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I first noticed the bright red of the gate rising high above the shops that lined both sides of a 

crowded pedestrian walkway.  There were people everywhere, and many carried umbrellas, more 

for protection against the shining July sun than from rain.  I was busy getting a kick out of the local 

chatchkes--paper fans, keychains shaped like Mount Fuji, T-shirts with cartoons of Japanese anime, 

and little pastries shaped like fish and filled with a sweet red bean paste--to name a few.  It was my 

2nd day in Japan, and my friends--American Jews living and working in Tokyo for a couple of years-

-had suggested that we check out the largest shrine in the city.  That day’s outing to a shrine turned 

out to be the first of many throughout my week in the country, and there my fascination with these 

places of worship was born. 
 

You see, they’re everywhere.  Shrines, that is.  You’ve got your major ones, like this one in Tokyo, or 

an even larger shrine complex built into a mountain just south of Kyoto.  But they’re also tucked 

away in little courtyards--like the one I found just off of a shopping alley--or even right there on side 

streets.   
 

What grabbed and held my attention wasn’t actually the ubiquity of shrines around Japan--

although, as someone who gets excited about Jewish sightings in my travels, that was a new kind of 

cool.  What amazed me was the regular stream of Japanese individuals and families attending these 

shrines.  There always seemed to be a long, yet polite, line of regular people waiting their turn to 

pay a visit.  What devotion. What discipline.  What connection. 
 

In case you’re wondering what happens during a shrine visit, here’s what i saw: 
 

the worshipper walks through the entrance gate, called a Torii gate--you’ve probably seen pictures; 

it looks like the hebrew letter chet.  She bows toward the shrine, which stands in front of her.  There 

are a couple of rituals to perform before going inside--lighting some incense and washing hands at a 

communal basin.  She may purchase a personal fortune, written on a slip of paper, and tie it to a 

wooden frame close to the entrance of the shrine along with thousands of fellow worshippers’ 

prayers, flapping in the breeze.  Deep inside the shrine, there is a golden statue of Buddha--she 

won’t enter that space--along with numerous smaller statues and religious items.  When it’s her 

turn, she pulls on a thick and well-worn rope, hanging down from the ceiling, to ring a bell.  The 

deities are said to be awakened by the sound. The worshipper now offers her personal 

prayers.  There’s no fixed liturgy.  When she is ready to leave, she bows twice, claps twice, and holds 

the second clap with her hands held together in front of her heart for a closing bow.   
 

From my outsider’s perspective, a pilgrimage to a Shinto shrine is pretty structured, if highly 

personal, and quite fulfilling.  Adherents to Shinto seem to derive a great deal of personal 

satisfaction from their worship, and I can only imagine that they make regular visits to the shrine. 
 

Now, I have to admit a couple of things to you:  1) I actually know very little about the Shinto 

religion, despite the research i’ve attempted since returning home; 2) I didn’t interview a single 

Japanese person about their emotional or spiritual life; and 3) I’ve given you a very cursory glimpse 
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into private Shinto worship, since there are also opportunities for communal worship--it’s not all 

individual.  But I bring you these observations at Japanese shrines because they draw attention to 

an important aspect of our own faith tradition that we tend to relegate to the back burner, or even 

ignore--and that is our commitment and devotion to individual Jewish rituals. 
 

It may seem an odd topic to focus on, since we--myself included--regularly place great emphasis on 

the centrality of being part of a Jewish community--joining a shul; coming to services, classes, and 

social events; celebrating Shabbat with others; and adhering to norms of eating that enable all Jews 

to share meals.  Indeed, the community is and always has been central to what it means to be a Jew. 
 

And actually, it’s not like we as modern American Jews don’t seek out individual, personal 

fulfillment; our society places great emphasis on methods of personal growth, albeit outside the 

realm of religion!  Think about the sheer volume and variety of yoga classes accessible to you, 

inviting you to get in touch with both the physical and emotional aspects of yourself.  Not to 

mention meditation classes, massages, acupuncture, and even a simple bubble bath at home--all 

meant to relax you in different ways.  And then there’s the virtual world of meaning and connection-

-the freedom to post pictures and status updates, always with the potential for social approval in 

the form of a “like”--now, even a “wow!” or a “love”!  We’re all about the quest for connection, 

support, feeling good.  I’m just as into all of these activities as the next person!  But I have a feeling--

no, i know--that Jewish tradition is overflowing with opportunities to help us feel alive and grateful, 

if we could only devote ourselves to them as we do to secular practices, as the Japanese have to 

their shrines.  On this 2nd day of our new year, let us look at our own tradition with a fresh 

perspective, searching our own mitzvot for that potential spark of connection, that inspiration that 

keeps us coming back for more. 
 

Take a moment to conjure up a memory, if you have one, of devotion to a Jewish ritual.  Perhaps you 

sang the shma before bed each night, or you did so with your children. Maybe you can picture a 

father or a zayde wrapping tefillin every morning or enveloping you with his tallit in shul.  We often 

associate devotion to individual mitzvot with older relatives or with times past.  But the truth is, 

mitzvot are eternally meaningful, and they invite us to add new layers of meaning to them. 
 

If only we had the time to explore them all!  For today, I’ve hand-picked three mitzvot to explore 

together--very different from one another, but each an individual mitzvah with the potential to 

expand our personal worldview, to grow within us a sense of gratitude, and perhaps the possibility 

of enhancing our experience as a Jewish community.  I picked them because I love them--you may 

like one of these or not, but i ask you to open yourself to inspiration from right inside our own 

tradition! 
 

First up:  a personal favorite, the bathroom bracha.  By a show of hands, anyone know what i’m 

talking about? 
 

All Jews are aware of brachot in general, blessings we recite before and after particular 

experiences.  They’re a basic staple of our religious expression.  We’re good with blessings before 

and after eating.  We teach our children the words “lehadlik ner shel Shabbat” as we light the 

candles.  Many of us are familiar with the blessings available to us when we see wondrous sights in 
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the natural world--lightning and thunder, a huge mountain or a vast body of water, even a 

rainbow.  And of course, by virtue of our sitting together right here, we know that blessings 

permeate our prayer services.  But what about the bathroom bracha? 

Most of us, throughout most of our lives, pay little attention to the processing of food once we 

swallow it.  We have little idea of the inner workings of our colons, our kidneys and bladders.  All 

we know is that “when you gotta go, you gotta go”--and so you do.  I don’t mean to be crass in shul--

it’s just simply miraculous that it all works!   
 

As we know, though, sometimes it doesn’t work--for whatever simple or very complicated reason--

and it hurts, and it prevents us from being the productive people we’re used to being.  You know 

exactly what i’m talking about. 
 

How much more grateful would we be, then, if we elevated our consciousness about our bodies even 

when they operate exactly as expected!  And so I ask you to consider this:  Next time you leave the 

bathroom, after your regular ritual of washing with soap and water, recite the bathroom bracha: 

“Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the universe, Who formed human beings with 

wisdom and created within them many openings and many hollows. It is obvious and known before 

Your Throne of Glory that if even one of them ruptures, or if even one of them becomes blocked, it 

would be impossible to survive and to stand before You. Blessed are You, Adonai, Who heals all 

flesh and acts wondrously." 
 

Which brings us to a 2nd mitzvah, probably more familiar than the 1st:  acquiring a lulav and etrog 

for yourself.  Rabbi, you’re thinking right now, why would i have to do that if the shul buys a bunch 

of extras anyway?  And i don’t come here on Sukkot anyway! 

That might be true.  And still.  I choose lulav and etrog because it’s right around the corner, but I 

could just as easily be talking about making and giving your own mishloach manot baskets for 

Purim or counting the Omer between Pesach and Shavuot.  The point of selecting this mitzvah is 

that it’s a holiday-based activity that is performed by the individual and heightens one’s awareness 

of something larger than oneself.  The Torah tells us that, on the first day of Sukkot, each Jew is to 

take for him- or herself the 4 species--a palm frond, an etrog, some willow, and some myrtle--and 

wave them together before God.  The rabbis expanded the practice to each day of the holiday except 

Shabbat, and i’m glad they did, and not just because it’s more cost-efficient that way.  You see, each 

of the arba minim, these 4 items, grows in a dry climate and requires precious water to grow.  When 

the practice first began, Jews were farmers centered in the land of Israel, where rain is scarce, 

falling only in the winter months between the end of Sukkot and the beginning of Pesach.  It was--

and is--crucial, then, that the rain come at its proper time, a sign of blessing in our tradition. 

Today, for us committed Jews outside of Israel, the connection to Israel’s rain cycle may or may not 

be meaningful.  For me, it certainly helps remind me of what’s happening in my other home.  If you 

haven’t seen a youtube video of the first rain anywhere in Israel, it’s worth looking up after the 

holiday--that’s sheer israeli joy.  But if that doesn’t do it for you, waving the lulav and etrog each day 

of Sukkot can serve as your own personal connection to the natural world around you, right here at 

home.  Like the sukkah in which we dwell for the week, these 4 plants remind us that the natural 

world is quite fragile; it needs to be pretty perfectly balanced for life to exist, and we must play our 
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part in maintaining it for future generations.  And so, consider ordering your own lulav and etrog 

set.  Take them out in the early morning before school or work, say the blessing, and wave them in 

every direction.  It’s fun.  As you take in the rustle of the different kinds of leaves, smell the various 

smells, and rejoice as you keep each branch alive for more than a week, broaden the moment to 

appreciate the natural world around you.  Fellow Jews around the world will be doing the same. 
 

Finally, 1 last mitzvah to consider in this new year:  Talmud Torah, the study of our traditional 

texts.  Not surprisingly, Jewish texts themselves encourage us to study.  Pirkei Avot, the Ethics of the 

Fathers, tells us “Talmud Torah k’neged kulam”, the study of Torah is as great as the other mitzvot 

combined.  Louis Finkelstein, a prominent Talmud professor and chancellor of JTS in the mid-20th 

century, offers an explanation: “When I pray, I speak to God. When I study Torah, I keep quiet and 

let God speak to me.”  In other words, delving into our sacred texts is like placing our shiny new 

Apple Airpods in our ears--the music of the divine begins to play. 
 

As modern Jews, we do ok with communal Torah study--discussing the parasha each week, seeking 

out experts in Jewish subjects to address us. Today, I ask you to consider individual, partner, or 

small group study of any Jewish text.  Make a little time each week to read the parasha--there are 

tons of apps for that.  Listen to a Jewish podcast.  Sign up to get a little Mishnah or Talmud in your 

inbox each day.  Come to our ongoing tuesday morning Mishnah class, where everyone gets to 

participate.  Let whatever gem is hiding inside a text escape into your life, let’s God’s music ring out, 

and carry it with you when you come here to be with the community. 
 

Reciting the bathroom bracha, acquiring a lulav and etrog, studying Jewish sacred texts.  If these 

mitzvot feel like a random set, they pretty much are, and that’s ok.  They are totally different in form 

and content, but they share 1 extremely important thing--the potential for sharpening our 

connection to ourselves, deepening our gratitude for life.   
 

As a general principle, our 613 mitzvot are the ways that we express our Judaism.  They encourage 

us to care for those around us, they enable us to relate to God, and they elevate our daily 

experiences from the mundane to the kadosh, the sacred.  You know, one thing all religions have in 

common is that they add meaning to the lives of individual adherents and religious 

communities.  You may be excited about one of these mitzvot, which would be great; or you may not 

be feeling moved, and that’s really ok too.  There is something out there that’ll work for you, 

something that you can fit into your routine and that transforms your day.  It likely won’t be a 

shrine on the side of the road that beckons you.  Maybe it’s something in this building, but maybe 

not.  Like the Shinto worshipper who builds his regular visit to the shrine into the fabric of his life, 

we have 613 gems to provide structure, routine, and inspiration to ours.  Rabbi Brad Artson, Dean 

of the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies in Los Angeles, captures it beautifully: “Being a Jew means 

embracing the opportunity of the next mitzvah.”   
 

This year, I hope that each of us gives ourselves a gift--the gift of a new inspirational practice.  Only 

you will decide what it will be, but make it something Jewish, just for you.  It’s the 2nd day of 5777--

an entire year of new horizons awaits you. 

 


