Erev Rosh Hashanah Sermon – Challah - 5769

Every Friday night growing up, my Mother would make two loaves of challah, and we would have a Friday night meal together. My Mom would light the candles and say the bracha, I would say the motzi (the prayer over the bread), and my younger brother, Paul, each week, would grumble and need to be reminded of his prayer: “God bless our love for another.” We’d hold hands in silence, and that was it – in many ways those five minutes every Friday were our fundamental and primary Jewish practice. 

There were rituals leading up to that ritual, of course. The smell of the challah rising in the ceramic bowl that my mother always used, the invitation my brother or I received to punch the challah down once it had risen, the helping her braid it, while singing a song written by my stepfather about beginnings.

A second story: Many of you knew Joe Madison, z”l. Beginning in 2001, for Rosh Hashanah, Joe organized a group of his hiking buddies to bake challot to bring to needy or shut-in individuals and families in the community. This has grown into a coordinated effort that has brought together Jewish communities in the Berkshires and Southern Vermont, and that has brought lots of volunteers and new bakers (many of whom Joe taught how to bake challah) - and it is a project that continued this fall, even though Joe died this past April. At the funeral, so many of those who spoke talked about Joe’s challah, and Joe’s challah practice. 

When I first went to Israel at age 18, the only Hebrew I knew was the motzi. I felt like one of Isaac Bashevis Singer’s fools, armed with this one line of Hebrew that blessed God for bringing forth bread from the earth, which I would repeat over and over whether I was buying a newspaper, picking tomatoes, or ordering a beer. Ha’motzi lechem min ha’aretz. 

On the high holy days, we speak mostly about ideas, theologies, thoughts from the neck up. But the poet William Carlos Williams famously said, “No ideas but in things.” And this year, I want to return to the thing. I want to return to an invitation to Jewish practice that is grounded in our bodies, and our hands, one that is connected to our mythical and actual fathers and our mothers - mostly our mothers (the Talmud tells us that our matriarch Sarah was on such a high level of consciousness, that her challah stayed fresh from Friday to Friday). Whether they baked or not, they needed a challah on the table on Friday night. You can’t put butter and honey on a theology, or an idea.
To choose life is to choose bread, because bread is essential. Jews use the word lechem, bread, when they’re talking about all food. There’s a saying ein torah bli kemach – there is no torah without bread. You don’t have life without bread, you don’t have learning without bread. The word for bread in Hebrew, lechem, is connected to the word for war, milchama. Where there is no bread, there is war. 

Yom Kippur and Rosh Hashanah are both about life and choosing life. But on Yom Kippur, we don’t eat bread in order to deny ourselves life, and hopefully, we are more able to choose life from this place of denial. On Rosh Hashanah, we do eat bread. We braid our new years’ challot into round circles. There’s a teaching by the Chatam Sofer about the custom on Rosh Hashanah of making the challot round. He says we do this because our prayer is that the bracha, the blessing over the bread, be unending – that it should keep on going around and around. Meaning, that we should always have bread, we should always have the opportunity to bless bread.

Bread is central in Judaism. If you have a piece of fruit, you say one blessing, if you have a slice of cheese you say another blessing. In the hierarchy of blessings, the motzi is the highest. If you have bread on the table, no matter what other delicacies you have, you say the motzi to cover it all. We only say the birkat hamazon, the lengthy blessing after we eat, if we have had bread. Bread is often talked about when someone wants to illustrate the notion central to Jewish understanding, that we are partners with God. The wheat grows out of the ground, and we harvest it, grind it, mix it with water, and it becomes bread. 

There is a story that speaks to this of a father who had two sons. The father left each son with raw kernels of wheat and told them to keep them for him while he went on a trip. When the father returned, one son gave him the wheat back, as it was; and the other son gave the father delicious breads that he’d baked. The Jewish charge is that we are to learn from the second son. We are to be active partners in creation. And that is what making challah on Friday afternoon is. It is nothing less than the work of creation. 

There’s a Portuguese expression – eo ja ishto co amow namasa – I already have my hands in the dough, which means essentially, I’m already in the swing of things, so I can help you in what you’re doing. Like when I’m doing dishes, and Vanessa asks if she can help do them, and I say, eo ja ishto co amow namasa – (except I don’t say that – I say, what is that Portuguese expression again?) I already have my hands in the dough – I’ll keep washing. I’m already in the swing of things, I’m already working, I can help you out.

Why bake challah? It’s a practice that can bring you deeper into your Judaism, which can bring you deeper into your humanity. It connects us to something older than us, to our ancestors, who have been doing this for centuries. It’s a way of being Jewish that doesn’t care about how much Hebrew you know. It reminds us that in addition to being people of the book, we are also people of the body, people of the bread. It is a devotional practice. You can bake for yourself, you can bake for your family, you can bake for those in need, you can bake for G-d. 

Because of early advice I received when I was trying to learn to meditate, I used to always attempt to count ten breaths – and I would almost always fail, lose track, and have to start again. One day a teacher of mine said, ‘you know, you don’t have to count ten breaths. Try counting three. Better, try counting one.’ This is the same with mitzvot. We get interested in Judaism and then we hear that there are 613 mitzvot, and we feel overwhelmed. This is an invitation to just do one mitzvah. One mitzvah. For my mother, raising two boys, she baked challah. This was the mitzvah that brought my family in. She did this mitzvah and she did it fully. If you follow one mitzvah with devotion, you will find that each mitzvah contains all the other mitzvot inside it, that each mitzvah contains the universe inside it. 

The world, in midrashic literature, has been compared to a challah that God has had to braid and form into a living thing – the flour is the matter, and the water is the spirit. Another Midrash (Bamidbar Rabbah 15) tells us that challah is one of the three things that led God to create the world. God wanted challah. The Torah refers to challah as reishit -- "first," related to the first word of Genesis, B'reishit -- "in the beginning." Challah is called the first because it is so primary to the world's purpose. We could almost translate the first line of Genesis as, “It all started with challah.” 
We’re coming together on these high holy days with much happening in our world: we’ve just had the largest bank failure in the history of the United States, we have great economic instability, and we’re facing a winter with dramatically higher heating oil and fuel costs. Much of it seems beyond what we can control and so it can leave us full of anxiety and powerlessness. So why speak about bread? Because bread and justice have always been linked, because bread is blessedly tactile, because bread reminds us that we have hands. We have an upcoming election. We have critical local issues that call for our involvement. We have – whatever our ages are – our lives before us, in front of us. Bread reminds us that we are God’s hands in the world. And bread reminds us to keep our hands in the dough, in the work of the world. 

(pass out receipes)

