
 

 

EREV YOM KIPPUR--WHAT’S YOUR STORY? 
 
 “Welcome to Rhode Island. You will love it here, especially now in the summer. Nothing 
beats our beaches.” This was the greeting Karen and I received from most of the people we 
encountered when I began work at my third full time congregation, Temple Torat Yisrael of 
Cranston, Rhode Island in the summer of 1998. But we had just moved from Sydney, Australia, 
and I’m sorry, but the beaches of Narraganset and Westerly don’t compare to Bondi Beach, 
Manlee Beach, or the Great Barrier Reef. If it’s the beaches they thought were going to impress 
us that was never going to happen. There were some other things about Rhode Island that did, 
however, which I will tell you about shortly. 
 After a year of joy and healing in Sydney, Australia I had to return to the States since it 
was sabbatical replacement job, and it turned out the rabbi I was replacing wanted his job, his 
house, and his car back. I knew I wanted to work for a Conservative congregation, since it was 
clear I was no longer a good fit for the Reform movement. But I was not yet in the Conservative 
movement’s official Rabbinical Assembly, the professional association which functions like a 
union, and I was not eligible to apply to most congregations. The only ones I was allowed to 
apply to were those that had been searching for so long for a rabbi that they had a special 
waver. As you can imagine it’s not a great list. 
 But Torat Yisrael in Cranston looked promising. Their job application listed themselves 
as having 430 families. And Rhode Island? Sure it’s a small state, but Cranston’s a suburb of 
Providence, and Providence has a thriving restaurant scene, and the marvelous Brown 
University there. And it has the oldest standing synagogue in North America, the Touro 
Synagogue of Newport. Rhode Island was the State established by Roger Williams, the only one 
of the original 13 colonies to welcome Jews and, incidentally, people professing any religion or 
no religion. Sure it may not be California, but this is an open-minded, freedom-loving state, 
right? 
 Well, it turned out that the congregation was more like 230 families, not 430, which was 
as much about the congregation’s incompetent record-keeping as it was a deliberate 
exaggeration. Rhode Island is a liberal state, but open-minded, not so much. Almost everyone 
was born and raised there and had never lived anywhere else, literally and figuratively a half a 
world away from my experience in Australia. I sometimes joked that the big city should be 
called not “Providence” but “provincial.” And that’s Providence. Cranston, where the 
synagogue was located, may be a suburb of Providence, it even borders it, but many members 
of my congregation hadn’t set foot in Providence in years. I would invite them to lunch at some 
of the cute restaurants in Providence, and they would say, why would we do that? It’s so far 
away. Again, Cranston literally borders Providence. I once gave a sermon based on the 
television show Providence, which was a popular medical drama at the time. The sermon 
wasn’t really about the show, but the idea of Divine Providence. It was the High Holidays, so 
lots of people heard it, and several people came up to me afterward to tell me they didn’t like it 
at all. So I asked, did the theology bother you?  “No. We just couldn’t relate. We don’t live in 
Providence. We live in Cranston.” Again, Cranston literally borders Providence. Speaking of 
sermons, if the rabbi gives a sermon in the sanctuary and no one is there to hear it, is it really a 
sermon? We averaged about 15 people on a Shabbat morning. Why so few? Was it their lack of 
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interest? Was it too hard to get there for the many seniors? Or maybe it was the Kiddush lunch, 
which was the same every week. It consisted of fish balls, herring, and kichel. I once suggested 
to the Board that we spend some more resources on our Kiddush lunches to attract more of our 
members, and one of the people said, “yes, we should have two kinds of herring—pickled 
herring and  chopped herring.” Seriously. 
 But the hardest thing for me to come to grips with was that congregational life there 
seemed to center around death. Many of the congregants were literally dying. There were 
several times where I had three funerals in a given week. That in and of itself is not a problem. 
Doing funerals is some of the most fulfilling work I do. But everything about our services was 
really about saying the Mourner’s Kaddish, not about the importance of prayer. They said the 
Kaddish three times at the end of the Saturday morning service. If someone came for a Friday 
night service and it was their Yahrtzeit, they would ask if we could do a quick Mincha service 
beforehand, but not the whole service, so they could get in another Mourner’s Kaddish. But 
they were most proud of the fact that they offered a minyan every day, twice a day. This 
minyan was important to them not because of the value of daily prayer, but because everyone 
needs the opportunity to say Kaddish at the proper time. If you’ve been paying attention and 
doing the math in your head, you may wonder how a congregation that averages 15 people on 
a Shabbat morning can get 10 people to come to minyans every day twice a day. The answer 
was that they really couldn’t. They really only had about 3 or 4 “regulars.” And you need 10 to 
make a minyan. So they would call and call people to see if they could get them to come, and 
20-30 minutes later, we might, I stress might, have a minyan. Often someone would say “I’ll be 
happy to be the 10th, so call me back if you get to 9.” But we could rarely get 5, 6, 7, or 8. The 
fact is while we officially had a twice a day minyan, we didn’t actually have one most days, and 
this was a source of constant anger and frustration to the membership. It was not an irregular 
occurrence where someone would show up to minyan to say Kaddish, find we didn’t have a 
minyan, and then quit the congregation over it, thus making it even more challenging for others 
to have a minyan in the future.  
 Intellectually, I felt like I was dying. I felt like my rabbinic muscles were atrophying, and I 
was certainly not being challenged. But, having said all this, I should also say something we will 
say a number of times on this Yom Kippur, which is:  “Al chet shechatanu lifanecha bintiyat 
garon, I have sinned against you through arrogance (literally leaning out one’s throat). I realize 
that when I describe this congregation this way I describe it as if I was somehow “too good” for 
the congregation, and not only is that not fair to this congregation, but it badly “misses the 
mark,” as the Al Chet literally means, and, furthermore, who am I to display such arrogance? I 
am sure that lack of humility, that California “smug” that too many of us have, came across all 
too often there. And it also neglects the many gifts this congregation gave to me. First and 
foremost, it cemented my confidence that, after my first utter failure in New York, I could 
actually handle this career. Secondly, it gave me my official entrée into the Conservative 
movement, which is how I ended up here.  Third, the fact that I was less busy made it an ideal 
place to have my first child, Micah, time I will cherish forever, and the congregation literally and 
figuratively showered Micah with gifts and love and care. Most importantly, though, there were 
some great people there, many of them real “characters” I will never forget. There was Harold 
LaBush, mail sorter by weekday but Torah reader savant by Shabbes. Harold was our sole Torah 
reader each week with the exception of when Bar and Bat Mitzvah students read the Maftir 
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Aliyah, and he read it flawlessly nearly every time. There was Steve Musen. I don’t recall what 
he did for a living, but for a hobby, he was the President of the National Association of Railroad 
Passengers. He knew more about trains than anyone I have ever encountered, with the possible 
exception of Sheldon Cooper from “The Big Bang Theory,” and he’s a fictional character. But 
Steve was very real, and he had very real ruach. He sang with such kavanah and gusto and 
volume that if he sat on one side of the sanctuary and everyone else sat on the other side, it 
still sounded balanced. And there was the Shuman family, who I don’t necessarily have a funny 
story about, but were just about the nicest people in the entire state and fabulous cooks to 
boot. And there were amazing students, people like Suesan Ziegler, who took time out of her 
honeymoon in Napa to spend Kabbalat Shabbat here in Oakland. There was Matthew Streich, a 
great baseball name, to be sure, which I tell you because a few summers ago he played Center 
Field for the independent minor league Vallejo Spikes, and I got to watch him play and go out to 
dinner with him. And there was Aaron Samuels, a successful entrepreneur and Stanford 
Business grad who also does spoken word poetry about being Black and Jewish.   
 But back to the bintiyat garon, I have missed the mark through arrogance and the fact 
that I was doing so many funerals which I mentioned earlier. Because that’s where I learned my 
most important lesson in Cranston, Rhode Island, and a lesson I hope you take home with you 
tonight. And that lesson is that everyone has a story. Each time, as I began the process of 
planning eulogies for those people, I learned over and over that every one of these people had 
a fascinating story, if only we take the time to hear it. It was difficult at first, because unlike 
most of our seniors here in Oakland, many of these folks had the façade of being cold, cranky 
New Englanders. But then I learned their stories, and I was reminded, each time, that these 
were phenomenal, incredible people.  
 I learned about Anne, clerk in the supply department of a naval base by day, bowler and 
line dancer by night. 
 I learned about Charlotte, who staffed a Naval torpedo station during World War II, and 
that for her husband to win her over, she insisted on him taking her to multiple double header 
Boston Red Sox games. 
 I learned about Dorothy, who was a teenager during the depression, ended up working 
as a comptometer, which she would bring home every night and work on until 2 AM and then 
rise at 6 AM to get her children ready for school as a single mother in the 50’s and 60’s. When 
she wasn’t raising her children, she was volunteering for John F. Kennedy’s elections. 
 I learned about Ernie, who sold auto supplies and could fix anything, but on the 
weekends often transformed himself into Jocko the Clown and worked birthday parties. 
 I learned more about Lenny, a Shabbes regular who I knew reasonably well while he was 
alive, but I didn’t know that he was known as the best appliance repairman in Rhode Island 
(mostly because he never spoke to me until I found him a large print edition of the Siddur and 
even then he still didn’t talk, but he smiled at me). Ironically, this man of very few words was 
the main caller of Bingo at the synagogue for decades. 
 And every time I did a funeral I wished I had known them when they were younger. But I 
never tired of the privilege of getting to know their stories after they were gone. 
 And that inspired me to try and learn the stories of those who were still alive and well, 
Herb and Myer and Doc, Shirley, Evelyn, Dorothy, and many, many more. Even Sam, who 
seemed particularly partial to yelling at me when I did something ritually incorrect (and in a 
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whole bunch of other circumstances too), had a story, a lot of them, and I may have learned 
more from him there than from anyone. Sam had a Yeshiva education and probably knew more 
about Judaism than I did, and he let you know it. It wasn’t because he was trying to brag. He 
just really wanted things done ritually properly. God forbid you should have the honor of Gelila. 
If you did he would come over from the Torah reading table where he was the Shomer and 
watch you do the Gelila, the person who wraps and dresses the Torah. Gelia is the most 
underratedly difficult honor to begin with, and he would hover over the person and scream at 
them that they weren’t doing it fast enough and that they were doing it wrong. People used to 
leave the Bima in tears. But his special ritual wrath was reserved for me. The first year I 
celebrated Passover there I remember him asking me how I was going to sell the chametz? I 
gave him an answer about selling it to a neighbor, but that’s not really how you do it. There has 
to be a formal contract and it’s in Aramaic. So he growled at me: “Rabbi, you don’t know what 
you’re doing. You call the rabbis at Temple Emanuel in Providence, you find out how to do it 
properly, and you do it right,” which I did. He wasn’t always nice about his criticisms, but he 
was usually right. To this day, in honor of Sam, I take my tefilin off during the Aleinu rather than 
at the very end of the service on weekdays.  
 The lesson here is, I repeat, that everyone has a story, and that has two crucial 
applications. The first is the benefit we derive from listening to and learning from the stories of 
other people. When you listen to someone’s story, really listen, you are essentially telling them: 
you matter. And not only do you matter, but the things you have done and the way you view 
the world matters. In elderly, this is called the generative need, the need that those who are 
aging have to pass on their accumulated wisdom. King Solomon recognized this, when in 
Proverbs 29:20 he wrote, "The glory of young men is their strength, but the splendor of old 
men is their gray hair." Each gray hair represents a whole lot of stories. But it’s not only about 
the aging. I would argue that everyone has some need to have their story heard. Professor 
Brent Brown of the University of Houston calls stories the “data of our souls,” and your act of 
listening to another’s story touches their soul and gives you a window into it as well.  
 The second application is the benefit we accrue from telling our own stories. According 
to an article by Dr. Sherry Hamby in Psychology Today, telling our own stories helps us (1) find 
our voice, (2) reaffirm our values, (3) realize that what we have gone through might help 
others, and (4) give us hope and/or peace of mind. Judaism understood this very early on. 
When Moses received the Torah at Mount Sinai it is said that he received not only the written 
Torah, but the Oral Torah. The Oral Laws eventually became the Talmud, and the stories 
become what we know as Midrash. The stories about the stories in the Torah were there from 
the very beginning. Tomorrow afternoon we will read the story of Jonah as the Haftarah. Just 
about everyone in this room can probably recall the gist of that story. Tomorrow morning the 
Haftarah will be read from Isaiah, and there are more than a dozen Haftarot from Isaiah 
throughout the year compared to just the one for Jonah, but very few of you can tell me much 
about Isaiah. It’s because it is the story that is so memorable. The Chasidic movement was so 
successful in Judaism because their leaders, from the Baal Shem Tov on, were master 
storytellers. Many of them took that on as their title. They were called Maggids, which means 
storytellers. And what is the most observed holiday in Judaism? It is not Yom Kippur but 
Passover. The Seder is an act of storytelling through symbolic foods. And we ourselves become 
a part of the story when we say: B’chol dor vador chayav adam lirot et atzmo k’ilu hu yatza mi 
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Mitzrayim, in every generation each of us must look at ourselves if we personally were 
redeemed from Egypt, as if we were active participants in the story. And the book we use 
during the Seder is called the Haggadah, which literally means the telling.   

So cull and tell your stories, my friends. It will help you and help others. More 
importantly, though, listen to the stories of others.  
 One final story of my own as we prepare to leave Rhode Island and the idea of stories 
and come back to California tomorrow.  

Outside my office at Torat Yisrael in Cranston, Rhode Island, there was a portrait of a 
Rabbi who had served one of the congregations that merged into Torat Yisrael, a man named 
Morris Schussheim. It had been long before I arrived there, and no one at the congregation 
could tell me his story, or really, anything else about him. When I arrived at Beth Abraham, two 
days after Rosh Hashana, on Shabbat Shuvah, we read the name of Rabbi Morris Schussheim on 
our Yahrtzeit list. How many Rabbi Morris Schussheim’s could there be? Who was this man and 
how did he follow me from Rhode Island? It turns out he is the father of Past President Jo 
Budman, who is sitting behind me on the Bima, and was the first female President of this 
congregation. The invisible lines of connection run deep. We are all part of the same stories.  

See you tomorrow back in Oakland! 
 


