KOL NIDRE 5770                                                        
Rabbi David Steinhardt








September 27, 2009

Good Yom Tov and Good Evening.

This is a night of great seriousness.  We are challenged to look at ourselves with total honesty.  We are challenged to look at ourselves, what we have done, the words we have spoken, how we have been in our business and professional lives, and how we have acted in our closest relationships.  
It is a night of judgment.   In the seriousness of this moment I have also learned, as you as you have, that a little bit of levity and humor is always welcomed.  So year after year, like many of my colleagues I search for a line or a joke that will make a difference, to cut the tension as it were.  These years present new challenges for rabbis because there are hardly any new Jewish jokes out there.  One reason, of course, is that Jewish humor truly grew out of Jewish hardship.  In spite of it being a tough world, things aren't as tough as they used to be.  

Another reason, of course, is the Internet.  No sooner is there a good joke out there then everybody has access to it.  But, in spite of that I thank Larry Altschul for bringing to my attention a lecture on Jewish humor by Joseph Telushkin.  

You remember a number of years ago Senator Joseph Lieberman was nominated to be Vice President of the United States.  Finally, we realized that a Jewish man could reach the pinnacle of power.  Now we knew that a Jew could do anything in the United States of America.  The ceiling of opportunity had broken wide open. 

The election, as we know, was a great disappointment for many Jews and for none more than Joe Lieberman himself.  After the election he became depressed.  He was moping around the house, non- communicative and un-productive.  Hadassah was beginning to worry and getting annoyed with him.  One day she decided to become proactive.  She put her hands around him and she hugged him tight and she said, "Dear…Joe…don't worry.  Around here, in this house, you will always be VICE   President."

Well, this fits well with tonight's theme.  This is an evening of humility.  

We began our service with the words:

Onu Matereim L'hitpalail Im Ha'avar Yanim – 
We declare that it is permitted to pray with those who have transgressed.  
Who are those who have transgressed with whom we are permitted to pray?  Are we permitted to pray with anyone?  Are we permitted to pray with every sinner, even a murderer?  Would there be an exception?  When you think about it, these are very powerful words. We are permitted to pray with sinners.   Most importantly it means we are all welcome. 

I wonder if there is anyone who could sin so much that we would not allow him to be here with us.  Who might I be thinking of?  Well, would we allow Bernie Madoff to be with us this evening?  This man, this Jew, hurt, humiliated, wounded hundreds, thousands of people, foundations, schools, and institutions; his impact will be felt on our people for literally generations. Is he a sinner we would permit to sit with us? Perhaps it begs another question.  Think about it.  Could Yom Kippur atone for the sins of Bernie Madoff?  Could a trial and conviction and sentence be enough to allow him to “be cleansed”?  Or are there sins which are so great that only death will bring the repair or atonement desired?  That's one of the things that we should look at this evening.  Can we be forgiven of every crime, no matter what we do?   

Mostly tonight I'd like you to join me and think about this from another perspective.  I'd like us to look at this from the perspective of being a member of a family and its responsibilities. We all know a few things about family.  Family implies a great deal of loyalty and forgiveness. We ACCEPT a lot from our family members. And we EXPECT a lot from our family members. We know that what family members do or don’t do reflects upon us. That’s why we’re so hard on them.  Or conversely, that’s why we can be so proud of them.

In many ways we can say this wasn't a good year to be a Jew.  There are problems in our family.
On this night when we look at ourselves we are looking at ourselves individually and we are also looking at ourselves as part of a people, a family. In our prayers we will read our sins in the third person.  We are going to take responsibility not only for what we have done individually, but we will take responsibility for what members of our family, have done.  We take responsibility for our children.  We are responsible for our parents. We’ll take responsibility for our brothers and sisters.

We have often heard these words often “Kol Yisrael Arevim Zeh La Zeh.”  Jews are responsible for each other. We say them proudly as we raise consciousness and money to help Jews in need. How about our responsibility when a Jew does something really awful…What is OUR responsibility?
To be part of a family is to feel the pain of another and the shame of another...It is the question of human responsibility.  You might say, "I did not foster a Ponzi scheme."  Madoff is the one that is in jail and should be in jail until the end of his life

But Bernie Madoff comes from our family.

I want to look at that.  Tonight, I would like us to be so bold and so brave that we can say "I participated in a culture that allowed for that man to live and thrive. Inspired by a colleague, Rabbi Mitchell Wohlberg, tonight, I want us to do something really challenging. And, perhaps, from it, we can all grow. Perhaps, generations from now will feel how brave we were. We could listen to the call of our day and participate in real change.

No, it wasn't a good year to be Jewish.  

In the New Testament, Jesus taught that the chances of a wealthy person getting into heaven, is like that of a camel passing through the eye of   a needle.   Christianity was hypocritical about wealth. They frowned upon it. And while the masses remained poor, the church fathers and nobility thrived. On the other hand Jews always were associated with money.  In fact, as you know, we were forced to do the church’s “dirty work.”  But, we became experts in loaning money, trade and banking and business… nothing to be ashamed of. The great bankers Rothschild and Baron DeHirsch and investment houses and businessmen and economists and economic advisors resulted in Nobel Prize winners. And this allowed economies, and I dare say…civilization itself to evolve and develop. We have nothing to be ashamed of.  And with our money we became great philanthropists to our own causes and to the arts and music and hospitals and to research and museums and universities. We had nothing to be ashamed of. 

BUT…THIS PAST YEAR GOT US INTO A LOT OF TROUBLE.  Now mind you, there are and have been a lot of crooks that aren’t Jewish. But they are not our concern tonight. Our family is our concern tonight. AND WE ARE TO LOOK AT US…

You and I know realize that it wasn’t just the past year, but a lot happened, a lot was brought into light…

I don’t like speaking about money. I don’t even like balancing a check book. But I know it is at the core of our ethics. I know it’s the wine and corn of our times.

And I know tomorrow in the Machzor we will read that the High Priest in Jerusalem will pray” "May it be your will Lord, our God and God of fathers, that this year coming that our family should be blessed with abundance, much grain and wine and oil and  success and prominence and affordable pricing." The High Priest felt that it was appropriate to talk about money on Yom Kippur.  It is permissible to do so. It is a time when we are all together and this Yom Kippur, perhaps more than ever.  

Last year we spoke about uncertain economic times, this year it is something else. 
You know, we don’t promote asterism, no, we like success. But something went awry. Out of balance. Excess. This year we have a problem we have to address

Bernie Madoff was a member of a Modern Orthodox Jewish community.  He and his connections were involved with Jewish Country Clubs and Jewish foundations and Jewish organizations and Jewish schools.  So Jewish causes lost fortunes because of him.  The negative effect on countless institutions has been extraordinary...and it’ll be felt for generations.  

There is a concept in Judaism known as Kiddush HaShem – it means: the sanctification God's name.  The way we sanctify God's name is by doing something so profoundly important, so profoundly good that by virtue of the act we bring honor to our people and thus praise to our God.  And thus people around us will say: “This person must come from a wonderful people; he or she comes from a good family!”

The opposite of Kiddush HaShem is Chillul HaShem.  That is a desecration of God’s name.  Desecrating God’s name is committing an act that is so horrific that it dishonors our people, our family.  It dishonors all of us.   There is no T’shuvah that can be done.  It is as if you have destroyed your entire family. You destroyed God’s name. One example of a Chillul HaShem is cheating a non-Jew, because, it may cause the non-Jew to think all Jews are cheats. 

This past year we saw some Jews at their worst. 

I assert that it is so powerful that it has to compel us to look at what it means to be Jewish. Maybe it can take the conversation beyond. “Is your mother Jewish? Or who did the conversion?” But to be Jewish in this world may mean that there are   requirements about your behavior. Imagine, imposing requirements on our people!

All year long we read reports about Jews that made us cringe. Now you could say to me…hey we’re like everyone else. Don’t judge me differently!

And if you believe that, that’s fine, but I take issue with that.

I hold that from the moment Abraham separated from his surroundings, his descendents, and all those who make the claim to be a “child of Abraham” are going to say, I want to be different in this world. I want to live different than the prevailing material values. And  I believe that  from the time our  ancestors stood at Sinai, and entered the covenant, those who identify choose to live with a moral and ethical code that says:  “I will live  in this world with  a sense  of  morality, purpose  and  obligation…”
So something has gone very wrong. Our culture has been tainted and our religious institutional life has not been in touch. 

Because we have been silent. We’re lost. We don’t know what to do.

A few examples: 
This past year we cringed when we read that Kathy Fuld, the wife of former Lehman Brothers CEO Richard Fuld, continued to spend $5,000 to $10,000 every week at high end retail stores after Lehman declared bankruptcy.

We were sickened when we saw Steven Schwartzman, a private equity manager, threw himself a birthday party for $3 million. 

We became angry when we heard Marc Drier, the head of a prestige New York law firm, which he built up to 250 partners, bought an Aston Martin, a 121 foot yacht and swindled $380,000,000. 

A few months ago the New York Times reported that there’s a man in jail in the United States by the name of Shalom Weiss whose released date is November 23, 2874.  He has been found with dozen and dozens of criminal charges.  

The list is really long…I’m sparing us!
What is going on here? Typically, we proudly list the names of Jews who succeed in so many areas of human endeavor.  We know the great contributions that the Jewish people make to the world.  But I wouldn’t be honest.  We wouldn’t be fair to ourselves if I didn’t ask you to look at this and consider where these people come from... 

Because these are all people coming from our shuls and Temples, Jewish clubs and neighborhoods, and Jewish families.

We could say that maybe the hold that the community and the family once had on the individual is no longer the same…and maybe that’s true. Families are so dispersed, people are so isolated.
But we can also know that most of us are still good even though we moved far from families. 
Maybe we, you and me, and all of us are called upon to make some changes. We need to create a different social environment…I believe we need to change popular Jewish culture!  Create a culture that distinguishes the ethical and good from the vulgar
Why did it happen? 

It’s obviously complex. More complex than I could possibly deal with here. But I can look at a few reasons. Historically we are a people who were forced from country to country.  A people who experienced so much oppression and poverty.  We found in American freedom an opportunity to succeed.  And we couldn’t get enough success.  We became intoxicated by things and power. We bought into the American dream. And we forgot the melody of Dayeinu.  Enough. After generations, perhaps we believed it was all coming to us.  We developed an unfortunate sense of entitlement. And we lost our balance, our priorities and a realization of a meaningful life. Appetites for homes and cars and jewelry were insatiable. And we mistakenly thought that it was about the “stuff.” Bigger and better, more and more…and there was no stopping us. Because we are so good at what we do…

And the essence of a tradition…its ethics was lost.  We still got together with the family for the holidays but we weren’t talking about its messages. And maybe that was the fault of a rabbinate that lost touch. The religious message of our tradition was completely anachronistic.  We have to note that a lot of the crime that took place came from the religious segment of the Jewish community.  So, there was ritual and no meaning. 

And for the rest of us, Judaism was about family functions, taking off for the high holy days, but no deeper connection to an ethical message. 

I said years ago that our communities would have been better off if they internalized the deeper message of Sukkot which was all about restoring balance…being grateful for what we had, taking care of the natural environment, and keeping our material desire in check, then all the emphasis on the high holy days. I was right.  If there had been gratitude for what we had the race to continue to achieve and acquire may have slowed down.

We mistakenly thought it was all about the stuff.

And that’s no way to live a meaningful life.

We indulged and over indulged and indulged our children and everybody pays a price…

Lives of excess went unchecked, and materialism as an acceptable central value ultimately leads to vulgarity.

And the central institutions of our communities were buying in for the sake of their own survival.  It became a part of weddings and B’nai Mitzvahs and community fund raisers…We’re all guilty.  
What happened to humility and simplicity?
As we went from powerlessness to power we lost something essential…an urge for meaning, or perhaps we might say a search for God. And we became intoxicated with what we possessed, and we stopped learning.
It was a bad year for the Jews in another area that I want to mention. And this has to do with leadership and religion.

This is about a Chassidic Rabbi caught trafficking in kidneys! 

Syrian rabbis indicted for laundering money.
The Sprinka Rebbe, the head of a Hassidic dynasty convicted of money laundering. 

A Jewish school in Queens that was found guilty of accepting Federal funds for non-existent students. 

A Jewish accountant came to me and said he won’t work with orthodox clients anymore because they live with two ethical standards; one for Jews and another for non Jews.

We sinned.  We lost a sense of ethics.  We believed it can be applied only to some!
And that was simply wrong!

So this is the night to look at our selves. We have sinned…And we are all guilty. The machzor reminds us of that again and again.

We are looking crisis in the face. And we are saying the way we have been hasn’t worked. But, we can change. 

How?

It’ll begin with ourselves.  Please ask yourself:  

Are we truly fair and honest?  
How do we use our time?
Where we spend our money? 
How we can help others?
Are we excessive?

 Do we treat all others with kindness?

What are we willing to give?

Do we spend time thinking about ethics? Goodness? We can study these things!
What do we expect of each other?  Our families?  Our synagogues? At our Federation?

We all have to share in the culture of our institutions. We have to infuse them with the understanding that if we don’t start with honesty authenticity, ethics, a clear moral call, if we don’t start from a place of our humanity, than we lose our reason for being. All the money we give in defense of our people, all the money we spend fighting the enemy becomes meaningless when religious leaders are corrupt, our political leaders depraved, our communities so insular that they lose sight of the humanity, of other human beings!!! Our places have to be kind and welcoming and respectful and decent.  And our institutions must open themselves to the community, its needs, and to the world. 

We have a tradition in Judaism.  It’s the tradition of the prophet. You know some of them…Isaiah or Jeremiah. Their words so meaningful and beautiful, written two thousand years ago and more. They warned our ancestors when they were strong, when their homes were beautiful, that they lost sight of their poor and their power corrupted. They saw the religious people of their time intoxicated with ritual but blind to social responsibility. And they protested. 

The prophet was NOT a fortune teller. He saw social injustice. He asked “how can people be so blind? How can people neglect realities around them and only care for themselves?” And only when we were destroyed and sent into exile did future generations say…ahhh.  He saw the future coming!!! But that’s not what he saw. He saw social injustice.  He saw people with wounds who weren’t being bandaged…And he understood that any society that is immoral, corrupt, and selfish won’t stand for long.  Any society that neglects the poor, elderly, the sick will die. Change would be needed. Can the metaphor be any clearer?

My friends…We’re being challenged! We have to express our voice in religious life! Because the insular fundamentalist life around us stifles and isolates. It alienates women and it refuses to give voice to the outsider.

And what I see and you must also, is that, if we don’t do this for ourselves, we must do it for our kids, because they will only attach to a Jewish life that is relevant, that speaks to this world, whose ethics are clear.
For example…Our kids will never be kosher in a world of “Agri-processors”...corrupt, filthy meat processing plant, the largest kosher facility in the country, where hechshers were given to religious families abusing illegal immigrants and children and where there was graft…it went on for years and their religious establishment turned a blind eye. But our kids are interested in the way workers are treated, in the way animals are treated; in the use and misuse of land and pesticides….and that’s why we now have a hechsher tzedek, program…and you should look into supporting it. Because it represents an ethical approach to Jewish living, a kashrut for the 21st century…
Is there any doubt amongst any of you that there needs to be a religious voice that speaks out for women’s rights in this world everywhere…that not only protests anti-Semitism and hatred against Israel but all forms of racism and hatred and injustice… This is what a religious community cares about.

Most of our kids are looking for a Jewish life, filled with the beauty of this tradition, but not focused on ourselves and narrow self interest. They want a Judaism that speaks to the greater needs of the world! Do you know the organization that attracts the most young Jewish adults? It’s the American Jewish World Service…Do you know why? Because it helps people. All people in need. And fixing the world resonates in the Jewish soul.

Our synagogue, our organizations need to focus on what our tradition teaches and has always done best…

Here we are responding in many ways: First of all, we have developed a Bar/Bat mitzvah program called “Plan B” where Parents and children learn together, engage in social service projects together, worship together.  And they will go to Israel.  But as a group they have committed to forgo absurdly expensive parties.  That’s “Plan B.”

We have created meaning out of the counting of the Omer.  One dollar a day helps alleviate hunger through MAZON…a Jewish response to hunger.

We shelter homeless people in our building through Family Promise... IMAGINE that. And proudly, we are the only synagogue in this area that has stepped forward. 

We are working with Federation and organizations throughout the country on a Day of Service in January lead by First Lady Michelle Obama. 

Our institutions will get better as a result of this past year’s crisis. 

So our family, the  Jewish  family, had a really bad year…but we also began to rebound, because we are resilient and strong and truly …let  me  name a few….it would only  be fair. Jerome Fisher, the founder of Nine West Shoes, who lost millions in the Madoff scheme, gave 50 million dollars to the University of Pennsylvania for a new Bio-Medical Research Center. Leonard Feinstein, the co-founder of Bed Bath and Beyond, who built a 50 million dollar addition to research institute at North Shore/Long Island Jewish Health system.  Mort Zuckerman, another Madoff victim, pledged $100,000,000 to Sloane Kettering.  That list goes on and on of people who were terribly hurt, but who have come back tend remain very, very charitable.

In fact, Eli Wiesel has written about children who are sending him $1, $5, $10 bills to help him replenish his foundation.  So, there are lots of Jews who care.  The truth of the matter is there are a lot of very good people.  RIGHT HERE IN THIS ROOM! 

At B’nai Torah we are trying to re-define Jewish culture, continually by creating a community, caring communities that will help us all transcend the vapid nature of a society that is so rude and materialistic. I firmly, it begins with the values we teach and the work we do, the projects and the feeling and energy that goes into it…We teach our kids that life has meaning beyond the SELF. That we must live with responsibility for others. 

We teach torah, we teach Hebrew, we have great B'nai mitzvahs, we connect our children to Israel and the Jewish world…But we want this to be a home that develops and fosters mentchklekeit…I don’t know how else to say it.  We as a family have got to do to fix what has happened…We need you to be a part of it.
Do you remember I began with a story on  Rosh Hashanah…The  pagan goes to Hillel… He says teach me the Torah while I stand on one foot…

What does Hillel say…Do not do unto your neighbor what you would not want him to do unto you…the rest is commentary; go and learn.

Remember what I taught you. It became the essence of the Golden Rule.  We love that story. The great theologian Karen Armstrong said recently it’s the core of EVERY religion…but there’s a nuance here that maybe more important. The pagan is insulting. We learn that because when he went to the Shammai, he hit him for asking that question! After ALL. This is what he spends his entire life studying! This is what all of Judaism is about!
This is GODS word!!! And Hillel…No. He looks him in the eye. He takes him seriously. He respects him as a human being. He respects “the other.”  Every human being is different. And every human being is different and deserves respect. That’s, the greatest ethical message we have to teach. That’s what we‘re here for. That what we do here… 

Tonight we can stand here and say Al Cheit Shechatnu- for the sin that we have committed by excess, by forgetting to say enough, by only thinking of ourselves, by forgetting the essence of who we are,  Forgive us and pardon us and grant us atonement.  

This past year we were embarrassed by members of our family…as grown ups we will share in the responsibility for them and we will stand up and make our family better.

History has shown the resilience of the Jewish people. We have survived great catastrophe. We don’t need to face an outside enemy. Tonight let’s look at the enemy within. That’s what this tradition has obligated us to do. There are times to remember the past. There are times to focus on the very real dangers posed by our enemies…but tonight we looked at ourselves. And this maybe the hardest place of all to look. 

It only takes a little insight to know that change begins with the self. 

I pray that this year we will feel God’s presence in our lives… separating the trivial from the meaningful and move our community to higher living and create a greater sense of morality and responsibility for this world. 
Good Yom Tov
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