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THE WHY AD rnEFORE OF SY AGOOUE 

The T•lllPl• 

Sunday, April 17, 196? . 

R.abbi Daniel Jere1117 Silver 

Jaoob'• deception of hia aging and nearq blind rather ii one ot the 

cla11ic atori•• in our Scripture. It was the auatom that th• elde1t aoa 

noeived the birthright. Atter death bed bleaaing, th• eldest val 

entitled to a double portion of tlul inheritance. Iaaac felt death approaching. 

He swnmoned E1au, the elder of th• tvina. Isaac was prepared for the appro• 

priate ritual, but first h• had one tin 1 favor to ask. H• aavored a 

particular delicacy, a ■tev of ••ni•on meat. Eaau va1 a huntsman of note• 

A• a laat favor, Iaaao ••k•d ■au to an-ow tor him a deer. Esau, of cour■e, 

••••nted. Unb knownat to father or ■on, Rebecca had overheard. She pre­

ferred the 7ounger twin, Jacob, h• vho dwelt in the tent•, the aooth-

skirmed lad• She prepared tor Jaoob amleta and ahoulder covering■ of 

aniul hide■ , rough a■ the akin of 1au waa rough, hairy a■ Eaau•a akin 

va1 hairy-. She dressed up and diaguiaed soma goat• 1 ••t aa though it 

were venison stew. She ••nt Jacob into the invalid'• rooa to gain by deceit 

th• elder•• double portion. 

I•ue, eYen in hi• age and blindn•••• had a flickering ■OMnt ot 

1uapicion1 •the voice ia the voice ot Jaoob, but the hand• are th• hand• 

ot Esau•. But the old u.n could n.ot hold on to hi• doubt,. Within 11oaenta, 

h• had giwn to Jacob the in-eTocabl• bleaaing and birthright. 

In the history ot our thought, there are phrue• in our Bible vhioh 

bn• a lite ot their own. One ot theM ia Isaac• atateunt of auapicion, 

•th• Yoice ia the voice ot Jacob but the hand ia the hand ot E ■au•. Jaoob, 

in our literature ia not Onq- a apecitic forefather but collective 17mbol 

ot all Israel. It wa■ Jacob who won tor all of u th• proud title, Israel, 



when h• vreatled the long night 1th th n land could not be thrown or 

beaten. Jacob 11 Israel and .aau is do• - an;y am all ot the powerful 

ationa who, by brute fore , i po •d their will upon Israel. Thi phra • 

va1 taken to 11aan that theN ia w of lif which ia the vq of aveet 

rea1on and ot gentle persuasion, 

and there is a vay which 1 g 

!lt>olized by the voice of Jacab - I ra•lJ 

1aive and physic l, and thi 1 th v ot 

aau - doa. How o? a not !!; au a cunning 11UU1, a dweller in th wild•, 

and Jacob one who dwelt quietly in th• tent•? 

All this is b vay of introduction to CUlll'rl•nt which th abbi ke 

upon the aynagogue. They- take thi• phrase, and we •e into it a philo opny 

of worship. • • long • J cob, that ia Israel, ia in ita synagogue , it■ 

de da are not the deeds ot E au.• Ae long s Isr el frequent• the a:,n -

gogue, hi lite {our life) haa the dee ncy and th dignity which ia aynony-

ou• with our traditionJ when Iarul (the J ) tors ea thia place, our 

live• take on th• ordinarin• ,, th• wlga t , c ar en s, the over­

bearing quality which ia ••sociated with Eaau. 

Th• qnagc 1• for Israel a ci'ri.llsing and bUJ1anising inatitution. 

Our li•e• apart troa thi1 place are quite ordinary. Th• market place 

encourage• the guile ot the tr der. Th• political arena tiaulatea th• 

cunning ot all who •••k power. Life coaraeu and brutali••• •n• ortu­

natel7 ve ha•• the synagogue. Here our decency- ia encouraged and c • ali•e• 

Here ve respond to the be ut7 th t 1 odl;r. Here Iara.el• 1 vqa are the way• 

of a noble and high tradition. 

What ia aynagogue? How did th• fir1t 17nagogue c into being? How 

doe• the aynagogu• go about oiri.li1ing and hUJ1anising th• Jev? The word 

.,.nagogu• 1• of reek der1Yation. tymologically, synagogue ••an• a cOlling 

together, an assemblage, a congreg tion ot people. Th• word ha intoraal 

o rton •, and 1uch vaa i t1 origin. The Templ had an elaborate r1 tual.. 
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The synagogue' a ••nice wu ■i licit:, i ta lf. he ■ynacogue re■ponde to 

th• natural huaan instinct to 0011 together to eek out truth• and under­

standing. Infonulit7 nd si licity h v waya diatinguiahed th aynago 1 

of Iar el. 

Think t r a III nt of the shri that you h v vi 1 ted th oly 

places that you hne ••en. hink of th great a red compoun s ot h . a:yana 

and ot th Inc a of exico and eru. hink of the • pl• r Karna.ck , Th•b•• 

and • hie, of Peraepolie and al.,-ra. Th••• are elaborAt tr t •• 1 

which qually elaborate rit ala re carried ou • hi of t yo 

will und at d • ething t t • apiritu&l. ntTolution 1 plici in e ayna-

ogue. Before th ayna o •• there w s the te pl•, the B it L ✓ii uh. It 

w a a beaut it 1 1 ce. It hand oma building. Oloriou ri t took 

pl ce here. T • opl thron d to see the pri• ts in their vet nt 

otflc ati at h o ferin a, pouri out lib tion1 r in nd w ter t 

offerin u bullock nd the holooauat upon t d altar. ere 

trai d fro their infan o tend o the sacrifice and to minister at t e 

ahrin. he or of emple wor hip was a cereaonial, vhic wa carri d ut 

vi th t o p and circWII ce. hose who thron ed to watch the aoritice 

felt hat h 7 took p rt in the benefit of • aorifioe. There were nobl r 

sh n a h rin n J rusale d nobl • But they all 

ha c rt n oharAc riatics. Th• er on 

rit • and ini ter wh officiate we 

functions nd h c tral ct of worship w 

pl• a or to pl cate he o or Gode. 

sacred pi oe or round. he 

car fully trai d for their 

p cia rite rid o t t 

ow consid r the n ogu. Te Synagogu i simple room. Th 

o quires n th r pri st nor Levi te. The central .tunctio ot the 

gue is not an act v ic a k to pl c God, but an act 1 which 

••• o n truct ours l'f s, t nl hten o rselve as to t vill of God . 
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Ou concern 1 with Tor h, wit 1 ing. In a ens th ayna o e i 

phyeictl xtension or prophetic theology. Th proph ts b lieved in th 

e pl• but t.he r i ed skeptical ey r t uoh th t went on her. 

o b ure, th Biblical comma had orde a ~h in. But, th p ph t 

as d, wh t was th Yalu or tm • c in togeth r? required t 1 of 

Ier•l? Wh t v s ruly' required by God? " o wa h you, to .. _.., ... , 
•put the evil or your doin s befo in y 1 , c s to do 11, 

1 arn t do well." ht h d chanic 1 ritual to do 1th righteouane1 

Th n go V plac in hie the J w co.1ld 1 r t 0 • 1, 

1 arn what a req red of hi and by whom, h r t C nd ad 

ut. n Hebrew ce to b und rstood, th word of od w tr te 

nd w1 • nandHr wove it insight into a new und rt ndin and 

d up t depth of cripture fort worshipp r's b tit. At tir t, the 

h .., be n a h zard. The scrib OS po ion which ed 

t t mood ot th hour. Later preci of iblic readin 

en pre crib d. But lvay th re the or h. t wae the inatruation. 

It wa th ading. It a th ethic. It w th• t hin , te hi not, 

cere oni 1. od did not c re it particular tar ot acritice as offered 

or not. od cared only that I r l had a selllbl d, ot where t 1' were 

a sembled. 

The informalit o th Syna og left te preci e record• nd k• t 

difficult to 

argue th t th 

acholar to describe 1 t• ear J.y hi tory. hi tori 

b an in the ae'Yenth and sirl,h centUJ7, BCE., uri 

the Deuteronomic etor ation. Th uteronOlliata insi ted t t th whole 

cult 11Ult be centralised in Jeruaale • Local shrine a were pulled down, and 

the sacrificial wor hip of God v emitted only in the T mple in Jeru al••• 

Not e'Yeryone could come to th Temple, ■o eao or the communitie wa 

i •d nlUlber of days durin which their 1 ader h to ttend the 



-s-
aacrific•• and to pro~ide th neeea ary win, bullocks, luiba, grain, and 

h•••• offering. At th• veey ti that • c unity• a delegatio vaa b r, in 

the emple, the people b c ho 

read tho portion of ' cript 

nt 

in whic t h 

n to COil to h r nd 

rticul e cri.tio b i 

ottered at the cult c nter r co 

all articip ted int• be fi of 

ded. h or w rad. I thi w , 

t. o • hi orlan b 11 -ye hat 

this c n to ther o d t • o t • ri io nt th proto-

typ of the ayna o • P rh p1. 

syn ogu till us th n 

schedul ot daily worship. 

I f it be a, i t wo d 1 w the 

h 1 or th aacrif ce 1 

A more popular th oey h it th t th n o ue b g not in r 1 

but in Babylon, and not in th ent c t BCE , b t in h ixth r 

fifth• Th ar 1 of l b c de zz d stray d the r • pl n e 

yea 586 BC • J d s d v n into exile. 1 acrif ic ce ed. ai 

would ha-Ye di app ar d ad not o new o r i iou deYotion deYeloped. 

• are uncertain to th for , t it i i ved th t, on the abbat or 

on th o]J' Daya, proph ts rev around the a 1-Y di cipl a d triema, 

rad out to th rro th r and di cussed 1th them the ide Ii olicit 

in Scripture. any- belie• that the ynago d•••loped out of the 

into in s d igned to ec th ontinui o t 1th. ■w••-~, 

when th we r turned to the Holy Land, th brought back with th 11 hie 

to t wor hip hich centered on Torah rath r than on sacrifice. Tradition 

baa it that, vh n the T mple was rebuilt nd aoriticea of er d gin, th 

Jud an• pl ced n og in th Te ple its lt and th• two form• ot wor hi 

existed id• by i • for centuries. Th almud tells u th , in the ear 70 

vhen th Temple wa r ••d b the om , ere o••r 400 naf?ft'""• n 

the cit7 of Jeru1ale11 on • hicheYer xplan tion you pref r, it 1 ar 

that t wrnation an tud o Tor th c er of th • 0 • 



H th re been no orah, ther would h ve been no aynago • It v the 

p ssion of th orah which drew the Je into the aanatu8l7 and 1ti ated 

hi to build his syn ogu • tu , under t ndi , xpo ition or th eacr d 

text ere the cono m of th yn o ue. 

TheN w Tor int' 1 ynago nd t ere a oda • or1bi.p. 

It expl i th ori in or h ogu vin fr the local r up 

ho o togeth r to re the acrificial law, then 1 • c ar ht 

trom t be i ni g, not only" th relev n p rtion or th oripture 

read, but th p _._,..._ nd iblic 1 rt:i.on hich cco ani d h orifice 

int T mple. If t e nago win he :x11, h n t m cl 

that t out to the r iscipl , not n y t Torah, but he 

pro i t eturn an or the r n val of od. 1 e fat lo an t t 

th opl ng th gre t _ .. ,.,,.. hie ere l ro th cult 

which now to t . F begin , or hip nd tudy re 

1 t rwoven in t lite f th n ogue. o uch o th th words 

1 anctuary' and ' c oolho I re in xtric l on - hul. The yn o • 

ie piritu sch olhous, place ot devotion, and pl ce of tuey. 

Dev ion gr win import nee tter h 1 l d truction of th Templ 

when th syn gft,._ •• h d to v-•· - over h whole burden of public pry r nd 

th ntire c le r of th ceremoni 1 of our peopl • Ind d, the syn go 

al p rmitt d Ir el to survi.T di rsion. A ctuary, uc a th 

Te pl , is !1Xl d to found tion. It can b razed. The synago 1 not 

a buildi , i p o 1 • It is nd07an. It i ten de o ed ople illing 

to c to ther t wor hip • I t i por able tructibl • 
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What do you require tor a synagogue? A room. Thia m ificent room? 

An attic. t do you require tor syn o e? Ten deYoted en and a book 

of th• 1 v. That 11 all. o ritual obj eta, no apecial architecture, 

simply the villingn••• of people to coa together to b in tructed d to 

worship od. No ar1111 can preYent devoted peopl tr coming togeth• to 

vorahip. And 10 it wa that, when worship va pro oribed in the Te pl•, it 

continued in the aynagogue, aa it ha• continued de■pite any prohibitions 

until thi ••rJ day .. 

Study and orahip, vor1hip and tudy, th • are th twi purposes of 

th syna ogua. Th• synago • has gone about it• wor 1n re r abq 

inf onul and ai11ple taahion. There are no rul • and regul tiona tel11111 u■ 

vh t kind or roo■ we must build, what kind or ritual ject t be in th 

sanctuary, what kind of peva or bench• or music must accomp ny ow- worship. 

h •• are question■ ot custom. It i■ we who m at find the v rd1 of inatruc-

tion, th worda of worehip to tit int.o our •• he ayn ogue vu intor 1 

in conception and alwq■ tlenble in atruct 

O.er th• year•, th• 97na ogu baa taken on other function , apart tr011 

tho e of worship and atudy. In earl:, ti111e , th syn gogu va al o a hostel 

where itinerant •rchant• could c • and ind aafety and th• opportunity to 

worship and to 111.x with their own. In dieYal tiaea, the aynagogue waa the 

town •••ting hall. Here th affair of the conaunity were discu■aed. Here 

monies were rai ed tor veltare ne d and for the protection of the colllllWlity. 

Here, a on• who felt hiuelf a gr:ieYed could c~ before the ltar and atop 

the service unt l a ublic judg•nt had been made in hie cause. OYer the 

lo hi1t0Jry or our ople, the aynagogue ha■ aerYed any nwaber of need■ 

besides those or orahip and ot study, but these ar central. 

If the fiexibilit:, ot the eyn ogue baa mad for its constant youth­

tulne• and Yigor, it has l o made tor it tr ilt.y. As h an in titutio , 
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the agogu is oron to 11th v gari•• of the fl eh. • Jeva, like 

all oth r peopl , ar vain peopl • If 11 a aynago~ requires N ten 

n, of'ten vh n th r re t .w n , h r re tw nago •• 

.ou all kno th t tory o h ahipw o d Jev on th deaert island, 

who built thr e hu • h n ip ca 

rowed a hore, sk thi J wi h obin 

o ick him up, th c ptai, who 

arusoe " ' I t 1 thia hu or 1 

He said, 'th 1 ' - ' d what i hie ht for?' 'That 1• the 

nag 

1 t 

her I w rship rq Ood.' 1 nd wh tis this ut tor?' 'Th t 

ogu I don't o to.•" or thi uniquely a modern-d 

robl m. Th fedieY communi t of -rill•, a c unit of oroud pani h 

Jews, numbered 1 1s than 400 f milie nd upport d at l a t 32 aynagogu • • 

'Vanit , th name isn't woman.• he flexibility of th nago hu been 

to it i dvantage, not only in te o! the preten ions rd th vanitiea 

of n, but al o in te oft rogr ot the ey a o 1 ts elf. There 

are always those vho want inet nt ligion, v o of di cipli , 

little of the epirit al hei t , little of th ••anding exerci••• only 

h hem.is , th tand.liar, th colorful, n opportunit7 to be amused or 

titill ted. Already in th lJIUd you !id th abbia excoriating those 

who intend to mAke the ayna ogue into what they call a bet am • a COllllluni.ty 

c nt r, • ting hall, a gatheri place, a place to while away th hours, 

a pl ce for activity by Jews which is not ••sentially Jewiah. Irr le-. ce 

1 not new probl • I syna ogue ia people, and there are only ao Urtf 

aainta, so many e , and ao many wiee Mn in ar17 ag•J nd there are 

alway• syn o which • k to appeal to the aua, to becOllle all thing to 

all a.n and who in th oroces forget to teach the word of God nd t of er 

a a,nsitift opportunity for th worship ot God. 

Now the twentieth c ntur.r ha 

syna oguea our peopJ,e has ever built. 

en Jews build th o t gnificent 

nd r cros the faces or th lobe, 



nd y 

t 

visi m gniticent c hedr 1 , mo uea , nd hrinea; but you ind 

ncient na ogu•• ot size. ur oeopl• worahipped in little l ce , 

t they were till d w1 tr dition lov d de otion, loy lty 

t 1th. e than God th t w h v be 

in a tr•• ti tor la t e 

bund 

11 high, ut 

and 

purpo • or 

our fin a o • ust mint 0 8 0 l syna guea . 

or hip . 

• heart 

of thia r h and ATod - - st~ 

or our th r , the tranal tion o olicy into progr v • f r 

ea • Th 

Mid sh . 

k h 

i 11n n e 

nci nts h d an ea formula . orah eant he ible , th Tal ud, 

~v h t iddur d mahzor. You kn th curricul J you 

d mand do! you ad ou simply had to develop th popul 

to com d o be taught, to c d t rticip te in the 

or hi • We mu ot o l oti r "' rah nd wors p, but we :ust ind 

t r , w oc bul i h hie to d acr ur knowl dg• d our 

rel--~~-, our earoh for trut , our underat i r th tradition, our 

lov ot a ur d ire to wor hip Hi • hav a t o-fold tu ction, 

t t t wor hi nd to cu throu h d find new v a to study and 

or ip . 

v b en bl sed at Tb Temple t a vision which h been 

con ant, ur uide h T s n to it t t there ia dignity to our or hi 

nd si nific c , t there ie depth in our t udy and rele'Yan~e . Their 

chi ve ent is our burde • t will b ths burden of ur children nd of our 

children• s children. For , a long • Israel raise■ 1 t nagoguea in honor 

ot od, 1 raiae th to underst nd His will, and to offer up our vorehi 

to Hi wit our lives . 

If ou re orri 

worried abut ri 1 

about t 11 

about r1 in rates ot d linquency, if you are 

r t of ocial dieorg iza ion, it you ro worri d 

ot our Booi t , i! ou worri d out th frict on 
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• lO• 

ich xis s within h J t a ood d • o yna og therapy . L n 

o liv h re in your apiritu vorl , to dr ¥ t ngth d nd rat ndi 

i • s lo th voic co i din hi net , 0 

d d will not be the 8 0 • 
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