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The Sequoias, the huge California Redwoods, are being threatened by summer fires.  Surprisingly, despite their towering presence that testifies to longevity and permanence, Sequoias do not have the deep roots that keep a tree strong and alive.  So what allows them to grow to over 300 feet and to live for 2500 years, making them the largest and longest living organisms in the world?  They survive because they grow in groves, in shallow soil, their root system, interconnecting and spreading, often for 300 feet.  Their survival is predicated not upon isolated, independence, but upon interdependence and outreach.  Through storms, winds, lightning flashes, and fires, the redwoods endure.  They stand in their inter-connectedness, nurturing, enriching, protecting each other as they benefit from and contribute to their amazing ecosystem.

The year 2015 will mark the 100th anniversary of the founding of Congregation Beth-El and the bicentennial of Indiana.  The survival and the growth of this Midwest synagogue has succeeded because of interconnections within the Jewish community and the state of Indiana.  We have created an amazing ecosystem, nurturing and protecting our small community and reaching out beyond our own boundaries to engage the life of our city and state.

  Notice, I began by referring Beth-El.  Beth-El Zedeck was established as a result of the merger of Beth-El with Ohev Zedeck, a synagogue founded by Hungarian Jewish immigrants in 1884.  The merger took place in 1927, at the beginning of Rabbi Milton Steinberg’s tenure.


Ohev Zedeck, unlike other congregations founded by the eastern European immigrants, was never part of the south side community.  Already in 1899, Ohev Zedeck had purchased Indianapolis Hebrew Congregation’s building at Market and East streets.  In the mid 1880’s, Hungarian Jews had established a cemetery and a benevolent society providing medical care and other social and charitable services, connecting one Jew to another.


As Indianapolis Jews prospered and moved north, they aspired for a Judaism more attuned to their social, educational and economic status. The small immigrant ethnic shuls would give way to the American style congregation, deeply entwined with the life of a growing metropolis.  While some eastern European Jews joined the Indianapolis Hebrew Congregation on the north side, most did not feel comfortable in a Reform service stripped of traditional ritual, where Bar Mitzvah had been eliminated, tallit and head covering abandoned and Zionism was a bad word.  These younger second generation Jews were looking for something else.


Enter Congregation Beth-El, the second north side synagogue.  Prayer services began to take place in 1915 at various locations.  .  In 1922 the growing congregation called its first rabbi, Jacob Bienenfeld, who also served as editor and publisher of the Indiana Jewish Chronicle.


Beth-El then purchased a lot at 34th and Ruckle Street.  Despite some neighborhood protest, with slight anti-Semitic overtones, construction began in 1924.  The new Beth-El, still Orthodox but veering towards more modern practices, was dedicated in 1925.  It was an impressive classical structure with family pews seating 1100, where in the main section, men and women could sit together.  

The rabbi at the time of the dedication ceremonies on Hanukah 1925 was Isadore Goodman.    It was an elegant opening program that included violin music and an address from the governor of Indiana, Ed Jackson, who was elected in 1924 with support from the Klu Klux Klan.  Ironically, with the leader of the Indiana Klan, D.C. Stephenson, now in jail for rape and murder, Governor Jackson chose to address the new Jewish congregation on the subject of tolerance and freedom of religion in America.  

Following Rabbi Goodman’s departure, Beth-El Zedeck elected Rabbi Milton Steinberg as its spiritual leader in 1927, as the congregation merged with Ohev Zedeck.


Milton Steinberg was a prodigy graduate of the Jewish Theological Seminary and a protégé of Rabbi Mordecai M. Kaplan.  The history of Conservative-Reconstructionist Judaism in our congregation begins with Steinberg.  Spiritually Beth-El Zedeck is founded upon his and Kaplan’s teachings.  He introduced English prayers, new melodies, a revised educational curriculum, the first Confirmation service, a choir and children’s services. It was an extraordinary experiment in outreach that succeeded beyond what anyone could have imagined at the time.

Rabbi Steinberg served the synagogue till 1933.  His successors, notably Rabbi William Greenfeld (1946), would continue those refinements and changes, such as the egalitarian role of women on the Board and during religious services.  Greenfeld introduced the Bat Mitzvah ceremony; the use of the organ and modern music; the emendation and abbreviation of the services to omit inconsistencies with a progressive religious orientation.


Greenfeld aimed to make Beth-El Zedeck a pioneering congregation in American Jewry, an experiment in the synthesis of Conservative and Reconstructionist ideologies.   Beth-El Zedeck was the Indianapolis synagogue that led locally in the efforts of the Zionist movement to establish the State of Israel.  It was a center of activity on behalf of the rescue and resettlement of Holocaust survivors.  The synagogue grew and prospered as a hub of Jewish life.

In 1955, the synagogue bulletin announced that “Our congregation is taking an active role in the process of organizing a national Reconstructionist Fellowship….”  Rabbi Greenfeld and a committee of four lay leaders attended a meeting in Chicago to launch the new movement.


By the early 1950’s Beth-El Zedeck was outgrowing its building at 34th and Ruckle and purchased 13 ¾ acres of land in the Spring Mill Estate for $27,500.  In June of 1955 the ground was dedicated for a new Temple.  Contracts were drafted for the construction at a cost of more than $750,000.  Ground breaking ceremonies were held in June, 1957.  Our present building was dedicated on August 31, 1958, with Rabbi Mordecai M. Kaplan as the honored guest speaker.


The Temple at 34th and Ruckle is the oldest synagogue structure still standing in Indianapolis.  It will interest many of you to know that during the past year and a half, the  Mapleton-Fall Creek Neighborhood Association and a Beth-El Zedeck leadership group have been pursuing efforts to stabilize and secure the old Beth-El Temple as an Indiana Landmark and a functional community facility.  We have had positive and productive conversations with city government, Indiana Landmarks and other organizations interested in historic conservation, exploring new ways that we might still connect with urban neighborhoods and increasing the visibility and understanding of Jewish culture.  We trust that when the opportunity arises, many of you will want to support this exciting effort to give new life to the old Beth-El, which was our cradle and for decades a pivotal anchor of that neighborhood.  Properly restored, it can once again become an asset to a reenergized neighborhood and a testimony to the Jewish historical footprint in Indianapolis.  
(How many among you attended services, were B’nai Mitzvah or Confirmed at the old Beth-El?)

For most of us here today this Temple at 600 West 70th is what we and our children have called our synagogue.  Rabbi Greenfeld, and after him, Rabbi Sidney Steiman (1961) and a cohort of devoted Cantors and dedicated lay leaders (too many to name and I am fearful that I might exclude some), have continued to make this synagogue a magnet of Jewish life in Indianapolis.  
When Sandy and I were invited to become your rabbis in 1977, I opened the then newly published multi-volume Jewish Encyclopedia.  The article about Indianapolis was authored by Rabbi Sidney Steiman and contained as its only photograph, the Beth-El Zedeck building.  Over the past thirty-six years, our building has doubled.  Beth-El Zedeck has grown in size, programming, influence, and creativity.


With the generosity of members and the vision of lay leadership we established the Beth-El Zedeck Foundation, the Beautification Program that led to the Roots and Wings expansion.  A roster of distinguished speakers have included a past president and vice president of the United States, a prime minister of Israel.  We have brought artists and speakers of world stature and renown.

Our Yizkor and Martyrology services have been sweetened with the voices of children.  The annual Confirmation cantata brings laughter and tears to parents.  Our B’nai Mitzvah family seminar and services continue to be among the most meaningful programs of their kind among American congregations. Our Early Childhood Center is among the most admired and sought place for preschool education in the city.

We have sought to make Beth-El Zedeck a synagogue that meets the spiritual needs of our individual members and is responsive to their collective yearnings, joys and hurts.  Beth-El Zedeck is a center of excellence in education for youth and adults, a welcoming space for infants and elders and a center of Tikkun Olam addressing the needs of our broader community.  Interfaith efforts and civic engagement are at the heart of our understanding of what it means to be a Jew.


At Beth-El Zedeck we blend humor with seriousness of purpose, joy with reverence.  Here we grapple with age-old questions and new dilemmas; we openly ask questions about God and faith; we confront today’s problems and challenges while building a legacy to help those who come after us do the same in their own terms and times.  It is said that there are two things that people hate:  “change” and “the way things are.”  Beth-El Zedeck has never subscribed to that notion.  Continuity and change, tradition and renewal have always been our hallmark.  Here we remember the past, live in the present and don’t wait for the future.  We imagine and build it.

Looking back on the history of our congregation we can discern the unique challenges posed to each generation:
· The Founding Generation engaged an immigrant and second generation community that struggled with the challenges of being Jewish in America, of building connections with a new culture.
· The Defining Generation honed Beth-El Zedeck’s identity as a leading Conservative-Reconstructionist congregation.  This generation had to deal with the tragedy of the Holocaust, the flowering of the Zionist movement and the challenges of staying Jewish in America.

· The Stabilizing Generation of the 1950’s and 60’s experienced American Judaism’s Golden Age in the sense that Jews had achieved a degree of economic and political security and social acceptance hitherto unknown by virtually any other generation of Jews.  But Judaism as a religious and cultural system was weakening its hold.  A congregation of third and fourth generation Jews was beginning to ask why and how to be Jewish in America. 
· Our generation, the Renewal Generation has seen dramatic changes in the world and in the history of the Jewish people.  We have rescued Soviet and Ethiopian Jewry; we have become more at home in America.  The memory of the Holocaust and fear for the survival of the State of Israel no longer serve as vicarious expressions of Jewish identity.


Our grandparents came to synagogue because they were Jewish.  Today many come because we want to rediscover what it means to be Jewish in America.  What connects us?  Synagogues can no longer take for granted that people will come simply because we are here.  A beautiful facility, a good location, denominational affiliation and ideology are not as important to many of today’s Jews as the need to connect, to build relationships.

We have gone global.  Generation X and the Millennials bring different questions to the table.  Why belong when there are so many other places where we can connect?  New ways of instant communication have created virtual communities that reside more in the “cloud” than in house of prayer.  Our generation calls for community, let me put it in a tweet:  hash-tagRenewalandTransformation.

My dear friends, as we invest in Beth-El Zedeck in the years and decades ahead we need to be intentional about what it means to be a welcoming congregation, an open congregation, an inclusive congregation where Jews who are less denominationally inclined and more relationally motivated, can find a home.  It will be a home that embraces young and old, men and women, gay and straight, the intellectually driven and the spiritual seeker, those who come to celebrate joys and those come in search of healing.  Beth-El Zedeck will continue to flourish as a place that will teach us not only how to be good Jews but how good it is to be Jewish!  We will do that not just through Face Book but face to face.  We want to be recognized not just be our hash-tag but by who we are.  We want a place that recognizes our spiritual search, our need for meaning, our drive for purpose and fulfillment.

A beautiful space, wonderful programs, marketing slogans are all important.  But a “Beit Keneset”, a synagogue is by definition a “gathering place”, a hub, a neighborhood that brings us together and connects us to something greater.  This coming year let us renew bonds of community and nurture a relationship Judaism.  One of the reasons people tell us that they decide to join Beth-El Zedeck is that they feel welcome; this happens when congregants, not just the rabbis, say hello, connect them to groups within the congregation.  Never underestimate the power of a handshake, a smile, a warm greeting.

What a powerful lesson the Sequoias teach us.  The trees not only survive, they flourish because of an intricate root system that forms an interdependent community.   Isaiah said, “As the days of the tree are the days of my people.”  Each of us is a twig, attached to a branch, attached to a stately trunk, rooted interdependently in the House of Adonai:  our synagogue, our community, our social and spiritual ecosystem of renewable life and beauty.
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