Sermon for the Second Day of Rosh Hashanah 
The Joyous Remnant of Israel
Rabbi Wayne Franklin
The little congregation in Wharton, Texas, where I grew up was named Shearith Israel - שארית ישראל - the remnant of Israel. In that small town 60 miles from Houston, we often did think of ourselves as an isolated remnant; we had a little shul and a wonderful rabbi. But we had very few resources to support our Jewish lives and Jewish learning. It was a far cry from what we have available at Temple Emanu-El. Nevertheless, many of my childhood friends and I developed an enthusiasm for Jewish invovlement that has lasted through the years. There are Jews scattered all across the world in out-of-the-way places, just like my friends and I were. Some of these Jews are in places far more remote than my hometown. Many of these scattered Jews are also filled with exhuberance, which helps them not only to survive; it moves them to study and to praise God with great joy.
The prophet Jeremiah in today’s Haftarah encouraged those far-flung Jews in his day, almost 2600 years ago, רָנּ֤וּ לְיַֽעֲקֹב֙ שִׁמְחָ֔ה  (Jeremiah 31:6): “Cry out in joy for Jacob, shout at the crossroads of the nations! Sing aloud in praise, and say: הוֹשַׁ֤ע ה֙' אֶֽת־עַמְּךָ֔ אֵ֖ת שְׁאֵרִ֥ית יִשְׂרָאֵֽל: 
“Save, O Adonai, your people, the שְׁאֵרִ֥ית יִשְׂרָאֵֽל  (She’ayrit Yisrael)- the remnant of Israel.”
There is a Jewish remnant making its way to - or back to - Judaism in a place I never expected. They are members of the Igbo tribe in Nigeria. These African Jews sing with abounding joy to God, singing some of the same melodies we sing here at Emanu-El. Their fervor is astounding, even though many of them are still learning Hebrew, along with the rituals and traditions of our people. 
Just a month ago, a 13-year-old boy named Hezekiah ben Habbakuk celebrated becoming a Bar Mitzvah in the Nigerian capital, Abuja. I was invited to the ceremonies, but I was not able to attend. However, our member, Bill Miles, also known in Nigeria as “Prof. Williams,” did attend. In the months leading up to the Bar Mitzvah, Hezekiah’s father, Habbakuk, contacted Bill and asked if it would be possible to purchase Tefillin for his son. Knowing that the cost of Tefillin would be very steep on an African income, I decided to purchase a set of Tefillin and a kippah and send them with Bill as a gift to the Bar Mitzvah on behalf of our congregation. Bill gave a  second set of Tefillin to the boy’s father, Habbakuk. 
I have been able to witness the entire  celebration at a Monday morning service on a DVD that Bill brought back from Africa. I am inspired listening to the glorious chanting, and by seeing the energetic, loving engagement of the boy’s father and his community in this remnant of Israel in Africa. 
Let me describe the scene to you: Hebrew words are written over the entrance to the building, saying:  כל ישראל חברים  זה לזה (Kawl Yisrael Haverim Zeh laZeh) “All Israelites are friends with one another!” There was certainly that feeling at the synagogue that morning. Before entering the synagogue to begin the service, Bill addressed the congregation, and then  presented our gifts and his gifts to Hezekiah and his father. Habbakuk, the father, responded with words of appreciation and said that his community feels  a closeness to us, feeling like members of our congregation. In appreciation for the gift I sent his son, he sent me this Igbo chief’s outfit! 
The synagogue is a tin-roofed building, with ceiling fans circulating the hot air. An older boy showed the Bar Mitzvah how to put on his tefillin; as Hezekiah was reciting the blessing להניח תפילין (L’hani’ah Tefillin - to put on Tefillin), a rooster was crowing in the background! The leader of the service  came from a different community, bringing with him several other participants, along with the Torah scroll that was used that morning.  The leader chanted every word of the service aloud - rapidly! When the congregation joined in responses and singing, the power of the sound was deafening. When Hezekiah was called to the Torah for his aliyah, he covered his head with the Tallit that Bill had brought for him; 
he extended his arms and embraced the Torah case. With care and reverence, he articulated the word ברוך (Barukh) and continued to chant his blessings with deep devotion.  He read beautifully from the Torah, with skill and precision. 
This Bar Mitzvah was a model of piety and  profound love for our tradition. The kavvanah and dignity with which young Hezekiah recited his blessings was in marked contrast to the raced-through recitation of the Torah blessings that we hear all too often. And when the Torah reading was completed and they returned the case to its place in the front of the synagogue, the congregation began to dance, singing  רוממו ה' רוממו (Romemu HaShem Romemu Psalm 99:9)!!  Someday I hope to go with Bill to Africa to experience this isolated Jewish remnant’s joyous shouts of praise to God. Our brothers and sisters in Abuja pray that someday they may be able to have their own Torah scroll, so that they can read from a scroll regularly at their services, and so that they do not have to import one for future celebrations. 
What impresses me so much is that these Jews, whose roots as Jews are hidden in the distant past, focus on the core of what our tradition teaches. They know that how one dresses for an occasion helps to create an atmosphere for an occasion. Wearing jeans says it’s time to relax; wearing nice clothes says that an occasion is imporrtant; 
wearing white signifies High Holiday mode. Wearing a tallit and tefillin helps us prepare emotionally for daily prayer. 
For centuries, putting on tefillin was the hallmark of a Bar Mitzvah celebration. A boy at 13 could be expected to know how to behave while wearing these holy objects, which contain God’s name and God’s teachings. Even in America, two or three generations ago, Bar Mitzvah celebrations were often held on Monday or Thursday mornings, when the Torah was read, and tefillin could be worn. Celebrations were more modest  than most of our simhas today. With the elaboration of our festivities - which are usually held now on Shabbat - when we do NOT put on tefillin - the mitzvah of tefillin has gone by the wayside for many of our young people. 
Now I will admit - Tefillin are strange. Some people feel wierd about putting on Tefillin, being tied up in these straps and boxes! 
Many find it hard to remember how to put them on... and think them primitive! Wearing these garments from Africa is wierd for me - and for you to see me in them is, too, I suspect! But we don’t feel so strange about putting Mezuzot on the doorposts of our homes. The same paragraphs in the Mezuzah which instruct us to inscribe God’s teachings on our doorposts also direct us to bind God’s words to our arms and heads! We recognize Mezuzot as distinctive marks on  our Jewish homes. Tefillin help us to shape a distinctive mood for our Jewish worship experience - on our selves. 
Most men at our daily minyan do wear tefillin - and several of the women do, as well. It’s a mitzvah for all of us! We teach our B’nai Mitvah how to put them on - and we encourage them to buy a pair - and use them. We will be devoting several weeks in our Silver Scholar class teaching our 6th graders the meaning of Tefillin and helping them become comfortable wearing them. We  will be doing this because it is a basic, precious mitzvah. 
How does wearing Tefillin create an atmosphere for our davening experience?  Binding God’s words to our arms and our heads is a way of connecting with centuries of Jewish people and Jewish practices; 2000 year-old Tefillin were found in the Caves at Qumran together with the famous Dead Sea Scrolls. Tying God’s words to our bodies is also one of the ways we demonstate our love for God, as commanded in the Torah. These instructions appear right after the fundamental teaching:   שמע ישראל (Shema Yisrael). Fulfilling a commandment is very important; but I see yet another dimension of religious intent in fulfilling this mitzvah. 
We are commanded to Love God - Who has no physical presence that we can embrace. We can’t hug God the way we hug a person we love. Many of us desire to be close to God, and we express our  initimacy in words and in feelings that rise from our hearts. By putting on Tefillin, we create another dimension of intimacy, by literally wrapping one of God’s names - שדי (Shaddai)- onto our bodies. Not in tatoos, but in a daily act of spelling out these letters - ש, ד, & י (Shin, Dalet, & Yud). Actually, we tie שדי  (Shaddai) on twice with our tefillin: The Head Tefillin has two ש’s (Shins)on the box and a ד (Dalet) in the knot which holds it secure on our heads; plus there is a י (Yud) knot on the hand tefillin; that’s one  שדי(Shaddai). Then, we spell out that name שדי (Shaddai) on our hands with the long strap that we wrap around our arms. We are literally wrapped up in God! It’s as close as we can be to an inanimate, abstract Being. 
Wearing tefillin may still seem stange - but it’s a remarkably poetic way of helping us prepare to approach God with words of prayer. We stimulate our כוונה (Kavvannah) - our focus and attention - by physically feeling the straps,  concentrating on placing God’s name onto ourselves, and reciting the accompanying blessings of commitment. Once you do it a few times, it becomes second nature - and it doesn’t feel strange at all.
I don’t expect to wear this African garb regularly! But as we begin this new year, not as remnants of Israel but as participants in our thriving synagogue, I hope you will join me in finding inspiration from our African brothers and sisters, and from fellow Emanu-Elites, and try on a pair of Tefillin, if you don’t already put them on.  There are many of us who will be happy to show you how to if you don’t already know. Most of all, I invite you to try to fashion an heightened atmosphere for prayer, as we sing our praises to God throughout this whole New Year.
  לשנה  טובה(L’Shanah Tovah! A Good New Year!)



