Yom Kippur 2022
It has always been so strange to me how we can and do find things to talk about in either a Torah  portion or a haftarah that we  all know so well.  After all that has happened this past year what struck me during my rereading was one word: community. I realized after careful reading that this is an interesting combination of parshat and haftarah; on the surface they seem not to have anything in common.  But I beg to differ: the parshat coupled with the Book of Jonah is the real definition of community as one is the policy/procedure vs the actual implementation of policy/procedure in the community. 
A quick recap: the Reconstructionist parshat details some methods for caring for others that are less fortunate such as the poor, the widow and the fatherless as well as other added responsibilities. Some of the required responsibilities of  what I call “nots”: not perverting justice; not withholding wages from a hired worker; not cursing the deaf; not putting a stumbling block in front of the blind as well as several other things not to do.  In keeping with the “nots”, the Orthodox parshat details forbidden sexual couplings. Both of these portions define what is both acceptable and unacceptable behavior within a community.
In the Haftarah, Jonah is told to do something and then chooses not to do it.  After endangering people, Jonah is given a three-day time out, during which he does rethink his actions or more correctly, his inactions, he then chooses to do he was told to do in the first place which is to warn a community, so that they can be saved by assisting them in learning that they need to repent their evil ways or in somewhat more succinctly wording: following the policy/procedures as laid down by Hashem. 
But just what is  a community?  A dictionary definition is:  A group of entities or populations living and interacting with one another in a particular environment. The entities in a community affect each other's abundance, distribution, and evolutionary adaptation. Depending on how broadly one views the interaction between entities, a community can be small and local, as in a pond or tree or a biodome or regional or global. 
The Talmud has another definition of community: a community must have ten things; a beit din; a tzedakah fund that is collected by at least two people while three people distribute monies; a synagogue; a bath house; a bathroom; a doctor; a craftsperson; a blood-letter; a butcher; and a teacher of children.  (Sanhedrin 17b)
Our Reconstructionist sedur also contains this derash on community:  “The religious community is based not so much on common interests, experiences, hope and fears; it is a community of the heart rather than of the mind.”  (Mordecai M. Kaplan)
My own definition is somewhat simpler.  A community is a group of people that are compiled of “everyone” which include the leaders as “everyone’.  Why do I think this? Simply when all the definitions are boiled down to their very essence, a community is really a group of “everyone’s”  each of which has their own roles to play in support of the community. 
Jonah has been described by many scholars as an “everyone”.  Our own Aryeh Seagull had a slightly different take: he postulated that Jonah’s real problem was that he was afraid of success.  Sadly, there are many, many people who can relate to this fear.  We do not step up for ourselves or promote ourselves as we should but like Jonah refuse to do the tasks set before us even though it will bring success. I submit that we can all relate to Jonah as there are times when our tasks seem too great and we just want to run away and hide without stepping up.  While I usually do not like to disagree with someone who was as knowable as he was, I think that combining these two concepts is probably the most accurate analysis of Jonah. Thus, with this reasoning, it is easy to understand why Jonah is considered an “everyone”. 
I submit that the king is also an “everyone”.  Why do I say that the king is also an “everyone”? It is because when he heard about the upcoming disaster, he chose to step down from his high place to become an “everyone”.  The king realized the importance of his city and its peoples over his own personal desires and comforts.  The king appears to understand that sometimes in order to lead, one must be willing to follow.  The king appeared to not only believe what Jonah was telling Nineveh but totally understood Hashem’s power and mercy.  The king totally believed Jonah to the point that the king was not only willing to act but did act as required as he ensured that Nineveh  acted well. The king is an “everyone’ because each one of us all have personal high place that we use to keep us safe.
In summation: while Jonah is the story of everyone so is the king of Nineveh who took up the challenge that was given to the city to “repent their evil ways”.   How does this impact us in the 21st century? How can we be both like Jonah and the king? Because we can step down as well as step up as needed for the good of our community. In the past few years, we have all been overwhelmed not only with covid, the rise of hate groups, the negative political situations world-wide but also individual issues that impacted our community as well.  We, as a community and as individuals, have proven many times that even though we are presented with ghastly circumstances, we are capable of resolving them to the benefit of our community even as we strengthen ourselves. As we are commanded to do in this parshat as well as in Jonah, we must come to the aid of those that need assistance and/or gaining forgiveness. 
[bookmark: _Hlk112328759]Give the current state of the world, what else can we do to make the world a better place?  It should not be just blindly donating money to worthy charities like Mazon, which is a very worthy charity but also achieving something else, like starting with getting out of the house (or our own personal version of the whale) or stepping down from our high place just to do “something.”  But what are some of the somethings that we can do?  We can begin by being kind to one another and to everyone we meet. We can begin by being patient and tolerant of one another and to everyone we meet. We can begin by becoming active in our beliefs by standing up and by speaking out to those who would harm us and others. The simple truth is that people are all different from one another even within a small community. As a twin mother, I can assure you that even twins are completely different from one another. It is well known that silence only benefits the bully and the oppressor, thus silence cannot, must not, be an option for us.  We can march against hatred and fear.  We must become politically active and vote. We can plant flowers and trees where none existed before just  for simply the beauty that needs to be added to our world and for the shade, even though we might never sit there under the shade of that tree.  
I know that all of this can be overwhelming but let us consider the words of Rabbi Taron.  Who was Rabbi Taron? He was a priest and scholar who lived around the time of the destruction of the Second Temple.  He was a third-generation member of the Mishanh sages, who when teaching, loved to start with halakic questions. He was also well known for his strong opposition to early Christianity. Several sources list him as one of the  ten martyred sages that were martyred on the orders of Emperor Harridan on the grounds that Joseph’s ten brothers were never punished for selling him into slavery. These are the sages we remember in the Avodah service today. While this quote is commentary on Micah 6:8, I think that it is most appropriate for today and the troubles that we as a community and a country are facing. 
“Do not be daunted by the enormity of the world’s grief. Do justly, now. Love mercy, now. Walk humbly, now.  You  are not obligated to complete the work, but neither are you free to abandon it.”
It is fitting as we near the close of  Yom Kippur that it is time for us to emulate both Jonah and the king because this is the moment for us either to depart from our personal “whale”  or to step down from our personal high place to continue on our journey towards engaging with our community and our country while creating a better version of ourselves.
Shanna Tova.
