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1. Shabbat Shalom 

  

2. Our Parsha this week is all about accounting. Jewish Law maintains that when charity is being 

collected, one person should not be doing all the collecting. There was a concern about 

transparency in the collection and if one person was in charge, there might be questions about 

how much was really collected and how much actually made it to the worthy cause.  Halacha 

insists that there be at least two doing the collecting so that there will be no question about the 

honesty of those in charge.  

 

3. The exception to this rule is found in our Parsha. Moses alone is in charge of the collection for 

the Mishkan. All of the money and materials came first to Moses and then to those involved 

with the building. This is why there is such a strict accounting in our Parsha. Moses understood 

that without this audit, people might accuse him of trying to become rich off the donations of 

others.  I should remind you that this was such a successful drive for funds that Moses had to 

tell the people to stop giving, that he had enough for the project and didn’t need any more. I 

can tell you this was the first and only time in history that people were told that they didn’t 

need to give anymore.  

 

4. At the end of the Parsha, Moses takes all the things that the artisans had made and assembled 

the Mishkan. He set up the screen around the courtyard. Set up the tent at one end and the 

alter at the other. He put the furnishings into the tent all according to what God had showed 

him on Mt. Sinai. But the Mishkan was not complete. Without people inside, it was just a big 



empty tent. I have said this many times: A synagogue is not a building, no matter how beautiful 

the building may be. A synagogue is the people who come to worship together.  We meet to 

pray in this wonderful space, but without you, the congregation, it is just a big empty room.   

 

5. In the Talmud, in Massechet Haggigah, Rabbi Eliezer taught that Adam, the first human being, 

was so tall that he reached from the earth to the heavens.  This passage prompted the Hasidic 

master, the Maggid of Mezeritch, to teach, “Although humans are physically earthbound with 

our feet firmly planted in the soil, our spirit is far reaching, and can extend into the heavens.” 

 

6. Isn’t that the dream of everyone who prays? The dream of lifting our spirit into the heavens. 

Imagine what it would be like to soar above this earthly existence and explore the realm of 

angels! What would it be like to extend our life spirit to climb up to the divine kingdom? What 

would we be willing to sacrifice here on earth to experience for one moment to have our spirit 

soar into the heavens? We call this synagogue Beth-El, the House of God, but do we remember 

the source of that name? It is from the Bible, from the Book of Genesis, where Jacob has fled 

from his home because of the anger of Esau, and spends the night sleeping in an open field. He 

dreams of a ladder, a staircase, extending from earth to the heavens with angels ascending and 

descending. Jacob wakes up and says, “God was in this place, and I did not know it.” So he called 

that place Beth-El. Beth-El is the place where angels and humans ascend and descend between 

earth and heaven.  

 

7. Animals don’t have these kinds of dreams. They are only rooted to the earth. What makes us 

human beings unique is our ability to think, imagine and to dream.  Our bodies don’t function 

much differently than those of the animals. By examining how animal bodies work we can learn 

a great deal about how our own bodies work.  We are, however, more than just our bodies. We 



have the ability to envision a different world. We can contemplate travel to the stars. We can 

dream up new inventions. We can imagine what a world free of pain and suffering could look 

like.  We can do all these things; but all too often, we don’t. We direct our eyes in other 

directions. 

 

8. The story is told of two Israelites, let’s call them Reuvan and Shimon, who were present at the 

crossing of the Red Sea. While others were in awe of the miracle that surrounded them, these 

two were contemplating the sea floor that had not quite dried up.  Reuvan says, “Ug, look at all 

this mud.”  Shimon replies, “Yeah, it reminds me of the mud in the brickyards where we used to 

make our bricks” Reuvan says, “Mud in freedom, mud in slavery, it is all the same mud.” 

 

9. Can you imagine, they were in the presence of the greatest miracle in all of history and all they 

can see is the mud on their shoes? Sometimes we are just like these two Israelites. We are so 

caught up in the mud that we can fail to see the divine miracles that surround us. Our feet are 

so entwined in the earth that we don’t let our spirit soar into the heavens. We look up from 

time to time but we say, “I can’t do that.” Or we say, “That is not for me.” Or I don’t have time 

for spiritual matters.” The very universe is a miracle before us but we take our small hands and 

cover our eyes and never lift up our eyes to the heavens. 

 

10. Rabbi Abraham Twersky, who has dedicated his life to helping those with substance abuse 

problems and who knows a lot about the excuses we make, writes in his book, “Living Each 

Day”: Wherever man’s spirit happens to be, that is where he himself is. If his thoughts, feelings, 

imagination and wishes are all earthy, then he is confined to earth. If his spirit carries him into 

contemplation of the greatness of God, into unselfish love of mankind, and into searching for 



the will of God for him, then his spirit and hence his very essence is in the heavens. We can be 

spiritual; we can reach up into the sky.” 

 

11. We read in Devarim/Deuteronomy, “Surely this instruction which I enjoin upon you this day is 

not too baffling for you nor is it beyond reach. It is not in the heavens, that you should say ‘Who 

among us can go up to the heavens and get it for us and impart it to us that we may observe it?’ 

nor is it beyond the sea that you should say, ‘Who among us can cross to the other side of the 

sea and get it for us and impart it to us that we may observe it?’  No, the thing is very close to 

you, in your mouth and in your heart, to observe it.” 

 

12. The heaven that we seek is not above us or far away. It is about lifting our eyes and then lifting 

our hearts. It is not so much about what we can see rather it is about opening our eyes to see 

what is right in front of us. Yes there is mud at our feet, but the miracle of life itself grows from 

that mud when we take the time to plant the proper seeds.  

 

13. It is easy to see the flaws in this world. All we need to do is to listen to the daily news. There is 

murder and war, there is flood and draught, there is pain and suffering all around us. Where is 

the miracle that will bring peace to Israel? Where is the salvation for the people of Darfur? 

Where is heaven for the victims of ethnic cleansing in Africa or the victims of gun violence on 

the streets of our cities? All of this is true. All of these show us how far we still have to go to 

make our world the heaven that it should be for all people.  This week, a small group of our 

members sat in the reading room and contemplated answering just one question, “What acts of 

kindness and compassion can we do today and tomorrow, to make our community better for all 

people?” Yes even in Birmingham, Alabama, when we open our eyes, we can see miracles. For 



these people, it is not enough to climb the stairway to heaven; they stop to help others climb as 

well. 

 

14. But even before we go out to change the world, we have to find our own spiritual place. We 

have to lift up our own eyes to the possibilities of life. We have to lift up our eyes to imagine 

what it would be to like to live among the stars. We need to lift our eyes out of the mud to see 

beyond life’s flaws to the very miracles that surround us. 

 

15. We can do all of this right here, in Beth-El, in God’s house. God is in this place, do we know it? 

Do we understand when we are together that what happens here is more than just reading 

words in a book? Do we understand that this service is more than just leaning ancient laws and 

customs? This place is a place where the ladder reaches from earth to heaven.  This place is the 

place where we can climb out of our mundane lives and become more than we ever thought we 

could be.  The words may inspire us, the music may move us, the ideas may motivate us but we 

ourselves have the responsibility to lift our eyes to the heavens, to peer deeply into our own 

hearts and extend our souls heavenward.  

 

16. Tonight, God willing, I will be officially installed as your Rabbi, your teacher and your guide. And 

I will work hard every day to teach the lessons and preach the words to inspire each resident of 

this community to lift their eyes from the earth and to extend their arms to the heavens. I can 

cajole, nag, badger, pester, harass, bother and disturb everyone to discover the spirituality 

within. But I can’t do it for you. Each of us has to uncover our own eyes, lift up our own hearts 

and open our own minds to the mysteries and potentials of the spirit. No one can do it for you. 

Some days it works, and some days we leap forward only to fall back into the mud.  But I 

promise that I will be there to lift you out, clean you off and encourage you to keep trying.  



 

17. Because I know that one day each of us will leap to the heavens and find God reaching out to 

catch us and embrace us and fill us with divine light. And when that happens, our lives will be 

filled with meaning, our hearts will be filled with love, we will work and not grow weary and we 

will be the miracle that will change the world.  

 

18. Ani V’Atah Mishane Et HaOlam – You and me – together we will change the world. You and me, 

with God’s help will make the difference.  Omru et zeh Kodem Lefanai, Lo Mishane – Others 

have said before that nothing will change but you, me and God – We will change the world.  

 

19. Amen and Shabbat Shalom 


