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My children received a great gift this Pesach—a model of the Beit Hamikdash. The model allows them to learn all about the Temple and to learn how to construct it and to understand all the vessels of the Temple.  It is a great way to instill in them a love for Jerusalem.

This leads to me an idea I have been thinking about for a while.  It is still germinating but perhaps someone here can work on it with me.  In this city full of museums I would like our synagogue to house a full scale model of all of the vessels that were used in the Beit Hamikdash.  
This would allow us to all to understand the laws of the Temple better as well to realize that redemption and the messianic era is not something distant or unreal but something that we should be ready for and thinking about at all times.

We are now in the midst of the Omer period.  Historically, this was the time where we moved from the redemption of Pesach in Egypt until we arrived at Sinai for Shavuot.  When we count the Omer today—when we count the days between Pesach and Shavuot--we are reliving those moments.

Clearly, the implication is that in order to receive the Torah on Shavuot we needed to have been redeemed first by Hashem.

Since we just finished Pesach—the holiday of redemption--let’s honestly ask ourselves:  How many of feel redeemed at this moment.  Was Pesach just a one and done deal or has the redemptive quality of the holiday stuck with us?

It is hard to feel redeemed when now that the holiday is finished our regular lives have resumed. Our lives have returned to normal.  We have forgotten about our Matzah.  Bread has returned, as well as cookies, cereal, and our regular diet.  
This is one reason why the Omer period today is also a period of mourning.  During many of these days we take on the physical characteristics of a mourner; we let our hair grow, we do not throw parties, and we don’t buy new clothes.  We mourn the fact that we no longer feel redeemed.  We no longer have the Beit Hamikdash.  And thus the holidays have lost the power to transform us.
But even though we do not have redemption yet, we still long for redemption!  We yearn for the messianic era.  No matter what happened in Jewish history this yearning was never extinguished.  As we passed around that special Torah from Auschwitz last Sunday, this was the song we sang, “Ani Maamin---I believe with a perfect heart in the coming of the Messiah, even though I wait I know he will come.”

Although, right now many of us might feel that we are very distant from the Messiah and cannot even imagine his arrival.  We can take solace in the fact that our prophet Isaiah promises us that that messianic arrival will come when the world is at its darkest moment.

Od hayom be-nov la-amod.  Isaiah prophesizes that the army of Sancheirev will be breathing down the neck of Israel and about to completely destroy the Jewish people, when “on that day”—the darkest day of all-- they will only get as far as the city of Nov, on the outskirts of Jerusalem.  Just when everything seems darkest Isaiah prophesizes that Sancheirev will be stopped and Israel will be redeemed.  
Says Isaiah, ve-yatza choter mi-geza yishai, a shoot shall spring from the stem of Yishai, a Messiah will arise to redeem and save Israel.
Throughout the centuries rabbinic commentators have understood that this prophecy refers to the arrival of a messianic king--yavo melekh hamashiach--who will redeem us in our own days.  
Throughout our history we have jumped—at times too recklessly--at the opportunity to believe that the messiah is coming.  Most famously, thousands of Jews followed Shabbatai Zevi (17th c.) and believed he was the messiah.  Not just the lay people but even great rabbis like the famous Taz referred to Shabbati Zevi as the “Melekh Hamashiach.”  So great was Shabbatai Zevi’s fame that the pope invited him to preach in the Vatican.  And seventy-five years after his death, one of the greatest rabbis of our history, Rab Yonasan Eibeshitz was accused by another great rabbi, Rav Yaakov Emden of being a secret follower of Shabbatai Zevi.  (This is known as the Emden-Eibeschitz controversy.)
To this day in our prayer for the welfare of the state of Israel we cling to this idea when we declare we are in “reishit tzemichat geulateinu,” the beginning of a messianic are.

All this shows the never ending yearning of our people for the messiah to arrive.  No matter how many times we have been disappointed we never cease to yearn.

Perhaps this refusal to give up belief in the arrival of the messiah was put best by a famous, modern commentator on the Messiah—Monty Python.  Here is a snippet from a Montty Python scene on the Messiah:

Brian: I'm not the Messiah! Will you please listen? I am not the Messiah, do you understand? Honestly! 
Girl: Only the true Messiah denies His divinity. 
Brian: What? Well, what sort of chance does that give me? All right! I am the Messiah! 
Followers: He is! He is the Messiah!
This scene is obviously satire.  But the satire works because it shows that people will never give up in the search for the messiah. No matter what people need hope to keep looking for the messiah.

Long before Monty Python the Torah taught us that we need to never lose hope in searching for redemption.

The Torah understands that many of us will have completed Pesach without being redeemed and will feel a complete sense of loss.  The Torah recognizes that because Pesach is the holiday of redemption, after many of us go through this period lacking redemption our pain will be even more acute.
Consider that Pesach is the only holiday where we get a second chance.  A second Pesach was established—Pesach Sheni—for those who were tamei or on a derekh rechokah, far away, the first time.  The Talmud teaches us that “far away” does not mean physically far away, it means even one step outside the Temple; it means your frame of mind was off and you did not allow yourself to be redeemed.

Pesach is the only holiday where you get a do-over for missing the importance of the day.  This is recognition by the Torah of how hard it is to achieve the redemptive goals of Pesach.  So here we are in the Omer period—a period that our rabbis have recognized to be a period of mourning—and we remind ourselves that even though the Messiah has not arrived, we should not give up, as he might be right around the corner.
But many of you might be wondering, what can we do in the meantime.  We observed Pesach properly and still no Messiah!  As we wait for the messiah to come and redeem our nation is there anything we can do about it.  

Even though as a nation we have not been redeemed, we can still redeem ourselves as a congregation and as individuals by taking on the responsibilities of the Messiah.
In this sense Monty Python had a right—a part of us has to believe: “I am the Messiah.”

Here is how the Isaiah describes the responsibilities of the Messiah:
The Messiah will be a person animated by the spirit of Hashem (ve-haricho be-yirat Hashem), and neither with the sight of his eyes shall he judge nor with the hearing of his ears shall he chastise (i.e. he does not rush to judge based upon the first information he hears), he shall judge the poor justly, he shall chastise with equity the humble, he shall put the wicked to death; and righteousness shall be the girdle of his loins. (The last quality means according to the medieval commentator R. David Kimchi, hatzedek ve-haemunah yehiyeh lo chozek, righteousness and faith will support him in his struggles.)
We need not wait for a Messiah who carries all these qualities to come and redeem our entire world.  We can begin by inculcating them within ourselves.
As it relates to ourselves we can be our own mashiach and redeem ourselves by living these qualities.  It is really not that difficult and we can subdivide it and make it even simpler:

1-Judge everyone fairly, honestly, bravely, and equally—the way we would want to be judged.
2-Have faith in Hashem and follow His ways at all times

All this is encapsulated in one verse in this week’s Torah portion.  “Veahavta le-reakhah kamocha ani Hashem, love your neighbor as yourself, I am Hashem.”

Rabbi Akiva says that this verse is the most important verse of the Torah.  And Hillel famously converted a person on one foot by teaching them only this verse.

We redeem ourselves and our loved ones by making God’s name great through fairness to others, following Hashem’s teachings, and having faith in Hashem.  We do this by acting like the Mashiach.  First we can redeem ourselves and our loved ones, then we can redeem our congregation, and then we can redeem our entire nation and world.

I want to close with a well known Chassidic parable:

Once two men were great friends.  One of them was falsely accused and brought before the king. The accused person protested that he was innocent.  Meanwhile his friend did everything to try to have his friend released.

Nothing worked.  The king ordered the accused man to be executed.

As he was being led to the gallows, his friend was desperate to save him and so he shouted out, “This man is innocent. I know this because it is I who is guilty.”  When his friend saw him doing this he said, “No.  This man is innocent. It is I who is guilty.”

They brought the matter before the king. The king investigated and when he understood what had happened he shouted out: “Please allow me to become a third partner in your friendship.”  This is what the verse means: “If you love your neighbor like yourself, then I will be Hashem and join within your friendships and redeem you.”  
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