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Shabbat Shalom!

I want to begin my remarks with a note on the shifting religious landscape
in our country.

In 1937, the Gallup organization first measured religious affiliation.  It was
73%. It remained pretty consistently around 70% for sixty years, and then
remarkable and rapid change began as we entered the twenty-first century.
In 2020–before covid–the percentage of US adults belonging to a church,
synagogue, or mosque was 47%.

That drop seems to be primarily connected to those American adults who
don’t identify with any religion, as opposed to those who profess a religious
identity and don’t affiliate.  At the end of the 1990s, it was 8% who didn’t
identify with any religion.  Twenty years later: 21%.

I share these as a foundation for my reflection.  I took my sabbatical in a
world of extraordinary change and intense challenge.  This is the case in
our own temple, in our country, and in Israel.  I had the opportunity to
consider all of this over these last months.

Let me also begin with a word about this particular moment in the Jewish
year. This Shabbat is known as Shabbat haChodesh.  It is the third of four
“special” Shabbats that lead up to Passover.  This one designates that
during this coming week, we will begin the month of Nissan, the month
when Passover will be celebrated.

It is also the Shabbat when we read the final chapters of the book of
Exodus.
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These two ancient traditions make it a very fitting time for me to offer a few
reflections on this current moment in time, as I have returned from my
sabbatical in Jerusalem.

The new month on the Jewish calendar begins at the new moon.  This
means we have no light coming from the moon.

The middle of each month is the full moon, so the point with the greatest
light in the night sky.  This is when Passover begins, a little more than two
weeks from now.

The symbolism of the new month beginning at the darkest moment is very
powerful.  It is a reminder that we can create light out of dark, that we must
not despair when we face great challenges.  Similarly, since the daily cycle
goes from sundown to sundown, the new day begins in the hours of
darkness…and gives us the opportunity to create light even if we despair or
struggle or mourn.

All of us, and especially for me coming home to Rochester from an
extended stay in Jerusalem, are certainly very aware of the great
challenges facing Israel right now.  It is a moment that is fraught with
danger and uncertainty…and it is a moment when we must refine our
thinking about what it means to maintain a supportive and substantial
relationship with the land and all the peoples who live there.  This is a
moment of fragility but not a time to despair.

I am also inspired by the tradition surrounding the cycle of  Torah readings,
and this ritual moment of completing the cycle of readings in one of the
books.  As many of you are aware, the tradition is that immediately upon
reading the last words of the book, we proclaim a blessing: Chazak!
Chazak!  V'nitchazek! Strength, strength, may we be strengthened!  As
our tradition urges us to remember, never see ourselves as being done with
Torah…the completion of one of the books means that we have two
obligations…to continue on into the next book and to continue through the
cycle and return to this book once again.
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My sabbatical time was very much in this spirit: to rest and read and renew
my relationship with Israel.

Tonight, I want to share a little about current events in Israel.  I promise this
will not be comprehensive or complete, but rather that it will be the
beginning of a new chapter in our ongoing engagement with Israel, the
Israeli Reform movement, and ways that we can join in the vision of a just
and peaceful land.

I am confident that everyone has been reading the news.  My hope is that
you read both American media and Israeli media, and access a variety of
perspectives.  We all know that you can read two or three articles on the
same event and come away with a radically different understanding of what
is happening!

While I was in Israel, I spoke with a number of people about this effort at
judicial reform.  I also witnessed some of the large protests outside the
president’s home, protests which have continued to grow and now see over
5% of the entire population in the streets.  That is the equivalent of nearly
20 million Americans rising up in person to voice their concerns.

These protests are massive and are attracting a cross section of people.  I
saw children, adults, and seniors.  I saw people who are secular, Orthodox,
and everything in between.  There was a lot of native Hebrew, but also
English and Russian and other languages being spoken.
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I also saw a huge number of Israeli flags, and this was notable to me.
These demonstrations are a reflection of patriotism and a commitment to
the highest Zionist vision.  The signs and the speeches declared that this is
a moment to defend–or to create– an Israel that is inclusive of Jews and
Arabs, those of LGBTQ identity, equality between men and women, and
more.  Most importantly, and I think this is the critical piece for us to
understand, while the term judicial reform may seem innocuous, this is a
moment when checks and balances are being threatened.  This is a
moment when the fundamental principles of fair and democratic decision
making need to be defended.

What can we do?

I met with the director of the Israel Religious Action Center, and she needs
us.  Sign up for their newsletter (irac.org) and offer your support if you are
able.

I met with the CEO and several of the rabbis of the Israeli Reform
movement and they need us.  We can become overseas members of the
individual synagogues, including the ones in our sister cities of Modi’in and
Rehovot, and we can offer our support to the movement itself.  There are
newsletters and eblasts and other information that we can access, and
enable us to learn about what’s happening directly from our brothers and
sisters.  Check out reform.org.il.

I met with several human rights activists and spent time in Hebron and in
the West Bank and in East Jerusalem.  I was moved to share a cup of
coffee with a Palestinian farmer who is simply trying to provide for his family
on the land that is legally his…only to be subject to harassment and attacks
from settlers who can’t tolerate anyone other than  Orthodox Jews being in
control.  Here too, there are organizations that need our engagement and
our support.
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Two other thoughts in this vein.  First, sitting here in Rochester as members
of the North American Union for Reform Judaism, there are other ways we
can connect in addition to our engagement with Israeli groups.  We are part
of ARZA, the Association of Reform Zionists of America.  Go to arza.org
and there is lots of information about how to learn and connect and offer
support. This should be a first step for all American Reform Jews.

And second, I was able to experience another of the ongoing and
heartbreaking struggles while I was in Israel.  On the festival of Rosh
Chodesh, the beginning of the new month, I went to the Western Wall with
Women of the Wall.  This is an effort that we’ve spoken about quite a bit
through the years.  For many years, a group of women goes to the Wall to
offer prayers on the festival of Rosh Chodesh.  They are harassed
mercilessly, verbally and physically.  I don’t have the words to describe the
vitriol that was hurled at the women and the small group of us who stood
outside the women’s section in support.

And one of the saddest parts for me is that it is young boys and girls who
are prompted to do this by their yeshivas.

The work of Women of the Wall is quite simple: they want the ability to
worship in the ancient holy space, just like any other Jew.  They want the
freedom to express themselves, just as we all do.

And so, I come home renewed in my conviction that this is another critical
way that we need to engage in combating hatred and supporting the
struggle for dignity and respect.  After the Rosh Chodesh service, I was
privileged to have coffee with Anat Hoffman, the longtime leader of Women
of the Wall and a true hero of our generation.  Her challenge to me, told
through the insults and assaults that she has experienced, was that they
need us.  We can be honest and distraught and insulted and mad…and it’s
all part of a mature and real relationship with Israel.  Anat lives with
devastating scenarios in her mind: what happens if she is stabbed?  And
this is at the hands of fellow Jews who want to deny the right to read from
the  Torah and sing prayers out loud.
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The tragedy at the Wall and the potential calamity in Israel’s democratic
functioning and the abuses in the Palestinian areas are all different but in
some ways offer us a single challenge.  How can we, from thousands of
miles away physically but intimately connected in our souls, use our voices,
our pocketbooks, and our presence to help lift the dark shadows over the
land and the peoples of Israel?

And with all of this, I recognize that I haven’t reflected on the terrorism that
has happened over these last months, including the killing of seven outside
of a synagogue…far across the city from where I was…on Shabbat.  The
tragic challenge is that we can’t stop working for safety and security even
as we imagine changing relationships among the populations.  I don’t have
an answer, but I am even more conscious of the fragility that comes in daily
living in Jerusalem and in every part of the land.

As I began tonight, we are in a moment of radical change.  So much is in
flux: what does it mean to be Jewish?  Or religious?  What does it mean to
have faith or to cultivate personal spirituality?

How do we understand our place in a chain of tradition with a connection to
Israel that spans thousands of years?  Who belongs in the land between
the river and the sea? How can we make an impact that ensures a future of
freedom, justice, and equality?

In the coming weeks, I hope to share much more about my experiences,
including reflections on prayer, Torah study, mindfulness, and much more.
For now, let me simply say how privileged I was to have this time for
sabbatical and the opportunity to immerse myself for an extended time in
my spiritual home.  I pray that we will have the strength and wisdom to help
create a bright and peaceful future there, here, and everywhere.

Shabbat Shalom!
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