Rosh Hashanah Morning 2008/5769

Al Tistakel B’kankan


Imagine, you have taken a vow; you speak directly with God; pouring out your devotion and love; your willingness to sacrifice and serve.  There you stand, so totally immersed in this authentic endeavor, and some one else sees you and sees nothing more than externalities.  You are moving your lips and he or she erroneously believes you are in a drunken stupor.  


This morning we read the Haftorah from First Samuel I, a palpable demonstration of the power of authentic prayer.  Eli the priest looks at Hannah and fails to see her for what she really is.  He mistakes Hannah’s quintessential prayers as superficial misguided behavior.     Living in the 10th Century BCE, she is a Prophetess who has the ability to channel direct communication with God.     The barren wife of Elkanah, she addresses her predicament frontally and engages in prayer that will not only alter her future, but will serve as a model for all Israel.  The barren Hannah conceives and gives birth to a son Samuel in the year 931.  A woman of her word, Hannah dedicates her son to “full service” under the High Priest, Eli.   

   She becomes the archetype for devotion; she teaches the world to pray.  She becomes legendary because of her message that prayer is not a function of words but rather emanates from ones heart.


    Women of the Bible are recognized for what they personified.  Examine these other “women” of the Bible. 

 Miriam too is a prophetess. .  As a child she chides the males of Israel to resume their intimacy with the women of Israel so as not to become the agents of Pharaoh’s sardonic plan to eliminate the Israelite people.  Miriam is the ultimate politician, brokering the relationship between Pharaoh’s daughter Bitya and Moses’ mother Yocheved, so that Yocheved can stand in as wet nurse to nurture her own baby who she set to adrift in the Nile.  When Miriam speaks against her brother Moses because of Tziporah, the Cushite woman that Moses married, Miriam is held accountable for her deed.  Punished for the wrong she did to Moses and the wrong she did to Tziporah… Miriam is stricken with leprosy and then isolated from the rest of the camp for seven days.  Miriam  judged Tziporah not by her deeds but rather by the color of her skin, but when all of Israel “waits” for Miriam, they wait for her because of her leadership and their dependence on her ability to access life giving water; for wherever the Israelites journeyed, they were protected by their leader Miriam's presence as provider and sustainer.

   Micah teaches that Miriam is sent by God (Micah 6:4).  In the Bible Miriam is first identified with the title of Prophetess in Exodus 15:2.  In his history of the Jews, Josephus suggests that Miriam was central as one of Israel’s core leaders, creating policy and giving advice.  Whether it is a biblical citation, a Talmudic depiction or a historical reference; Miriam is identified not because she is a women, but rather as a function of her deeds.


Tziporah, Moses' wife, has the courage and capability to perform the ritually required act of circumcision that very possibly saves both her newborn son Gershon and her husband Moses from the threat of death.    Tziporah leaves her home to join Moses and the Israelite people on their wanderings in the desert.  Seeing only Tziporah’s skin color and foreignness and not the individual of action, courage and power misses the central role of the other in the survival of our people.  

 .

  Parashat Chayah Sarah Genesis 23:1   opens with these words: "Sarah lived to be 127 years old; this was the life of Sarah" Sarah is described as Abraham’s sister and wife.  Sarah was not only wife to the Patriarch Abraham; but partner in every way.  The Talmud describes that she took an active role in guiding, shaping and inspiring the masses who would follow Abraham and Sarah and create the foundation of a monotheistic people.  So it is not surprising that Sarai becomes Sarah integrating the name of Yah the Eternal, into her very identity; a sign of her covenantal relationship with God.  She provides the “bread” with which the strangers are received in her and Abraham’s tent.  She selflessly extends her handmaiden to Abraham as a means of building up his house.  And later, in a fit of protective jealously she banishes this very same handmaiden, Hagar and Abraham’s son Ishmael.  For the good, for the bad and for the ugly, Sarah is a force to be reckoned with.  “Do whatever Sarah tells you” (Genesis 21:12) is God’s response to Abraham.  Sarah is an authoritative voice of our ancestors; her legacy is created by her actions.

That was in the year 1540 B.C.E.  Now in the year 5769 or 2008 C.E. you are sitting in a Synagogue listening to the Spiritual Leader of your Congregation.  I am standing here today as your Rabbi.  I am not here as a woman or even as a woman Rabbi.   My role in this Community is Spiritual Leader.  When I officiate at baby namings, weddings or funerals I am not officiating as a woman, but as a Rabbi.  When I teach, I teach Judaism.  When I counsel, I counsel as Clergyperson.  When I lead this Community in creating a vision for the future, I am doing so as your Rabbi; not your mother, your sister, your wife or your daughter.  I am judged by my deeds, my actions my service; not by whether I wear high heels or skirts or pants suits               


When you are in need of surgery, you will choose the Surgeon who you believe will be the most competent surgeon, the physician that you believe will be most effective in facilitating your healing; I cringe to think that your criteria for selecting a Doctor was that she be female, or White or Jewish or someone you can identify with. 


A Physician, a Rabbi, Sarah, Hannah, Tziporah & Miriam… are each assessed on their competence.  It is not about how they look, or their gender, or the color of their skin or even their religion… it is only about what they do, what they stand for, what they live by.  Each of these figures rise and fall on the basis of who they are and what they bring.


  Despite our ability to analyze and discern, We live in a society where we are encouraged both consciously  subconsciously to assess  an individuals’ worth through externalities.  


Eli thought that Chanah was drunk.  He was a High Priest, the holiest of the Jewish Nation.  It was thought that the divine spirit rested upon him.  It was thought that he had the ability to see within the heart of men and women… yet he was deceived by superficiality.....her lips were mov ing so he assumed that she was a drunk.  


In thirty six more days you are going to be responsible for selecting the next President of the United States.  


I am charging you with the responsibility of being guided by the teachings of your Judaism.  I am charging you to use teachings of Justice and engage in real dialogue on the critical and pressing issues that our country faces.  I am charging you with the Jewish responsibility of assessing another on their merits, on what they can and will do for us the American people; and not on their externalities or others views of their externalities.  


We have to elect a President and an Administration whose real agenda is our Economy, Alternative Energy, Civil Liberties, a Women’s right to choose and the right to access health care for everyone.  The next President of the United States will most likely appoint three Supreme Court Justices.  Among other things, very real liberties that we have taken for granted as a given such as Roe v. Wade, will be challenged.  This is a Jewish issue. 


The next President of the United States will have to decide how to navigate our Countries Role in World Politics; the place if any, for pre-emptive force and when and how to engage in diplomacy.  The next President of the United States will need to have the skills to re-build our Countries Credibility in the World.  The next President of the United States will have to make a determination to be guided by their own personal and or religious convictions and not allow their Religious convictions to create the policies and agendas that they put forth for all of us. 


There is no more room for “feel good politics”.  There is no more room for the politics of fear.  We ought not to elect a President because he is a Cowboy or the kind of person we’d want to share a beer with or car pool to the soccer game.   There is no more room for superficiality.  It is not whether the Candidate looks like you, or even if you “identify” with them, but rather, can you identify with their views, positions and policies.  It really is time for us as a nation to ask the Hard Questions.  Where do we choose to go, how do we need to get there, and who can lead us to that place.


 On this Rosh Hashanah, I am asking you to be guided by the teaching of your Judaism.  Be certain that in 36 days, when you walk into the Polling Station, that you are not blinded by externalities  it is really time for us to follow the dictates of our Religion and assess an individual and a leader on their merits; what do they represent, how do they live… that will determine how they will lead.

PAGE  
1

