Sermon delivered by Rabbi Geoffrey Shisler on Shabbat 30th October 2004 - Parshat Vayera

On Shabbat October 26th 1895 Rev Simeon Singer preached a sermon explaining the inscriptions around the Synagogue.  He’d selected them and they were put up during the time that the building was closed for major improvements in the decorations.  It was re-opened in March of that year, and you might recall that in March of this year I shared with you some of the ideas that he’d used in his re-dedication sermon. 

During this celebratory year I thought it would be appropriate to explain the Hebrew inscriptions round the building again, just as he did then. I thought that if there’s anyone here who heard the original sermon, they’re bound to have forgotten it anyway!  Although I’m not going to repeat his actual words, once again I’m going to make use of some of his ideas.

First let me explain how it is that these texts come here at all.  Using words to decorate a Shul is not common so you might think that having them in the NWE was an innovation.  But that’s not actually the case. There’s a famous precedent in the Abulafia Synagogue of Toledo which was built in 1375.  In 1895 when Singer preached his sermon he says that he building was still standing, although it was no longer a Synagogue.

E.H. Lindo, in his book The History of the Jews of Spain (pub 1848) describes the Abulafia Synagogue and explains how Psalm 84 was inscribed on the walls with the letters being made out of white plaster.
Singer says that he found his inspiration in the Toledo Synagogue.

He says that he based his choice of words on the central ideas of divine knowledge and worship, and their Practice, Duty and Love, though he was obviously hampered in his choice by the space that was available.  Even so, I’m sure that as we go through them, you’ll agree that he made an excellent selection.

The first one that catches your eye as you enter the Synagogue is the inscription which is nearest to the Ark - the words which are inscribed on the lintel, and it’s the only quotation that’s not taken from the Bible, "Know before Whom you stand."  It’s from the Talmud, Berachot (28b), and is from advice that Rabbi Eliezer gave to his disciples. It’s intended to be a reminder to every single person who comes into a Shul that they are in a sacred place and that we shouldn’t allow the familiarity of the venue to cause us to behave in a disrespectful manner.

Above that, on the dome over the Ark is the famous verse from Numbers 24 "How goodly are you tents O Jacob, your dwelling places, Israel."  High above the Ark, following in a semi‑circle over the eastern window, you have, in letters that are larger than anywhere else, the most important and fundamental statement in Judaism - "Hear, O Israel, the Lord our Gd, the Lord is One."
Turn now to the right side of the Ark - to the verses in the south gallery. There are two verses from Psalm 119,  "Blessed art Thou, O Lord, teach me Thy statutes" and  "Open my eyes that I may behold wondrous things out of Your Law." They are verses in which we express our desire to know Gd’s will, and to study His words to the fullest extent of our ability.  Knowledge of the Law is a vital component of Judaism and it’s not without significance that it was the Jews who gave the world the idea that the reading of Gd’s word is, in itself, a form of Divine worship.  This is the origin of the ‘readings’ in a Church service. We believe that worship must not be divorced from study and learning. 

And these ideas are balanced by the verses on the opposite side in the gallery to the left of the Ark. They’re from Chronicles (1:29), from King David’s address to the congregation, and his prayer to Gd, in connection with the preparations he’d made for the temple. The upper one is, "All things come from You, and of Yours have we given You," and the lower verse is, "The palace is not for man, but for the Lord Gd."
I suspect that Rev Singer chose these verses deliberately because there had been quite a lot of criticism of the very large sum of money that had been raised for the adornment of the building.  And I think he wanted to ram home the point that, everything we have belongs to Gd and, since this building is Gd’s, it’s perfectly fitting that it should be as beautiful as possible.  As he puts it “It is well that an effort should be made on man’s part to show that he is nothing and that Gd is everything.”

At the back of the gallery on the right (my left) are two quotations which remind us that it’s not enough just to offer material things in this House of Gd.  Physical beauty is incomplete unless with it goes the beauty of holiness. So one says  "Worship the Lord in the beauty of Holiness" and the second reminds us that we must translate this ideal into practice, "Observe My Sabbaths and revere My sanctuary."
On the corresponding wall over the left door there are words which Simeon Singer said he hoped would prove prophetic, "And in this place I will give peace."  They’re from the prophet Haggai, and Haggai said them in reference to the second temple which he was privileged to watch being built. The words underneath are from Psalm 48 "We have thought on Your kindness, O Gd, in the midst of Your temple,"  which are intended to inspire people who come into this sacred place to think of Gd’s mercy to us and so  encourage us to be merciful to others. 

I think it’s very sad that this pious hope of Rev Singer was not always fulfilled during the community's long history.

If we now pass on to the inscriptions at the foot of the gallery, and beginning at the left of the Ark, in the north‑east corner, there’s a series of passages which are linked together by an association of ideas.

First, you have the highest objective of all worship, "Create in me a clean heart, O Gd, and renew a right spirit within me." These lines come from the fifty‑first Psalm. The inscription (Psalm 143:10), which occupies the two following spaces  "Teach me to do Your will, for You are my Gd"; and "let Your good spirit lead me in the land of uprightness" - recognises that if we want to raise ourselves to a higher and holier state we need the help of Gd.  They remind us that even when we raise our hearts up to Gd in Heaven, without His response and love we will not be able to achieve it.

But we don’t only come to the synagogue to ask for help. When we receive it, we have an obligation to gratefully acknowledge it.  So, in the last of the four spaces on this side we find, "Blessed be Gd, who has not turned away my prayer, nor His mercy from me" (Psalm 66. 20).

There’s one long line in front of the base of the gallery that’s a quotation taken from the same Psalm that’s in the Synagogue in Toledo, Psalm 84; "A day in your courts is better than a thousand elsewhere; I had rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my Gd than dwell in the tents of wickedness." These are very powerful words and express a great intensity of religious emotion.  They can be a true inspiration to people whose souls resonate to them.

Continuing along under the right gallery there is a reference to the time of prayer, which contrasts with the previous quotation which referred to the place of prayer.  It says: "Evening and morning, and at noon will I meditate and utter prayer, and He will hear my Voice" (Psalm 55:18). 

Since the previous verses have referred to the individual, the final three quotations along this side refer to the universal. They are:  "Pray for the peace of Jerusalem, they shall prosper that love You" (Psalm 122:6) and "Seek the peace of the city where I have caused you to be carried away captive, and pray unto the Lord for it, for in its peace you shall have peace" (Jeremiah 29:7); And finally,  "Have we not all one Father ?  Has not one Gd created us?" (Malachi 2:10).

Interestingly this is the last quotation that’s recorded in Simeon Singer’s sermon.  You will have noticed that I haven’t mentioned the others on the gallery’s side-walls.  The version of the sermon that I have is that one taken from Israel Abraham’s collection of his father-in-law’s sermons, and it’s probable that he edited out the references to these verses as it was rather long.

For completeness let me tell you what they are:

Starting on the left (my right) we have  "You shall love the Lord your Gd" which follows on from the first verse of the Shema - then the next three, which are actually all from Psalm139 "O Lord, you have searched me and know me, You know my sitting down and my getting up, You understand my thought from far off."  And finally, on this side:  "You shall love your neighbour as yourself."
On the other side we have: "You shall love the stranger" from Leviticus which parallels the one opposite, followed by three phrases from Psalm 100 "Shout for joy unto the Lord, all the lands: Serve the Lord with joy; and come before him with exalting."  And if you look carefully you’ll be able to see that this last quotation is also inscribed on the chandelier in the middle of the Shul. And last of all we have the wonderful verse from the prophet Zechariah "Love truth and Peace."
I don’t think I can improve on them, so let me close with the words that Simeon Singer used in 1895:

"How these harmonize with, and fulfil each other in an adequate conception of Judaism, will be apparent to you all. May all these noble utterances which have been inscribed in beauteous form on these walls, find an abiding place in your inmost souls. Thus will you, my friends, have raised a house pleasing to Gd and worthy of His glory. The words which you have inscribed here write them on the tablets of your hearts, ponder over them, obey them, make them the texts of your lives.   Amen"
