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You are looking at a piece of the earth... This rock is the oldest thing you will ever see. This rock is four-and-a-half billion years old, a piece of the Precambrian Shield, a piece of the very crust of the earth. You are looking at a piece of eternity.  There is but one place on earth where you can find such a stone: on the shore of a glacier- carved lake called Superior, where the oldest outcropping of rock in the world juts into the waters left behind after ice-aged glaciers carved away the face of the planet. They left there the largest fresh water lake in the world, which battered the shore for millennia, until the Black Rocks were all that was left to hold back the waves. I grew up just a few miles from the Black Rocks of Lake Superior. I played unknowingly upon these ancient stones as a child. And yet, growing up surrounded by the waves, and the rocks, and the Hiawatha forest which hedged them all, left me with a deep connection to the earth. I guess my feet were grounded more firmly on the planet than most have the opportunity to feel and it has left an indelible mark upon my soul.
The Fall color season is just beginning in the Northwoods. The brilliance of burnt orange, yellow, and bright red leaves painted against a backdrop of evergreen marks an annual display of God’s canvas of creation which can stun even the most cynical into moments of awe and amazement. When the smelt run North through those icy streams, the water shines silver for the plenty and fishing for food requires little more than dipping a net against the current. Ducks and geese flying South for the winter travel in flocks so thick that they resemble small clouds or swirls of smoke scattered across the skies.
If God is truly the "painter of the beginning" as we say in our morning prayers, then surely the Eternal Artist of time and space spent special care on the landscape of the Northwoods. That is why we call it "God’s Country" I suppose, because you can see the impress of God’s hand almost everywhere you go. I learned to love that land as a child, for the sheer beauty it represented in my life. As a young man, I learned to appreciate its beauty, in Jewish terms, as a reflection of God’s wonder. And now, I look back upon the land, the lake, and the sky of my childhood as a universal song of a God who calls us all, God’s children, to guard and to serve all creation.  So, when I say that you are looking now at a piece of the earth, I mean more than this ancient rock I hold in my hand. Because I am a piece of the earth, and so are you. And all of us have a role in the protection of the planet we all share. And to be reminded once again of that connection, we need only turn to the very first pages of the Torah, to...
The story of how Adam came from Adamah
Genesis 2:7-10 & 15 (Which, when taken more directly from the Hebrew might read like this...)
Then the LORD God formed Adam, [the first human being] out of the dust of Adamah [out of the earth herself], and breathed into its nostrils the breath of life; and Adam became a living soul.  And the LORD God planted a garden eastward, in Eden; and there God placed Adam, the work of God’s hands.  And the LORD God planted, Adamah, the earth, with every tree that is pleasing to the sight, and good for food; the Tree of Life also in the midst of the garden, and the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  And a river flowed forth out of Eden to ever water the garden; and from thence it was parted, and became four great streams...  And the LORD God placed Adam in the garden of Eden to guard and to serve her.
Environmentalism runs deep within our Biblical tradition. We learn this from "the beginning," from the story of our creation and our connection to the Earth. In the beginning, God planted two trees in Eden. The tree of Eternal Life: a symbol of the abundance of nature, an Eternal source of sustenance for all of us who live in this garden we call the earth. But, God planted there also the tree of Knowledge of Good and of Evil and therein lies the challenge. From knowledge we have learned to love. From knowledge we have learned to bend the laws of nature to our will and to draw ever more valuable resources from our earth. Through knowledge we have created a world which can provide for us in an abundance which shames Eden for its fruitfulness.  And yet it is a forgetful knowledge which we have learned. A knowledge unconnected to the source of these blessings which have been placed in our knowing hands. A forgetfulness of the God who creates and sustains this earth, day by day, despite our abundant calls upon its resources. And we have forgotten, too, our link to the land, our tie to this earth, and our common cause in the preservation of this source of all the blessings in our lives.
As it says in the Midrash, The Ancient Legends of our People:
"God led Adam around all the trees of the Garden of Eden. And God said to Adam: ‘See My works, how good and praiseworthy they are? And all that I have created, I made for you. [But] be mindful that you do not spoil and destroy My world—for if you spoil it, there will be no one left to repair it." (Midrash Kohelet Rabbah 7:13)  The tree of knowledge bears fruits, both of good and of evil. Sustainable development means nothing more than eating of the fruits of goodness without tasting from the fruits of evil which spawn a forgetfulness of the source of all that is good. The lessons we can learn from the sacred text of our people and all peoples who look out upon the stars, who feel the sands slip through their fingers, who recognize the wonder of our world in many ways, all these lessons come to teach us of our kinship with all human life and our connection to the Creator who has brought us forth unto life.
Adam, the first human being, was drawn by God’s own hands from Adamah, from the earth herself and God charged us to guard and protect her. We are of this earth, not apart from it, and whatever we do to this planet we do to ourselves.  You are looking at a piece of Mount Sinai... I carried this rock myself from the mountain’s very peak, a souvenir from my first journey to the land of our beginnings, in the days when the Sinai was still a part of that Land. And while we are, none of us, so very sure that the Mountain we call Sinai today is, in fact, the place where our people received God’s word, still in all, I have cherished this stone as a piece of my spiritual journey.
There are many clues which direct us to this particular desert mountain as the place where our people received the Torah and began our journey until today: its general location, its ancient Arabic name, Jebel Musa, and of course its clear volcanic past. But for me, it will always be Sinai, because within each stone drawn from the Mountain’s peak there resides the imprint of these tiny Trees of Life. A geological anomaly called "magnesium flowers" repeated again and again within the facets of each stone. A reminder of the Torah, our "Tree of Life", which we received at Sinai so many years ago.  So, when I say that you are looking now at a piece of Mount Sinai, I mean more than this ancient rock I hold in my hand. Because I am a piece of Mount Sinai, and so are you. And all of us have a task in the protection of that Tree of Life we all share.
We all stood at Sinai, we have learned that lesson each and every year on Yom Kippur. We read from the Torah, our Tree of Life, and the portion from which we read comes from this very moment at Mount Sinai when we, all of us, received God’s words. 
Atem nitzavim, it begins.
You stand here this day before the Lord your God: you, your leaders, your tribal chiefs, your elders, your magistrates, every man of Israel, your children, your women, and the converts in your camp - from your woodcutters to your drawers of water. All of you have entered into the this covenant before the Lord your God, and have accepted upon yourselves this oath that God is making with you this day...
And it is not with you alone that I am making this covenant (we are told). I am making it both with those who are standing here with us today before the Lord our God, and with those who are not [yet] here with us today. (Deuteronomy 29:9)
We, all of us, stood at Sinai that awesome day. We, all of us and the generations yet to come, stood there – along with every generation of our people – as we set our feet upon the path of Torah which has carried us forward even unto this day. We relive this moment each Passover when we recall that "each of us went forth out of Egypt" and we renew that bond each Yom Kippur when again we stand together, as we did once long ago at Sinai, to begin again on the path of Torah, to begin again on the path to the building of a better world.  Standing on the stones of Mount Sinai, we are all connected to that moment of revelation when God gave us the Torah and called upon us to walk in its ways. Our faith, our tradition, our civilization and our culture, they all come down to us from that day. And from that day, too, comes our commitment to be guardians of this planet we call our home. Not just from the story of Adam and Adamah, but from the celebration of this holiday of Rosh Hashanah, which we call Birthday of the World, and all the holidays we will celebrate throughout the year.
The Jewish calendar, that wonderful instrument which leaves our friends in the non-Jewish world forever wondering when Hannukah will come, is nothing less than a Divine finger placed on the pulse of our planet. We move each year to the rhythm of a dance which steps, oh so lightly, through our circles around the sun, the waxing and waning of our moon, and the spinning of the stars in the darkness of the sky.   When is it time for Repentance? When is it time to turn from our wanderings back to the path of our faith? Look to the Earth and not to a calendar on the wall. When the leaves begin to turn, it is time for us to return as well. The Earth knows the time of the High Holidays every year, all we need to do is listen to the earth.
When is it time for Passover? Look again to the trees, not a paper ledger marked with days. When the first buds appear on their branches, at the full moon of the first month of spring, then it is time to celebrate our Festival of Freedom. The Earth sets the time for Passover every year, all we need to do is listen to the earth.  When is it time for Hannukah? On the darkest night of the year. On Winter’s Solstice when darkness envelops our world, we kindle lights. The earth sets the time for the lights of Hannukah, and the Harvests of Sukkot and Shavuot as well. All we need to do is listen to the earth.
And every Sabbath we celebrate these two essential themes: our Exodus from Egypt and the creation of the Earth. Our first halting steps on the path to Mt. Sinai and our longing to return to the Garden from which we once came forth. The earth and Mt. Sinai, these are the foundation stones of our faith and together they speak these words, "protect the planet which is your home".  You are looking at a piece of the Temple... this is one of the brown bricks from which this House of God on Brownsboro Road was built. And, believe it or not, this too is a rare and unique stone and it too has a story to tell. I never knew how rare the bricks of The Temple actually were, until a few years ago when we decided to expand this wonderful facility and we had to find more of these bricks to complete the task.
No one makes these bricks anymore. Not these exact bricks, in this exact size, in this exact color... no one makes them. Dick Wolf and the building committee combed the country in search of these bricks. No one makes them. Greg Nefouse remembers those meetings with the architects, "we have to match these bricks". No one makes them. Finally, we found them, sitting on a palate in some immense brickyard, just waiting there for us to find them.  I never knew there was such a subtlety to the art of bricks. I actually worked as a mason one summer in my youth. I considered it a very spiritual task. Laying bricks lined with mortar in essentially the same way, with essentially the same tools, as our ancestors used to build the Garrison Cities of Pithom and Ramsees for the great Pharaohs of Egypt. I got paid a lot better than our ancestors did in the mud pits of Egypt, but still in all, it brought me a kinship to the task. And I was reminded of those days as I came to Temple each morning and watched as the walls of what would become our Klein Center For Celebration and Life Long Learning rose each day.
But here is a little secret that Greg and Dick and just the few other people on the Building Committee might know. After the first few days of construction on those beautiful brick walls of the Klein Center, we called a halt to the work to deal with a little crisis in our construction. You see, the brick layers had made this one small mistake. The walls were rising and they were perfectly straight. The gentle curves of the design were falling perfectly into place. The only problem was these bricks!  No one had noticed that each of the bricks that form the walls of this brown brick Temple which is our home, are subtly different in color and shade. And they were meant to be randomly applied throughout the construction. The bricklayers had simply gathered up the first color they had found and began laying them one by one on top of each other creating a perfectly aligned wall of perfectly consistent bricks. And it looked flat, and brown, and boring and it didn't match the rest of our Temple at all.
No one wanted to lose the time or the work or the effort that had gone into creating this perfectly functional monolith, but in the end we tore it down and started over, randomly arranging the multicolored stones to create something that would fit in with what we had built here from before. And this is the lesson of that story:
When I say that you are looking at a piece of The Temple, I mean more than this one brown brick I hold in my hand. Because I am a piece of The Temple, and so are you. As it says in our Sabbath prayerbook:  We are Jews, but each of us is unique. We stand apart and alone, with different feelings and insights. And yet we are not entirely alone, and separate, for we are children of one people and one heritage. (Gates of Prayer, p. 145)
We are, each of us, one of the bricks of The Temple, and yet all of us together form a Temple which is One. And all of us together share in the task of caring for this Temple, this city, this commonwealth, this country, and this planet we call our own. And while we may differ in tones and shades on how we individually can participate in that holy task, all of us are united, because all of us recognize the simple fact that all of us have a stake in the outcome, of all of our lives.
Social Action, Tikkun Olam is at the core of what this congregation and the movement of Reform Judaism we helped to found, has stood for, for more than 150 years. It is the foundation of our faith and the greatest lesson we have taught to our people. But what do those two Hebrew words truly mean? Tikkun Olam, it means, first and foremost, Repairing the World. And together we can reclaim our connection to the earth, this tradition, and this Temple as we reclaim our heritage as Guardians of the Earth.  I could have given this sermon on the price of our gasoline driven economy, not just the price at the pumps, but the greater ecological costs which are astounding. The lesson of that sermon would be to drive less and buy more energy efficient cars. Every gallon of gasoline we burn puts about 20 pounds of Carbon Dioxide into the air. So a car that gets 25 mpg instead of 20 mpg produces 10 tons less carbon over the course of 100,000 miles. (Inconvenient Truth, p.312) It is a good and practical message, but this is not that sermon.
I could have given this sermon on Global Warming and the impact that each of us can make through simple acts to help secure the future for ourselves and our children in the face of this gathering ecological crisis. Lighting accounts for one-fifth of the electricity consumed in this country. If every household in America substituted just one conventional light bulb with one energy efficient Compact Fluorescent Light it would have the same effect on air pollution levels as eliminating a million cars from America’s roadways. It is a good and practical message, but this is not that sermon.
I could have given this sermon on the ecological disaster of Mountain Topping, the greatest environmental challenge facing our Commonwealth today. Mountaintop Removal Mining means clear-cutting the trees, literally blowing the top off a mountain, and then piling the debris into the pristine Kentucky hallow below. It pollutes the streams, it causes catastrophic flooding, it destroys the mountain, and the forest, and the entire ecosystem which surrounds it, and there is a growing environmental movement in this Commonwealth to oppose it. I will be giving that sermon soon, but this is not that sermon either.
They are all sermons worth giving, calls to arms worth hearing, and I will be giving each one in the course of this year. But for Rosh Hashanah, I decided instead to preach about the Earth. Because there is a deeper spiritual core to this message I have come to share. 
This planet, this garden, it is ours to till and to tend. It is us. It is our purpose upon this planet. And when we forget that, we do more damage than the destruction of our air and our water and our earth. We destroy ourselves and our God-given mission upon this earth. We are Adam, born of Adamah. This is our planet and we are but a part of that whole. And we are the part that can heal. Just as we are the part that can harm. Ours is the choice and it will be ours to live or die by that decision.
May this year be a year of Renewal. May this year be a year of Healing and Repair. May this year be a year when we, Adam, all of us children of the living God, renew our connection to Adamah, the earth from which Divine hands brought us forth. And to our sacred mission upon this earth: to guard and protect this Temple, this Heritage, this planet we call our home.
