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Rosh Hashannah 5780-September 29, 2019 

 

The Need for Intentional Community 
 

 In this my first year here at Sinai Temple, there were many meaningful moments of 

building community.  We had our HavDeli nights where sometimes we had over sixty people 

gathering to have dinner, schmooze, and watch a movie.  We had monthly Tot Shabbat 

experiences with a free pizza dinner that regularly draws around fifty people many of whom are 

children five and under.  We held numerous religious school engagement activities including 

class led services with pot luck dinners before the service.  We had monthly and special 

gatherings for our teens.  We had a Shabbat dinner and service for our pet enthusiasts, our 

Shabark Shalom service with many of our four legged congregants in attendance.  We even had 

an outing to the Hartford Yard Goats on Jewish Heritage Day for baseball enthusiasts such as 

myself.  Over the course of a year we have different events for different constituents of our 

community to intentionally seek to create community.  Then for special holiday events like the 

High Holy Days, Chanukah, and Passover, we find ourselves all gathered together creating a 

sense of community. 

 The synagogue has always served as a place for people to find community both within 

specific groups in the community and with the community as a whole.  The Greek term 

synagogue and the Hebrew equivalent Beit Knesset, both mean the same thing, house of 

gathering.  Some Sephardi Jews call the synagogue kal, a term derived from the Hebrew word 

kehillah which means community.  The various names for this institution tell you that the 

purpose of a synagogue is to bring us together in community.   



2 

 

In the Talmud, the Rabbis gave a description of the great synagogue in Alexandria, Egypt 

that served the Jewish community in ancient times.  The Talmud tells us that anyone who has not 

seen the Alexandria synagogue has never seen the glory of Israel.  It was a magnificent building 

filled with beautiful artistry.  It was said to be able to hold twice the number of people who left 

Egypt.  The members of the community were not seated haphazardly.  “Goldsmiths sat 

separately, silversmiths separately, blacksmiths separately, master weavers separately, and 

apprentice weavers sat separately, so that when a stranger or a poor person entered the 

synagogue, they were able to identify the members of his craft.  He would then join them and 

through them earn a livelihood for himself and the members of his family.”  Just like we have 

separate constituencies that seek to find each other in community, so too did the Jews of ancient 

times.  They recognized the value of creating intentional community among the different groups 

within their great synagogue and they also recognized the importance of everyone joining 

together as one community.  In addition, the groups that the ancient Jews were a part of 

supported each other.  The goldsmiths would help other goldsmiths.  Today our social circles 

that we find within the synagogue serve to support us.  Over the course of the past year I have 

heard from so many people who have said that they have found meaningful, supportive 

community within Sinai Temple. 

 While the term synagogue refers to a sacred space where we gather, the concept of the 

synagogue also serves to represent the sense of community that exists among the people who 

belong to the synagogue.  Being part of a community implies human closeness and belonging, 

commitment, affection, and support.  In a community we find strength in what we give and 

receive when we share our values and way of life with each other.  Being part of a synagogue has 

meant visiting each other when we are sick and sharing in life’s joyful moments, expressing 
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shared values through prayer and acts of loving kindness.  This kind of sharing infuses life with 

meaning and richness. 

For a variety of reasons, in our contemporary society, people’s involvement in this type 

of covenantal community has declined.  However, we need these types of rich human 

connections.  Study after study illustrates the benefits of having these types of deep, intimate 

relationships.  Recently, Robert Waldinger, a Harvard psychiatrist, gave a Ted Talk about the 

Grant Study, a decades long project that has followed the lives of Harvard University men 

selected in 1938 and tracked every aspect of their lives.  Waldinger said there is one clear 

takeaway from seventy years of tracking these men: “the happiest and healthiest participants in 

both groups were the ones who maintained close, intimate relationships.” Jewish tradition knows 

that personal connections within community are central to our well-being and has made creating 

a community a central part of our religious life.   

 Over the past year, the Board of Trustees engaged in Strategic Planning.  A major part of 

that plan has focused on the development of intentional community.  One initiative we would 

like to encourage people to participate in is Rekindle Shabbat. The Harold Grinspoon Foundation 

is offering grants to individuals to host Shabbat meals in their homes.  We have included 

information about Rekindle Shabbat in your High Holy Days handout.  This is a great 

opportunity to have friends over to your house for a Shabbat dinner or Saturday brunch or 

Saturday night dinner with havdallah.  You can create a sense of community within your own 

home through the spiritually meaningful experience of Shabbat.  Filling out the grant 

applications to host these Rekindle Shabbat meals is really easy and we have provided easy to 

follow instructions for how to do it.  We have a wonderful Rekindle Shabbat team who are 

willing to help out and walk you through the grant writing experience.  As part of our advertising 
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about Rekindle Shabbat, we wanted to have a sample Rekindle Shabbat experience for anyone 

who may have an interest in hosting a Rekindle Shabbat meal.  This sample Rekindle Shabbat is 

going to be at my house during Sukkot on October 19 starting at 5pm.  Please be sure to RSVP 

so I know how many people to expect. 

Another major initiative that we are supporting is the chavurah initiative.  The postcard 

for this initiative is also in the High Holy Days handout.  For those who are unfamiliar with 

chavurot, the goal is to create peer led small groups.  The groups can take many different forms 

with some groups formed based upon age and a person’s life stage and some groups based upon 

affinity.  The chavurot program is also being funded by the Harold Grinspoon Foundation and 

they will give the connectors running the groups money to support the functions of the group.  

There are already several chavurot formed within this community that our members are 

participating in.  For example, two of these chavurot are a mothers of young children book club 

and a civil rights chavurah. Other examples of chavurot that have been formed in the upper 

valley include chavurot a women’s spirituality chavurah and a wise aging chavurah, a hiking 

chavurah, a Yiddish chavurah, and a challah baking chavurah, and there is even a chavurah of 

people raising chickens.  You can decide to make a chavurah based upon any idea that you have 

that would bring together people into a small group for creating Jewish community.  So please, if 

you are interested in either Rekindle Shabbat or the chavurah initiative, let us know so we can 

help you out and also so that we can stay informed of how many people are connecting to each 

other in these programs. 

Ultimately the larger goal is for people to have the opportunity to get to know each other 

better through the creation of intentional community.  As our ancient tradition teaches about the 

role of a synagogue, if you are interested in being a blacksmith, we want you connecting with 
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other blacksmiths and then we want you to all come together here at the Temple to celebrate our 

sacred times together.  This approach is not just a new program, it is meant to represent a 

philosophy, that community and personal relationships are of primary importance in a 

synagogue.  If we are to be a house of gathering, a kehillah kedosha, a sacred community, then 

Sinai Temple must focus first and foremost on the interconnection of its members. 
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