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Recently I had the pleasure, as I do most weeks, of co-leading a service at which a 

young man became Bar Mitzvah. Although most B’nei Mitzvah in our congregation 

occur on Shabbat mornings, this one was on a Monday. At all B’nei Mitzvah, emotions 

run deep for families and for me; I take pride in seeing students, some of whom I’ve 

known from birth, growing, learning and shining and bringing pride to their families, our 

congregation, and the Jewish people. And at all B’nei Mitzvah I take note of the “village” 

that made the lifecycle event happen; the family, the rabbis, the teachers, the sponsor, 

the tutor, those involved in the mitzvah project, etc.  

But at this Monday Bar Mitzvah something really hit me. Here we were on a weekday 

morning. A sponsor who had already helped the student for many hours, giving of her 

special musical skills to guide him in creating an original musical D’var Torah 

composition, took time off from work to be present. A teacher in our religious school 

who had given of her time to rehearse the musical D’var Torah with the student took 

time from her workday to be present to play flute with him at the service. A dedicated 

musical member of our congregation, unable to attend the service, recorded himself 

playing the piano part for the student’s composition, making himself present digitally. A 

gentleman who participates in our choir made it a point to be present to add his voice 

for a family he did not even know. 

I was discussing with Rabbi Cohen how moved I was by this village of people with a 

sense of what one might refer to as sacred obligation, and how I wanted to write about 

it. Later she came across an article by Erin Wathen, the Senior Pastor of Saint Andrew 

Christian Church in Olathe, KS, which she forwarded on to me, a segment of which 

follows: 

You cannot volunteer at your own church, in the same way you cannot babysit 
your own kid. Because the church belongs to you in the same way your family 
does. It’s your own place, your own people. So of course you help take care of it. 
Of course you do yard work and make coffee and teach the kids and sing in the 
choir and whatever all else it is you do for the home and the people that you love. 
A volunteer, in most cases, is just visiting. A fly-by. Maybe it’s a helpful fly-by, but 
it’s not the same as belonging to something. It’s not the same as contributing 
to something bigger than you, something that’s part of who you are. 

 

I loved seeing how this sentiment played out on the Monday morning of the 

aforementioned Bar Mitzvah, but I wondered how many Jews today, whether in our 
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congregation or not, carry that same sense of sacred obligation. We read in the Talmud 

(Shevuot 39a):  

Kol Yisrael arevim zeh bazeh    בזה זה ערבים ישראל כל   

All of Israel is responsible for one another  

How do we live out that charge? In our congregation, some do it by teaching. Some do 

it through providing funds or hosting an oneg. Some do it by showing up at a service to 

help the community, simply by their presence, to celebrate Shabbat or a holiday, or by 

attending B’nei Mitzvah services of students they don’t know and whose families they 

have not yet met, for the sole purpose of being the face of the community these new 

Jewish adults are a part of and to which they are dedicating themselves on their 

momentous day, to be the community celebrating them. I’m going to revisit Erin 

Wathen’s words with a Jewish lens: 

You cannot volunteer at your own synagogue in the same way that you cannot 

babysit your own kid. Because the synagogue and the Jewish people belong to 

you in the same way your immediate family does. They are your own place, your 

own people. So of course you take care of them. 

I hope for us all that we are able to see our Temple Beth Shalom community as an 

extension of our own immediate families and a symbol of the Jewish people, that we 

may care for it as we would our own parents, siblings and children. May our sense of 

sacred obligation guide us to see our presence and varied contributions as a holy 

undertaking that will connect us to the people of our congregation and to the Jewish 

People as a whole, and that will connect others to our community, and sustain our 

people to future generations.  


