The National Synagogue: The Power of a Name
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David Duke has now attacked me on his website.  He doesn’t like my explanation for the holiday of Purim and accuses me of promoting genocide upon the gentiles.  In his view, my mistakes are magnified because we are such an important congregation.  He says: “Rabbi Herzfeld is no lightweight Jew. His synagogue is important enough to be referred as the National Synagogue of the United States.”  
Finally, someone recognizes the importance of using the name, The National Synagogue.  In contrast to David Duke, there have been a couple of voices in the Jewish community critical of this name.  

This reminds me of a joke.  An old Jew is reading The Protocols of the Elders of Zion on a park bench, when his friend approaches him and asks him why he doesn’t read something else.  He says, “When I read the Jewish books, the keep telling me how badly we are doing.  When I read the anti-Semites they tell us that we own all the banks, we run the world.  I am much happier reading the anti-Semites.”

The National Synagogue is a name that serves an important purpose.  Let me share with you a story.

This past Sunday, as we were davening our morning service, I noticed a middle-aged man wandering our hallways.  We were chanting and singing in Hebrew and he was looking at us in bewilderment.    I left the davening to greet him.  He told me his name was Michael.

Michael told me he was from Cincinnati and he was stopping in DC to look at colleges for his son.  While he was here he wanted to visit The National Synagogue.  I immediately invited him to come in and daven with us.  We rolled up his sleeve and prepared to put on tefillin.  He told me he was (in his words) a “reformed Jew.” He said, “We never put these things on in Cincinnati.”  After the davening, I taught Michael how to say Shema and told him how to get a pair of tzitzit. I told him to wear the tzitzit everyday and to hold on to the fringes if he thought he might sin.

We spoke and we really bonded.  Michael was looking to reconnect with Judaism and felt he could come to our shul because we were The National Synagogue.  It meant to him that everyone in the country could stop by; it was a shul for everyone.  

Our connection was so strong, but we were also sad, because we knew he was just stopping through.  On his way out, he mentioned that he was moving to Portland, Maine on Tuesday.

When I heard that I almost fainted.  The whole of Southern Maine has a whopping total of five thousand Jews.  That’s it; just 5000.  However, as it happens, my brother is currently the rabbi of the Orthodox Synagogue in Portland, Maine.  I immediately put Michael in touch with my brother, Akiva, and this Shabbat Michael and his fiancée enjoyed Shabbat dinner in the Orthodox shul of Portland, Maine with Rabbi Akiva Herzfeld.
The power of the name The National Synagogue is that it allows everyone to feel that the shul belongs to them.  Everyone should feel like they have a link to our shul.

In this week’s portion we are told of another story.  There is a man who is the son of an Israelite woman and an Egyptian man (ben ish mitzri).  The Torah tells us that he got into a fight with a man who had two Israelite parents.  As a result of the fight, the man with the Egyptian father did a terrible thing.  He cursed the other man using the name of God.  

What causes a person to curse with God’s name, which is in effect cursing God Himself?  How could someone do that?  

Rashi tells us what happened: Ba litah ohalo betokh machane dan, this man had wanted to place his tent with his mother’s tribe, the tribe of Dan.  But they said to him, “Mah Tivkha le-kan, you don’t belong here.  Memberships in tribes follow the father, and your father wasn’t one of us.  Move your tent outside of the camp.”

This man should not have cursed God.  It was a great sin which can not be excused.  

At the same time, it is also fair to say that the actions of the tribe of Dan are what led him to curse God.  They had a legal right to kick him out of their camp, but in doing so they didn’t only kick him out of their tribe, they also kicked him out of all of the Jewish people.  They turned him off forever.  People curse God when they feel that they have no place in the community.

Sometimes when people join our shul they tell me the most heartbreaking stories.  One person in our congregation told me that when she once went to another Synagogue and was told, “You’re not Orthodox; we don’t want you.”
Our motto should be just the opposite.  Our motto should be: “If you’re not Orthodox, then we especially want you.”  How else can we show people the path of Torah if we don’t allow them into our shul?

Right before this passage in the Torah there is another passage.  The Torah tells us that we have an obligation, “le-halot ner tamid, to raise up an eternal light.”  Rabbi Saadiah Gaon explains that the purpose of this is “lehadlik bo ha-nerot, to light the flames.”  

We need an eternal light to light the other lights.  Every person who walks into the doors of our Synagogue has an opportunity to be a ner tamid, a light to light other lights.  

This is a tremendous responsibility it means when people walk through our doors we must realize that it is up to us to connect them to our Synagogue and to Torah.
Somebody suggested to me that we should have a welcoming committee.  I appreciated that suggestion a great deal.  I was enthusiastic.  But then someone else explained to me that the whole Synagogue needs to be the welcoming committee.  We all must take the personal responsibility of lighting the candle.  

This is a core value of who we are.  Just like we don’t have a davening committee, made up of people whose job it is to daven, so too we shouldn’t have a welcoming committee.  We all need to be welcoming.
The name, The National Synagogue, has a lot of power.  It is an accessible name.  Even people who don’t know basic words in Hebrew can feel linked to an opening and welcoming name like, The National Synagogue.  

Most importantly, the name means we are a Synagogue with an embracing and accepting mission that is open to all.  Everyone who lives and visits our area should feel that this Synagogue belongs to them.  In The National Synagogue, everyone has a seat with their name on it just waiting for them to occupy it.  (By the way, they should occupy it not only on Shabbat, but every day at the morning minyan.)
When I go to visit my brother in Portland, Maine, I might see Michael.  Who knows?  When I walk into the shul for the first time, I also might be wandering the halls.  And there to greet me will be Michael.  He will stretch out his hand and say, “Shalom.  I’m Michael.  Welcome to our shul.”  By that time, he might even be the shul President.

