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This Sunday, July 31st, we will be joined at camp in the Hadar Ochel by true pioneers.  We will be joined by 25 people who, at a property just up the road, were part of the 1955 “pilot” summer of Camp Ramah in California exactly 50 years ago.  It will be a special kavod  (honor) to welcome those people into the community.  Next year there will be a lot of things that we do as a camp to celebrate 50 years of Camp Ramah in California but tonight, for just a few minutes, I want to use their upcoming visit as an opportunity to do what in business is called “re-inspiring the vision.”   Re-inspiring the vision is a process of remembering who we are and what we are here for.  As we transition into 2nd session and prepare to celebrate this special group of individuals, I want to reflect on the question that every good non-profit institution should always be asking itself: why should we be here?  As a non-profit institution, we are not in business in order to make a profit; we are here because we have a vision of how the world will be different because of what we do.  So what are we here for and what is the particular task that Camp Ramah in California, and only Camp Ramah in California must do?

First let us think about the context in which we currently find ourselves.  I recently received a copy of a survey called “OMG – How Generation Y is Re-Defining Faith in the Ipod Era.”  It is a survey about Generation Y – a survey about most of the people in this room.  The first section reported that only 7% of this generation – Jewish and non-Jewish – reports that all of their friends are of the same religion.  In comparison to what it was 20, 30 or 40 years ago, that number is very small.  Based upon that statistic and others, the survey asserts that Generation Y values diversity and believes that having a wide social circle with people of different races, religions and ethnicities is a good thing.

The first thing I want to say to you about that conclusion is: I agree.  As a rabbi, I believe Jews must live and interact with the non-Jewish world in order to fulfill a crucial element of our mission: to be a light unto the nations.  Such an approach to Jewish life has not been available to Jews at many moments in history.  Nor is such an approach currently shared by segments of the Jewish people who continue to view the non-Jewish world with suspicion and animosity.  An open approach to the non-

Jewish world should be a defining element of what it means to be a Conservative Jew because if we are to be a light unto the nations, we must value authentic, respectful relationships with the non-Jewish world and, in particular for the American Jewish community, we must value our participation in American culture and politics.

But tonight this is not what concerns me.  You see, what concerns me tonight is that we are not only called upon to be an “or la’goyim” – “a light unto the nations.”  We are called upon to be a “goy kadosh” – a holy people.  The word “kadosh” has the sense of “set aside for a specific purpose.”  In other words, we need to be willing to be “set aside” and “different” if we are to fulfill our mission in the world.

Yes, as Jews we need to participate in American society.  Yes, as Jews we need to care about things that are happening in the world.  Yes, as Jews we need to care about injustice, such as the genocide in Darfur that we learned about earlier this month at camp.  But as Jews we are called upon not only to participate; as Jews we are called upon to stand out and to be different.  I don’t know if all of us are really willing to do that because willing to be different means that there must be things that other people do not share with us.  There must be things that are unique to who we are.  Do we have the courage to stick out?  The Jews of Generation Y are willing to be an “or la’goyim” but are we willing to be a “goy kadosh?”

In American Jewish life, really in all of American life, the paradigm for what America is has changed.  America no longer asks its immigrants to join the “melting pot.”  When our parents and grandparents and great grandparents came across the ocean and climbed onto the shores of America, they were asked to forget their Jewish-ness in order to fit in.  They changed their names and forgot their Yiddish and cut their hair and changed their ways and, for that price, they were accepted as American.  Perhaps not fully “accepted,” but few students of history can deny that American Jews enjoy an acceptance and prosperity within American society unparalleled in Jewish world history.   But that is not the model of what it means to be an American anymore.  The new paradigm is that of America as a salad bowl.  We are all in the same bowl; there is a common destiny and purpose that American Jews share with other Americans that, as Jews we should treasure and hold dear.  But in a salad bowl, one remains distinct.

Maybe I can sum up my remarks tonight by saying, “Be a carrot!  (  Be a piece of celery!  Be a tomato!” because in America, as Jews, we must be willing to know enough about our own traditions, and we must value our own traditions so that we can be different from others; so that we can be ourselves.

Every other nationality, every other ethnicity in this country is proud of itself.  One can be proud of being a Hispanic-American, proud of being a African-American, proud of being an Irish-American, proud of being an Asian-American.  Are the Jews of Generation Y willing to stand up and be proud of being a Jewish-American?  Are we willing to say, “we are Jewish, and there are things that are distinctive and different that we do and that we do not do because we are Jews?”  To say so does not mean therefore that we are saying “we are better than you are.”  It means we understand who we are.  We care about who we are.  We are proud of who we are and not ashamed.

Do you have the courage to stand up at a college campus and to be different from the prevailing opinion?  Will you have the courage to be pro-Israel when a sea of people is not?  Will you have the courage to be Jewish in a world that is not?  And if not, why not?   In an American generation that values diversity, are you also willing to be diverse and not just the same?  It is a very big world out there and that world has lots of peoples out there who are not Jews.  If we do not claim the mantle of Jewish leadership, of Jewish membership, who will?

Some of you might recoil at this notion of identity.  Some of you might believe that such a “tribal” definition of Jewish-ness or of any religious or ethnic affiliation does more harm than good.  But if I asked you, “who are the great moral leaders of our time?” you would like come up with names such as Gandhi.  Or Mother Theresa.  Or the Reverend Martin Luther King.  Or the Pope.  Or the Dali Lama.  Or Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel.  And the thing that defines all of those people is that their moral vision was deeply rooted in their own faiths.  Their universalism grew with roots deeply nourished by a particular faith.  Reverend King.  The Dali Lama.  They were not leaders of every religion; they were great religious leaders of their own faith who, by virtue of their particular faith could bring a great light unto the world.  From where will the Jews of Generation Y find light to shine to the world if we haven’t the knowledge nor the courage to be ourselves?

One of my teachers who many of you met earlier this summer, Rabbi David Wolpe, often quotes a wonderful image from the author Cynthia Ozik.  She talks about how the Jewish people are like a shofar.  If you try to get noise out of the shofar by blowing through the wide end, you won’t get any sound.  But if you blow from the narrow end, your breath can sound the horn of redemption and freedom to the world.   You can’t sing your song to the world if you start from everywhere.  There is nothing wrong with starting from the small end; nothing wrong with starting from a particular place that says, “I am Jewish.”  Nothing wrong with saying, “I have roots.  I have a deep faith with mystery and history and beauty that has been giving wisdom to the world for thousands of years.  There is wisdom in tefillin.  There is wisdom in kashrut.  There is wisdom in prayers that are said in Hebrew not despite the fact that they are different than the rest of the world, but because of that fact.

And so I come back to this room, to these hallowed grounds, to this place and to who we are and what are we about.  Fifty years ago there was a group of pioneers who took time out of their summer and laid down roots.  They did so with a vision; a vision that was about something rich and unique and that helps me understand the past 50 years and gives me reason and purpose for the 50 years to come.  The world does not need Camp Ramah in California to be another Jewish summer camp.  The world does not even need another Jewish summer camp.  The world needs Camp Ramah in California to live up to the vision that created this place 50 years ago and which should inspire us at each moment throughout the summer.  This is a place where campers and staff can put down roots that will grow into a tall tree.  It is a place where kids can learn who they are so they can bring a greater message to the world.

If we stop learning about who we are and what makes us different, I submit to you that we are lost and our future is bleak.  But if we stay true to what gives us our uniqueness in the world, if we take this next four weeks and continue the amazing work we have done so far this summer, if we deepen our own exploration Judaism and Torah and our relationship to God, then we will truly carry on the vision of those people who came fifty years ago to this holy home amidst the hills of the Ojai Valley.  In four days, they will come to our home to see what is it that we have taken from the gift they gave us 50 years ago.  May God bless us to be worthy of carrying on their gift for the next 50 years and beyond.
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