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Things I learned About Being Jewish From Studying to Become a Rabbi
Temple Emanu-El taught me how to read Hebrew – really, really well. Ms. Janet, after all, made us write out a full page, single space, of every Hebrew letter, starting with Aleph and going all the way through Tav, and that includes the final Hebrew letters too! This meant that we could have our bar and bat mitzvahs, which meant that we would learn a Torah portion, write a sermon, and lead services in exchange for enough loot to make it worth our while. Throw in Shabbat dinners, cookies at oneg, the annual Purim carnival, and lots of latkes, and you have most of the ingredients that went into my classmates and my Judaism growing up. It was Temple Emanu-El Judaism, and I loved it.
Then I went to summer camp, where Judaism became something completely different. At Jewish summer camp, everything from the Modeh Ani prayer that we say when we wake up to evening services before bed is Jewish. Services were led by young people, sometimes even highschoolers, playing guitars and banging drums. We said the motzi before every meal. We learned to cook Israeli food from our Israeli counselors. Every Friday night, the entire camp would pile into an octagonal room for deafening sing-along song sessions, which would always end with the camp director telling us a story, some wonderful Jewish story with a Jewish message at the end, and we kids would talk about the stories on our walk back to our cabins. Throw in Maccabiah Games (camp color wars), nights roasting marshmallows around a camp fire, Israeli dancing, and maybe a Shabbat walk with your summer camp sweetheart, and you have most of the ingredients that went into my camp mates and my Judaism growing up. It was summer camp Judaism, and I loved it.
Then I went to college, where Judaism became something completely different. At college, we students were tasked with creating our own Judaism. We led our own Friday night services. We wrote our own sermons. We taught our own text studies and created our own rituals. We were taking Jewish studies classes from some of the most brilliant Jewish scholars in the world. We were learning Hebrew, and not just how to read the siddur, but how to speak and read modern Hebrew, poetry, novels, you name it. Throw in some campus-wide Shabbat dinners, some serious questioning, a Birthright trip to Israel, and maybe, if you’re really lucky, meeting your future bride or groom, and you have most of the basic ingredients that went into my classmates and my Judaism at college. It was college Judaism, and I loved it.

Let me just say that rabbinical school Judaism is a whole different ball game. You might think that we spend all of our time at rabbinical school pouring over Jewish texts and finding answers to life’s deepest questions. Well, sometimes we do, but it’s a five year program. We also spend a lot of the time learning how to be rabbis. We learn how to write sermons and eulogies. We learn how to officiate at weddings and bnei mitzvah. We have student pulpits where we serve as rabbis for small communities all over the country. Throw in the stresses of final exams, congregational visioning, professional development, and enough Aramaic to keep us humble, and you have most of the ingredients that go into my future colleagues and my Judaism at the present. It is rabbinical school Judaism, and despite just finishing finals last week, I love it.
It is funny then, looking back at my own Jewish journey from Ms. Janet’s class to tonight, how much my Judaism has changed over the past two decades. But this is Judaism. It changes. If we think about it, Temple Emanu-El does not really use the organ as much as we used to. Girls have bat mitzvahs – a few decades ago there was no such thing. There are no “Jewish quotas” at America’s top universities anymore. There is a modern Jewish state of Israel, where for 2000 years there was not. We take all of these things for granted, but I’ll bet there are people here tonight who were alive when each of these changes happened for the first time. Rabbinical school, if it has taught me anything about being Jewish, has taught me that Judaism is always changing. The “pillars” of Judaism as we know it today are more elastic than I could have ever imagined. Judaism is always on the move. 
How can Judaism, which for all of us here, serves as a bedrock and foundation of our lives, also always be on the move? How can it always be shifting? How can the fixture and the constant of our lives be so different now than it was not so long ago? Shouldn’t there be something eternal? Shouldn’t there be something that we can look back on and say “Yes. This is Judaism and it has always been and this is Judaism as it will be until the end of time.” 
What is Judaism, after all? They haven’t taught us this in rabbinical school – yet. Maybe they’re saving it for our 5th year of class. I’ll take a stab at it in a minute, but for the meantime, let’s ask a much easier question: What is Judaism not? Let’s start with DNA. Judaism is not just a gene pool. We Jews today and always have been blessed with a cadre of Jews by choice, going all the way back to the mixed multitude who fled with us from Egypt. Judaism is not just a theology. For those of you who have studied Jewish mysticism, you know that there are well-known Jewish theologians, even rabbis, who have pushed the envelope of “Jewish” tenets as basic as monotheism. Judaism is not just Jewish prayers or music – new prayers and new melodies have been written and rewritten for thousands and thousands of years. Judaism is not just Jewish food. I looked in one of our Jewish cookbooks and found a recipe for teriyaki salmon. Judaism is not any of these things that we normally associate with being Jewish. What I have learned about being Jewish in rabbinical school is that Judaism has always been on the move. It is always shifting. It is always changing into something that it never was before.

It’s almost how Judaism was designed to be. In this week’s Torah portion, B’ha’alotcha, we learn about the movement of the Tabernacle, God’s traveling dwelling place, and the people who make it sacred no matter where it is. Our parasha describes a cloud, a divine cloud, which would hover over the tabernacle, protecting the Tabernacle and protecting the Israelites. As our people navigated their way through the wilderness to the Promised Land, they would follow this cloud. Where it moved, they would move. When it remained still, they would set up camp, knowing that where they were was only temporary and that the next stage in their journeys was just around the corner. Our parasha reads, “…whenever the cloud lifted from the Tent, the Israelites would set out accordingly; and at the spot where the cloud settled, there the Israelites would make camp.”
 Judaism, from its inception in the wilderness, has always been on the move, as God joins us on our journey from one place to the next. 

And what a tumultuous journey it has been! One of my favorite teachers at rabbinical school used to tell us that, in terms of life lost, the Holocaust was the darkest time in Jewish history. In terms of Judaism lost, however, you have to back to the year 69 C.E. In the year 69 C.E., there were three pillars of Jewish life. We had the Temple, not like Temple Emanu-El, but more like the Mecca for Muslims, which served as the physical center for all of Jewish life. We had the priesthood, which served the Temple and made sure that the sacrifices were properly executed (pun intended). Lastly, we had the land of Israel and the Jews of Israel living on it who grew their crops and raised their livestock so that they might support themselves, the Temple, and the priesthood. This was Judaism in the year 69 C. E. But in the year 70, everything changed. The Romans breached the walls of Jerusalem and destroyed the Temple. They massacred the priesthood. They expelled most of the Jews from our ancestral homeland, not to return for nearly 2000 years. The three pillars of Judaism came crashing down all at once and there was nothing left to support the old.
So what did we do next? Did we stop being Jewish just because there was no Temple or priesthood? Did we assimilate amongst the nations into which we were scattered? No. We found a way to be Jewish even when we are on the move. We created a Judaism that is based, not on institutions, but on learning and teaching and love of God and love of God’s world. We created a Judaism that could thrive wherever there are Jews, no matter where we were, or in what dark or bright age we were living. We created a moveable Judaism, an evolving Judaism, an elastic Judaism that could contain and sanctify the age in which our Jewish people were living. We created a tabernacled Judaism, one that we could disassemble, put on our backs, and carry with us wherever on whatever paths history would determine, and build anew upon reaching the next stage of our journey.

As best as I can tell from my four years of rabbinical school, Judaism is the process by which the times and places we live in are made to be Jewish. Judaism is not DNA or theology or prayers or music or food. Judaism is not a “thing.” Judaism is process, the holy process that makes each new step of our lives sacred. It is interesting, I think, how God in parashat Bamidbar, which we read two weeks ago, asks us to take down and rebuild the Tabernacle at each and every stage of our journey through the wilderness. Wouldn’t it be easier to tell us to just wait until we made it into the Promised Land instead of having to pack up the Tabernacle whenever we were traveling and build it all over again whenever we stopped? It would be, but God never wanted us to establish a Judaism fixed for all time. We Jews are always on the move, and we rebuild and recreate holiness wherever we find ourselves for the moment. It is not “Judaism,” but we Jews who are always changing. Judaism is the eternal process that makes our people’s evolving story and our life’s ever-changing journey sacred.
Judaism has been different and unique for me at each stage of my life, whether I was in Ms. Janet’s Hebrew school class, or summer camp, or college, or rabbinical school. Sometimes it feels like where I was then and where I am now are as different as night and day, and I am sure it feels similar for everyone here praying with us tonight. We are always on the move. We are always changing into something that we never were before, and so is Judaism. We are always moving from one stage of life to the next. We strive to be rock solid, unchanged from generation to generation. But ours is the journey of the tabernacle. Ours is a wandering Judaism, a Judaism that we carry with us just as much as it carries us wherever it is we are going. 
I have now completed four years of rabbinic school. My childhood journey is over. I do not know what lies in store for me. I am on a journey, and I am comforted by the fact that I am not on my journey alone. I am on the journey of my ancestors through the desert, one stage at a time. I am continuing the journey of my family from Europe to the United States, of my grandfather from the Bronx to the Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati, of my father from Los Angeles to Birmingham. I don’t know where I will end up, and I think about it some, but more and more I am planning not for the end, but to pick up the tabernacle and carry it forward and build it and rebuild it wherever God will have me go.
And the same is true in all of our lives. Sometimes our Judaism seems fixed and unchanged. But the truth is that we are all making our journeys through the wilderness to the Promised Land. Few of us today are the people or the Jews we thought we would be in our youth. We have changed and we have grown and we have journeyed through the desert. But we have carried with us the holy Tabernacle, the well of faith and practice, our ever-changing identity as Jews as we walk step by step towards the Promised Land. More than anything else, this is what I have learned about being Jewish in my four years of Rabbinic School. Maybe by the time I become a rabbi, I will have figured this whole Jewish thing out.
We will end with a prayer, Tefilat ha’derech, which we say as we embark upon every stage of our journey: 

May it be Your will, our God and God of our ancestors, that You lead us in peace and help us reach our destination safely, joyfully, and peacefully. May You protect us on our leaving and on our return, and rescue us from any harm, and may you bless the work of our hands, and may our deeds merit honor for You. Praise to You, Adonai, Eternal Protector of Israel.

ברוך אתה, יי, שומר ישראל לעד.
Baruch Atah, Adonai, Shomer Yisrael l’ad.
� Numbers 9:17
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