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Lech Lecha/Lechi Lach, Going Forth in Blessing


The saga of our people begins with a journey.

“Lech Lecha” “Go forth.”


At the beginning of chapter twelve of Genesis, God says to Abram:



Go forth from the familiar into the unknown.


Each of these words holds meaning.  Each of these words takes us down a different path.  Each of these words can heal our wounds from the past year, and lead us in strength on our journey into the year ahead.




No Biblical character travels further or more constantly than Abraham.  Before God’s promise he has already traveled over one thousand miles on foot, from Ur of the Chaldeans in Mesopotamia to Haran, in modern day Turkey.  Afterward, he will continue on foot to Canaan, to Egypt and back two times over, and throughout the landscape of our future homeland.  Let me repeat – from Canaan to Egypt, back and forth, twice.  Those who journeyed with Moses have nothing on our patriarch Abraham.  And, he did so without excuse or complaint, going in strength into a strange a forbidding world.


Is there any one in this room who can not sympathize with the plight of Abraham?  He walked without benefit of paved road or map, exposed to the elements and the harshness of life, all on the whim of a voice that offered no explanation or sympathy.

“Why?” we ask Abraham so many years later.  But our voices are swallowed by the sands of time.  We can only watch in wonderment and awe at his journey.


Yes, you Abram.  As Rashi writes about this verse, that Abram must go not just for God, but for himself.  But, also “you” as in all of us.  We join Abram as he begins his journey.


In truth, we, the descendants of Abraham, understand him all too well.  Are we really that different?  We too journey.  Perhaps, we have modern technology - car and plane, rest stop and gas station, PDA and navigation device - but our days are filled with travels from one point to the next, from home to work, or school, to appointment or meeting.  If we mapped out our days, clocked each stop along the way, graphed the distances between one point and another, would it look any different that that of our patriarch?


It is easy to discount the dangers we face every day, every moment out on the road.  It is easy to believe we are protected by seatbelt and airbag, safety device and worldly precautions, but the truth is, every day we travel, just like Abram, into the unknown.


Leave Your Land.  Leave land.  Fly.

No where was the precariousness of our journeys more clear than on the night of February 12th, the 19th of Shevat, of this past year.  A simple commuter flight from Newark to Buffalo.  A flight that went out several times each day, every day.  The weather was cold and windy, but nothing more than what is expected at that time of year.

The flight left late.  Still, the takeoff was normal, with the forty-nine passengers and crew on board resting comfortably in their seats.  And for the first fifty minutes of the flight there was nothing at all out of the ordinary.  People listened to their ipods or dozed off, some, no doubt, looked out the windows at the dark blackness of the sky.


At 10:11 that night everything changed.  Is there anyone in this room who has not wondered what happened in that final minute?  Was there even time to realize what was happening, to recognize the horror of that moment, to say goodbye?

All of us, no doubt, think of Susan -  Susan whose voice so beautifully sang out in this very room; Susan whose joyful presence uplifted our spirits, wiped away our tears; Susan whose name is now imprinted on the back of our Torah mantle.


I remember, so clearly, my last conversation with her.  It was at the Broder building right before the start of Hebrew High.  I was at the door to my classroom and she was walking toward me on the way to hers.  She came over for a minute.  “Alex, I really want to get to know you better.  Let’s have lunch when I get back from my trip,” she said with a smile and then disappeared down the hall.


But, it was not only Susan who died that day, but forty-nine other individuals, forty-nine other unique souls, who almost to the very last one, were somehow connected to me and to this community.

Abram has already left his father’s house and his birthplace, why all of the extra words?  About this Aviva Zornberg writes: “What is most striking here is the indeterminancy of the journey.  What is left behind, canceled out, is defined, clearly circled on the map of Abram’s being; but his destination is merely “the land that I shall show you.”

When you picture land, you picture a place.  When you picture your birthplace and your father’s house, you remember the people who lived there.  Perhaps our nomadic forefather had forgotten who he had left behind, and, the loss they may be feeling in never seeing Abram again?
Here is my experience, on the ground, on the morning after the crash of flight 3407.
On the morning of February, Friday the 13th, I awoke like I always do, to the quiet rumblings of my daughter Jarah as she climbed to her feet in her crib.  I stumbled out of bed and changed her diaper.  After taking her downstairs and getting her breakfast ready, I picked up the Buffalo News from my front door and read the first page: “Crash in Clarence.”  The picture was of the fiery wreckage of a plane.


Not familiar with Clarence, I put the paper down and continued to tend to my daughter.  A little while later, I turned on the radio and found out that Clarence was actually a suburb of Buffalo.  Still I thought, it was just a small plane, would I really know anyone that was on board?  Would any of those people be remotely connected to Temple Sinai?


A few hours passed.  By then, I was making pastoral visits at Beechwood Continuing Care Community off of Millersport Highway.  I would see a few residents there and then make my way over to the Weinberg Senior Center.  I had a brief conversation with the chaplain at Beechwood.  She asked me about the possibility of leading services there once a month.  I told her I would speak to Cantor Wehle when she returned from her vacation.


At approximately eleven-fifteen that morning I received a call from our office manager, Renae.  “Maybe you should come back to the Temple,” she said, filling me in on who was on board the flight.


It is strange how such seemingly small and inconsequential memories can become hugely significant in the space of a moment.  The front page of the Buffalo News was no longer a far away event, Clarence was no longer a distant suburb, and Flight 3407 was no longer just another plane crash in my life, in the life of Temple Sinai, in the life of Buffalo. 


About these words Rambam states: “he wandered aimlessly from nation to nation and kingdom to kingdom until he reached Canaan… For indeed, he wandered like a lost sheep.”

We were all like “lost sheep” after the crash. It is hard to look back over 5769 without thinking of the utter and crushing pain of that time period.  

There was no where you could go at that time where someone would not recount a story about one of the victims of the crash.  Buffalo was no longer a mid-size industrial city, filled with hundreds of thousands of people with seemingly no link to one another.  We were a cohesive unit of friends, working together to comfort and support one another.


One story in particular stands out to me.  It was recounted to me by Rabbi Tannenbaum about his trip with the families over to the crash site: While traveling on that bus, without help of siren or notice, cars pulled over one by one to the side of the road, allowing the bus to pass unhindered.  This simple act of human kindness speaks volumes about the citizens of this much-maligned city.  In my imagination of this story, the drivers of the cars and the passengers of the bus look lovingly at one another, the drivers salute the bus and the passengers mouth thank-you as they pass by.


In the past seven months, I have heard countless reports about how this tragedy impacted people all over the world: from friends and family of mine who sent their condolences, to our synagogue president, Adrienne Crandall being questioned about the crash at a synagogue in London.  A small commuter flight on a quiet Thursday night, fifty people dead, and an impact a thousand-fold greater in each of our lives.


Never again will I take a newspaper headline so lightly, never again will I not wonder about the impact a tragic event has had on an individual, a community and, indeed, on the whole world.


Our journey this past year has not been an easy one.  It has been filled with loss and sadness, as well as joy and elation.  It was not just the crash of flight of 3407, but others who lost their lives in 5769.  People in this room have lost family members and friends. Our community has lost active and energetic members.  Marty Bates in particular.  How different our holidays are this year without his presence.


There have been other losses, both small and large.  Some of have had our jobs disappear, our income decrease.  Some of us have had big changes in our family lives and social networks.  We are not the same as we were when we came here last year.

In the readings of Rosh Hashanah we see the toll that Abraham’s journey has on him and his family.

Today, we see him having to lead his maidservant Hagar and his first-born Ishmael away.  We watch as he places a skin of water and piece of bread on her back and then sends them alone into the wilderness.

Here we see are reminded of the other side of the journeying.  Abraham is the one who is always leaving.  This time he is the one saying goodbye.  We wonder: Were there words exchanged between the two lovers? Did he kiss his son on the cheek? Did he watch as they trailed off into the distance?

My wife and I have a rule.  Neither of us will leave our house or end a phone conversation without saying, “I love you.”  If anything should happen to one of us at least those would have been the last words on our lips.

Tomorrow an even more painful journey.  We will read about the binding of Isaac, Akedat Yitzchak.  Again Abraham will travel to a place that God will show him.  For three days he travels, with his servants and his son.  On the third day, he walks with Isaac, hand in hand.  Isaac is old enough to know something is wrong.  “Here are the firestone and the wood; but where is the sheep for the burnt offering?,” he asks his father.  “God will see to the sheep for the burnt offering, my son,” Abraham answers.

How could Abraham have let this happen?  How could God?  Abraham’s trust is unwavering.  He is reprieved at the last moment.  A ram in the bush becomes the sacrifice instead.
We are a people of struggle.  Yisrael, we are the wrestlers with God.  Abraham’s journey set the tone.  We may not agree with his every decision, but we feel his strength of purpose.  He was willing to walk when others would rest.

I am reminded of a poem included in our Shivah prayer book, a poem I have had to read far too often this past year.  It is about our collective struggles as Jews.  
“To open eyes when others close them/ to hear when others do not wish to listen/ to seek to understand when others give up/ to rouse oneself when others accept/ to continue the struggle even when one is not the strongest/ to cry when others keep silent -/to be a Jew/it is that/it is first of all that/and further/to live when others are dead/and to remember when others have forgotten”- Emmanuel Eydoux, translated from the French by Jonathan Magonet
So, if it is so difficult, why make the journey at all?  Abraham’s struggles are tempered by God’s promise to him, God’s promise to us.

Over and over again, we here the word blessing, Brachah.  I will bless you… you shall be a blessing… I will bless those who bless you… all the families of the earth shall bless themselves by you….


By following God, Abram is reassured that his life will be a blessing: a blessing to his family, both present and future, a blessing to his community, a blessing to all of those he will encounter along the way, and a blessing to the world. 


According to Samson Rafael Hirsch, of the Hirsch Chumash, Abram is given this not as a promise but as a command.  “To merit the promised reward, you must live as to be a blessing to the world,” he writes in his commentary about this section of the Torah.


We come here each year on Rosh Hashanah to check in with each other, to check in with ourselves, to clear away the dust of the past year, and to make sure we are on the pathway toward blessing.  For, we never know what life will hold for us in the year ahead.


According to Jewish tradition, we are permitted to do Teshuvah, to repent, up until the day that we die.  But, according to Rambam, since we never know when our last day will be, we should repent every day in expectation of that moment.  That way we will surely be at peace in those final moments.


The more that I have learned about Susan, the more that I know she was at peace with her life.  I know she went in strength into those last moments, confident that her life had been a blessing, and that her life would continue to be a blessing to all those that she touched in this world.


For me, the words of a song call out to me; words that I never heard her sing, but that I know that she sang in this very sanctuary.  The words were written by Debbie Friedman and are the feminine version of the promise that Abram received. 

Those of you who know it, please join me as we sing this song.

The immediate promise of Abram is not that you will not get hurt, not that you will suffer no pain, only that if you follow God, lead a Godly life, are at peace with yourself and your life, that “you shall be a blessing.”

As I think of Susan, I know that she was at peace on that flight.  I know that she lived life to the hardest and fullest that she could have.  I know that she is a blessing to all of us here in this room, to the entire Buffalo Jewish community, and to the world.

We come here on the High Holidays to make peace with our souls, to know that whatever happens we go forward in peace.

Lech Lecha, Lechi Lach, in Susan’s memory, in the memory of everyone on board flight 3407, in the memory of all those we have lost this past year, in memory of all parts of ourselves that are gone and will not return, may we go forward in peace.  May we be a blessing to ourselves, to our families, to our communities, and to the world.
A Shanah Tovah U’Metukah

A Good Sweet Year
“Lech Lecha, Me’artzechah, U’Mi’moledetchah, U’Mi’Beit Avichah, El Ha’aretz Asher Arechah.”


	“Go forth from your land, from your birthplace, from your father’s house, to the land I will show you.”





“Lech” - Go





“Lecha” – You





“Me’artzechah” – “From Your Land”





“U’Mi’moledechah U’Mi’Beit Avichah” from your birth place, and from your father’s house





“El Ha’aretz Asher Arechah” – “To the place I will show you”





“Lech Lecha, Me’artzechah, U’Mi’moledetchah, U’Mi’Beit Avichah, El Ha’aretz Asher Arechah.”


	“Go forth from your land, from your birthplace, from your father’s house, to the land I will show you.”





“V’e’esechah L’goy Gadol, V’Averechah, V’agdlah Shimechah, V’Heyeh Brachah.  V’Averechah M’varechechah, U’Mekallelchah A’or V’Nivrichu V’chah Kol Mishpachot Ha’adamah” – I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you shall be a blessing.  I will bless those who bless you and curse those who curse you;  And all the families of the earth shall bless themselves by you.”





Lechi lach to a land that I will show you/ Lech li-cha to a place you do not know/ Lechi lach on your journey I will bless you/ And you shall be a blessing, you shall be a blessing�You shall be a blessing lechi lach/ Lechi  lach and I shall make your name great/ Lech li-cha and all shall praise your name/ Lechi lach to the place that I will show you/ Li-simchat chayim, li-simchat chayim/ Li-simchat chayim lechi lach./ And you shall be a blessing, you shall be a blessing You shall be a blessing lechi lach.
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