What I believe
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In order to set the stage for what I believe, I must tell you my story.  I was born and raised in Encino, California.  As early as I can remember, my father would play 45 and 33 records pretty much all the time.  In fact, we used to have a trivia game with the 45’s where we would have to name the song, the artist, and the date.  And if you really knew your stuff, the flip side song.  My first memory of music impacting history was the day Elvis died.  I remember waking up one morning to find my father setting up his portable reel-to-reel tape deck and getting ready to record.  It was a somber mood in our home that morning as the radio played Elvis songs non-stop.  Not just one station, every station.  My father and I sat in front of the radio all-day, listening and recording.  I never even got out of my PJ’s.  At that time I didn’t realize how important Elvis was to the history of music, but watching my dad’s expression of disbelief, I knew that this man was something special.  

So if you haven’t figured it out yet, I believe in music, all music.   Music has been a huge part of my life and as I raise my children, it continues to be.  I’m constantly amazed how music has crossed not only generational boundaries but also ethnic boundaries.  People in communist countries listening to American Rock and Roll to me is awesome.  To see the singing of popular music in Karaoke bars in Japan, China and South Korea.  Many more people all over the globe downloading songs.  Music calling out for change, for help, for peace.   How many of you remember when so many musicians came together in order to help someone or some country.  In the 80’s there was USA for Africa singing “We Are The World”, Farm Aid, and just recently Earthquake relief for Haiti.  Speaking or Haiti, after the recent earthquake in Haiti, many days when the chance of survivors was against all odds, a girl was found in the wreckage.  She was one of the last survivors ever found.  Her family anxiously waited as rescuers pulled her out of the wreckage.  When they saw that she was alive, what did they do?  They immediately broke out into song.  Music of joy erupted from their hearts as tears streamed down their faces as they sang.  

There is so much music around us everyday.  From radio to TV, movies to CD’s, and now IPods.  Who can’t forget the Jingle for the Coca-Cola commercial around the holidays?  Or the intro to Beethoven’s 9th Symphony.   Even the simple nursery rhyme that was sung to you, or that you have sung to others.  Why is it that music is so powerful?  Why is it when you hear a certain melody or lyric it just sticks in your head? And if you’re really an instigator, you sing or hum it to your friends and then they have it stuck in their heads.

Music to me is just one of the many ways that re-enforces what it means to be Jewish.  For example, from an early age we learn our prayers with song.  Although I can’t tell you exactly when I learned the Hamotzi, I’m almost certain it was sometime around kindergarten.  From there came the Shema and then the many songs we learned throughout Hebrew school.  Some of which we don’t sing today but are still with me.  Songs like:  Loy Yisa Goy, and Lecha Dodi, and of course the version of Shabbat Shalom where we sing Bim Bom.   The music is still with me 35 plus years later.  To me that is powerful.  And then you add all the songs we sing during our holidays and the songs we sing every Shabbat.  I bet each and every one of you could have a double album of Jewish songs.  (That’s 2 albums, 4 sides, and 7 songs per side for those who are too young to have ever seen a record player.)  

With music it seems that we are always learning.  In fact it was just this year, during Sunday school that I really had one of those “AH HAH” moments.

We had just sung Mi Chamoca in the good morning sunshine service and we were discussing the Passover Holiday that was upon us.  I can’t tell you how amazed I was when I was told the story of Exodus.  One that we have heard over and over again.  However this time I learned that after the Jewish people crossed the Dead Sea, and they realized they were finally free they erupted into song.  Led by Miriam who even played the tambourine.  So here we were, in good morning sunshine service in Birmingham, Alabama in this room that we sit in tonight, as a group of Jews young and old singing Mi Chamoca!  A song that was sung thousands of years ago and passed down form generation to generation: Ldor -Vdor.


Finally we may ask ourselves 2 questions: First, does God play any role in music? I would have to say yes from an inspirational role.  Especially those musicians who wrote symphonies.  So many symphonies were inspired by God and other theological subjects.  Especially during the time of the Renaissance where it is known musicians were inspired by sculptures and painters and they in turn were inspired by music.  All who were surrounded by a common religious theme. Second, where do melodies come from?   As far as melodies, I would have to say those are apparent in nature.  Maybe melodies come from the creatures themselves that God created?  Listen to the many birds that sing their songs and their many melodies.  Are they God’s musicians? 

To further emphasize melody and song, you need to look no further than the songs of whales.  I truly believe their voice and their melodies are a direct reflection of God's work.
And so that’s what I believe.  I believe in music, all music.  And the ability for music to educate, transcend international boundaries, bring people together in time of joy and sorrow and inspire those who have come before us, and those who have yet to arrive.  It’s timeless, it’s free, and it’s up to you.  So next time you leave temple humming or singing that all too familiar melody, remember it, teach it, and pass it on.  I’m glad Miriam did. 

