Pinchas, Judaism, and Fourth of July
Earlier this morning, immediately after we sang the Barchu, our call to worship, we recited the following blessing:
בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה יְיָ, אֱלֹהֵֽינוּ מֶֽלֶךְ הָעוֹלָם, יוֹצֵר אוֹר, וּבוֹרֵא חֹֽשֶׁךְ, עֹשֶׂה שָׁלוֹם וּבוֹרֵא אֶת הַכֹּל.
“Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Ruler of the Universe, who forms light and creates darkness, who makes peace and creates all.”
Among the vast number of blessings that we recite each and every day, this is one of my favorites - right up there in the top 5.  Why?  Because in essence, when we say that God “forms light and creates darkness” instead of saying that God “formed light and created darkness,” we are saying that God’s miracles are continually in our lives.  Unfortunately, since we are used to the world functioning as it does, we often forget its awesome wonder and beauty.
The same thing that is true of nature is true in many other areas of our lives.  Think about the way you felt the moment you fell in love with your spouse or partner.  It was wonderful and exciting, and chances are, if you don’t work on keeping the spark alive on a regular basis, that excitement has dulled.  So too with the first time you tasted your favorite food, for me the first time I saw football on a High Definition television screen, and many other moments.  The miraculous, delightful nature of things quickly becomes routine unless someone or something helps us to retain a continual sense of wonder and delight.
Strangely enough, though we recite a blessing daily to remind us of the wonders of the world, if we are not careful our religious ritual itself becomes dull and routine.  Worse, sometimes, having done something for so long, having been born into it, never having to work for it, sometimes we don’t appreciate what we have - even while sitting in synagogue on Shabbat morning.  
Even for a rabbi things can become routine.  That is why I am so grateful that on this one year anniversary of my first Shabbat at Temple Beth-El, I can truthfully say nothing has become routine here for me.  I am constantly learning new things about Birmingham and Temple Beth-El, meeting phenomenal congregants and members of both the entire Jewish and broader community, and most importantly, constantly being reminded exactly why it is that I am a proud Jewish-American, and so personally blessed to serve as a rabbi.  These two things became extremely vivid to me over the past month as different experiences all led me to the same conclusion.  
The first great experience was three weeks ago when I served as a guest-lecturer in UAB’s Education Department at a class on multi-culturalism for Master’s students.  My role was to provide those gathered with a basic understanding of Jewish history, theology, and tradition so the teachers would be more culturally sensitive to their Jewish students, and I had to squeeze it all in two hours.  It was a wonderful and intense two hours, and afterwards one of the students caught me in the hallway as I was leaving.  She told me that she had met Jewish people before but never knew what it meant other than that Jews don’t believe that Jesus is the Messiah or God.  Now that I had shown her it was so much more she wanted to learn about Judaism.  When she asked if I could help, I recommended some books, a web-site, gave her my card, and drove away with a smile.    

The next truly heart-warming experience I had was when I served as the guest speaker at the Universalist Unitarian Church in Homewood on Father’s Day.  After the service was over one of the congregants told me that her daughter had married a Jewish man and was raising her children as Jews.  She said that she had enjoyed her grandson’s Bar Mitzvah for its beauty and ritual, but was embarrassed to admit she still felt slightly uncomfortable with her daughter’s choices.  After listening to me she said she felt more at peace with the fact that her daughter had chosen that path for herself and her children, and she thanked me for helping her make that leap.
At a time when there is so much hatred in the world, when anti-Semitism seems to be growing at home and abroad to levels not reached since World War II, such words of encouragement, a true desire for love of neighbors and co-existence, from both these women was a balm for my soul.
But it would get even better for me.  You see, last Sunday I was blessed with the honor of teaching my first Introduction to Judaism class for people interested in learning about Judaism.  Over the dozen years I have been a rabbi I have been involved in dozens of conversions.  Each of those was done on an individual basis, case by case.  This was the first time that I organized a group class.  I needed to organize a class because over the past several months I have met with at least a half-dozen people who are fascinated by this beautiful religion we call Judaism.  They had each come to Judaism from different paths.  I had given them the names of books to buy and read, tried to schedule meetings, but it wasn’t enough, and besides meeting individually seemed so lonely when I knew that there were others on the same path.  So Sunday we met, me with three intelligent, well-spoken, and spiritually seeking men, with the promise that a few of the others will be at the next class.  
Just as in today’s Torah portion Pinchas, Moses begins the calendar of public religious service with an explanation of the Sabbath, Rosh Hodesh, and the holiday sacrifices, we began our class on Sunday with a lesson on Shabbat and an explanation that we will be studying the holidays as a gateway to learning about the Hebrew Bible, Jewish theology, culture, and prayer.  As we spent two hours discussing the mysteries of the Shabbat, the Sabbath, kedushah, holiness, breet, covenant, and connection to God, I was filled with a tremendous sense of inner joy.  There is nothing that can make this rabbi happier than to share the greatest love I have in my life besides my husband and children - love of God, Jewish tradition, and the Biblical text.  
The good feelings continued throughout the week as I wrote multiple pages for the new Temple Beth-El web-site, which is, B’ezrat Hashem, launching next week.  One of the pages was for interfaith families.  Encouraging them to consider raising their children as Jews, I shared what the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism sees as the highlights of this great faith.  It made me so happy putting it down for them, that I wanted to share it with you.  What is so great about choosing Judaism?  It is quite simple:
Judaism offers:
·
An openness to questioning - Judaism is ever open to questioning, to challenge, to investigation, and personal exploration.
·
A rejection of original sin - Judaism views the souls of newborn babies as pure, with the potential for good or for misdeeds. Judaism regards all of us as flesh and blood human beings, making mistakes, yet capable of changing our ways through the divine gift of teshuvah, repentance.
·
Direct access to God - In Judaism, we do not believe clergy or communal leaders are any closer to God than lay people. No intermediary officiants are necessary for "confession" of one's sins, nor of beseeching God's presence.
·
Judaism is not "all or nothing" - Human beings are perceived as trying to find their religious level on a continuum of commitments. Judaism inspires individuals to increase involvements at their own pace.
·
A focus upon this world rather than just the afterlife - Although Judaism believes firmly in the spiritual life of the soul in the hereafter, the emphasis of Jews has always been upon actions in this world.
·
Spiritual satisfaction - Judaism opens up an entirely different, spiritual view of the world. Judaism provides a lens through which to see and a sensor with which to feel previously ignored spiritual dimensions of life. For spiritual access, people need a new point of view, a religious perspective.
These ideas summarize so beautifully what I personally find appealing in Jewish tradition that it gave me great pleasure to write them and share them with visitors to our web-site and with all of you today.
These experiences combined have given me such a spiritual uplift as I begin my second year here at Temple Beth-El.  They have enabled me to combine my 12 years of experience with the fresh enthusiasm of a newcomer.  It is an enthusiasm I pray I will never lose both for my sake, and for the sake of you, my congregants and students.
But I am doubly excited this Shabbat, because it is not just my first anniversary here.  I am excited because it is almost the 4th of July, one of my favorite days of the year.  You remember earlier when I said I am so grateful to be a Jewish-American, I meant it.  I love this country with every fiber of my being and I try every day to remember how blessed we are to live in this great land.  I try to never overlook the miracle that is the American experiment, never lose that loving feeling for this land that took my great-grandmother in after being attacked by Cossacks and that took in my father after the Shoah, Holocaust.  The United States of America may have its share of troubles, an imperfect past, an economy in need of fixing, and a foreign policy that leaves me uneasy, but I believe with all my heart that the United States still is, in the language of the Christian Scriptures, that shining city on a hill.  We are free to worship as we choose, to dress as we choose without fear of the religious police beating us.  We are free to seek education, employment, to apply for a loan, open a business, to speak our mind, to protest against the government or serve as a lobbyist to the government.  We know that we have rights that are unalienable that generations of people have risked their live to protect. And we know that these are fragile and we must always be vigilant to preserve.  With that in mind let me close with the advice of Jeremiah who told the Jews of Babylonia to “Pray for the peace of the nation in which you live, for through its peace you shall have peace.” So we say: Oseh Shalom bimromav, hu ya’aseh shalom aleynu v’al kol yisrael, v’al kol artzot habreet, v’al kol yoshvei tevel, v’imru Amen.” - May He who makes peace in the heavens send peace to us, to the entirety of Israel, to the United States of America, and to all who dwell therein, and let us say, Amen. 
