
From Rabbi Shulamit Ambalu’s Induction Address

During the Induction Ceremony we celebrated together on the 12th June, something happened that no-one could see. As in many similar ceremonies, a Torah scroll was passed to the rabbi. In our case though, there were two rather than one. They both made a journey from hand to hand, ending up in the arms of myself and Roberta Harris Eckstein, one of our two Community Co-ordinators. The part you could not see were the places each scroll was rolled to open at. Both I and the Steering Group had previously chosen a verse each, to express our hopes and our visions for our partnership and the future of this community. The scroll that came to Roberta was opened to a place chosen by me, and the one I received was set to a verse chosen by the community. So…what did we choose? 

The Steering group of this synagogue chose to express their relentless optimism, their hopes for the future, their tendency to keep on looking up and going forward. They chose this:

“And God said, this is the sign of the covenant that I am making with me and with you, and with every living thing with you, forever. I am putting my rainbow in the clouds, and it will be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth. So when I make it cloudy over the earth, and you see my rainbow in the clouds, I will remember my covenant.”

                                         Genesis 9:12-15a

Here we are at the end of the flood. At the end of this long long journey, and here are the survivors. They come out of the ark to face a new world. Everything has been swept away, and their task is to fill up the earth. God makes a promise, and gives them a sign. Whenever rain threatens, when the dark clouds gather and the sun is shut out, a tiny band of coloured light.

How would you feel? The great medieval commentator, Rashi, says that Noah and his family were very very worried. How could they just go on filling up the earth, when all they had known had been swept away?  When it might all happen again? How do you know that what you are doing is worth it, that your works will endure, that it won’t all be washed away in another flood?

The people who created this community took this difficult path. They decided to build soon after the flood, after the closure of North London Progressive at Amhurst Park. They are building this new community in the face of that loss, a loss felt by everyone who knew it. We cannot replace Amhurst Park. And we carry that loss with us as we continue on this journey.

So how do we do it? How do we keep on building?  We are a very small community. We are a community that has to grow. We are stretching ourselves just beyond our limits, and we are managing to offer, in embryonic form, every single thing a Liberal Jewish community has to offer. I could say that we are managing it because of the exceptional quality of our members, and those people who are active in our leadership. Or I could say it’s because there simply are a lot of people like yourselves, living nearby, who feel we are the home they are looking for. Or I might even say this is a wonderful place for a rabbi to work, since there is so much work to do.

Or perhaps it’s this.
 I haven’t told you about my verse, yet, about the part of the Torah that I chose, for the scroll handed to Roberta today.

I chose this, from the book of Deuteronomy,

 
u’v’charta b’chayyim, l’maan ti’hiyyeh attah v’zarecha. 

                                                                              Deut 30:19 

It means : 

“choose life, so that you will live, you and your descendants”

I love this phrase for two reasons. Firstly, the obvious meaning. Choose blessing. Choose the life enhancing path. Or even, choose the difficult path, the task of building what seems impossible.

And then, the subtle reading.

U’v’charta be’ chayyim means, literally, and you will choose life.  The commentator Rashi explains it like this. It’s like a man, who takes his friend and shows him two properties, one finer than the other, and who says to his friend, here, take the better one. That is, he offers his friend the choice, but he goes as far as to take him right up to the good one and put his hand on it and say, here, take this one.

Is this, then a genuine choice? I think it is. But there is something driving us. Something compels us. We must choose life, we must continue to build. Those of you who created this community felt that drive, and that voice continues to call to us now. 

But is it enough, is the call to choose life a realistic response to the danger that all of our work might be swept away? 

Lets go back to the story of the flood. This is the fear that Noah faces, this is the anxiety for the one who must build a whole new world. How do they know that it is safe to increase, to go on building?

The answer lies in a word in story of God and the rainbow, just three verses earlier than those chosen by the Steering Group.              

“And I, here I am establishing my covenant with you.”

v’ani, hineni mekayem et briti itchem.
                                                              Genesis 9:9
Why, asked the commentators, does God say I, here I am? It must be, says Rashi an assurance. God recognises their fears. God says, ‘I, my very presence, is your guarantee. I am the reassurance you seek.’ 

I wish I could say that God guarantees our success. We cannot know where our future leads. But I can say, ‘I, here I am, ani, hineni.’ And so can you, and so can each one of us who commits themselves to our future. A new Liberal Jewish community here in Hackney. A new life, choosing life. 

So here you have it, two parts of the Torah, have struck up a conversation. Seeing rainbows and choosing life. 

This is the partnership that we hope to develop. Many voices, mapping out new realities.

I invite you to bring your thoughts, your Torah, into the debate. To say, ‘ani, hineni. I, here I am’. I am here, and I am your guarantee. We do not know our destination, our future, but we are choosing life, and building it.
