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Last week, there was a great deal of attention paid to the words spoken by

the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. at a historic rally some fifty years ago.

Forty years ago, in 1973, the head of the National Education Association

said:  “I look forward to the day when the schools automatically receive

the funds they need and the Pentagon holds bake sales to buy tanks.”

These words clearly reflect the disillusionment felt at the end of the Viet

Nam War.  However, their point was to protest how strongly our schools

often have to fight in order to secure necessary funding, unlike the

Pentagon, which sometimes gets funding for projects they don’t even

want.

For the first time in almost a decade, I stand here tonight as a parent who

is no longer paying college tuition.  With three graduations this past year,

all of our kids have completed at least one college degree and are now on

their way into the world.

Our family frequently talks about the teachers the kids have had over the

years and we understand that, in most cases, we owe these individuals an

enormous debt.  Far too often, parents in our utilitarian society, see

teachers as merely a portal through which we need to pass on our way to

some ultimate goal.



The terror in Newtown, Connecticut back in December reminded us of the

heroic and self-sacrificing nature of so many of our teachers.  Many of us

grew up thinking that teachers worked only seven hours a day, nine

months a year.  We believed that they wept at the end of the day as they

retreated into the classroom closet and the kids went home.

The truth is that it takes a special kind of person to be a teacher and that

is one of the qualities that has always made Beth Am Temple such a

special place.  Until New York City instituted its early-retirement program

for thousands of well-trained educators years back, I used to describe the

typical Beth Am member as a special-education teacher in the Bronx.

Teachers have to be focused on other people.  Unlike many other

professions, they can’t be good at what they do if their focus is on

themselves or on an object.  Teachers have to focus on their students.

Looking back over the life of our family, we have seen teachers do some

amazing things.  Sadly, most teachers never see the results of their efforts

beyond the year they are teaching.  Ruthie and I have occasionally run

into some of our kids’ elementary or pre-school teachers in the community

and even at services here at the Temple and those teachers were thrilled

with the updates.



For each of us to realize our potential as individuals, we need to

remember that each of us is a teacher.  On this Rosh Hashana, we are

called to embrace our inner teacher and refocus our attention on the

needs of others.

Judaism is built upon three foundations:  learning, worship and caring

actions.  We frequently begin our Torah service with the singing of Al

Sh’losha D’varim which speaks of these values.  One can learn alone, but

learning with a teacher is usually much more effective.

Immediately after the words of the Shema in the Torah, we read the words

“you shall teach these words diligently unto your children and shall speak

of them when you sit in your home, when you go on your way, when you lie

and when you rise up.”

Whether we know it or not, whether we care or not, our family, friends,

colleagues and others are constantly observing us and learning from our

words and our actions, from what we do right and what we do wrong.

Throughout my career, there have been rabbis who taught me how to be a

better rabbi by being wonderful and kind people.  Others taught me an

equally important lesson through their negative behavior.



Yet every good teacher also needs to be a good learner.  In the Talmud,

Rabbi Judah the Prince taught “I have learned much from my colleagues

and much from my teachers, however I have learned the most from my

students.”

None of us is a finished product.  We are here tonight to affirm that we can

be better, we can do better.  Whether on Rosh Hashana or on any other

day, the Jewish community and our Jewish heritage have always affirmed

that education, both teaching and learning, is an obligation incumbent

upon every member of the Jewish community.

So, back to our teachers.  New York City did all that it could to bring an

early retirement to highly-trained and better-paid teachers, so that the city

could hire younger and lower paid teachers.  How has that worked out?

What do we want out of our Jewish teachers?  Do we simply seek the

cheapest option or are we looking for a measure of quality?  There is so

much of value to learn, but far too many in the Jewish community see

Jewish education as nothing more than a portal to the Bar/Bat Mitzvah

party.  No matter what the rabbi and cantor may say, their tunnel vision is

focused on a party which will be largely forgotten, at the cost of an

education, which had the potential to impact or transform a child’s life.



Bar/Bat Mitzvah celebrations are fine, but if the education is viewed

merely as a portal to the party, then the party becomes as meaningless as

the education.  And should a shortcut to the education be offered, so

much the better since, in the eyes of many of these families, the education

doesn’t really matter anyhow.

If our children and grandchildren are to grow up seeing Judaism as

something more than shallow materialism, we have to actively involve

ourselves in the next generation’s Jewish education.  That means more

than driving to Hebrew School, it means bringing the lessons of the school

in to our home and teaching basic lessons of spirituality, social justice and

personal growth.  And if we don’t know where to find these lessons, let me

suggest your Temple as a good place to start.

So, on this Rosh Hashana, I call on you all, regardless of your chosen

profession, whether you are retired, still in school or somewhere in

between, to embrace your inner teacher.

We hold in our hands a makhzor, or High Holy Day prayer book.  We can

view it as a portal to the end of the service and a late-night snack or as a

vehicle to  inspire and teach us how to make this year better than last

year.



Last Saturday night, walking out of the Sanctuary following our Selikhot

service, Cantor Marcy’s husband Paul spoke of the High Holy Days as an

opportunity to engage in an instant replay of the errors we committed

during the past year.  As many of you know, for the 2014 season, Major

League Baseball will greatly expand its use of instant replay.  Though

often criticized for its adherence to archaic traditions, even baseball has

recognized the importance of “getting it right.”

Our High Holy Day prayer book, relating most of the errors a person can

commit, should similarly inspire us to go back and reexamine mistakes we

made last year.  We cannot change the past, but we can be ready to make

the right call next time.  That is how we truly embrace the mitzvah of

“teshuvah” or “repentance,” which is what these High Holy Days are all

about.

Over the years, whenever something interesting would happen in my life,

my mom would always say “you can get a sermon out of this,” in the same

way that we tell our son Ben “you can get a comic out of this.”

Life is an endless series of opportunities to learn, as well as to teach.

Whether we are religiously committed or religiously indifferent, each of us

is created “b’tzelem Elohim,” in the image of God.  As individuals and as a



people, we can continue to be a source of blessing if we embrace that

image within us by continuing to learn and continuing to teach.

OK, bake sales for the Pentagon are not realistic.  As we struggle with the

question of how to respond to Syria, Iran and many other difficult issues,

we understand that our nation and our world face threats from those

committed to evil, to violence and to values which stand in stark contrast

to ours.

Forty years after Viet Nam, I hope that we understand that supporting our

military and supporting our schools are not mutually-exclusive values.  In

this new year 5774, may we make wise use of the power and the potential

to teach and to learn, so that we may both better ourselves and help to

repair our troubled world. AMEN


