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Rabbi Leah Cohen 

Why Now?
Once again we gather as a community to usher in the new year. This annual rite sends chills down my spine as I look out at the sea of faces raised in expectation.  From up here, none of you look any older.  But collectively we are, as we celebrate our 31st Rosh HaShannah as a congregation.  Realizing that another year has gone by, we pause to consider the old and ponder what the future will bring.  Tonight let us begin by focusing on our own kehilah kedoshah, our sacred congregation. 

Tomorrow morning, Dr. Gerry Rakos, the President of TBC, will give us an update on some new programs and plans for our congregation. It is truly an exciting time. But, tonight, I would like to set a larger context for what is to come.
J.A. Shedd, the noted writer, once said, “A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for.” This insight could just as well be applied to congregations as to ships.  A thriving congregation is not a static, anchored thing. It is a living thing, growing and evolving as surely as its living members are.  In fact a ship is an apt metaphor for a congregation on many levels.  Just as there is a lot of activity that takes place on board a ship, so too in a synagogue.  Just as there are many different people playing a variety of roles on a ship, so too in a synagogue.  Just as a ship is a vessel with a purpose, so too is a synagogue. 
However, there is a critical difference between a ship and a synagogue.  No matter what activities are taking place on a ship, or who is participating in them, the purpose of the ship is never a question. This vessel has a primary mission to get everyone on board from point “a” to point “b.”  Everyone understands the ship’s direction and has agreed to it or they would not be on that ship.

If we were to extend this metaphor we might ask ourselves what is the purpose of a synagogue, more specifically what is the purpose of our synagogue, TBC?  Now I know what some of you are thinking.  “Rabbi, we know what our purpose is.  We are a beit midrash, a house of study, a beit knesset, a house of gathering and a beit tefillah, a house of prayer.  
This is what you, the temple leadership and the Reform movement itself have espoused on numerous occasions. We already know why we exist.” 
However, at the outset of this sermon, I mentioned that our focus this season is on exploring the new.  Therefore, I would like to challenge this response. I believe that we are living in complicated times that require us to dig for deeper answers.   I would suggest that being a house of study, gathering and worship labels our functions, but not our purpose.  It describes what we do, but not why we do it. 
This perspective begins with the assumption that people join a synagogue with individual needs that they hope to meet through their relationship with the congregation. Each interaction with the synagogue is evaluated on the basis of how well it satisfies these needs.  For example, “I was happy with the date that I got for my son’s bar mitzvah.  I was mad because I didn’t get the religious school session I wanted.  I was pleased because the rabbi spent time with my family.”  The totality of these interactions characterizes one’s experience of the synagogue and thus defines the reason for its existence in a person’s mind.
From this perspective the question, “why do we exist” is very easy to answer.  Namely we exist to satisfy the needs of each and every congregant, and sometimes the needs of their extended family and friends.  This expectation includes needs that may be unstated, unrealistic or even contradictory.  

There is nothing unique about this realization.  I imagine that if all the synagogues around us were making an equally frank appraisal tonight, they might reach the same conclusion. Let me state unequivocally that it is essential that a congregation strive to meet the needs of its members.  However, I am suggesting that this answer alone is lacking.  Though it may be honest, it is too light an answer for too heavy of a question. In the words of the first century sage, Hillel: Im ain ani li, mi li? “If I am not for myself who will be for me? Uch, she ani atzmi, mah ani? But, if I am only for myself, what am I? Ve im lo achshav, eiy matai? And if not now, when?”
If not now, when? Now is the time to look at this critical question of why we exist.  It is a new year, a time of transition in the Jewish calendar and in the life of our own congregation.  So let us take a new look at our raison d’etre. 
Just for tonight, let’s flip the whole thing upside down.  Instead of defining our purpose as how well we satisfy our own needs, let’s frame our existence in relationship to a broader horizon. What if TBC existed as a congregation for these three reasons:
1. We exist to be a force for good in the world.
2. We exist to strengthen Judaism.
3. We exist to support each other. 

Let’s briefly explore the potential in each of these concepts.  What does it mean to exist as a force for good in the world? This is a fundamentally Jewish idea that finds its expression in being an “or l’goyim” a light unto the nations.  A light does not shine for its own benefit, but for the good of others.  Consider the times we are living in.  The war in Israel and the international response was devastating. The war in Iraq rages on with no end in sight. Poverty and violence abound, daily exacting their heartless toll. Fear, anger and anxiety hang heavy in the air. Even if we personally are not experiencing these dark realities, we cannot deny their escalation at this time.  Against this backdrop, how could we be a force for good in the world?  How might we shine our light?
  First we would have to decide on a personal level that we want to take on this challenge.  It is much easier to remain disinterested.  It is gut wrenching and time consuming to confront the evil in the world.  
Somewhere in each of us we would have to find the courage to say, “af al pi,” in spite of the fact that this is a heavy burden, I will lift it upon my shoulders, for it is the right thing to do.  Once a person has made this choice, he or she infects the community in a positive way by becoming a champion with a cause.  One’s decision is no longer just a personal conviction; rather it becomes a congregational priority.  
Then together, we begin to seek out opportunities for our congregation to perform acts of tikkun olam, deeds that repair the world. The more we do this, the deeper our commitments become and the more our activities define who we are as a congregation.  
We start to connect to each other in new ways while swinging a hammer and serving up a meal. We relate to the synagogue in new ways too. This is not just the place where we plan our own simchas, our own happy occasions.  It becomes the place where we create happiness for others.  Here we find inspiration, like minded people and volunteer opportunities to do so. 
And though we are motivated by our desire to help others, we find that in the process we heal our own souls of the despair, injustice and cruelty in the world.  Our congregation becomes a fountain of hope and activism.  Our presence in the community truly becomes a blessing to all the families of the earth, as we fulfill our obligation to be a light unto the nations and to practice tikkun olam. 

What if another reason that TBC existed was to strengthen Judaism? What kinds of activities and relationships would this congregational purpose spawn? The possibilities are limitless.  We might find ourselves forming sister relations with budding congregations in the former USSR, with struggling liberal congregations in Israel or with re-emerging Jewish communities in Europe.  We might take more trips to Israel to learn about our common history and people.  We might make our own Jewish learning a higher priority and seek out opportunities for adult study.  We might explore Jewish practices that are new to us as a way of enriching our own spiritual lives.  Something as simple as lighting Shabbat candles with our family could be a wonderful new experience. We might decide to participate more on the local and regional level to support our local Jewish community. We might reach out more to our neighbors and cultivate even better relations to increase their understanding and goodwill toward Judaism. 
In short, if we were to link our existence as a congregation to the flourishing of Judaism as a whole, we would take on commitments that extend beyond our own individual needs and engage in activities that answer the question how is this good for my people?  How does the existence of TBC in 2006 contribute to Judaism thriving in the year 3006?  We are an eternal people use to thinking in terms of millennium; let our purpose as a congregation reflect this commitment.

Finally, what if we framed our reason for existing as “being there for the other.”  This reason reminds me of the time I was living in Jerusalem in 1995.  This was a tough year with many bus bombs and the assassination of Prime Minister Yitzchak Rabin, z”l.  It was also the year my daughter was born, and I moved to Jerusalem to begin my rabbinic studies.  One of the critical questions amongst the foreign students at the time was to ride the bus or not ride the bus.  For myself, it was a practical matter since I usually had a backpack of books, a baby in tow and a limited travel budget.  There were many times that the city buses were virtually empty.  
But during this period, there were some people, who exemplified the concept I am talking about. I don’t know the word for them in English or in Hebrew.  Maybe there is no word for them.  This is what they did.   
They got on the bus and rode it.  They were not trying to go anywhere, nor where they homeless people looking for shelter.  They were just common people who did not want the bus drivers to feel lonely or scared so they rode the bus with them for hours a day through the streets of Jerusalem.  
I have seen this kind of behavior in our own congregation.  People who come to shiva homes not because they knew the person, but because they wanted to be sure there would be a minyan.  People who give rides to hospital bound congregants, not because they were heading in that direction, but because they wanted to help a member in need.  People who stay on the opening day of Sunday school not for their own children, but to help new students find their classes and welcome parents so they’ll feel more comfortable.  
Eleh devarim she ain lahem shiur. These are the selfless acts without measure that people do exclusively for the benefit of others. Why do these people do these things?  Are they less busy than others?  Usually not, rather they see the role of being a congregant as helping other members of their community in tangible ways.

Imagine if this practice became even more widespread in our community.  What if one of the missions of our congregation was to create a fellowship of human beings that do nice, helpful things for each other in a world that is growing increasingly alienated and inconsiderate?  The purpose of our congregation could be to cultivate a wellspring of support that anyone could safely draw upon when needed and replenish when able.   If this spirit infused our congregation, think how differently we would relate to each other and to the synagogue as a whole.  
Right now people feel that they can get this kind of support from the rabbi, which is certainly true.  But image the effect on our congregation as a whole, if people could reach out to each other and feel that they could both give and receive help in so many more ways.  Our tradition teaches, kol Israel aravim zeh be zeh, all of us are responsible for one another.  This has been a secret to our survival throughout the ages.  Why shouldn’t it be a key reason for our existence as a congregation today? 

This evening starts a new year.  Look around this room.  Everyone here has come tonight because of their own personal reasons, yet together, kulanu, we make up something that is bigger than each of us. We form a kehillah kedoshah, a sacred congregation.  May this kehillah kedoshah ever be sensitive to the needs of the individual and responsive to the ideals of our faith.  For now is the time to support one another. Now is the time to strengthen our people.  Now is the time to be a force for good in this world.  Let us stand together to fulfill these purposes, then surely we will merit a new year full of health, happiness and prosperity.  

Shannah tovah u metukah.

May you be inscribed for a good and sweet new year.
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