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This week I spent a few days with my daughter in Chicago, and we spent an evening at Chicago’s landmark Second City Theater watching a hilarious production called “Rush Limbaugh: The Musical.”  In one scene, Rush informs his friend Rev. Rightwing that he had been reading the Bible and was very disturbed by the story of Jesus miraculously multiplying a few loaves of bread and a couple of fish in order to feed a huge crowd of people.  Was Jesus providing welfare for a lazy, shiftless rabble?  Was he encouraging them to wait around for handouts?  Well, by the end of the show, Rush had gone completely over the edge and, dissatisfied with Reverend Rightwings’s god, he announced on his radio program that he himself was god.


I don’t know?  Should we say that truth is stranger than fiction?  Or that life follows art?  Two days later I opened the New York Times and read that the crazy Fox news commentator, Glen Beck, has told his listeners that “social justice” is a code word that churches use for Nazism or Communism, and if their churches or clergy promote social justice, then they should leave those churches.  That sounds to me pretty close to the Second City parody of Rush Limbaugh who goes from being upset at Jesus feeding the multitudes to proclaiming himself as god.  “Follow me, not the teachings of your faith.”


Is this bizarre, or what?  A popular television commentator decrying the fact that religious leaders are perverting the message of true faith by promoting justice among people, justice in the community, offering food to the poor and the hungry.  When the comedians at Second City wrote this stuff, I’m sure even they never thought that this nutty Rush-spinoff would actually come out and say what they had written as parody.  But this is true stuff!


I can’t speak for Christians – and to be sure, plenty of Christian clergy are responding to Beck by telling their congregations that it’s time to stop listening to Beck – but for us Jews, I think we would all agree that to take the issue of social justice off the table is take our religious faith altogether off the table.  It’s to take the Torah off the table, to take Amos, Micah, Isaiah, Jeremiah off the table.  It’s to take the rabbis of the Talmud off the table.  It’s to take God off the table, to send God packing right back up to heaven and tell Him to mind his own business.

So today, as we’ve just finished the Book of Exodus, perhaps we should stop and ask ourselves just what is the purpose of religious life?  What is the purpose of faith?  What is the purpose of living in covenant with God?


When I drive across the country – as on this drive back and forth to Chicago - that’s when I see all these billboard signs that tell me about hell, about what happens to sinners, about the need to turn to God right now or else be damned.  For the people behind those billboards, the religious life is about fear.  It is rooted in fear of the world, in fear of oneself, in fear of temptations, and in fear of God and what God will do to me.  It arises from fear and it feeds itself by stoking fear.  I don’t want to argue with that theologically, because I suppose there are many people who do live in fear, and their religious life is an expression of that fear.

All I can say is that for the people Israel, the Jewish people, religious life has never been about fear.  Our religious disposition toward the world and toward God has never arisen from fear or been stoked by fear or given cause for fear.  It has always been about living a just and compassionate life.  It has always taught that what God desires is for us to live just and compassionate lives.  Having God dwell among the Israelites, represented by the Mishkan, the Tabernacle, in their midst, meant organizing their communal lives according to a Torah of justice and compassion.  And if we fail at this, are we punished with eternal damnation and hellfire?  No.  We are punished by having to live lives without compassion or justice.

The wonderful Book of Exodus has, I think, a very beautiful ending, where the Israelite craftsmen have lovingly completed to perfection all the work of the Mishkan, presented it to Moses for his approval, and he blesses them.  He erects the Tabernacle, and then, when he “had finished the work, the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, and the Presence of the Lord filled the Tabernacle.  Moses could not enter the Tent of Meeting because the cloud had settled upon it and the Presence of the Lord filled the Tabernacle.  When the cloud lifted from the Tabernacle, the Israelites would set out on their various journeys; but if the cloud did not lift, they would not set out until such time as it did lift.  For over the Tabernacle a cloud of the Lord rested by day, and fire would appear in it by night, in the view of all the house of Israel throughout their journeys.”

Consider the trajectory of this Book’s story.  It begins with the Israelites sinking into slavery, feeling all but abandoned by God, whose very name is little more to them but an almost forgotten hope.  If ever there was a world without justice and without compassion, that Egypt of the new Pharaoh “who knew not Joseph” was it.  And at the darkest moment, when even the intended liberator Moses is off in exile and without a thought for his abandoned people, God appears to him in that fire which dwells but does not consume.  From that moment of the burning bush onward, the arc of the story – from slavery to liberation, to revelation, even the brief recursion to idolatry and the penance - is about creating a place – not a physical place but a community – in which that fire of God can dwell, can be seen, can guide.

In today’s triennial reading of the end of the story we heard only a few repetitions of the verse that is truly the keynote and theme of this conclusion, the words, ka’asher tzivah Adonai et-Mosheh.  “As the Lord had commanded Moses.”  Again and again, as each item that the Israelites had made is described and brought before Moses, it is said to be exactly ka’asher tzivah Adonai et Mosheh, exactly as God had commanded Moses.  And “thus was completed all the work of the Tabernacle of the Tent of Meeting.  The Israelites did so; just as the Lord had commanded Moses, ken asu, so they did.  And Moses blessed them.”  


Quickly glancing over the pages of these two final chapters of Exodus I count at least twelve times when those words are repeated.  This is the creation of the place of meeting, the place where God and Israel will meet, will speak, will interact, where God will dwell with them.  And Israel has done it with complete and willing and joyous submission to the words of God.

We must understand this.  It is not the richness or the gorgeousness of the Tent and Tabernacle and Ark which makes this a place for the fire and mystery of God to dwell on earth among the people Israel, but rather that after the enslavement and the liberation and the revelation and the fear and the rebellion and the penance, Israel has come to this place of perfect reception of the will of God.  


The rabbis tell us that the Mishkan, the Tabernacle, was a microcosm of the entire universe that God had created; that the work on it always came to a rest to honor the Shabbat, just as God’s work had included the Sabbath day of rest and reflection as a lynchpin of the whole creation; that Israel had in effect re-enacted within its own community God’s creation of the cosmos, which He then looked at and called tov me’od, “very good”, and then blessed it.  So too did Moses look at all the work, and behold! He saw that everything had been done as the Lord commanded, and he blessed the people.

Moses blesses the people, not the Tabernacle, because it is the people, in their hearing and doing the will of God, which has itself become the completed and perfected work.  When we see later how the people then organize their tribes in cohorts around the Tabernacle, that is what this is really all about - the fire and the mystery which now live openly among the people Israel, as long as there is oneness between the will and the Torah of God and the lives of the people.


And what is that will and Torah of God?  Is it not the work of justice and compassion in the community that Glen Beck would banish as code words for Communism and Nazism?  Remember back to the first chapters of Genesis, what was it in the world of the generations from Adam to Noah, and from Noah to Abraham, that first brought God to this whole Project Israel, this first opening up to Abraham?  Was it not the violence and cruelty everywhere, the running after evil in the human heart?  And was not Abraham chosen, “that he may instruct his children and his posterity to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is just and right?”  Does not the Torah instruct the posterity of Abraham to care for the orphan and widow and stranger?  To feed the hungry?  To lift up the poor?  To live without cheating, without adultery, without violence, without theft, without cruelty?  To love the neighbor as oneself?  To cease from oppressing the stranger, the alien, who lives among us?  These are the words of social justice, and these are the words of Torah, these are the words of God.

As I read those billboards, driving through our heartland, I am told that “hell is real”.  And I am asked, “Where do you want to spend eternity?”  I am instructed in fear and through fear.  But what our Torah tells us is really a much simpler, plainer gospel.  If we turn away from God, then we live with violence, with theft, with cruelty, with hatred in our heart, in a callous world where the weak and the poor and the hungry are thrown away – that world before Abraham, before Noah.  Forget about eternity and hellfire, is that where you want to spend this moment right now?


The world without social justice, the world without synagogues and churches and mosques and temples which teach social justice, which teach about a God who commands justice and compassion for the weak and vulnerable, is the world from which that divine presence of fire and cloud has lifted and departed forever.

The highway billboards are right in this, we do have a choice.  Either the cloud of the Lord by day and the pillar of fire by night in the view of all the house of Israel throughout our journeys . . . or not.  Keep God here, or send Him packing right back up to heaven.  Glen Beck has asked us to choose.

