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1. Shabbat Shalom 

  

2. Scientists once faced a great mystery on the wide open plains of the Serengeti. Crossing the 

landscape were vast herds of antelope, wildebeests and zebras. Sometimes the herds would mix 

and merge with each other, seeming to be together but still moving their separate ways. The 

mystery was about how they grazed. They would feed off the same land and yet there were 

never any fights between the different animals grazing in the same place. How could they eat so 

peacefully if they were competing for the same grass? 

 

3. It turns out the answer to the mystery was found in the grass. To the scientists the different 

species were all eating grass, but in reality, each one was feeding on a different kind of grass. 

Each herd would eat the grass it liked and leave the rest for the other animals. The large herds 

were able to graze because they had learned to like the grass that the other animals were not 

eating. The puzzle was solved when the researchers understood that all grass is not the same. 

 

4. In this week’s parsha, Avram is commanded by God to leave his home and go to a new place 

where he would get rich, powerful and found a new nation. We are not told how Avram came to 

find God or why God picked Avram out of all the other people who were worshiping idols. To 

anyone looking, Avram was another idolater, the son of an idol maker no less. There is no 

indication in the Bible that Avram looked any different or acted any different. Clearly, however, 

there was something inside Avram that made him stand out from all the other people who lived 

in Ur Kasdim. We might see it perhaps in the fact that he adopted the son of his deceased 



brother. Or perhaps we see how he was different because later it would be revealed that he was 

persistent, brave and commanded the respect of his neighbors. We can also see how he left his 

family and friends to travel to a new place just because God told him to, without any argument 

or protest.  

 

5. Sometimes, it seems that there are big differences, important differences that are only apparent 

in subtle traces.  Like the grass on the Serengeti or in the psychological makeup of our Patriarch 

Avram.  Sometimes you have to take the time to examine things closely to see the essence of 

what it has to teach us.  

 

6. Take prayer for example. Some of us come to Beth-El every Shabbat, some of us come every 

day, and we say the same prayers in the same order each time we are here. Many of us can 

recite the prayers by memory because we have said them so often. We know when we are 

supposed to stand, when to sit, when to bow and when to shukel without ever looking in the 

Siddur and without thinking very much about it. Prayer has become an ingrained habit.  

 

7. So how is it possible that we can get anything out of a prayer that is said by rote? What meaning 

can it have in our lives if we don’t take the time to think about what we are saying? Why has it 

not become just a lot of mumbled words, an accusation that is often heard by those of us who 

pray daily? How can rushing through prayer have any meaning at all? If we are not going to 

ponder every word every day and let it lead us to deep thoughts, then why bother to pray? 

 

8. We can say the same thing about any ritual. Any action that we do “religiously”. How can we 

continue to get anything out of the Torah reading when we read the same thing every year? It is 

one thing to do chores mindlessly, but how can we say we are serving God if we are not paying 



attention at all to what we are doing, when we are performing mitzvot by habit? Is it possible to 

get any meaning from the practice of our Judaism if we have made it a daily habit? 

 

9. Rabbi Lawrence Kusher once noted that the story of Moses at the Burning Bush has an 

interesting twist. Moses saw a bush that was on fire but the wood was not being consumed so 

he turns off the path to see the wonder that was before him. But Kushner reminds us that when 

we light a fire, it takes two to three minutes until we are sure that the wood has caught and is 

being consumed by the fire. You may think that this is not a long period of time, but if you have 

ever complained about long commercials on television, they are only thirty seconds long.  Two 

minutes of staring at a fire is a long time. That Moses saw a burning bush was no big deal, 

bushes burn all the time. That Moses paid attention long enough to notice that the wood was 

not being consumed tells us something about his psychological makeup. He was sensitive to the 

nuances of the world around him.  

 

10. When someone learns mindful meditation, they are told to sit quietly and concentrate on their 

breathing. The mind will naturally stray and all kinds of thoughts might pop into a head, but 

when that happens, they are taught to just take the thought, put it aside and go back to 

concentrating on breathing. Rabbi Jonathan Slater, who has written a book about Jewish 

Mindful Meditation, has written, “We place our attention in the breath, returning there every 

time our attention wanders. The breath is seemingly repetitive, arising and passing away over 

and over again. Yet, when we practice meditation we seek to find the new in the seemingly 

routine; what is it about this breath, right here, right now, that distinguishes it from the one 

before it, or the one before that? What can I notice about this moment of sensation in the body 

to help me discern its uniqueness? How can I train my awareness to wake up each time it begins 

to flag, falling into habit, assuming that all is unchanging?” 



 

11. Like the grass of the Serengeti, every moment is not just like every other moment. Each breath 

we take is different from the one before. Each moment we are alive, we are different from the 

moment before. We are older, we are wiser, and we have learned a lesson or acquired 

knowledge or harbored a thought. Each moment leaves us changed from the one before. We 

only need to slow down and pay attention to how we are growing, how we are thinking, how we 

are living.  

 

12. Each Jewish ritual that we perform calls us to concentrate on our lives, on the passing of time, 

on how we are growing and on how we are using each moment.  Ritual challenges us to find the 

new every time we confront the old. Tradition tries to show us that while it all may look the 

same, our participation in the ritual each time we say the same prayer or perform the same 

mitzvah, is not the same and we need to be sensitive to the difference.  

 

13. As Rabbi Slater writes, “Training in mindfulness mediation can help us to meet each moment, 

each event as new, unique, interesting. It can also help us to prevent rituals from becoming 

rote. Every day bring the same set of prayers, yet no day is the same as the previous one, nor 

are we the same as we were the day before (if we actually pay attention.) Each week Shabbat 

arrives, with the same rituals of welcoming and departing – just as each breath arises and passes 

away. It is possible, if we pay attention, to recognize how this week is different, and to bring a 

different sensibility to the same routine ritual. In this manner we can train ourselves to enter 

into each ritual as something new, to break out of the habit and rote behavior to truly embody 

the ritual.” 

 

14. If we wish to find God in our lives, we need to be prepared as Avram was to notice the nuances 

hiding in obscure corners of our minds. If we wish to find God all around us, we need to train 



ourselves to see the holy and profound in the world around us. If we seek to live a spiritual life, 

we will need to find God in the many ordinary and mundane transactions between ourselves 

and others.  Jewish holidays sensitize us to find God in the subtle teachings in nature, the waxing 

and waning of the moon and in the many stops between seasons on the calendar.   If we wish to 

train ourselves spiritually we will need rituals and the discovery of the nuances of fulfilling the 

commandments of the Torah.  

 

15. The point of Jewish ritual is not trying to do each mitzvah perfectly. It is in our finding the new in 

the traditional. God is there when we pay attention to what parts of our lives is being consumed 

and which parts are found to be eternal. Ritual is not a challenge to get it right; it is an art where 

the nuances of color and texture give each example a subtle but unique experience.  

 

16. As we prepare for the closing prayers in our siddur of our Shabbat service, let us consider how 

each moment is different from all previous moments. What is it about our lives that makes it 

interesting and worth engaging even as we do our most routine tasks? Will we live our lives 

awake or asleep?  Let us find in each prayer a connection to some part of our lives. Let us find in 

our eating the sacred and holy by starting and ending the meal with blessings. Let us find in each 

moment the key to the next one. Let us find in the nuances of living, the voice of God telling us 

to move forward. 

 

May we always be awake to the sacred around us and may that awareness lead us to the sacred 

and holy as we say  … Amen and Shabbat Shalom. 


