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Good Shabbos and Shabbat shalom. I’m starting my schpiel with thank yous.
I have so much love and gratitude for the mentors I’ve found here at Beth Emet: the youth directors Abby, Maia, and Sam, and now Gabriella who have all done amazing job caring for me and this Jewish space. I’m very grateful to have had you all as mentors and friends. Thank you to my teachers who equipped me with the Jewish inquisitive spirit. Thank you to the teachers to whom I served as a madrich for showing me the joys of teaching. Thank you to the faculty and staff for keeping a loving and caring community here. Thank you to Marci, Nancy, Ariella, and my colleagues for guiding me through my time teaching here. Thank you, most of all, to my students who have taught me more about myself, others, and Judaism than possibly anyone else.
A year ago I shared a d’var torah discussing the issues I had found in my time as a Jew. I want to look back critically and build upon what I had been feeling at the time. I want this to mark what I currently believe about Judaism and the world.
As I frequently talk about, I teach the fifth grade Judaica class. In the curriculum where we discuss the prophets, we discussed a leader called Yiftach. The Jews of that time find themselves faced with the undertaking of building a nation. As opposed to the desert where the Hebrews’ needs were met and they had the gift of frequent Torah study, these Jews had to balance internal conflict, settling a nation, and war on top of their Torah study. This particular Judge,Yiftach, pledged to God that he’d sacrifice to God whoever came out of his house first in exchange for victory in an upcoming skirmish as was the practice of neighboring groups. It was his daughter. 
For a long time I did not understand the story; I thought it might speak to the vitality of honest leadership or demand questions of unacknowledged pressures forced on our careers. Those are valid discourses on the story obviously, but I now recognize it as the larger tragedy of poorly knowing one’s own religion. In the messiness of his world, Yiftach had lost his spiritual connection with God, and in a time of need was not equipped to reach back out to God. He confused his religious practices with those of his neighbors. It hurt him and took his daughter’s life. 
I identify with his struggle. I was raised Jewish but lacked an intimate personal connection with God. I always thought the only meaningful aspects of Judaism were the social justice oriented ideals, and I appreciated those, but I was always spiritually disconnected. 
There came a time when I had distanced myself from my congregation and the people I cared about. I forgot who I was and what I believed. I remember one especially dark night in which I tried reaching out to God for help. I said the Shema, but felt just as empty. 
This is because I, like Yiftach, had confused my religion with that of my neighbors. Like him, I have been brought up in a world not of my religion. Last year, when I said I couldn’t not believe in God, it was because I had confused our God with the popular interpretation of God–this old white bearded puppet master in some far off, disjointed cloud land. No wonder, when I reached out, I got no response; I didn’t know who I was reaching out to. I didn’t know God and I felt alone for it. 
I have been opening myself to spirituality in new ways recently. I hope my views evolve and flow over the course of my life, but right now I believe that God is the emergent system of love in the world. I believe that God lives in me when I love myself. I believe that God lives in my friends and family. I believe that God can be found in clothes I wear and how I express my gender. I believe that God is the smell of s’mores and fire on the first chilly night of fall. I think God is in the first snow of the year and in the seven blankets under which I huddle and in the hot chocolate I drink. God is in the song the birds sing and in the thunder of the train that connects me to my city. I feel as though there are a million tiny, light blue, glowing threads connecting me to the swirling cosmos and to the most minute moments of kindness. 
Having found this sense of connection, I now recognize that reaching out to God in my moments of need means calling a friend. That God emerges from the moment of a nice chat. I believe that reaching out to God means reaching deep inside myself to ask what makes me happy. Reaching out to God means watching Doctor Who to cheer me up. Reaching out to God is reaching inside to wrap myself in my own arms and tell myself. “I love you, and you’re worth happiness.” No This is the Jewish God. 
In those dark moments, before I knew God, I said that I’ve been in rooms too empty and I’ve been too lonely for God to exist. Now I know that God's existence was up to me. The tree of life is there to those who hold fast to it.
This week’s Parsha describes how we tally the Jews. It describes how Moses is to conduct the counting of Jews in the desert. This should invoke important conversations about the too frequent expulsion of Jews who are also queer, disabled, indigenous, Jews of color, or Jews who practice another denomination from Jewish spaces. Today, I find myself with another reflection: how we tally ourselves. 
I have heard many of the older students call themselves atheists over my time teaching. First, I think that the spirituality, thinking, and inquisitive nature developed in the Jewish upbringing marks every Jew as fundamentally incomparable with an atheist soul. It’s not an applicable term for anyone raised Jewish—no matter how one’s belief may evolve. We are told to grapple with, challenge, and intimately explore what we believe as individuals. The word Israel–as in us Israelites–literally means God Wrestler. We have to wrestle with God and what it means to be Godly. Our entire nation of people has for thousands of years stepped up to address our congregation and declare what we think of Judaism for the first time at our B’nai Mitzvah. Whatever the belief may be, the inquisitive and insightful thought behind it makes it Jewish and valid. The conscious belief that God does not exist does not make anyone not Jewish and an act of Judaism. 
Not believing in God is an act of Judaism, so why don’t those kids count themselves as Jewish? Well, I can only speak to my own feelings, but I felt similarly disillusioned with my religion for most of my life, and, at times, refused to count myself. I believe it boils to two things: social alienations and minimal Jewish education. I faced many social challenges growing up; I was just different. I spent so long feeling so bad about myself and feeling so out of place in the world and in Judaism. I felt insecure in my identities, and I found discomfort in my Jewish identity. I had faced upsetting ostracization from Jewish peers and felt deeply unwelcomed in Judaism. I shouldn’t have been discounted by my peers, and I especially shouldn’t have discounted myself.  I wish I could go back in time and tell myself what it means to be Jewish. I wish I could’ve known even some of the fundamental Jewish truths that now comfort me. 
I am not sure where, along the way, I got lost or how I managed to be so mistaken about my own religion. And I’m not sure where along the way, the atheist declaring students got lost. Maybe it was when we assimilated or suburbanized or stopped speaking Yiddish or when we started attending Shul only at the high holidays or maybe somewhere else. I don’t know, but I wish I could have known Judaism like I do now. 
As important to my Judaism as spirituality is justice work. As I touched on before, the corequisitory demand of Jewish actualization is action–not just spiritual action but the action of taking a radical stance against injustice in the current world. Even when it is uncomfortable, unpopular, and daunting, we all have to leave the world better than we found it.
There is a disturbing reemergence and normalization of literal nazis in this country, and the supreme has stolen the human right of choosing one’s life and family.  There is active, expanding discrimination surrounding what family is and who can love and who can marry. There is a repulsive and horrifying wave of trans persecutors legislation in this country.
School kids are gunned down, and every day there is another mass shooting. Congress stays silent and bends over to the NRA as gun violence destroys communities and enforces terror. Our country clings to this obsession with obsolete firearm ideals. We take in the propaganda that says adding more guns is what keeps us safe from guns. They are not protective.
The education system indebts our nation and impoverishes our people. Learning is becoming less and less accessible. All while, oil and gas chokes the sky, burns the land, kills the life, and poisons the water. The planet warms. No wonder youth depression, anxiety, and suicide are at their worst ever. Hate crimes continue to rise, islamophobia and xenophobia worsen, books are being banned, history is being wiped away and rewritten, child labor laws being rolled back. The planet is dying. This is the world we’re inheriting. No wonder the kids of today have so little faith. 
I think there is beauty in the world but it’s getting harder for me to see it. 
Pursuing spiritual happiness, love, community and meaning in Judaism requires action. You cannot call yourself Jewish and not take action in our world. Some small starts include donating old toys, clothes, blankets, to shelters, preparing meals for a soup kitchen, supporting mutual aid funds, and being active in changing policies in one’s own community. It means writing and calling representatives to increase the number of representatives in congress so the public can have more of a say in congress and abolishing the electoral college so votes matter equally and the populus can decide who is president. It means blocking corporate donations to political candidates. It means supporting term limits for representatives and judges, checks on the supreme court, an upper age limit for those who run the country. It means increasing social services and education funding.
The world is messy and beautiful–a little bit. Cherish it–even when it's hard.
This week’s Torah portion tells us that every Jew is tallied. It tells us that you’re tallied in the community you’re serving. It’s a subtle and profound idea worth coming back to. While you care for the world and for others, you have to also care for yourself and your own mental health. Easier said than done, but it’s important to not let the bad things claim your peace. 
I want to close by sharing some miscellaneous advice. Be kind. You never know what people are going through. Things change and that’s sad and beautiful and ok. Don’t stake your happiness on others; be enough for yourself.  Not all relationships are meant to last your whole life. Create something from time to time. Progress is rarely linear. Don't take on too much in one day. Words have a lot of power. Few decisions are irreversible; no one moment or choice is worth sacrificing your peace of mind. You are not the only one who struggles. Become a master of something. It’s ok to be uncertain. Be firm in your beliefs. Be undaunted by your errors and humble in your triumphs. Aim high. Stand tall in the storm. 
The world is in your hands. The world is big and scary but so full of life and magic and wonder. Todah Rabah Beth Emet, for so much.
