Parshat BeShallach-CSAIR

Tu B’Shvat 5770 


Thank you to the Sisterhood for giving me the opportunity and honor of speaking today.  

I would like to dedicate these words of Torah to the memory of my childhood friend, Rebecca Tessler, with whom I spent countless hours roaming the fields, the woods and the beaches and with whom I experienced such deep wonder.  Today is her first yahrzeit, may her memory be for a blessing.

*********************
Many afternoons during my childhood my mother had no idea where I was.  She wasn’t worried either.  There was no need to be.  I grew up in rural Connecticut, walked home from school through the woods from the age of 6, and spent hours playing in the cozy quiet of the forest and fields with my friends.  We pretended we were transported to Narnia or to Terebithia, or to another magical land where fairies darted from tree to tree, hiding just before we could catch a full glimpse of them.  I couldn’t have been much more than 11, when I first noticed how small I felt when the trees stood bare and tall in the winter.  
Later, as a teenager, a rickety old set of wooden boards that cows used to cross the river in the field became what I called my “thinking bridge.”   This was the place where I’d go, not so much to figure things out, as to get outside of myself, to allow the sound of the creek and the touch of the wind on my face, reassure me as I navigated the confusing years of early adulthood.  This is also where I would talk to G-d.   
I imagine that many of us here had a special place we would go to as children, to play, to hide, to think, to discover, to talk with G-d.  Maybe you liked to scout out animal tracks or to test how long it would take for a twig float downriver.  Maybe you knew a tree whose branches made a safe nest for you or a ledge from which you could practically taste a pink and orange sunrise. 

Wherever these places and moments were – you felt at once as grand as the open space or tall trees around you and as small as the ants and worms burrowing in below your feet.  You were full of wonder and passion, amazed at your own amazement.  Perhaps at times you felt close to God.   
Awareness of the Divine begins with wonder.  So teaches, Abraham Joshua Heschel in G-d in Search of Man.
“Radical Amazement”, he teaches, “has a wider scope than any other act of man.  While any set of perception or cognition has as its object a selected segment of reality, radical amazement refers to all of reality; not only to what we see, but also to the very act of seeing as well as to our own selves that see and are amazed at their ability to see.”  


Heschel describes a moment we might identify with viscerally:   A gasp of awe in face of the majesty of a sunrise over the ocean or a pitch black night when the sky is endless and gleaming with stars.  I perceive the grandness of creation, all while  I feel blessed by  the fact of my very existence in this moment, and amazed by the gift of sensory perception that G-d has given me to absorb this moment of amazement.  
And this is where I pause, as a parent, and grow troubled as I think about the pattern of the lives of my children and their peers.  I almost always know where my children are, with the exception of a few crowded kiddushes at shul.  What woods can I safely let them get lost in?  And would they want to get lost?  Would they feel comfortable?

A recent book by Richard Louv, Chairman of the Children and Nature Network documents the decline in free outdoor play, authentic encounters with nature by children over the last several generations.   He describes the many factors that have led to this state: the shrinking wilderness, a heightened sense of fear on the part of both parents and children, litigiousness (you can yelled at for climbing a tree and ticketed for building a treehouse), and our intensifying relationship with all things electronic. 
A study released by the Kaiser Family Foundation a few weeks ago documents that children spend an average of 7.5 hours a day on electronic devices including, television, computers, texting and pretty much anything that needs to be charged or plugged in.  When you factor in multi-tasking, the fact that they may be engaging with more than one device simultaneously, the average time exceeds 10 hours per day.   Louv offers a tentative diagnosis for this condition of being alienated from the natural world- being deprived  of the kind of imaginative play, discovery and wonder that can only happen outside- he calls it Nature Deficit Disorder.
To make things even more complicated, children understand more than ever that the earth is in trouble.  They know the names of endangered species continents away but not the names of the birds that migrate through their own neighborhoods.  They understand the science of global warming, but may never have experienced the sensation of the sun warming their face as they lie in the middle of a big, open field. They may know about the beetles killing off Hemlock trees, but not the taste of sap as it drips directly from the tap on a maple.   In Heschel’s philosophical frame, they may have knowledge, but not the wonder that goes beyond knowledge.

In our parsha, we see a defining moment of wonder in the wilderness.  When the Israelites successfully traverse the Sea, when they witness their enemies fall behind them, when they enter the wilderness of Yam Suf they sing:  “Mi chamocha b’elim adoshem, mi cachmocha nedar ba-kodesh, norah tehilot, oseh fela”  “Who is like You, G-d, among all that is worshipped?  Who is like You, majestic in holiness, awesome in splendor, working wonders?”   For a moment in the face of their freedom, in the safety and beauty of the wilderness of the Sea of Reeds, they experience a profound sense of wonder and connection to the Divine.  A connection they’ll revisit many times on their journey through the desert, culminating in revelation.  
It’s true, here G-d’s miracles are explicit as they get.  Yet even within this very parsha, the Israelites begin to complain.  They grow numb and indifferent at times to the miracles that surround them.  Even without the distractions of modern life, even in the midst of the desert, with manna raining down, it’s difficult to stay amazed.  
So much the more so for us with our heads down at our desks.  What will make us cry out “mi camocha b’elim adoshem” “Who is like you G-d”?  
Certainly nothing that’s forwarded to us on email.
Wonder is essential not only to the imagination but, as Heschel contends, to our very lives as spiritual beings.  And as we see in our parsha, wonder is a core element in our national story, a connection we revisit daily in our liturgy. 
How then might we cultivate wonder in our children?  What about in ourselves? 

As you know, today is Tu Bishevat.  One of the four “new years” on the Jewish calendar – the New Year for the trees.  Just as on Rosh Hashanah we think about how we would like to renew and redirect ourselves and our relationships with G-d and with each other– I suggest that we understand Tu Bishevat as an opportunity to reflect on and to renew our relationship with G-d’s created world.   
You don’t have to begin with a backpacking trip on the Appalachain Trail- though that might be fun. What would it be like to detach from our blackberries, email and twitter—to instead go outside to pick some blackberries and write an old-fashioned letter while listening to some twittering?    
How about starting with a pledge to look up at the sky at least two times day?  What about finding a quiet spot in the Raoul Wallenberg forest or on the path along Palisades Avenue?  How about a family camping trip or just a walk down Fieldston Road to notice the shapes of the trees?  How about exploring trails at Van Corlandt Park or spending a long, lazy afternoon on the grass at Wave Hill?   Maybe, in a place like Wave Hill, we should even let our children get lost for a little while.
Perhaps we can begin right here with our own worship.  As part of the two year Greenfaith initiative at CSAIR we will make outdoor worship and activities an ongoing part of the life of our community – from summer Kabbalat Shabbat services outdoors to walks on Shabbat afternoon.  When you see these opportunities announced in the Synagram, come join.

Maybe you don’t have to go far at all- Perhaps, just outside your door there’s an ant hill, a sweet smell of spring in the air, a call of a bird that when you behold it, for one moment, amazes you and cracks you open to experience G-d’s presence in the world.
The poet Mary Oliver contemplates the subtle movements of a grasshopper in her poem “The Summer Day.”  After noting each delicate gesture she muses, “I don’t know exactly what prayer is.” 

“I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down

Into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass,

How to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields,

Which is what I have been doing all day. 

Tell me, what else should I have done?

Doesn’t everything die at last, and too soon?

Tell me, what is it you plan to do

With your one wild and precious life.”

Shabbat Shalom.
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