Welcome to our Bayit
Temple Isaiah, Rosh Hashahah, 5770
RABBI ZOË KLEIN’S INTRODUCTION:

Welcome to our Bayit, welcome to our home…well, it is not our Temple home, our Pico home, nor is it our yearly Hyatt Century Plaza home, but we travel well. 

I like to think of Temple Isaiah as having a lovely sort of huppah, a Jewish marriage canopy, whose poles are sturdy and even as they are held firm, they are easily lifted and carried, just as the desert booths in which our biblical ancestors dwelt were lifted and carried. The huppah instructs a bride and groom that the home you create together is in your palm, your pocket, that anywhere you are together, it is home. It is open and inviting, beautiful, filled with love, flooded with light. And we too, a covenantal community, because we are together, bring our open, inviting, beautiful, filled with love home with us.

This year we are introducing the theme bayit into our community. 

Tonight, we begin the days of awe, the season of teshuva, or repentance, of return. We are returning home, and God has left the light on for us. Tonight you will hear from each of the clergy, we will each be inviting you into our homes, and taking one thing, or room in our home and telling you how it informs who we are. 


We enter into this Holy Day as if we are entering a home, and when we enter a Jewish home, we reach up and kiss the mezuzah in the doorway. 


We are in a doorway, a place of transition. The moment when you have neither arrived in one room nor left the other, you are in between, and if you look up, and to your right, you will see a mezuza, you will see that this little liminal place is blessed, is worthy of a sacred kiss, is sanctified by God and man. This state of in between is one of the most sacred places because it is where all potentiality resides, it is replete with hope and promise and blessing, it is pulsing with creative energy. You might not realize the potential every time you are standing in a doorway, but every time, you might consider the rebirth that can take place. Whenever I remember to kiss a mezuzah before entering a home, I feel different…I feel that I am not entering alone. 

The very root of the word mezuzah, ZUZ, means movement. It is when we are in motion, when we are in between leaving and arriving, when we are most blessed. And here we are, leaving the year 5769, entering the year 5770…we are standing in a doorway…and in a moment we will open the doorway of the ark, the home of our Torah. 
Tonight, each of the clergy will invite you into our homes through sharing a personal story. By doing this we hope to model how you can articulate and share stories about your homes, and how they express your values and inform your decisions. 

Come in, and welcome to our, welcome to your bayit. 
RABBI ZOË KLEIN’S BAYIT

Welcome to my Bayit. When I open the front door of my house to let you in, after you’ve kissed the mezuzah, the first thing you see is the dining room table. When we rebuilt our home, to maximize space there are no hallways downstairs. Every room is an offshoot of the dining room, and so to get anywhere, you are constantly walking around the dining room table, like a revolving door. Before the renewable bamboo floor was finished, we sketched a giant circle on the floor of the dining room and put chairs around it. Everything was built around that circle.


For me it had to be a circle. My mother told me that her whole life changed when she switched to a circular dining room table, and I can’t count the number of parties that were thrown there, every guest at the head of the table. 


My table is a circle within a circle, as it has a great Lazy Susan in the middle. Sometimes, at its best, the Lazy Susan is loaded with warm serving bowls, and sometimes on Shabbat, the table is circled with guests, reaching their hands inward, whirling the Lazy Susan, and it feels wonderful and Jewish, like we are dancing a happy culinary hora.


It is believed that when the ancient Temple was destroyed, the holiness contained within its walls was dispersed on the backs of the exiles. Each home suddenly became a sanctuary, every table became an altar, and the words spoken around it, sacred offerings. 

Whenever I officiate a wedding, I say a blessing over all the couple’s future tables, so many words pass between us at the table, tales of our days, stories, silences.

“May all your tables be altars to your love,” I say. “May your hearts swell with gratitude for each other’s companionship, and as you find nourishment for your body at your table, may you find elation for your soul in each other.”

I love coming home, opening my door, and being greeted by this table, the heart of our home, thinking about the Sabbaths that have been enjoyed here, the people who have become acquainted around this table. 

There is an Ashenazi custom “of the Middle Ages that involved building one’s coffin from the wood of the dining room table. Jews of that time believed that the way they behaved around their table—the manner in which they invited people to partake of their hospitality and their generosity—could be carried to the next life through the wood in the dinner table. The wood contained the spirit of their good deeds and the love of their friends, family, and neighbors.” 

At its best, the table represents all these happy things. The truth is, however, that most days, the table looks more like this…

As much as I try to keep my stuff, and get everyone else to keep their stuff, off the dining room table, even to the point of buying lockers for everyone by the front door, still, the kids throw their backpacks and lunchboxes, books, accumulated papers and bills, someone set up a Littlest Pet Shop display, and then there are the cats. 


Rabbi Deborah Glantzberg wrote, “Jewish homes are many things: places of celebration, education, comfort, and sustenance. But we would be remiss to mythologize the Jewish home, or to suggest that all spaces that Jews inhabit are characterized by an atmosphere of joy or security. Our kitchens are full of delicious food, but we also have daughters who starve themselves, or struggle with other kinds of disordered eating. Our dining rooms host celebratory meals that flow with wine while some of our uncles fight substance abuse in secret, ashamed to bring their truths to the table…Our bedrooms are places of powerful intimacy but also sites of physical and emotional abuse.”


Our homes are not perfect. All of our homes are filled with joys, sorrows and private afflictions. 


Every year on Passover, however, in my home, we kasher our kitchen, packing everything away. Everything is scrubbed, and before we begin unwrapping all the Pesach dishes and cookware which has been stored in the garage all these months, we boil a big pot of water, and carefully ladle the boiling water over all the surfaces used for cooking or eating. The last surface I kasher is the dining room table. I clear off all the clutter, and ladle the boiling water, watching it slide across the surface, spilling over the sides, and as it does, I imagine it not only cleaning, but restoring the table, and all it represents – our hopes and intentions to have a home that is open and inviting and filled with love, love that outshines the clutter and chaos – restoring not only the table, but me. In many ways, even more than the fasting on Yom Kippur, this simple Jewish act of koshering surfaces with boiling water, sopping it up with a fresh towel, reminds me of my resolutions, and inspires and emboldens me to strive anew toward becoming the person I want to be. 

CANTOR EVAN KENT’S BAYIT
Judy Collins, the American singer-songwriter, wrote a song that says:



"You have many houses, one for every season



Mountains in your windows, violets in your hands…"

She could have been writing about me when she wrote those words.  I am very, very fortunate to have two houses: one here in Sherman Oaks, another in Jerusalem and like the words say, there are mountains framed by the windows in both homes. (pictures on screens)

It is the view from my homes, not any specific room, but the ability to look out the window and see two vastly different horizons that are the favorite part of where I live.  These views have helped to shape my view of the world and of my life.

Come with me, for just a moment and let me share the view with you and let me tell you the lessons I've learned from these two vistas.

In Sherman Oaks, our house sits on an undeveloped canyon- a part of the Santa Monica Conservancy that is home to deer, skunks, a family of raccoons, a convention of lizards and the occasional snake.  

At dusk, sitting in our backyard, I see two disparate worlds: a rural California with its bounty of nature and the modern California we all know too well- filled with the steady stream of red-tail lights as they curve around the intersection of the Hollywood freeway and the 405.  The lights are mesmerizing….from a distance, in the evening, they no longer look like the rear ends of cars, but like stands of rubies or garnets cascading across the Valley floor.

For much of the year, the foliage across the canyon is a dusty, muted green.  But each year, as the winter rains give way to spring, a subtle, almost imperceptible change occurs:  the oaks and mulberry, the grasses and Indian hawthorn darken and their dusty, ashen coating gives way to a slightly more vibrant green.  

From my Sherman Oaks backyard, I have learned the value of patience.  I have learned the significance of waiting for the ever-so-slow seasonal change.  That change of the seasons, especially here in Southern California is incremental.  In Los Angeles we all know that spring slowly creeps into summer and summer regretfully relinquishes to the autumn and fall gently gives way to winter… 

The view from my back yard has become a metaphor for so much of my life.  Not a patient person by nature- the view from my back yard has been a sort of gift  to remind me that change is slow, change is incremental and the changes in the trees as in our life happen whether we like it or not.  

The oaks and shrubs that decorate my hill have taught me that transformations occur and that is the way of life.

The other view- that from our home in Jerusalem is also of a seemingly endless vista.  From our apartment, on a clear day, I can see across the dividing wall that separates me from my Palestinian neighbors, into the Dead Sea and across to the reddened brown hills of Jordan. 

I can see the UN Outpost, the Promenade that wraps around Jerusalem, and the spires of mosques lit by green fluorescent bulbs in the Valley that extends from my apartment to the separation fence.

 In the afternoon the neighborhood goat herder walks with his goats on the hills in the forest beneath my window and shortly after that the school girls come home- holding hands and whispering gossip.

Like the view I have in Sherman Oaks, the view into the Judean desert changes slowly.  The colors of the sand and rocks shift with the change in day and the change of season.  But I wait for other changes…transformations even slower than the march of the seasons.

It is the slow march towards toward peace.  It is the slow transformation of world leaders realizing that the old ways don't work any more, that hatred just leads to more hatred and bloodshed yields only more bloodshed.

You see, I have not only learned patience, but I've learned optimism because as I stand out on my porch and hear the sounds from the synagogue below me and the call from the mosque in the valley below, I know that I stand literally at a crossroads: a crossroads of peace, a crossroads of hope and a cross roads of prosperity.

I've learned to breath deeply, admire the view, have a little patience intermingled with a little hope because, as Rabbi Hillel said, "If not now….then when…."

RABBI RICK KELLNER’S BAYIT

What do you need to build a home?  A hammer, nails, wood, bricks, piping, electrical wires and so many more things that having forgotten to mention them here would probably make me the last person you would want anywhere near a construction site.  But I can tell you that there are other things you need to build a home.  You would not find these materials in a tool box, but more likely in your hearts.  Adding tzedkah, rachamim, chesed and ahavah; righteousness, compassion, goodness and love, as key materials to creating your home, we establish our home in such a way that is meaningful, powerful and has the ability to impact the lives of all who enter your home as guests. 

I want to invite you into my home.  Debra and I strive to build our home with these values: righteousness, goodness, compassion and love.  In our home you will see on the wall the ketubah signed on Debra’s and my wedding day.  This is not a document frozen in time, to me it is a document that represents the past, present and future at the same time.  For us it is timeless it is living document that gives us meaning and memories at the same time.  Central to the document are two trees that rise to the sky and form the canopy under which we were married.  At the base of these trees written in the roots are the names of our parents and grandparents whose values and lessons guided us as we grew up and gave us the special gift of family that we both cherish.  Seeing those names invokes images of times long past and reminds us of lessons that molded both Debra and I into the spouses, parents and people we are.  

In the right and left panels are English and Hebrew text that are the words which we ground our marriage.  They are words of covenant, of partnership, words of promises that we make to each other.  The text speaks of the covenants of hope and protection formed between Noah and God at the sight of the rainbow.  As partners in life and the builders of our home, each day we wake up and give one another hope.  Hope that we can overcome the challenges we might face that day.  Hope that we will find joy in our day and reason to laugh and smile.  Our ketubah reminds us that we have each other.

Perhaps the most important piece of our Ketubah is the quote from the prophet Hosea, who said, “I will betroth you forever, I will betroth you with righteousness and justice and compassion.  I will betroth you in faithfulness.”  These words remind us of the covenant we made to one another on our wedding day.  The partnership we have is grounded in these values calling on us to live by them each day.  Each day, I must ask myself did I treat my family, whom I love, with righteousness and justice, was I compassionate towards their needs?  If I can answer these questions yes, then I have worked hard to live up to my end of the bargain.  If I have not, then I need to act immediately by offering words of apology and making sure I strive to change my actions in the future.  

Values are the foundation of a home.  The support it from the bottom, and protect it from the sides and the top.  In the book of Exodus, when God gave the command to build the temple, God said, “Build me a sanctuary, a mikdash, a holy place, so that I may dwell among the people.”  I find these words so powerful, build me a sanctuary, a mikdash, the word mikdash is a holy place.  A holy place is the home of holy actions, of compassion, justice and righteousness.  A holy place is where love shines bright.  God commands us to build this place, not to dwell in the space, but to dwell amongst the people.  God’s presence dwells among us.  Together as a community, as a people, united to a common purpose, we are God’s dwelling place.  Together we are one large home, God dwells among us here.  But when we return home, God can dwell among us there as well.

May each of us find ways to be holy to enable God to dwell among us.  May each of us find ways to be righteous and compassionate so that acts of loving kindness will flow directly from our fingertips to the hearts of the people we love.  And may each of our homes be a sanctuary for peace and understanding.  Amen.

RABBI DARA FRIMMER’S BAYIT

Growing up, our kitchen was the room of gathering. It did not have the most comfortable chairs. No fine artwork decorated the walls. And yet, something about the kitchen drew people in and kept them together. As it turns out, some of my best learning took place in the kitchen.

The kitchen was a place to test out authority, to challenge tradition, to practice assertiveness:

Why do we keep 2 sets of dishes, but we eat Chinese food on paper plates? How come Laura, my babysitter, can have a glass of milk with dinner, but I can’t? If we eat crab cakes in Cape Cod, what’s the point of keeping a Kosher home? “We’re doing it for your Bubbe and Zaide in Brooklyn,” said my mother. “So they feel comfortable when they come to visit.” “We’re doing it because I said so,” replied my father. “When you’re older, you can make your own decisions.”

And so I did. I entered Stanford University with a strong critique of my Jewish identity: It felt hypocritical, fractured, non-responsive to questions of relevance, justice and inclusivity. For years, I studied other religions, in awe of their ability to reinterpret and reframe ancient traditions. And then someone taught me about eco-kashrut, a language that united food, justice and holiness. Eco-Kashrut suggests that the health and wages of farmers, day-laborers, and restaurant employees should be factored into the kosher-certification process. Environmental impact matters. Treatment of animals matter. Amidst these debates of tradition and innovation, I felt as though I was back in my childhood kitchen: Questioning. Curious. Engaged.

The kitchen taught me about my parents:

It was clear that my mother and father had very different ways of handling food. My mother followed recipes. Line by Line. All ingredients were placed on the counter ahead of time. Measuring spoons and cups close at hand. Timer ready. Kitchen sink clear. She was deliberate. Cautious. Ritualistic. She was loyal to her favorite recipes: for kugel, for fish, for matzo ball soup. She made notes in the margins of cookbooks: “Serves 8 not 10!” and “Perfect for Passover!” Seated around the kitchen table, she would asked, “How was your day?”– an addition she included every night as if it was the final line of the recipe.

My father, my his memory be a blessing, was her foil. He would commandeer the kitchen on special occasions. He’d tear recipes out of the New York Times. Sometimes a few lines would be missing. The flame would be heating up the pan of oil, as he rustled through the cabinets looking for ingredients. Spices were measured by pouring them into his hand and then emptying them into the pot. Food was tasted and sampled and adjusted along the way. Sauces spattered across the stovetop and tiles. Culinary magic and mystery came at the cost of a few mistakes. Sometimes we ended up at a restaurant for dinner. Failure was simply a part of the process. 

My kitchen teaches me about myself: 

Today, I line my kitchen counter with glass jelly jars, filled with beans and barley and quinoa and peas. They stand in a row, in perfect order. Recipes are clipped by magnet onto the fridge. Sometimes I follow them. Sometimes not. I measure in cups and spoons, and in-between pinched fingers and open palms. I try to remember that the experience of cooking – all of the smells, the textures, the shapes, the colors – the experience is as important as the final product. I try to take a moment before the first bite to bless the food that sits before me, the friends who have joined me, and the life that has carried me up until this moment.

Back in the days of the Temple, our ancestors would make pilgrimages to Jerusalem 3 times a year. 3000 years later, many of us find ourselves in a similar pattern. We visit our Temple a few times a year, seeking connection, a spark of holiness, a glimpse of the Divine. After the Temple was destroyed in 70 CE, the next generation of leaders called rabbis reinvented Judaism to survive without the central site of worship. Each home became a Temple. Each table became an altar. Each person became a priest. Our daily prayers served in place of sacrifices. Our braided challah on Friday nights became the sacred Sabbath offering.

We do not have to wait for our yearly pilgrimages to experience a spark of holiness. Invite over some family or friends and share some food…and some company…and some creativity…and some stories. Sit around the kitchen table and share some wisdom. Some of my best learning took place in the kitchen – what about you?

RABBI KLEIN WRAPS UP

You’ve heard each of us talk about an aspect of our home. Tomorrow night, after Shabbat ends, you will each receive and email with excerpts of other Jewish professionals talking about aspects of their homes, sharing stories and questions inspired by their refrigerator door, fireplace mantel, medicine cabinet, front porch, nightstand…we ask you to walk through your homes, consider the stories that it holds, choose an area of your home and share its stories with one another, think about how your home does or does not represent who you are, and the values toward which you strive. 


 We now return to the front door, with its mezuzah, where we started. We open it, now to invite guests inside. 
