Future Histories: A CyberSermon
Rabbi Joe Rooks Rapport
Founders' Day 5757
I was sitting in my study one late Monday night in November, sifting through a days worth of electronic mail from my usual collection of friends and cohorts, when I came upon the oddest little note from aloha.net in Hawaii. The tag line was "My Great great grandpa" and it read: 
Dear rabbi,
I am 10 years old and I live in Hilo, Hawaii on the Big Island. I want to learn all about my great great grandpa, because my dad didn't know he was Jewish when he was growing up and I am the only one of my cousins who is Jewish (my mom is).
Anyway the reason why I'm writing to you is because I think my great great grandpa was a rabbi at your Temple a long time ago. His name was Rabbi Adolph Moses and his brother was rabbi Isaac Moses. He was born in 1840 and died in Louisville in 1902. Their dad was Rabbi Israel Baruch Moses from Poznan, Poland. I'd really like to learn more about him: Maybe some of my relative are still living in Kentucky and go to your Temple? 
I know how busy you must be. My mom leads our little Havurah here and she has very little free time, but if you have any to spare maybe you would write me. 
Thanks for reading this. 
Aloha and Shalom,
Alexei 
(Pause) I consider myself somewhat of an Internet veteran, a "Netizen" who has seen most of what there is to see out there. And, though I am by nature an overly trusting soul, you never really know who you are talking to in Cyberspace. There is always some Virus Scare, DON'T OPEN THIS MAIL IT WILL CRASH YOUR COMPUTER! News is never news until you can verify the source. And there are more than a few strange people out there on the loose. But who could even make up a story as fantastic as this one? 
I traced the letter back to a James Leonard who, in fact, held an electronic account with one of Hawaii's largest Internet services. The note had apparently been generated from our Website, The Temple's Electronic Outpost on the World Wide Web. We have a virtual museum there which can be accessed from anywhere in the world, but there is not nearly enough information there to have created such an amazing story from scratch. 
I spent most of the next morning with Marcia Hertzman in our Temple Archives where I discovered that Rabbi Adolph Moses was, in fact, the second rabbi of our congregation and one of the most illustrious in our history. He was born May 3, 1840 in a small Polish town. His father, Israel Baruch Moses was a rabbi and Talmudic scholar. He became a rabbi of The Temple in 1881 and served until his death on January 4, 1902. 
In sum, this ten year old child knew more of the hard facts about my predecessor of nearly 100 years past than I did. This young man most certainly deserved a more than a cursory response. I dashed off a note.... asking for a few more detail which I could verify from my morning's research and promising that I would write again soon once the Youth Conclave I was wholly occupied with at that time was complete. 
>Hi Alexei:
>
>Rabbi Moses was perhaps the most famous rabbi in the 150 year history of
>our Congregation. We have dozens of books and materials by and about him
>in our Temple archives. Some of which you will be seeing soon on our
>website. I would be pleased to discuss this with you at length, though I
>will need to defer our conversation until next week if that is all right, I
>am hosting a conclave of about 120 teenagers this weekend so life is a bit
>hectic.
>
>In the meantime, perhaps you could outline for me your families history
>since Louisville. Who is (was) your grandfather? What is your Dad's name?
>How is it that your family came to live in Hawaii? (I have been there.
>It is beautiful. But it is a long way from Louisville.)
>
>Write back soon and I will pull some things together to share with you as well.
>
>Thanks for writing.
>L'Shalom,
>Rabbi Rapport 
I figured that this would keep him busy for a while, but the very next night, I found a letter waiting in the Temple's electronic mailbox and the thought of putting this aside even temporarily quickly faded from view. It read: 
Dear Rabbi Rapport, 
Thank you, thank you. I am so glad you wrote to me. My mom's going to help me write a little about the family for you. Here goes. 
Rabbi Adolph Moses... had a son named Garfield. Garfield married a woman who was not Jewish. They had three children. Garfield died young, so the woman remarried a man who was also not Jewish. The three children soon lost the name of Moses, as the woman took the name of Leonard. The children grew up with no Jewish education... the [Jewish] identity was lost... and the children received a grounding in Christianity. The middle child, a very bright boy, was my grandfather... William Augustus Leonard, ... better know as Bill Leonard who became a well known journalist (Eye on New York) and then President of CBS News.
My dad is James Leonard, one of six brothers. He was raised as a Christian. Oddly enough, a similar situation developed on his mother's side, both her parents were Jewish, but decided to not lead a Jewish life. 
One day my dad, who had moved to Hawaii, was at a party and asked who had made the tsimis... a dish he had tasted in Israel. That's how he met my mom (who had been raised by her Russian immigrant grandparents)... Anyway, they fell in love and my dad remembered the family sometimes mentioning about some Jewish folks living in N.J. 
When my mom and dad decided they wanted to get married they asked my uncle about his Jewishness. The uncle would not tell him anything.. and then my dad told him that he wanted to be Jewish anyway... then my uncle wrote him back a long letter about the family history. 
We are the only Jewish part of the family. I am very interested in reading whatever is available on my ancestors. I have a copy of a book Adolph Moses wrote called Luser the Watchmaker. It is really great. We also have a personal letter he wrote to his son Garfield, it is in his handwriting. [Letter] His granddaughter, my aunt Liz... sent it to me. She also sent a copy of his funeral booklet, [Booklet] and my dad looks a lot like him. 
Aloha and Shalom, 
Alexei Wilde Leonard 
That was about all the encouragement it took. Marcia and I soon became fascinated by the story of the Moses family past and present. She gathered together a small package which we dispatched to Hawaii filled with photos and histories and memorabilia of this man we had all learned to love. 
For those of you who may have known Rabbi Moses only by name or reputation, let me tell you a little about his life, which is itself a fascinating tale. Adolph Moses was born in Poland just three years before this congregation was chartered. Both his father and his grandfather were scholars and he was trained in his youth in the traditions of our faith. He later studied in Breslau, first at the University and later at the first seminary of Reform Judaism where he was ordained while still a relatively young man. 
He was a soldier, we are told, and an ardent patriot for the cause of Liberty. He fought in Italy with Garibaldi and then for Polish independence against the Czar. And after two wars and three universities he accepted an invitation to come to America, the Land of Freedom, as a rabbi for the community of Montgomery Alabama. In 1870, he was called to Mobile where he served for nearly 10 years. Here he met and married a Miss Emma Isaacs, whose family are Temple members yet today. In 1881, he came to Louisville where he established a great reputation as a scholar and a speaker and a community leader who was loved by all. 
In the course of those twenty years of service, Adolf Moses established this congregation as a leading force in the young Reform movement and a ground breaking influence toward the close interfaith ties which have been the hallmark of our congregation and our community ever since. He counted among his closest friends the president of Southern Baptist Seminary, Dr. Broaddus, the president of Presbyterian Seminary, Dr. Hemphill, the Catholic Bishop of Louisville, the Episcopal Bishop, the pastor of the Unitarian Church, the Monsignor of the Cathedral of the Assumption, and the minister of Warren Memorial Presbyterian Church. 
He preached from all of their pulpits. And each of them preached from our own. And in an Interfaith service held more than a century ago he spoke such words of universal friendship and faith as would be the envy of any gathering which we might hope to inspire yet today. It was a service of music and of faith attended by Jews and Christians alike, and in it he spoke these words: 
"Music and song are the universal language of religion. All hearts understand it, all souls are thrilled by it... In music and song, the din and confusion of creeds cease at once. All souls are of one faith. For this language is free from the limitations of thought, from the tyranny of logical categories, from all the fetters of common speech. Music does not deal with particulars. It hovers, an uncaught bird, in the pure divine air of the universal, the spiritual. Music is the spirit of harmony which moves as the principle of unity above the parts, giving them meaning and beauty. God is the living harmony of the universe, the creative Unity of nature and humanity. By the magic of musical harmony the soul is able to reveal her faith and ecstatic joy in the all-pervading Harmony divine we adore and love as God. In the music of Handel, Mozart, Beethoven and Mendelssohn this divine mystery sounds its clearest notes of love and redemption, and sails up in the thousand responses of the yearning heart. From of old all true prayer has been a song, accompanied by the sounds of musical instruments. It is in the immortal songs called the Psalms that Faith sounded all the heights and depths of the soul's relation to the world-soul. It is the swelling song of the congregation, rising and falling with the hymnal notes, that all hearts feel their nearness to God, and experience the beatitude of spirits blending in adoration with the Universal spirit." 
Adolph Moses was the beginning of what we all together have become. His contribution to the vision of this congregation is without measure. The wisdom of his commitment to the essential elements of Reform, the groundwork of his social and interfaith efforts in the broader community, the bridges of faith and fate which have bound us together and made us one. All these and more are his legacy. And beyond this sense of history, there is a 10 year old boy somewhere half a world away whose father's, father's, father's father serves as an inspiration still today. 
>Dear Alexei: 
>I am sending you this note in hopes that you might check in on your eMail before >tomorrow night. This Sabbath we are celebrating Founder's Day, the 154th >anniversary of our congregation and I will be speaking about your Great Great >Grandfather's life and work and our communication together across the Internet. I >thought you might want to know that half a world away people will be remembering >your family and all the wonderful things they began for us here those many years >ago. 
>...There is an old Talmudic expression, mi kol talmedai hiskalti, "from all of my >students I have learned." Thank you for being my teacher. Thank you for sharing >your dreams. Thank you for reminding me of the wonder which surrounds me when I >too can view my world through the vision of 10 year old eyes. 
>I would love to hear from you before Friday night so I could include whatever you >might have to say to our congregation in my remarks. In any case, greetings from >your old home in the Bluegrass. 
>Shabbat Shalom. 
And this just in: 
Friday, January 31, 1997 11:18:34 HST 
[That's 6:18 P.M. when you figure the time change.] 
Dear Rabbi Rapport, 
Great to get your e mail. I know its almost Shabbat there so I hope you get this in time.
I will send you pictures of us. My parents want to visit [Rabbi Moses'] grave and put stones on it to mark a visit...and to see [The Temple] and Kentucky and hopefully we can do that, maybe even this summer! I'd love to meet you, especially because we're friends and you look like Adolph Moses.
Tell everyone at [The Temple] ALOHA... and Shabbat Shalom from me. 
Aloha... and Shabbat Shalom. 
Amen.
