" waiting for me on my desk. Inscribed on its first page was a personal 
message from Mr. Maher dedicated to me: "To Rabbi Steve -- Mazal Tov on your silver 
anniversary...[it's] good to have friends in high places." 

Now perhaps he was being sarcastic, and maybe it's just my instinct to have faith in people, 
but I actually believe that he was not unserious. Not that I think by virtue of being an ordained 
rabbi I am one to be considered in a "high" place, I do think that he believes that religion is not 
so much the problem but rather its advocates. Or better put, that there are "high" places; it's 
just that those who espouse faith tend to lead us into the lower realms.  

This is not a new problem. The Torah and the remaining books of the Tanakh are rich with 
historical references and didactic tales of instance upon instance of the leaders of Israel who 
betrayed the faith God placed in them. And then, as now, such abuses often led to social 
upheaval and gratuitous violence. From the High Priest Aaron and the Golden Calf to the 
levitical rebellion of Korach to even King David and his many descendants, our tradition is a 
running narrative of how not to act in the name of God. It is not a pretty picture. 

And this was not lost on our sages. In one of the more famous of rabbinic midrashim, God is 
vacillating on whether or not to create humanity. Love steps forward and argues in the 
affirmative saying that man will perform acts of lovingkindness. But then Truth counters saying 
that man will be filled with lies. Righteousness then puts in a word for mankind contending 
that man will pursue justice, whereupon Peace tries to dissuade God because man will bring 
strife into the world. A pretty typical debate, all with the intention of demonstrating the 
complexity of being human. But then the midrash goes off in a very odd direction. While they 
are all arguing, God takes Truth and "throws it down" to earth. And even though eventually 
God will restore Truth to its vaunted place, the fact that the rabbis show God trashing Truth 
should not be lost on us. Because what I think they're trying to say is that Truth, or the 
presumed ownership of Truth, is what often gets us into trouble.  



A therapist friend of mine once shared with me that more often than not couples find 
themselves in trouble over the conflicting versions of their truths. She said she would 
invariably find herself saying to these couples, "Well you have a choice. You can either be right 
or you can be married." And it strikes me that it's precisely that way with religions. So much of 
the religious wars we have brought upon each other -- all, of course, in the name of God -- 
have been, at their cores, about whose truth is more true. And so, at least I think this is what 
the midrash is trying to impress upon us, God takes Truth and throws it down. "This is not 
what I want from you," God is saying. Of course, it's not God. It's the rabbis who are saying 
this. And their insight should not be lost upon us. 

For so many of us, religion is the self-appointed guarantor of truth. From beliefs of salvation to 
the absolute nature of the divine, religions have come to be understood as being synonymous 
with their particular dogmas, their doxologies, their professed articles of faith. And the fact is, I 
can't blame people for turning away from those who claim to have the truth. This is why I have 
no problem with my Confirmation students publicly proclaiming that they don't believe in God, 
that they reject the truths of previous generations. One of our congregants often refers to our 
Confirmation ceremony as Ner Tamid's annual exercise of "public heresy". But I don't totally 
agree. Judaism has always welcomed, even encouraged skepticism. Our very name -- Yisraeil -- 
means to struggle with God. And from the kabbalistic tradition, the name of God is Ein Sof, 
One Without End. In other words, the One who cannot be defined. God is Mystery. As is 
Truth. Anyone who tells you they have the truth is lying.  

There is, however, another way to think about religion. 

Perhaps you've read the book or seen the film "Life of Pi". It's the story of an Indian boy whose 
family owns a zoo. But in transporting the menagerie of animals from India to a new home in 
Canada, the Japanese ship carrying them sinks. What most people miss from the story is that 
the name of the ship is Tsimtsum. Tsimtsum is the kabbalistic term for how God created the 
Universe. A doubling of the Hebrew "tsom" which means to "fast" (as in "fasting" on Yom 
Kippur") but can also be understood as self-denial, and based on the premise that before 
Creation all there was was God -- "tsimtsum" is the means by which God withdrew into God's 
Self in order that there might be space for Creation. In other words, in order for us to exist God 
needed to create space, even distance between us. And religion is our effort to bridge that gap. 

So teaches Nachman of Bratslav: Kol Ha-Olam Kulo Gesher Tsar Me'od. The entire world is 
nothing more than a narrow bridge. 

I have often said that, to my mind, all religious activity -- regardless of which particular faith 
tradition -- has, at its core, a fundamental belief that man exists in a state of separation. From 
the Garden of Eden to Cain's eternal banishment to Abraham's leaving his home to Jacob's 
flight from his brother Esau to Israel's wandering for 40 years, the Torah drives home the point 
relentlessly. And this is not unique to Judaism. All religions see the human condition as being 
one of separation and exile. We Jews call it midbar. Wilderness. And the resolution to this state 
of being is to affect a reunion, an at-one-ment ("atonement"). This is what "religion" means. 
From "re" -- meaning to do something again, and "ligare" -- to be attached (as in "ligament"). Re-
ligare. Religion. To re-attach. Such is the ultimate goal of all religious behavior. To bring about 
a re-attachment with that from which -- or Whom -- we are separated. 

I don't think I will ever forget my first day of school. September of 1955. Mine was the 
inaugural kindergarten class of the John Dewey Elementary School of Oak Park, Michigan. I 
remember the summer before classes began. The school was still being built. My brother rode 
me over on his bike to peer though the window of my classroom. I remember its design and 



layout as vividly as that first day I saw it. It was a large rectangular room, surrounded by 
windows on two sides, filled with small tables around which four to six chairs could fit 
comfortably. By the door leading to the school's hallway was an area for coats and boots. The 
cubicles were set on angles to each other, so that you couldn't really see the coats from the 
classroom area. But on that first day, as my first day of class was about to end, I could see my 
mother waiting in that coat area. And I wasn't about to wait for the bell to ring. I ran to her, 
crying, burying myself in her instinctive maternal embrace. All I wanted was to go home. 

From the moment we are born and leave the safety of our mother's womb, we exist in a state of 
separation. And then we go to our first day of school. And then sleep-away camp. And college. 
Then we leave home for good. Then we come back home. Then we leave home really for good. 
Maybe. But along the way we symbolically separate from our families and create homes of our 
own. And the cycle starts all over again. On some level, our lives are individual microcosms of 
that of Adam and Eve and the womb of God's garden. And our lives are in a constant state of 
seeking to return, a perpetual teshuvah, to bring about a reunion with all that is safe and 
ordered.  

The Kabbalists called it devekut. To be bonded. To be bonded to God. But, for Judaism, it does 
not come through sorcery or magical incantations. Indeed, there's nothing magical about it at 
all. As Menachem Nachum Twersky of Chernobyl taught, "There is a way of attaching oneself 
to the Root of all by approaching it from below." In other words, we draw close to God through 
ordinary living. For Jews that would be the performance of mitzvot. Mitzvot are what bind us to 
God. They are God's gift to us, little love notes God gives us to help us find our way back 
home. But it's not my intent this morning to focus on the minutiae, the details. Because, when 
all is said and done, it is the principle underlying the mitzvot that we must embrace if we truly 
seek to draw close. 

It's probably worth noting that in Hebrew the word meaning "to draw near" is korban which is 
the word Torah uses that we invariably translate as "sacrifice". In other words, for our ancestors 
bringing offerings to the Temple were acts designed to affect a closeness between Israel and 
God. But as the prophets implored the people to understand, these rituals were merely 
symbolic. It was justice and righteousness, compassion and humility that God really wants 
from us. In other words, the bond God seeks pervades the mitzvot. 

And here's the secret message. It's coded into the liturgy.  

There can be little doubt that the core of Jewish theology is rooted in the Shema and its 
blessings. Three prayers surround the Shema. The first two, the prayers acknowledging God as 
Creator of the world and the Giver of Torah, establish what God has already done. The third 
prayer, which comes after the Shema, affirms that -- in time -- God will bring about the ultimate 
Redemption. But in between Revelation of Torah and Redemption of the World lies our part in 
the process: What we need to do to bring about Ge'ulah, the Redemption, and that is The 
Shema. The affirmation of God. That's all we need to do. That's why we exist as a people. 
Hence the last letter of the first word -- ayin -- and the last letter of the last word -- dalet -- are 
enlarged letters in the Torah to form the word "Ayd" which means "witness". Ours is to serve 
witness to God. God has created the world. But, as a consequence of the disorder and chaos 
that followed the creation, God gave us the Torah, a kind of roadmap to get us back to the 
Garden of Eden and God. And perhaps most importantly, according to the liturgy, God gave us 
the Torah and its mitzvot "b'ahavah" -- in love. And therefore, the way in which we return to 
God, the way in which we reestablish the connection with God, is by returning the favor. Just 
as God has loved us by giving us the Torah and the mitzvot, we reconnect with God by loving 



God. V'ahavta et Adonai Elohekha. You shall love Adonai your God. That is our task. That is 
how we are to bring about the reunion. Loving God. 

And how do we do that? 

I believe the answer can be found in Leviticus. In the text we will read this afternoon. It too 
begins with the same word: V'ahavta. You shall love. But this time its object is not God but 
each other. V'ahavta l'rayakha kamokha. You shall love your neighbor as yourself. And while 
standing on one foot, Hillel made the same point. This is what lies at the center of Judaism. We 
reconnect with God by connecting with each other. 

Consider this: Think of every moment in your life that you would declare to be "inspirational". 
I'm not even sure I know what that word means. But I know that there are moments that we 
would classify as being outside the realm of the ordinary. Moments that transcend being 
memorable but rather give lasting meaning to your life. Moments where, if you'd thought of it, 
you'd have said a Shehecheyanu. Was it the birth of a child? Or a deeply felt connection you 
established with another neshamah? And even if it was something you did alone, did you not 
feel the need to share it with another as soon as possible? And by the same token, when we 
lose that connection, when the bond we've established is broken, do we not feel a breaking of 
the heart? An emptiness? 

Albeit it is but a single pasuk, a single verse of Torah, perhaps this is best illustrated by the 
story of the reunion between Jacob and Esau. Indeed, perhaps their tale is the paradigm of this 
dynamic. Twins, separated at birth by appearance and temperament, they are forever driven 
apart from the other. Favored by their respective parents, their disconnect seems virtually 
preordained. A traded birthright, a stolen blessing, they end up in exile from each other for the 
entirety of their adult lives. Until, that is, two wives and two maidservants and twelve children 
later, Jacob chooses to come home. To end his flight. To confront his other side. To reestablish 
the sacred bond with his twin. Terrified, fearing for his life, he grovels in the dirt before the 
brother he so terribly wronged. And yet Esau will have none of it. As if nothing had ever 
happened, Esau pulls Jacob upright, throws his arms around his younger brother, and kisses 
him. And together they cry. 

It is, for me, among the most evocative and emotional scenes I have ever read. On some level, 
the story articulates what every one of us seeks. More than simply the cessation of conflict, this 
climax of the Jacob and Esau odyssey is the resolution of estrangement. It is what we all seek. 
The end of exile. A homecoming. A sacred reunion. And then Jacob puts it into words: "Seeing 
your face is like seeing the face of God." 

 

This is the reason we exist. To connect with each other. To counter our state of separation. And 
this is the primary function of religious living. To reorient ourselves from the divisive and 
ultimately destructive worship of self. 

Martin Buber teaches that “the world is not comprehensible, but it is embraceable: through the 
embracing of one of its beings.” For Buber, all existence is rooted in encounter. This is our 
raison d'être. To be connected. But, and this is perhaps the most important element in our 
search for meaning, for the feeling of connectedness to truly be sacred what must occur, as the 
psychologist  Viktor Frankl called it, is self-transcendence: the ability  -- even if for just a 
moment -- to lose our connection with the "I". 

Buber tells a story of his childhood: 



"When I was eleven years of age, spending the summer on my grandfather's estate, I 
used...to steal into the stable and gently stroke the neck of my darling, a broad dapple-
grey horse. It was not a casual delight but a great [and] deeply stirring happening.  

"If I am to explain it now, beginning from the still very fresh memory of my hand, I must 
say that what I experienced in touch with the animal was the Other, the immense 
otherness of the Other... When I stroked the mighty mane, sometimes marvelously 
smooth combed, at other times just as astonishingly wild, and felt the life beneath my 
hand, it was as though the element of vitality itself bordered on my skin, something that 
was not I...[but rather]...palpably the other, not just another, really the Other itself... 
The horse, even when I had not begun by pouring oats for him into the manger, very 
gently raised his massive head, ears flicking, then snorted quietly, as a conspirator gives 
a signal meant to be recognizable only by his fellow-conspirator; and I was approved." 

You would think this would be the end of Buber's story. The awareness of the establishment of 
the sacred bond with an Other. Not even a human being. Simply a living being. No doubt, on 
some level we have all had this experience. This moment of sacred connection. And it is, 
without any doubt, a religious experience. But Buber goes on. There is an end to the story. 
Because there is an end to the experience. He concludes: 

"But once...it struck me about the stroking, what fun it gave me...suddenly I became 
conscious of my hand. The game went on as before, but something had changed, it was 
no longer the same thing. And the next day, after giving him a rich feed, when I stroked 
my friend's head he did not raise his head." 

This is the religious experience. The bond. The sense of connection. With the Other. With the 
one who is not me. But the secret is in understanding that its religiousness is rooted in the 
disconnect with the self. The loss of self consciousness. For once we become aware of our self, 
the connection is lost. 

And that is precisely what we seek to discover here, in the sanctuary. Through carefully 
selected words focusing on the Other, through melodies and body movements designed to put 
us at ease, worship -- otherwise known as religiousness -- is sacred manipulation. That we 
might, if for just a few moments, let loose of our preoccupation with ourselves and allow for the 
possibility of opening up to the prospect of sacred connection. With God. With each other. 
And that is why, for Judaism, we do it together. In community. 

Perhaps my favorite Chasidic story, at least the one I've told more than any other, is the tale of 
the man lost, wandering in the forest. The forest being the Chasidic equivalent of the Biblical 
midbar or wilderness, the unowned place, the place embodying disconnection. But, and this is 
the whole point of the geography of Torah, midbar is also the place of discovery, where man 
and God meet.  

Seemingly at hope's end, this lost man then comes across another man walking through the 
forest. "Thank God. Thank God I've found you. I've been lost, wandering for days, trying to find 
my way out of this forest. Please, can you show me the way out?" Gently the man breaks to 
him the news. "I'm sorry. I too am lost. But let us not give up hope. Let us embrace faith. Let us 
take each other's hand and together we will find our way home." 

And so it is with us. This is the life religious. To take each other's hand and find our way home. 


