
 
EREV ROSH HASHANA—25 YEARS OF BEING A RABBI 

 
 Midrash Genesis Rabba tells us that before the Torah was written, the letters of the 
Aleph Bet stood around arguing over who should be the first letter to begin the Torah. 
Ultimately, the letter Bet won, specifically because of its shape. You see, Bet is closed on three 
sides and open on one. It is blocked off on the top, bottom, and back, as you read from right to 
left. If one were standing inside of Bet, one would not be able to see what is above, what is 
below, or what is behind it. All one would be able to see is what is in front, what it looks 
forward to, and where it is ahead. Bet encourages us to only forward. 
 I told this same Midrashic story at the very first High Holiday services I led as a rabbi, 
and I retell them now as I begin my 25th year as a Rabbi, my 19th here at TBA, by the way. 
Despite the admonition of the story about the letter Bet to only look ahead, on this occasion of 
my “Silver Anniversary” of becoming a Rabbi I would like to take the opportunity on these High 
Holidays to look back, to do some reflecting on these past 25 years. As most of you know, every 
year I center all my High Holiday sermons around a common theme. Last year’s theme was “The 
Doers, the Givers, the Teachers, etc.” This year’s sermon theme will be “Lessons I have Learned 
from Working as a Congregational Rabbi for 25 years.” I am going to take you on a little journey 
with me, beginning with rabbinical school tonight, landing tomorrow at my first congregation in 
Westchester County, New York, then on to Sydney, Australia, Cranston, Rhode Island, and 
Oakland, California.”  I hope you will forgive the self-indulgence which is inherent in this theme, 
but it’s not meant to be so much about me, but rather, the lessons I have learned in serving the 
Jewish community for 25 years that can apply to all of us. I hope not to be self-indulgent, 
though I appreciate your forgiveness if I go there, but I will be highly personal, maybe even 
uncomfortably so, because at 25 years I feel like I am able to talk about even some of the most 
painful lessons I have learned in front of a community that has been so supportive and that I 
care about so deeply.  
 So we begin in rabbinical school. I attended the Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati, 
Ohio with the first year in Jerusalem, Israel. For those who know the school, it is indeed the 
Reform Rabbinical School. I later switched movements, something you will hear about in the 
course of these sermons. What did we learn there? Well, I did learn much of, or at least some 
of, what I was supposed to learn there, which is Bible, Midrash, Talmud, Commentaries, Codes, 
Liturgy, Jewish History, Jewish Education, Counseling, “Practical” Rabbinic, and much more. Like 
anywhere else, some classes were better than others. Theology was particularly mystifying to 
me, not because of the mysteries of the Divine, but rather, because the Professor spent the 
entire semester trying to convince us that we should have not faith and that God didn’t exist.  I 
didn’t need to go to rabbinical school to learn how not to have faith! And, of course, as with 
many fields, there are some lessons that can only be learned once on the job. 
 On the positive side, I gravitated particularly toward liturgy, making sense of the order 
and meaning of the prayers, taught by Dr. Richard Sarason. I found that interesting and faith 
building, and is in part what inspired me to write our own Siddur, Shirat Avraham. I also loved 
all my history classes, especially those in American Jewish History taught by the incomparable 
Dr. Jacob Rader Marcus, who was 93 years old when he taught the class to me. Particularly 
memorable was his final lecture in the class, which he called “How to Succeed in the American 
Rabbinate,” a subject he knew better than anyone, given that he had observed the rise and fall 
of various rabbis for nearly 7 decades. I remember vividly 3 pieces of advice he gave us, one of 
which I followed, one of which I didn’t, and one of which I try to with only varying degrees of 
success. The first one was to “keep your zipper zipped.” That one, of course, I followed, and 
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thankfully, Karen has been so much a part and partner of my rabbinate. Unfortunately, that has 
not always been the case with some of my colleagues, and that has been particularly painful to 
congregations who have had to go through that with their clergy. The second piece of advice 
was that the best place to be a rabbi was “East of the Mississippi and North of the Mason Dixon 
Line.” Needless to say, I disagree, and what a blessing it has been to serve in the Bay Area 
where I grew up. The last piece of advice from him that I remember and have only sometimes 
been able to follow was something he told us he learned on his first day of Basic Training from 
his Sargent in the U.S. Army, which was that “if you are going to succeed in life, learn how to 
keep your mouth shut and your bowels open.” 
 There were at least two other important lessons I learned during rabbinical school that 
have informed who I am as a rabbi that were learned outside the classroom.   
 The first of these takes me all the way back to my first year of rabbinical school which 
was spent not in Cincinnati, but in Jerusalem. I learned that I was a passionate Zionist and a 
lover of Israel. Previous to my year there I viewed myself very much as an American Jew. I 
understood Israel’s historical importance to the Jewish people, of course, since it’s all over the 
Torah, many of the commandments are attached specifically to its land, we longed to return to 
our indigenous land for 2000 years, and we say at our Passover Seder every year “next year in 
Jerusalem.” But Israel wasn’t really much a part of my personal identity. The first year of 
rabbinical school at HUC is spent in Israel, though, mostly because it’s the best place to 
immerse oneself in Hebrew, but also to attach us to the land and its people. But my Hebrew 
language skills were stunted when the year was cut short, when, in January of 1991, Saddam 
Hussein threatened to rain chemical weapons down on Israel, even though Israel had nothing 
to do with his conflict. It turned out it was “just” non chemically armed Scud missiles, but it was 
enough to make me flee in fear. And, as happy as it made my immediate family that I would be 
safer in the U.S., I still feel guilty that I abandoned part of my extended family in their time of 
need. While Israelis were donning gas masks I was back in the States watching them do so on 
the news. While Israelis my age were putting their military uniforms on being called to miluim, 
reserve duty, I had the freedom to go out any night anywhere. Not being there myself the least 
I can do is support them when they are attacked, whether with bombs or with words as they so 
often are. The least I can do is stick up for them, because I know no one else in the world will. 
It’s why I visit Israel as often as I can. It’s why I am involved with AIPAC and other pro Israel 
organizations. It’s why Karen is so involved in Hadassah, Micah is involved in fighting the BDS 
movement on his college campus, and Jonah is an intern with Stand With Us. Of course my 
Israel “family” is not perfect. I don’t always agree with every action every member of my family 
takes, I don’t always like the elected leader of this branch of the family, and sometimes I can’t 
even tell who the elected leader of my family is. But they are still my family, and I ache when 
they ache. 

The second thing I learned is that I wasn’t a Reform Rabbi or even a Reform Jew. I have 
been a “Conservative” Rabbi for the past 23 years. In all honesty, I don’t care a whole lot about 
denominations in general, for whatever brings someone to take their Judaism to heart is great 
with me, or as the old, awful joke says: “it doesn’t matter what movement you belong to as 
long as you are ashamed of it.” But I went through rabbinical school at the Reform movement’s 
Hebrew Union College, because that’s what I grew up with. But as I went through the school, I 
found myself caring less about what Reform Judaism said about a particular issue and more 
about what Jewish texts said about a particular issue. I cared less about what academic scholars 
like Julius Wellhausen, the inventor of what is called the Documentary Hypothesis, the idea that 
the Torah has four human authors which he calls J,E,P and D had to say about the Torah, and 
much more about what the four classical Jewish commentators Rashi, Ramban, Sforno, and Ibn 
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Ezra thought about the Torah. I found myself caring less about the idea of “informed choice,” 
the hallmark of Reform Judaism, the idea that only the ethical commandments are binding and 
that when it comes to the ritual commandments we are supposed to study them and choose 
which mitzvoth are meaningful and relevant, and I began to see mitzvoth, not as choices, but as 
obligations, which is actually what the word mitzvah means. So I came in as a Reform Rabbi and 
left as something else.  
 So if I had to boil it down to just a few lessons from rabbinical school, it would be (1) at 
least some of what I was supposed to learn about Jewish texts, (2) that I was passionate about 
Israel, and (3 that I was meant to serve a Conservative congregation rather than a Reform one.  
 So what are the derivatives of these lessons that can apply to all of us? 
 (1) A little bit of what I was supposed to learn about Jewish texts and Jewish history. I 
realize not everyone spends as much time as I do delving into Jewish texts, but I would guess 
that most of you in this room have a favorite text, a favorite Torah story, or Biblical character, 
or a favorite prayer, or a quote from Pirke Avot that inspires you. Spend some time over the 
next 10 days, these Yamim Noraim or High Holidays, thinking about what that text is. And then, 
after the holidays, e-mail it to me. I’d be very curious. 
 (2) Secondly, that Israel was a great passion of mine. Similarly, I am certain that most of 
you have a Jewish passion. Maybe it’s also Israel. Maybe it’s Tikkun Olam, Social Justice, Jewish 
music, Jewish art, Jewish literature, Shabbat, or something else. Spend some time over the next 
10 days thinking about this Jewish passion, but instead of telling me about it, figure out a way 
to spend a little more time doing it this year. 
 (3) Finally, that I was meant to serve a Conservative congregation instead of a Reform 
one. In the grand scheme of things this is not a great distinction, but it clearly changed the 
course of my career and, therefore, my life. What change, big or small, did you make in your life 
that altered the direction you thought your life would take? Location? Career? Relationship? 
Outlook? Spend some time over the next 10 days thinking about this idea—the shifts you made 
that literally changed the course of your life. This one you don’t need to share. Just think about 
it and reflect. 
 As you reflect back on your own Jewish year or 25 years or more, I want to thank you for 
going on this 25 year plus journey of reflection with me this evening. And I want to invite all of 
you to join me back at my rabbinical school, Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati, where on 
March 26, I will, God willing, receive an Honorary Doctorate from the school. You are all 
cordially invited, with lunch on me. I’m completely serious about this. I don’t anticipate too 
many of you will go, but I would love it. This is both a bigger and smaller deal than it sounds 
like. You don’t really have to do anything special to earn this honorary doctorate. You get it 
automatically after serving as a rabbi for 25 years, and you don’t get to say anything. I just walk 
across a stage and receive a certificate or a hood or something. But, on the other hand, it 
means you have to have survived as a rabbi for 25 years, and that’s a bigger deal than I’m 
making it sound. 

I want to conclude with another Midrash from Genesis Rabba why the letter Bet was 
chosen to begin the Torah. In this version Bet was chosen not because of its shape, but because 
of its meaning. Each one felt it had a valid claim. Tav thought it should be the one, because, 
after all, it is the letter which begins the word Torah. But God pointed out that Tav would later 
appear on gravestones as part of the phrase Tehi Nishmato Tzerurah B’tzrur Hachayim, may the 
soul be bound up in bonds of eternal life. Shin felt it should be the one, since one of the names 
for God, Shaddai, begins with Shin, and after all, that letter would appear on the Mezuzah 
welcoming people into each Jewish home. But God pointed out that Shin also begins the word 
Sheker, which means falsehood, and you can’t begin the Torah with a falsehood. Each and 
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every letter came forward similarly, arguing why it should be the letter that begins the Torah. 
But God countered every argument with a problem that each letter imposed. Even Aleph, which 
after all, is the letter that begins the alphabet itself, couldn’t cut it, because it also begins the 
word Arira, which means curse. So ultimately the letter Bet was chosen, because Bet is the 
letter which begins the Hebrew word for blessing, beracha, berachot, baruch. 

My friends, my hope and my prayer for you is that 5780 will be a year of blessing for 
each and every one of you, for Temple Beth Abraham, for the Jewish people, and for the entire 
world.  

 
 

 

 


