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Rosh Hashanah 2014 Day 2: 

Let us pray for Congregation Tifereth Israel. Let us pray 

for Torat Emet, Ahavas Sholom, Temple Israel, Beth 

Shalom, Beth Tikvah, Beth Jacob, the “Little Minyan,” and 

our local Chabad.  

A well-known fact about Jewish worship is that our liturgy 

nearly always expresses our prayers in the plural form, 

rather than in the singular. We rarely pray only or even 

primarily for ourselves; instead we pray for the welfare of 

the entire community. The Talmud (BK 97) teaches that 

one who prays for someone else to succeed will find that 

his or her own needs receive God’s rapt attention. This 

means, in prayer, we can do one better than petitioning 

reverentially for our needs. We may elect to forego 

whatever spiritual advantages or Divine favor we may have 
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been blessed with and offer the accrued benefits to others; 

and, when we do, according to Judaism anyway, those 

blessings will rebound to us.  

So, this year, I am praying for the success of all the other 

synagogues of Columbus, Ohio. My hope for the New Year 

is that all of them be able to offer a rich menu of Judaic 

and social options, and grow and prosper as a result.  

The Talmudic sage Rav Hisda once gathered his students 

together and, in trepidation, informed them that he had a 

matter of extreme importance to share with them, but that 

doing so would be very difficult, and would require of him 

that he master a deeply felt anxiety. He told them that 

once he revealed this secret teaching, he feared they would 

leave him and go elsewhere. What manner of teaching 

could their rabbi impart that would prompt them to leave 
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him? As his disciples waited respectfully, Rav Hisda 

solemnly declared, “Anyone who learns from only a single 

rabbi will never see a sign of blessing in his studies.” The 

Talmud concludes, “They left him, and went to study with 

Abba ben Joseph bar Ḥama.”  

Our first rabbi, Moses, had no legitimate rivals, but 

somewhere along the way we got the idea that multiple, 

even conflicting voices could be the authentic expressions 

of the Divine Will, and that it might actually be spiritually 

enriching to hear from all of them. Rav Hisda took this 

idea even further – unless we expose ourselves to multiple 

perspectives, our Judaism is left impoverished. The 

dilemma is, moving from insight to implementation can 

result in a very lonely rabbi.  
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Rabbi Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev lived at a time in which 

Hasidic leaders competed fiercely for the attentions of 

religious Jews. He told a parable of a king who had a 

general who suffered a serious defeat. The king wanted to 

verify his general’s loyalty, but he was unsure how to do 

this. Was his general defeated because he didn’t care 

enough to win, or for some other reason? He waited until 

another of his generals was blessed with an important 

victory. The king observed the first general very carefully 

at the victory parade to see how he would react. He saw 

that instead of scowling coldly with envy upon his peer’s 

success, the first general rallied the crowd in cheering and 

applauding. The king then knew both his generals were 

loyal subjects of the realm. If we understand that all rabbis 

and synagogues are seeking to serve the same God, how 

can we not support each other enthusiastically? 
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Imagine a Columbus, Ohio, where various synagogues and 

rabbis, representing different perspectives and offering 

different Jewish experiences, not only supported one 

another whole-heartedly – they would be eager to make 

appropriate referrals. This would be a community where 

Jewish institutions did not feel “ownership” over their 

respective members. Instead of bemoaning a future of too 

small numbers and circling of wagons, collaboration would 

be seen as a vision and as a strength. What might such a 

community consist of?  

Imagine if instead of eight local synagogues, we 

consolidated into a few strategically located campuses. 

Imagine if this building were to be reconfigured to host 

multiple services simultaneously. One service might be 

primarily in English; another perhaps with a mechitza; 

and Agudas Achim flourishing alongside them as 
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egalitarian-traditional. Some services might be 

experimental, such as a yoga meditation minyan or a 

parasha study & discussion group with no worship at all. 

The architectural and symbolic center could be a large 

social hall which would serve all the various groups 

Kiddush together at the end of their respective services. I 

can picture a family walking in to the lobby, scanning their 

choices. Perhaps she wants the traditional minyan, but he 

prefers the discussion group. Their older child goes to the 

teen social action experience and their toddler son off to 

Tot Shabbat. They all meet at Kiddush, compare notes, 

and catch up with friends from other services.  

Ain zo aggadah. This is no farfetched dream.  In fact, such 

institutions already exist throughout North America.  

There is already one only six miles from here.  It’s called 

Hillel. 
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On college campuses Hillel has developed a successful, 

replicable model for Jewish communal life.  Students don’t 

have to “join” Hillel.  They just feel comfortable showing 

up to different types of events, choosing among different 

activities and affiliations, with Orthodox rabbis working 

alongside Reform ones.  And if what a student wants 

doesn’t exist, Hillel provides an environment to help her 

develop it herself. 

The real frustration sets in post-graduation. Upon 

encountering the organized Jewish community, the former 

Hillel Jew is now asked to choose among different 

institutions and, we hope, “join” at least one.  This may 

have worked in earlier generations, but it no longer works 

for many young adults and families.  No wonder that so 

many upcoming Jewish community leaders are attracted 

to independent minyans and other organizational models 
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that prize building participation over building buildings.  

At Agudas, we have already been moving in this direction 

with great success.  Our current shul President and the 

three Presidents before him have all been actively involved 

in Minyan Nedava, an independent havurah-style minyan 

which meets upstairs one Shabbat morning each month. 

In such a community, some folks would grow up and 

happily remain a part of just one minyan or worship 

experience their whole lives. Others would “graduate” 

from one service to the next; depending upon the direction 

they grow Jewishly. A blessed few may choose a different 

experience every time they come to participate. By 

becoming a member in one, individuals and families 

automatically become members of all. In my experience, 

rabbis tend to care much more about movement ideology 

than their congregants do. In this model, the movements 
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matter less than the ability of the community to capitalize 

on an economy of scale, and honor diversity without 

sacrificing unity. What if all the rabbis and cantors were 

accountable to a single overarching community board, 

rather than to half a dozen, often half empty, unrelated 

synagogues – often trying to lead the same standard 

programs as each other rather than focusing only on those 

programs they could be best at? Rabbis and cantors would 

no longer have an incentive to pretend that their particular 

set of skills and passions must necessarily be the best 

match for everyone, as if all Jews wanted or needed the 

same things from their religion. Instead we’d function as a 

team, and where appropriate, each religious professional 

would happily recommend whichever colleague or service 

seemed to be the best fit for the individual doing the 

searching. Imagine if a rabbi could, like Rav Hisda, advise 
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his or her congregants – “You know, your Jewish 

experience and your Judaism would be so much the richer, 

if only you would learn and pray and repair the world with 

several rabbis and not solely with me”? Not only would 

those congregants find new blessings; the blessings 

themselves would rebound to that rabbi as well. 

Shanah Tova. 


