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«Tm WQmTAlM OF LIFE* 

During my trip to India six months ago, I had the occasion to 

visit one of the moat fabulous cities in the world. This small 

city, containing about one or two dozen exquisitely ornate buildings, 

was built by King Akbar, who lies buried in the nearby Taj Mahal, 

for himself, his two queens, and about 2,000 concubines. It is a 

most striking example of Oriental opulence and incredible splendor* 

Built four hundred years ago, these breathtakingly beautiful 

structures are made of marble, semi-precious stones, and extremely 

valuable building materials and composed in a marvelous architectural 

style. Fahtepur Sikri, as the city is called, has an unusual, wlerd 

story behind it. After spending what today would be millions upon 

millions of dollars to build it, employing thousands of slave laborers 

for many, many years, the King and his court never had much of an 

opportunity to enjoy the wealth and beauty of Fahtepur Sikri. For 

shortly after they moved in, they discovered, to their dismay, that 

the architects had built the city without thinking of a water supply. 

And since there was no well or other source of water in the vicinity, 

they all had to move out, and Fahtepur Sikri has been a ghos* town 

for these past four centuries, Eich, exquisite, glorious « but 

empty, dead, a ghost town. 

I mention this today — the day of self-judgment and self-

criticism — for the story and fate of Fahtepur Sikri is to me both 

a symbol of and a warning to American Jewry. Remember that a well 

or a fountain of water is More than just a supply problem for an 
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engineer or city planner. It Is a life-giving necessity for every­

one and, as such, a poetic symbol in religion for G-d Himself, In 

the words of Jeremiah, oti azavu», mekor may la chayylm. My people have 

abandoned Me, sgys G-d, the Fountain of living waters, G-d, as the 

Creator and Source of all life and existence, is the Well or Fountain 

of the waters of life. 

And we have indeed abandoned Him, Like the foolish builders of 

Pahtepur Sikri, we have laid our plans, worked at building family 

and fortune, attended to a myriad of complex details In establishing 

ourselves and our reputations — and forgot to arrange for the water 

supply, forgot that for ft meaningful life you must have 0*6.t the 

Fountain of Life, W© have become, in the words of King David 

(Ps,9*l8)t shekhechel eloklm, those who forget G-d, For American 

£*H8 rarely deny G-d; they usually ignore, Him, even as the architects 

of King Akbar simply forgot about a source of water, 

As a community, we American Jews have come dangerously close 

to doing just that. In too many instances we have built fabulous 

public Jewish institutions - charitable* educational, social - with­

out any regard to G-d, Torah, Judaism, which are the mekor may in 

chayylm, the Fountain of Living Waters, without which no Jewish 

institution has the right to call itself Jewish, A Jewish-sponsored 

university in Massachusetts is one of the most heavily endowed schools 

in the country. But its builders forgotA-all about G-df and so if a 

student should by some miracle develop a bit of thirst for a word of 

rah, a taste of Judaism, a drop of Xiddishkeit, he will find nothing 

to satisfy him, federations in Jewish communities around the country 



support almost every cause — except for their Bay Schools, the 

guarantee of Jewish perpetuation and the survival of G-d*s word. 

Jewish country clubs in the most fashionable neighborhoods are 

elaborate, ornate structures which have everything •* except the . 

vital source of Jewishness, G-d and Torah. Shades of King Akbarf 

I fear we may have been building for ourselves another fahtepur Sikri ~~ 

beautiful, opulent, imposing, but llfelessi a well-appointed ghost city, 

a place where the death of the spirit stalks the gilded chambers, 

because the architects of our community forget the mekor mayim ohayylm. 

this holds true for us as individuals as well. We live the 

Mjor part of our lives, until well into our middle ages, building 

family, business, reputation. And then when the major part of the 

structure of our lives is completed, we realize, with a rude and 

cruel shock, that w© have made a tragic omission. Everything is there 

but that which counts most, there is no G-d. Life is only a shell. 

We are, spiritually, well-dressed corpses. Like a ghost city gone 

dry, our lives have all but that which can give us meaning, vitality, 

joy, peace. Mo wonder so many of us succeed, yet inwardly regard 

ourselves as failures. Ho wonder so many of us are secretly bitter 

and do not know why. No wonder we havef so much and enjoy so little. 

For we have become Fahtepur Sikrls, having everything but the Source 

of living waters #* 0~d. Life has run dry. Our social lives are 

bathed in cocktails, but the soul Is parched. Outside we are the 

en^ of our neighbors; inside we are dried up. We have been so 

busy with the details and facade of our lives that we forgot the 

Fountain of Living paters. And when o, ti azavu. mekor mayim chayyim. 

when you forget G-d, the Fountain of Life, then you must turn into 

a ghost, a shell. 



A;opropriately, It is on Bosh Hashanah afternoon that we perform 

fcfr@ t^shllkht we go to a body of water and recite certain prayers, 

A major reason for this is to emphasize one of the major themes of 

this holy day, that of Halkhuvot* the celebration of 0-d as King of 

the world* At the coronation of ancient Jewish kings, the annolntlng 

;iould always take place at the side of a stream. When we declare 

the coronation of G~d, so to speak, we do so near water — for, just 

as a well or fountain is the source of water so is Q«.d the Source 

of all life and existence* 

Let us continue our critical analysis, our self-judgment as 

merican Jews, by drawing again on this metaphor of water for G-d 

and Torah to describe a second class of Jews who hare not forgotten 

3-d, but have committed a grelvous error in another way. They are 

the ones who, a generation ago, thought that only from Europe could 

true Judaism be imported into the U*8.§ and who, today, rely upon 

the Stat® of Israel to *inspire* Judaism and Jewish content in America* 

The feature common to both is* a sense of resignation about de­

veloping a true Jewish renaissance here in the U.S., one which will 

proceed under its own steam. And, as a result of this despair or 

resignation, they have considered It a waste of time to build our 

own schools, our own truly Jewish institutions, our own Torah life* 

"This is America** has become thfc stock excuse as to why it is not 

worth even trying to establish true Judaism here* Whatever can be 

had, can be obtained only by filling your jug at the fountains of 

European or Israeli Jewry «* but never at your own American wells. 

Remarkably, just such a situation is figuratively described 

to us in Genesis, or that portion of it which we read today. Hagar 

had fled Into the desert with her infant son Ishamel, and Abraham . 
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had given her a chemet mafcim. a bottle or jug of water to sustain 

her and the child. After a while, however, ya-ylkhlu ha-maylm mln 

ha-chemet^ the water was spent and the bottle remained empty• And 

so, in the heat of the desert, Hagar east ths child under one of 

the shrubs and abandoned hira, thinking, al ereh be*mot ha~yelled« 

I don't want to look and see how the child dies. Va-tlsa et kolah 

va^tevk, she raised her voice and wept. Suddenly, however, an 

angel appeared to her and said, man lakh hâ s.r. what is wrong with 

you, Hagar? Kill, s'l et ha~naar va'haehaglkl et yadekh bo. arise, 

lift up the lad, and hold him with your hand.. And thereupon 0-d 

opened her eyes and she realized that in front of her, all along, 

there had been a well, and so she went,, filled the bottle at the 

well, and slaked the thirst of her child. 

How well this incident describes, in symbolic terms, those 

Jews who have branded America a mJLdbar. a spirltaal desert or 

wasteland in which the living waters of forah could never flow of 

themselves. They are the people who have tried to subsist on the 

little water In the bottles brought over from Poland or Lithuania, 

or those they think we can now painfully import, a bit at a time, 

from Israel. They are the people who remember the Jewish training 

they received in the homes of their immigrant or first-generation 

parents, who revefl in it and delight in it, but are convinced 

that this kind of warm and vibrant Judaism can never be discovered 

k 
in native America. kn& so they terlde any attemot to dig wells here, 
to build yeshivot, to found forah Institutions, to teach their 



children, In the bosom of the family, Shabbat and Eashrut. Instead 

they hoarded the bit of mgylm be'ehemet until it ran out, and busied 

themselves with all kinds of activities, business and social, so that 

al erah befmot ha-yelledi so that they not notice how their children*s 

souls are drying up, how their children are spiritually expiring, 

falk to such people about the chances for Jewish life in this country — 

act the ersatz Jewlshness of a Chanukah ball and High Holidays in a 

non-kosher hotel, of gala Bar Mltsvahs and plush, vulgar weddings, 

but,real, authentic Orthodox Judaism mm and, like Hagar, all they 

c*& produce is a dirge and a sighi va~tlsa et kolah va-tevk« 

Today, Hosh Hashanah, that same angel that appeared to Hagar, stands 

here and speaks to the heart of each of us, of any of us who have 

entertained such dreary thoughts$ man lakh* Hagar* what 3s wrong with 

you that you have fallen into this Hagar-type thinking? Why have 

you abandoned your children to an emptiness of the spirit, to the 

nightmare of a life that has everything but a ngshamah? Get up, 

shake yourselves out of your lethargy and fruitless despair, hold 

tight to your children, their hands in your hands, and lead them 

not to a bottle of borrowed water, but to the well that stands in 

front of you all these many years, ready to be tapped, ready to gush 

forth the delightful, clear waters of a vital Jewish life* Don't 

moan that Mew Xork is not Viliaa, that Manhattan is not Warsaw. Open 

your eyes and you will find the be'er* the well of Judaism, the 

mekor maylm ehayylm. In neighborhood schools, in yeshivot and Talmud 

forahs, in your synagogue — if you attend it regularly —. and your 

own homes, Ihere is not a person here who cannot, given the will 

and desire, find a well of Jewishness in his or her own home. Ho, 



do not look upon your children as they suffer spiritual extinction, 

as they go farther and farther afield, as they ultimately seek to 

intermarry* But do not, like Hagar, abandon them merely because 

you do not want to look. Instead, taking the advice of the angel, 

open your eyes to the opportunities you have of digging a well of 

Jewishness in your own home and slake mm thirst. Do not try to 

survive on th# waters of other wells you have saved up In a lone 

bottle. Dig your own well®. And live on as proud Jews. \ 

And then, friends, there is the third and final category of 

misdirected Jew. He is, likely as not, a member of our younger 

generation. He has not forgotten about the Fountain,or Aoiapaired 

JQ£ it; k-eeasuo-e he simply has never heard of it. ̂ fe some indirect 

way he has come to Judaism* but he does not even know it. But 

let me explain by referring to the second half of today's Torah 

reading. 

Abraham had some disagreement with a local potentate by 

the name of Avimelech. VeVhokhlach Avraham et Avinielekh ,al odot 

ha~be'er asher gazlu avdei Avlmelekh. Abraham reproved Avimelech 

because of the wells of water which the servants of Avimelech had 

stole.! from him, from Abraham. ̂ This is indeed what has recurred 

in our days, the wells fcf Judaism have fed sparkling waters of 

idealism and nobility into the lands of the West, but little 

people, motivated by a combination of pettiness and ignorance, have 

stolen the wells and declared that the waters belong to them. The 

seFvants of Avimelech have taken away the wells of Abraham. 


