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Today is the birthday of the world.  It’s the anniversary of the beginning of humanity.   You  might think that’s enough of a celebration – but this year we also have two other big anniversaries to think about.  One we’ve already mentioned – it’s Kol Chai’s 40th birthday this year – time to celebrate who we are and our collective achievements which are many. 
And it’s also the 90th anniversary of Cable Street.  Cable Street in the East End was where the British Union of Fascists - led by Oswald Mosley - decided to march in October 1936. They chose the East End because they were overtly antisemitic  and the area had a large Jewish population.  The Jewish  People’s Council against Fascism and Antisemitism got together with others, Communists and socialists, and rallied large crowds of people to fight the fascists and stop them marching.  The march didn’t go ahead. The British fascist movement eventually declined for obvious reasons, but it seems that antisemitism never really went away and the alliance that made the Battle of Cable Street possible feels very remote today. 
It has been a tough year for the Jewish community. There have been fatal attacks against Jews both here in the UK and around the world. There have been firebomb attacks on Finchley Reform and Kenton United Synagogues.  And the conflation of  Jews here with the current Israeli Government has led to a huge number of unpleasant confrontations  in schools and in workplaces with many of us unwilling to disclose that we are Jewish.   It’s not surprising that many of us are entering this new year feeling defensive and anxious.   So I am asking us today to take a step back and breathe.  Antisemitism is real,  urgent and is always at risk of escalating into violence.  We need to take our security seriously but if we reduce our Jewish lives to simply staying safe then the terrorists and antisemites have already won. 
While we should be united over this common threat we are often not because there are other things we disagree on. It can be summed up I think by Rabbi Hillel’s famous saying: “If I am not for myself who will be for me?  But if I am only for myself then what am I? And if not now when?”
We constantly walk the path of particularism versus universalism.  We care about the Jewish people here – in Israel – in Australia – in Europe – in the United States. But if we are only for ourselves then what exactly is our Judaism for?  Is it just about survival? If there was no antisemitism would we pack up and go home?  We  are a particular people with a universal mission.  We take the defence and security of our community extremely seriously  and we are also concerned about any child that is suffering – any homeless family – any people being terrorised by gunmen.   That is also a profoundly  Jewish response to anywhere the strong are picking on the weak. 
The stories from the Torah that we read on Rosh Hashanah are not exclusive to the Jewish people. There are three Abrahamic religions – Judaism, Christianity and Islam;  so called because they all take Abraham to be their common ancestor.  And it is Abraham whose story we tell today.  Abraham is a deeply flawed individual who lives as the head of a tribe with a new religion in a world where everyone worships different gods.  
Abraham has a covenant, a sacred contract with God – Abraham will follow God and in return God will give him children. And he gets two sons – two heirs.  We often learn things about ourselves when we become parents that we didn’t really want to know – and Abraham is revealed to be possibly the worst parent ever. 
Sarah doesn’t come out of this story so well either.  She gets jealous when she sees her son Isaac  messing around with his half-brother Ishmael. And she tells Abraham to drive out Ishmael’s mother Hagar – her servant – and Hagar’s son Ishmael.  Abraham hates the idea – Ishmael is his firstborn and Hagar is the mother of his  child. And sending a mother and child into the desert alone is a likely death sentence.  But God says it’s OK do it because I’m going to take care of everything.  So Abraham does what God wants and gets up early the next day to get rid of his son and his son’s mother. 
Hagar and Ishmael wander in the desert and then she abandons her child under one of the bushes.  Tashlech et hayeled – she casts off her child.  Apparently this echoes language from a Mesopotamian adoption contract – she gives up legal responsibility for him.  So neither Abraham nor Sarah nor Hagar cover themselves with glory here.  God protects the child and makes a sacred  covenant with Hagar too,  promising that Ishmael will also become a great nation because Ishmael is a child of Abraham.  And eventually Isaac and Ishmael,  the  ancestors of the Jewish and Arab nations come together to bury their father.   
All the adults in this story are deeply problematic. None of them are perfect.  None of us are perfect.  None of us have all the answers to anything.  
I think we need to listen to each other even when we disagree. I know that many of us are anxious about Government sanctions against settlements in the West Bank  particularly in the context of rising antisemitism.  And I also know that there is no single Jewish voice on this – not here in the UK – not here at Kol Chai – and that what is remarkable about this community is the way we  can agree to disagree and to accept our differences.    We say a prayer for the State of Israel  at every service.  We are committed to supporting the Jewish state and this year we twinned with an Israeli Reform community in the Negev – Chavurah Bamidbar.  But the violent attacks against Palestinians in the West Bank is,  in my opinion,  a Chilul HaShem  - a violation of God’s name.  It’s terrible for the Palestinian people but it’s also terrible for Israel and desecrates the good name of the Jewish people.  I’m grateful that I’m a rabbi and not a politician. I don’t have the answers either. I’m  deeply committed to Jewish safety and security not least that of my own family and friends in Israel. But I also deeply believe  in the Jewish commitment to justice and peace - and freedom and dignity for all peoples. 
This is not the first time the Jewish community have wrestled with this and it won’t be the last.  We will come through this if we stand strong and support each other.  Kol Chai’s 40th birthday is the beginning a chapter of renewal for our community  – of being even more creative;  even more innovative than before.  If more people help to run things that means our community will better reflect all its members and that’s a good thing. There is so much creativity and innovation in this  community from our Bereavement Café to our Kids Kabbalat Shabbats – I am so proud of what we can achieve right here together. 
One thing I am sure of – our response to the rising antisemitism of this year must not be fear.   What we need to consider together is what kind of Jewish life we want to live.   I want a Judaism and a Jewish community to be like Abraham’s tent where he greeted the strangers who told him he was going be a father – a tent open on all sides. I want a Judaism which respects the fact that - as it says in Genesis - we are all made B’tzelem Elohim – in the image of God.  That is the Judaism that we practise every day at Kol Chai  - it’s so precious and we should never take it for granted.  I am so proud to be part of this Jewish community that is a sanctuary for all of us and I encourage you all to join me this year  in building this community together. Ken Yehi Ratzon and Shana Tovah.



