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In the race to create the newest, the strongest and the fastest products, 

we often ignore so many treasures of the past.  We know that a tree’s new 

growth will amount to nothing if the tree is not firmly supported by 

established roots.  From music to technology, fashion to sports and from 

politics to human nature, even that which seems new to so many is usually 

grounded in the past. 

 

Ninety years ago, as he looked forward to the birth of grandchildren, the 

French poet and writer Edmond Flegenheim, better known as Edmond 

Fleg, looked to his Jewish roots and wrote a profound, philosophical 

essay.  He began it with the words:  “I am a Jew because the faith of Israel 

demands no abdication of my mind.” 

 

Most of us have seen a variety of products pitched on TV, the internet and 

elsewhere.   Sometimes, a product is as good as advertised.  Often, 

however, what we are told is only part of the picture. 

 

 

Not too long ago, we were limited in what we could learn about the 

information we were fed.  Today, the world is available to all of us within 

seconds on our computers or our phones.  Yet those whose needs and 

aims are not advanced by that information dismiss it as phony and fake.   



 

Judaism clearly teaches that there are multiple perspectives on most 

issues.  Many of us, perhaps most of us, have some very strong views on 

what is happening in our nation.  Most of us are grounded people with 

good educations.  We are generally liked, respected and not social 

deviants or pariahs. 

 

We have our views and opinions and yet, there are others, both out in the 

general world and here in this sanctuary, who have views and opinions 

which are diametrically opposed to ours.  Many of us cannot fathom how 

other intelligent, grounded people who are generally liked and respected, 

can see the world so differently from us. 

 

That, my friends, is the beauty of democracy.  In many nations, situations 

like we face in America result in civil war, riots in the street, chaos and 

anarchy.  In America, they are dealt with through elections. 

 

My beliefs are mine.  Your beliefs are yours.  We elect people to determine 

the future direction of our community, state and nation and that’s the way 

it goes until the next election. 

 

Vote as you please, but remember the words of P.T. Barnum “let the buyer 

beware.”  A good snake-oil salesman can get you to believe that his 



product is worth your time and your money, but Edmond Fleg reminds us 

that “I am a Jew because the faith of Israel demands no abdication of my 

mind. 

 

Judaism is not about accepting the words we hear, but rather, about 

analyzing those words, so as to make a better life for ourselves and those 

around us. 

 

Edmond Fleg continues “I am a Jew because the faith of Israel requires all 

the devotion of my heart.”  Whether we enjoy soccer, science or sloth, our 

level of personal fulfillment is in direct proportion to our commitment to it.    

 

The same is true with Judaism.  For those who show up to temple twice a 

year, we’re thrilled to have you here.  However, don’t for a moment 

believe that what you’re getting out of these days is all that Judaism is 

capable of bringing into your lives. 

 

Judaism will usually not bring the excitement of the cannons of 

Tchaikowsky’s 1812 Overture or a game-winning touchdown or home run.  

What it will bring is happiness, grounding, fulfillment and the strong and 

solid foundation upon which we can build success and deal successfully 

with life’s challenges.  The longer we are actively connected with it, the 

more likely we are to achieve those results. 



 

However, in order for any product to work, we have to use it according to 

the directions.  For an Orthodox Jew, that means living according to 

Jewish law or halacha.  For those in a Reform temple, it means living with 

the teachings of Judaism always before us.   

 

We don’t have to follow a ritual simply because it is the custom, however 

we do need to pause and consider just what it is that we are doing or not 

doing.  Being a Reform Jew means being an active Jew.  The less 

connected we are to Jewish thought on a daily basis, the less we are 

going to get out of it. 

 

That doesn’t mean that a weak or limited connection is without value;   

it simply means that the more devoted we are to the pursuit of living a 

Jewish life, the more meaningful a role it will play in our lives.   

 

Edmond Fleg writes:  “I am a Jew because in every place where suffering 

weeps, the Jew weeps.” 

 

From immigrant children at the border to those searching for food and 

freedom throughout the world, Judaism demands involvement.  This 

afternoon’s Torah portion proclaims “do not stand by idly while your 

neighbor bleeds.”  In other words, we must be active participants in 



feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, sheltering the homeless and more.  

None of us can do it all, but all of us can do more than we have been doing. 

 

“I am a Jew because whenver despair cries out, the Jew hopes.” 

 

If any people on earth has reason to be pessimistic, it is the Jews.  Given 

all that we have endured over the past nearly four thousand years, from 

destructions of our central shrines to the conquering of our central city, 

from Inquisitions to Crusades, from the religious, political, cultural and  

 

other forms of anti-Semitism to being history’s favorite scapegoat, we 

have good reason to be negative. 

 

And yet, every Haftarah portion we read must, according to Jewish law, 

end on a note of hope, even if we have to play with the text to get there.  

Our services end with us praying for a better world, with the words of the 

Alaynu.  The national anthem of the State of Israel is, quite literally, “the 

hope,” Hatikvah, to be a free people in our own land. 

 

We have watched as much of Europe actively participated in or ignored 

the murder of one third of our people.  We have watched as the world 

moves to ignore, forget or spin the Holocaust for their own purposes and 



yet, we still have hope.  In the words of Anne Frank “ in spite of everything, 

I still believe that people are really good at heart. 

 

“I am a Jew because the word of Israel is the oldest and the newest.”  As a 

community, we are rooted in the past, yet we are at the forefront of most 

modern developments, both the good and the bad, around the world.  

Jews are creative, innovative dreamers and we are also upholders of the 

tradition. 

 

It isn’t easy to have our feet in both worlds simultaneously, but we 

understand the importance of the past, as well as the importance of the 

future.  Nachum of Gamzo, a well-known figure of the Talmudic era, 

famously taught “both these and these are the words of the living God.”  

Judaism isn’t usually about “either”/“or”; we learn that there is more than 

one way to view most situations. 

 

“I am a Jew because Israel’s promise is a universal promise.”  This 

afternoon’s Haftarah portion proclaims the message that God is the God 

of the entire world.   In another Haftarah portion, the prophet Amos 

teaches that God has done wonders for many peoples around the world.   

 

We do not seek the blessings of freedom, wisdom and pluralism only for 

ourselves.  We seek to share those blessings with those of other lands and 



religions.  They don’t have to become Jews or live in Israel.  Our goal is a 

world in which all peoples know God, praise God and live by the teachings  

that will make a good world for all people.  As we sing near the end of our 

services, “bayom hahu”, on that day, the Lord shall be one and God’s 

Name shall be One. 

 

“I am a Jew because for Israel, the world is not completed;  we are 

completing it. 

 

Five weeks ago, Helene and Larry Wolfin celebrated the brit milah of their 

beautiful grandson Cooper Royce Wolfin.  Our tradition teaches that 

circumcision is our way of putting the final, perfect touch on God’s 

creation of a new life.   

 

In much the same way, many ketubot or Jewish marriage contracts, have 

one letter which is left unfinished, so that it may be completed prior to the 

ceremony.  Many Torah scrolls are written in a similar way, so that 

individuals can participate in the mitzvah of writing a Torah. 

 

Ever since the days of the Garden of Eden, we have not been promised a 

perfect world.  It is our task to perfect the world and there certainly is 

plenty of work for everyone to be involved in that process. 

 



“I am a Jew because for Israel, humanity is not created;  we are creating 

it.” 

 

The Torah tells us that God created the man and the woman, but it is up to 

us to make a society and a world.  Imagine if each of us had a scorecard  

for the end of every day as to how we did.  Imagine if we rated ourselves 

each day or each week for how well we did in elevating ourselves. 

 

Two years ago, I shared with you the inspiring quote found in many 

cultures, including the Hasidic world, which is how it ended up in one of 

Elie Wiesel’s books. 

 

“When I was a young man, I wanted to change the world.  I found it was 

difficult to change the world, so I tried to change my nation.  When I found 

I couldn't change the nation, I began to focus on my town. I couldn't 

change the town and as an older man, I tried to change my family. 

 

Now, as an old man, I realize the only thing I can change is myself, and 

suddenly I realize that if long ago I had changed myself, I could have made 

an impact on my family.   My family and I could have made an impact on 

our town.  Their impact could have changed the nation and I could, 

indeed, have changed the world.” 

 



 

“I am a Jew because Israel places humanity and its unity above the 

nations and above Israel itself.”  We are committed to one world under 

God, but not necessarily indivisible.  The divisions among people are part 

of the beauty of the world.  We should be celebrating the different races,  

religions, ethnicities, etc, rather than seeking a cookie-cutter world, 

something which one of our more modern Jewish prophets, Rod Serling, 

warned of in “The Twilight Zone.”  

 

An ancient Jewish story tells of a soul who was shown a place of punish-

ment in the World to Come.  There were tables filled with food, but all of 

those seated at the tables had stiff and lengthy forks for arms.  Though the 

food was bountiful, they were physically unable to feed themselves.. 

 

The same soul was then shown Paradise.  Inside were the same tables 

filled with food and all those seated at the tables had stiff and lengthy 

forks for arms, just like the place of punishment.  However, no one was 

frustrated here.  For instead of trying to feed themselves, they fed the 

person across the table with their stiff and lengthy forks, as that person 

did for them. 

 



Working for the common good, rather than our own, individual benefit,  

enables us to more effectively and more wisely utilize the resources 

available to us. 

 

“I am a Jew because above humanity, image of the divine Unity, Israel 

places the unity which is divine. 

 

We can be united without being the same.  When we focus on the 

betterment of our family, our community, our nation, our world, rather 

than our own personal, philosophical or political victory, we stand united 

with those with different beliefs. 

 

On this Yom Kippur, our prayers are recited in the plural.  We ask 

forgiveness communally, even though we have sinned individually.  We 

look to the future communally, even though we will often act individually. 

 

The more we focus on ourselves, the more we sabotage God’s will for our 

world.  The more we focus on God’s will, the more we enhance our own 

potential and our world’s potential for happiness.   

 

Edmond Fleg embraced Judaism as a vehicle for bringing about moral, 

social and international progress.   He understood that the potential to 

perfect the world is right in front of us, if only we would focus less on 



feeding ourselves and focus more on feeding those across the table from 

us. 

 

I am a Jew because the faith of Israel requires no abdication of my mind.  

I am a Jew because the faith of Israel requires all the devotion of my heart. 

I am a Jew because in every place where suffering weeps, the Jew weeps 

I am a Jew because at every time when despair cries out, the Jew hopes.  

I am a Jew because the message of Israel is the oldest and the newest. 

I am a Jew because Israel’s promise is a universal promise.  

I am a Jew because for Israel the world is not completed;  we are  

          completing it.  

I am a Jew because, for Israel, humanity is not created; we are creating it.  

I am a Jew because Israel places humanity and its unity above the nations    

          and above Israel itself. 

I am a Jew because above humanity, the image of the Divine Unity, Israel  

          places the unity which is divine.     AMEN 


