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1. Hag Sameach 

  

2. The Talmud is filled with a lot of fancy logic as the Rabbis tried to understand how to 

interpret laws that are written in the Torah. But Midrash is another matter. Midrash is 

where the Rabbis really do verbal gymnastics as they try to tease important lessons 

about life and religion from the sacred text of the Bible. There are only 13 or so rules for 

interpreting the legal parts of the Torah but Midrash has some 70 plus rules that make 

almost any anomaly, real or imagined, into a story or a sermon.  

 

3. One of the famous Midrashim that relates to this holiday of Sukkot notices a quirk about 

the Lulav and Etrog. These four species have different characteristics. The palm branch 

represents a palm tree which has fruit you can taste but it has no special fragrance. The 

myrtle tree has a beautiful fragrance but no fruit to taste. The willow tree does not have 

any fruit to taste or any fragrance to smell and the etrog can be smelled and tasted. The 

Midrash then makes a parallel with the Jewish People. Taste to the Midrash means good 

deeds and fragrance implies learning. The lesson is that some Jews are learned but don’t 

perform good deeds. Some do good deeds but don’t have any learning. Some Jews do 

not perform good deeds nor have any learning and some Jews have both learning and 

good deeds. The Midrash then goes on to note that one does not have a valid “four 



species” if one of the four is missing. So too, we don’t have a proper community if one 

of the four kinds of Jews is missing.  

 

4. I am hoping to use the sermons for Sukkot to try and teach about Judaism and prayer 

and I begin with this midrash because it teaches the importance of all Jews in the 

community, not just the important ones, the learned ones or the righteous ones. It is 

not a community if there are not some who don’t always live up to the ideals of being a 

Jew. There are some societies and some religions where if you don’t fit into their idea of 

what an ideal person is about, then you don’t belong in their community. Judaism, 

however, is not like that. A Jew, even if he or she sins, is always a Jew. There is no 

exclusion just because you don’t conform. There may be friction between the ultra 

Orthodox community and the rest of the Jewish world but nobody ever says that the 

other one is not Jewish. We may not like each other all the time but we never deny any 

Jew’s place in the community.  

 

5. In a rather strange twist, the definition of community depends on some rather unsavory 

people. In trying to establish the minimum number of people it takes to form a 

community, the smallest number of people that earns being listed in the Torah as an  

Aidah, a community, is 12. God speaks to Moses in the Book of Bamidbar/Numbers, 

saying, “How long will I put up with this evil Aidah?” God is referring to the spies who 

came back from scouting the land of Israel with a rather negative report of Israel’s 

prospects for conquering it. The Sages noted, however, that two of the spies did not 

come back with an evil report; they returned saying that with God’s help the conquest 



would be simple. So it is an “evil Aidah” then that determines that only ten are needed 

to create a community.  

 

6. This is the basis for our prayer quorum, the minyan. The smallest group that can be 

called a “community” is ten, just like the number of evil spies that came back to the 

Israelite camp with a discouraging report. Every minyan is not an evil one, but we learn 

from the bad guys what good guys are also supposed to do. When you gather to pray 

you don’t need ten good Jews, or ten bad Jews you only need one Jew who will open up 

the doors of the synagogue to all those who wish to come and pray. If you are a Jew and 

have attained legal age, which for boys and girls is age 13, you count in a minyan. 

 

7. That is the background behind the Midrash of the Lulav and Etrog. When it comes to a 

minyan, every Jew counts. It does not matter if they are rich in Mitzvot or in Learning or 

not; all Jews are welcome to join a minyan in prayer. 

 

8. The other lesson is that to have a kosher set of the four species you have to have all the 

different kinds of Jews together. What does it mean when we say one has to “join” a 

minyan. Rabbi Yochanan HaSandler, in Pirke Avot, in the Talmud says, “Every Assembly 

whose purpose is to serve God, will, in the end be established, but every assembly that 

is not for God’s purpose, will, in the end, not be established (but will fall apart.)” We see 

that it is not enough that Jews come together; they have to come together for the right 

reason.  

 



9. This is why a minyan of Jews who gather to pray, must be focused on prayer. Halacha, 

Jewish law, insists that every member of a minyan be focused on the required prayers. 

The Rabbis realized, however, that to get Jews to stay focused, could be difficult. What 

would happen if someone would fall asleep during the service? What would happen if 

someone had to answer her phone? If someone arrived late and was not in the same 

place as the other worshippers, could that Jew still be part of the minyan? 

 

10. The Rabbis, in these circumstances, decided to go with the majority. As long as six or 

more members of the Minyan, six out of the ten, were focused on the prayers, then the 

minyan was established. If some of the members of the minyan were distracted, busy 

with other work or sleeping, as long as the majority were praying, then the minyan was 

established. As long as six of the ten would answer “amen” to the leader’s prayers, then 

that was enough to call the assembly a fit minyan for prayer.  

 

11. Jewish law asks that if a Jew is walking behind a synagogue on Rosh Hashana and hears 

the blowing of the shofar from inside, has he fulfilled the Mitzvah of hearing the 

sounding of the shofar? The answer is that if the man has the intention of listening to 

the shofar, he has fulfilled the Mitzvah. If he does not pay attention, then he has not.  

 

12. So does one need to be in the physical room to be counted in the Minyan? If you can 

hear what is going on in the service but you are not present, do you still count in the 

Minyan? The question has taken on more attention these days since one can simulcast a 

service, live stream a service on the internet, Skype a service over a computer or listen 



in on a service on a cell phone. Can you be part of a service if you are only digitally 

present? 

 

13. In a recent ruling by the Rabbinical Assembly Committee on Law and Standards, the 

answer is no, … sort of. To create a minyan, you need ten adult Jews physically present 

in a room. If you are in a concert hall listening to a concert, and know that there are ten 

or more Jews present, since the majority is not involved in prayer, there is not a Minyan.  

Even if you have nine Jews and you call a tenth Jew on Skype so she can hear and see 

what the rest of the minyan can hear and see, you still don’t have a minyan.  You need 

ten Jews in one place, the majority of whom have to be focused on prayer.  

 

14. But based on the man who hears the shofar, the Rabbinical Assembly said that while 

there has to be ten Jews physically present for a minyan, other Jews can join that 

minyan and daven together with them and fulfill the Mitzvah of prayer.  For example, if 

you are home alone and you call someone who is attending a minyan that already has 

ten Jews present, you can respond to the Amen of the leader, you can recite the Kaddish 

with them and you can join yourself digitally to the group. You can’t be part of the ten 

who are needed to establish the minyan but you still can join them in prayer if you have 

the intention of being a part of their service. 

 

15.  Of course, one can always pray alone. For 95% of all prayer, there does not need to be a 

minyan at all. One can recite the Shema and the Amidah; One can read from a Torah ( 

but you can’t call up anyone for an Aliyah) and read the Musaf service. One can even say 



Hallel or sing Adon Olam individually. The only prayers that require a Minyan is the 

Borchu, the Kedusha and all the different forms of the Kaddish. All of these require a call 

and a response from the community. We also do not repeat the Amidah when we are 

alone since, when we are alone, there is no one to respond “amen”. If you have said it 

once, by yourself, that is enough. When someone becomes a mourner, and needs to say 

the Kaddish, we help form a minyan because when we inevitably become a mourner 

ourselves, we want others to make a minyan for us. If we expect a minyan in our time of 

need, then we need to be there for others in their time of need. 

 

16. Every day, twice a day, we gather here in the chapel to make a minyan for those who 

are saying the Kaddish and who want to be a part of an Assembly whose purpose is to 

serve God. It doesn’t matter how many showed up yesterday or how many will appear 

tomorrow, we need ten today, twice a day. You can be part of that daily miracle, you 

can be a Jew who not only counts, but can be counted on. Don’t you want to be part of 

an Assembly with a divine purpose that will, in the end, long endure? Jews of all kinds 

are welcome to make a minyan, and that includes you! 

 

May God show us not only how to make every day count, but may the Jewish people 

every day, be able to count on us.                     Amen and Hag Sameach 


