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Rabbi David Wolkenfeld 
ASBI Congregation 
Rosh Hashanah 1 

What are We Here For? 

I. 
Many of  my friends and colleagues are wondering about one question on Rosh Hashanah 5776: Is it possible 
to speak about a politically controversial topic in a way that unifies a community. 

I know of  one rabbi who was able to do this.  

More than 20 years ago, Rabbi Yehuda Amital, a man who would become my teacher, was one of  the only 
rabbis in Israel who openly supported the Oslo Peace Accords. Although he was a pioneer of  the West Bank 
communities in Gush Etzion and one of  the innovators of  the hesder yeshiva model in which advanced full-
time yeshiva study was combined with service in the Israeli army, Rav Amital had come to believe that Israel 
needed to pursue the possibility of  peace, and, more importantly, the public voice of  Israeli Judaism needed 
to be a voice that advocated for peace and moderation. 

This political position was controversial among Rav Amital’s neighbors and students in Gush Etzion. This 
position was controversial among Rav Amital’s students at the yeshiva. And this position was controversial 
even among the faculty at Rav Amital’s own yeshiva.   

During the early months of  the Oslo Peace Process, Rabbi Yaakov Medan, Rav Amital’s student and 
colleague, was moved by his opposition to the Oslo Accords - in his eyes it was nothing more than 
appeasement of  terrorism - to pitch a protest tent in downtown Jerusalem and embark on a hunger strike.  

How could the yeshiva survive divisions of  this sort? How could a beit midrash continue to pray together and 
study Torah together when their teachers were calling upon the government of  Israel to adopt contradictory 
policies? Rav Amital showed the yeshiva how to stay together. He went to Jerusalem, to the protest tent 
where his student sat, and said to him:  

“Reb Yaakov, you know that I am fundamentally opposed to huger strikes. I also read the political map 
differently from the way that you do. But I cannot hide the fact that I am proud. The yeshiva’s first student is 
fulfilling its educational message.” 

Because Rav Amital, together with his partner Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, had been able to build a community 
and shape an institution that had a clear sense of  mission and that was united by common values, a mere 
disagreement about politics could not damage cherished friendships. Not only did Rav Amital tolerate 
different opinions - he celebrated them because those opinions were evidence that someone cared enough 
and was committed enough to try to make things better. 

II. 
This morning’s Haftarah could be staged as a play without too much difficulty. Our play has great characters.  
There is a heroine, Hannah, who displays pathos, passion, and faith. There is Elkanah, Hannah’s husband and 
the ultimate straight-man of  this drama. Elkanah is unable to offer the sympathy and support that his beloved 
wife requires and he does not truly understand the distress her childlessness causes her. And then there is Eli 
who is a sort of  comic foil. He drastically misunderstands Hannah, and interprets her intense and focused 
personal prayer as signs of  drunkenness.  

This would be an easy play to produce because all of  the action takes place in one location and so we would 
only need one set Where does it all transpire? In Shilo at the mishkan, the portable tabernacle that was the 
final resting place for the Ark of  the Covenant before Solomon built the Temple in Jerusalem.  Most of  the 
dramatic moments that propel the narrative forward in this Haftarah take place in one small portable building.  



�  of �2 4 RH1

What was Shilo? And what was it for? The story of  Hannah, Elkanah, Eli and, eventually, Shmuel is a story 
about the true purpose of  Shilo, the true purpose of  the mikdash, and the true purpose of  sacred spaces in 
general.  

At the beginning of  the story we are introduced to Elkanah, a prosperous man and a successful husband and 
father. Each year he makes a pilgrimage to Shilo to express gratitude to God and to enjoy his good fortune 
together with his family.  Elkanah is a successful husband but he is not a good husband. He cannot 
understand the depth of  his beloved wife Hannah’s desire to be a mother and without this understanding he 
cannot support her during her suffering.  

Elkanah does not understand suffering and he therefore he doesn’t understand the true purpose of  Shilo. His 
life is good, so he goes to Shilo to show his gratitude, and to spend his money,. But he lacks nothing. He 
never longs or yearns for something beyond his grasp. Without yearning, loneliness, and longing, how can 
one’s soul be awakened to God?  

Elkanah and his religious pilgrimages to Shilo is quite similar to the successful and heroic type, Rabbi Joseph 
Soloveitchik describes as “Adam I” in his book, The Lonely Man of  Faith: 

“He, of  course, comes to a place of  worship. He attends lectures on religion and appreciates the ceremonial, 
yet he is searching not for a faith in all its singularity and otherness, but for religious culture. He seeks …the 
convenience one discovers in a comfortable, serene state of  mind. … His efforts are noble yet he is not ready 
for a genuine faith experience.” 

When Hannah does give birth to Shmuel, Elkanah turns to Hannah and suggests that she join him again in 
the annual family trip to Shilo - just like  every year. But Hannah refuses. She was waiting. She will go back to 
Shilo when she is ready to leave Shmuel there and fulfill her promise to God. For Hannah, unlike her 
husband, the journey to Shilo is about much more than applying a patina of  religious culture over a 
celebration of  good times and success.  

Eli, meanwhile, by judging Hannah implicitly judges himself. He sees a woman in silent devotional prayer and 
assumes that she is drunk. Why would he make that assumption?  It can only be because Shilo, under his 
watch, had turned into a location with too much drunkenness and not enough prayer. Eli’s assumptions about 
Hannah were quite logical, and that shows just how debased Shilo had become under Eli’s own leadership. At 
the very moment when he misunderstands Hannah’s prayer, Eli demonstrates that the child for whom 
Hannah prays, Shmuel, will need to dramatically transform Shilo into a different sort of  institution.  

III. 
Maybe we should consider a dramatic production of  the Haftarah right here in shul. It would be a very 
appropriate setting because a shul is also a sacred space and our shul, and every shul, is the direct descendant 
of  the mishkan in Shilo. The unfolding drama in the Haftarah does not require any change in setting. One 
location, one setting, one institution, can encompass so very much. 

Every shul is a location of  Torah study and is a place where we encounter God’s wisdom. Moshe received 
God’s commands from the ohel mo’ed in the desert.   Shmuel received Divine instruction at Shilo. The 
Sanhedrin sat in the Temple and offered Torah guidance to the entire Jewish people. A shul must be a place 
of  Torah study, where our minds encounter the Mind of  God. 

Every shul is a location of  prayer.  Hannah, poured out her heart before God, risking the scorn of  others 
who misunderstood her, to ask for a son. And when she presents Shmuel to the mishkan once he has been 
weaned, she offers words of  poetic praise that ring out centuries later for their striking imagery of  God’s 
power to transform: 
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“The Lord makes destitute, enriches, debases; He raises - He lifts the poor out of  the dust, and raises abject 
men from the dunghills, to seat them up there with princes, to bequeath them chairs of  honor, for the earth’s 
precipices are the Lord’s and upon them He balances all the world.”  

Every shul is also a place of  community, a beit knesset.. The Ohel Mo’ed was a place around which the 
community gathered during the long journey through the wilderness from Egypt. Shilo, under Shmuel’s 
leadership, became the heart of  the nation, and Solomon’s Temple transformed Jerusalem into the eternal 
capital city of  the Jewish people. A shul is a place where we gather, but not every place where we gather is 
sacred. Elkanah’s shul, what he experienced in Shilo,  was akin to a country club. It was filled with beautiful 
and successful people being beautiful and successful together. Eli’s shul was akin to a night club where anyone 
appearing to stand in prayer was more likely a drunkard. A true shul is where we can come together with our 
weaknesses and our fragility to support one another and figure out how to work together on behalf  of  the 
community and on behalf  of  the world. 

IV. 
There are political think tanks and advocacy groups that promote policies of  every kind. And those 
organizations are crucial ways for us to try to shape the world as best we can according to our best wisdom, 
our values, and our ideals. In a democratic society, it is the responsibility of  every citizen to care about 
politics, to become informed about policy, and to advocate on behalf  of  the political vision he or she thinks 
will be most successful. 

But that is not the function of  a shul. A shul is not a policy think tank. A beit midrash is not an appropriate 
location for a rally. The community that is formed in a beit knesset is a community made up of  individuals 
with different opinions and different ways of  working to improve the world. I worry that, out of  intense 
anxiety on behalf  of  the State of  Israel, and as a result of  a hyper-partisan political climate in America, some 
Jewish communities, and perhaps some of  us here at Anshe Sholom, have forgotten the unique achievements 
that a shul can strive towards when it is focused on the true mission and purpose of  a shul. 

Anshe Sholom is a shul that achieves something that many people think is impossible. We are united and we 
are diverse. 

We are a shul that cares so much about Jewish education.  And we cherish the different ways that families in 
the shul choose to educate their children. B’nai Mitzvah read from the Sefer Torah with precision and 
meticulous accuracy, and they share their own personal and creative thoughts on what they have read. 
Overflow capacity at Tot-Shabbat week after week speaks to the commitment on the part of  parents in this 
community to transmit a love for Judaism to their young children. Our collective beit midrash - all of  the 
different ways that Torah is embraced in our lives show a commitment to the faithful transmission of  our 
tradition and to the discovery of  new ideas and new insights, and to adding our own unique voices to the kol 
Torah - the multi-vocal chorus of  Torah. 

We are a community that is devoted to facilitating each individual’s encounter with God. We encounter God 
in the face of  our neighbor who is in need of  a large or small act of  chessed. We encounter God through 
maintaining the only daily minyan in Lakeview and by hosting Shabbat and holiday tefilot that are open to 
absolutely everyone who wishes to experience prayer with us.  The Zohar teaches that when the community 
comes together in prayer, the individual tefilah of  each member of  the community is likened to a unique and 
special jewel that together form a crown for God. We have some spectacular gem stones in this congregation 
and when we stand together in prayer it surely makes an awesome crown. 

We therefore cherish the diverse ways that members of  our community practice Judaism.  Mitzvot enrich our 
lives and endow our lives with responsibility, with nobility, and with sanctity. The constellation of  mitzvot that 
we embrace will shift throughout our lives and will be different for every individual. Each mitzvah is an 
opportunity for transcendence and each person’s connection to mitzvot is supported here. 
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We are a shul that is devoted to a broader definition of  community and caring about the needs of  Jews and 
non-Jews outside the walls of  this building.  And we are collectively involved in hundreds of  organizations, 
causes, political campaigns, acts of  activism, and generous philanthropy on behalf  of  our brothers and sisters 
in Israel, on behalf  of  one another during challenging moments, and on behalf  of  our neighbors in Chicago.  

Because we share a commitment to Israel, to each other, and to our neighbors, the political diversity within 
the community is evidence of  nothing less than hundreds of  adults, thinking for themselves, and trying as 
best they can to improve the world. We should be proud of  that political diversity. 

Rav Amital entered politics and that was a noble thing to do. We should all consider when and why and how 
to involve ourselves in the political process. But Rav Amital preserved the beit midrash, he preserved the shul, 
he preserved a sphere that was more fundamental, and ultimately, more important, than politics. Perspectives 
and opinions which manifest themselves at opposite ends of  the political spectrum, can have roots in 
common values and a common vision for the future. Those roots, that foundation, is what we must build 
together in shul.  

Those roots and that foundation need nourishing and reinforcement in 5776.  

I’ll see you in shul. 

Shanah Tovah!


