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What to speak about this week? In an era where there seems to be another crisis 
every day, it was not a good week for the community. The very fact that we are sitting on 
East 78th Street is a direct result of the devastating fire that seriously damaged our 
beloved sanctuary on Monday night. It is, as Rabbi Lookstein noted so perfectly, “a 
disaster but not a tragedy.” The outpouring of support has been phenomenal. Rabbi 
Kenny Brander of Yeshiva University offered 1,000 YU students to come clean up the 
debris. Similar offers to provide volunteers came from Rabbi Avi Weiss of Yeshivat 
Chovevei Torah, from the Orthodox social justice group Uri L’Tzedek, and AVODAH: 
The Jewish Service Corps. How appropriate it is for KJ to be the springboard for such 
Jewish unity! From members and non-members, Jews and non-Jews, New Yorkers and 
those living elsewhere, it has been incredible to see how so many people feel so 
connected to our shul. 

 
The most commonly expressed sentiment has been “How can I help?” It is a 

wonderful offer of assistance, but just what does it mean? Are people asking to be nice? 
Are they at a loss for words? Is the person a demolition or reconstruction expert?  Would 
they like to donate money? I have been thinking about this question. Why do so many 
people want to be helpful? It has to be more than KJ being attractive to exclusively nice 
people. What is it about KJ that elicits such an instinctive offer to be part of our 
rebuilding and continued strength and stability? Reviewing some of the sentiments 
expressed in e-mails received provides three insights into the depth of feeling expressed 
in the offers to help. It relates to what KJ is, who we are, and the impact we have on 
people. 

 
1. We are a beit kneset. The word kns means to gather together. As Queen Esther 

said to Mordechai, “Leich k’nos et kol ha-yehudim – Go and assemble all of the Jews…” 
(4:16) It was not just to pray or fast. K’nos was a command to assemble and take action. 
Our beit ha-k’neset is a place to assemble to study and pray, but it is also a place where 
people assemble to take action. It is a place for daily, Shabbat, and festival services as 
well as a place for blood drives, UJA and AIPAC initiatives, food pantries and toy and 
book drives. A true beit ha-k’neset must provide a sense of purpose; it needs to make a 
difference in people’s lives. 

 
Here are the words of a couple who retain their KJ membership even as they now 

live in London. Both husband and wife came closer to observance, and their children 
attend day school today because of their experience in our community. 

We just learned of the devastation at our shul and are completely shocked.  No 
years away from the community while living in London would ever soften the 
blow of an event like this to us!  Both our sons had their bris in the main 
shul…[we] truly grew together in those walls, no distance or time can take that 
away! We're praying with you and looking for ways to help our brothers and 
sisters in New York come back stronger than before!!   
 
2. We are a kehilla, a congregation. What does it mean to be a kehilla? The 

Hebrew word khl means to gather. What is so special about a lot of people gathered 
together? As Rabbi Yaakov Moshe Charlap, a leading disciple of Rav Kook, notes, we 
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can understand the value of kehilla through another Hebrew word for group: eidah, which 
comes from the Hebrew word to give testimony. The purpose of a congregation is for that 
group to be united in purpose and mission. A true congregation comes together and 
testifies to their shared values and commitment. Our kehilla brings together all sorts of 
unique people. They come from different places, have different levels of religious 
education and observance, and have different cultural backgrounds. Yet people choose 
KJ because we represent an eidah of subscribing to shared values of commitment to 
Modern Orthodoxy, the Jewish people, the State of Israel, to America, and to humanity as 
a whole.  

 
KJ is a place where people are our currency much more than bricks and mortar or 

possessions. As one congregant wrote, “The soul of our synagogue…[our] community is 
intact.” 

 
3. We are Kehilat Yeshurun, we strongly believe in doing what is yashar, what is 

just and right. One of my favorite teachings connected to this idea is found in the writings 
of Rabbi Shimon Shkop in the introduction to his yeshiva world-classic book on Jewish 
civil law, Sha’arei Yosher (Gates of Honesty). Rabbi Shkop (1860-1940) was a student of 
the Netziv of Volozhin and Rabbi Chaim Brisker, Dean of the Telshe Yeshiva, a Rosh 
Yeshiva at YU for a year, and ultimately the head of the famed Grodno Yeshiva until his 
death. In the introduction, Reb Shimon explores the source of man’s holiness and 
addresses the famous teaching of Hillel (Avot 1:14), “Im ein ani li mi li, u’ch’she’ani 
l’atzmi ma ani – If I am not for myself, who will be for me? If I am only for myself, then 
what am I?” The common understanding is that this statement represents the tension 
between a necessary self-interest and communal concern. On the one hand, if I am not for 
myself, then who will be for me? But I must balance this by recognizing that if I am only 
for myself, what am I?  

 
R’ Shimon understands the phrase slightly differently. As human beings, concern 

for one’s self is understandably the starting point. However, the true measure of a man is 
how expansively one chooses to define the concept of “myself.” Is it only me the 
individual or does my identity include me and my family or me and the other person as 
well? Hillel’s teaching is actually saying, “If I am not for myself, who will be; but if I 
define ‘myself’ only as me the individual, then I am actually very small indeed.” My 
existence is defined by whether my “I” extends to another. We have an absolute 
obligation to be there to support others. This is not a good deed or a chesed. It is part of 
who we are.  

 
Reb Shimon Shkop could have been writing the KJ mission statement. This is 

what we do and how people perceive our community. As a non-member attendee of the 
KJ Beginners Program writes:  

I know it is too early to determine what can be done, but I want to help you 
rebuild any way I can. I live in the neighborhood and…KJ has a special place in 
my heart. Last year, you welcomed me into the shacharit minyan as I mourned the 
loss of my younger brother. You may not remember, but you provided the chairs 
and siddurim for me, so that the minyan at my house could daven properly. I will 
always be eternally grateful for that. 

 
 On Tuesday evening, one of my students at the Ramaz School attended the prayer 
gathering on 85th Street. He told me that the Artscroll Siddur mentions saying the 
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berachah of dayan ha-emet when seeing a destroyed synagogue. Should he say the 
blessing since he was seeing the damaged sanctuary for the first time? 
 

The berachah of dayan ha-emet is recited when hearing bad news. The type or 
severity of bad news which prompts the blessing is quite subjective. Shockingly, there 
was even a suggestion – emphatically rejected – that bad news includes having a girl 
when one wanted a boy! Rabbi Yechiel Michel Epstein, in his Aruch HaShulchan 
(224:7), quotes the opinion of saying the blessing when seeing a destroyed synagogue, 
but he feels that since the guidelines of when to say the blessing are so vague, dayan ha-
emet is not recited when seeing a destroyed synagogue. It is, like many areas of Jewish 
law, a matter of differing opinions. 
 
 I answered my student that he should not say dayan ha-emet when seeing the 
damage and destruction. One should say the berachah when informed of a tragedy – such 
as hearing that a person has passed away or even the sad news of the fire. In my opinion, 
seeing the damaged sanctuary is not a reason to say the blessing. It is sad, but KJ will be 
rebuilt. We will be better than ever. There is a lot of work to be done, and there will be 
some changes and disruption. As distressing as the situation is, when I see the damage, I 
am hopeful. I am more acutely aware of what KJ is and does, as well as the impact it has 
on people. All of that, please God, will continue, and we will thrive and grow as a 
congregation. In an encouraging e-mail, one member wrote, “The rebuilding will bring 
this community to an entirely new level. You'll see.” 
 
 We will all, indeed, see. 

 


