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Each of us here today is an individual.  Judaism recognizes that, as individuals, we need 
to follow our own paths to pursue our own individual spiritual journeys.  Our model for 
that is, of course, Avraham Avinu, our ancestor Abraham, about whom we read yesterday, 
and again today.  
  
Abraham was twice told by God to “Lech L’cha,” or “Go forth,” -- toward himself or by 
himself, to pursue his religious destiny.  Abraham was called “Ha-Ivri,” -- “the Hebrew.” 
Why “the Hebrew”?  Well, the word “Ivri” literally means, “from the other side,” and 
there is a midrash that tells us that Abraham was called that because the entire world of 
his day was on one side, and he was on the other, alone.   (Genesis Rabbah 42:8) 
Abraham was definitely his own person, making his own choices.  He was willing to be 
different.  
 
Moreover, Judaism encourages us to nurture our individuality and to care for ourselves. 
After all, “Im ein ani li, mi li?” – “If I am not for myself, who will be for me?” is the first 
of Hillel’s famous questions, and for good reason.  We have to begin with ourselves, 
before we can reach out beyond ourselves.  
 
Judaism does then encourage us to strike out on our own as rugged individualists.  But 
that’s not the whole story.  If we examine our sacred history, it doesn’t take very long 
before we see stories about a people, the Jewish people, our people, moving through 
history.  After all, right after telling Abraham to go off on his own, God promises him 
that he will one day become the father of a “great nation.”  (Genesis 12:2)  Somewhere 
between the end of the Book of Genesis and the beginning of the Book of Exodus, that 
happens.  We are transformed from a clan called “the Hebrews,” to Am Yisrael – the 
People of Israel.  (See Exodus 1:9) 
 
This development is epitomized by the Torah portion we just read this past Shabbat. It’s 
one of Moses’ last speeches to the people of Israel.  Imagine the scene:  All Israel is 
standing together, poised to enter the Promised Land.  And Moses says to them, “Atem 
nitzavim ha-yom kulchem lifnei adonai eloheichem…” – “All of you are standing here 
this day, ALL OF YOU, before the Lord Your God.”  (Deuteronomy 29:9ff) Note the 
plural and emphatic words, “All of you.”  Moses goes on to say, “you, your elders, your 
youngsters, wives and husbands, the strangers within your camp – EVERYONE.”  This 

 



is a moment when an entire community is called upon to commit to working together to 
pursue a noble mission. 
 
And so, in addition to the notion of Lech L’cha, the idea that each of us has to answer to a 
personal religious call, we Jews understand ourselves to be a “mamlechet kohanim v’goy 
kadosh” – “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.”  (See Exodus 19:6)  Yes, we are 
different, each from the other, and we should cultivate individual relationships with God. 
But we are also part of a people, and we also have a collective relationship with God, and 
a collective sense of responsibility toward God, one another, and the rest of the world -- 
as well as individual obligations.  Since our earliest days, we Jews have held loyalty to 
the community in the highest esteem, and have found separation from the community a 
source of profound disappointment. (See the Haggadah’s description of the evil child.)  
 
I am sure that we all remember that awful mine collapse that took place in Chile about a 
year ago.  Suddenly, 33 miners were missing.  Feverish efforts took place.  One week 
went by.  And then another.  There was no sign of life.  Experts were coming to the 
conclusion that the miners could not possibly have survived.  No other victims of a mine 
collapse had ever survived so long alone underground.  
 
And yet, on the seventeenth day, one of the probing drill bits that had been inserted a 
half-mile into the ground, about five kilometers from the entrance to the mine, came back 
up to the surface with a note attached to it.  The note read:  “Estamos bien en el refugio.” 
– “We are OK, here in the shelter” (referring to the chamber in which they had 
gathered).    And it was signed, “Los Treinta Y Tres.”  -- “The 33.” 
 
Incredible!  Those 33 men had survived for 17 days on food meant to last two days! 
Hovering between life and death, how did they do it?  Well, leaders arose, who proposed 
rules, which were voted on by everyone.  Democracy prevailed, and everyone followed 
the rules.  During those first 17 days, the food was carefully rationed.  Everybody got a 
bit of tuna and a half a glass of milk every other day.  They all lost weight – but no one 
starved.  
 
And during the subsequent 52 days that they remained in their subterranean prison, -- 
think of that:  over seven more lonely weeks -- those 33 miners continued to work 
together to stay safe, take care of their weakest ones, and keep everyone’s morale high.  
 
For example, as food became available -- it had to be transported, slowly and 
painstakingly, down a narrow shaft -- the miners adopted a simple rule:  no one ate until 
all the food for everybody had been brought down the shaft.  
 
What happened in that mine?  That group of 33 individuals became a community.  
 
We, up here, have food, water and accessible medical care.  But we have more in 
common with those miners than we think.  We too are always hovering between life and 
death.  There are those among us who are hurting, who need our help.  Misfortune, as we 
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know, can strike us – or members of our family, or friends -- at any time.  Yes, we’re not 
a half a mile beneath the surface, but without community, the world can seem dark, cold, 
lonely and unforgiving.  
 
Even when times are good, we need one another.   In the Jewish tradition, Shabbat, 
holidays and life cycle events aren’t simply individual or family celebrations; they are 
moments for the entire community to rejoice. Our own joy is enhanced when we can 
share our good fortune with the community.  
 
There’s a story about a rabbi who goes to visit a prominent person who has dropped out 
of the community.  The man isn’t a bad person; he just doesn’t see the need for himself to 
remain involved and engaged.  
 
There’s a roaring fire in the fireplace, and for a while the two simply sit and look at the 
fire.  Then, the rabbi takes the poker and pushes a burning ember out of the fire onto the 
stone floor.  The ember starts to lose its heat and its bright red color.  Soon, it’s about to 
go out.  But then, the rabbi uses the poker to push the ember back into the fire.  The fire 
gets bigger and stronger, and the ember begins to glow again.  
 
Suddenly, that person who had pulled away from the community understands:  he is the 
ember.  When a person removes himself from the community, not only does the 
community lose some its strength and luster, but so too does that person.  Contributing to 
the community reveals the otherwise hidden light and warmth within us.  
 
But community in general, or Jewish community in particular, is not just about 
survival.  It’s not just about taking good care of ourselves, or gratifying ourselves. 
It’s about reaching out with other people to do the right thing. 
 
Maimonides once said that there has never been a Jewish community that didn’t provide 
for its most vulnerable.  (Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Matanot Oniyim 9:3)  Think of the 
institutions that Jews have created throughout history:  soup kitchens, homeless shelters, 
burial societies, ….  No individual could accomplish these tasks.  
 
Our commitment to those less fortunate than us is a lot older than Maimonides, of course. 
It goes back, if not farther, to Isaiah, whose words we read as the haftarah on Yom 
Kippur:  “Share your bread with the hungry,” he says, “and take the poor into your home; 
when you see the naked, clothe him; and don’t ignore your kin.”  (58:7)  
 
Now, we know that the mitzvah of caring for the less fortunate falls on us as individuals. 
Traditional Jewish homes always have a tsedakah box along with Shabbat candlesticks, 
so that the last weekday act that we do before lighting the candles is to give tsedakah. 
But the responsibility to care also falls collectively on the communities in which we live, 
and for good reason:  Communities can organize initiatives that can be much more 
influential than a simple donation.  For us to undertake this as individuals is hard; as a 
community, we can do it much, much better.  
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In this country, in addition to synagogues like ours that seek regularly to engage in acts of 
hesed and tsedakah (kindness and righteousness), we have the alphabet soup of the 
Jewish communal world: organizations like JVS – the Jewish Vocational Service; JF&CS 
– Jewish Family and Children’s Service; and CJP – Combined Jewish Philanthropies. 
Men and women in this very room are professionals or volunteers in such vital and 
effective organizations.  
 
Incidentally, given that we no longer live in solely Jewish communities, the mandate of 
these organizations is even greater than that of their predecessors; they not only serve 
Jews, they also serve non-Jews for, as the rabbis tell us, “we care for the gentile poor just 
like the Jewish poor, and visit the gentile sick, just like the Jewish sick, and bury indigent 
gentiles who’ve died just as we bury indigent Jews, in order to follow the ways of peace.” 
(Gittin 61a)   Were we to try to address all of the needs served by those organizations 
solely as individuals, we would not be able to serve nearly as many as well as we now do.  
 
But, we might ask, why do this as Jews?  Why focus on the needs of Jews?  Why not just 
join the other fine social action organizations that exist all around us?   What is gained by 
doing this work as Jews and with Jews?  Stepping back, what’s gained by creating and 
maintaining a specifically Jewish community? 
 
It’s not easy to answer these questions, because frankly to a certain extent they’re matters 
of the heart, rather than the head.  The short answer is, that’s what it means to be Jewish. 
 
It all goes back to that promise to Abraham – and what Abraham promised in return, 
namely to practice justice and righteousness.  It goes back to Moses, and the covenant at 
Sinai.  We aren’t just individuals pursuing our own individual paths; we have inherited a 
great legacy; we are members of a great people.  And we have a collective mission: to be 
a blessing in the world.  
 
Yes, we can and should cultivate our inner lives -- “do our own thing,” if you will -- but 
Judaism, we might say, favors rugged communitarianism.  We are few in number, and 
yet, because we have always viewed ourselves as part of a community, we have always 
had much to offer, and, God willing, will continue to have much to offer to the world.  
 
One can always opt out.  But when we do that, we give up our seat at the table, and we 
step away from our role in shaping the Jewish future. 
 
One more thing:  when we’re a part of the Jewish community, we can help make 
beautiful things happen. 
 
About two weeks ago, I officiated at a wedding here at Temple Aliyah.  This one was 
unusual.  Neither the bride nor the groom is from Needham.  In fact, neither is American. 
They live in Germany; in Berlin, to be precise.  They happen to be Jews by Choice who 
met – where else? -- in shul. (By the way, I can think of many worse reasons to go to shul 
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than to meet one’s future mate.)  And which shul do they attend?  The Masorti or 
Conservative synagogue in Berlin.  
 
The couple wanted to get married in Boston.  They got connected to me through a rabbi 
at the Conservative Yeshiva in Jerusalem, where the groom had studied last year.  
 
Once I got to talking with the couple – which incidentally took place over a period of 
months, via Skype --, and after I had agreed to perform the ceremony, we discovered an 
interesting coincidence.  The groom happened to mention that while he was living in 
Jerusalem, he would regularly go to services on Shabbat at a congregation called Kehillat 
Kedem.  What he didn’t know, which I told him, was that the Torah scroll that that 
congregation uses was donated by Temple Aliyah about four years ago.  Week after 
week, the sefer torah in his life was one that had once resided in our own community. 
Learning this reinforced in his mind the notion that this was, as they say, “beshert,” or 
“meant to be.”  
 
So, we had a bride and a groom; they were coming with a ketubah from  Harvard Street 
and a marriage license from the town clerk – but how can you have a wedding without 
guests?  And so not only did the Cantor join us, but I invited our adult bar/bat mitzvah 
class.  And I also asked the folks who were due to come to the evening minyan that 
evening to come a little early and help us fulfill the mitzvah of rejoicing with the bride 
and the groom.  
 
Well, did they ever!  One incredibly thoughtful guest brought corsages for the bride and 
the groom.  Another became our unofficial photographer.  Four more volunteers held up a 
huppah.  The Cantor sang the sheva brachot.  The groom broke a glass.  And (after the 
couple had some time to be alone together), we toasted them with champagne and 
strawberries before they headed off for their first meal together as a married couple. 
 
What an evening!  Although we had never met, we came together as a Jewish community 
l’sameach et he-hattan v’ha-kallah – to rejoice with the bride and the groom. You don’t 
need to know someone -- you don’t even need to be able to speak their language -- to be 
able to celebrate with them.  
 
And there’s more. 
 
A couple of days later I got an email from a relative of mine, who was travelling in 
Europe and who just happened to be visiting Berlin.  While she was there, she told me, 
she went to the Conservative synagogue on Shabbat to pray.  And while there, she did 
what any of us would have done: she picked up a prayer book and opened it up.  And 
there in the front, she saw that the book that she was using had been donated to the 
congregation by none other than Temple Aliyah of Needham, Massachusetts.  (It was one 
of our old books that we’d given away a few years ago when we switched to the new 
Siddur Sim Shalom for Shabbat and Festivals.) 
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What a circle:  Jerusalem, Berlin, Needham.  Jews getting together to bring happiness to a 
couple they didn’t even know, and to celebrate connections they didn’t even know 
existed.  But they do exist, because we are a world-wide community.  Here; in Berlin; in 
Jerusalem; and around the world.  
 
Speaking of community, why are we here?  Now, I know, it’s Rosh Hashanah.  But if 
Rosh Hashanah is devoted to self-examination, to focusing on how to be better human 
beings in the year to come, which are highly personal inquiries, you’d think we’d want to 
be alone.  After all, when you ask people to visualize themselves in a spiritual place, they 
tend to think of themselves on a mountain top, alongside the ocean, somewhere out in the 
world -- not surrounded by 900 other people!  
 
And yet, we’re here.  We’re here because on this day we don’t want to be alone.  We’re 
here because on this day we are acutely aware that there is indeed something special, 
something spiritual, that happens when we gather to daven together as a community to 
usher in the new year.  
 
We’re here because, in this place, and at this time, we feel safe, we feel protected.  
 
“Estamos bien – en el refugio.”--  “We are OK – in this shelter.” 
 
There is a beautiful midrash that says that on the day that the Jewish People stood 
together at Sinai, on the day when the Jewish people sealed their covenant with God, 
every one of us was there.  Not just those who happened physically to be there that day, 
but the souls of all Jews who have ever lived and all who ever will live, whether they 
were born Jewish or not.  Every Jewish soul was standing there. I was there.  You were 
there.  We were all there, together, in one big community for all time. 
 
And the same is true today.  
 
We are here, yes, to take care of ourselves, and to satisfy our spiritual hungers.  And 
we’re here to imbibe the strength and the warmth of the community, to help us bring out 
our own strength and our own warmth.  But we cannot forget that we are also here to be 
inspired to do great things as a community.  We are here to be Jewish as individuals and 
as a community.  And we’re here to create moments of connection that wouldn’t 
otherwise take place. 
 
This community, this Jewish community, the world-wide Jewish community, is our 
shelter.  Within it, estamos bien: We are OK, we are well.  And, God willing, we always 
will be. 
 
May all of us be blessed with health, happiness and fulfillment in the coming year. 
Shanah Tovah! 
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