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[Chant Blessing before Torah]

“Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign oftheerse, who has chosen us from
among all the peoples, and given us the TorahsBteare You, Adonai, who gives the
Torah”

This blessing, known to most of you, usually stddiepreparation for our becoming a
bar/bat mitzvah, proclaims two articles of faithat God gave us the Torah and that we
were chosen from among all other people to redeive

Some of us comfortably accept the notion of Divahection, that we Jews have an
unimpeachable role in history and that, indeedaveedifferent from other religious
groups.

Others, squirming under the ideological and hisarburden of chosenness,
fundamentally reject the concept at its core amdiact, disdain any presumption that we
Jews are special.

Students in my Confirmation class usually falllistsecond category: They reject the
idea that we are a chosen people. And they evédartieer and wonder whether we have
brought on ourselves our tortured history of oppi@sand genocide by implying that we
are better than others.

Today | invite this congregation to think about thwplication of chosenness: from the
blessing of lofty vision and meaningful missiorthe sin of xenophobic exclusion and
arrogant prejudice.

Larry Hoffman, a Jewish theologian and scholartesrthat the Frenchman Edmund
Fleg, an assimilated Jew, reawakened to Judaisiy tath the trumped-up charges of
treason and the trial of Alfred Dreyfus” in 1894s With Theodor Herzl, who also
disclaimed Jewish identity at first, Fleg regretted having attached himself sooner to
Jewish life and to the tradition that precededandld follow him.

Larry Hoffman comments Fleg initially thought “hehierited Judaism through blood, but
realized that blood is insufficient...which is why insisted on finding...meaning in his
[Jewish] legacy, a legacy that gave him value ahithvhe came to believe would give
value to anyone who chose it.

“Fleg’s tortured musings are the opposite of thiadtac issue of who is a Jew, set from
the outside by Hitler” who killed Jews singly dedohby their parentage and set on “the
inside by the state of Israel” who accept as aitizéews singly defined by their
parentage[From “Why be Jewish? Principle, Story and Mythtie Liturgical Search for Identity”]

Though Jewish law traditionally defines a Jew asitho a Jewish mother or by
conversion many people intuitively sense that Brdas not transmitted by birth alone.
For them Judaism, Jewishness is a choice of faighory and identity that is not
predetermined by blood, or race or genetics.



The Torah elegantly makes the point.

The book of Exodus reports about these happenindgdtoSinai. As God was giving the
Ten Commandments, God also dictated to Moses ths tef what would be of the
Israelites’ special statudem sha-mo-a tish-ma-oo b’kol-eélf you obey Me (God)
faithfully and keep My covenant you (the Israelitelsall be My treasured possession
among all the peoples.” From this Hebrew text, warll the notion that the Israelites and
therefore we, their descendants, arean $Segulaha treasured people, but as the text
indicates it is also our choicgEx 19.5)

According to the Torah no unilateral assignment ingssed on us. Like our ancestors
we have a decision to make. We also have the opfitaith: to accept what Martin
Buber names our “vocation of uniqueness” or nahegito translate “into reality the
Divine words” transmitted by the Torah, and “tojdstly, love mercy and walk humbly
with God” or to turn our back and walk away fronattimission.

The decision is never predestined. The Midrashmdmus that the covenant was initially
offered to other nations: first to the childrenEfau who refused it because it
commanded, “You shall not kill” and they were uning to accept that restriction; then
to the children of Lot, and then to the childrerisifmael, then to the other nations. All of
these tribes rejected the Torah’s commandmentsubeaa the obligations they would
not accept for themselves. In the end, God cansael. We were God'’s last resort.

Our traditional texts offer two very different acetas of our acceptance of the Torah and
our responsibility for it.

The first, a more virtuous depiction, tells thaeéewefore our ancestors knew what would
be their covenantal obligations they gleefully sang“Na’aseh v'nishmah“We

promise to do it, and then we’ll listen.” Thisasommendable portrayal of our
uncommonly trusting ancestors. We like to tell 8ti@ry to our children.

And there is another Midrashic account, in my marfdr more realistic depiction. It is
one of my favorites. The story starts in the sarag.Whe people were at Sinai. They had
been told that God would soon speak directly tonthiéor three days they and their
leaders purified themselves in preparation. Theresa on the day of revelation but not
everybody even got out of bed. So God brought tauadd lightening not as a
demonstration of Divine power, but for no others@athan to wake them all up.
(Messengers of Gog 199 Still our recalcitrant ancestors adamantly refusetdke the

Torah. They did not want the responsibility of lgeanor la-goyim,a light to the nations.
They, too, like the other peoples, had no desightmge their ways.

So, God intimidated them. God picked up Mt. Sihaid it over their heads and
threatened: Accept the Torah or your grave wilubder this mountain. It was either the
Torah or death. Finally, the people came to thansss. In order to survive, the Israelites
accepted the Torah and probably resentfully uttéieéa'aseh v'nishmah.” If that is the
way it has to béWe will do and be obedient.”

In this traditional narrative, there was nothingerently meritorious about our ancestors.
They were no worse and obviously no better thaargtloples at the time. But, in the
end, we were given the Torah and with it “camereason and power for survival as a



people”(Elie Wiesel, Against Silenael, 26§. We have lived by that Torah for the last three
millennia.

The point of the Exodus story is to remind us &eth of us has an option: to wear the
mantle of Jewish life, to bear the responsibilityadtreasured people” or not.

The Torah portion we read on Yom Kippur morningspihie choice clearly in front of us:
You can live as a Jew if yodisShmor mitzvotav™*keep the teachings of your God.”
“V'eem yif-neh I'vav-cha™But if your heart turns and you are lured awayuyaill not
live as part of this people.

Jewish peoplehood, for all who choose it, derivemfshared faith, values and tradition
and a commitment to perfect the world under the afilGod. Jews are not a closed
membership. Jewish life and identity is not singylguaranteed by our birth or defined
by our genetics. We are not a race.

Defining Jews as a race misconstrues our sacredateto live by the ethical teachings
of our tradition.

Hitler labeled Jews as a race and thereby justdigdextermination. A racial definition
of Jews is not only unacceptable, it distorts @lf-snderstanding to such a point that we
come to believe in our alleged superiority in higtelligence and exorbitant creativity.

The statistics that circulate among us compariegatbrld’s infinitesimal Jewish
population and large number of Jewish Nobel Prigeners to another religious group’s
infinitely larger population and far fewer NobelZ&rwinners is not a meritorious reason
for religious pride or smug haughtiness.

When | sense an insidious proposition of raciaksigpity among us, | am concerned
about the effect it has on the well-being of oungre@gation and the Jewish people.

In its crudest manifestation, we let no one els&ecial definitions of Jews disallow full
Jewish identity for converts or people who dontka@ewish, according to some eastern
European stereotype.

| continue to be stunned when people say to meu“afe married to a non-Jew.”

As | mentioned last year, Kerry converted priootw marriage but what these people
tacitly say is that converts can nevegdlly be Jewish.” They reason that you are either
born into Jewish peoplehood or not. Nothing etsents.

Even more puzzling is that people assume that antdZ, Angela Buchdahl, must be a
convert. Because of her Korean ancestry, they retist Cantor Buchdahl could not
have been born and raised a Jew though she wass &fwilarly told that she doesn’t
look Jewish. She doesn't fit the stereotypic peofil

Let us lift up our heads and take a look arounck fHce of the Jewish people is
changing. Growing awareness of Ethiopian Jews cbrepensidering what it means to
look Jewish. We have children in our religious saheho fit no stereotype. They are of
Asian and African and South American and Scandaraaind countless other
backgrounds. They are born to parents of diffeagcestry. They are adopted. They are
conceived through new technologies. And they dréeatish, as Jewish as any of us



descended from thehtedlsof Eastern Europe, as Jewish as any of us bom tine
German migration or from Sefardic Mediterraneartsoo

The face of the Jewish community is changing amlgbod. “What Makes Someone a
Jew?” is the name of this book we give to our akitdand parents of varying ethnic
backgrounds. The answer to which we should allkesais “Judaism starts when you
live Jewishly.”

In addition to closing the doors to Jewish identihere is an even more nefarious
implication of equating peoplehood with race. lbais us to judge and disdain others
who are different.

This is difficult for me to say. | will try to dd gracefully. Yiddish words used, often
casually, for non-Jews, non-Jewish men and womahf@ African-Americans are not
benign.

Good people believe that calling non-Jeyeyim in a joke or otherwise, is an unbiased
description. But it is not benign to talk abdlé goyimor ashiksa and sheygitz know
because I'm in the club. | know the roots of theseds,shiksa and shaygifzom the
Biblical Hebrew word meaning abomination. | knowattthese words are used mostly
pejoratively often preceded by demeaning adjectiveannot even mouth the Yiddish
word for blacks. It makes me cringe. These wordeme place in our vocabulary, no
more than the vicious code words other people aisédws. Let us re-examine our
behavior, the bias these words express.

Yom Kippur is our time to judge our behavior by tiighest standards of decency.

Our history has given us reason to be distrusffokivers, but also we are challenged to
another way of being. It requires us to self-exanthre prejudices we hold and the
bigotry we harbor. We read from the Torah on Yorpg(r afternoon “the strangers who
live with you shall be to you like citizens, anduyshall love them as yourself, for you
were strangers in the land of Egypt.” Where thergias among us let us root it out.

It is difficult to change but it is crucial, espalty now in this time. We Jews know the
danger of bigotry. We are mandated to transformrtipossible and keep alive the dream
of a better future.

On Rosh Hashanah | spoke of this historic econayite and of our need to lift our
heads and to be courageously optimistic. Now | lspdaut a presidential election that is
also historic. This is the first time that an A&iicAmerican is on either ticket, that a
woman is on the Republican side and if elected Jt@ain would be the oldest person
to ascend to the presidency.

To use Tom Friedman’s words, | believe both cantdslare of “presidential timber”
though | know that some of you would strongly drgsgwith me.

With regard to their positions on Israel, the Mel@ast and foreign affairs, my sense is
that Israel would be protected and treated welkumither administration as long as our
own nation is strong. Voting for a candidate onlihsis of policy is proper.

But there is something more that we know as Jeatsgilves us a level of insight about
this election.



We have noticed polls indicating that the Jewismemnity is behaving differently than

it has in past presidential elections and thdgast in some areas of this country, unusual
numbers within the Jewish community still beliekie tabrication that Senator Obama is
not a Christian. Some theorists write that whatélwereasons given, race remains a
decisive, though non-verbalized issue for Jewsfanthe rest of this nation.

In Nicholas Kristof's column this weekend, we reetiat we intuitively sensed and what
many have talked about. While conscious prejudéess to have decreased over time,

“unconscious discrimination—what psychologists eakrsive racism—has stayed fairly
constant.”(Racism without Racists, NYT 10/5/@8gcording to this theory a person who does

not consider him/herself a racist will deflect theicial bias to more publicly acceptable

areas of doubt like policy or religion or experienc

This is the time to raise a mirror to our own sauisl to be honest about the hidden
prejudices, the nagging bigotry, and the rampamrignce we, yes, even we Jews, have
about “others”, people who by reason of race, i@tigage, or gender are different from
us.

This is a trying time.

John McCain’s rallying cry in his acceptance spegah “Change is coming.” Barack
Obama calls for “Change we can believe in” and hgeawe need.” Both candidates
affirm this is a time for change. Let us listerthem.

Let the change begin here: from narrow-mindednesghteousness, from tribalism to
inclusion, from xenophobia to embrace, from desfmairope.

We choose as our mission to take responsibilityefarh person, inspire this nation,
welcome the stranger into our midst as our own,taradlow the decency of our people’s
spirit to flow forth. We can do it. We have eachat We have faith. This is our
mandate, to be a beacon to humanity, a light tovéttiens. For this we have been given
the Torah and for this our people has been gifenllet the change begin here! Let the
change begin now for each of us, for all of us famdhis nation! Let us be strong with
God'’s help.



