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 Ilu keirvanu lifnei Har Sina v’lo natan lanu et ha-Torah…Dayeinu. It is never too early to 
start thinking about Pesach: “If God had merely brought us to Mount Sinai but did not give us 
the Torah, it would have been enough for us.” What exactly does this verse mean? What in the 
world would be the point of going to Mount Sinai if not to receive the Torah? One answer is that 
the experience of Jewish unity at Sinai was worth the whole trip. Even without getting anything, 
if all that was accomplished was the Jewish people standing united for one moment—this itself is 
an accomplishment of amazing worth. It stands on its own, and was a moment of closeness to 
God that carried significance even if the Torah had not been given. 
 

“Va-yichan sham yisrael neged ha-har – The Jewish people camped opposite Mount 
Sinai.” Rashi notes that the singular of the verb is used, prompting Chazal to comment: “K’ish 
echad b’leiv echad – As one person with one heart.” The Jews were completely united. This 
teaching promotes achdut (unity) as a supreme value. Our goal as a community must be to strive 
for the unity that existed at Sinai. This is a noble goal. It is also not realistic. In an age where 
much of the Jewish community is very far removed from the lessons and observances of Sinai, 
there must be something else to strive for. 
  

The Chasidic Rebbe, Rabbi Yitzchak of Vorki, understands the pasuk differently. Va-
yichan is to be understood as being related to the word chein, favor, goodwill, or positive 
association. At Sinai, the Jewish people were all favorably inclined towards each other. There 
was mutual respect and admiration. This was a prerequisite to receiving the Torah, and this is an 
achievable goal. Even without total agreement, there can be common purpose, shared ideals, and 
validation of the other. We’re all Jews! The covenant at Sinai created one people dedicated to 
Torah. We may possess different views and make different choices, but first we must 
acknowledge our Jewish identity and, at the very least, affiliate as one people. 
  

The Rebbe of Vorki’s theme is reinforced in Chapter 19 of our Torah portion, when the 
covenant is presented and accepted. The most commonly recurring word is am – nation. The 
word appears 17 times. The Torah is our way of life, but we would not have it without being a 
nation. Being an am, does not happen automatically. At the most basic level, it requires the 
desire to identify and be part of the Jewish people. To be an am, one must affiliate, and this is not 
as popular as it used to be. 

 
It’s called the Rise of the Nones. The number of Americans who do not identify with any 

religion is growing at a rapid pace. In the recent Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, nearly 
20% answer “none” when asked which religion they belong to, and fully one third of adults 
under 30 are religiously unaffiliated. Many of these “nones” are believers and claim to be 
spiritual, even religious. 21% of them pray daily and many have positive feelings towards 
organized religion. This may be due to the fact that three quarters of them grew up in religiously 
affiliated homes. We live in an age, though, when affiliation or belonging does not seem to 
matter. 
  

The Jewish community is not immune from this phenomenon. Leaving aside the issue of 
religious observance, there is a weakening in the bonds of affiliation with the Jewish people of 
the feeling of belonging to a distinct Jewish people. In the June 2012 issue of Commentary 
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magazine, Jack Wertheimer notes the profound transformation in the vocabulary of American 
Jewish life with an emphasis on a more individualistic approach to defining the Jewish 
experience. He formulates “The Ten Commandments of America’s Jews” based on his 
observation of the Jewish scene. His list includes: You shall not be judgmental. You shall be 
pluralistic. You shall personalize your Judaism. You shall not be tribal. In his opinion, the Jewish 
community has moved away from focusing on collective Jewish needs towards unbridled 
individualism. 

 
 It is the rise of the Jewish nones. 
  

Wertheimer writes: “Such is the current Jewish ethos. It demands global consciousness 
and rejects tribal allegiances...” Too many Jews today have forgotten the original Ten 
Commandments which remind “a specific people of its particular historical experience.” They 
lack a proud affiliation and connection with Judaism and the Jewish people, which needs to be 
recaptured. Wertheimer quotes one scholar (Michael Berger): “If something is yours, you don’t 
feel the need to ask why – it’s just yours. The French don’t wake up every morning asking why 
should French culture exist – it just does.” Whatever differences exist within the Jewish 
community, the first step is, like at Sinai, to promote a feeling of chein amongst the Jewish 
people and encourage a sense of community and affiliation. 
  

Let’s look at the tensions within the various religious communities in Israel. There are 
terrific claims made against the status quo: Why doesn’t Israel fund more non-Orthodox rabbis 
and communities? Why aren’t non-Orthodox marriages recognized and non-Orthodox clergy not 
allowed to perform funerals? Why can’t there be more open access to the Kotel? In the aftermath 
of the elections, a number of op-ed pieces appeared demanding change and expressing hope that 
things would improve on these issues. In one piece, Daniel Gordis acknowledged the imperfect 
state of affairs. The answer, though, is not to simply change the whole system. That would 
alleviate the immediate symptoms, but it would not solve the underlying problem. He writes, 
“For Israel to matter to Jews, Jews must see themselves first and foremost as a people, not 
merely as a religion…Religions don’t have states; people do. The French have a country, but 
Baptists do not.” 21st century Judaism will need a more tolerant Orthodoxy, but all Jews will 
need to be more grounded in Jewish peoplehood than they are today. There is a need for more of 
the chein that was present at Sinai.  
  

Here in the US, the situation is both different and very much the same. As opposed to 
Israel, we have a free-market Jewish community. People can decide when, where, and how to 
engage in Jewish life. If you disagree with the position of one group, join a different one. There 
are so many choices, yet more and more the choice is not to affiliate.  The UJA-Federation of 
New York’s Jewish population survey shows that, over the last nine years, Jewish engagement 
has dropped on a number of measures. Fewer Jews feel that being Jewish is important (from 65% 
in 2002 to 57% in 2011). Fewer Jews feel that being connected to a Jewish community is very 
important (from 52% in 2002 to 44% in 2011). Nondenominational Jews and Jews with no 
religion now make up a third of all Jewish households in the New York area.  

 
What is the solution? More engagement, affiliation, and enhanced sense of chein, of Jews 

feeling positive about their place within the Jewish people. There are plenty of ways to do it. The 
New York Times had an article about the SoHo Synagogue, a creative community attracting 
young Jews who would normally not set foot in a synagogue. Their modus operandi is to make it 
cool to be associated with a shul. No small feat. At KJ, we have our Beginners Program, which 
has brought thousands closer to Jewish learning and Jewish life and provided many with a sense 
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of belonging. This year, in partnership with UJA-Federation, we initiated a Sabbath Salon, a 
Friday night space for young Jewish professionals to eat, drink, socialize, and have a Shabbat 
experience. All of this takes place in venues outside the synagogue – one event was at a bar, 
another in a private room of a popular event space. The goal of all of these programs is to 
encourage Jews to come forward and be part of the community. 

 
Addressing the current state of the Jewish community requires cutting to the heart of the 

problem: We need to reverse the trend and engage the nones. When Jews reconnect with our 
unique Jewish story and affiliate with the covenant of peoplehood, we will have the strength and 
depth to address these challenges. This approach worked at Sinai, and it can work today.  

 
 In a recent speech given to a Charedi audience, Yair Lapid, head of the Yesh Atid party 
in Israel, discussed secular-Haredi relations and the changes taking place in the Charedi 
community. He mentioned a few of the laws that Israel has in place to defend religion. There is a 
Chametz Law, outlawing the sale and public serving of chametz on Pesach. Nevertheless, every 
year there is controversy with numerous reports of people eating and buying and selling chametz 
on Pesach and attempts by the religious sector to do something about it. There is also a Pork Law 
limiting the sale and serving of pork, but there is still much public skirmishing between the 
religious and those who eat pork, stores that sell it, and restaurants that serve it. What about the 
Yom Kippur Law? On Yom Kippur, there is very little public desecration of the holy day. There 
are no reports of secular Jews eating in public or of concerts taking place in outdoor malls. There 
is also no conflict between the secular and religious over recognizing the solemnity of the day. 
Why is the Yom Kippur Law so different? What makes it so effective, unlike the Pork Law and 
the Chametz Law? 
 
 The answer is that there is no Yom Kippur Law. It was never passed and does not exist. 
Why then is it kept so “religiously” by secular Israelis? Yair Lapid answered that it is because of 
the common bond shared by all Jews that makes desecrating Yom Kippur in public universally 
abhorrent. If you take away the laws and the tension, and the controversy, observing Yom 
Kippur is part of one’s Jewish identity and affiliation. It is what a Jew does and reflects who a 
Jew is.  
 
 Va-yichan sham Yisrael neged ha-har. K’ish echad b’leiv echad. There is an ideal of the 
entire Jewish nation being b’leiv echad – of one heart, united in belief and commitment. We need 
to start, though, k’ish echad – to create a positive feeling towards Judaism and to strengthen the 
sense of belonging to the Jewish people, of affiliating with the principles that have sustained us 
for thousands of years. This morning we stood for the Ten Commandments. Why? We do not 
stand just because the Jews stood at Sinai. We recreate the scene so as to recapture the spirit of 
Sinai where all of the people first identified proudly as Jews and, in so doing we recommit to 
bring about a similar outcome for the Jewish people today.  


