It is an Honor to Join the Washington Board of Rabbis

Shmuel Herzfeld—Parshat Vayigash

As we come to the conclusion of Sefer Bereishit, we are finishing a book full of internal family strife.  Cain kills Abel, Abraham and Lot go their separate ways, Yishmael is thrown from his home, Jacob must run from Esav, and the brothers sell Joseph.

Even though Joseph seemingly forgives his brothers in this week’s portion, there is still no real trust between them.  After all, once Jacob dies the brothers return to Joseph and lie to him again.  They say, “avikhah tzivah lifnei moto, your father issued the following command right before he died.”  They continue, “Your father commanded us to tell you to forgive us for our sin of selling you.”  But the text never records Jacob saying that to the brothers.  How could it?  The text never indicates that Jacob actually knew that Joseph was sold by his brothers.

So we see that the lies and the mistrust, the alienation, and the fear of siblings continued through the entire book of Bereishit.

Is it any wonder that the book of Bereishit therefore ended with Jewish people fully on their path to slavery?  Is it any wonder that internal fighting led to self-destruction and abandonment of our Holy Land?  Is it any wonder that this book which is a template for Jewish history ends with brothers lying to each other?

There is hope.  Look at the next book, Shemot.  This is the story of the redemption of the children of Israel.  Moshe leads them from slavery to freedom, from exile towards the Holy Land.  

Who was Moshe?  First and foremost, he was a person who devoted himself to the unity of the Jewish people.  He was selected as the leader of our people because he risked his life in defending another Jew from an Egyptian.  He was also selected because he fought for Jewish unity.  As he said to a fellow Jew, “Rashah lameh takheh et reyakhah, wicked one why do you hit your fellow Jew.”  

Most significantly, Moshe’s leadership is a leadership based upon love between siblings.  Moshe splits many of his duties with his brother Aaron.  His sister, Miriam also takes a leadership role amongst the women.  It is a model of siblings getting along.  Even when Aaron allows the sin of the Golden Calf to take place, Moshe still loves him.  Even when Moshe’s sister Miriam sins by gossiping about Moshe, Moshe prays for her health.
This model is a model of community based upon loving all Jews. It is a model that says we must relate to our fellow Jews as if they were our own siblings.  It is a model that says we must love even those we strongly disagree with.  We must love even those who disappoint us ideologically, religiously, and philosophically.  We must love all Jews simply because they are our brothers and sisters.

As Moshe, Aaron, and Miriam taught us, this is the model of communal success.  This is the model that will one day point us again towards the path to redemption.

A core principle of this congregation and of my rabbinate is love of fellow Jew, ahavat yisrael.  We must work to bring unity to the Jewish people.  We must embrace all Jews regardless of their backgrounds and Synagogue affiliations in order to avoid the bitter divides that have plagued our people through out history.   Strong commitment to Orthodoxy does not preclude us from embracing all Jews.
In this context, when the Washington Board of Rabbis called last week and invited me to join their organization, I accepted.  
The Washington Board of Rabbis is a fraternal order of rabbis from across the denominations of Judaism.   Reform, Conservative, Reconstructionist, and Orthodox rabbis sit, eat, study, and work together on issues that transcend denominational Judaism and affect the entirety of the Jewish people.

They do not deal with any matters that even peripherally connect to halakhah, only with matters that affect the larger Jewish community.

To be on this Board does not mean I am any less Orthodox.  I am deeply committed to the teachings and values of Orthodoxy.  It simply means that I hold as a core principle the concept of Jewish unity. 

Of course, I am aware that while there are other Orthodox rabbis in the area who are no less committed to the principle of Jewish unity than I am, there are as yet no other congregational Orthodox rabbis who are members of this board.  That is why in joining this organization I thought it prudent to discuss the matter (including both the halakhic parameters and communal policy concerns) with rabbis who I respect greatly; rabbis like Rabbi Shlomo Riskin and Rabbi Avi Weiss, both of whom strongly encouraged me to join this board. 

I have deep respect for the other Orthodox rabbis in the community.  In fact, I consider many of them to be my teachers and role models.  Together they have built a dynamic and exciting Orthodox community in the Greater Washington area.  This is why I have also applied to join the council of Orthodox rabbis in the area.  
I consider it an honor to be a member of the Washington Board of Rabbis because it is an organization that tries to bring unity to the Jewish people.  It is my hope that in joining with rabbis across the denominations, together we can diminish infighting amongst Jews and bring more peace and harmony to the Jewish people. 
As we look across the different denominations of Judaism, let us always remember that what unites us is far greater than what divides us.

