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Yom Kippur 5777 
 
 As we sit in synagogue this morning, we do so because of what others have done who 

have come before us.  We come here for many of our own reasons but the one thing that we 

have in common is the knowledge that we are here because of what a parent, a grandparent or 

maybe some other mentor did for us.  We are the inheritors of traditions that are centuries old 

bequeathed to us by ancestors, some of whose names we carry as our own Hebrew names.  

Our presence here this morning testifies to the fact that they were good ancestors to us but are 

we being good ancestors as well? 

 That question first came to my attention at last year’s Momentum Men’s Event.  The 

speaker was Rabbi Steven Leder of the Wilshire Boulevard Temple in Los Angeles.  He asked the 

assembled men, and a few women, what were we doing to be good ancestors?  What were we 

doing to ensure the Jewish future?  His focus that night, quite naturally, was on Jewish 

philanthropy but he raised a broader question that we need to consider at this time of change 

in the life of the Jewish people.  It can no longer be assumed that Judaism in the United States 

is simply passed on from generation to generation.   There are no more societal imperatives to 

be Jewish.  Americans in general are becoming more secular in their outlook and, thankfully, 

those prejudices and restrictions that forced once forced Jewish community are long past.   

We are all Jews by choice, particularly in the progressive Jewish movements. Couple this 

reality with the fact that fewer and fewer Jews find ritual to be the primary way in which they 

play out their Judaism, then the question becomes more urgent as to how to be a good 

ancestor to generations of ever-freer Jews to come. 
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When I was in rabbinic school, I read an article by the 20th century Jewish philosopher, 

Simon Rawidowicz entitled “Israel, the Ever-Dying People”.  The main point of the article was 

that it has always been a concern that every generation would be the last generation of Jews.  

Yet, the greatest asset of Judaism is that it is in a constant state of re-creation, that Judaism 

throughout history has been being re-created for the next generation.  So how do we, then, as 

responsible ancestors create the next generations of Jews? 

In Judaism, anything relating to creation comes in sevens.  So here are seven suggestions for 

being a good ancestor: 

1.  Create a circle of Jewish friends.  Having a set of Jewish friends gives you other people 

to do Jewish things with and to share the journey of Jewish life.  It’s fun to have a pot 

luck seder with friends who have the same age children or who are at the same stage of 

life.  It’s good to know the other Jewish parents at your child’s school.  I can’t tell you 

the number of long-term friends who first met when their kids were in the ECP or first 

met doing an oneg together.  As integrated into American society as we are, it remains 

true that there is still an unspoken cultural and social connection that remains among 

Jews; cultivate that connection. 

2. Find a connection to Israel and to the Jewish world. Nothing conveys the fact that we 

are more than a religion, that we are a people, than an attachment to Israel. We are 

privileged to live in a time when our people has a homeland; for over 2000 years that 

was not the case.  Political advocacy for Israel through AIPAC or J Street is essential but 

there are other many other ways to attach to Israel as well.  Visit there if you possibly 

can, subscribe to an Israeli newspaper on-line, patronize Israeli artists, buy trees and, of 
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course, buy Israel bonds!  But the Jewish world extends beyond Israel.  There is a lot 

going on in the Jewish world, both good and challenging.  For every story about the rise 

of anti-Semitism on college campuses there is another story about a Jewish contribution 

to the repair of the world or a Jewish athlete or artist.  It is important to cultivate an 

awareness that we not only a part of the Austin Jewish community but that we also 

have a place in the larger drama that is the Jewish people. 

3. Contribute to Jewish philanthropy.  Now that every cause is open to giving from Jews, 

and it is ok to be Jewish and visible, Jews are contributing to Jewish philanthropies in 

smaller numbers.  So let’s start with thanking everyone here for supporting this 

congregation.  Without your financial support, this temple would not exist.  In addition 

to one’s shared membership commitment, last night I pointed out a number of funds 

which sustain various temple functions.  During the course of the year, it is appropriate 

to celebrate smichot, express appreciation or to honor the memory of a loved one or 

the loved one of a friend by making contributions to one or more of these funds as well 

as our Rabbis Discretionary Funds or to the temple in general. The habit of giving 

tzedakah is an important one to teach to our children and it is best learned by modeling 

at home.  But giving should extend beyond our temple.  The Talmud teaches that all 

Jews are responsible, one for the other.  As the central financial resource for a number 

of Jewish agencies which serve the Austin Jewish community, particularly Jewish Family 

Service, and also Jews throughout the world, everyone in this room should be making a 

contribution of some amount to our Federation’s Annual Campaign and to consider 

pledging towards the Generations Campaign as well. The Austin Jewish Foundation is 
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also an important new addition to our community for those who would like to pool their 

charitable resources with others from throughout the Austin Jewish community.  

Alternatively, you can contribute directly to a Jewish organization of your choice. You 

don’t have to support them all, just pick one or maybe two.  If everyone did that, even in 

relatively small amounts, we could enjoy a much richer Jewish life in one of the nation’s 

fastest growing Jewish communities.  And its really not all about the money; its about 

the mail.  When you contribute to Jewish philanthropies, as we all know, you get lots of 

solicitations in return.  That’s good because your children and grandchildren see that 

mail and understand that part of being Jewish is strengthening community and caring 

for other Jews. 

4. Create a Jewish atmosphere at home.  Have Jewish art, ritual objects and books around 

the house.  Make certain that the family eats together on Friday nights. Devoting ten 

minutes a week to performing the Shabbat rituals with your family on Friday night can 

create a lifelong attachment to all things Jewish. For our youngest members, be certain 

your child is receiving books monthly from the PJ library.  These are free books on 

Jewish themes for pre-school aged chidren.  In family discussions, think and speak in 

terms of Jewish values.  Point out to children and grandchildren that Judaism provides 

an ethical framework for addressing issues within their own lives as well as throughout 

the world. When discussing issues of personal conduct, ask the question “is that the 

Jewish thing to do?” So many people say that being a good person is an essential 

element of their Judaism.  That’s great but one has to understand the connection 

between those good actions and being Jewish. 
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5. Find a cause and pursue it in a Jewish context.  At our advocacy Shabbat, our temple 

president, Seth Winick, spoke beautifully about how his advocacy for others is informed 

by his Judaism.  He noted that even though the causes he cited are secular, his 

involvement in those causes consciously flows out of a Jewish sense of responsibility to 

tikkun olam, repair of the world.  Our involvement in the support of Mobile Loaves and 

Fishes is another fine example.  Feeding and housing the homeless is essentially a 

secular activity but when we do it as a temple, particularly alongside other faith 

communities, it becomes holy work.  Find your cause and pursue it as a Jew. 

6. Let your children and grandchildren know that Jewish education and youth activities are 

important to you.  This is all about setting expectations.  That a child will remain in 

religious school through confirmation at the end of high school should be as normal an 

expectation for our kids as finishing secular high school or going to college.  Religious 

school attendance should not be an open question each week depending on what else 

there might be to do.  Our children have to hear that we want them to join a Jewish 

youth group and to participate in Jewish youth activities. And it is your presence and 

participation as parents and grandparents at family t’fillah and school-age events that is 

the greatest signal to our kids that Judaism matters.  Think of it this way, when you 

envision your child or grandchild as a 40 year-old, do you see them as a ballerina, a 

soccer player, a gymnast or a Jew; and which of those visions would matter to you the 

most?  And, as important if not more so, send your children and your grandchildren to 

Jewish summer camp.  There is no greater source of an ongoing Jewish identity than 

Jewish summer camp.  Each summer, living as a Jew among other Jews doing Jewish 
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activities as well as secular activities in a Jewish context creates an unbreakable bond 

with Judaism and Jewish life.  Jewish camp is a greater source of Jewish identify and 

attachment than ever before because, thanks to social media and camp sponsored year-

round activities, camp never ends.  The connections made among camp friends are deep 

and nourish a life-long attachment to Judaism.  There is nothing that makes me more 

certain of the Jewish future than seeing folks who Lori and I first knew as campers or 

staff members at Greene now sending their kids to camp.   

7. Find your place in the Jewish community and invite others to join you.  Most of you in 

this room have already taken the first step by becoming a member of a synagogue.  

Thank you.  Synagogue affiliation already puts you in the top 40% of Jews but there is so 

much more to Jewish life than what a temple can provide, things like a Jewish Film 

Festival and a Jewish Book Festival.  In the course of a year, various segments of our 

community hosts an array of insightful speakers on Israel, personal growth, Jewish 

beliefs and child rearing.  There are basketball leagues and pickle ball tournaments, as 

well as communal holiday celebrations of all kinds.  So many of our Jewish organizations 

need your professional skills and leadership.  Find some area of Jewish life and take 

advantage of what the Jewish community has to offer.  And, then, once you experience 

Jewish life in Austin, invite other unaffiliated individuals and families to join you.  

That’s it.  Now let’s not go crazy trying to do all seven of these at once.  

Teshuvah, the process of moving our lives in a better direction, is best done in smaller 

increments.  But these are the seven steps that all of us can take to not only make 

certain that there many more Jewish generations but also to re-invigorate our own 
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Jewish lives.  We have to remember that liberal Judaism, the idea that one can be a 

citizen in full of a non-Jewish society and still retain a Jewish identity that can be passed 

on to future generations remains an experiment.  Reform Judaism is only really 200 

years old and Conservative Judaism is less than that; that’s nothing in the scope of 

Jewish history.  In a sense, the Pew Research Center Study of American Jewish life of 

2013 did not tell us anything new.  We all knew that ritual practice among American 

Jews is often limited to periodic, perhaps annual, appearances in synagogue, lighting 

Chanukah candles, having a seder of some form and being present for life cycle events.  

Given that reality, our focus should be on educating the next generation of Jews not 

only to read Hebrew, chant Torah and lead services but, at least as importantly, to 

inspire the next generation and the generations after that to become steadfast 

members of, and advocates for, the Jewish people. 

I want to close with a quote from the article I mentioned earlier called “Israel: 

The Ever-Dying People.”  Ravidowcz writes: 

A people dying for thousands of years means a living people.  Our incessant 
dying means uninterrupted living, rising, standing up, beginning anew.  We, the last 
Jews! Yes, in many respects it seems to us as if we are the last links in a particular chain 
of tradition and development.  But if we are the last—let us be the last as our fathers 
and forefathers were.  Let us prepare the ground for the last Jews who will come after 
us, and for the last Jews who will rise after them, and so on until the end of days. 

 
Amen v’ Amen; May this be God’s Will for all of us in 5777, this year of opportunity for the 

Jewish people and for us all.      


