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 CHANT IN TORAH TROPE:

 “How good it will be when you really listen, and hear my directions,

 which I give you today, for loving Adonai, who is your God, and to act

 godly with feeling and inspiration.  Your earthly needs will be met at

 the right time, appropriate to the season.  You will reap what you

 planted for your delight and health.  Also, your animals will have

 ample feed.  All of you will eat and be content.  Be careful--watch

 out!  Don’t let your cravings delude you; don’t become alienated;

 don’t let your cravings become your gods; don’t debase yourself to

 them, because the God-sense within you will become distorted.  Heaven

 will be shut to you, grace will not descend, Earth will not yield her

 produce.  Your rushing will destroy you!  And Earth will not be able

 to recover her good balance in which God’s gifts manifest.  May these

 values of Mine, reside in your feelings and aspirations; marking what

 you produce, guiding what you perceive.  Teach them to your children

 so that they are instructed how to make their homes sacred; and how

 they are to deal with traffic.  Even when you are depressed, and when

 you are elated.  Mark your entrances and exits with them, so you will

 be more aware.  Then, you and your children, and their children, will

 live out on earth that divine promise given to your ancestors to live

 heavenly days right here on this earth.”

 

 Anybody recognize these words?  When I first heard this translation of Deuteronomy 11:13-21, otherwise known as the second paragraph of

 the Shema, by the great Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, I was stopped

 in my tracks.  Reb Zalman, as he is affectionately known, is one of

 the great innovators of Jewish life in our time, founder of the Jewish

 Renewal Movement and translator of liturgy and Torah in a new and

 creative way that speaks to the hearts and minds of us 21st century

 Jews while maintaining the deep integrity of the text.  I was stopped

 in my tracks because the second paragraph of the Shema is often

 overlooked because it seems to be offering a “reward and punishment”

 theology that most of us, myself included, don’t find viable any

 longer.  Yet, with Reb Zalman’s rendering of the text, I found myself

 intimately drawn into the relational aspect of the text, the baseline

 that there is a partnership between us and God, in a way that I had

 not experienced before.  Reb Zalman maintains the central notion of

 the Torah that both God and humans play a role in the creation of our

 life on Earth, but he translates the Hebrew in such a way that allows

 us to see that our actions can affect our “God-sense,” a beautiful

 phrase, thereby harming or securing our success in life.  The phrase

 that really grabbed me was, “Be careful-watch out!  Don’t let your

 cravings delude you; don’t become alienated; don’t let your cravings

 become your gods; don’t debase yourself to them, because the God-sense

 within you will become distorted.”  It is not that God disappears or

 abandons us or punishes us if we don’t act in a proper manner; rather

 our ability to sense God’s presence in our world becomes distorted,

 demented, blurry--to use some of last week’s metaphor, we veer “off-

 line” in our lives.  Today, friends, is Yom Kippur, a day unlike any

 other in our year, a day when we seek to understand, as deeply, as

 profoundly, and as intimately where we have gone “off-line” in our

 lives and in our world and what we can do to restore the connection.

 This morning, I want to focus attention on the idea of global Torah,

 what our great book of wisdom teaches us about interfacing with the

 world so that we can work to create what Reb Zalman calls, “heavenly

 days right here on Earth.”

 

 Once, in the kingdom of Solomon, there lived a two-headed man.  Upon

 the death of his father, the man became embroiled in a bitter dispute

 with his brothers and sisters over the inheritance.  “Since I have two

 heads,” he claimed, “I deserve twice as much money as the rest of

 you.”  His siblings responded, “Perhaps you have two heads, but you

 only have one body.  Therefore you deserve only one share.”  The case

 was brought before King Solomon, the wisest of our kings.  He said,

 “Pour boiling water over one of the man’s two heads.  If the second

 head screams in pain, then we will know he is one person.  If not, it

 will have been determined that the two-head person is in fact two

 separate independent individuals.” (Parable from  Rabbi Avi Weiss in

 Spiritual Activism)  And so it is with our world.   We have many

 heads, but share the same body, and when one part is in pain, we

 should all feel it collectively.  Each human soul, Jew and non-Jew, is

 a head on the body of humanity, a body that right now is suffering in

 so many of its parts that it often seems too overwhelming to start the

 healing process.  Which head do we start with?  The genocide in

 Darfur?  The intractable Israeli-Palestinian conflict?  The dire state

 of our environment and climate change?  Our nation’s economy?  The

 wealth disparities right here in Pasadena?  The devastation of, and

 lack of response to, Hurricanes Katrina, Gustav and Ike?  The war in

 Iraq?  Attacks on ethnic minorities and gays and lesbians?  Malaria,

 AIDS, poverty, homelessness?  The psalms say, “Tov Adonai la’kol,

 v’rachamav al kol ma’asav, God is good to all, God’s compassion is

 evident in all God’s deeds,” (Psalm 145): the question this morning is

 whether we are good to all, whether we are compassionate in all our

 deeds?  Are we living imitatio dei, imitating God, as Genesis calls us

 to?  Are we heeding the call of Isaiah the prophet, whom we just heard

 as the haftorah this morning, when he asks, “Is this the fast I

 desire?”  “You shall be holy, for I, Adonai, your God am Holy.” is the

 clarion call of Leviticus 19, the holiness code.  And, in Judaism,

 holiness is best embodied when we care for others, care for our planet

 and work to create a world in which God’s presence can dwell among

 us.  And let me be clear: I see a great deal of healing in the world

 too, a great deal of amazing action being taken, starting right here

 at PJTC in our own environmental, Israel and Darfur efforts, working

 with Union Station and local schools, as well as the work of many

 Jewish and secular organizations that work tirelessly each and every

 day for justice and equity in the world.  But today is not the day for

 self-congratulation or accolades; today is Yom Kippur, and we fast

 today to recognize and heal the places where we can do better, do

 more, reach higher, dig deeper and effect more systematic change.

 “Compassionate criticism,” is what I like to call it.  So, if I am

 critical today, it is not without the knowledge and appreciation of

 what is being done; rather, it is with the deep-seeded, Torah-grounded

 belief that there is much more work to be done.  And while I can’t

 focus on all the areas of concern, I will raise up and highlight a few

 hot spots that are on my mind today.  U’teshuvah, u’tefillah,

 u’tzedakah ma’aveerin et roa ha’gezarah, for our collective acts of

 repentance, prayer and committed response to those in need, while not

 eliminating the suffering, can certainly lessen the severity of the

 decree.

 

  As I showed in our study of the Akedah on the second day of Rosh

 Hashanah, I follow the tradition which teaches that our sacred text

 needs to be reinterpreted in each and every generation.  There are so

 many places in the Torah that we don’t take literally and that the

 ancient rabbis of the Talmud sometimes didn’t take literally; yet, in

 certain circumstances, we seem to be unable to apply this principle.

 For instance, many can’t seem to let go of the notion that Leviticus

 18:22, the primary verse condemning homosexuality as an abomination,

 should not be read literally, or at least should be read in the

 cultural context in which it was written.  Rabbi Steve Greenberg, the

 first openly gay Orthodox rabbi, has written a definitive treatise on

 this matter, arguing convincingly that “[in the Talmud or Jewish

 history] while principles tend to remain firm, rulings often

 change...When social conditions shift, when reality dawns on us in new

 ways, then the same principles will often balance out in different

 ways, producing different rulings.” (Wrestling with God and Men, pg.

 16)  I urge you to read his book, Wrestling with God and Men.  And,

 thankfully, Rabbi Elliot Dorff and others in our own Conservative

 movement have created a halachic avenue for gay and lesbian

 ordination, as well as permitting Conservative rabbis to do commitment

 ceremonies.  I am proud to be performing one later this fall, my

 first.  The Torah I believe teaches in the primacy of human rights for

 all people, created in the image of God.  A vision of global Torah,

 based on the notion of “kedoshim tiheyu, you shall be holy,” should

 teach us that we treat all people equally, fairly, justly, as we

 expect and desire to be treated.  I believe marriage, kiddushin, is

 about the love and legal rights of two individuals, and it is not

 kodesh, holy, to legislate against people in such a hurtful and

 discriminatory way.  “Is this the fast that I desire?” pleads Isaiah.

 My friend and colleague, Rabbi Ken Chasen of Leo Baeck Temple, one of

 many of my California colleagues dedicating whole sermons to the issue

 of marriage equality this season, writes, “This is an historic moment

 in which the rights and human dignity of a minority is under assault.

 As Jews, we know what it is to be harassed and persecuted because we

 are different.  We too have been considered dangerous, deviant, a

 threat to society, abhorrent.  As Jews, we ought to be frightened when

 a majority tries to deny rights to a minority they think are not equal

 to the rest of us.”  The Torah teaches us, repeating itself 39 times,

 more than any other mitzvah, that we are to look out for the heads of

 our collective body that are most vulnerable and in need of

 protection, and we have a chance this fall to act on that mandate.

 Many churches and synagogues are displaying signs in front of their

 building calling for marriage equality.  PJTC is not there, but I am

 inviting each of us as individuals to think about this crucial issue

 from a Jewish perspective on this, our day of repentance and

 introspection.  We can have a conversation this afternoon, as I have a

 text study on this very issue from a Jewish perspective.  I hope to

 see many of you here before Mincha to study and discuss.

 

 The Talmud in tractate Shabbat 54b says, “...Whoever is able to

 protest against the wrongdoings of the world and does not do so is

 punished for the wrongdoings of the world.”  For thousands of years,

 the Jewish community has heeded the call of “tzedek, tzedek tirdoff,

 justice, justice you shall pursue,” and has even more profoundly

 understood that when we have an opportunity to speak out, we are not

 only encouraged to do so, but we are even obligated to do so.  The

 Zohar teaches “That there is nothing in the world empty of God.”  It

 is for this reason, combined with the very recent horrors of the

 Holocaust in our collective memory, that the genocide in Darfur has

 been a focal point for the Jewish community’s global Torah efforts.  I

 want to touch on Darfur because it poses a great humanitarian

 challenge for the world at this critical moment.  We have been working

 tirelessly for the past 5 years to combat and stop this genocide,

 sadly the first genocide of the 21st century.   A vision of global

 Torah, a Torah that cries out to us, “Don’t stand idly by the blood of

 your neighbor,” (Lev. 9:17), can’t be compatible with a world that

 tolerates genocide taking place under our noses.  If we want to

 inspire ourselves with personal Torah, if we want to invest ourselves

 in a community of Torah, then we must act with the resolve of global

 Torah.  One of our students, a young activist in training, senior

 Jenna Mittman, wrote a powerful piece in response to a genocide

 roundtable that we attended in my 11th-12th grade monthly seminar a

 few weeks ago, in which she said, “To act is not an easy thing.  It

 involves skill, education, and a whole lot of confidence.  It requires

 self-sacrifice and sometimes embarrassment.  You must be willing to

 give yourself to a cause, risk your reputation for something you know

 is right.  Be confident in the unknown and have thick skin.  The

 ability to act,” she concludes,  “indicates maturity.”  And, even when

 the challenge is great, as combating genocide is, and even when it

 takes years and years, as our efforts in this cause have, Torah should

 be the force behind our efforts, the wind in our sails, propelling us

 forward to greater and more sustained actions, different actions,

 louder actions, bolder actions.  Rabbi Harold Shulweis of Valley Beth

 Shalom, a continued voice of inspiration and justice now in his

 eighties, and founder of Jewish World Watch, said in his founding

 sermon Rosh Hashanah five years ago, “We, the Jewish people, gave the

 world the sacred power of conscience.  Conscience stayed the hands of

 those who would destroy our children.  Conscience must not slumber,

 conscience can waken the world.”  We understand the call of God to

 Cain, “Where is your brother, ai acheecha?”  And we bristle at Cain’s

 answer, “Hashomer achi anochi, Am I my brother’s keeper?”  I am proud

 that our shul is an active member of Jewish World Watch, and I am

 proud to now serve on their board.  The Sudanese people continue to

 need our help, our voice against the militias that are attacking them,

 against the government of Sudan who continue to deny that anything is

 happening.  I hope most of us are informed on this issue; if you are

 not, please go the Jewish World Watch website and learn.  The

 Darfurian head of our body is dying tragically each and every day, and

 we must continue to speak out on its behalf.  “Caring fatigue” cannot

 be an excuse when men, women and children are being killed for being

 born in Darfur.  This is the first genocide to be called genocide

 while it is happening.  We can’t wait. V’eem lo achshahv, aimatai, if

 not now, when?   Please take one of the powerful JWW High Holy Day

 Darfur booklets in the lobby and please send in the postcard at the

 back.  We have the chance to make Darfur the first genocide ended in

 the 21st century, and please God, the last one we face as a human  

 body.

 

 And finally, Kol Yisrael Aravim zeh la’zeh, the Talmud teaches, “all

 of Israel is responsible for one another.” (Shevuot 59a)  The last

 component of this morning is about the global Torah of our spiritual

 homeland, Israel.  As we celebrate the amazing joy of 60 years of life

 for the state of Israel, we celebrate the joys of returning to our

 homeland, of reconnecting with our sacred roots, roots that gave birth

 to the Torah itself.  There is nothing like walking in Israel, Tanach,

 a Bible, in hand, and exploring the depth and breadth of the land.

 There is nothing like a Shabbat sunset in Jerusalem, the holy silence

 of rest settling over the city and all those open to her call.  We

 embody the psalmist, who says, “Em eshchachaich Yerushalayim, tishkach

 yimenee, If I forget thee O Jerusalem, let my right hand

 wither.” (Psalm 137:5)  I certainly feel this way, and I know that

 many of you do too.  And with all the beauty, with all the joy, with

 all the miraculous feelings of accomplishment -- emotional, physical,

 spiritual, technological --feeling that were exhibited a few weeks ago

 at the Flag raising on Wilshire Blvd., with all of that, we know that

 all is not right in our holy land.  We seek all to be right, to be

 peaceful.  We pray several times a day for that.  Still, it remains

 elusive, but we must never stop yearning for peace, not stop seeking

 peace, as we are called to Rodef Shalom, to pursue and to love peace.

 It is understood by all the parties that there is no military solution

 to this conflict, and still the violence continues.  Fighting has

 never worked in the past; the only way out is serious negotiations,

 fair negotiations and negotiations wherein the parties have a genuine

 desire to succeed.  We have gotten close and fallen away.  If five

 years seems a long time to have been talking about Darfur, we have

 been working for decades and decades to solve this conflict.

 Demography is not on our side, nor is time.  Prime Minister Sharon

 knew that; Prime Minister Olmert knows that and has said as much

 recently, along with naming other hard realities, sadly too late.  “Is

 this the fast that I desire?”  “Lo yisah goy el goy cherev, lo yilmadu

 od milchama, nation shall not lift up sword against nation and they

 shall not learn war anymore.”  Isaiah was a remarkable figure in our

 history; we can quote and quote him.  The truth of his message,

 however, like peace in the Middle East, remains elusive.  We stand

 with Israel, we pray that a new government can be formed of reasonable

 and visionary leaders, leaders who will defend Israel and leaders who

 can take us to the peace table once again.  The clock is seriously

 ticking on a two-state solution, and the next American president,

 whoever he is, must commit to working on this solution from day one.

 I am proud that over 700 clergy from around the country, including

 such noted, diverse, religious leaders as Rabbis David Gordis, Ismar

 Schorsch, Toba Spitzer, Arthur Waskow and Roly Matalon, agree with

 this idea and have recently signed an open letter to both candidates

 urging for immediate action, a letter sponsored by Brit Tzedek

 v’Shalom, of which I proudly serve as National Secretary.  For no

 matter how much we, as Jews, may care about all the other heads on our

 global body, we know that American Jews – those of us sitting in

 synagogue today -- and the state of Israel share a bond that is at our

 core of cores.  This is why our Israel actions here at PJTC are so

 passionate, so vibrant and so healthy for am Yisrael, the Jewish

 people.  I urge every one of you to get involved with Israel, from any

 standpoint that interests you: cultural, historical, political,

 Biblical, familial, religious, artistic-- there is room for us all to

 love and care for Israel in whatever way is most resonant.  May our

 love for Israel deepen in the coming year and may the seeds of peace

 begin to bloom again.

 

 A concluding thought: There is a midrash, in the name of Rabbi Abahu,

 that teaches when the revelation at Mt. Sinai occurred, contrary to

 the literal reading of the text, which specifies thunder, lightening,

 fear and perhaps even chaos, it was actually silent, utterly quiet.

 No birds chirped, no waves crashed, no sound waves carried. (Shemot

 Rabbah 29)  The sound of the aleph, the sound of silence, as Simon and

 Garfunkel sang, fell over the entire Earth.  Friends, we need to

 regain a sense of that silence, that mystery, that awesomeness which

 reminds us that we are not the owners of this great, global body, not

 the sole masters of ourselves or our planet, even as we have the great

 responsibility to be masters of our destiny, to a point.  Torah

 reminds us of the “God-sense” that is within us, a remarkable gift

 that makes us human, a gift that we dare to distort or destroy at our

 own peril.  That is what the second paragraph of the Shema, especially

 in light of Reb Zalman’s translation, teaches us.  God has not

 abandoned us; God has not punished us; God has not toyed with us;

 rather, God is waiting for us to return, waiting for us to realize

 where we have become hardened and to soften; God is waiting for us to

 wake up to the sound of the shofar, to the call of conscience, to the

 answer the question ayekah, “Where are we?” with an answer that befits

 us being “but a little lower than the angels.”  Torah is a gift

 through which we can know God’s directions for Earth, directions that

 are sometimes, but not always self-explanatory; directions that need

 us to engage, interpret, follow-through and uphold; directions that

 need our God-given sense of understanding and application.  We are but

 a chapter in the story of creation, a story that is sometimes comedy,

 sometimes tragedy, always unfolding and emerging.  The end has not

 been written, our fate has not been sealed.  May all the suffering

 heads on our collective body motivate us toward more healing, greater

 compassion, less violence and more peace.  May the sound of silence,

 the power of our God-sense, and our great humanity lead us toward

 “living heavenly days right here on Earth.”  Gmar chatimah tovah.

