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Rosh Hashanah 5787          	Rabbi David Oler
At the service last night, I spoke about how we, as individuals, can respond to the crisis of growing anti-semitism. I mentioned the importance of drawing strength from our community and from adult education at Kadima, where we explore important Jewish themes and life lessons.
This morning I would like to share a taste of what we have been studying in our Shabbat morning class. For many years we have focused on the study of Musar, Jewish ethical values and their practice in daily living. This past year, and continuing forward we have been studying together a book in that vein called Jewish Spiritual Growth by Rabbi Kalonymus Kalman Shapira which he wrote in Poland in the 1930’s. Later Rabbi Shapira was the Hasidic Rabbi of the Warsaw Ghetto and is called by the title of another of his writings “Aish Kodesh” - Holy Fire,  based on his discourses in the ghetto from RH 1939 until July of 1942  before he was arrested and deported by the Nazis, who murdered him not long after.
In my effort to learn more about him, I came across a work of his from earlier in the 1930’s. At that difficult time for Polish Jews, a group of young men approached Rabbi Shapira asking him to guide them in the formation of a society or congregation to foster their spiritual development. He agreed and wrote in response a treatise about the purpose of a congregation and the obligations of those who would be part of it. I believe his suggestions are as relevant today as they were in pre-war Warsaw, and I want to share and reflect on a selection of his thoughts:
“The purpose of our society,” he wrote, “is not to attain power and involve ourselves in political and communal matters. Our goal is to ascend: to take a step that rises beyond the entire physical world, its commotion and its turmoil. Therefore, our group will not apportion honors because the foundation of our group is humility and exaltation: the humility of the essence of body and lower spirit, and the exaltation of our holiness.”
Rabbi Shapira was keenly aware of the gathering storm in Europe and the danger that Jews were facing. Hasidic and other Jewish leaders were doing what they could to protect and advocate for Polish Jewry. Yet he didn’t want the turbulent circumstances to prevent the young men who had turned to him from attaining their spiritual heritage. Their decision  to begin a new religious society at that moment is a reminder that our spiritual development often has to be sought in the midst of difficult circumstances, and that pursuing spiritual growth can be a way of resistance and transcendence. In a similar context, the Dalai Lama was asked whether he felt hatred towards the Chinese, to which he replied evenly, “They have taken everything from us. They cannot take our minds.”
Many of us are very centered on material concerns, about our physical health and appearance, our possessions, resources and pleasures. And not only are these things that are not lasting, preoccupation with pleasure, profit and prestige can keep us from attaining loftier goals and greater joy.
It is fascinating to me that Rabbi Shapira singled out honors as a point of differentiation for the ideal community. The practice of apportioning honors is ingrained in synagogue life, and we conduct the usual distribution of honors for these holiday services including calling on people to lead readings. I don’t believe that the system at Kadima is a stumbling block to spiritual growth, but in my career I have seen people become very agitated or even quit a synagogue when they didn’t receive the particular honor they craved. The ego can ruin even the important community bonds between people.
I like to think of synagogue as a place where everyone is welcome, even if they are here to please their parents, make friends, or rise to prominence. But it’s important to realize that its primary purpose is to foster our spiritual growth and to help us gradually shed any inappropriate motives and align our behavior with our noblest motives. That’s how we get the most out of it.
Rabbi Shapira is teaching us about overcoming personal egotistical, day to day, mundane concerns and to focus on having holy motives in everything we do, as much as possible.
He continues:
“We make a strong bond of commitment that our group should not be in any way insular and isolated from those Jews who are not a part of our group. On the contrary, the first principle and basis of our group is the love of the Jewish people and the love of friends in the strongest manner possible.”
Rabbi Shapira, the Aish Kodesh, is talking here about being modest and not arrogant in thinking that our ideology or manner of looking at things, even our approach to spirituality, is the only true or valid way. He speaks of loving Jews and non-Jewish friends.
He continues with the following analogy about being inclusive and not authoritarian:
“Imagine if a fire broke out in the city and the fire department came to put it out and rescue people, using its professional techniques. Would the firefighters hate and drive away the residents who are also involved in the rescue work and in extinguishing the fire - each to the best of his ability? Certainly not. After all, they all have one common goal: to put the fire out and save the people engulfed in its flames. The only difference among them is that everyone is doing rescue work in their own way.”
So he is teaching us tolerance toward other people’s religious and political perspectives within and beyond the Jewish community.
Rabbi Shapira understands the existential dread of his students and he says: “Each of us is constantly concerned and anguished about their life. What will ultimately become of me? What will my end be?”
My friends, our situation is much less dire, but we in our time share the same concerns about our personal futures.
And he continues: “With my own hands I remove myself from the world of holiness.”
He is suggesting that by being self focused we damage our opportunity for spirituality and holiness. But the corollary is also true. With our own hands we can enter into greater holiness. With our own choices, our own action and speech and our thoughts we can become more holy.
Rabbi Shapira teaches how to overcome our narrow selfish focus resulting from our anxiety, an effort he sees as the ultimate purpose of communal religious life, and continues as follows: “Therefore we have joined together to find means appropriate to become holy.
You must be dedicated to learning and keeping Torah.
You must meet with the group regularly.
You must not be a dissembler immersed in your own falsehoods.”
The Aish Kodesh believed that holiness was best sought in a community with the guardrails of good teachings and the opportunity for mutual help, inspiration and challenge to our own thinking that life in a religious community may offer.
 He continues: “Everyone knows that if he were to literally see with his own eyes that he is standing before God, he would cease to have an evil inclination. Instead he would pour forth his entire spirit and soul in holy words to God until he would become nothing and become absorbed into God.”  
What he is saying here speaks directly to our purposes regardless of theology. We need to focus on our spiritual goals, i.e. our character development and not on mundane pursuits and selfish goals. It makes clear what our priority needs to be in life, regardless of where we stand ideologically. By absorbed into God, he is talking about transcending personal anxiety and egotism and becoming totally committed to altruistic character development. He is inviting us to use our remaining time on this earth to  aspire to a higher way of being. And once we make that commitment to ourselves the potential for our spiritual growth is beyond our imagination. Just imagine aspiring to be totally compassionate, patient, full of lovingkindness, honesty and forgiveness. That is what I think he means by “becoming absorbed into God.”
The Aish Kodesh, Rabbi Shapira, continues:
“And so all our work must center on how to strengthen our mindfulness; how to broaden it, empower it, perfect it, and bind it to God - and not only during such times as shofar blowing on Rosh Hashanah, but so that it will always be clear, strong, and bound to holiness.”
By mindfulness he means a transcendent awareness, i.e. to transcend our selfish desires so that we can become truly aware in a more objective way of the needs of others.
By his reference to hearing the sound of the shofar he is suggesting that it is a special time when we attend with focus to the shofar’s call to repentance and to being our best in life. He is suggesting that we bring that focus of momentary mindfulness or spiritual awareness with us into life on a continual basis.
He writes: “And so we have called our group B’nai Machshovo Tova, The Society for Positive Mindfulness. Its purpose is to strengthen and reveal good thought within us, to perfect it and expand it so that it will become pure and strong and it will subjugate the entire body, the senses which appear to rule us.”
The promise is that the “positive mindfulness,” the “good thought” within us can become so forceful that that it overcomes the pettiness, the arrogance, and the selfishness in our nature. This is the awesome power of making this commitment to transcendent awareness.
Later in the text Rabbi Shapira asks: “Why is the attainment of such mindfulness, i.e. mental focus on spirituality, so difficult and wearisome? Why does a person find it hard to strengthen this mindfulness and not allow it to weaken?”
This is a very important question that applies to us as well. It takes a lot of courage and personal strength to give up our self focus and to emphasize altruism. We have to be willing to risk that the satisfactions of holiness will be greater than the satisfactions of self-aggrandizement. That is why a community like Kadima that continues to remind us to meet this spiritual challenge is so important.  
He continues: “Mindfulness is not intellect. A person may lack a bright and keen intellect, but this has nothing to do with mindfulness. “
My friends- it is really about intention and commitment and anyone can commit to this regardless of their level of educational achievement or intellectual ability. This is a path that anyone of us can choose and walk successfully.
Rabbi Shapira explains further: “We have not properly used and exercised mindfulness. It is like a physical ability. If we do not use it and exercise it, it will weaken. More than that, since we use our body and senses to take care of our physical needs, but we do not employ our spiritual mindfulness that transcends the imaginings of our body, our physical endeavors overwhelm our mindfulness and spiritual focus.” 
He says: “We simply need to bring forth and reveal within ourselves a new and strong mindfulness, and to exercise it - just as we bring forth a child’s ability to walk with practice.”
We may feel relieved that the preoccupations of the ego are quieting down. We may see more deeply into the needs of others and grasp solutions. We may feel more wonder and joy living in the world. We may feel more secure in our self control. We may even feel that, as Rabbi Shapira writes, we have ceased to have an evil inclination.
Rabbi Shapira believed in our potential for holiness, because he saw holiness and righteousness awaken in people who chose to commit to spiritual living one step at a time.
My friends: We need to make a strong effort to focus on kindness and to otherwise prioritize our spiritual aspirations. Everyone of us has the potential to become a tzaddik, a righteous person. This is the true purpose of congregational life. Through our participation we have opportunities to learn about and to practice holy living, through our studies and social action activities and through caring for one another. Otherwise, what is religious life and our existence as a congregation about?
I really hope you will attend our adult class on Shabbat mornings and learn about Jewish ethics and personal transformation. I really hope you participate in our social action programs, feeding the hungry and protecting the environment.
Please make a resolution to participate in these ways in this new year so that you can find support for the fulfillment of your spiritual aspirations as we move forward in life together.
I hope each of you will hear the shofar call to holy living and that you will join us in transformative community.
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