GATHERING TOGETHER
Parashat Vayakhel
February 25, 2011

Over the last few weeks, we have witnessed a truly stunning transformation of political realities in the Middle East.  Huge throngs have gathered in Tahrir Square, Cairo, Pearl Square, Bahrain, in Tunisia, in Morocco, and now, in a disturbing, even terrifying fashion in Benghazi, Tobruk and Tripoli, Libya.  It is, by turns, horrifying and hopeful.  As Americans, as Jews, as human beings, we can’t help but be cheered by the struggle for democracy.  But as Americans, as Jews and as human beings, we also can’t help but worry about the Pandora’s box of violence, dislocation and Islamic radicalism that may be opening up before our eyes.  

What we are witnessing here is “people power” pure and simple, the awesome potential of people who gather together to achieve results they could never achieve on their own.  But, like every gathering of people – especially when it is large and leaderless -- it has enormous power for good but equally enormous potential for harm.

A modern reality to be sure, this “people power.”  But also one, incredibly enough, found in this week’s torah portion and the one that precede its, proving, once again, Kohelet’s teaching “ayn chadash tachat ha-shemesh, there’s nothing new under the sun. “

Last week, you see, in Parashat Ki Tisa, we saw the Israelites gathering together in the absence of their leader, Moses, who has gone up the mountain to meet with God.  Unable to tolerate this leadership vacuum, terrified and uncertain about their new-found freedom, the Israelites gather together (vayikahel, the Hebrew says), collect their golden jewelry, melt it down, fashion it into a pagan idol and then worship it with singing and dancing.  

This week, in Parashat Vayakhel -- a slightly different form of the very same Hebrew word as in last week’s parsha --  the people once again gather in number… but this time for a very different purpose.  Here, they gather to build the mishkan, the desert sanctuary in which they are to worship God in the wilderness.

In the first instance, their gathering together causes untold harm. Moses is understandably enraged by his faithless people.  He casts down the tablets of the law he has just received from God, smashing them into tiny pieces at his feet.  God himself is so infuriated by their disloyalty that He threatens to abandon them all altogether.  

In this week’s portion, their gathering together ends in creating a magnificent sanctuary which atones for their sin of the Golden Calf and helps draw them back into intimate relationship with God.  The extent of their success, in pooling their efforts, is dramatic.  The text is clear.  Each brings the very best of what they have – fine linens, precious gems, magnificent woods – so much so that Moses has to tell them to stop, they have enough, there’s no need for anyone to contribute any more.  Hard to believe, isn’t it?  But that’s what the text says.  The people gathered together in combined generosity that was even more than anyone could have imagined.  

So we see it in the Torah:  when the people gather together it is neither essentially a good or bad thing.  It has power, that’s for sure.  But what that power is used for – whether good or ill, help or harm – is entirely up to those doing the gathering together.

The same is true for those Arab masses who have been gathering together in staggering numbers across the Middle East these last few weeks.  And I think it is true to say of us, all of us, here today.  We know there is power and potential in our gathering together with each other.  What we do with that power and that potential is entirely up to us.
Why do I share all this with you this evening?  I do so, of course, because the recent uprisings in the Middle East are so big, so wrenching and so potentially game-changing that we can’t help but think of them tonight.  I do so, as well, because our weekly portion reminds us of the importance of community in our lives.  And I do so, because tonight is the Shabbat when we honor our SHAFTY youth group which, after all, is a ‘gathering together’ of our young people here at Shir Ami.  So tonight is the perfect night to think about the ways we gather together and what we do with that gathering.

Our Jewish tradition is pretty clear on the imperative to ‘gather together.’  In our tradition, community is a supreme value.  Just take a look.  In last week’s portion, we see the Israelites taking a census of our people.  Because there was a taboo at that time on counting human beings, they were asked instead to bring – each of them -- a half-shekel coin to a collection place and then the leaders would count the coins, divide by two and know their actual numbers.

The rabbis asked a question that might have occurred to you:  Why ask the people to bring a half-unit of coin?  Why not a full shekel?  Or, if that was too much for the average person – because, remember:  everyone in the community, rich or poor, was required to bring the same amount – why not a lesser coin but a full one, not a half one?  The way the rabbis answer that question says a great deal about who we are as a people.  They suggest that the command for everyone to bring a half-coin was a conscious reminder that, on their own, each person was incomplete, that everyone needed another or others to be whole.

So it wasn’t just a practical or financial matter.  It was a lesson, they say, designed to teach us s that we do not stand strong when we stand alone, that we achieve our greatest power and meaning when we are join together – vayakhel – with other like-minded people.  That’s why we do not start a Jewish worship service until there are ten adults gathered together.  That’s why we join together to create synagogues, houses of study, charitable organizations.  What we can do on our own doesn’t compare to what we can accomplish when ‘gathered together’ for a common cause.  That is the great Jewish teaching – plain and simple:  we can only create a kehilla kedosha (from the same root as the word Vayakhel) when we join together with others.

So the actual being together with each other is everything.  It’s not enough, you see, to have good thoughts and positive intentions.  We actually have to turn up.  We have to be there.  We can’t phone it in.  We can’t Skype or Facebook or Twitter it in.  The only way we can create holy communities, communities that support us, encourage us, challenge us, comfort us, celebrate with us, is to be there in person as a physical presence.  

That’s why I read with sadness a recent article in the New York Times entitled “An Online Path to the Bar Mitzvah.”  Perhaps you read it when it was published in November and then went zooming around hyperspace from one Jew to another.  The gist of the article is that more and more families – whose principle Jewish interest is in seeing their child become bar mitzvah -- are choosing not to belong to synagogues.  Instead they are hiring rent-a-rabbis, studying with them online through Skype, playing their Torah and Haftarah blessings on Youtube, rehearsing the chanting of their torah portion with MP3s, all without every experiencing any direct, live, real-time, person-to-person community.  All without any real community.  In fact, OneShul.org – which describes itself as “the world’s first community-run online synagogue” – states that their goal is to create web-only bar and bat mitzvahs with what they call an “e-minyan,” gathered via Skype.  Incredible, isn’t it?

Now, believe me, I understand the appeal of computer programs or MP3 files that assist our kids in their preparations.  How wonderful to be able to practice at their own speed, in their own fashion, taking breaks when and how they need them, in a way that works for them.  How wonderful, for those with demanding schedules or those with special needs or those who live far from major Jewish centers to have these additional means to pursue their Jewish studies.  But if, in the end, the goal is a service in which rabbi and family have never met face-to-face, in some anonymous hotel, with a congregation that does not know each other and which, if we take OneShul at its word, may eventually be made up of faces on flatscreens, then I think something here is seriously wrong.  Ultimately, it’s all empty because there’s no real community.  Ultimately, there is nothing much there because there is nobody there.

To me it seems obvious:  we need to be actually there, physically, regularly with and for each other if we are to win the benefits that real community can provide.  And I can’t think of a better place to do that than here in the synagogue and, for kids, here in our SHAFTY youth group.

I must tell you:  I know firsthand what that’s all about.  One of my real formative Jewish experiences was being a regular member of my youth group growing up at Temple Sinai in Toronto.  That’s where I made my best and deepest friendships—some of which have lasted until today.  That’s where I discovered my love of Jewish music, Jewish culture, Jewish learning.  That’s where I first conceived my interest in the rabbinate.  That’s where I was encouraged to bring out the best in myself.  That’s where I learned how profound it is to be part of a community that cares about each other and pushes each other to do good in the world.

That is precisely what I see here in SHAFTY.  I see kids whose lives are changed in so many important ways by their gathering together as part of this very special peer community.  I see kids whose lives are changed by participating in regional and even national conclaves – as was mine many years ago!  I see kids who are inspired to dig in and get their hands literally and figuratively dirty building a better world – feeding the hungry, fighting for the oppressed and forgotten of our society, clothing the naked (as have our kids this year collecting coats for Special People in the Northeast, Inc.).  I see kids showing adults in this congregation they have something unique and important to contribute (wait until you see the incredible mini-golf course these kids have created for the Sisterhood’s Purim Carnival.)  I see kids singing together, praying together, hanging out together, bonding together into real community – one that supports and sustains and uplifts them – as has this very wonderful group of kids leading us in worship tonight.

They do all this because they know it’s not enough just to talk a good game but to actually be there when they’re needed, physically be there so they can gather together with others to do the important things that make for better lives and a better world.

Some kids, we know, gather together at the malls.  Some gather together getting drunk behind the bleachers at High School football games.  And some gather together to gang up on the weak and vulnerable and different. Like the Israelites dancing around the Golden Calf, they gather together and in so doing, bring chaos, cruelty, sometimes even violence into the world.

But these kids, our kids, gather together to make something good happen for themselves, for each other and for our world.  And that, it seems to me, is something to appreciate, something to honor, something to celebrate.  And I guess that’s really why we – you and I, parents and young people, male and female – gather together this evening.  Not a bad reason I say.  AMEN
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