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MJE-JC SHABBATON  

Rabbi Mark Wildes 

Delivered at The Jewish Center, Feb. 28, 2009, Parshat Trumah   

I want to begin by first and foremost thanking Rabbi Levine, Steve Graber, the officers, and 

everyone else from The Jewish Center who so warmly welcomed MJE for this Shabbaton and really 

on every Shabbat and every day throughout the course of the year.  

This is a very special year for us because we’re celebrating our 10
th

 anniversary. It was 10 years ago 

that MJE was established here at The Jewish Center. For 10 years we have been working together to 

share the beauty of Torah and the vibrancy of our community. 10 years of some wonderful 

memories, some which I will never forget. About 8 or 9 years ago when things were just getting off 

the ground, the MJE beginners service when it was much smaller used to meet right up there on the 

4
th

 floor and for those of you who remember there was a little room in the back which some of you 

may remember because that’s where the Kiddush club would meet. And I will never forget, one 

weekday morning Rabbi Jacob Schacter, the then Rabbi of the Jewish Center, calls me into his 

office and sits me down. He says: “Mark, I just got off the phone and I have to tell you about this 

conversation. A member of the synagogue just called me and told me the following”: he said: 

“Rabbi, you know I belong to the Kiddush club and I feel badly because, you know, we meet in the 

back room on the 4
th

 floor, right in back of where the MJE Beginners service meets. And every 

Shabbat our group walks through the Beginners service to get to the back to have our Kiddush. We 

walk past Rabbi Wildes, we see all those sincere people from MJE learning how to daven and 

honestly I feel bad traipsing through their minyan just so I can get my fill at the Kiddush. So I was 

wondering, maybe you could speak to Rabbi Wildes about moving the Beginners Service?!” 

That was my introduction to The Jewish Center.    

In these last 10 years though I’ve also had had the opportunity to be exposed to the larger Jewish 

world and been privy to much of what is happening outside of the orthodox community.  And if I 

had to somehow distill the current state of affairs of American Jewry I would say that two very 

dramatic and very different trends are occurring at the same time, each progressing at a rapid pace 

and each diametrically opposite the other. On the one hand, I see the continuation of the very 

disturbing trend of assimilation here in the United States - large segments of the Jewish population 

who have intermarried and whose children are being raised as non-Jews. And it’s nothing short of a 

disaster. On the other hand, I have also been privileged to witness the spiritual return of thousands 

of young Jewish men and women who have embraced their Judaism and become active in our 

community. And that trend is nothing short of a miracle.  

Interestingly, both groups - those who are assimilating and those who are returning, stem from the 

very same population and for both groups the synagogue is at the center of each of these trends.  

Unfortunately for most young American Jews the synagogue carries primarily negative 

associations. Boredom, irrelevance, and even hypocrisy are some of the familiar words I hear when 

I ask my students what synagogue was like for them growing up. Some have had positive 

experiences but it’s usually the exception. As a result, virtually all outreach organizations have 

distanced themselves from synagogues; all kiruv centers are stand alone institutions which pride 
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themselves on being apart and separate from the local synagogue except of course for us at MJE. I 

have always believed that the synagogue is part of the solution and not the problem. It just depends 

on the synagogue and more importantly, the kind of leadership and community that the synagogue 

comes to represent.  

But to be perfectly honest, one of the things that attracted me to the Jewish Center 10 years ago, was 

the fact that when you walk in the front door you can’t really tell where you are. Is this a shul, is it a 

JCC…I’ve been taking advantage of that confusion for many years now and it’s worked pretty well 

But some catch on faster. One of very first participants of our Beginners minyan 10 years ago was a 

young woman by the name of Gail. Gail was raised in Long Island and her family belonged to a 

Reform Temple where they would attend services on the High Holidays. Her associations with 

synagogue were primarily negative. After college Gail moved to the city and a friend convinced her 

to come to MJE by telling her that it wasn’t really a synagogue. A bit skeptical, Gail reluctantly 

came. When she entered the building she asked someone passing by what this place was and the 

stranger told her it was a synagogue. “A synagogue” she said, looking angrily at her friend for 

deceiving her, what kind of synagogue, she asked: “Orthodox”, he responded. Well that was enough 

for her. Gail turned right around and headed for the door. The friend who brought her grabbed her 

by the arm and said: “just give it a try, you’re here already”. She brought Gail up to the 4
th

 floor and 

it just clicked. She came back the next week and then the next, started coming to our classes; came 

on our spring retreat, she traveled with us to Israel for the first time in her life and over the next two 

years eventually became a ba’alat teshuva. Gail met a young man, an active member of The Jewish 

Center and they got married. Today they and their two children live in White Plains where they are 

active in the local modern orthodox synagogue. For Gail, whose initial encounter with the 

synagogue was negative, it was MJE’s association with a different synagogue that ended up being 

so helpful. So it wasn’t the synagogue as an institution that failed, it was her experience at a 

particular synagogue that was problematic; because it was through a different synagogue that she 

met her husband. As I said to someone recently, Gail may have found her Judaism at MJE but she 

met her husband at The Jewish Center and as far as I’m concerned that’s just as important. 

Ladies and gentleman, the synagogue is not the problem; it can be the solution, if our synagogues 

live up to their mission. And it is in this weeks parsha, parshat Trumah, that we learn of that 

mission, the mission of the synagogue: 

Ve’asu li mikdash v’shachanti b’tocham: “Make for me a Sanctuary and I will dwell among them” 

God in this weeks Torah reading tells the Jewish people to create a Mikdash, a Tabernacle. 

 

Fast forward into the times of the prophets, after hearing God speak of the terrible exile of the 

Jewish people, the prophet Yechezkel calls out to God and says: Hashem Elokim, kalah ata oseh eit 

she’erit yisrael “Lord, God are you bringing an end to the people of Israel? To which God responds: 

ki hirchaktim bagoyim -“although I have distanced you among the nations, vechi hafitzotsim 

ba’aratzot “and I have scattered you among the different lands”, Ve’ehi limikdash me’at- “and I will 

be a miniature sanctuary ba’aratzot are ba sham”- “in the lands where they have come”.  

 

The Talmud in the name of Rav Yitzchak on this verse teaches: Elu batei knessiyot ubatei 

midrashot shebebavel – “these are the synagogues and study halls of Bavel”.  
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The Sanctuary, the Mishkan, which we were told to build in this weeks Torah portion, was intended 

to live on in within our synagogues and halls of study. 

 

But what was the purpose of the Mishkan and how is it supposed to somehow to live on within our 

synagogues?    

 

The Ramban, the great Jewish philosopher and mystic wrote that the Mishkan was intended to be a 

makum menuchat hashechinah - a place in which God’s presence would rest. The secret of the 

Tabernacle, says the Ramban, is that the Shechinah, God’s presence, which was openly revealed at 

Sinai when the Torah was given, would continue to be found in the Mishkan, in a more concealed 

fashion. Mt. Sinai was just the first time the Jewish people heard God’s word but it wasn’t the last. 

When Moshe would enter the Mishkan, he would hear God’s voice spoken to him from between the 

two keruvim, the two angelic forms sitting upon the Ark of the Covenant. And so, as the Ramban 

writes, it was through the Mishkan that the people could continue to hear God’s word and 

instruction. The Tabernacle served as a continuation of the Sinai experience. A mobile Sinai unit if 

you will, the Mishkan encapsulated the Har Sinai experience by having a perpetual Revelation 

available to Moshe and the Jewish people through their sojourn in the wilderness.  

But something else took place at Sinai. Har Sinai was not just a powerful bein adam l’makom 

experience, it was not only an awesome man to God event but also an important bein adam 

l’chavero moment, a time of connection and friendship between one person and the next. Leading 

up to the revelation, the Torah tell us Vayachanu bamidbar – “and the Jews encamped in the 

wilderness, vayichan sham yisrael neged hahar – “and he encamped there, next to the mountain”.  

Why, ask the commentaries, does the Torah say: vayichan sham - “and he encamped”. The Torah is 

clearly speaking about the entire people of Israel and so it should say vachanu -“and they 

encamped”? Why the singular and not the plural? 

Rashi, the great Biblical commentator, famously answers: k’ish echad b’lev echad – “one person, 

one heart”- that the Jewish people when receiving the Torah at Sinai were so unified, they were like 

one person with one heart. When hearing God reveal the Torah, the children of Israel were like one 

with each other - they were all on the same page- totally unified, unlike so many times before and 

after.  

And that is the other aspect of the Sinai experience, the achdus, the unity of one Jew to the next. 

And so if the Mishkan was to be a mini-Sinai experience then it’s purpose was to not only bring the 

people to God but to also connect one Jew to the next.  

 

Applying this model of the Mishkan to our times, to our day and age when we are without a 

Mishkan, when the Temple is no longer, when as Rav Yitzchak in the Talmud tells us: elu batei 

knessiyot – these are our synagogues, that our synagogues today reflect the Mishkan of old, then 

both aspects of the Sinai experience must be present. Our synagogues must be both a makom 

menuchas hashchinah, a place where all Jews can have access to Torah and spirituality but also a 

place of k’ish echad b’lev aechad-where everyone feels a sense of achdus, a sense of unity and 

oneness. 
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To the degree that our synagogues posses both of these Sinai elements, to the extent that they are 

powerful vehicles for spiritual growth as well as places of meeting, I believe is the degree to which 

the contemporary synagogue will be part of the solution to and not the problem. However, if our 

synagogues are not viewed as real places of learning and growth or they do not provide a warm and 

inviting environment in which people can connect socially then I fear the synagogue will continued 

to be viewed as an irrelevant and outdated institution in Jewish life. Then the only response to 

Jewish assimilation in America will be more and more outreach programs who will continue to keep 

their distance from the synagogue and ultimately from the mainstream of the community.   

 

We at MJE have been privileged to have been hosted all these years by a synagogue that is part of 

the solution because it truly embodies both aspects of The Sinai experience. The stellar rabbinic 

leadership, Tefilah services and Torah classes that The Jewish Center offers every day makes this 

place a makom menuchas hashechinah, where Hashem’s presence may be felt and at the same time 

The Jewish Center serves as a social institution in which young people can meet and connect. We 

perhaps grow cynical of the large crowds that form downstairs after the various minyanim each 

Shabbat but we need to understand how critical it is that a synagogue offers such a place for young 

Jewish people of all backgrounds to meet. If we’re serious about trying to combat intermarriage 

then we need environments in which those who are at risk of intermarriage can feel comfortable to 

come and meet other Jews. Over the last 10 years we have created such an environment on the 10
th

 

floor at MJE but its imperative that we remain connected to the broader community and that our 

participants feel comfortable mingling with others not just on the 10
th

 floor but also on the first. It’s 

vital we offer an authentic and compelling Judaism to the many unaffiliated Jews of America but 

we also need to offer a way into the community. Not everyone out there is a spiritual seeker but I’ve 

never met anyone who didn’t want to belong.  Through our partnership we are able to present not 

only Torah to our students but an entree into the community.  

This is what we’ve spent the last 10 years doing and b’ezrat Hashem over the next 10 years I look 

forward to exploring the possibility of partnering with other similar types of synagogues as we have 

done with Fifth Avenue Synagogue on the East Side and Aderet El in Murray Hill and we would 

like to do so in other parts of the country using the JC/MJE relationship as a model as to how to 

bring our Jewish brothers and sisters back into Judaism and back into the community.  

Gail is right now sitting in shul in White Plains with her children. Think about that for a minute. If 

she hadn’t found her place in Torah and in the Jewish community here she probably wouldn’t be 

there right now. We have a lot to be proud of but we’re just getting started.  

I thank you for the last 10 years and b’ezrat Hashem I look forward to many more decades of 

working together, all of us, ish echad b’lev echad, as one person with one heart, reaching out and 

sharing the beauty of Torah and the warmth of our community. 

Shabbat Shalom. 
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