Erev Rosh Hashanah Sermon 5769,  Rabbi Alex Lazarus-Klein, Temple Sinai

Standing at Sinai at Temple Sinai
Tonight we enter the final stretch of a 40-day cycle that begins on Rosh Chodesh Elul and ends on Yom Kippur.  This is a period where we think deeply about where we have been and where we are going; who are we as a nation, community, family and individual; and, more importantly, who we want to become.
It is no accident that this period is 40-days long.  Numbers have importance in Judaism.  They tie us to events and people.  And, 40 has particular significance:  40 days of the flood, 40 years in the wilderness and, 40 days waiting at Mount Sinai to receive the Torah.  
This last historical reminder provides the biggest clue as to what we are doing here tonight, and what we will be doing for next ten days.  Here, in the building of Temple Sinai, we are transported back to Mount Sinai itself.  We sit encamped amidst the thunder and lightning, in a place where “smoke rose like the smoke of a kiln, and the whole mountain trembled violently.”  We are here together, prepared for whatever is coming, knowing that whatever “it” is we will not have to face “it” alone.

When I was 18-years-old, I had a chance to visit Mount Sinai.  I was a student at the Hebrew University’s one-year-program in Jerusalem.  During our Sukkot vacation, my friends and I traveled down to the Sinai desert to spend a week snorkeling and relaxing on the Egyptian coast.  There, we were surprised to learn that Mount Sinai was an actual tourist destination and not just a story in the Torah.  So, we arranged a trip to see it for ourselves.  

An Egyptian cab picked us up at midnight and drove us through the dark foreboding desert.  I remember the excitement of the journey, navigating through Egyptian border guards and braving the fear of what had we gotten ourselves into.  We knew nothing of the actual mountain.  Could it really be the place described in the Torah?

When we finally arrived at two-in-the-morning, we looked up at an impressively high silhouette of rock and sky, some 7,000 feet high.  The moon was full that night and I could clearly see the path winding toward the top.  Exhausted, my friends and I willed each step up, marveling at the world as it changed with each new elevation.  As we climbed on foot, people passed us on donkey and, they, along with the many hot chocolate stands, reminded us that we were tourists and not Biblical figures on a quest.  And, while I had climbed  Massada several times, I was not prepared for the physicality of this mountain; my breathing labored and heavy with each new step.  

Some four hours later, when we reached St. Catherine’s Monastery at the top, daylight was already beginning to form on the corners of the sky.  I remember feeling awe at that moment at the beauty of the world and about the accomplishment of making it to the top.

But, the hardest part was not the way up, but the way down.  We descended on seven-hundred-and-fifty stairs carved into the mountain by monks.  Half-way down, my knees began to shake uncontrollably.  The sun now covered the sky and I felt blinded by the brown dirt surrounding us, as I gulped from my military size canteen.  I had not expected that the end would be harder than the beginning.  After all, it was down and not up.  Hadn’t we already accomplished what we had set out to do?  Hours later, finally at the bottom, we slumped into the cab, happy to return to quiet life of the resort from which we had come.

Tonight perched at the foot of Mount Sinai, we have no obligation to climb.  In fact, we are commanded to wait and to watch.  This may seem easier, but it is not.  The closer we get toward Yom Kippur and revelation, the harder it becomes.  We are forced to acknowledge that we have no control over what lies ahead for us.  And, even worse, waiting gives us time to think, to worry, to wonder whether Moses will return at all.  To approach the mystery of life without being able to take any specific action seems unfair.  But, it is, perhaps the most important teaching of this time of year.  Our lives are not in our control.  What we have is surrounding us, the mystery of life, the awe of heaven, and the warm smile of a fellow wanderer.
According to many Biblical scholars, Mount Sinai itself is a later invention, one that came into our people’s imagination long after we were already settled in the land of Canaan.  Looking through the book of Psalms and the parts of the Bible considered the oldest, there is nary a mention of this part of our history.  We were freed from Egypt, we wandered the wilderness, and we conquered a land of milk and honey.  But, what did we do in the middle?  When did we transition from a group of disparate tribes, to a cohesive nation?  This is where Mount Sinai emerges: a place where the Hebrew slaves became the Jewish people.
For later generations, Mount Sinai became the proof text for the truth of Judaism.  In Yehudah Halevi’s Kuzari, a famous 11th century account of the conversion of Kuzari people to Judaism, he writes that the strongest argument in favor of Judaism is that it was not only Moses that was present for revelation, but six hundred thousand others together with him as witnesses.  As the rabbi in his work says to the Kuzar king:

 
“Thou art right. Our laws were written in the Torah by Moses, who had them direct from God, and handed them down to the masses assembled in the desert. There was no necessity to quote any older authority with regard to the single chapters and verses, nor with regard to the description of sacrifices, where and in what manner they were to be offered up, and what was to be done with the blood and the limbs, etc. Everything was clearly stated by God, as the smallest matter missing would interfere with the completeness of the whole thing.”
Hearing this, the Kuzar king has no choice but to choose Judaism as his nation’s religion.  While the reality of why the Kuzari people converted to Judaism is probably far different, Halevi demonstrates the centrality of Sinai to who we are as a people.

In our own generation Judith Plaskow revisited Sinai to argue for women’s rights and women’s insertion into our tradition.  She writes in her book Standing Again At Sinai (Harper, 1986):
“If to be a woman is to absorb and wrestle with a cultural understanding of femaleness, so to be a Jew is to absorb the history of the Jewish people.  Jewish memory is communal memory and centers on community even as it forms and is formed by the community…” She continues, “The covenantal history that begins with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (and I should include for her, Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah), finds its fulfillment only at Sinai, when the whole congregation answers together, “all that the Lord has spoken we will do.” (Page 79)
How wonderful to be in a synagogue that prizes Sinai as its ultimate metaphor!!!  By taking this name, we are affirming our commitment to community, to creating a place where everyone is welcome to the gift of our tradition, and, perhaps most importantly, where everyone is safe to be who they are, just as they are.  Does it matter if there ever was a Mount Sinai at all?  In our hearts it existed; in our hearts we are there right now.
Parashat Nitzavim at the end of the book of Devarim, that we read just this past Shabbat, begins:  “You stand this day, all of you, before the Lord your God — your tribal heads, your elders and your officials, all the men of Israel, your children, your wives, even the stranger within your camp, from woodchopper to waterdrawer — to enter into the covenant of the Lord your God, which the Lord your God is concluding with you this day, with its sanctions; to the end that God may establish you this day as His people and be your God, as God promised you and as God swore to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. I make this covenant, with its sanctions, not with you alone, but both with those who are standing here with us this day before the Lord our God and with those who are not with us here this day.” (JPS)
The rabbis interpret this last line “and those who are not with us today,” to mean every Jew in every generation, i.e. all of us.  We too were there to bask in the glory of Sinai.  We were there, after years of servitude, of not knowing where our next meal was coming from, of fearing for our children’s safety, of carrying possessions and stale Matzah, of marching through a wilderness of enemies always prepared for battle.  With our tired eyes, we looked and saw people we never expected to be considered one with; people we may have looked away from or looked in awe at; people from many different traditions that only shared a heritage of slavery and oppression.  And, as the dust of our feet settled, as our bodies relaxed, as the weight of our lives eased, we looked and we saw family.  And, most of all, we saw ourselves, reflected in the faces of the strangers surrounding us, from “woodchopper to water drawer,” from “tribal head to children,” a strange and beautiful multitude.
Is this any different than who we have gathered in our room tonight?    Over the course of the holidays, I encourage you to look at one another, to smile at one another, to be one with one another.  We are here at Mount Sinai, we are here at Temple Sinai.  May we come and go from here in peace. 

A Shanah Tovah U’Metukah, A sweet and joyful new year.
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