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September 12, 2007
From a Grain of Rice
Once there once was a king who had four sons, whom he loved very much.  Now it happened one day that the king needed to go on a long journey which would take him away from home for quite some time.  He called his four sons to him before he left and solemnly spoke to them as follows, “My sons, I must go now, but I will be back.  I entrust to each of you this.” Carefully he placed in each son’s palm a single grain of rice, and with that he set out on his trip. 

As soon as their father had left, each son looked at the grain of rice they had been given and considered what they should do.   The oldest son decided that this must be a very rare and valuable object.  So he had a special crystal box built for it with a beautiful wooden base, inlaid with mother of pearl.   On a bed of purple velvet he carefully laid the white, gleaming grain of rice, sealed the box and set it high up on the mantelpiece where he could carefully observe it, but where no one could touch it or disturb it.
The second son said, “Indeed this must be a very precious grain of rice.  I must protect it and hide it away.”   So he had a titanium vault made, secured the grain of rice in it and hide the vault in a very secret place where no one would ever find it or steal it.

The third son looked at the grain of rice and squinted his eyes in disbelief.  “This,” he said. “This is just a piece of rice. It’s no big deal,” and he tossed it into the garbage.
Now the fourth son looked at the grain of rice in his hand and wondered what to do.  He said to himself, “I really don’t know what this is or why my father gave it to me. I’m not really sure what I should I do with it.  But there must be something useful that I am supposed to do.”  So he took the single grain of rice and planted it in the field outside his window.
The king was gone for a long time, but he did come back as he had promised. When he returned the first thing he did was summon his four sons and ask them to give an accounting of what they had done with their gift.  

The first son went to the mantle and took down the crystal and wood box which had grown a bit dusty by now.  He showed his father the pristinely preserved grain of rice and his father nodded his head.  
The second son took out his heavy key chain and list of secret passwords and dug up the vault which contained his grain of rice.  In front of his father he unlocked the dense container and retrieved the now withered piece of rice. Again the king simply nodded in silence. 
The third son ran down to the kitchen and picked out a grain of rice from a sack cloth bag lying on the floor and showed it to his father.  Once more his father nodded his head.  
When the king asked his fourth son where his grain of rice was, he replied, “I do not have it anymore. Here, let me show you.”  He opened up the curtain to his window and outside the king beheld a field of rice plants rippling green in the sun.

For us too, it has been a long time, about a year, since we stood before Our Father, Our King, Avinu Malkenu and gave an accounting of what we have been doing with our grain of rice.  Throughout these Days of Awe we will be spending a lot of time reflecting on our individual actions, but tonight I would like to start by looking at us collectively. What has Temple B’nai Chaim been doing with its grain of rice?
Have we placed our precious legacy of Judaism on a high shelf making it difficult to grasp and inaccessible to many?  Have we hidden it away from ourselves and others, preventing it from touching our souls and transforming the world around us?  Have we been completely indifferent to it, tossing it aside as irrelevant to our lives and having no unique value worth holding onto?  What have we done with what we have been given? 

My own hope is that our congregation would follow the model of the fourth son. What characterizes this son’s behavior?

First of all, we see that he demonstrates a measure of humility in his approach to his inheritance.  He does not assume that he knows with any certainty what exactly he should do with his grain of rice.  He is not overly confident that he has the only answer or even the best answer.  But he genuinely seeks to do what he thinks his father wants of him. There is sincerity and honesty to his actions which we can appreciate. 
Another characteristic of the fourth son, which we at TBC would do well to emulate, is that even when in doubt or confused, the fourth son never comes to the conclusion that the third son reaches - namely that the grain of rice is worthless.  Our grain of rice is not better or worse than anyone else’s.  However, it is ours and it is the one our father has left us.  We approach our Judaism with a sense of its inherent worth and uniqueness. It is with reverence that we look upon what has been bequeathed to us and with earnestness that we as a congregation strive to determine how best to use this inheritance. 
Finally, the fourth son takes action that not only benefits himself, but others as well.  In this parable the field of rice becomes a source of nurturance for the entire community; it does not just meet this individual’s needs. The mission of our congregation would fall short and be inauthentic to Judaism if it failed to reach both inward towards the needs of our members and outwards towards the needs of the world around us.   
If our congregation’s goal is to be like this fourth son what challenges do we face?  In a recent article entitled “What Makes a Congregation a Real Faith Community,”  Israel Galindo, a church consultant and educator, describes a challenge that is shared by congregations in America today. 
“The dilemma faced by contemporary American congregations, is the tension between the separateness and togetherness forces so prevalent in the culture.  People yearn after and seek out groups that will make them feel at home in a complex and confusing world.  At the same time, they resist any group that makes demands or attempts to impose group ethical norms or makes prophetic calls to accountability.  Congregations live in this cultural tension and spend a lot of time attempting to be genuine communities of faith while juggling these contradictory forces of togetherness and separateness.” 

I believe Jewish communities face some additional challenges as well. Because our congregation supports itself primarily through membership fees, people who join a synagogue can easily fall into a “fee for service” mentality. Incidentally, my Christian counterparts in church ministry tell me the numbers work out to be about the same on a per family basis whether collected through dues, donations or tithes. 

To give you a sense of this consumer mentality, which has become epidemic across America today, let me share with you some stories. Once, I had a conversation with someone who was considering leaving the congregation.  She said, “I would really like to stay a member, but my husband says he doesn’t want to pay the membership fee any more because I don’t go as much as I used to.  Last year he said the same about my gym membership and I had to drop that as well.” 
Then there was the family who called to tell me that they would be leaving the synagogue.  They loved the Bat Mitzvah that they had just celebrated and they also wanted to let me know how fond they were of the cantor and myself.  But, as the wife explained, they had gotten what they wanted and now they were done. Good bye and have a nice day.  I do not fault the wife or the husband in these situations.  In fact, I perfectly understand their position.  It’s just that their frame of reference is off.
Being together in a community involves more than just meeting people’s needs.  Community implies mutuality.  Congregations offer a gathering that enlarges, challenges and completes the individual by providing a place where both their strengths and their needs are welcomed. People who leave us because they got what they wanted and are now done, have failed to realize the nature of this relationship.  

Another challenge that we face is the one articulated by the theologian, Martin Buber.  Namely, only Judaism claims to be both a religion and a people at the same time. Being a religious community is challenging enough, but what does it mean to be a people as well? 
In this regard, Benedict Anderson’s book entitled “Communities Imagined” is very insightful.  Speaking about nations this professor of sociology at Columbia says that all communities are in fact imagined because no nation can ever know all its citizens.  Yet, the citizens conceive of themselves as if they are linked.  
The same can be said for congregations.  Our congregation is just under 250 households which translates to approximately 1000 people.  It is not possible for all the members of the TBC community to know each other.  Therefore, we use our imagination to shape our community.  Communities create a sense of loyalty and belonging through the power to imagine a shared set of values and goals, a shared history and a shared destiny. In this light, Anderson says all communities are utopian by definition because they do not exist in reality, but are conceived of as an inspiring ideal.
The term “imagined” is so helpful in thinking about congregational life because it speaks to the potential in creating beyond what currently exists. Being part of a congregation does not come with its own instruction manual.  Even our Temple by-laws and membership information package cannot possibly cover all the nuances of what it means to be a member of this community.  We create our communal meaning through shared experiences and dialogue in an ever evolving process. 
If I were to describe our community today, there are two facets that stand out as characterizing who we are at this moment in time.   First of all, like so many congregations in America, we are rich in diversity with people coming from a range of demographic, cultural, religious, and socioeconomic backgrounds and bringing a variety of needs and talents to the community. 
Secondly, our congregation is currently experiencing a period of sustained, positive transition.  A few areas of change include new families joining the community, the new board and chair people taking over the governance of the congregation, hiring a new Director of Education last year and a new Youth Advisor just last month, the Kulanu campaign moving us closer to our new building, and the ongoing improvements we are making in the infrastructure and processes of our congregation. 

Change and diversity could have the potential for creating an anxious environment.  Yet I imagine our congregation as a growing field touching the lives of many people in positive ways. In this upcoming year there are three areas of tikkun that I believe we can all take part in that will help us use our grain of rice towards this end.    
The first is caring. Sometimes it feels like we just can’t care about one more thing.  But being part of a community means caring about other people in that community.  To illustrate the difference between being a part of a community of faith and being part of a consumer society, imagine yourself walking into a Starbucks. You care about getting your drink and that is about it.  You act politely, but you don’t care about the other people standing in line.  
If you see someone with crutches you don’t ask them what happened.  If there is a young child in line by herself you don’t ask her where her parents are.  If someone gets to the register and does not have enough money for their coffee, you do not put a couple of dollars down on the counter. If you see someone sitting alone, you do not approach him and introduce yourself.  If the guy behind the counter is new, you don’t ask him about his life’s passion or the meaning of his work. If you see the place looks shabby, you don’t start cleaning it up.  You get your coffee, respect people’s privacy and get out of there as quick as possible. Yet, in a community of faith, we do all these things and more.
Our society values privacy, independence, and the illusion of perfection.  Yet in our own congregation we can break through these barriers and care for one another and spread this care to the world around us, even if we have to step out of our comfort zones.  It is in our vulnerability both in receiving and offering care that we have the potential to raise our congregation to a new level.   

I don’t know if this idea can work.  I don’t know if it is what people really want.  I don’t know if we have the capacity to care for anything more in our saturated lives. I don’t know if we are willing to take the risks involved or modify our priorities and our behavior.  I am describing a way of being that is based on a new way of looking at our relationships in this community.  I just don’t know if it would work and this is not the kind of information that can be found out from a survey. All I know is that it would be wonderful to be a part of a community like this and that our little grain of rice has much to offer in this regard.
The next area of tikkun that I would like to address is that of communication.  Communication is critical to forming and maintaining communities because it is how we find out about one another.   Thus communication is the method that binds members of a community to each other, to their shared goals and to the larger world around them.  
Today we have a greater variety of communication media and more frequency of communication in our congregation than we have ever had before from a website, to print bulletins, weekly and monthly electronic updates, direct mailings and e-mails zipping across our congregation all day and night. 
It is not a question of format, frequency, or content that I am speaking about. Nor am I being critical of the hard work that so many of us put into writing, editing, printing and assembling all this material.  This is a tremendous effort which is greatly appreciated and has been the thread that has kept us all together so far.   
I am addressing an entirely different aspect of communication. We need to think about communication at TBC not as an end in itself to simply impart a piece of information, but as a means to foster our greater mission of tending this wonderful rice field.  What are the messages we want to send to our members and to the larger community about who we are and why we exist?  Who shapes these messages?  Who gets to speak, and who listen?  Whose stories do we get to hear that become part of our larger communal narrative and whose voices are missing? What is the shape of the flow of communications in our community?  Does it look like a hub, a hierarchy, a matrix? Where are we having breakdowns in communication and how can we do tikkun in these areas?  What messages are we unintentionally sending that work at cross purposes to who we want to be as a community?  
I think the classic example of this later point is how so many congregations lament the phenomena of “drive-by” Judaism where parents bring their kids to religious school, but never set foot into the building themselves.  Yet often in these very synagogues there is a clear sign in the parking lot announcing the “Drop Off Only” lane and posted signs on the doors restricting access to the building during school hours.  The intention of these signs is well meaning.  It is to help the flow of traffic and to ensure the safety of the students.  But the unintended message these congregations are sending is “don’t come in,” even as they complain about the lack of member involvement.  From our signage to our stationary, what messages are we sending and do they strengthen our community and further our purpose?
I don’t pretend to have the all the answers on how we can best communicate as a congregation, but I think asking the right questions and striving to find answers that work for our community is a good place to start.  An important caveat, however.  Questions should be raised by those who are willing to work towards solutions.  Remember a congregation is a community, not an organization.  There is no “complaint department” in a community and no “them” to fix problems real or perceived.  
Rather if you care enough to notice a flaw in our imperfect community, then you have to care enough to roll up your sleeves and help make the necessary improvements. Collectively, we are all striving to be the fourth son, and to use our grain of rice for the good of all.  This responsibility does not fall on one individual or group alone, rather it is all of our responsibilities.

The final area that I see as ripe for tikkun in the up coming year is Commitment. One way commitment is demonstrated is by the allocation of resources to that which we hold as a priority.  We organize our lives like concentric circles radiating from our individual selves in the center, with a few things that we value most closest to us in the smallest circle, all the way out to the least important things in the largest circle farthest from us.  Where would you place TBC? What ring in the circle is it in?  
This year I would ask you to consider moving it one ring in.  Just a little bit closer to your core.  For too many people in our community the synagogue is beyond the outer ring and it does not get enough of your attention, time, or talent.  If everyone would just scoot in a little bit more, we would be a better congregation.  
No matter who you are, or what you do, there is some way that you can share your gifts with our community and make it stronger for all.  That is what it means to plant the grain of rice, to take this Jewish legacy seriously and make it flourish for yourself and others. 
Tonight as we stand at the threshold of a new year, let us dare to imagine the community that so many crave yet are afraid to reach for.  It will take time and effort, there may be bumps in the road and difficult impasses, but together we can envision a better congregation and work towards it.  As we strive to do tikkun in the areas of caring, communication and commitment, we become that fourth son, the one who wasn’t exactly sure what to do with his inheritance but somehow knew in his heart what his father wanted all along.  
Shannah Tovah u’Metukah.  May 5768 be a sweet, healthy and prosperous year for our community of faith and may we find ways to share our gifts with all.  
Ken Yehi Ratzon   
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