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Shabbat Shalom - Shana Tovah

There’s a particular beauty in this service.  We feel the oncoming holiness of the days to follow without the intensity of the huge crowd of people.  There’s something nice about the evening hour. I always sense a spiritual connection to particular time…the middle of the afternoon is not the same as the evening, the morning, not like the night. Tonight, of course, we also have the added sanctity of Shabbat. So, Shabbat Shalom, and Shanah Tovah. One of the things that we celebrate on Shabbat is the idea that this is a day of freedom. I want to speak a little bit about our freedom as a religious concept.

It is a notion that we consider every day and even on this day, on Rosh Hashanah.  I wish you a wonderful year.  I hope, first and foremost it is a healthy year for everyone and I hope it is year that is filled with nachas from your children and good family relations and success in your business and the great sense of connection to our synagogue.  

Forty years ago, this past summer I was at Camp Ramah in New England.  One day we woke up and many of counselors had left us notes that they had gone away for a few days.  Other counselors waited until we  woke up to tell us that they were going to leave camp for a while because there was a great rock festival taking place in Upstate New York in a place called Woodstock.  They invited us to come.  I was about 16 years old.  It was, in fact, an event that I think lead to the closing of that camp which eventually reopened with a greater sense of boundaries and rules!  In any case, one of the things that I heard about this rock festival that was about to take place was that so many people were coming that the New York State Thruway was closed down.  How exciting was this time, 1969, a time when there was so much change taking place.  There was a war in Viet Nam which pervaded our attention and concern.  There was the beginning of a new feminist.  The Civil Rights movement was continuing with great strength. Two great leaders, Martin Luther King and Bobbie Kennedy had recently been assassinated.  Needless to say, it was a time of great upheaval and great tension.  Underlying that tension was a generational change accompanied by an unprecedented questioning of authority.  As indicated by our counselors leaving camp and their campers, the rules were no longer quite as important and authority was questioned.  

We look back at Woodstock with a great deal of fondness, primarily because of the music, but we also know that there was something else that had taken place there.  It was unusual moment in history, 500,000 people gathered together without a single act of violence.  500,000 people gathered for the sake of music, connection, peace and love.  Cynics will sneer at that notion, but that was what happened.  

Let me tell you why I bring it up.  In a romantic sense I could say what Woodstock did was it brought young people together to create a sense of community.  Its music created a bond that tied people together. And that’s true. The Woodstock generation is real.   

 

And what that generation yearned for and found, but was not able to replicate is not too dissimilar from the yearnings that bring us together. 

We are here looking for community. We are here because we are so disillusioned with the world “out there”…We are here because we assert a different dream.  A dream of world peace.  And we are here to express hope. 

But, there is something else in it that I think relates to the preeminent biblical text that we read on Rosh Hashanah; the story of the Binding of Isaac.  It is a story with great emotional power.  There is an element to the story of the binding of Isaac that is truly frightening. 

Do you remember the first time you heard the story? What were your thoughts this morning?  Did you think about your kids? Did you think about yourself as a parent? Or did you disassociate?

I remember as a little boy going to the High Holy Days with my family and sitting in the school classrooms thinking that this story was not a very good story.   It actually frightened me terribly. I hated it…I wondered how a father could listen to that kind of God and I questioned what kind of God was that.  That’s the normal questioning that we do when we read the story of the Akedah.  “GET ME OUT OF HERE!!!”  So, Abraham takes his son and Abraham is tested by God and God says, “Take your son, your beloved son and bring him up to Mount Moriah and offer him as a sacrifice to me.”  It is a story that evokes pain and calls for our understanding. What do we do with the story?

There are apologetics for the story.  There are people who want the story to be meaningful and make sense, who say this is proof that the father of our people was a man of great faith! Or they say God never would have accepted the sacrifice.  It was clearly meant as a test.  It wasn’t going to be the real thing and that Abraham knew all along that it was a test.  But, besides those readings we do have what is before us and that is a God who calls on a man to sacrifice his son.

I was on a panel with a priest and an Imam a few years ago…I’ll tell you something, the Imam loved this text.  In his tradition the sacrifice was the sacrifice of Ishmael and this story made him feel really good. The father was willing to do it. Jews for generations felt really good about it too.

But we can’t.  Not now!   

So about now you have got to be asking yourself okay Steinhardt you started to talk about Woodstock.  What are you doing? Where are you going?

 

So let me tell you.

What happens in the narrative?  Right. A voice comes and tells Abraham not to sacrifice the child! And whose voice is it?  It is a voice of an angel that says: “Do not raise your hand against the boy…”  It could be said, the angel is really the voice of God.  It may be.  But, the text begins with GOD testing Abraham and talking to Abraham and then the Angel spares the boy.  

Here’s my reading. Abraham hears different voices. There is the voice of tradition. Don’t forget, child sacrifice was prevalent in the ancient world. There is the voice of change. There is the voice of a revolution. There is the voice of conscience. There is the voice of hope. That’s the voice that said: “Don’t do it!” As people who are educated, people who read different texts, different opinions we hear different voices…not in some psychotic way. But in an open way.

There is the voice of authority and the voice of structure and the voice that says this is the way things are meant to be.  This is the way things should be.  This is the way things are and then there is a voice that tells us we have to object, we have to protest.  We have to do things differently.  We all have those voices in our head. 

 It is a wonderful way to think about the Jewish tradition and especially if you think of the Jewish tradition as we know it in relation to the fundamentalist readings of this tradition, Christianity or Islam.  That is that there can’t be one authoritative voice.  There have to be different voices that speak to us, diverse opinions and even arguments.  There are times in life where we have to throw off the shackles that confine our thinking and restrict our being.   I am not suggesting that anyone go out and do anything illegal.  I am speaking of this in terms of personal autonomy, human creativity and individual rights and decision making…It’s a spiritual thing!  It’s about human creativity.  A religious tradition that speaks in only one voice is a tradition that led to oppression, violence, murder and war. And those traditions in the name of their gods or their ministers and imams or rebbes or ayatollahs. And so in our time we have seen horrific acts of destruction in the name of Allah or God.

What made Woodstock so important was that it came at a moment when the youth of America were being manipulated in a war, that at that moment and through the lens of tradition history, we know was wrong.  Our children, our friends were dying and the cause was meaningless. The structures, the voices of authority were failing and so there had to be other voices, there had to be other expressions The rebellion against racism and sexism were on there way.  Woodstock then became an expression, a very important expression of that rebellion.  

Our tradition is based on diverse opinions.  Our tradition is based on dialogue.  Our tradition is based on protest.  To be a Hebrew means to be an Ivrei, to come from the other side.  So here’s the reading of the Akedah that I come back to…Abraham lived in a world where God tested people to sacrifice their children. And from anthropologists and historians and ancient texts we know that was the truth.

And in that world a man, a single man walked in silence with his boy and heard the voice of an angel.  Abraham became an Ivvri, A man from the other side.  It is the role of a person who looks for tzedekk and mishpat, who looks for justice and righteousness; kindness and charity.  That’s what it means to be a Jew.   

We celebrated Woodstock this summer and as we did so I was thinking about the songs that made Woodstock famous.  One of the epic pieces was Jimmy Hendrix playing the Star Spangled Banner.  Hendrix, perhaps the greatest rock guitarist that ever lived played the Star Spangled Banner with incredible passion, been in a way that was never heard before.  I believe that in that voice, in that playing was a sense of belonging, yet realizing that things had to be different.  That, perhaps, is the spirit of our day.  We belong to something so very, very important, but we know things must be different. We must allow this tradition to speak to a new generation. A generation that sees that being bound by the way it was done continues to lead us to a world on the edge.  We must be creative.  We must allow it to fly free.  Because that way it brings people together, creating a sense of love and a sense of peace and freedom.

Shana Tovah             
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