The Open Tent – 
Erev Rosh Hashana 5768

Shana Tovah.  

Tonight marks the beginning of the new Jewish year, 5768.
Imagine back to where you were one year from today.  Some might be in a new job, a new school, a new city, a new country.  Some might have new family members, some might have lost a loved one.  Where were you, spiritually one year ago and where are you today, right now?
A year ago I was in a different country, with a different job at a different synagogue.
I now have a new member of my family, a new home, a new brother-in-law, a new niece…so things are very different for me.  
But there is something so familiar about standing right here on this bimah, in our beautiful Shaarei-Beth El sanctuary.  Spiritually I find it similar to where I was a year ago – because it is Erev Rosh Hashana once again.

The familiar smells of the prayer books we open only on these special high holydays.  The tunes of the prayers we hear are the same, no matter where you go.  The sights of congregants, families, sitting together in prayer.  The feeling that Jews around the world are all celebrating, this new year together.
There is something wonderful about the synagogue that has kept us together as a people for thousands of years.  Wherever you go, you’ll find a synagogue.  In Europe to Africa to South America.  One year I was vacationing in The Dominican Republic one winter and it was Channuka and we wandered into the local village and found a synagogue, and Jews from the various resorts were drawn there as we were, to find other Jews and light the Channuka candles together.

The synagogue is the glue that holds us together as a community, a place we gather for learning and prayer, where we find our friends and fellow Jews, where we celebrate our simchas, and find strength through the challenging times.  

That is what a great synagogue community can be, and what Ron Wolfson talks about in his book that I suggested you read this summer, The spirituality of welcoming.  Notice the wording, simply in welcoming people into this building we can create spirituality, and transform people’s lives.  

How do we do that, how can Shaarei-Beth El transform people?

I believe by being warm, welcoming and inviting.  It’s what this community is known for and what we should continue to strive for.  
Many of you remember the story in the Torah about Abraham and the three visitors. The Torah teaches us that Abraham was old, advanced in years.  He and his wife Sarah lived in a desert camp.  On one typical blazing hot day, three visitors appeared to Abraham.   Listen closely to the tone of the text:

As soon as he saw them, Abraham ran from the entrance of the tent to greet them.


He bowed to the ground and said, My lords, if it please you, let a little water be brought; bathe your feet and recline under the tree…and let me fetch a morsel of bread that you may refresh yourselves….Abraham hastened into the tent of Sarah and said…quick, make cakes…then Abraham ran to the herd, took a calf, tender and choice, and gave to a servant boy, who hastened to prepare it. He took curds and milk and the calf that had been prepared and set these before them, and Abraham waited on them under the tree as they ate.
The Torah teaches us precisely how Abraham treated strangers.  He welcomed them as honored guests. He first made them feel comfortable by coming outside to greet them.  Then he asked them to sit down.  He refreshed them with water and bread and his best food.

And then Abraham served them….like a waiter in a very fine restaurant…Abraham opened his tent and made the stranger feel welcome. His home became their home.

I want SBE to feel like that kind of home for our congregants.  That we go out of our way to make everyone welcome, whether you’ve been here for 25 years or you just joined over the summer.  
This summer <a member> had a baby, 3 weeks early.  The family had just moved to Oakville over the summer.  Our congregants quickly rose to the challenge by taking meals over to her house to welcome baby <daughter>.  
When <another member’s> mother passed away, the community rallied around her so quickly and gathered at her house for a prayer service to honor her memory. 

When our executive decided to host a BBQ at the end of the summer, <two members> offered to plan it and cooked hot dogs and cotton candy, and easily 50 people were able to gather on our front lawn on a beautiful Sunday afternoon to simply hang out and spend quality time together.  

I want you to feel that our synagogue is an open tent all the time:   A place you can drop in anytime to see friends;
A place for meaningful and spiritual worship;
A place to celebrate life’s happiest moments – and throw candy at  the B’nai Mitzvah student for doing a great job;
A place for teenagers to gather and play guitar hero, as HOOCHY is doing this weekend;
A place where empty nesters find programs and activities, like our well attended Slichot program last weekend.
Our synagogue, when it’s doing the job right, is the open tent where we find community, and ultimately, through these special connections, find a sense of holiness and godliness.  Unfortunately, there are many of us for whom the synagogue is very last place we turn when we need it the most.  We’re all looking for something, and its right here.  People turn away for various reasons:

A financial difficulty;  
An unsatisfactory experience;  
An unhealthy relationship with another congregant.  
I spoke to a former member who said she can’t come to synagogue because her husband is sick and while she was a member as a kid, she doesn’t go anymore.  I said to her, “That is exactly why you ought to come.  Its in those moments when you feel lost, you feel afraid and you don’t know what to do…that you can turn to your Shaarei-Beth El community to find friends and support and a big hug.”

Here you can find strength and wholeness and yes, a sense of something bigger than yourself, the warm embrace of God.
It is by no accident that The Rosh Hashanah evening service opens and the Yom Kippur Neilah Services closes with the magnificent poetry of Psalm 121:
Esa Eynai El Heharim

Maeyin Yavo Ezri

Eszi Me-im Adonai

Oseh Shamayim Va-aretz

I lift up mine eyes unto the mountains

From whence commeth my help

My help commeth from God

The maker of heaven and earth

All you have to do is remember that if you let other people they will pull you close.  If you let God in, god will draw you near.  

The Hassidic disciples of The Baal Shem Tov, tell the following story: 


One of the disconcerting and delightful teachings of the master is that God is closer to sinners than to saints.

     This is how The Master explained it: God in heaven holds each person by a string. When you sin, you cut the string. Then God ties it up again, making a knot, and thereby bringing you a little closer. Again and again, your sins cut the string and with each further knot God keeps drawing you closer and closer.

If we see our synagogue as an Open Tent, it can be a very special place where we’re drawn in closer and closer.  The more you make of your time here, the more you get out of it.  No matter if you’ve cut the string before, you can always retie it.  
Who saw the final episode of the Soprano’s this past spring?  We enjoyed probably the most anticipated ending of a show since Seinfeld.  The plot was built up slowly, with the lead character Tony developing so many enemies as a New Jersey Mafia crime boss.  Knowing the series was ending each week we wondered what would happen on the last episode.  What would happen to Tony?

The tension rose week by week.  In the final scene, we are transported to a simple diner, as Tony sits at a booth, waiting for his family to join him.
The camera slowly pans across each person in the restaurant, searching out their faces.  The anticipation rises each time the door chimes, the camera swings over to see who will enter, a man with a gun or another customer.  Will Tony get popped?  Will he turn from crime?  Will he take over the mob?   Why is his family there…are they going to be killed?

Finally the whole family is seated at the table and…..the screen goes blank.  There is total blackness for a full 60 seconds, an eternity in television.  Then the credits roll.  That was it.  

I was shocked, disappointed, amazed and speechless.  What happened?  Who will live, and who will die?  Why were we left in the lurch like that?  Where do we go from here?
So often we want our synagogues to provide all the answers.  We know they could be more – more compelling, more member-focused, more spiritual and more useful for our daily lives.  

Like the Soprano’s, the writer/director David Chase did not give us all the answers, he provided the framework for an incredible story, but leaves it up to us to fill in the blanks.  

We have all the tools we need to make Shaarei-Beth El the best synagogue it can be.  We have the most amazing congregants who care deeply about this shul.  The sky is the limit here.  We have the building blocks for something extraordinary.  

Harold Kushner once wrote about life.  He said, 
"Life is not a trap set for us by God but rather Life is more like a baseball game, where even the best team loses one-third of its games and even the worst team has its days of brilliance. Our goal is not to go all year without ever losing a game. Our goal is to be the most open and welcoming community we can. Our goal is to embrace every congregant the moment they step on our threshold.   When we open our hearts to the comfort of community, we will feel empowered to win more games than we lose, and if we can do that consistently enough, then when the end comes, we will have won it all." 

The synagogue is a sacred community that can create the conditions for spiritual transformation, by engaging you, the congregant, in uplifting prayer, beautiful music (especially through such a gifted soloist like Aviva Quartet ) serious study, works of social justice, acts of healing and comfort, and connectedness to others. 
Through the spirituality of welcoming, by filling in the blanks, by opening our doors like Abraham opened the sides of his tent and ran to welcome the stranger, we can make this the place to be.  I’m excited to embark on the journey with you.  May we all have a welcoming, uplifting and fresh and sweet new year.  
<For website privacy reasons, names have been changed to nouns and pronouns.>  
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