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My words for Rosh Hashonoh

---------

Vechol boey olom yaaverun lefonecho kivney moron and all comers to the world pass by in front of You like bney maron –    So the unesaneh tokef prayer this morning described the heavenly Judgement – mankind passes in front of G-d like bney maron. But what are  bney maron?

There are three possible ways of understanding the wording of the Mishna in Rosh Hashana which is the source for the prayer - three images suggested by kivney maron.

One is the most well known like members of the flock – kivney imrano. As the prayer goes on to say kevakoras roeh edro – like a shepherd inspecting his flock

But Reysh Lakish was of the opinion that kivney maron refers to a place in the Galilee known as Bes Maron, where there were steep steps up to a ridge kemaalos beys maron – and where if you climb up that mountain pass you have to make sure that you don’t take one false step; it is a long way to fall.

And then there was the third view, the opinion of Rav Yehuda in the name of Shmuel that passing in front of G-d in judgement on Rosh Hashono is like soldiers of the house of David kechayolos bes dovid.[1]

Three images, then, of how mankind passes in judgement before the Almighty - like sheep, like climbers, or like soldiers. What different scenarios do these three images represent?  They represent differing levels concern for one’s own destiny and for the fate of those around.

Sheep do not have a proper awareness of their own safety – Their herd instinct makes them follow the crowd. And while it is true that there is safety in numbers, their inability to stop and think or consider for themselves leaves them vulnerable to dangers; they can easily be led off to the slaughter – katzon latevach yuval. 

Not so the ascenders up the steep slopes of Bes Maron. Mountaineers who climb up narrow ridges are extremely conscious of the hazards, and the need to guard their own safety. No mindlessly following those in front.

But then there is a third approach – like the soldiers of the house of David; soldiers focus on the safety of others; protecting their loved ones on the home front, defending their country and their fellow man; and army comradeship equips them with the discipline in battle to think not only of their own safety, but also to have the loyalty towards the welfare of their comrades.

Dear friends - this Rosh Hashonoh we are called to reflect upon what our status is as we pass in front of the heavenly throne of judgement – are we like sheep, are we like climbers or should we become like soldiers?

There are many spheres in which we can use this as a framework to analyse our own approaches to the various situations of our life and our measure of Jewish commitment – our family, our neighbours, our community, are we looking out for others, or just for ourselves, or are we even thinking about our own welfare, or are we just like sheep?

There is one sphere of communal endeavour on which I wish to focus this morning – because I believe that ultimately it affects both in a collective and also an individual sense - those matters that are decided on Rosh Hashono, as described by our prayers – mi yichyeh umi yomus  - who will live and who shall die.

And that is the fate of our brethren in the land of Israel - our brothers and sisters, our children and our grandchildren, as individuals, as a collective, as a political entity of the State of Israel.     Because I believe that uniquely this year we have been informed that their fate is bound up with our actions or G-d forbid our inaction here in this country. 

Last autumn, a prestigious think tank in Israel published a report about a great challenge for Israel and the Jewish people. There is a new phenomenon called delegitimisation of Israel.

Meaning that in the first decades of the twentieth century there was a debate in the world – should the Jews be given the right to have their own state? Once 1948 came and the state of Israel was declared and accepted by the United Nations, it was presumed that that was the end of the matter. The state for the Jewish people was a fact of political and historical reality. We didn’t imagine that someone would seek to open up the debate.

The fact is though, that with the current delegitimization campaign against Israel, which started ten years ago at Durban with the anti-Semitic hate-fest against Israel and the Jewish people, that debate has now been thoroughly reopened. And from Mr Ahmedinejad at the UN to the university campuses to the trades unions through the pages of the media through the cloisters of the Church to the bear pits of parliamentary chambers to the columns of the newspapers, through the screens of the bloggers, and through bright lights of the television cameras – Israel is under the spotlight and it is under attack. Its very right to existence is called into question. 

Delegitimisation of Israel, says the Reut Report, is carried out by an international network, based in a number of hubs around the world Brussels, Madrid, Johannesburg, Toronto, San Francisco and London. But its Hub of Hubs is in the UK in London. London the Hub of Hubs. 

And the question which we must ask ourselves is - are we going along with this silently passively like sheep – kivney moron. Debate after debate on the television – our enemy’s position is articulated with passion with confidence. And where are we? We can just about scratch around to find a couple of spokesmen, who try their best.

My friends it is time for us to do something about this. We must galvanize the quarter of a million Jews who live in this country; we must leverage that into several million non-Jews in this country who are surely fair-minded and who can see that it is to their benefit to be supportive of Israel and to assist us in rebalancing the debate.

We must stop being like sheep, and become like soldiers.   It is time for us to cast off the pessimism that nothing can be done; or the media is against us or the politicians are against us and everybody is against us. And there are too many of our enemies and too few of us.

We have got to start constructing the framework that will allow us to make a difference; we have got to start thinking big.

We have got to get the community back into campaigning mode. We have become complacent. In the 1960’s in 70’s in the 80’s we knew there was something to fight for; we had to liberate Soviet Jewry, we had to fundraise to pay for the defense of Israel.

We need to recapture that fighting spirit; we need to fight a war to defend Israel against de legitimization. We have to raise an army and we have to join that army. We have to realize that here in this country is front line of the political and diplomatic and media assault on Israel. That’s what the Reut Report says - after Yom Tov please download it and read it and absorb what it has to say.

The military front line might be on the borders of Israel, but the front line of the international campaign is right here in this country. The rest of the Jewish world is looking at us and waiting for us to take a lead. We are where the problem is most acute; we are the hub of hubs of that international campaign. We can’t continue sleeping. The shofar must wake us up this Rosh Hashonoh.

Now our enemies have been very busy for a number of years and we have been relatively quiet.      There have been some notable distinguished exceptions here in Manchester – amongst his other great contributions to our communal life Joshua Rowe is an effective advocate for Israel who quite often has short punchy letters published in the national media. Joy Wolfe has done a marvelous job in tirelessly campaigning for Israel. Not for nothing is she known as the Zionic woman.   But there has been no properly organized national and international campaign and that is what is so desperately needed.

We must invent a new spirit of pride and prepare a large group of people who will go out and defend in Israel in every place. We must take a leaf out of the book written by our own Sylvia Sheff, who mobilized the housewives, the 35’s. Sylvia sat at a meeting and brought out some back copies of broadsheet national daily newspapers from the 1970’s where she had taken out full page adverts in support of Soviet Jewry which had begun to shift public opinion – and once the public got behind it the politicians joined in and shifted their position.

We can’t leave it to the Ambassador and the Israel embassy – there are only a few of them working there, and they haven’t got the resources and the numbers that the whole UK Jewish community has. We will work on their behalf of them and they will be delighted. We live here in the UK. This is our patch, and it is our responsibility. 

And that is why there is great national and international interest in the Big Tent For Israel, the UK International Conference that we are holding here in Manchester on Sunday 27th November. And whose leaflets you see around the Shul.  From America from Israel from Europe and South Africa they want to know what they can do to help; how we can work together to start to push back against this campaign against Israel.

And we can. We have bright young brains in the Jewish community, in the world of PR and Media, but we have not yet found the way to enable them to do the work that they could do for us.

A few years ago in 2003 at the height of the bus bombings in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, a proposal was made by a some young Jewish marketing and PR people in London to bring a bombed out bus and put it in Trafalgar Square – that was two years before 7/7 produced a real bombed out bus two miles north in Tavistock Square.


But these efforts were discouraged. In reaction to that particular proposal one senior Jewish community figure was reported as saying that “only pariah states advertise themselves in this country”.

Pariah state - that is what our enemies are trying to make of our beloved country Israel, but we must not allow such a view to take hold.  – and the problem is that we have got to be careful not to go native, not to internalize the criticisms, and the smears and the hate against Israel and the Jewish people – not to be cowed into silence because of the chorus of disapproval that we fear if we stand up for Israel.

Kivney maron, we must become like soldiers kechayalos beys dovid like soldiers of the army of David – where our focus is not on our own comfort, but on the needs of our brethren.

With the shofar we blow different notes and sounds.    Shevorim is the three medium length, broken notes; it represents the sound of groaning, groaning at all the bad that has been done, and reflecting the concern that the coming year might just be more of the same.   

The Teruah is the nine, or more, little stacatto notes[2]- a joyful sound. It represent the jubilation of looking back at the end of the year celebrating the good that has been done, and committing  oneself to another year of the same.

There is a third note, shevorim-teruah, a combination of these two notes. That, says commentator Chassam Sofer, is our note. It invites us to reflect and to groan on the bad that we have done, but at the same time, to reflect on, and to celebrate, the good that we have done; and to look forward to eradicating the bad and building on the good.

This Rosh Hashonoh let us move from shevarim from despair that nothing can be done to teruah to knowledge hope and the jubilation of certainty that something can be done – and that it is up to us to do it.

And that once we begin the task - viyehi noam Hashem elokeynu oleynu, then the pleasantness and the support of the Almighty will be upon us and on the work of our hands Umaasey yodeynu koneneyhu.

May we by our own actions for our people, for our family for our community for G-d and for the Torah ensure - that we are inscribed in the book of good life.    Omeyn ve’omeyn.


________________________________


________________________________

[1] תלמוד בבלי מסכת ראש השנה דף יח עמוד א

בראש השנה כל באי העולם עוברין לפניו כבני מרון. מאי כבני מרון?

הכא תרגימו כבני אמרנא.

ריש לקיש אמר: כמעלות בית מרון.

(אמר) רב יהודה אמר שמואל: כחיילות של בית דוד.



[2]Toras Moshe, Chassam Sofer, derushim sefer devorim page nun, parshas Nitzovim)

