The Unanticipated Future
There is a book of midrash called Sifrei, which is commentary on the fourth book of the Torah – B’Midbar.  B’Midbar means ‘in the wilderness,’ and the whole book is about the Israelites wandering in the wilderness.  One midrash in Sifrei addresses a question that puzzled the ancient Rabbis.  If the Israelites were wandering in the wilderness for 40 years, why did they need to learn the laws that only pertained to people who were living in the Promised Land?  One might think that they only needed to learn the laws that apply outside the Land of Israel – for example, laws pertaining to the sacrificial offerings or laws of purity.  Yet, Moses teaches the People all of the laws – laws about bringing first fruits of the harvest to Jerusalem and laws about letting the land lie fallow in the sabbatical year.  The midrash suggests that there is a beautiful lesson in this.  The Torah teaches us that we must always be open to the possibility of a different future.

At Adult Education during the month of August, we studied the Book of Deuteronomy or Devarim in Hebrew).  Devarim is written in Moses’ voice, as his last words to the Israelites before they enter the Promised Land.   I am guessing that most of us have never stopped to think about how odd this is as the culmination of the Torah.  The entire Torah has been a narrative arc leading toward entering the Land.  From God’s promise to Abraham, to the Exodus from Egypt to the punishment that the first generation who left Egypt will not be allowed to enter the Land, we are always looking toward that goal.  So, you would think that the logical place for the story to end, if you wanted a nice, satisfying Hollywood ending, would be with the Israelites happily settled in the Promised Land.  
But that is not what happens.  Scholars believe that the Book of Deuteronomy was written much later than the rest of the Torah, at a time when the authors were already aware of the possibility of exile from the Land.  So, they create a vision of how to live and worship and be in relationship with God outside the Land.  Some scholars go so far as to say that this perspective is responsible for the survival of the Jewish People. 

Professor Jeffrey Tigay, author of the Jewish Publication Society’s commentary on the Book of Deuteronomy says, “It is not too much to say that the survival of Judaism owes much to the perception that the Promised Land is ahead of us but our duties to God are now.”


 So, we have a Torah that leaves us in what a limenal place.  The word limenal is from ‘limen,’ the Latin word for the doorframe that defines the threshold between one space and another.  At the end of the Torah we are poised at a threshold, looking across the Jordan, toward a brighter future.  And this hope, this belief in possibility, is what sustains us for thousands of years.  The image is so powerful, it has been picked up by others who have needed to believe in the possibility of a brighter future.  Think of spirituals like – the River Jordan is deep and wide, Hallelujah, milk and honey on the other side.  Hallelujah!  Or the words of MLK the night he died.  
Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I'm not concerned about that now. I just want to do God's will. And He's allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I've looked over. And I've seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the Promised Land! 
His beautiful, inspiring words are straight out of the imagery of Moses and the Israelites, poised on the threshold, on the edge of possibility.


This theme of looking toward a better future runs throughout our traditional liturgy.  It is expressed in a yearning for a return to Zion and faith in the coming of the Messiah when all will live in peace.  I do not believe that those prayers are meant to be taken literally.  If we took them literally, we would all pick up and make aliyah to Israel.  The yearning for the Promised Land and the days of the Messiah is an expression of our faith in the possibility of on un-anticipated, perhaps un-imagined future.

Sometimes, it is hard for us to hold onto that sense of hopeful possibility.  Last spring we studied the book of Ecclesiastes – Kohelet in Hebrew.  There is nothing new under the sun, Kohelet. says.  Nothing humans do you makes any difference.  All is futile.  Most people in our group dismissed the author's pessimism and despair.  Yet, it's not unusual to hear people say similar things:  There will always be war; there will always be hatred; there will always be greed; that's just human nature.  It will never change.  How many of us can honestly say that we have never felt hopelessness or despair when we open the morning newspaper and read story after story about the terrible ways human beings treat each other and our world?

So, perhaps that is why we have the Torah ending as we look over Jordan toward the Promised Land, reminding us again and again to hope for a future that defies our despair and our pessimism.  

This spring I started reading a book called Stars of David by Abigail Pogrebin.  The subtitle is: Prominent Jews Talk About Being Jewish.  It is a collection of interviews with well-known people who happen to be Jewish.  I was particularly moved an interview with Leonard Nimoy, an actor who is best-known for his role as Mr. Spock on Star Trek.  He grew up in an Orthodox family in Boston and was taught to keep a low profile so as not to become a target.  “Jew bastard,” was something I heard a lot,” he says.  In the mid-1990s he was invited to speak at a Star Trek Convention in Germany.  He had been invited several times before but he had never gone.  He went to his rabbi to ask advice, saying that he had been in Germany ten years earlier and hated being there. The rabbi asked whether the audience knew that he was Jewish, and he said that some did and some didn’t.  The rabbi responded: I think you should go and identify yourself as a Jew and let all these people who admire you discover that you’re Jewish.  And let them examine their own feelings about liking someone who’s a Jew.

Nimoy took his rabbi’s advice and decided to go.  This is how he describes the experience:  I went with the intention of finding the appropriate moment to say to this audience  ‘I am a Jew; how do you feel about that?’  I went somewhat confrontationally.  I had two days of presentations to the same audience and I was looking for the appropriate way to time this thing so it would be a climactic moment.  I thought, ‘I'll tell a lot of stories on Saturday, and on Sunday I'll get to it.’  So, I get out there on Saturday, and I'm only maybe 10 minutes into it, when a hand goes up, and somebody says to me: ‘Mr. Nimoy, you did a television movie about a Holocaust survivor who went to court against some Holocaust deniers.  Would you tell us how you got involved with that and what was your interest?’  And I thought, ‘I have underestimated the awareness of this audience.’  I sensed that they knew more than I thought they knew, about me and who I was.  So I immediately went into the whole story about the Vulcan greeting, and how the hand sign came from my Jewish background, and so forth… When I finished, the place started applauding and they would not stop.  When I tell you they wouldn't stop, I mean, they would not stop.  They went on and on and on.  I started crying.  They were on their feet, and they were cheering.  It was incredible.  And there was this message in it that I picked up, it has something to do with: we are a new generation.  We are a repairing generation.  We are a reconstituting, healing generation... it was extraordinary.’  

I believe this is our challenge as human beings – to always be open to the possibility of an unanticipated future.  A few days before Rosh Ha Shana I was invited to participate in a conference call with President Obama.  The call was scheduled for the day before Rosh Ha Shanah and was open to all rabbis in the United States.  Of course, I was one of hundreds, perhaps thousands or rabbis who joined the call, but it was still thrilling to me that the President of the United States wanted to address the leaders of the American Jewish Community in honor of the new year.  Of course, the president spoke about the peace talks that had just begun between Prime Minister Netanyahu of Israel and President Abbas of Palestine.  Obama spoke about the positive tone of the meetings, and that both sides believe that an agreement could be reached in one year, with meetings every 2 weeks.  He acknowledged that both sides have to make very difficult decisions and that the hard work is just beginning.  He also admitted that the possibility of failure is real.  He did not want to be overly optimistic, but he added, “we know the cause is just and possibility of peace is there.”

The president asked for our help as Jewish leaders.  He asked us to continue to speak in support of peace and not give in to predictions of failure.  As of this moment the peace talks are facing their first challenge.  Netanyahu has said he will not extend a moratorium on settlements in the West Bank beyond Sept. 26.  Abbas has said he will walk away from the talks if the moratorium is not extended.  It is easy to assume that the talks will break down over this issue, as they have broken down so many times before.  And this is where the challenge is.  It is in these moments that we need to remember who we are – a People who wander in the wilderness, but never lose sight of where we are heading, a People who are always looking toward the Promised Land, that future of un-anticipated, un-imagined possibility.  Perhaps this will be the time when leaders on both sides will take the courageous step toward peace.

Obama spoke about the power of the call of the Shofar.  He talked about hearing that sound because he lived across the street from a synagogue in Chicago.  I feel a particular connection to the image of the future President of the United States, a president who is the living embodiment of the possibility of an unanticipated future, listening to the call of the Shofar because the synagogue across the street was my parents’ synagogue, the synagogue I grew up in.  

On Yom Kippur we ask ourselves to change; we pray for the strength and the will to renew our lives, to repair our relationships with others, to pursue a connection to something sacred and holy beyond ourselves.  Whether in our personal lives on in the unfolding of world events, even if we feel discouraged or hopeless, we approach the New Year as Israelites on the banks of the Jordan.  The river Jordan is deep and wide, milk and honey on the other side.  Hallelujah!  [Yes, there will be a break-fast at the end of the day!]  We approach the New Year with hope in the possibility of change.  We keep our faces turned toward the un-anticipated, un-imagined future.  And at the end of the day we blow one last blast of the Shofar, our call to renewal, to hope, to the possibility of new beginnings.
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