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 I was sitting in an all-day retreat for a national board upon which I serve.  
They had hired a consultant to work with us on crafting a new mission statement. 
The consultant spoke quite eloquently about the importance of a good mission 
statement.  He reminded us that there are certain rules of the road to which you 
are supposed to adhere.  The mission statement is supposed to be short and to 
the point.  It should articulate the essential purpose of your organization and be 
able to be stated in just 2 or 3 sentences.  You know -- the elevator speech.  It 
should be able to be recited by memory before you reach the 6th floor so that 
everyone involved knows exactly who you are and what you do. 
 
 As I sat there with this particular board, my thoughts couldn’t help but 
wander, as they often do – to our synagogue and to our own mission statement 
that we just recently crafted, our Mission Statement which tries to articulate who 
we are at our best and what we do and why we do it.  Who are we?  Our Mission 
Statement claims: “We are a vibrant and inclusive Reform Jewish community.”  
What do we do?  “We are guided by Torah and interconnected by our traditions 
and values of tikun hanefesh, to enrich our lives, and tikun olam, to improve the 
world.”   
 

What a beautiful mission statement.  I smiled to myself with some 
satisfaction as I sat at that board meeting and pictured our mission statement 
that sits on a placard in the front hall.  And then I thought about another mission 
statement – the one we claim to be guided by in our own TBT mission statement:  
the Torah.  And I pictured the Torah being unfurled on Simchat Torah.  Those 
writers of the Torah didn’t worry about its length.  They weren’t trying to fit it all in 
as you ride up to the 6th floor. Some truths just can’t be contained in an elevator.  
 
 Today is Rosh Hashanah, a day on which our tradition demands that we 
think our biggest thoughts and ask our hardest questions.  Our Jewish faith asks 
hard questions of us, like “who are we humans?” and “what is our purpose on 
earth?” and “what are our goals for this next year of life?” for which we pray so 
desperately to be inscribed.  It takes a whole sefer Torah to reckon with these 
questions. 
 
 And then I laughed again in the private conversation I had with myself in 
that corporate boardroom.  Because Judaism does understand that mission 
statements need to be short enough to be inscribed on your heart.  Yes we have 
an entire Torah scroll and yes we have the commentaries and yes we have 
pages and pages of Mishnah and Gemorrah and Midrash from which to discern 
our mission in life.  But God must have known that we humans run the risk of 
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being distracted.  God must have known that the society in which we live would 
become increasingly busy and demanding and that our attention spans would get 
shorter and shorter but that the Torah and its wisdom couldn’t afford to be lost so 
we had better come up with a mission statement, not just like the consultant 
proposed, but even wiser than all the consultants in the world and more brilliant 
than any mission statement in any handbook.   
 

So Judaism has a condensed version Mission Statement of Jewish life.  It 
is shorter than 2 sentences, able to be memorized with ease, can be recited 
before you push the button for the 6th floor, and is worthy of a lifetime of 
dedication.  Indeed, the Mission Statement of Jewish Life can be expressed in 
just these two words:  Tikkun Olam.  Tikkun Olam.  Repair of the World.  It is 
what you were born for.  Tikkun Olam.  It is what we were born for.  It is the 
meaning of life.  It is the meaning of your life.  It is the purpose of our collective 
life.  It is our mission as Jews.  Not to convert the world, but to engage it.  Not to 
convince others that we are the best, but to help others be their best.  Not merely 
to celebrate the wonder of our world but to work to create an even more 
wonderful world. 
 
 Tikkun Olam, Repair of the World, is a phrase that has become the 
province of every synagogue social justice committee throughout the world.  But 
the roots of the term reveal that its purpose is even broader than the noble tasks 
of social justice alone. 
 
 The concept of Tikkun Olam originates in Jewish mysticism.  Rabbi Isaac 
Luria, a master of Kabbalah in the 16th century, first used the words Tikkun Olam 
to describe creation.  According to the mystics, God is light.  God began to create 
the world by forming vessels to hold the Divine Light.  But as God began to pour 
the light into the vessels, they shattered and tumbled down toward the realm of 
matter.  Thus, explain the Kabbalists, our world consists of countless shards of 
the original vessels entrapping sparks of Divine Light.  Our task is to help God 
pick up the pieces, one by one, to free and reunite the scattered light and restore 
our broken world to wholeness. 
 
 Sounds a little – well – mystical.  Esoteric.  Perhaps not scientifically 
verifiable.  But just think about the power of scattering light.  You do that every 
time you lend a helping hand to someone in need; anytime you accepted the help 
of a hand reaching out to you.  Surely vessels of Divine Light are revealed to us 
in those moments. 
 
 I love that our rallying cry for social justice is rooted in a concept that is 
mystical at heart.  I love it because it is a reminder that religious practice is not so 
easily bifurcated between acts of justice and acts of spirituality.  We are 
witnessing in the religious world today an outbreak of focus on ritual, on 
spirituality, and on personal religiosity.  It is reflected in the fact that fewer and 
fewer people even identify themselves as ‘religious.’  They prefer to describe 
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themselves as ‘spiritual.’  That is all very delightful, except if it is, as I sometimes 
fear, a way of focusing on self-nurture at the expense of focusing on the nurturing 
of others.  Mysticism is hot.  The message of the prophets is not. 
 
 But we know better.  And Judaism reminds us, just in case we lose our 
bearings.  Mysticism and justice lead to each other. The mystics of old were 
prophets of social justice.  And the prophets were mystics of deep spiritual 
awareness.  Tikkun Olam, to repair a broken world, is both a physical and a 
spiritual task.  It is a mission of both heart and hand. 
 
 On this Rosh Hashanah day, if we commit ourselves anew to participate in 
Tikkun Olam, and work to put the broken pieces of the universe back together, so 
too, the mystics promise us, we will fan the sparks of God’s holiness. 
  

So how do we do it?  The task is so vast; the brokenness of our world all 
around us.  Nuclear proliferation.  Gun violence.  Black lives that don’t seem to 
matter.  Incivility.  Hunger.  Homelessness.  Opioid addiction.  Suicide.  A political 
climate in this country so mean-spirited that people of different political 
persuasions can’t even speak to one another. Our country is the wealthiest in the 
world, yet the wedge between the haves and the have-nots is by far the largest in 
the world.  We see the ravages of illness and loneliness and grave despair; it is 
hard to fathom walking through those ravages with little or no access to health 
care.  Yet for millions upon millions of Americans this is a way of life. 

 
Our national anthem has become a political football.  But it too is a 

Mission Statement, and mission statements are supposed to be aspirational.  
“The land of the free and the home of the brave,” we say.  Some may be 
standing and some may be on a knee, but those who stand and those who kneel 
are espousing a common goal: a country where all are free and all are brave.  

 
The Israeli national anthem also speaks of freedom.  “Lihiyot am chofsi 

b’artzeinu” to be a free people in our own land.  Freedom is not to be taken for 
granted.  In today’s Israel, non-Orthodox Jews are especially on guard for their 
freedom as we pray for equal access to the Kotel and equal recognition of 
Reform Judaism.   
 
 Now we are a people of faith.  But faith in God does not mean keeping 
silent except to pray that “God will provide.”  Faith in God does not mean we 
believe that some people were born more equal than others.  Faith in God does 
not mean you get eternal salvation because you belong to the right church, 
mosque or synagogue.  Faith in God means you get eternal motivation because 
the brokenness we see in our world is unacceptable – to God, to us, to all living 
beings. 
 
 So, that simple 2-word mission statement is gnawing at us:  tikun olam.  
Healing this earth whose birthday we celebrate today.  Healing our country, 
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which is so terribly divided today.  There is so much that we can do; so many 
ways to make a difference. 
 

One simple commitment in this New Year, this year of national elections, 
is to make sure to vote.  Now I wasn’t going to say that.  This, after all, is Temple 
Beth Tikvah, a synagogue filled with sophisticated, intelligent, actively engaged 
citizens.  But I decided that voting this year is too important to take for granted.   
 

Our right to vote is too precious and how quickly we forget.  How quickly 
we forget how hard our parents and grandparents and great-grandparents fought 
for that right.  If you are not motivated to vote this year, then do me a favor, and 
do it for me.  Better yet, do it for my grandfather who risked his life to come, 
penniless, to the shores of America so that he and his descendants might be 
free. 
 
 Or do it for Dora Lewis, a woman who lived in 1917 and was put in prison 
in these United States of America because she dared to picket Woodrow 
Wilson’s house for the right to vote. So forgive me for being redundant.  I know 
that you will vote on Tuesday, November 6th.  I also hope you will come to TBT’s 
Candidate Forum on Thursday evening, October 18th.  How wonderful that we 
will gather together with Republican candidates and Democratic candidates for 
local office, and have a discussion about the important issues that affect us all.   
 
 I know you embrace our shared commitment to Tikkun Olam.  I know you 
want to serve on our Social Justice Committee; you are just far too busy already.  
But the rabbis are calling out from the Mishnah:  “Lo ata ben chorin l’hibatel 
mimena,”  You are not free to quit.  You can’t.  Not allowed.  Too tired?  Too 
busy?  Too overwhelmed?  Then don’t do it because you’re a saint, do it because 
you’re selfish.  Do it because of a radical, holy selfishness.  Because when you 
engage in Tikkun Olam you get a twofer – you transform the world and you 
transform yourself. 
 
 A friend of mine, a rabbinic colleague, told me of a woman in her 
congregation who agreed to chair her congregation’s mitzvah committee.  Her 
job was to provide rides and food and visits to those in need.  Two weeks after 
she took on this responsibility, her three-year-old daughter was diagnosed with 
cancer.  “I was my first tuna casserole”, she joked.  She began the rounds of 
treatment that would lead – she prayed – to her daughter’s return to health.  The 
rabbi asked if she wanted to give the mitzvah job to someone else.  “Are you 
kidding?”  she replied.  “This is the only thing that keeps me sane right now.”  I 
was my own first tuna casserole.  Tikkun Olam is about conquering our own 
deepest fears and hopelessness by easing someone else’s. 
 
 
 



 5 

 In Hebrew we call a synagogue a “kehillah kedosha,” a holy community.  
We call the people in our congregation ‘members’ but the word ‘members’ 
doesn’t have a holy ring to it.  I much prefer knowing that the Hebrew word for 
member is “chaver,” the same word that means friend.  You are a member of this 
community.  It means you are a friend.  It means you have friends.  It means it is 
your responsibility to be a friend.   
 
 Of course, there are countless opportunities for Tikkun Olam right here, 
and they don’t all have to involve going to Social Justice Committee meetings. 
You can place food in the baskets in the front hall, you can bring a teddy bear 
that will be transported into the arms of a refugee child, you can smile at your 
neighbor, you can sponsor an oneg, you can thank the usher, you can drive 
someone to services or to a doctor’s appointment.  You can donate a backpack 
or read a book to children.  You can help care for our immigrant family from 
Afhganistan.  You can help us make this building handicapped accessible.  You 
can welcome our new cantor to his new home here at TBT.   
 
 The designs for our building project are getting more and more specific.  
We speak about making the building more open, lighter, brighter, more 
accessible, more energy efficient, so even the building of our new building is a 
true tikun – a repair not only of the building itself but of the community in which 
we live.   
 

Of all the design ideas and they are all so exciting, my favorite one is the 
emphasis on creating more windows.  In the sanctuary and in the social hall and 
in the front hall.  Because for all our reinvesting in our building and in our home, it 
is for naught if we forget to look out – at others – beyond ourselves and beyond 
our congregation and beyond our little niche in the world where we are most 
comfortable.  Every time we enter our building we will be able to look out at the 
world around us and it will remind us of our greatest mission statement of all – 
our greatest mission of all – Tikkun Olam.   
 

God bless each of you who has embraced that mission as your own.  God 
bless each of you who is actively engaged in Tikkun Olam because your deeds 
are more inspirational than any number of words could ever be.  And God bless 
each and every one of us who, in this New Year of five thousand seven hundred 
and seventy-nine, will participate in that greatest and noblest task of our people, 
Tikkun Olam, to restore a broken world to wholeness. 

 
 May the holy sparks fly. 
 
      -AMEN- 
 


