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On Tuesday, a little girl was crying on the couch outside of the Day School office.  I stopped and asked her what was wrong.  She was upset because she was missing her class party.  She kept thinking of all the fun she was missing.  She said, “It’s the end of the year, there will be no more parties, I don’t want to miss this one.”  I reminded her that there would be more parties, another class party next year plus birthday parties and holiday celebrations before.  This wasn’t very comforting.  I told her that it was very sad she was missing the party, not just for her, but for her class, because this particular girl was very well liked.  She perked up, just a bit, and said: “Yeah, whenever anyone from the class is not there everyone asks where they are; if someone is sick we’ll make them a card.  I bet they will be asking during the party where I am.” At this point, she was no longer crying, she was already feeling better because she knew that her friends would be missing her – that it wouldn’t be there same without her, and she knew this because the class cared about every person in the class and noticed when anyone was missing.  When I walked away, she was playing with a toy, no tears on her cheeks.

I share this story because it occurred this week and when I read this week’s Torah portion, I realized that this happened in the bible as well.

Numbers 9

But there were some men who were unclean because of contact with a dead person, so that they could not observe Passover on that day; so they came before Moses and Aaron on that day. Those men said to him, “Though we are unclean because of the dead person, why are we deprived from presenting the offering of the LORD at its appointed time among the children of Israel?” Moses said to them, “Wait, and I will listen to what the LORD will command concerning you.”

Then the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, “Speak to the children of Israel, saying, ‘If any one of you or of your generations becomes unclean because of a dead person, or is on a distant journey, he may, however, observe the Passover to the LORD. In the second month on the fourteenth day at twilight, they shall observe it;

These men, like the little girl, had missed the class party.  

The Passover Seder was, and remains, very important.  Passover is a holiday that every single member of the house of Israel celebrated.  In fact, everyone is required to celebrate Passover, and if you do not - if you do not relive the story of our people’s Exodus, the Torah warns that you are no longer welcome to be part of the Jewish people.  But these men had an out – they were not going to be kicked out of the Jewish people, they had been impure because of contact with a dead body – it was not their fault, they were not purposely choosing to skip Passover, they had no choice.

So, the celebration went on without them, they were still a part of the people, they had just missed this one occasion.  Not that big of a deal, there would be more celebrations, more holidays, another Passover next year.  But this was not a comfort to the men, they felt deprived, excluded, not missed and not counted.

Why were the men so upset?  Why was the little girl upset until she realized that her entire class would be wondering where she was?  Because each of us needs to feel part of a community.  We need to be part of a community, to participate in the important celebrations of the community, to know that we will be missed if we are not there, to know that people care for us, think about us.  Each and every one of us needs to belong to something, to feel connected to something beyond ourselves.  

In an ideal world, we have this feeling of connection and of being part of a community within our family, we have it within our congregation, and we have it with our relationship to God.  But too often today, we suffer from acute loneliness, isolation and remoteness.  We tend to live far from our families; we may not know our neighbors;  So, we try and find communities online – connect to our friends from camp, from high school, from college, from across the world.  We send notes, forward messages, text and text and text.  We are more connected to one another, knowing what is going on in people’s lives, than ever before – but texting, IMing, facebooking twittering . . . these are all things we do when we are by ourselves].  We may be online all day and never have physical contact with another person.  And we are lonely for contact with other people – these virtual communities serve a purpose, but they cannot replace real community.  

Real community is what that little girl had with her class; real community is what these men in our parshah were trying to make sure they remained a part of.  Being part of a real community means that you don’t want to miss the major celebrations.  Real community means that you participate, that you introduce yourself, volunteer, lend a helping hand, a smile, take notice of others as they take notice of you.

We are a reform congregation; we recognize that people connect to the Jewish community in many different ways.  Some connect through prayer, like Tracey Spiegelman, who comes to services every Friday, sits in the same spot, and you better believe, the whole clergy notices when she is missing.  Some connect through study, like Michael Alter, who comes to Torah study every week, sits in the same spot and shares in his deep knowledge of the mystical tradition.  Some connect through social action, like Chuck Hibnik, who was Chair of the Tikkun Olam committee for many years passed the maximum term, who keeps saying he is done, yet shows up at every meeting.  And some connect through social gatherings, through Sisterhood, through the Golani Brotherhood, through the Sunday Senior Series.

Since we offer so many ways to connect, we do not take attendance, we do not require that you come to all we offer.  The choice to attend is up to you.  This is your community, make of it what you will.  But please remember that dues, as important as they are, may be enough to have your name listed in our directory – but paying dues is not enough to give you that feeling of belonging.  That feeling comes with being present – however it is that you personally connect to the community and our people.  That feeling of connection comes from participating, from feeling as though you are missing something when you miss out on a communal celebration, or your regular Torah study – and that connection is demonstrated when you look around and notice that so-and-so is not here and you wonder if everything is alright.  You know you are part of a community when you, like the men in this week’s Torah portion, demand a Passover Shenie.

