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As we embark on another synagogue year, and spend the next month in a time of reflection in anticipation of the High Holidays, we should ask ourselves how we will make the most of this next year. How will we start our journey to get on a path of spiritual growth and create a community where we forge common bonds in an attempt to build a better tomorrow? 

Our Torah portion this past week, Shoftim, opens with a wishful vision of how the people of Israel will live when they finally arrive in the land of Israel. A system of individuals – judges and officers – will be set up to administer justice to all seek it. We are taught in Deuteronomy that the judges and officers should be beyond reproach or personal compromise. This week’s Parsha issues the familiar instruction:

Justice, justice shall you pursue, that you may thrive and occupy the land that Adonai your God is giving you.

Would it have not been sufficient to say the word justice just one time? Several modern commentators state that when Moses called for “justice, justice” he did so deliberatively. Sometimes when a word is said only once, we have a tendency to overlook the importance of the word or just disregard it. When justice is repeated for the second time, however, we must be moved to pursue it. Our pursuit cannot be stopped until all acquire a sense of justice.  Just as in the times of Moses, as board members, we are obligated to muster all of our power to introduce justice into the midst of our community. 

Today, we have hired and retained one of the foremost, spiritual leaders of our time in the Conservative movement. We continue to attract and retain the best associate rabbis that the Conservative movement has to offer. We are blessed with the voice and vision of an extraordinary Cantor. We have a wonderful, committed executive director and dedicated and committed support staff. We have a well-developed religious school and youth program and founded the Levine Academy, the Conservative Day School of Dallas.

Today, and for many years to come, we will continue to work together to find the support we need to take the journey. This is the notion of community - to create multiple opportunities for our members to connect to one another within the congregation, and to identify those functions of community that enable members to continue on their journeys: moments of prayer, moments of learning, moments of healing personal pain, reaching out to help heal others who are ill, physically and/or spiritually, moments of healing the world through social action, moments of celebration, or moments of consolation.

It's very difficult to be Jewish alone. It's very hard to take the journey by yourself. That's why we need congregations. That’s why the theme of my presidency is “Share the Journey.” 

And as I relate the theme of Share the Journey with this week’s Torah portion, and try to make some connection with why the word “justice” may be repeated twice, I understand one of the basic and most important principles of Judaism. We are taught at a very young age, and I was reminded of this just last night by Rabbi Gershon, that we are created in the image in the Image of God. In each and every one of us, God exists. As such, we have the ability to reflect and decide what would “God do”.
So, maybe in the first instance, when the word “justice” is spoken, it is directed to the heart, to the sole of each individual. The second time, maybe the word is directed to the whole community. As such, before each person, especially as a board member, can “Share the Journey”, they should be directed to take note of their own sense of justice. 
When the Torah teaches us about Justice, it tries to make us see it as a concept that transcends the individual and is universally applied. To build a foundation on which we want others to “Share the Journey,” we must ever be cognizant that there is this idea of a shared- group sense of justice. But, before we can ever get to build or get to this shared group, we need to recognize that the Torah teaches us that we need to appoint ourselves as a judge over ourselves to adjudicate whether our actions are befitting. As leaders, as board members, asking others to Share the Journey, we need to first look inwards and be our own judge to ensure that we each carry out that  which we are asking others to follow, to see if our own behavior is up to the standards we wont others to emulate.

As Board of Directors and leaders of our community, we each have obligations to ourselves, to our families, and to this institution. What standards should we require of our leaders? What do expect of us? If we are to ask others to Share the Journey, must we not start the journey ourselves? 
This Parsha makes us confront our own personal morality and obligations. Judaism requires is to choose the path of righteousness. We must do what is right and just. We must undertake to pursue justice in all aspects of our lives. If we all commit to lead by example, we should be able to easily ask our congregants to “Share the Journey”

Before we begin another year, judge our own behavior. Reach out to be more inclusive, reach out to the uninvolved. The challenge now is to judge with righteous justice – tempering our judgment with compassion and mercy. Let’s commit ourselves to Jewish ideals and Jewish observance by building more inroads for more of our congregants to Share the Journey. 

As leaders of Shearith Israel, we are to follow the path of torah as it challenges us to continue to pursue justice. It is the collective pursuit of this ideal that will move beyond us, beyond our indifference, and builds a community that reflects the true value of justice. Justice, Justice shall you pursue. May this ideal lead us all to action to build and strengthen all of us on our Journey?
