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GIFTS

This past Tuesday evening was an incredible nfghtMelissa and | sat on the
couch holding little Zachie in our arms, we watchieel election returns come in from
states across the nation. We looked at our littiednd wondered what this election
might mean for him. We wondered what kind of wosld would give him with our votes
in this election. We wondered who would be begjite Zach and his generation the
strongest possible future.

And then we realized a profound truth. Thoughdbiezome of the election is far
from certain, and though the remaining candidatfes vastly different visions for the

future, that night of primary elections was by litggving America an incredible gift.

Forget for a moment the candidate whom you supgdoifthink instead of just the
simple biographies of the candidates. One is a wonta has accomplished much
already. One is an African American who seems t@ ltaeated not just a campaign, but
a movement. One is a senior citizen who has sdrngecdountry with honor. One is a
Mormon, a proud member of a minority faith in oouatry. Imagine! This mix of

individuals will seem normal, even base-line, fog hext generation.

When | was growing up, | sometimes thought | wdrtebe the president of the
United States some day. But | knew that being ardeyht make that dream a challenge.
As | grew and learned, different passions took hafdl | found my calling in our sacred
tradition. And before | finished rabbinical schoalJew had indeed found a place on a

national ticket.



In just eight short years, look at what our natias produced. Tonight, in 2008,
we have a field of candidates who represent nanaegerity in society. All, in their own
way, represent a group too often pushed down amategl. We Americans, by our

choices so far this election year, are giving duldecen a beautiful and wondrous gift.

Our Torah Portion this evening, Terumah, spealgftdf and what can come
from the act of giving. The Israelites are toldtong gifts for the building of the
Tabernacle. Each whose heart was moved brougktgiihe textiles and materials that
would become the elements necessary for constguttiensacred vessel containing the
Tablets of the commandments. And then, just dfteistatements on gifts comes a
challenging verse: V’'asu li Mikdash v’'shachantidetham. Build for me a sanctuary that

| may dwell among you.

Our gifts carry so much power. When we give fraum loearts and our souls, we
can convey so much to the receiver of the gift.dAfe do more than create a hallmark
moment. We can touch timeshama, the soul, of another person, and we can make the

future brighter with the simple act of giving.

Our Parasha notes that the giving of materialsaNldw for the building of a
sanctuary of sorts, a place for God to reside mnaidst. This cause-effect scenario has
produced many questions over the centuries. Daealyrbelieve that we need to have a
sanctuary to have God’s presence close by? Do Wevbe¢hat God will only dwell with
us when we give something first? Are God’s acti@isint upon our actions—that is,
must we act first to give, and only then will Gaxt and dwell in our midst? While these
guestions continue to confound, | believe thatithtemerges. When we give, we build

sanctuaries for ourselves and for the receivetbegifts.

My favorite book of the great rabbi and theologhkbraham Joshua Heschel is a
deceptively short volume. Entitled simply, The Satbb Heschel writes in beautiful
language about the ability of Shabbat to transfoumlives. Heschel writes that Shabbat,

if we grant it the ability, can become an islandime, a respite from the hectic craziness



of our everyday lives. In a sense, Heschel suggeatsve need to give ourselves a gift
each week: the gift of Shabbat. And when we gi gjift of Shabbat, we receive a

sanctuary in time, a 24 hour period to relax, wfland replenish our souls.

Heschel’s life was not easy. Born in Germany, las & bright young man and a
promising student when the dark clouds of war desdeeé upon Europe. He was among a
small group of students who were saved by the Hekhheion College. In a sense, HUC
found the best and brightest, and gave them timaatk gift: the gift of survival. Heschel

came to America, settled in Cincinnati, and learBadlish.

As time went by, he found that the Conservativee@emoent better fit his
theological beliefs, and he moved to New York to jilne faculty of the Jewish
Theological Seminary. Even with the change, he nioat the Reform perspective of
Social Justice as an integral part of Judaism. Heched with Martin Luther King, and
something tells me he would smile and delight mrhix of candidates currently seeking
the presidency in America.

Heschel grasped, through his own experiencegle¢bp power of giving and
receiving. In his volume on Shabbat, he offershesitnage of Shabbat as the ultimate
gift, carrying with it the ultimate reward of God'®arness. Heschel lived the reality of
sanctuary coming in the form of a gift, and inWisrds and work, he tried to show others

the power that can come, and the sanctuary thabeaneated, by gifts.

Gifts can also create sanctuaries of learning.akig/e can give ourselves the gift
of time, we can also give ourselves the gift oéllegictual curiosity. Each one of us sitting
here in this sanctuary has the ability to learn ti@ngs, to explore new parts of the
world, new parts of ourselves, new parts of oualdibrary. Each one of us, if we so
choose, can decide to begin to explore that wheelms foreign. And when we do, we
will give ourselves a sanctuary, a place of hoknekere understanding and holiness

reside together.



So easily, after a long day of work, we can commd, kick off our shoes, and
eat dinner on the couch while watching Americar.l@at for what purpose? Yes, at the
end of a long day we all like to relax and unwiBdt think of the lessons the rest of the

family will learn as they watch us.

Instead of dinner at the couch, try dinner attétide, surrounded by conversation.
Instead of American Idphow about something uplifting or life-affirming®ur
televisions, with hundreds of stations, can brim¢pi our homes good speech or bad
speech, good messages or bad messages. We camr usevimding time at home to

delve into new things, to read, listen, watch, grgobjects waiting to be explored.

When we make the choice to give ourselves thé dfesomething good on
television, something good in a book or magazineroa DVD, we help to make our

homes sanctuaries, dwelling places for not just@wed ones, but for God, too.

Finally, gifts can create the sanctuaries of leeall need in life. When we give
something to someone, we engage in an act of lwele gift does not even need a card!
The gift itself says, “I care about you, | want yioufeel loved and appreciated, | want to
give some of myself to you.” The recipient of suacbift can feel the sanctity and security
of God, and by the simple act of giving, we creatanctuary. This notion of gifts as a

means for creating sanctuaries of love resonatesimy faiths.

Many years ago, Mario Cuomo, then the governdte# York, gave the
graduation address at lona College in New Rochkgllee, Cuomo asked if the parents of

the graduates were the ones to now teach whanstrictors had tried to teach.

... That the philosophers were right. That SainhEis, Buddha,
Mohamad, Maimonides—all spoke the truth when teayg the way to
serve yourself is to serve others; and that étlistwas right, before them,
when he said the only way to assure yourself imasp is to learn

to give happiness.



Cuomo understood the power of giving to anothesqerHe saw that by giving one can
create a place where God dwells with us in a loeimdprace. For each of us here tonight,
and in fact, for each of us who walks the earth,att of giving love creates holiness no

matter how we understand that holiness.

Friends, gifts of time, of learning, and of lou®ywde the giver and the receiver
with much more than any other kind of gift. When gwee of our time, our ability to help
another learn and our love, we help create newtsanes for the Divine. In those gifts,
we give not just a temporal gift, but as well theger gift of God’s presence. Each of us
has the power to build a sanctuary for ourselvdsranother person. And each of us has
the ability to help another find that place wherd@wells.

Let us become even more, a community of giversl I&hour gifts create new
holiness and new hopes and new dreams for nobyuselves and our generation, but for

the generations yet to come.



