First Day of Rosh Hashanah - Sanctuary –September 29, 2011 – Rabbi Adam Feldman
By a show of hands, how many people remember the song, My Yiddishe Mama? It was a song written in the early 1920’s and recorded by Sophie Tucker and I admit to you I only know it because my father loved to sing old songs when I was a kid. Don’t worry – I won’t sing – instead I will just read you the words:
My Yiddishe Mamma – I love her more than ever - now her jewels and her treasures she found them in her baby’s smile.
O, I know that I owe what I am today to that dear little lady so old and so gray, to that wonderful Yiddeshe Mamma, mamma of mine.
I want us to think about the Yiddeshe Mama today because I am worried about the welfare of the Yiddeshe Mama - and the Yiddeshe Tatte and the kinderlach and the eineklach and the whole Jewish family. Today when we come together as a congregation, to pray, to be inspired, to connect with one another, I want us all to give serious thought to the contemporary Jewish family.
Today is Rosh Hashanah, the beginning of the New Year. In synagogues throughout the world, Jews gather today to contemplate the purpose of life, to acknowledge our mistakes of the past and to look toward a brighter future. We have come to feel a connection and we, your Rabbis and your Cantor, your lay and professional leaders of this synagogue want everyone to feel a connection to our congregation and our community. But to do that we first need to contemplate our connection to our family.

One of the things that makes Judaism unique is that when we come to synagogue we are not confronted with a religious doctrine that we are expected to recite. We have major prayers in our Machzor that we recite individually and collectively, but the focus of the Torah Readings for these sacred days of Rosh Hashanah, is not about the creation of the world but rather about the creation of the first Jewish family. And like every other Jewish family in history, this one certainly had its challenges.

In our liturgy and Torah readings we do what families do when they get together: we figuratively bring out the family album and flip through the old photos. Much of what we do here this morning is nothing more than participating in a giant family reunion filled with reminiscing. After all, we are the children of Abraham and Sara – we are direct descendants of the couple who accepted Judaism for the first time. It is always a thrill for me to take people through the process of conversion to Judaism and to help them understand that when they choose their Hebrew name, they are known as ben or bat Avraham v’Sara. The final act of conversion is not so much the passing of a test, as it is the acceptance into a family. 
Although we are sitting here dispersed in many different parts of the synagogue today, I often wonder what really binds us together. We may not share the exact same theology, the same ritual practices or political beliefs - but we are united by the fact that we are mishpucha - we are all family - the family of the Jewish people. We pray as one congregation – in one voice. Notice the words of the prayer book are written in the plural – Eloheinu v’Elohei Avoteinu “Our God and God of our Ancestors” – Not God of my ancestors - Zachreinu l’chayim, “remember us for life”. Not remember me, but remember us. You will be hard pressed to find one individual prayer in our liturgy. We sit here not as an assembly of hundreds of individuals, but as one congregation, one unit, one family. And we know that at this same moment Jews sit in synagogues not far from here; their rituals and theology may be slightly different - but they too are mishpucha - as are the Jews who gather in synagogues in Jacksonville, Jerusalem and Johannesburg – we are all one family – the family of the Jewish People.
Our holidays are family events. In a few weeks, we will sit in the Sukkah and remember our experiences in the wilderness. In the spring we will be at the Passover Seder and remember our Exodus from Egypt. We light candles on Hanukkah to recall the miracles of our people. And we light candles on Yom Hashoah and remember those we lost in the Holocaust. At each of these moments, we as the Jewish People are one family who depends on one another.
If Judaism teaches us anything, it is that to be Jewish is to be connected to our past and our future and to every Jew in the world today. We Jews are not so much a small nation as we are a large family. We must acknowledge that we share a common fate and a common faith which grow out of our relationship to one another. So I speak to you today not only as Rabbi to congregant but as one family member to another - to alert you that our Jewish family is struggling. If we are going to face this challenge we need to do it together. The mishpucha needs all of us.
No one is singing My Yiddishe Mama anymore. In contemporary America, the forces of modernity threaten the welfare of the Jewish family. Today I am asking you for your help with this threat. Some of what I will say may be a bit uncomfortable. I place before you this Rosh Hashanah morning the Jewish family for your consideration - and some of the things I will share with you may be a little painful to confront. 

Let’s begin by thinking back to the classic Jewish family of Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof. Even in those days, Tevye’s description of the Jewish family was a selective recollection of a past that never really was. Yet it still makes an interesting starting point. Think of the opening song of Fiddler? TRADITION – Tevye sang about the Papa: “Who has the right as master of the house, to have the final word at home.”

And then Mama responds: “Who must know the way to make a proper home, a quiet home, a kosher home?” The son pipes in with: “At three I started Hebrew School. At ten, I learned a trade. I hear they picked a bride for me. I hope she’s pretty.” And the daughter declares: “Who does mama teach, to mend and tend and fix. Preparing me to marry whoever Papa picks?”
We don’t sing songs like this in our homes today. I can’t even get my kids to watch the movie and they will watch almost anything on TV.  Why?  The contemporary Jewish family is so different from the family of Fiddler on the Roof. There are Jewish families today with a Mama and a Papa and there are families with only a Mama or a Papa. Then there are families with two Mamas or two Papas – so no wonder people have trouble connecting back to Tevye’s family.
Today’s Papa is not master of the house, nor does he want to be, generally. He has been pulled into the vortex of career, fatherhood and spouse. He often wonders how secure his job is. He wants to balance his work with flexible time when needed and to be with the children for important events in their lives. At the same time he wants to maintain his role as supportive, attentive husband – partner – spouse. 

The push for success is insatiable and the expectations are endless. No, today’s papa is not Tevye; there is little song and dance left in him. His life has been taken over by values and ideals of the market place. Rather than think about ways that he can contribute to the greater Jewish community he often looks for ways that he can benefit from his membership. If he is not satisfied with the answer he lets others worry about the Jewish community.

And the Mama? The Mama of today is struggling to honor the two divergent parts of her personality. If she is working out of the house, she may feel guilty for not being home. If she is at home, she may feel guilty for not doing more out of the house. The Mama of today is expected to be everywhere at all times. She has assumed the traditional roles – childcare and involvement in their activities - and she often needs to provide a second income and pursue her chosen career for her life to have meaning. 
Consider the contradiction inherent in being a contemporary Mama. From kindergarten through college our daughters are exposed to the same intellectual experiences to which our sons are exposed. She studies mathematics, chemistry, physics, philosophy and art. Today’s Mamas can be found in America’s finest law, medical and business schools - on the fastest of the fast tracks – until she gets married. When the children come along she hears it loud and clear: she is expected to juggle the demands of children and career. She feels pressure from society and from within to be superwoman. I know some contemporary Papas who have taken on this primary responsibility and many more who are trying to help – but still by and large Mama is left with the dilemma of choice in a way that most men are not. 

And the biggest challenge in the relationship between the modern Mama and the modern Papa is communication – sharing their true feelings and frustrations with the work/home balance and maintaining their own healthy relationship. Making time for their children and making time for themselves. Working together to share responsibilities; manage their frustration and enjoy each other’s company. 

Today’s kids have their own challenges. The pressures in school, extra-curricular activities and at home cause too many children to speed through their childhood too quickly. All contemporary children are born into a competitive meritocracy and for Jewish children it is worse. Everything is measured and tested. Everything is compared from weight, height, intake, gold star, AP classes, IQ, 3.5, 3.8, 4.0. How many of us have heard or even said, when the child brings home a 99 on a test, “What happened to the other one?” From the innocent remark, “Let my son or daughter play something for you”, to the bribery of a reward for every “A” they bring home, the relentless pressure to perform and achieve persists. Our children have become precisely what Marshall Sklare called “a naches producing machine.”

It is painful for me when I hear our teenagers say they do not have time to come to Hebrew High School because they have too many other things to do. Of course their schoolwork is important as is basketball, lacrosse, piano and ballet. But so is their Judaism; their connection to this place and the Jewish community. I often wish I could tell our young people that I hope they play basketball and piano and do ballet for a long time, but I know they will be Jewish for the rest of their lives. Strengthening their connection to the Jewish community during the critical teenage and young adult years will help them feel that connection forever. We have a strong program for our teens here at The Jewish Center through 12th Grade – but that only works for those who make the time to be here and whose parents stress the importance of doing so.

Our people emphasize the importance of study and learning but it must be at the appropriate level for each child. To push our children too hard or to create an environment where they push themselves too hard leads to more serious issues later on. Yes, Judaism is in favor of learning–but the distinctive characteristic of Jewish intellectuality lies in its attachment to moral purpose.
Historically when Jewish parents offered thanks to God for gracing their children with knowledge and understanding, it was not for the knowledge and understanding to be smart and successful as we have taught our children. Jewish intellectuality was directed toward maasim tovim - the practice of good deeds. “I want to be a doctor...” used to be followed by – “so I can heal people.” “I want to be a lawyer...” used to be followed by, “so I can help people”. The greatest pride of the successful Jewish businessperson used to be that he or she could become a baal tzedakah - a big giver. “What do you want to be when you grow up?” I asked a recent Hebrew School class. “My father told me not to be a doctor like him - there is no money in it anymore!” said one. “I want to be a lawyer!” said a second. “Why” I asked? “So I can own a fancy car!” The recent downturn in the economy has presented thousands of young people with a dilemma. When you are only in it for the money, what do you do when there is no money in it anymore? It appears as if today’s budding lawyers, doctors and business people may be more interested in their annuities and their portfolios than Tikun Olam – than in fixing the world. Once the moral end of intelligence is decapitated, its remainder is devoid of any purpose other than our own profit. This is not Jewish Wisdom. 

And if this were not challenging enough, it seems our Jewish sons and daughters are not getting along as well as we would like with other Jewish sons and daughters. The sons and daughters of Tevye may have sung about their willingness to marry whomever Papa picked–but today’s Jewish children are singing a very different tune. Many of our young people today choose life partners from outside our faith. The number of interfaith families that now embrace Judaism raises many issues that previous generations did not have to consider. Like Tevye, we too must find a way to include everyone who chooses to be part of our Jewish community.
A final factor affecting Jewish family status is that young adults today are delaying marriage for a variety of reasons. This delay means these couples are fighting their biological clocks. Thirty years ago 1 in 10 women in their early 40’s did not have children. According to a study conducted by the Pew Research Center in Washington DC, today that number is 1 in 5. And for successful professional women, the figure is considerably lower; the higher these women in their 40’s climbed the career ladder, the lower the chances they had children. So says Sylvia Hewlett in her book titled, Creating A Life – Professional Women and the Quest for Children. When Hewlett was asked why - is it because these women are not getting married or they are getting married but waiting too late to have children - her answer was - both. 

As we look to the future of the Jewish family we share in the challenge of how to strengthen it and enable it to flourish. For example we need to encourage our young people to consider marriage and children earlier than the previous generation. We need to be more supportive of parents who want to balance responsibilities at work and at home. We must create Jewish-focused early childhood education programs that meet the needs of today’s young Jewish couples. We have to embrace families that want to be in our Jewish community no matter what their Jewish background. We must support those for whom adoption is the only option. We need to be more open to same-sex couples who want to be a part of our family and who want to raise their children in our schools and celebrate with us. And we have to continue to support those members of our extended family who struggle with the financial burden of what it means to be a member of the Jewish community in today’s challenging economic times.

We are not the first generation to face new challenges and we can learn from the past on how to prepare for our future. It has been 49 years since Tevye first announced on a Broadway stage the challenge of a contemporary society threatening the traditional Jewish family. “Because of our traditions”, Tevye declared, “we have kept our balance for many years. Without our traditions, our life would be as shaky, as a fiddler on the roof!”
We laughed, we cried and then for the past decades we have by and large ignored whatever wisdom Tevye shared. Too many of us have tried so hard to create new traditions but in the process may have strayed too far from our old traditions. Conservative Judaism is all about staying modern and adapting to the times while also staying true to our core teachings and values. We all must continue to face, not turn away from, the inherent tension in balancing the present and the past. We have to work to maintain personal connections to the ethical aspects of Jewish living and the ritual aspects as well.
Am I calling for the revival of Fiddler on the Roof and a rebuilding of Anatevka? Tempting - but no I am not. I am sympathetic to our young people, who are seeking refuge and finding the warmth of community in various Jewish fundamentalist groups, but I do not believe a withdrawal from modernity and a rejection of the contemporary world will cure what ails us. Instead we must recognize the importance of traditional Jewish values and the importance of the synagogue, and what it must represent in contemporary life. We must honestly confront what we have lost and why we have lost it. We must find a way to make a personal connection to this institution so that we can increase our own knowledge and strengthen our own commitment to Jewish values and Jewish practice. We must help our children and young adults feel connected to our traditions and our people as they prepare for the personal challenges ahead. The Jewish family is the great educator and the great connector – without it we are lost. We here at The Jewish Center are prepared to help.

Our Early Childhood Education Program lays the foundation for our students in the early years of Jewish education and development and helps these young families feel a close connection to Jewish holidays, values and our synagogue and each other:
We are proud that our new Religious School curriculum that has received overwhelming praise from national Jewish educators is based on family education – parents and children learning together, experiencing Shabbat and Holidays together, challenging each other and serving as role models for each other through learning and growing as individuals and as a family. We see the relationship between school and home as a partnership based on open communication and sharing of responsibilities. In fact, these themes run through the entirety of our programming:
Our outstanding teen programs help our young people learn and contribute to the community by being with their friends and facing life’s challenges together while bringing a freshness and enthusiasm that are part of the teen years:
Our programming committees have put together an outstanding line up of classes and activities for families and adults this year, including social and holiday activities for our families that do not have children living at home with them. We have invited outstanding educators to be a part of our lifelong learning opportunities through discussion, study sessions and cultural experiences and concerts. Our Social Action Committee formed a list of 18 different community service project ideas to inspire and encourage us to come together as a family to help those in our community who need our assistance.
We work in concert with the other synagogues and Jewish institutions in our area to come together as a community to support and inspire each other to make a commitment to Israel and to the greater Jewish community. By working with the Jewish Federation, Jewish Family and Children’s Services, Greenwood House, The Jewish Community Center, The Center for Jewish Life and our Jewish Day Schools, we provide outstanding services for the individuals and families in the Princeton Mercer Bucks Jewish community and together we make our Jewish community stronger. 

Not to take anything away from that long list of educational, cultural and social activities, I ask you to remember that the synagogue is our religious home and our synagogue remains strong, providing all that it does for its members and our community because so many people are able to support us through resources and time. We may not always agree within The Jewish Center family, but is that not true about every family? When we disagree we have to listen to one another and remain sensitive to each other, so we can remain a family, a strong family.

In this New Year, I encourage us all to make a stronger commitment to The Jewish Center – take a class, be active in our schools, be a part of our Shabbat community, come to a social event, volunteer time or talent to a cause that is meaningful. Bring your family members with you so that they can experience what we have here together. Try to reach out to others -bring them to a program here or invite them to your home for a Shabbat meal so you can feel a closer connection to people in the congregational family.

Yes, it is time - it is beyond time - for a re-strengthening of the Jewish family and that will only occur by a rededication to traditional Jewish values and making them relevant again for the contemporary Jewish family. Our survival and our achievements as a community and as a family are dependent on each other. We must have the critical conversations with members of our families about our commitment to the Jewish people, Jewish ritual, Jewish education, the State of Israel and our commitment to one another so that we can help everyone feel more a part of the family.

To the Yiddishe Mammas and Pappas of our past – we thank you for what you have done for us and we now have to think about our role as Mamas and Pappas today and in the years to come.

A fiddler on the roof—sounds crazy, no? But in our little village of The Jewish Center, you might say that every one of us is like a fiddler on the roof - trying to scratch out a pleasant, simple tune without breaking his neck – it isn’t easy! Why do we stay up there if it is so dangerous? We stay because this is our home. And how do we keep our balance? By embracing our traditions – contributing when we can - by depending on one another – by being family.
Shanah Tovah
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