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what a great sermon!

ABSTRACT

Every sermon strives to be great. But, let’s face it, some sermons are greater than others.

So what’s the trick? What makes a sermon great? For that matter, what makes any life-experience great? 
This Shabbat, the Shabbat preceding the holiday of Passover, is called Shabbat HaGadol,  the Great Shabbat. By unveiling the mystery behind the Great Shabbat we will discover the secret not only to great sermons, but to greatness in general.

Inspired by a magnificently “great” teaching of the Strasheler, this “great” sermon will answer: What is Shabbat? What is greatness? What is a great Shabbat? And: Why does Shabbat HaGadol precede Passover?

There are two types of sermons – those that are simply great and those that simply grate on your nerves.

Come with great expectations, and leave with greater results.

And … in honor of the Rebbe’s 112th birthday yesterday, on the 11th of Nissan, we will also explore what made the Rebbe great, and tell an inspirational story about the subtle yet profound way he had of impacting the world. 
what a great sermon!

1. Sales vs. Management (Joke)

A passenger jet was going through a severe thunderstorm. As the passengers were being bounced around by the turbulence, a young woman turned to a Chabad rabbi sitting next to her and, with a nervous laugh, asked, “Rabbi, you’re a man of God, can’t you do something about this storm?”

To which he replied, “Lady, I’m in sales, not management.”

2. Talking the Talk
Being in sales, you better know how to talk the talk – how to be persuasive and engaging. For a rabbi, that means knowing how to give a good sermon.

In my early twenties when I gave my first sermon ever, I was as nervous as a teenager before his first date. What should I say? How should I say it? Will anyone listen? What happens if I have to sneeze? Is my shirt buttoned? What should I do if everyone falls right asleep? Or begins booing? Or throws their prayer shawls at me? Or gets up and walks out of the synagogue?

A good friend of mine, to whom I confided my fears, gave me this piece of humbling advice:

Yankel [substitute appropriate name here] – don’t be witty, don’t be charismatic, don’t be charming, don’t be humorous, don’t be deep, don’t be intellectual, don’t be too informative, don’t try to sound smart, don’t be enthusiastic, don’t be inspiring.

He said: “Yankel [substitute appropriate name here], just be yourself.” 

Thank you for that vote of confidence.

But let me ask you: What is the point of a sermon? Is every sermon supposed to be witty, charismatic, charming, humorous, deep, intellectual, informative, smart-sounding, enthusiastic, inspiring?

Is every sermon supposed to be selling something – religion, God, Torah, a moral way of life, a greater spiritual awareness? And if the rabbi is a good enough salesman, will the customer walk out satisfied, changed, better than he or she was before?

In short, what makes a sermon great?

We can extend this question to all things: What makes something, anything, great? What makes a life-experience great? What differentiates a decent, or even good experience from one that’s great? What is the difference between a good piece of art and a great piece of art? What is the difference between a good piece of advice and a great piece of advice? What is the difference between a decent sermon, even a good sermon, and a great sermon?

The same question can be asked about the Rebbe, whose 112th birthday we honored yesterday on Yud Alef Nissan: What made him great and why does he continue to impact us today more than ever?
The answer can be found in Shabbat HaGadol, when the rabbi traditionally delivers his greatest sermon of the year. 
3. The Great Shabbat

Passover commences Monday night. The Shabbat directly preceding it – that is, this Shabbat – is called Shabbat HaGadol,  “the Great Shabbat.”

Various reasons are given for this name:

1. A great civil war broke out in Egypt, when the first-born, who were told they would die in the next plague, desired to free the Jews but the other Egyptians refused to relent.
 
2. The Paschal lamb was taken on this day and what happened next was a great miracle. To explain: The lamb was an Egyptian deity. Many Jews, after 210 years of immersion within Egyptian civilization, had also adopted this animal as their god. When the God of Israel commanded that a lamb be set aside and tied to the bed for four days in anticipation of its sacrifice, the Jewish people abandoned their idolatrous practices and courageously fulfilled this mitzvah in the eyes of the Egyptian people, thereby demonstrating their complete trust and faith in the one true God. Nothing could have been more abominable to the Egyptians, for their deity was marked for slaughter. Nevertheless, miraculously, the Egyptians were unable to utter a word or lift a hand; they could only watch helplessly. This miracle was such a great miracle (nes gadol) that it gave this Shabbat its name forever after.

3. The Peri Chadash writes something similar – he also focuses on the taking of the Paschal lamb, but he finds a different reason why this Shabbat is gadol. He says that, for the Jews who slipped into idolatry,  to fulfill this mitzvah from God was a great achievement. Additionally, by doing so, they became like a child maturing into adulthood – they celebrated their Bar/Bat Mitzvah. In this light, the name Shabbat HaGadol would translate as the Shabbat when the Jews became gadol or mature adults.

4. The customarily lengthy Shabbat HaGadol speech makes the Shabbat feel long, drawn out, and therefore gadol.

5. Rabbi David ben Joseph Abudarham writes that the term “great” comes from this Shabbat’s Haftorah, where we read: Hinei, Anochi shole’ach lachem et Eliyahu HaNavi lifnei bo yom hagadol v’hanorah, “Behold, I send you Elijah the Prophet before the coming of the great and awesome day of the Lord.”

Fantastic reasons all of them. But none of these reasons really delve into the anatomy of “greatness” – none of them explain what greatness really means? What special ingredient makes something great? For isn’t every Shabbat great on a certain level, so why is this specific Shabbat called the Great Shabbat?

Perhaps, by unveiling the mystery behind this Great Shabbat, we can also come to learn the secret of greatness in general and, for your listening pleasure, the secret to a great sermon.

4. God Is Great

In a terrible twist, Allah-u Akbar – “God is Great” – has become synonymous with suicide bombings and everything ungodly and un-great about the world. 
Today, with the sickening proliferation of murderous terrorist attacks, where baby-killers hijack “God” for dark and evil means, the phrase “God is Great” leaves no one inspired. Indeed, for this reason the self-proclaimed atheist, Christopher Hitchens, wrote a best-selling book called God is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything, showing how God has been used by man for all types of evil causes.
It is heart-breaking to learn that this phrase – “God is Great” – has been stolen from the Hebrew Bible. This only makes a great tragedy even greater. Using a pure description of a lofty ideal for one’s nefarious, selfish, and hellish conduct is adding insult to injury. Murdering while yelling, “God is Great” is like snuffing out a pure flame while shouting, “long live fire.”

In a million separations from such darkness, the Hebrew Bible uses the term “great” to describe God in a very specific context. In the Book of Nechemia, it states: And Ezra blessed the Lord, the great God. 

The Talmud
 quotes these words and asks: What does “great” refer to here? The Talmud then states: “Ezra magnified God, made God great, by pronouncing the Shem Hameforosh, the Explicit Name.”

What does this mean? What is this Shem Hameforosh, why is it great, and what is the connection to the Great Shabbat?

5. The Strasheler Explains

Rabbi Aharon HaLevi Horowitz, known as the Strasheler after the city of Strashlye in present-day Belarus, was an eminent student of the Alter Rebbe, Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi. In one of his Shabbat HaGadol sermons,
 the Strasheler explains the name of this day in a very unique and inspiring way. I freely adapt his teachings here:
Glance at the world around you. Or even delve deeply into the world around you. Do you see God? No. Do you see spirituality? No. Do you see the soul of everything? No. Do you see with your physical eyes the purpose of it all? No. Do you see the connection between a molecule on Jupiter and an atom on earth? No. You cannot even see an atom on earth! Do you see the correlation between a businessman in the United States and a tribeswoman in Zimbabwe? No. You cannot even see the correlation between body parts in a single human being!

For whatever reason, which are too complex to discuss in one sermon (even a great sermon), God created the world in such a way that ostensibly we often do not see the connection between things – never mind seeing the Creator of all things. We see the glove, but not the hand within. If you hadn’t noticed, God and His Oneness are completely concealed from the physical perceptions of man.

On the surface level we are witness to darkness, fragmentation, pain, suffering, orphans, widows … and this earth often seems very ungodly and convoluted.

But this is only one dimension of experience, one level of Godliness, as it is concealed in nature. There is another level of Godliness, one which the deepest moments reveal, one which a good deed reveals, one which a mitzvah reveals, one which our mission in life reveals – and that level of Godliness is encapsulated in the Shem Ha’meforosh, the “Explicit Name.”
6. Explicit Content

The Shem Ha’meforosh, the “Explicit Name” says exactly what it means. God is not concealed or implicit in this physical earth – God is explicitly revealed and distinctly evident within the very fibers of material existence.

This name – which, in our present state of impure exile, is unknown to us, for only in Temple times and only on Yom Kippur did the High Priest utter this name in the Holy of Holies – reflects the true nature of reality itself.

And on such an explicit, raw, real level, God is called Great. 

God’s name implicates the true nature of existence. God’s Great Name explicates the true nature of existence. Implicit things imply that there is something deeper here, but their true nature remains concealed. Explicit things reveal the true depth that is here.

7. The Raison D’être 
Greatness is when the raison d’être – the exact driving force behind the object and the creating purpose of its existence – is not concealed or implied, but is explicit in the most overt way.

Gadol, “great,” connotes more than “average.” If you look at a thesaurus under the entry for “great” you will find synonyms such as: “considerable,” “substantial,” “significant,” “appreciable,” “special,” “serious,” “exceptional,” “extraordinary.”
Greatness is being in the presence of exceptional, clear and explicit profundity.

Now that we have shed light on what gadol/great means, let us understand what Shabbat refers to. Then, we can put together the meaning of Shabat HaGadol, the Great Shabbat.

For in and of itself, Shabbat reflects greatness – the revealed unity and harmony in existence. 

Thus, Shabbat HaGadol – when Shabbat and HaGadol come together – means:  the day when we have a revealed manifestation of Divine greatness and Divine unity.

8. Shabbat Before and After
Sunday through Friday, we hustle-bustle to achieve and create. Then comes Shabbat, when we rest, return to our homes and families, and are tranquil.

But, if Shabbat follows the week, what then is the driving force that precedes the week, inspiring us to do what we do?

The Strasheler
 says that there are two ways to look at Shabbat: 1) Shabbat as the culmination of the six days of the week; 2) Shabbat as preceding the six days of the week and becoming the week’s driving force, raison d’être, and inspiration.

One way of looking at the world is seeing all the many pieces, all the chaos and disorder, and trying to make order of it all by applying Shabbat post-chaos. Shabbat is peace and unity, and by applying its energy to the disjointed fragments of life, we can create global harmony and peace.

The other way of looking at the world is to know that the world itself, in its natural and quintessential state, grew out of Shabbat. That is, before the six days of the week were even created, the world was Shabbat – tranquil and peaceful and unified. Shabbat then existed pre-chaos. 
Why then did the world devolve from its natural state into this blundering confusion so that we cannot explicitly see the unity of Shabbat? Because that is precisely our mission: Tikkun olam, to repair the universe; to return the world to its natural state of cosmic Shabbat unity and harmony.
9. Shabbat Before All

The Strasheler continues: 
If Shabbat is not only the culmination of creation and the workweek, but also the preceding inspiration for creation and the workweek, then every single thing must have Shabbat before it, lest that thing not have a purpose, inspiration or driving force that gives it life.

This, for example, is one of the reasons that the circumcision of a Jewish boy is on the eighth day, to ensure that at least one Shabbat will precede and inspire this mitzvah.

Shabbat – peace and tranquility, harmony and beauty – is the purpose of the whole world and it precedes everything else.

Imagine immersing in an activity without an objective. Say, starting a company without knowing what the company will sell. Or, giving a speech without knowing the topic. Or, picking up a pen without having an idea what to write.

First, you have a clear mission statement and business plan (what product to sell) then you build the business. First you have a topic to talk about, then you begin building a sermon and, finally, delivering it. First you have an idea to write about, then you pick up your pen and write.

This is Shabbat in general – both the preceding inspiration for everything we do throughout the week and also the culmination of all our work. 

So now we understand what Shabbat is and what gadol means – in a word, cohesiveness, revealing the unifying Divine purpose in a fragmented world. 
By why specifically is this Shabbat preceding Passover called Shabbat HaGadol, the Great Shabbat?

10. Godliness Revealed
Prior to the Exodus from Passover, Godliness was not revealed in an explicit manner. At best Godliness was implied and, at worst, it was completely denied.

The Great Name of God was only revealed with the Exodus. As we read in the Torah: 
 “I [God] revealed Myself to the Patriarchs with the name E-l Shadda-i, but the name of Havaya I did not make known to them.”
 
When the Jews left Egypt God revealed Himself in His full glory with His core name Havaya, which is the Shem Ha’meforosh, the “Explicit Name.” 
Passover is the when our ability for greatness was first unveiled and freed on a global scale.

On Passover, a new and unprecedented channel of greatness was opened up in the universe: the ability to be truly free. 
We human beings are mortals and due to our very nature are bound by our many limitations. We do not have the power to be truly great. But with Yetziyas Mitzrayim (the Exodus from Egypt) we were endowed with the ability to be liberated from every form of constraint and constriction (since Mitzrayim in Hebrew means “constricted boundaries”). For the very first time, we had the ability to achieve Divine greatness and freedom.

God took the Jewish people out of Egypt to become a goy gadol, a “great nation.” Greatness is the process of taking something concealed and mysterious and demonstrating its truth and reality in an explicit, undeniable way.

This is the mission of the Jews and it began with the Exodus, our redemption from exile.

Now if this greatness began on Passover, with the Exodus from Egypt, then what is the driving force and inspiration behind it? Why, of course, the preceding Shabbat!

The greatness of Passover – the ability to become great and change the world by making God explicit, through our actions, good deeds, mitzvahs – is inspired by the Shabbat before. Meaning this Shabbat. 
And, therefore, this Shabbat is called Shabbat HaGadol, the Great Shabbat – the Shabbat that is great and inspires the greatness of Passover’s freedom!

11. The Key to a Great Sermon

And this is also what makes a sermon great. 

The purpose of a sermon is to reveal a greater truth in an explicit, clear way – to articulate Godliness and soulfulness, to the best of one’s ability, in a manner that is not preachy, implicit or concealed, but that resonates and is real.

After delivering a good sermon one feels serene, peaceful, and calm – like Shabbat. But the key to a great sermon is also to have that peaceful Shabbat prior to delivering the sermon and having that Shabbat as the sermon’s raison d’être and driving force.

In the creation of anything – be it the universe, a business or a sermon – these three steps are always necessary:
1) you must have the initial ignition, inspiration, and purpose; 
2) you must have the workweek to manufacture, develop, and implement the product; and 
3) you must make sure it culminates in that peaceful purpose, which was your initial driving force and mission.
Let me give you a practical example of this.
12. The Rebbe’s Greatness

As we just honored the Rebbe’s 112th birthday, let us recall Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks’ explanation of the difference between a Rabbi and a Rebbe: 
“When a Rabbi speaks, there may be 500 people in the audience, but every person thinks that the Rabbi is speaking to his neighbor. When a Rebbe speaks, he may be addressing 5000 people, but each person thinks that he is speaking to me.” 

What was the Rebbe’s communication secret – his greatness which so deeply touched and transformed his listeners, including the man standing before you today, who would not be here were it not for the Rebbe’s inspiration?
His secret was love, care and warmth. No matter what the Rebbe’s message was – whether it was a Passover directive or addressing the challenges of our times, whether it was deep esoteric subject or a practical lesson in life – his  words were always saturated with profound love, love for the people he was addressing and love for the people he was speaking about. 

The Rebbe’s deep and passionate care was undeniable and impossible to ignore. It touched our hearts deeply and changed our lives. Without exaggeration, I can personally attest to the fact that it was the Rebbe’s love that inspired me and my wife to embark on the journey that brought us to this city and empowered us to build this beautiful community together with you. Were it not for the Rebbe, we would never have even undertaken all the challenges that we have faced and would never have grown to this point. 

So, as we celebrate the Rebbe’s birthday, I feel it very appropriate to acknowledge all the blessings and strength he has given us all and continues to give us all – all of you and your wonderful families. 

Indeed, such a Rebbe can speak for a long time and keep us engaged, only leaving us wanting more... 

It, therefore, is no surprise that the Rebbe was born on Friday, Erev Shabbat HaGadol (like this year). The Rebbe’s very being exuded gadlut, “greatness” – the divine greatness of unity and harmony which resonates deep in our very hearts. 
The Rebbe was a man to whom I (and many others) listened to for hours, and could continue listening forever. A man who would captivate anyone listening to him. Do you know why? Because he spoke with love and touched the heart of his listeners. When someone tells you “I love you” he can speak forever and you will never tire of his words... 

This man was the Rebbe. My Rebbe, your Rebbe, our Rebbe.
I would be remiss if I did not use this occasion to relate just one story that demonstrates the Rebbe’s greatness, and also illustrates how the three steps to any great, creative act work in practice. 
13. In Practice (Inspirational Story)


Back in the mid-1960s, there was an outspoken black woman in Brooklyn, a college teacher named Shirley Chisholm, who was a fiery speaker and a black power advocate. She was elected to the United States Congress by her community of Crown Heights, and she became the first black woman ever to be elected to such a post. 

The whites from the South, who then ran the U.S. House of Representatives, did not like this at all, and they decided to teach her a lesson. So they assigned her to the Agricultural Committee. It was a great joke. When it happened, The New York Times ran an article under the headline, “Does a Tree Grow in Brooklyn?” which pointed out that, although Chisholm was an urban representative, she was not appointed to the Housing Committee, nor the Committee on Poverty as she requested, but to the Agricultural Committee. 

Years later, when she retired, she told what happened next. She said she was very depressed and very upset, and she didn’t know what to do. And then she got a phone call that the Lubavitcher Rebbe wanted to see her. Of course, she was the Congresswoman from Crown Heights, she had won the election with the strong support of Lubavitch, and she had some very close relationships with the Jewish people of the Crown Heights community. 

When she told the story, she mentioned that she had seen the Rebbe once before, when he refused to endorse her, as he did not ordinarily endorse politicians. But, she said, “Everyone voted for me, so I guess he did something!”

So she went to see him for a second time. And he said to her, “I know you’re very upset.” She replied, “I am upset and I’m insulted. What should I do?”

And he said, “What a blessing God has given you! This country has so much surplus food, and there are so many hungry people. You can use this gift that God has given you to feed hungry people. Find a creative way to do it.”

Right after that, she went to Washington and, on her first day there, she met a young congressman from Kansas, Robert Dole, who said to her, “You know, our Kansas farmers have all this extra food; we don’t know what to do with it.”

She said to herself, “One second, didn’t the Rabbi say that?”

As a result, the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children, known as WIC, came into being, and the Food Stamps program was largely expanded. (It was tiny pilot program until then.) And all this came out of the Agricultural Committee of the U.S. House of Representatives.

When she retired, at a formal breakfast in Washington, Shirley Chisholm said in front of everyone: “I owe this to a Rabbi who was an optimist and who taught me optimism, who taught me that you take things that are a challenge and turn them into a gift from God…” 


She concluded, “If poor babies have milk and poor children have food, it’s because a Rabbi in Crown Heights had vision.”

14. In Conclusion

As a wise man once said: The key to a great sermon is to have a joke for the beginning, a good story for the ending … and the shortest distance between the two. 
So, hoping I have covered the shortest distance, let me conclude with this:

A rabbi, sporting a Band-Aid on his hand lifts it up, points to it, and says: “I’m sorry about this Band-Aid. I cut my hand cutting vegetables for the Kiddush because I was thinking about my sermon.”

To which an anonymous voice from the congregation replies: “How about next time you’re cutting vegetables for the Kiddush you think about your hand and cut the sermon?”

The rabbi took this cutting-edge advice, and so will I. 
I will cut this sermon here by asking you to remember that greatness lives within us – it is the ability to articulate in an explicit and overt way the True Reality of all things.

Our freedom to do this began with our redemption from Egypt. And the redemption from Egypt was inspired and driven by the preceding Shabbat, Shabbat HaGadol.

May each and every one of us compose out of all the details of our chaotic lives the greatest sermons ever told! 

Shabbat Shalom and a Happy and Kosher Passover!
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� The Machzor Vitri section 259 writes that the Shabbat prior to Passover the people are accustomed to call it Shabbat HaGadol, though they don't know why. The term may be found in the Zohar 1 47b, 2 204a. Tikunei Zohar 40b.


� Shemot Rabba 21.


� See the Tur in the Shulchan Aruch and the Alter Rebbe in his Shulchan Aruch HaRav (Orech Chaim sec. 430). See also Tosafot Shabbat 87a.


� See Sfat Emet, Shabbat Hagadol 5674.


� Rashi, Sefer HaPardes, p. 343, citing Rabbi Yitzchak Yuskuntu: "When people do not move around, but stay in one place for an extended time and don't have what to do, they customarily will say: 'what a long day'" A similar sentiment is expressed by the 13th century scholar, Rabbi Tzidkiyahu ben Avraham in his Shibolei Haleket, R' Yechiel in Tanya Rabsi and others. 


� Malachi 3:23.


� Nechemia 8:6.


� Yuma 69b. Citing the opinion of R’Yosef in the name of Rav. Also see there for another opinion. 


� Shem Hameforash, often translated as the ‘Ineffable Name,’ for It is prohibited from uttering, indeed transcends all utterance and words.


� Printed in Haggada Sod Kedoshim, pp. 5a-6b.


� See also Likkutei Torah Bamidbar 12d, Re’eh 29b; Torah Ohr 49d, which quotes the Zohar: “When is God great? When He is in the City of the Lord.” A city is a composite of many details, bricks, homes, streets, neighborhoods, etc. “Great” implies a cohesive city, when you can see how all the parts are one in a revealed way. Cohesiveness/harmony makes a piece of music, art, or literature great. And this also makes a great sermon – when the stories, anecdotes, humor, delivery, pithiness, and message are completely cohesive.


� Seemingly channelling the famed words of the Lecha Dodi, Sof maaseh b’machshava techilah – “the culminating implementation is thought of first.” 


� Shemot 3:14 and commentaries, including Ibn Ezra and Ramban, ad loc.


� This is why the Ten Commandments open with “I am your God who took you out of Mitzrayim/Egypt” – and not “I am your God who created heaven and earth.” Because freeing the mortal human from the constraints of existence and allowing him to experience true divine greatness is greater than the creation of the universe itself. Thus “Gedolim maaseh tzaddikim m’maaseh shomayim v’aretz – the actions of tzaddikim are greater than creation of heaven and earth.” See discourse Gedolim Maaseh Tzaddikim 5685.


� As related by Dr. David Luchins, who served many years on the staff of U.S. Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan. In 1983, Dr. Luchins attended a retirement party for Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm, who told this story at that time. See:  � HYPERLINK "http://www.chabad.org/therebbe/livingtorah/player_cdo/aid/548435/jewish/A-Tree-Grows-in-Brooklyn.htm" �http://www.chabad.org/therebbe/livingtorah/player_cdo/aid/548435/jewish/A-Tree-Grows-in-Brooklyn.htm�








