Your People Are Still My People

Rabbi Shmuel Herzfeld and Rabbi Jen Krause

The language of boundaries often dominates public discourse in the Jewish world: who’s in, who’s out, friend, enemy, acceptable, and forbidden. This is no surprise. Our lives can be so different – from the schools our children attend, to the political parties we support, the rallies we organize, the synagogues where we pray, even the restaurants where we eat. In many ways, we have become unrecognizable to each other.

Our differences make it hard to picture a day when the entire people of Israel could gather as one community. What prayer book would we use for the minyan? Mechitza or no mechitza? Who will do the catering?  

Is it possible for the Jewish people to unite about anything? 

For thousands of years, through every kind of experience, in every corner of the world, Torah has remained the shared inheritance of a diverse and passionate people. Its words, unchanging in every age, are infinite in meaning and expression. Torah is the place we can always meet no matter where we locate ourselves Jewishly or how we live our lives. 

In that spirit, we, along with other rabbis, artists, and educators representing a variety of Jewish perspectives—and with the generous financial support of the UJA Federation of NY and others--have created an event called Lishmah. “Lishmah” means “learning for its own sake,” an idea from our tradition that reminds us that learning is its own reward. On September 14, 2003, Jews from all walks of Jewish life will come together for a day of learning across boundaries – a day in which the many languages of Torah will be spoken in one place. More than one hundred rabbis, writers, filmmakers, scholars, storytellers, musicians, social activists will gather at the Skirball Center for Adult Jewish Learning in Manhattan. There they will offer lectures, panel discussions, performances and workshops that highlight the variety of approaches to Jewish tradition and Jewish life. 

Lishmah’s founders differ greatly on many of the most basic aspects of Jewish life – from practice to politics to social concerns. However, we unite around the belief that we are made stronger the more we reveal Torah to one another – not to prove the validity or veracity of our individual beliefs, but for the love of learning itself. For a Jew to learn from another who is different from him/herself is not a blurring of boundaries, nor does it suggest a lack of serious conviction in one’s own beliefs and practices. On the contrary, it is a celebration of the rich inheritance of learning we share – the enduring power, depth and breadth of a Torah that continues to unite us. 

We intentionally decided that Lishmah would take place in the month of Elul, less than two weeks before the holiday of Rosh Hashanah.  The High Holidays are dominated by the sound of the shofar, which makes a sound that inspires us to unite with God.  The use of the ancient musical instrument reminds us that when seeking God we should return to our most natural instincts.  We should abandon our modern, sophisticated boundaries and leap back into our pristine state.  

Tradition teaches that one hear at least 100 different blasts of the shofar on Rosh Hashanah.  Custom also dictates that a single blast of the shofar signals the end of the fast of Yom Kippur.  Perhaps this year these one hundred blasts will represent the one hundred Jews who will gather to teach Jewish wisdom on September 14.  Perhaps this year the single blast of the shofar on Yom Kippur will represent the unity that will be achieved through Torah study at Lishmah.

To register for Lishmah go to www.lishmah.org
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