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“Speaking to the World” 

 

I recently attended an inspiring funeral, during which the presiding rabbi told us that the 
deceased cared deeply about Jewish life, but only insofar as Judaism “continued to have 
something to say to the world.” 

Was that an invitation or a dare?  It depends. 

There are those among us who would use that posture as avoidance behavior.  They have little 
desire to put themselves through the practices of Jewish life, but they nonetheless resonate 
with the idea of “Jewish values.”  They might say, “Don’t expect me to be observant, even in my 
own particular way, but nonetheless allow me to insist that Judaism remain relevant and 
timely, whether I contribute to that timeliness or not.” 

The deceased did in fact show up early for shul most every Shabbat morning for most of his 
adult life, even though he didn’t grow up with that regimen.  He and his family lit candles and 
partook of a festive meal most Friday evenings wherever they were in the world, even if it was 
aboard their sailboat.  He studied Jewish books and took Jewish classes.  He gave tzedakah 
beyond the call of duty.  He raised ample money for his synagogue and pioneered programs to 
promote outreach and lifelong learning. 

He felt these things to be the minimum expected of him, especially if he was going to turn 
around and demand of his fellow Jews that they project their gaze outward toward the great 
issues of the day.  And turn around he did.  But it was a two-way street between him and the 
Jewish people.  Each day – and certainly at the turning of the year – he only took himself to 
task.  The only person he held to the highest Jewish standard was his own self. 

____________________ 

As the rabbi of a vibrant liberal congregation, I am not in a position to “demand” either 
observance or activism from my constituents, though I would love to encourage both, and to 
argue that they are “good for us.”  I strongly sense the expectation from my congregants to 
keep our synagogue pointed in the direction of social relevance and universal well-being, even 
though I can’t insist that any one person lift their share of that burden.  If it were up to me, 
every aspect of Jewish life would, among other things, “have something to say to the world.” 

I say “among other things,” because I believe Judaism’s voice in the world to be more than 
what we might call a political voice, for lack of a better term.  Yes, Judaism is certainly about 
social justice, human rights, respect for life, compassion for the needy, welcoming the stranger.  
All of our observance, without exception, should lead us to that lofty work.   



And yet, Judaism “speaks to the world” in other ways, too.  It speaks in very personal language 
about the possibility of creating a sacred approach to one’s lived life.  It models nuance and 
balance between work and rest, between self and others, between activism and contemplation.  
It celebrates the distinctiveness of Jewish identity, as expressed and experienced through the 
aforementioned practices of Jewish ritual and study, even as it embraces our connection to the 
many diverse families of the earth. 

_________________________________ 

As people file into their sanctuaries, tents, and function halls for yet another Rosh Hashanah, 
our task will be to welcome everyone on equal footing, not to judge one another’s level of 
commitment either to Jewish practice or Jewish causes.  We pray as one community.  We run 
through the gamut of liturgies and recitations with equal regard for one another’s sincerity.  We 
remind ourselves to think only the best of one another’s reasons and motivations for being in 
our throng. 

My hope is that whatever demands we intend to levy as we enter the New Year, we levy them 
at ourselves and not at “Judaism” or its most loyal adherents among us. I hope each of us 
chooses to go easy on one another and our great tradition.  I pray that if we want to be hard on 
someone in particular, we let it be our own self.  That if we insist on taking someone to task for 
not being sufficiently outspoken or conscientious, we let it be the singular person we are most 
responsible for, our “number one.” 

Most of all I pray that we are once again able to create a sacred spot in both space and time, 
where our collective Jewish voice can both “speak to the world” and to the individual heart that 
desperately needs the compassion and comfort of a still, small, loving, welcoming sound. 
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