Pulpit Exchange with Halton Synagogue
April 10, 2010

I want to begin by thanking Rabbi Wise and the congregation of Shaarei-Beth El for this opportunity to share with you this morning and your graciousness in inviting me share my thoughts with you as we as Christians bring to a close our Easter celebrations and as you bring to a close your Passover observances.
From what I can tell this is the fourth event that our two congregations have had together.

Our first initiative was part of an Educational Series at St. Simon’s where we explored “The faiths of the world” and Rabbi Wise was kind enough to come and speak to us.  I remember learning many things during that session but what stood out to me was that there are three foundations of Judaism.  These are God, Torah and the Land.

The second event was that Rabbi Wise came and preached at one of our evening services last year and I was struck by the political nature of what he shared with us.  It was during an Israeli election and he had very definite ideas about who should be supported and why.  If I told any of my congregation how they should vote they would tell me quite plainly what they thought of that. 

Our third event was quite recent and we had a Young Person’s get together.  I remember being amazed about how much your young people knew about Christianity and how little we knew about Judaism and how it must be quite unique to be the only synagogue in the midst of so many churches.
And now I am here preaching and tomorrow we are terribly pleased to welcome Rabbi Wise once again to St. Simon’s.

Over these series of events Stephen and I have gotten to know each other a bit.  We met for lunch, planned what was to take place, talked on the phone. This also led to us playing a bit of softball and a bit of hockey together.  I hear there has been a big debate about whether or not he is a better hockey or ball player, and don’t let him tell you any differently ball is definitely his game.  During this time we have gotten to know about each others lives and ministry.  We have talked about things of life such as marriage, children, parents, where we are from and we have talked about the practice of ministry.  We have certainly recognized differences but we have also recognized that we share a lot in common.  There are challenges in our communities.  There are disappointments, there are joys.  There are things that happen in worship and with people, there are buildings to look after and budgets to meet and there are many things that we share in common as we follow our call.  Interestingly enough, we have never really talked about our faith and what it means to us.  There is however, something about preaching in each others building, on the same weekend, with a focus on our high holy days that has forced us to dialogue about what we do and why so that when we stand in front of you sharing our thoughts that we are somewhat informed about each other’s practice of faith.
Now as preparation, and I think Rabbi Wise is a real taskmaster, he gave us some homework.  We were to read the book “Passover and Easter:  Origin and History to Modern Times”. This is one of those compilations by modern scholars and seemed appropriate as we are both coming off of our high Holy Days and given the events of Easter happen in and around the time of Passover it seemed somewhat appropriate.

 The book was divided into the following four parts.
1. An overview of Passover and Easter observances.
2. A discussion of Passover and Easter practices in the ancient Greco-roman world.
3. A look at what happened in medieval times to Passover and Easter observances.
4. What is happening in Passover and Easter observances today.
As far as the overview is concerned what struck me is that the religious observance of Passover happens primarily in the home during the Seder supper and that for Christians it happens in the church during a series of services during Holy Week which culminate in the Easter Sunday celebration.
As far as what happened in the Greco-Roman world is concerned.  As noted by Israel Yuval, professor of medieval history at Hebrew University in Jerusalem, Passover and Easter celebrations and understanding developed in earnest after the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem in 70(CE) and while they developed differently they developed in similar circumstances.  That is they both developed in an atmosphere of oppression and destruction, though Judaism did have the status of an official religion in the Roman world (religio licita).
This changed in the medieval period when as Professor Yuval noted the observances for both Passover and Easter adopted medieval practices not related to antiquity and there was a drastic change in status.  Judaism went from having a place of religious protection to becoming “serfs of the imperial chamber” and Christianity became the official state religion.  This had two results.  This first was that Christianity began to exercise influence over Passover practices and second the Easter season, and especially Good Friday became a focal point by Christians of anti-Semitism, where Jews were often called Christ killers
In modern times we have seen a desire to right a lot of these past practices and mistakes that had grown up over time and there was and it has been a time of liturgical renewal in both faiths, As Rabbi Carole Balin, who is a professor at Hebrew Union College in New York, reflected with regards to the place of the Seder supper,  “In every generation, each individual should feel as though he or she had actually emerged from Egypt”.  For Christians it has been about righting superstisous practices and having the different denominations more closely reflect one another and more fully bringing us into the story and the reality of the Easter experience.
Now as I read this book and reflected on our two high holy days and the celebrations surrounding them, I was struck by many things.
The first was that I knew that Christian rites and practices had changed over time, however it was interesting to see that the same thing had happened in Judaism.  

What really struck me even more though, was that the picture of Judaism that I most often see comes from the reading of scripture.  Every Sunday we read four lessons, two from what we call the Old Testament (Hebrew Bible) and two from the New Testament.  In this we hear all about the practices of Judaism but this is a Judaism which existed before the temple destruction of 70CE, before the Diaspora, without reference to the Talmud and Kabala and before what Professor Balin calls the two monumental events of the 20th century in Jewish history that is the Holocaust and the founding of the modern state of Israel.

Now that said, any of those earlier followers of Jesus would not recognize the practices of the church today.  So the question is “where does this leave us?”  Well, I think that Passover and Easter are our “Living Stories.”  They are not something we simply do as a memorial  but rather our faiths call us to take part in what has happened and to live those stories in our lives because it is through these significant happenings that God continues to speak to us today.  I daresay there is nothing special in and of themselves as far as the different rituals that we do.  Rather what is significant about our rituals and our practices is that they take us out of our daily lives and invite us to take part in God’s action in history.
This happens in three ways.  The first is that we create Sacred Story.  We tell, and retell, and act out and observe what God has done in a way that marks these actions as different from the actions of our day to day lives.  The second thing is that we create Sacred Time.  We mark the calendar in such a way that time itself becomes Holy.  We act and we live differently as we remember and live what God has done.  The final thing is that in our observances and our practices we create Sacred Theatre.  We know that in living out, praying, recreating and reliving what God has done that in the theatre of that expression we connect in a deep and spiritual way with what God has done and what God continues to do in our world.
It is in our High Holy Days through the creation of Sacred Story, Sacred Time and Sacred Theatre that we begin to glimpse, just vaguely, the face of God and begin to participate in what God began in us all at Creation.

Thanks be to God.  Amen.
