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5770 - The Jewish Year of Astronomy 

Four hundred years ago, in the year 1609, or 5370 on the Jewish calendar, a 45-year-old Italian scientist read an article about a Flemish toy spyglass that had possible military uses.  It could magnify objects several times their natural size, allowing people to see things slightly out of their field of view.  Right away, the scientist began to design his own, more powerful, version of this device.  It would now magnify eight to thirty times the actual size of an object.  And, then the scientist did something very unusual, instead of pointing the spyglass toward the mountains or to the sea, he pointed it out toward the heavens.  In this way, Galileo di Vincenzo Bonaiuti de' Galilei, Galileo the son of Vincenzo Galilee not only invented the study of astronomy, but also paved the way for the scientific revolution.

Looking up at the heavens he saw stars no human being had ever seen before, he discovered mountains on the moon, that the Milky Way was really “a congeries of innumerable stars,” and that there were moons around Jupiter bigger than the earth.  He validated the work of Copernicus, a polish scientist who wrote a century before him, and demonstrated our very small place in a very big universe.

After making his many discoveries, Galileo offered the following prayer, “I give infinite thanks to God, who has been pleased to make me the first observer of marvelous things.”
Prior to Galileo, Jews, like most Westerners, believed that the universe, made up of stars, planets, moon and sun, revolved around the earth.  More than this, though, they believed that the heavens consisted of a large firmament, a shell, like that of an egg, two or three fingers in thickness and made of water.  This Rakiah, as it is called in Hebrew, was created on the second day of creation, when God separated the waters below from the waters above, thus forming the sky.  The heavenly bodies, not created until the fourth day, were fixed points on this firmament, rotating as a group.  The stars were living creatures, made of light, physically receding each day to rest, and there for the purpose of serving God.  

For over two thousand years, this picture of the universe remained largely the same.  It survived the conquests of the Babylonians, Assyrians, Persians, Greeks, Romans, the eventual development of the Christian and Muslim worlds, the Inquisition and the discovery and settlement of the “New World.”  It witnessed the paving of highways, the invention of modern plumbing, and the advent of the printing press.  
By the time of Galileo the entire conception of the world had changed, and, yet, our knowledge of the skies above us remained largely stagnant.  Over this period, Jews were instrumental in translating Greek astronomical texts, creating sky charts, improving astronomical equipment and keeping interest in astronomy alive.  But, we did so largely to perfect our calendar and not to challenge our religious texts. 

Galileo dared to do what few, in any field of study, had done before him: question the basic assumptions human beings made about the world.  And, with just, what he called,  “a tube of lead, at the ends of which [he] fitted two glass lenses, both plane on one side while on the other side was one spherically convex and the other concave” he managed to change all of our minds.


Justly called the “Father of Astronomy,” Galileo gave us one of the most important gifts one human being can give to another: he changed our perspective.

In my favorite book on leadership, Leadership Without Easy Answers by Ronald Heifetz (Harvard University Press, 1994), Heifetz calls what Galileo did, “getting on the balcony.”  He compares it to the experience of being in a dancehall.  “Engaged in the dance,” Heifetz writes, “it is nearly impossible to get a sense of the patterns made by everyone on the floor.  Motion makes observation difficult.  Indeed, we often get carried away by the dance. Our attention is captured by the music, our partner, and the need to sense the dancing space of others nearby to stay off their toes.  To discern with whom, in what groups, in what location, and who is sitting out which kind of dance – we have to stop moving and get to the balcony” (253).

This is, of course, easier said than done.  Our instinct is to stay in the dance as an active participant.  But, as Heifetz wrote, to really understand what is happening we must change our perspective.  Sometimes, this requires the invention of a new instrument, like the telescope that Galileo built, sometimes it requires physically moving to a different location in a room or in our life, or sometimes it just requires taking a deep breath and looking at the events occurring around is in a new light.

This past year, I was given the incredible opportunity to see Temple Sinai, the Buffalo Jewish community, and, indeed, all of Western New York, in a way I will never be able to again - I saw it all for the first time.

When I was invited by the rabbinic search committee to interview here in January of 2008, I had never once stepped foot in the city of Buffalo, let alone Temple Sinai.  Like most of the rest of the country, and probably world, when I thought of this area, the first word that came to mind would be “snow.”  I imagined that it snowed from January first to December 31, with a few weeks break to rest during the summer.  And that this snow would pile higher and higher, from driveway to rooftop, creating an impossible mix to work in, let alone live in.

So, oblivious was I of life in Buffalo, I did not even know its connection to Niagara Falls, a place I had visited once, the Canadian side of course, on the way back from a wedding in Toronto.  
As for Temple Sinai, even after having attended five years of Rabbinical school at the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College and having worked for nearly two years for the Jewish Reconstruction Federation, I had not even the slightest of clues as to this synagogue’s proud and influential history in the movement that is so near and dear to my heart.  

In other words, I was coming here with a completely clean slate.

I am pleased to report that this has been a fantastic experience for me, my wife, Ashirah, our daughter Jarah, and our new dog Zuzah, short for Mezuzah.  While we have our share of challenges, Temple Sinai has such heart and spirit, that it has taken my breath away.  By far the smallest community of any of the liberal synagogues in the area with a full-time rabbi, operating with a staff of four (my eternal thanks go out to Renae, Karen and Darrell who we are so blessed to have in the office), yet, we more than make up for this with our capacity to utilize our membership for programming, planning, and services.  I have never witnessed a single non-member walk into our building without that person being greeted with a smile and an energetic “welcome to Sinai.”  

In addition, our generosity astounds.  Whether it has been in raising money to restore our Torahs, attending Shivah calls, or donating turkeys on Thanksgiving, we come with enthusiasm and dedication, understanding that “giving” is the real secret to “living” a good life.  


While the joke about the Jew on a deserted island who builds two synagogues, one s/he attends and one s/he does not attend, applies to most Jewish communities in the country and in the world, we are an exception.  Our community is actively involved with almost every Jewish institution in this city.  In addition to sharing a Hebrew school with Temple Beth Tzedek, we participate in joint services throughout the year with our fellow Reform congregations, and are part of the Institute of Liberal Judaism.  Our members have kids at Kadimah, work out at the Jewish Community Centers, and attend the Jewish Film Festival and Jewish Book Fair.  We form a bridge to our neighboring communities and move fluidly across denominational lines.  This is an endeavor that Mordecai Kaplan would be proud of today.
However, despite all the wonderful things that happen here in our community, we are largely ignored by the greater Buffalo Jewish community.  This is true of Reconstructionist movement in general.  We stay on the fringe of the Jewish world.  Those who know us know about the great impact our synagogue and our movement has had on the world.  But, for the majority of Jewry we are the forgotten child, misunderstood and little appreciated.

I think of a map of North America that once hung on the wall of my office at the Jewish Reconstructionist Federation.   Spread out on it, are tiny red pushpins designated for each Reconstructionist congregation in the United States.  We are the proud stakeholders of Western New York.  The closest Reconstructionist synagogues are in Toronto, Pittsburgh and Cleveland.  We are almost directly in between four different regions: Canada, the Midwest, New York, and the Mid-Atlantic.  Yet, we fit into none of them.

Here on Alberta Drive, hidden behind the North Town Plaza Mall, in a building that does not immediately stand out as a synagogue, we are familiar only to those who know that we are here.  Temple Sinai, like the Reconstructionist movement, needs to a better job of advertising ourselves to the world.
There is so much that we should be proud of.  We are, after all, as I said in my interview weekend, in the IV League of Reconstructionist congregations.  We are part of the group of four communities that banded together to form the Reconstructionist movement in 1954.  And, of that list of four, we are the only, I repeat, the only one that is solely, exclusively Reconstructionist.  The others, in Indianapolis, Skokie, and New York City, are dual affiliated with United Synagogue and the Conservative movement.  It was also here at a Reconstructionist Federation convention in the nineteen sixties, that Kaplan was confronted about starting a rabbinical school and finally relented in allowing one to be built.

This is important not just in the history of the Reconstructionist movement, but in Buffalo’s Jewish history as well.  For over fifty-seven years we have worked hard to make this the vibrant Jewish community, we continue to be today. 
In my last conversation with Marty Bates, the Thursday before his death, I sat with him in the Bates household looking at a book of memories from the early history of our community.  It was originally presented to Rabbi Nathan Gaynor, our first full-time rabbi, on the occasion of his retirement in 1965, and is currently in the possession of Marty Wolpin.  As I turned the pages, I learned that the very first rabbi here was a redhead, that our first building was in a church, that our entire first year budget was less than $4000, and that we were the very first synagogue to be built in the Buffalo suburbs.  Together with Marty Bates, I admired the many pictures of our membership participating in the building process and heard from him some of the stories of the good old days at Temple Sinai.
I also read the words of Mordecai Kaplan that he gave at the installation of Rabbi Gainer in 1954 where he quoted from Sinai’s early Statement of Principles: “We are an autonomous congregation but we are not separatists.  Our congregation should not be a self-contained island but should be and shall be closely connected with the Jewish community… We sincerely believe that in all religious and educational undertakings that the community as a whole comes first, that what is good for the community as a whole, shall be good in the future for the individual institution.”
How pertinent these words are for us today.  At a time when Buffalo’s Jewish community has suffered from a shrinking demographic base, we should continue to be a uniter and not a divider.  But, this does not mean we should not raise our own flag in this community. Instead, those of us in the room who love Temple Sinai, should passionately spread the word about our community and our proud place in Western New York.
  Turning back to the story of Galileo, it is ironic that at the same time as his spyglass was expanding our knowledge of the universe, it was making our own planet Earth feel like a tiny blue ball in the vast blackness of space.  We may now have had a more accurate view of our place in the universe, but it came at a price: human beings could no longer claim to be the center of everything.

It therefore should come as no surprise that, for the most part, Galileo, like many great thinkers, was not celebrated in his lifetime.  He had challenged Biblical and Aristotelian knowledge, he had threatened the authority and veracity of Western religion, and he had made us feel infinitesimally small.
A religious man, he was labeled a heretic, and condemned to spend the final eight years of his life under house arrest. In 1638 he wrote in a letter to a friend, “The universe which I with my astonishing observations and clear demonstrations had enlarged a hundred, nay, a thousandfold beyond the limits commonly seen by men of all centuries past, is now for me, so diminished and reduced, it has shrunk to the meager confines of my body.” 

How painful it is to read these words from the great astronomer.

To rectify the wrong inflicted on Galileo and to help teach about his importance to astronomy and global history, the United Nations has declared 2009 The Year of Astronomy.  Seeing that Galileo made his discoveries in the latter half of that year, in the Jewish year, 5370, it is only fitting that 5770 should be the Jewish Year of Astronomy.
Therefore, in the spirit of this illustrious occasion, Alan Friedman has graciously offered to put his telescope in our yard pointed toward Jupiter.  If you have a chance tonight after services, I encourage you to look through it.  Peer into space at the moons of Jupiter in the same way that Galileo did four centuries ago.  And, as you do so, think of ways that you can change your own perspective.  
Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur are times in the Jewish Year where we rethink our lives, where we imagine ways we can change and improve on what we are already doing, and where we truly believe we can change the world.
“The spyglass is very truthful,” Galileo wrote. To change the perspective of one human being, let alone all of his humanity, is no easy task, and, as Galileo learned can come at a steep personal price.  But Judaism and our High Holidays teach us that it is better to know the truth, for it is only with this knowledge that we can see and experience the breadth and the depth of the world around us.


Tonight, whether you have a chance to look through Alan’s telescope or not, I invite you to look out at the night sky and say the following blessing: “Baruch atah adonai elohenu melech ha’olam, she’cacha lo b’olomo” – Blessed are you, the Radiance our God, the sovereign of all worlds, whose universe holds such things.”
How blessed are we to have a community like Sinai!!!

Shanah Tovah U’Metukah, A Good and Sweet New Year!
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