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When I was seven years old, my best friend, Nancy Kugelman, told me that in the fall she would be going to Temple Sinai for Sunday school. I knew instantly that I wanted to go too. I asked my parents if I could go see Temple Sinai. My friends told me that there was a children’s service on Saturday mornings where they gave out Hershey bars and I was ready to go. My father drove me the four blocks to the synagogue and dropped me off. I had no idea where to go, so I went into the first big room that I saw, and found myself in the back of the Main Sanctuary, where a service was going on, but not one for children. I sat in the back and had no idea what was happening, but I loved every minute of it. There were two men up front and my mother had told me that there would be a rabbi and cantor in the synagogue, and I spent a lot of the service trying to guess which man was which. Something touched me that morning, and when I got home, I begged my parents to send me to Sunday school and then to Hebrew school. They did, and I loved it. I loved the other kids, the teachers, everything about the Hebrew we were learning, and especially the times that our class saved up questions for the rabbi, questions that only a rabbi could answer. Then our teacher would invite the rabbi in and we would ask – questions about God and meaning and Torah and life. I thought of these times as the times that we were allowed to waste time and not learn new Hebrew vocabulary or grammar; times to just talk felt like a special gift that we really weren’t supposed to have. They were an almost illicit luxury. The sense of home and belonging and comfort that I experienced enabled me to ask the questions of the rabbi that I wondered about. Even complaining about Hebrew school felt good; I never really meant any of the complaints and the shared kvetching of our group of devoted students felt wonderful – a shared spiritual experience.

Mostly, I loved the stories; stories for me formed the heart of everything Jewish and wonderful. The first time I read the story of the banishment of Hagar and Ishmael was in Hebrew school. I heard the rationalizations (Ishmael was playing too rough with Isaac, God knew that it was the best thing possible for Ishmael and Isaac, it was important that Abraham was able to listen to Sarah and pay attention to her needs) but I still found it infuriating. How could Abraham assert his power in so cruel a way? How could God (who was rapidly becoming my least favorite Biblical character) support him in doing it? I reacted like Rabbi Yael did – I could not understand why we needed to read this story every year on the first day of the year. Couldn’t we find something less wrenching once in a while? People who only come to shul once or twice a year know only this story of all the stories in Torah. What impression must they have of Judaism! No wonder they don’t come back again!  And then one day, years after I had heard the story for the first time, I knew,  knew deeply, that we tell the story because the story and every character in it is about us. Indeed, we are every character in the story. 
One Shabbat morning during the year before my Bat Mitzvah, I found myself standing in the back of the sanctuary where services were taking place. By now I knew who the rabbi and cantor were, and I also knew my place as a girl in a Conservative synagogue in the early 1960’s. A friend was on the bimah reading the Torah (a male friend since women were not allowed to read Torah in the Conservative synagogue where I was raised). I said to a girl I was standing with, “Isn’t it great that we don’t have to learn to read Torah? That would really be hard! I don’t know if I could do it.” She whole-heartedly agreed. We were Sarah and Hagar, willingly accepting less, not even noticing.
I spent most of my high school years actively involved in  USY. I loved everything about it until one day, I decided that it was time for me to speak publicly about something I cared about – in this case, the rules about whether or not USY officers should be required to keep kosher out of the house. With the passion that only an adolescent convinced that her cause is the most important issue ever, I volunteered to speak for the side of the debate that said that USY officers should not be required to keep kosher. One of my close friends took the opposing side. Interestingly, at the time, I was keeping kosher out of the house (not in) and she was not, but this was about beliefs, not about our actual practice. I argued in the debate, did what felt like a good job, and expressed clearly why I believed that USY officers should not have to do anything unless they believed that it was the right thing for them to do, unless it had meaning for them; no external rule should require that someone change what s/he eats. I thought that when the vote happened, it would be made clear that I was right; everyone would be convinced; in fact, the entire Conservative movement would agree with me. Was I ever wrong! The issue lost by huge numbers, and it was made clear to me that there was no room for my view; I had no idea what had happened. For me, it was a first step out of the Conservative movement and the beginning of the realization that I needed a different kind of Judaism in which to find my home. I was Hagar, pushed out of a place I’d seen as home, a place where I could no longer fit in.
In 1979 I was a new rabbi trying to determine whether I could come out as a lesbian and still serve as a rabbi in the Jewish community. I was torn: there was so much homophobia in the Jewish world, but it was essential for me to be open and honest about who I was. I found myself standing in line at a rabbinical convention with a colleague who weighed in on my question,”It would be a terrible idea for you to come out, “he said, “Think of all the harm it would do to other women rabbis. Everyone will start to question their sexual orientation as well. It’s much too new in the life of women rabbis for you to do that to them.” Part of me knew that he was wrong and that I should respond. Part of me wanted to tell him that seeing one way of living valued more highly than another is always wrong. Part of me wanted to tell him that the problem was not the women rabbis’ problem, but the problem of our seriously misguided society. But I was a new rabbi; it was 1979; I wasn’t sure enough of myself, or of my life to argue. I was Hagar, uncertain and afraid to challenge.
My partner Betsy and I had a commitment ceremony in 1984. Not too many people were having same-sex commitment ceremonies at that time. We were excited; we felt like trailblazers. And we loved everything about the glorious day in July that we celebrated. So many of our friends and those we loved were celebrating with us. Some of you here today were a part of our ceremony and I hope remember just how much joy there was. Yet I still remember how jarring it was not to let the congregation I was serving know about our ceremony. I still remember how nervous I was that they would find out, and that I would be asked to leave my congregation. I still remember this dark side of an otherwise wonderful event, one of the most wonderful days of my life, and I can feel the tears begin to form still 23 years later. I was Hagar, knowing that if I did the wrong thing, if Ishmael played with Isaac, if I was too open about my life, I would be banished.

We are all Sarah, Hagar, and Ishmael in so many ways. We can all tell our stories, the ways that we have been cast out, the ways that we have felt rejected or unappreciated, the ways that we have not been respected. And when we are Sarah or Hagar or Ishmael, it is so difficult to demand what we need. The memories that I had of synagogue as haven, of Hebrew school as spiritual base, were powerful, but how could they be reclaimed if I felt like Hagar the powerless. Who can stand up to Abraham to demand that she not be thrown out of his household? Who can stand up to Abraham and trust that her voice will be heard? 
We have all been Hagar, when we are so hurt and rejected that we can barely speak; there is no valued place for us; we feel only sadness, worry, pain. We have all been Sarah, finding any power that we can in a system that fundamentally renders us powerless, invisible.  When we can laugh at life and see beyond our limits, then there is some hope for change, but it is fleeting; it is rare.  And we have all been Ishmael, vilified for who we are, young and powerless, hoping for a future that will give us something, anything that we can look forward to. There is within us all Ishmael.
When I was 17, in 1969, I went on a USY trip to Israel for the summer. We saw everything – north to south, kibbutzim to big cities. It was two years since the ’67 war, and we were particularly focused on the gains that Israel had made during that war. Being able to pray at the Western Wall. wandering through the Old City; it was extraordinary; the country was alive and vibrant and hopeful. 

Many years later, when I was in my 20’s, I began to think about the parts of Israel we did not see, the questions we did not ask, the words that were never uttered, the people we never mentioned, the decisions we never questioned. Who were the Palestinians? Where were they on our tour? Through my love of Israel, my looking closely at Israel, my identification with Israel as my homeland, I slowly began to learn that I am – we are – also Abraham, man of power.  
It surprised me to realise that it is easier for me to look at the Hagar, the Ishmael, the Sarah inside me, but it is more difficult, more challenging, to claim the Abraham. Abraham, the wealthy, powerful patriarch represented risk taking and standing up for justice, but also stood for the ability to feel his own strength, to claim his own power, to own the right and ability to make a difference and to decide what difference should be made. When I was a child, I knew deep down that the Jewish people were oppressed. I was born in 1952, seven years after World War II and the Holocaust, four years after the founding of the State of Israel, which felt miraculous and seemed tenuous. The image of the powerless, intellectual, gentle Jewish man was an ideal that was at the heart of all Jewish men, we were told – even those who seemed to be very different.  Israeli soldiers were kind to their enemies, sobbed if they inadvertently hurt the wrong person. All would, of course, rather be in a yeshiva, but life circumstances rendered that impossible. Our goal was survival and that very survival was uncertain. We felt like Isaac, the quiet, traumatized child, but Abraham seemed so distant.  Times are very different now, and in many ways the American Jewish community has not caught up with the change. 
Owning the Abraham within us is owning our power.  Owning our Abraham is knowing that if there is going to be a difference made in the world, it is we who are best able to make that difference. Owning our Abraham is realizing that in today’s world, we are the privileged. We are the wealthy. We are the potential change in the world, striving to understand that our power must be respected, honored, treated tenderly, and kept in balance. 
Here we are, with all of our complicated lives, struggling to form a community together, struggling to build a Jewish home for ourselves and for our children, struggling to be fully human, to proudly own all the many aspects of ourselves. It is our obligation at Mishkan Shalom, to be our whole selves, never to deny any aspects of ourselves – to be Hagar and Sarah and Ishmael, and to explore the ways we have been and still are hurt by our lives, but also to learn how to be Abraham, the powerful one.
My vision for Mishkan Shalom is exactly this: that there is room for all of us – whoever we are and however we have been rejected by the rest of the Jewish world. We are Hagar and Ishmael, and we are also  Abraham and Sarah. We have power as individuals and we have power as a community. Our work together is to learn to use that power. To move from our sense of marginalization and to accept our rightful place – not with some idyllic vision of the future, but with a strong, vibrant present. 

If you have found a home at Mishkan Shalom, if you know that you are fully welcome here, this is a moment of celebration and of opening to others who are searching for their home. If you have doubted that a synagogue could ever be a home for you – that any synagogue could be a home for you – let us together find a way for that home to be built. If you have wondered if a synagogue could really be different from the others, could make a difference in the world, could do the healing work necessary to build an alternative, let us work together to determine that possibility.
Mishkan Shalom began as a place of sanctuary, a Mishkan. The name was chosen because of our connection to the sanctuary movement in the 1980’s, the religious and political movement of  congregations in the U.S. that helped Central American refugees by sheltering them from Immigration and Naturalization Service authorities. At the founding of this synagogue, we were a sanctuary; we saved lives; we were a force of justice. We can and must be a sanctuary again.

Mishkan Shalom began as a force for justice and for tikkun olam in a broken world. Our world is ever more broken. We must serve as that force again. We can work to end the war in Iraq; we can work toward greater economic justice, toward a healthier environment, toward building a safer world. We can join together to work on a local and national level. We can work on concerns of Israel and Palestine to share our voices of caring and hope for justice and peace. It is our legacy as a community; how can we not do the work? So many of us do this work every day; this summer, the thinking began; how can we be the most effective force possible as a congregation in working on issues of political and social justice. All of you will be included in the work of determining how our voices will best be heard, how we can make the most difference. Tikkun olam, repair of the world, must permeate every aspect of our Mishkan lives; then we are being true to who we are.
Mishkan Shalom began as a place for people to feel comfortable expressing disagreements – however strong – about Israel, about Judaism, about everything. The first d’var Torah I ever gave at Mishkan several years ago was striking to me – not because of the talk itself, but because of the discussion that followed. Everyone disagreed with everything I said, and everyone argued with me, and with each other. At first, I assumed that I must have said something seriously wrong; then people told me that they had really appreciated my words. I learned so much from the discussion that I anticipated with real joy the next opportunity I would have to talk – and to debate. The disagreements, the debates, the arguments are all sacred, are all l’shem shamayim, for the sake of heaven. I am looking forward to having those debates again – about everything. Our fear of hurting or being hurt is or hurting others is sometimes so great that we refrain from mentioning topics that we think might spark serious disagreement. This community is not so fragile that we will implode if we argue. We can learn to be less harsh, less hurtful, so that we can speak kindly yet honestly, disagreeing yet not attacking. In so much of the Jewish world there is fear of openly saying that Israel has made mistakes. Those of us who love Israel owe it to her to tell the truth, clearly and lovingly. And those of us who aren’t sure, who struggle with the state, who doubt – we can talk and learn and explore and grow to understand each other. There is room in this sanctuary for all of us.
Mishkan Shalom began as a home for people who could find no other safe, comfortable home in the Jewish world. Let us serve as that home again. Our openness to lesbian and gay people is widely known. Yet we have barely opened up to the transgender community; we have not asked the deep questions about how opening to ways of being in the world that are new to us changes us, moves us, deepens us. And, we continue to face an exciting challenge that we have faced so effectively thus far. We need to continue to show that working together – people of all life choices, of all sexual orientations – really can form a community together, can work together, can grow to understand and love each other. Mishkan Shalom houses within its walls a rainbow of life choices; families with a man, woman and child sitting together with single men or women, sitting together with a families of two men or two women with or without a child, sitting together with  families of a man and woman, sitting together with a group who are choosing to live together, sitting together with any assortment of people. We now range in age, in socioeconomic status, in race and in religion. All of us have a home in this community. And all of us can deepen our lives and learn from each other and grow from the diversity within our walls. Just because we may seem different from each other in some ways, we always need to remember that inside us, we are all Hagar, fearing for our safety, and we are all Abraham, asserting our power, hoping to do so justly, claiming the right to make a difference. 
Mishkan Shalom began with the clear goal of spiritual exploration, never closing ourselves off to the realm of possibilities that surround us. Some of us love traditional davening; some of us love the words of English poetry; some of us love to sit in silence, to focus on our breath; some of us love to chant; some of us are always trying to challenge and question the prayers while some of us let the words float over us like a mantra; some of us can use male God imagery and barely notice while some of us cringe at the mention of a male God; some of us find ourselves spiritually drawn to study more than to prayer while some of us are like Abraham Joshua Heschel, ‘praying with our feet’ while we do acts of social justice. The thought of being a part of a community where all of this is true is the most exciting thought imaginable. Think of the spiritual heights we can attain if we continue to commit ourselves to reach for them! The roof might just blow off the synagogue (with our building that might happen anyway). Our meetings, our Torah study, our tikkun olam: all are infused with godliness if we continue to open ourselves to it.
Mishkan Shalom began as a community with an understanding that if we are to be a home for our members, we must be there for them. We visit the sick, form minyanim for houses where shivah is being observed, help each other whenever help is needed. We know how much our care for each other matters, and we are deeply committed to being there when needed. We continue to find new ways to connect, to be a home for everyone in the community. Our caring for each other is deep and is powerful.
Mishkan Shalom began as a community with a clear and wonderful mission – based on the understanding that we must be moved by Jewish tradition to lead better lives, to bring about greater justice, to deepen our spiritual lives, to care for each other – never to settle for just being like any synagogue, but always to reach for more, to do more, to accomplish more, to make more of a difference. When I was a little girl sitting in the back of the sanctuary during my first day in shul, I was touched by something in that Shabbat service, something that I did not even realize was there. I was moved by the feeling of being at home. The most profound gift that Mishkan Shalom grants to our community is the gift of a home that is based on integrity, that is based on caring, that is based on striving for justice. As we enter this new year, may our community bring us the joy, satisfaction, and peace that come from truly being a part of a sacred community, fully at home and fully open to all of us.
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