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It was a brisk autumn night and it felt like we had been driving for days 
instead of hours. Having spent some time in Cairo, and then driving across the 
Sinai Peninsula, our tired group suddenly found new energy. We were nearing the 
seaside resorts on the Red Sea coast, and we could hear the water lapping against 
the shore.  

We arrived at our destination, got settled, and agreed to meet up again in a 
few hours. At about 2 am, we met, made sure we all had water, hats and the right 
clothing, and off we went. A short car ride took us to the base of Mount Sinai. 
Was this really THE mount Sinai? How on earth did a kid from Omaha find himself 
standing at this place as a 20-soemthing year old rabbinical student?  

Though cloaked in darkness, the mountain did not seem especially tall or 
fearsome. We began climbing, and the trail, while not easy, was not exactly 
treacherous. Think of it as Masada light.  

We reached the top—that place so sacred in our tradition and I remember 
momentarily losing my breath. It was not altitude sickness. No, it was the power 
of standing atop Mount Sinai, about having ascended as Moses once did. Though 
we had planned the trip well in advance, the majesty of it all, the surprise of it all, 
the flashbacks to Hebrew School and thoughts of sitting with my family at 
countless seders—all those Jewish memories filled me in a way I had never 
experienced. I remember looking around for the cleft in the rock, the place where 
Moses saw God pass before him. But all I saw was a flat plateau at the top—no 
place to hide. 

And then it was just a mountaintop. A small monastery stood perched at 
the top, loaning out mattresses for a more comfortable sleep than just laying on 
rock. And other hikers—maybe they were pilgrims? —were scattered about. Our 
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group stretched out, laid down, and took a nap before sunrise. In the early hours 
of daylight, we descended the mountain together, looking down at the ground 
below, trying to imagine an encampment filled with former slaves. 

We were just beginning our lives, just beginning our rabbinic studies, and 
yet, we had reached a peak—the peak—of Sinai. If we were a people of location 
only, we would have all agreed that we peaked too soon! But as we were learning 
that day, Sinai was far more than a place. 

Sure, Sinai was the place chosen by God for the holiest summit meeting 
ever held. But for countless generations no one knew which mountain was 
precisely the Mount Sinai. Truth be told, we still do not know for certain that the 
mountain called Sinai today is in fact the same mountain where God and Moses 
met. 

Yes, back then Sinai beckoned to me as a young rabbinic student. The 
intervening years, however, opened a brighter more intense understanding:  the 
gathering of the people at Sinai truly changed humanity. The mountain itself was 
powerful—but it was only scenery, temporary even.  

The permanence of the people—the grand gathering of past present and 
future, the coming together of a rag-tag group into something enduring, the 
sacred covenant with each other and with the Almighty—these beckon today 
every bit as much as they did way back then. 

Mount Sinai’s greatest gift continues unencumbered to this day and will 
continue evermore. We gathered here today at Sinai join together, as the 
inheritors of the legacy formed back at the base of that mountain. We in this 
place called Sinai recognize just as our ancestors did that the gathering of a 
people links us all, elevates us all, sanctifies us all.  

At Sinai we found that we cannot exist alone. At Sinai we found that we are 
stronger, smarter, better when we are connected to others. At Sinai we found 
that ours is an enduring mission—to pursue the perfection of our world. At Sinai 
we found that we do best when we celebrate our strongest commitments to 
ourselves, to each other and to God. At Sinai we found that God needs us every 
bit as much as we need God. At Sinai we found that our sacred journey, our drive 
for a Promised Land requires acceptance, effort, values, hard work, gentle love, 
soulful devotion and so much more. 

My journey to Sinai was not quite the story we read in the Haggadah each 
year. I wasn’t born a slave in Egypt. Instead, I grew up in a loving suburban home 
in Omaha, Nebraska, filled with passion for Judaism and life in general.  
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I did not endure plagues—though as the youngest of four children, there 
were moments when I definitely felt plagued! I did not experience the strong 
hand and outstretched arm of God pulling me to Sinai, but I did comprehend an 
ancient yearning of our people to pursue justice, to live a life of righteousness, to 
repair the breach and bring wholeness, Shalem, closer to reality. 

I suspect that your journeys to Sinai were not so different from mine. The 
details vary of course, but the magnet that is Sinai pulled each of us to this place 
and this time because we understood somewhere in our kishkes that we can do 
better, that our world needs us to join together to do better. 

Sinai’s power shines as both the power of the Almighty and the power of 
humanity. Sinai reminds us that our very creation oozes with holiness, yet we 
have an obligation to open ourselves to whole worlds beyond each of us. Sinai 
reminds us that when we come together, we can achieve the most impressive, 
significant goals just as much as we can achieve the most intimate, personally 
profound connections of our lives. 

The year just ending has been filled with challenges unlike anything any of 
us could have imagined. We have endured distance, fear, hate, anger, change, 
transition, moments of hope and an ever-growing mountain of questions. Each of 
us arrives at this Rosh Hashanah morning filled with a combination of hope and 
dread—not just from the prayers we are uttering but from the very act of our 
physical gathering, from the facts of the news we read daily, from the challenges 
so many are facing. 

In a very real sense, our gathering this morning echoes a gathering in the 
eastern part of our commonwealth presided over by a lanky man from Illinois 
more than 150 years ago. We are gathered to ensure that our Jewish tradition 
continues—of, by, and for our people—and for all of those who will someday be a 
part of us.  

When Rabbi Abraham Lincoln preached those words at Gettysburg, he 
illustrated a deep understanding not just of the American ideal, but the Jewish 
ideal as well. We Jews learned at Sinai that we are connected, that we are one 
people even as we may disagree from time to time. Our connections to each 
other, our shared history and our shared visions for the future unify us and 
remind us of the power of that gathering at the mountain and every Jewish 
gathering since then. 

Four score minus five years ago a group gathered to celebrate their shared 
understanding of our Jewish peoplehood. They formed a new Sinai, conceived in 
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freedom and dedicated to the proposition that a new kind of Jewish equality 
beckoned in this great place. 

 They came together because they believed that our sacred bonds could 
elevate us ever higher, that we could welcome all people of faith and arm in arm 
craft a new kind of congregation, one dedicated the ideal that all of us are created 
equal, that all paths into Judaism deserve dignity, that ours could be a community 
that welcomes all, listens to all, embraces all, celebrates all.  

As we welcome the new year 5782 let us dedicate ourselves anew to the 
bold promise made by our ancestors not just 75 years ago, but millennia ago. We 
return to Sinai this year with new hopes, new dreams, new possibilities.  

We enter a new year in a world filled with questions and concerns. Yet, for 
us here today, we begin with a strong sense of purpose, an identity carved in 
stone and constructed in steel. The Sinai promise so long ago, and the Sinai 
promise of 75 years ago—to unite, to connect, to perfect--cry out for re-
commitment. And today, arm in arm, hand in hand, we rededicate ourselves to 
this sacred purpose. 

Beyond our shared purpose, the values which connect us remain strong and 
clear. At that first Sinai encounter, Moses and God both recognized that they 
needed each other. God needs humanity to continue the creation of the world, 
and we need God to be that Higher Power, the force of energy, the still small 
voice urging us forward.  

Another great Rabbi named Abraham wrote unmatched twin books about 
the relationship between humanity and God. Though the titles sound dated and 
overly gendered to our modern ears, God in Search of Man and Man’s Quest for 
God both call the reader to see the holy partnerships we craft with our creator. In 
both books Abraham Joshua Heschel explores the interdependency we Jews 
experience with each other and with God.  

Just a couple of weeks ago each of us received a gift bag from Temple Sinai. 
The contents of the bag, and the bag itself so clearly represent the values we hold 
dear as a community. We believe in giving, in sharing with each other. 

 We believe in learning, and each bag contained a book and special bulletin 
telling the history of our congregation. We value ritual, and the bag contained 
candles and the she’hechianu prayer. We value our roots, so the bag contained a 
stone to place on the grave of a loved one. The bags were assembled and 
delivered by grand teams of temple members—illustrating the value we place on 
connections, highlighting the beauty of our connections with one another.  
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Everyone in the Temple received a bag, and gifts were tailored so that 
children received books at their learning level—highlighting the values of 
inclusion and diversity we hold dear. In the hours of assembly and delivery we 
renewed our bonds with each other, and in a real sense recommitted ourselves to 
each other. 

The gift bags represent for me the most essential event at Sinai—the 
moment when our people looked each other in the eye and understood that our 
connections would carry us into the future together. Sinai was about relationship 
building. At Sinai we saw ourselves and each other anew. At Sinai we saw God 
anew. At Sinai then, and at Sinai today we look out and see that we are not alone, 
that we are strengthened by each other, that we bring God into the world when 
we build and nurture relationships. 

In his masterpiece I and Thou, Martin Buber suggests that human 
relationships fit one of two molds—either we see the other as our peer, or we see 
the other as an object. And while we strive to fill our lives with more peer 
relationships, we know that we need some balance, that life requires us to 
engage in both kinds of interactions.  

My friend and teacher Ron Wolfson built on the Buber model in his work 
with Relational Judaism. Ronnie realized that our relationships remain the 
bedrock of synagogue life. Even more, Ron recognized that synagogue life works 
best when I-thou relationships dominate. The moments of connection in 
synagogues, just like those moments of connection at Gettysburg or at Mount 
Sinai give richness and depth to our lives and add meaning to all that we do. 

The synagogue of tomorrow will be most fulfilling when individuals are able 
to connect simultaneously with each other and with our Jewish tradition. Those 
moments might take place in a classroom, a hallway, the kitchen, the auditorium, 
an office or anywhere else. But the location is secondary—the human interaction 
shines as the primary goal.  

We at Temple Sinai can create new Sinai moments for all of us. Recognizing 
the holiness of ourselves and each other, celebrating our shared purpose, living 
our sacred values, we can build a new kind of synagogue and community for the 
21st century.  

Today, look around this room and look around the images you see on 
screen. Our values and beliefs may unite us, but our human connections rooted in 
those values and beliefs will propel us forward.  Mount Sinai brought together a 
rag-tag cacophony and from those broken elements created a new and enduring 
people. Temple Sinai can do the same thing. We can together reconnect, refresh 
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and rejuvenate and renew our Sinai community, emerging from the brokenness of 
the pandemic as a force for good for each of us and for all of us.  

Let the word go forth from this place on this day: The Holiness of Sinai 
beckons! Together let us explore our shared beliefs, values, customs, ideals. Let 
us be open to new understanding, open to new learning, open to new ways of 
living. And let the bonds which link us one to the other and each of us to our 
Creator be the foundation for a renaissance of Jewish life not just here in Squirrel 
Hill but throughout our community and the Jewish people worldwide. At Sinai we 
learned: Am Yisrael Chai. And today we recommit: Am Yisrael Chai. 

 
 
 

 


