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Once again, we are coming to the end of our fast wondering if the nap, which some of us took, was long enough to get us thru to the end of the day. As I began to read both the parshat and the haftarah, as usual I found something else that spoke to me this year.  After all traumas that we, as a community, have been thru with the pandemic lockdown creating its sense of isolation and loss, which also includes the loss that some of us experienced of our beloved mothers who were also dear friends not only to their families but within and without the Jewish community as well, plus other things that have happened in this country, surprisingly what became apparent to me the most, was the strong sense of community that has appeared in both readings.  
Let’s start by giving some definitions. According to dictionary.com, community is defined as:

A social group of any size whose members reside in a specific locality, share government, and often have a common cultural and historical heritage.
1. a locality inhabited by such a group.
2. a social, religious, occupational, or other group sharing common characteristics or interests and perceived or perceiving itself as distinct in some respect from the larger society within which it exists: the business community; the community of scholars; diversity within a college community; London's Jewish and Muslim communities.
3. a group of associated nations sharing common interests or a common heritage: the community of Western Europe.

The Talmud expresses community somewhat different terms by using more specific criteria within its definition.

A talmid haham (Torah scholar) is not allowed to live in a city that does not have these 10 things: a beit din (law court) that metes out punishments; a tzedakah fund that is collected by two people and distributed by three; a synagogue; a bath house (mikveh ); a bathroom; a doctor; a craftsperson; a blood-letter; (some versions add: a butcher); and a teacher of children.” (Sanhedrin 17b)
It is an interesting historical note that even though the Book of Jonah was written in about the 4th or 5th century BCE, it took place in prior to 612 BCE when Nineveh was finally destroyed.   Added to this historical note: the Book of Deuteronomy was compiled in the 7th century BCE.  This would place the time of compilation of Deuteronomy during or right after the Babylonian Exile which ended around 597 BCE. The timing of these two events will be an excellent discussion for another d’var, but I do digress. Why did these two events strike me a relevant to us now?  It is because even though the Jewish people were in a community in Babylon, they were actually a community within a community just as we are now.  It seems that laws supported by stories or prophecies are good ways to establish and maintain a community. All civilizations have core beliefs that are stabilized by a mythology that demonstrates thru examples (as illustrated in verbal teachings or stories) or visions or prophecies.
Within both definitions, community is developed and demonstrated both within this parshat and haftarah very thoroughly.  This parshat lays the groundwork for behavior within a family unit as well as within the community.  Some examples of this codified behavior beginning with family and continuing with community are:
1. You shall each revere his mother and his father, and keep My sabbaths: I the LORD am your God. 
2. You shall not steal; you shall not deal deceitfully or falsely with one another.
3. You shall not defraud your fellow. You shall not commit robbery. The wages of a laborer shall not remain with you until morning.
4. You shall not render an unfair decision: do not favor the poor or show deference to the rich; judge your kinsman fairly.
How are these codified behaviors this related to not only the Jewish community at the time during and after the Babylonian exile as well as our current time?  Simply put: as they were in the process of rebuilding their lives and their homes after the long exile in Babylon just as we are as starting to rebuild our lives after a pandemic lockdown.  Realistic truths that we tend to overlook; in order to restructure our lives, we must have an elementary code of behavior that we all agree upon starting with the definition of what is both acceptable and unacceptable behavior and the method for ending with the removal of unacceptable behavior from the community at large. This is the basis of all functioning communities: common moral protocols that bind us together.
How does the story of Jonah correlate to the concept of community? A short recap of the Haftarah: G-d gives Jonah a task; he is to go to Nineveh to warn the city of over 120,000 that G-d was going to destroy them for their evil ways.  Nineveh was a major city of the ancient world being measured as a three-day walking journey. Jonah tried to evade giving the warning that Nineveh would be destroyed in forty days if Nineveh did not repent.  As a result of his traveling in the wrong direction, Jonah was given three-day time out in the belly of a fish. 
It is the reaction of the king that I find most interesting, especially contrasting to Jonah. The king was an acknowledged leader of a functioning community as defined by both dictionary.com and the Talmud.  Jonah could have very easily been labeled as a troublemaker or agitator.  Even though it was an accepted thing at that time for people to have visions and speak for their gods, it was unusual for “non-believers” to accept their statements. Questions most certainly should be raised are these: Why did the king believe Jonah? What did Jonah say to the people that made him so believable?  Did Jonah recount his time-out in the belly of the fish? Even though these questions and their answers would be interesting, the realization came that it did not matter what Jonah said; only two things were important: what Jonah said about the city being destroyed because of their wickedness and that the king believed what Jonah was saying. The king of Nineveh showed true leadership without whining or pouting but took Jonah at his word. The king commanded a three day fast which mirrored the time that Jonah fasted in the belly of the fish; a fast for everyone, no matter their status in the city.  One of the lessons hidden in plain sight within the book of Jonah is that working together as a community enables survival for the community.  
It has been postulated that the story of Jonah took place in simpler times; that people have become far more complicated over the centuries.  Is this really true or is it just that our technology has greatly improved? No, unfortunately, people have not really changed; we still are the stiff-necked people as described in Torah and much of the world is still bound up in its tribalism along with its shortsightedness. Yes, there now exists creature comforts that could be only described as magical in those times (especially indoor plumbing and air conditioning); however, unfortunately human nature has not changed.
Given all that has happened throughout the past year, like our people were then, we need to rebuild our community.  We can, at least, comfort ourselves that we do not have the same horrific task of rebuilding our homes and the physical aspects of our community; but nevertheless, covid has taken a huge toll on our community and our country.  Where shall we begin to rebuild?  It is fitting that we, as a community, are beginning at this time of year by coming together in a hybrid service so that everyone can participate.  We need to rebuild not only as a community but as individuals as well.  This is the time of year for new beginnings that has the potential to expand us as humans in and outside of our community. 
During last ten days, we have been examining ourselves both as individuals and as community; now, we have to figure out just where do we begin to expand our potentials. A pretentious (and totally unhelpful) way to say that we can do this by practicing and promoting Tzedakah (charity), Tikkun Olam (to heal the earth) and Tzedek (justice). However, given the pandemic and political divide in this country, this is not an easy task any time of the year or even an easy time to be positive.  The best way to start to rebuild our community, is for us to start as individuals, then continue rebuilding our community. For those of us on social media, I submit that we can initiate these things by starting with rejecting negativity and embracing positivity, which would include condemning misinformation and only passing on positive memes that inspire us to be our better selves; by practicing random acts of kindness and charity wherever we can; by becoming more involved with our community; by becoming more involved in our political process; by championing others who have been distressed or marginalized; the list is really endless.  Thus, by doing these deeds, we can begin to walk our own path on becoming Tzaddik.  
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