
ROSH HASHANA DAY 1—LEARNING FROM FAILURE 
 

We look to a rabbi for “wisdom, fairness, and a vision.” Unfortunately, I have not found 

that spiritual depth in Rabbi Bloom. There is no question that he has firm ideas as to 

worship and traditions, but, in my opinion, he is woefully lacking in compassion, 

understanding, and generosity of spirit. 
 

 These words were taken from a letter written by a member of my first full-time 
congregation, the Reform Jewish Family Congregation in South Salem, New York, which is in the 
upper reaches of Westchester County. I will have much more to say about that in a few 
moments.  

If you were unable to join us last night for Erev Rosh Hashana services, I introduced the 
“theme” that will connect all my High Holiday sermons this year. Most of you know that I try to 
connect all my High Holiday sermons to a central theme. You may or may not remember that last 
year it was “the doers, the givers, the lovers,” etc. This year’s theme, in consonance with my 
“Silver Anniversary” of becoming a Rabbi (yes, this is my 25th year as a full time rabbi and 19th 
here at TBA), I would like to do some reflection on these past 25 years. So this year’s sermon 
theme will be “Lessons I have Learned from the Congregations I Have Worked For as a Rabbi for 
the Past 25 years.”  I am going to take you on a journey with me. It began with rabbinical school 
last night in Jerusalem and Cincinnati. Today we will be in New York. Tomorrow we will fly to 
Sydney, Australia, and on Yom Kippur we will visit Cranston, Rhode Island before flying back 
home to Oakland, California. I hope you will forgive the self-indulgence that I know is inherent in 
this theme, but it is not meant to be about me, but rather, the things I have learned from serving 
in the Jewish community these past 25 years that can apply to all of us. And while I hope not to 
be self-indulgent, I will, at times, be highly personal, maybe even uncomfortably so, especially 
today, as you can already tell from the opening lines of that letter. But after 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 of me and my family.  

Today’s sermon is essentially about resilience, because my first job as a rabbi at the 
Jewish Family Congregation, a Reform congregation in South Salem, New York, which is in the 
upper reaches of Westchester County, was a complete and utter failure, an unmitigated disaster, 
really. How does one move past that failure and become resilient? Well, in order to understand 
both the failure and the resilience we need to start in the Torah. Not with the portions we read 
today, though I will comment on those a bit later, but rather, with the parasha we read the week 
I arrived in South Salem in June of 1995. 

The parasha was Shelach Lecha, in the Book of Numbers. It’s the one where God 
commands Moses to send out 12 men to scout out the land of Israel. When they come back 
their first words are glowing with optimism. “We came to the land where you sent us and eretz 
zavat chalav udevash hi, indeed, it does flow with milk and honey.” So sweet, so luscious, so 
loaded with potential this land which would contain the future home of the Jewish people. 

And so it seemed to me when we arrived in South Salem. All the advanced scouting reports 
were excellent.  It was beautiful up there, everyone said, gorgeous, wooded landscapes, gently 
rolling hills, a dynamic, exciting congregation. It seemed to be flowing with milk and honey, and so 
was our apartment—milk and honey and bagels and challah and wine and juice and sugar and salt 
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and gift certificates to kosher meat markets and maps and guide books, all from a beautiful gift 
basket given to us by the congregation to welcome us to our new home.  

But if you know the Biblical story, you have a foreshadowing of what will happen  in 
South Salem. After those first glowing, positive words, comes pessimism, panic, and giants. 10 
of the 12 scouts then report: “The country we traversed and scouted is one that devours its 
settlers. All the people we saw in it were giants. We looked like grasshoppers to ourselves, and 
so we must have looked to them.” The land which had just a sentence earlier flowed with milk 
and honey was now an unconquerable foe. 

And so was the apartment. The movers arrived and told us we had not paid for them to 
put back together the things they had taken apart. We would have loved to have called the 
national company to get it straightened out, but the phone line Nynex promised to hook up 
before we arrived was not working, and it would take nearly a week for them to send someone 
out. We got lost constantly, because while we had maps and guide books, South Salem didn’t 
have a whole lot in the way of street signs. But we had our appliances and a little bit of food, so 
we took our own chalav udevash, milk and honey and flour and began to pour batter into our 
wafflemaker. And then the lights flickered on and off, and then off completely. Our first power 
failure out in the country.  It seemed this was going to be an unconquerable foe, and that was 
before I even started the job.  

Granted, these were all very “first world” problems, and that was before I even started 
the job, where I would really feel like a grasshopper living among the giants.  

Now before I get into the details of my spectacular failure, I should probably mention that it 
wasn’t 100% all bad there for me at Jewish Family Congregation. We met some very nice people, 
some of whom we are still in touch with. We started a successful youth group and Confirmation 
program as well as a preschool during my two years there. But, in general, this place turned out to 
be an unconquerable foe and a spectacular failure, especially for me personally. Let me 
uncomfortably tell you exactly how. Let me read you a little more of that letter. 

 
Rabbi Bloom has repeatedly shown by his actions and words, that he is unable and/or 

unwilling to work with anyone who stands in the way of his autocratic style of spiritual 

“Leadership.”  In our opinion, his interactions with the lay leadership of this congregation 

have not been those of a righteous person. He sat back in his office for months and 

allowed the members of this congregation to attack and vilify each other in his name.  It 

is unthinkable to us that a rabbi would do such an unethical thing.  A rabbi would have 

stepped in immediately and attempted to promote an atmosphere of mutual respect.  A 

rabbi would not have waited for the suggestion to come from the President of the 

Congregation.  Rabbi Bloom is right when he says that I cannot accept him.  His rigid 

version of rabbinic leadership is not one that we can respect, nor do we want our children 

exposed to it.”   

 

At one point I was even compared to Hitler in a Board Meeting. As an aside, I think comparing 
anything to the Holocaust other than another genocide such as Rwanda or Bosnia is 
inappropriate, misguided, offensive, and simply wrong. We have to stop doing it, because it 
trivializes the Holocaust. But that’s another sermon for another time. In any case, I came home 
crying from my job in South Salem nearly every night.  Karen stopped going to services because 
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she couldn’t bear to look at the people or even the place.  I was ready to quit the rabbinate 
entirely and beg for my job back at Clorox or the MySoftware Company. Instead I got as far 
away from New York as humanly possible.  I went to Australia, where I was given new life, 
which I will tell you about tomorrow. 

But when I read that letter, even 25 years later, none of that sounds like me, or at least 
the person I try to be or that my Mom and wife love, or that my friends know, or that you have 
experienced, at least I would hope. But right there in black and white, it was the way at least 
somebody, and she wasn’t alone, perceived me. So, looking back with 25 years of distance but 
with a scar that still hurts a little when I touch it, what are the lessons that all of us can derive 
from this spectacular failure of mine? 

 The first and easiest lesson is that you shouldn’t put yourself in a situation where you 
are not set up for success. This was a recipe for disaster from the beginning, but both the 
congregational leadership and I told ourselves we would make it work. It was setup for failure 
because it was a mismatch, and it was a mismatch in two different but important ways.  

First of all, it was a religious mismatch. I was a very traditionally minded Reform Rabbi 
who would eventually leave the Reform movement, and they were a congregation that prided 
themselves on being anything but traditional. I primarily value connection to the ways of our 
ancestors, whereas they primarily valued what they did differently from all other congregations 
in the history of Judaism. I derive great spiritual meaning from the traditional prayers, and their 
prayerbook was a loose leaf binder which had the traditional prayers in it (well, some of them 
anyway), but they were more of an afterthought. The centerpiece was creative readings that 
the congregants themselves had written. I value Halacha, Jewish law, mitzvoth, and on Friday 
nights, they would start the service by turning off the lights for dramatic effect. They would 
then light the Shabbat candles, and their very first act of Shabbat was then to turn on the lights; 
thus their first act of Shabbat was a violation of Shabbat.  This bothered me tremendously. But 
it’s not that I was right and that they were wrong; we just had very different priorities of 
Judaism.  

But it was also a mismatch because they were a congregation in distress, and I was an 
inexperienced, rookie rabbi. They had tremendous financial issues, since they had overbuilt and 
incurred a massive debt from which they never fully recovered, and I was following the 
Founding Rabbi, who had left in a huff of anger. So they were both extremely angry at him but 
also missed him terribly. So that was the mess I stepped into, but I figured I could handle it. I 
had been a successful student rabbi, I thought. I had worked in business before rabbinical 
school. I had supreme and false confidence that I could handle whatever challenges they would 
throw at me. Turns out I was woefully inexperienced and completely unprepared. In short, I 
was young and stupid. How many of us enter into jobs or relationships or situations where we 
are set up to fail? We tell ourselves we can do it, but we know we are lying to ourselves. And 
we have all kinds of excuses that we tell ourselves. It was the only job/person/scenario 
available to us at the time, which is often true. Or I was just so attracted to that person, or our 
marriage is in shambles, but maybe if we have a child that will fix our problems. But we know it 
doesn’t work that way, and had we thought about it carefully from the beginning, we should 
have known better. We have to be patient and wait for a better opportunity. So lesson number 
one is not to enter situations where we are set up for failure and not success. 
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Lesson number two is that when it comes to failure or conflict, if we are going to learn 
from our mistakes, we have to closely examine the role we ourselves played in the conflict or 
failure. Even when we are wronged by others, we often play a primary role in that failure too. 
In the case of South Salem the fact was I was treated terribly at times, sometimes bordering on 
being verbally abusive, which in my mind, meant none of it was my fault. The pain I felt at the 
time made it difficult for me to own up to my part of the failure, and it’s only a little easier with 
the distance of 25 years. But I made a lot of rookie mistakes. I made way too many changes way 
too quickly, which is not the way to establish a relationship. Through my love of tradition, I 
subtly and sometimes not so subtly insulted their creative approach, and that’s not how you 
build a relationship. I valued principle over people, something that still gets me into trouble 
when I am not careful, and that’s not how you maintain a relationship.  

As a result of my experiences and my role there, it has made me a different, and I would 
argue, better rabbi.  It has meant being more thoughtful about changes and the pace of 
changes. It has meant giving up on certain principles because they can hurt real people. I don’t 
do this all the time, because you have to maintain certain principles if you are going to have any 
integrity, but I more often compromise or let things go than I used to. And it has meant creating 
scenarios which minimize conflict between members. Sometimes I do this last one to a fault, 
because sometimes conflicts are necessary, but more often than not, given the volatility of 
actual human beings in situations where religion and politics are involved, my choice is to 
minimize them. I have seen the devastating effects conflict between members can have on 
congregations, and so I do everything in my power to keep them at bay. And I still fail often at 
achieving these goals, but I know how to handle my failures better and I keep trying.  

Of course some of it is the lucky cards I have drawn in having worked with such 
outstanding leaders here at TBA, but I am also very proud of the partnership we have created, 
between lay leaders and staff, and that we have created a culture of problem solving rather 
than of complaint. That is unique in congregational life, and not just Jewish congregations.  

So lesson number two is that if we are going to learn from past mistakes, we must figure 
out the role we played in them.  

  The third and final lesson is the lesson of resilience. That we can recover. We can move 
on. We can do better. We can forge a new path. We can get up where we once fell, and we can 
succeed where we once failed. I call this the Torah of Chumbawumba. For those who don’t 
know what this is, Chumbawumba was a 90’s One Hit Wonder group. Their one hit was called 
Tubthumping, and it regularly appears on lists of the worst songs ever made. Its chorus, 
repeated ad nauseum, goes like this:  “I get knocked down, but I get up again, you ain’t never 
going to keep me down.” And then there’s something about whiskey, vodka, and orange juice, 
which I understand can help as well. But really, resilience is every bit as simple—and as 
painful—as that line indicates. 

I shared my resilience story with you, but there are hundreds of inspirational stories about 
resilience. Most people know that Michael Jordan didn’t make his Varsity Basketball team in High 
School as a Freshman or that Oprah Winfrey was fired from her first television job for not being 
the right fit. Or that Stephen Spielberg was rejected from USC film school—twice. Or that 
Abraham Lincoln lost most of the elections he was in, and yet became one of the greatest 
Presidents in U.S. History. And you have these stories too. I know, because I am privy to some of 
your incredible stories. What was that situation for you? It might have to do with location or 
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career or getting over the loss of a loved one or recovering from a serious illness. Or it may be 
deeper and darker, overcoming anxiety, depression, abuse, addiction. Give some thought over 
the next 10 days to the things you have overcome and where you have been resilient, and then 
give yourself a big pat on the back and a Yasher Koach.  

Of course I know I am making this sound a lot easier than it is. The great singer/songwriter 
Jackson Browne once wrote:  “Don’t confront me with my failures; I have not forgotten them.” 
The scars and bruises fade, but they never really disappear. I still keep those horrible letters 
written about me, and I still shake slightly when I read them. About 15 years ago, one of the 
people who had been the most difficult for me at Jewish Family Congregation in South Salem 
showed up at TBA for some guest speaker. She was out on the West Coast visiting her children 
and grandchildren and had no idea I was the rabbi here, and I had no idea she was coming.  Here I 
am now the Rabbi of a thriving, compassionate, and growing congregation, but when I saw her I 
felt like a spineless jellyfish, tongue-tied and trembling in ways that are not rational to me as all 
those painful memories started flooding back. 

I want to conclude by looking back to the texts we read today, which can also be read 
through the lens of resilience.  In the Torah we read Hashem pakad et Sarah, which is a 
euphemism meaning that she conceived and had a child. Her failure was a failure to conceive, 
which today we know is not failure but Biology. But eventually she succeeds and bears Isaac. 
And no sooner is Isaac born then a whole new series of failures occur. Ishmael plays 
inappropriately with Isaac, Sarah casts Hagar out without compassion, Abraham says nothing, 
and Hagar literally turns her back on her son Ishmael and leaves him under a bush to die. But 
not only do they all survive, they become the patriarchs and matriarchs of Judaism and Islam. 
Talk about resilience. 

The story in the Haftarah may be even more dramatic. Hannah has the same failure to 
conceive, and she is distraught. So she prays and she prays and she prays so fervently that the 
Priest thinks she is drunk. But eventually she succeeds and has a child, and not just any son, but 
Samuel, who goes on to be the last of the Judges, the first of the Prophets, and the maker of 
Kings. He discovers King David, which changes the course of the Jewish people forever. From 
the depths of despair, Hannah and her progeny rise to the greatest of heights. And she talks 
about this resilience in her prayer: 

Hashem deals death and gives life, casts down into Sheol and raises up. 
Hashem makes poor and makes rich, casts down, but also lifts high. 

Which is the Biblical way of saying “I get knocked down, but I get up again.” 
 My friends, my hope and my prayers is that 5780 will be a year of resilience for you and 
your loved ones and our seemingly very dark world. We can learn from our mistakes. We can 
move on. We can do better. We can forge new paths. We can find new ways. We can get up 
where we once fell. We can succeed where we once failed. And in our search for milk and 
honey we can not only conquer the unconquerable foes, but we can learn to live among and 
even conquer the many giants in our midst.  
 
  


