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Having just moved to the DC area, I can assure you that it is definitely an adjustment moving from New York to DC.  I find myself repeating myself to people over and over again, as if people do not understand me.  It seems that some people have a problem with my accent.  I asked one storekeeper if they carried mattresses.  The said, “sure,” and the next thing you know, they brought out a package of matches.  Then, there is the speed in the stores.  I went to one supermarket and I stood on line for over an hour.  The amazing thing was no one else seemed to mind.  And of course, there is the way people drive…but that’s a whole other story.

This morning’s parsha talks about moving.  We are told that our forefather was a wandering Aramean, arami oved avi.  We are reminded about this fact in a ceremony called Bikkurim.  
The Bikkurim was a ceremony that took place in biblical times in the land of Israel.  We were commanded to take the new fruits of our crops, place them in a basked, travel to the Temple, and recite a formula. This formula is what I want to analyze.
According to the formula, we are supposed to hand the fruits to the kohen and declare, “My father was a wandering Aramean.  Va-yered mitzrayma, he went down to Egypt….”  The ceremony then proceeds to review the horrors of our slavery in Egypt.  In fact, this passage should be familiar to you because it is the central passage of the Haggadah on Pesach. 

This ceremony seems somewhat strange.  Here we a
re bringing our new fruits to the Temple and instead of celebrating and throwing a party, we are having a history lesson.  Does it really matter that our forefather wandered around Canaan?  Why does the Torah remind us of our history when all we want to do is celebrate?
Recently, I had the opportunity to visit the grave of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in Atlanta, where I bought a book of his speeches.  In Dr. King’s speech, A Call to Conscience, he tells the story of Kwame Nkrumah.
Kwame was born to an African country ruled by imperialist British government.  His parents were humble and illiterate.  But he got out.  He went to Philadephia where he worked as a dishwasher while putting himself through school studying Philosophy.  Eventually he returned to Ghana where he led peaceful protests against the foreign rule.  He was imprisoned.  But when he was imprisoned, his friends rallied around him and started a revolution.  Just a few short hours after he was released from prison he was made Prime Minister of Ghana.

Here is the point.  Dr King tells how he was in the ballroom as Prime Minister Nkrumah was announced for the first time as Prime Minister.  Nkrumah walked in, [with] his other ministers who had been in prison with him, they didn’t come in with the crowns and all of the garments of kings, but they walked in with prison caps and the coats that they had lived with for all of the months that they had been in prison. Nkrumah stood up and made his closing speech to Parliament with the little cap that he wore in prison for several months and the coat that he wore in prison for several months, and all of his ministers round about him. 
At Nkrumeh’s moment of success, he recalled the fullness of his history.
This is the Bikkurim ceremony.  Two thousand years before Nkrumah was born our rabbis taught the same idea.  The Mishnah (Bikkurim, 3:4) describes the Bikkurim ceremony: Chalil makeh lifneihem ad she-magiin le-har habayit, a flute would play before them as they brought the basket of fruits up to the Temple Mount.  Afilu agrippas ha-melekh notel ha-sal al ktefo ve-nikhnas, even Aggrippas the King would place the basket on his shoulder and enter.  Hegiu la-azarah, when they came to the courtyard, they would sing, aromimkah hashem ki delitani ve-lo simachtah oivai li, I will praise you my Lord for You have lifted me up, You have not given my enemies to join over me.”   
Our rabbis are teaching that in our moments of great success we must remember our history.  With the euphoria of our first fruits in the land of Israel, we must remember the pain of slavery in Egypt.  We must remember the travels through the desert till we got to the land of Israel..  Even Aggrippas the king—known as the most powerful king of his era--must carry the basket and thank God, for “lifting him up from his pain.”  
The message of the Bikkurim is that when we achieve success we must not forget our past, but incorporate our past into the present and the future.  A sustained success is only gained when it builds on the richness of the past.

This is the message that I want to share this morning.  This Shabbat marks in many ways a new generation.  It is my great honor to have been appointed rabbi—only the second rabbi of this shul in over fifty years.

The excitement in this community is growing greater and greater every day.  New families are moving in; the phone is ringing non-stop.
The best way we can sustain this growth is through remembering our past.  This congregation has one of the richest histories of any congregation in the country.  Presidents called upon this shul; people filled the aisles; the steps on Shabbat morning were packed with people coming to daven.

It’s true that over the years membership in the shul dwindled, but that experience will only make us stronger.  As we grow again, we will always remember what it means to have a shul; we will never take for granted a shul; the history of the shul will be our guide for the future.  As we taste our fruits, we remember our history.
There is another reason why we remember the past during the Bikkurim ceremony.  Right after the passage of the Bikkurim the Torah teaches about the tithing ceremony.  
When one finished handing his charity tithe to the poor, another formula was recited.  In this one, we stated, “Hashkifah mi-meon kadhsekhah min ha-shamayim, Look down from the holiness of your dwelling place in heaven and bless your people…as you have sworn with milk and honey.”  Here we are giving charity obviously to people in great need and we are recalling that God has promised to bless all of us!  

Professor Leb Moskowitz points out the contrast.  When we brought our first fruits, it was a time of joy, yet we remembered the dark days of slavery.  Now that we are giving charity—a time of distress, we remember God’s promise to give us a land of milk and honey.

It is a reminder of the cyclical nature of our lives.  When we are doing well we are reminded of where we came from.  But when we are down, we are reminded that we will rise up again.
As we grow and rise, it won’t always be easy.  There will be days, where we will need to be reminded of the promise that God blesses all of us.  There will frustrating days and dark days.  But as long as we don’t give up the promise of the first fruits awaits us.

This is the power of the Bikkurim.  We celebrate the fruits that we have planted.

Many people have planted in this congregation for many years.  Right now we are planting again.  As long as, we remember the past, as long as we don’t forget God’s promise to bless us, we too will taste the fruits of the Bikkurim.      

