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D’var Torah for Rosh HaShanah 5770
The end of exile: to be a Kehillah Kedoshah
Introduction

1. home – what is waiting for you in the ideal home of your dreams?


I’ll bet it’s not an empty house. 

T. S. Eliot: Home is where one starts from. 

Oliver Wendell Holmes: Where we love is home - home that our feet may leave, but not our hearts.

Maya Angelou: The ache for home lives in all of us, the safe place where we can go as we are and not be questioned.

2. This congregation is a place that ideally is meant to remind us, on some very deep level, of home, because it is a place where, when you go there, you are welcomed as you are by the larger Jewish family to which you belong; because it is a place where we can come to love those with whom we share it; and because it speaks of the place we all started from.


A congregation is a place where those newly moved to town can come to fit in right away with others who know you, on some level, because we are also Jews. It is a place where you can depend upon it that we will be engaged in the same three primary Jewish activities that keep any congregation busy – study, prayer, and acts of justice and loving kindness. And you can depend upon it that those who are already here will welcome you. This is the ideal of the Kehillah Kedoshah, the holy congregation which we are meant to be: everything we do – tefilah, study, social justice, committee work, and socializing – we do together, as a group.

read vision statement

3.
In traditional Jewish parlance, a congregation is referred to formally as a kehillah kedoshah, a “holy community”. If you have ever noticed “k k” at the start of a congregation’s name, it’s short for this phrase: kehillah kedoshah. Our full name, then, is Kehillah Kedoshah Shir Tikvah, the holy congregation Shir Tikvah. And all of the aspects of this vision statement are meant to focus us on just what it takes to be a holy community.


This year, on every second erev Shabbat I invite you to read and examine and consider the aspects of our congregational vision statement with me, for the next seven months. To what end?


To the end of exile. Jews who live outside of Israel are defined by Jewish religious terms as being in exile. We secure American Jews, who do not consider ourselves to be geographically in exile at all, nevertheless continue to wander in one very significant way. In the early modern period, Hasidic thought developed the concept of spiritual exile. As Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav once said, “worse than being in exile, is being in exile and not knowing it.” He lived in Eastern Europe, in geographic exile, but Rabbi Nakhman taught his followers that it is possible to be at home in one’s heart. “Wherever I am going,” he said, “I am going to Jerusalem.” 


Where are you going, wherever you are going? Where is the home at the end of your spiritual wandering? If it is not yet this congregation, how can we get there, from where we stand tonight? How can we become the holy community that we are meant to be?

I.
Kehillah Kedoshah, a holy community

What does it mean to be a kehillah kedoshah, a holy community? For Jewish tradition, a holy congregation is full of Jews who gather together for the highest religious purposes.


It’s harder to BE a holy community than it is to assert that we are; even Korakh, the arch-rebel of the wilderness generation, protested that “the whole community of Israel is holy”. Korakh used the phrase to attempt to undermine Moshe, and take power for himself.


I want to suggest that to really BE a kehillah kedoshah, a holy community, means only one thing, but that Jewish congregations have expressed it differently through the ages.


1. our ancestors: covenant


For our ancestors, out of whose experience we have the Torah, to be holy meant not to be pious or altogether righteous. Even when we were behaving at our worst, failing and falling and just wrong, we were still holy to God – because “holy” in ancient Hebrew means “dedicated to a specific purpose”. These clothes are holy to the High Holy Days – I never wear them at any other time. These candlesticks are holy to Shir Tikvah, and given us for the dedicated purpose of Shabbat and holy day ritual light. We, the Jews, are holy in the same way: meant for a certain specific purpose. 


For our ancestors, that purpose was simple; it was to learn, and carry out, God’s will as a community. We entered into a covenant with God at Sinai to be holy to God, in the same way that two people become holy to each other, set apart for each other in a way which is special, through the covenant of marriage. Our ancestors saw the meaning of their lives realized through that covenant relationship of mutual belonging and responsibility. The kehillah kedoshah was the group belonging which made sense of our individual lives. At the foot of Mt. Sinai we stood TOGETHER.


2. exile: safety in numbers


For two thousand years of wandering in exile throughout the world, holiness meant, first and foremost, loyalty to the covenant and to each other. Loyalty to the covenant with God meant remaining Jewish no matter the cost, and surviving persecution – or dying of it – without repudiating the heritage we inherited. Even when it cost us our lives, it was the meaning of our life.  Loyalty to each other, helping each other when it was dangerously hard to be a Jew, followed naturally. The kehillah kedoshah was a place where a Jew knew he was safe, because other Jews would take you in and shelter you without hesitation regarding the cost to themselves.


3. classic American experience = the club where they would let you in


In the twentieth century, Jews experienced the difficult reality that in many places where we wished to belong, we were not welcome. Zionism was partly created out of the energy of utopian Jewish revolutionaries who were not welcome in the movements for change in Eastern and Western Europe; Jewish hospitals such as Beth Israel in New York City were built because Jewish doctors could not find work. And there are still social clubs where Jews are not welcome. 


But the doors of the kehillah kedoshah, the holy community of the Jewish people, were open. Some Jews no longer saw it as home; yet still, at times of great need, we still found our way to the community. As the poet Robert Frost put it in the conversation of a couple:

“It all depends on what you mean by home….


“Home is the place where, when you have to go there,


They have to take you in.”


“I should have called it


Something you somehow haven’t to deserve.”

Some of us have not acted as if we deserved it in the modern era; but it is still here, still bearing a holy light for all who come through the door.

II.
a. a holy community is a place that provides the end of exile: a spiritual home is that which offers a sense of belonging to the community.


1. as one scholar puts it:

We Jews who are still in the process of reclaiming our Judaism and returning to tradition in one way or another often think we do so as the result of our own individual odysseys, life experiences, and struggles that seem to us entirely private and idiosyncratic. But as we identify again with Judaism, we begin to find ourselves living richly in the context of the Jewish people, past, present, and future. Our role in linking the generations becomes a crucial part of our identity.

In other words, there is no Judaism without Jews. It’s no fun lighting Shabbat candles by yourself.


2. to us in 21st century America, what is a holy community? what does our spiritual home look like? Is it this shul where we gather this evening?


It is not yet holy if it is a place to support our teaching of our children, but does not also nurture our own learning and spiritual searching. It is not yet a holy community if it does not evoke the presence of God in our midst. And it is not yet a holy community if it does not provoke us, move us off our own center, toward an illumination we cannot yet see.


A community is not yet holy if it does not lead to Ahavat Yisrael, love of our fellow Jews with whom we share that community; it is not a holy community if we do not trust each other with our hearts. As Byron Sherwin asserts in his book The Life Worth Living, which some of us read during Elul, our love for each other cannot be “a ‘limited partnership’ with tentative commitments. It is an unconditional commitment without warranties.”

 
A community is not yet holy until it leads to you and I developing a loving relationship, in which we care about each other and are moved to act out of that caring. The mutual commitment between us creates a new, third being: “we”. In Jewish tradition, this new creation between us is also called the presence of God.


3. a holy community moves us from ME to WE, or, from loneliness to love

Ahavat Yisrael, a love and compassionate caring for our fellow Jews, is a part of this heritage to which we return…. There is no reclaiming…the holy moment of Sinai without reclaiming also as our own the people of Sinai, distanced as they may seem from the foot of that sacred mountain. ….This love extends to all Jews, including those with whom we have even the deepest theological or moral disagreements….Somewhere in the course of living in community, we come to see that the journey is not an isolated one any more….we find that we have come home from the long wandering that so characterizes our contemporary society, home to our ancestors (whether biological or adopted) home to the Jewish people.

As a musician explained about making good jazz music: “you have to be willing to die for it, and for each other”.

III.
The Kehillah Kedoshah, the holy community which beckons to us in the light of exile’s end, is not created by a physical structure, nor regular gatherings, nor a set of policies. These are the means, but not the end. A kehillah kedoshah is a place where belonging to a meaningful community allows us to help each other in the life long effort we each face in building a meaningful life as an individual.


Rabbi Hayim of Tzanz used to tell this parable: a man, wandering lost in the forest for several days, finally encountered another. He called out: brother, show me the way out of this forest! The other replied, but I too am lost. I can only tell you this: the ways I have tried lead nowhere. They have only led me astray. Take my hand, and let us search for the way together. Rabbi Hayim would add: so it is with us. When we go our separate ways, we may go astray. Let us join hands and look for the way together.


A kehillah kedoshah is a place where you and I are empowered to look for a path together, by way of the three pillars of the Jewish world’s existence and stability: Torah, avodah, and g’milut hasadim – study, prayer, and acts which fulfill our relational responsibility.
 


Each of the aspects of this three-fold path to meaning leads us to other human beings: study is a personal experience of learning which is traditionally pursued in hevruta, a pairing which provides the benefit of the synergy of shared learning; the personal act of prayer (which includes meditation, self-assessment, and other modes) requires a minyan, a group, be fully realized; and acts which fulfill relational responsibility demand of us first that we engage the other, so that we might know what is required of us in each individual situation.


Living as a self and as a member of a community has always been a balancing act. Our ancestors in the premodern world

regarded the self as extending into, and inextricably intertwined with, one’s wider context, “with the specific gods and spirits that inhabit that world, with my tribe, kinship system and family, and with those who have come before and those who are yet to come.”
 

It is  very much in this spirit that the ancient Israelites understand the act of entering the covenant with God to be both a moment in which they participate as individuals, and also a reality which reaches far beyond the individuals who they were. Here the Israelites are “inextricably intertwined”, with kinship groups defined in the widest sense, including all who have joined the Israelites in their journey. We will read this Torah text on Yom Kippur:

You stand this day, all of you, before YHVH your God – your tribal heads, your elders, your officials, all the men of Israel, your children, your wives, then stranger in your camp, the woodchopper to the waterdrawer – to enter into the covenant of YHVH your God, which YHVH is concluding with you this day…as he swore to your ancestors, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. I make this covenant not with you alone, but both with those who are standing here with us this day before YHVH your God, and with those who are not with us here this day.


The modern stance toward community is very different: we are taught that one must separate from it in order to “find oneself” and develop a true sense of one’s selfhood. The community is seen as limiting, even diminishing. In the modern period, we are told that our lives should be dedicated to individuality and independence. We are meant to be autonomous, and no one outside of ourselves can command us. We freely choose, and we can choose to distance ourselves from anyone who does not agree with us or support our choices. 


For modern liberal Jews, traditional obedience to religious practices has given way to personal feelings. In premodern religious awareness, there is “an obligation to shape ourselves in order to measure up to an external criterion”:

…what is important is not how you feel at any given moment… Feelings are not givens we have to deal with. They are raw materials we have to work over and discipline in order to make them properly functioning components of a self that is itself a properly functioning component of something greater than itself.

In a holy community, each one belongs to the whole, and the whole, and all its history, belongs to the one. During the High Holy Days our prayers are expressed in the “we” form; we stand before God together, responsible not only for ourselves but for each other. Kol Yisrael arevim zeh bazeh, “all Israel are responsible, one for another” is an ancient Jewish promise which we speak to each Shir Tikvah student who becomes bat or bar mitzvah.


Jews have always found an individual path within the larger Jewish way. The power of belonging to a “something greater than itself” to lift individual human beings out of existential gridlock and into a life of shared meaning is such that it has reached far beyond its original cultural context. From the Exodus to Sinai to crossing the Jordan River, Torah teaches that the redemption of the individual is found in the movement of the group. On the day before his assassination, Martin Luther King Jr. defined the meaning of his life not by his own quality or length of life, but by the life of the people of which he knew himself to be an integral part. He said:

We've got some difficult days ahead. But it really doesn't matter with me now, because I've been to the mountaintop. And I don't mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. … I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the promised land!

One day we will get to the Promised Land, and exile – homelessness – will end.


We do not seek to return to the home from which we started as much as we seek to recreate that sense of home: a place to belong, where one may become one’s most complete, whole, self. To become an individual, we struggle to free ourselves from external coercive forces, but those forces are, inevitably, part of meaningful connection. Abraham knew this paradox when God called to him and said: lekh l’kha m’artzekha, mimoladet’kha umibeyt avikha, “leave your land, your home and your family”.
 Here is the uneasy balance of the individual and the need for community: Abraham, accompanied by his wife Sarah, follows the call he hears, which takes them far away from home. But the first thing that the couple does, according to Rashi,
 is to begin to invite others to join them. Their journey as the first Jews can only be meaningful if they create a community.


This is the paradox: individuality leads us into exile from the home where we belong, the home we go from and, in some ways, go toward, all our lives. We spend our lives wandering, trying to make a home for ourselves and our family. But the home we seek is not a building, and not even a group of cooperative and friendly neighbors. The homecoming we seek is an end to wandering; an end to exile. The homecoming we seek is redemption, wholeness; love.


The longing in human nature which is understood by psychology to be a desire to return to the idyll of early childhood, characterized as it is by the certainty of being safe and cared for by others, is expressed religiously in terms of gan Eden, the primeval garden of wholeness and peace that we remember in our past, and search for in our future, throughout our lives. We will not be happy there alone: lo tov heyot adam levado, “it is not good for the human being to be alone.”
 


One can tend a lovely garden and still be in spiritual exile. We are still wandering in exile when we cannot bring ourselves to trust our neighbors, even those with whom we join in community groups. We are in exile when we insist on our own individual rights over the common welfare, making personal choices which detract from the common good. And we are in exile when we cling to the belief that we are actually independent individuals, ignoring all the complex human networks we depend upon every time we turn on an electric light, or drop by the store to buy bread.


We are in exile when we lose touch with old friends because we cannot find the time to nurture community relationships because everyone is so busy; when we lose a connection after a harsh word or a misunderstanding is allowed to go unhealed. We will not be a kehillah kedoshah until we do the work of clearing up the garden, smoothing the tangled connections between us and those others upon whom our homecoming depends – and we will not find clarity until we learn that we are not and cannot ever survive alone.


Judaism envisions the future garden as a place we work toward together, within the covenant relationship with share with God, into which we entered together. This is the home at the end of exile. It requires of us our full presence, our full commitment to the journey, and a willingness to, as Rabbi Hayim of Tzanz put it, hold each other’s hands.


What is a kehillah kedoshah? It is a stance where all of us together are looking toward God; it is a movement in which all of us together are moving toward healing; and, when all of us are walking toward Jerusalem together, as a kehillah kedoshah, we will begin to find our way to the end of exile.

We shall not cease from exploration, 

and the end of all our exploring will be 

to arrive where we started 

and know the place for the first time.
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