Returning Together

THANK YOU, THANK YOU, THANK YOU.

That’s the way I began my remarks at the closing ceremony of Lishmah this past Sunday.  In a few moments, I am going to tell you why.

Lishmah was a one day gathering, where more than 1200 people gathered for an intense day of Torah study.  The speakers and participants came from across the spectrum of denominations.  The energy in the room was overwhelming; the excitement was contagious; the feeling in the air was that we were all at the start of something much larger.

Let me explain what I think that is:

Our parshah contains within it source of the mitzvah of teshuvah, repentance.  Says the Torah, ve-hashevotah be-khol levavekhah, you shall return with all of your hearts.  

The mitzvah of teshuvah is often thought of as a very personal mitzvah--a mitzvah that one does through personal introspection and reflection.  It is often assumed to be a mitzvah of personal growth.

However, the context of this commandment does not refer to an imperative to a return on an individual level.  If you read the commandment closely, you will see that it is a commandment to return on a national level. 

Pay close attention to the context in which the mitzvah is commanded.  Ve-hayah Ki yavo-u alekhah kol ha-devari ha-eleh…ve-hashevotah el-levavekhah bekhol ha-goyim asher hidichachah hashem.  There will come a time whe you shall experience all the words of the blessings and the curses that I have promised to you.  You will have been banished amongst the nations.  And then, what you should do is return to God. Ve-shavtah ad hashem elokekhah ve-shamatah be-kolo.  Listen to God’s voice and return to God.

The context of this commandment is very clearly the obligation to return to God.  But it is an obligation, first and foremost, upon the nation as a whole.  Of course, the individual needs to do teshuvah and return, also.  But the central obligation exists not for the individual, but for the community as a whole.

In these days of awe, if we are serious about teshuvah, this is the lesson that we need to remember.  Teshuvah is something that should be done together by the whole community.  The source of the commandment requires a communal response.

Its no accident that the words of this commandment, from this week’s parshah, make up the central element of the tefillah le-shlom ha-medinah, the prayer for the welfare of Israel.  Every week we say, im yehiyeh nidackhakhah be-ktseh hashamayim, mi-sham yi-kabetskhah hashem elokekhah u-misham yikakhekhah.   If members of your people are cast out to the corners of the earth, from the farthest corners God will gather them in.
Why are these words which come from the commandment to repent placed in the Tefillah le-Medinah?  There is recognition that when we are returning, the return has to cast a wide net.  The return can’t come from only a portion of the Jewish people; it has to include the whole of the Jewish people.

A personal teshuvah or even a local communal teshuvah is important.  But if that becomes the goal, then it misses the entire essence of the mitzvah.  The mitzvah is for everyone to return together.

In these days where Jews are so divided, how can we even begin to think of returning together?  How could reform Jews return with Orthodox Jews?  What would the minyan look like?  Who would cater the Kiddush after davening?  There seems to be nothing that we can agree upon.
Last week I heard a terrible story, which I now want to share with you.  A member of the board of a non-Orthodox school told me that a few years ago his school was in desperate need of space.  They approached an Orthodox day school which they noticed had excess space and asked if temporarily they could share space.  They didn’t want to share the schools, just the space.  The Orthodox school responded:  “”Our kids wear tzitzit, yours don’t.  We don’t want our kids near yours.”
That’s an example of an approach that focuses on what divides us.  Sure there are divisions, even very significant ones.  We can choose to focus on those divisions.  But if we continue to do that we are going down a road of becoming a separate people.

Instead, what we should be doing is focusing not on what divides us, but on what unites us.  What unites us today is the study of Torah.  We all share a common library—the Torah.  We all value the importance of studying the library.  We don’t always agree on the way to interpret those texts.  But, we can at least study those texts together.
Orah zo hi torah, Torah is called light. Perhaps Torah is called Light because like light Torah unifies.  Torah like Light is something that everyone is drawn to.

But light doesn’t only unify.  When light reflects back on you it merges with the uniqueness of each individual.  When light shines on you it is absorbed in each person differently.  Light unifies, but it also shines on us in way that gives us more and more unique qualities.

This is what Lishmah is about.   Lishmah was founded by a group of rabbis who met almost exactly a year ago.  We decided that we would try to plan a day where people could study Torah together.  The phrase that hit us in that meeting was, “bring your best Torah.”  Around every two weeks, we would meet and plan.  It was for me an inspiring experience.  We not only helped plan a day of intense study, but it was also an incredible growth process for all of us.  The common light of Torah did not take away our uniqueness; it has just made our lives even richer by illuminating the richness of our own distinct lives.  

 

Lishmah is about building a community of Jews that surrounds itself around the commonality of the study of Torah.  It is about building a community that loves Torah and seeks to impart its energy, values, poetry, and beauty to as many people as possible.  It’s about building a community that thirsts for Torah so deeply that it seeks out Torah in traditional and in untraditional places.  It’s about building a community that seeks to engage people on an ongoing basis in the full depth and breadth of Torah study.  It’s about building a community that recognizes the relevance of serious Torah study to our daily lives.  Its about building a community that says, come, study Torah with me, whether or not we agree.

That’s why I said THANK YOU to everyone at Lishmah.  I was thanking those people for being a part of the dream; for believing that the Jewish people can gather to study, even if not to agree.  After all, if we gather to study together, we are really returning together—not as individuals, but as an entire community.  
