
YOM KIPPUR DAY—BEING IN RELATIONSHIP 
 
 Thank you for coming along with me on this journey of the lessons learned from the 
various congregations I have served for the past 25 years. We started in rabbinical school in 
Cincinnati and Jerusalem, and based on what I learned there, I asked you to share with me 
Jewish texts or prayers or stories that inspired you. I also asked you to think about your Jewish 
passions and the big moments in life where your path changed. You came with me to South 
Salem, where I failed miserably, and talked about the capacity for resilience, how you can 
succeed where you once failed. On the 2nd Day of Rosh Hashana you joined me in Sydney, 
Australia, where we talked about diaspora Judaism and how Judaism can survive and thrive just 
about anywhere, and last night we went to Cranston, Rhode Island, where we talked about the 
importance of everyone’s story. Well, today we arrive back home in Oakland, where I have 
been for more than 18 years, the longest serving rabbi in the history of Temple Beth Abraham. 
What are the lessons I have learned from all of you? There are too many to list, so what I want 
to talk about is the length of the relationship itself, and by extension, all relationships. How do 
all of us, in all our relationships--marriages, family relationships, friendships, and even business 
relationships—how do we build and maintain long term relationships? 
 But before I get there I thought it might be interesting to talk about how it is that I got 
here, how I came to be the rabbi of Temple Beth Abraham, because it’s an interesting story in and 
of itself, and many of you do not know it. It’s a little gossipy, but I believe it’s a tale worth telling.  
 We left off with my rabbinic muscles atrophying in Cranston, Rhode Island. I wasn’t’ 
growing professionally, so I knew I would not be seeking renewal after my contract was up. My goal 
was to get back to the Bay Area to be near my parents, friends I grew up with, and the sports teams 
I loved, not to mention the food, the weather, the beauty, and everything else the Bay Area has to 
offer. The only opening in the Bay Area that year was right here at Beth Abraham.  
 I had visited the summer before and led services, and I loved it. I thought the people 
were wonderful. It almost felt like home from the beginning, but the job wasn’t listed as an 
official opening. When it was they weren’t sure they would even accept me as a candidate. First 
of all, I actually wanted the job, which apparently was a negative. It’s like Groucho Marx not 
wanting to be a member of any country club that would want him as a member. And secondly, 
they weren’t sure I was “Conservative” enough, since I didn’t belong the Conservative 
movement’s official Rabbinical Assembly yet, the professional association, similar to a union, of 
the Conservative movement. Mind you, Temple Beth Abraham didn’t belong to the Union of 
congregations either, the United Synagogue for Conservative Judaism, but that was their 
thought anyway. 
 Eventually, I became an official candidate, which started with a phone interview. And it 
did not go well. First of all, it didn’t start until either 7:30 or 8 PM California time, which was 
10:30 or 11 my time, and it ended well past midnight. This wasn’t because it was such a great 
conversation. It was because everyone in the room, and I have no idea how many people were 
actually in there but it sure seemed like a lot, had to ask multiple questions and followups. By 
the end I was exhausted and punchy, and my answers were non sensical. In the meantime TBA 
had churned through something like 5 religious school directors in 2 years. I talked to one of 
them, and she did not have the most positive things to say about TBA. In contrast to my visit, 
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this appeared to be a difficult, dysfunctional congregation. I wasn’t sure they would invite me 
out for a second round of interviews and I wasn’t sure I should go. But then I figured, I can work 
with a dysfunctional congregation in Rhode Island or I can work with a dysfunctional 
congregation in the Bay Area near my family.  That was not a difficult choice. So I flew to 
Oakland the day after Thanksgiving, and, as it turned out, at the in person interview, in contrast 
to the phone interview, the congregation seemed wonderful. I was really impressed with the 
search committee, led by Sandy Margolin, the young families, the incredibly friendly seniors, 
and more. I left feeling really good about it. 
 And then, a few weeks later the President of the congregation, Paul Raskin, called, only 
to tell me that they had offered the job to another rabbi, and he had tentatively accepted. My 
California dreaming would have to wait a few more years. So I continued interviewing all over 
the country. A few months later I was interviewing at a congregation in the Western suburbs of 
Chicago that really wasn’t the right fit, and I was in the hotel when my cell phone rang, and Paul 
Raskin from Temple Beth Abraham was on the line. It turned out that the other rabbi decided 
he no longer wanted to work so full time, and this was more than a full time job. Would I still be 
interested? But my wounded pride! I was not the first choice! That lasted all of about 2 
seconds, and I of course accepted the job after just a little more due diligence. The fact that I 
was not the first choice actually worked in my favor, because if I had “won” the job, all those 
people who wanted the other rabbi would have resented me. Instead, all the people that 
wanted this other rabbi got their first choice, all the people who wanted me got their first 
choice, and everyone was invested in the success of the relationship.  By the way that other 
“Rabbi” is actually in this room today. He lives at Rossmoor, and his daughter and family are 
some of our newest members. So I would like to thank Rabbi Jerry Danzig for the crucial part 
you played in this story. 
 Once I got here, the honeymoon began. Leadership was incredibly positive, I got to 
know members of all ages, service attendance increased, and we began to grow with young 
families, and, eventually, others who were not part of young families but liked that we were a 
place that had them. The relationship or marriage between rabbi and congregation, between 
me and you, seemed blessed and holy from the beginning.  

But as you can see from this story, finding one’s match can be a very difficult thing, and 
not just the match between rabbi and congregation, but any match—husband and wife, wife 
and wife, husband and husband, parent and child, siblings, friendships, and even business 
relationships. The rabbinic tradition also acknowledges just how hard this is. Midrash Genesis 
Rabba imagines an argument between Rabbi Yossi bar Chalafta and a Roman Matron, where 
the Matron says to him: “Your God created the universe, but what has God has been doing 
since then?” Rabbi Yossi replies that God is busy arranging matches. The matron says “that’s 
ridiculous; I can do that.” So she lines up 1000 men and 1000 women and pairs them off. A few 
days later they come back with broken arms and bloody noses and bruises, everyone yelling at 
each other. The point of this story is two-fold. First, it’s really hard to find a good match. I 
should probably pause for a moment just to recognize that there are those in this room that 
know that all too well. It can be particularly difficult in the Bay Area. We often make 
assumptions in congregational life that everyone in our community is part of a couple or a 
family, but that simply isn’t true. There are singles in our community who would like nothing 
better than to find a partner, and I just want to acknowledge how important you are to our 
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community as well. And the second point it if you are lucky enough to find a good match, it 
takes a little help from Hashem, a little Divine Providence, sparks of holiness. 

The Hebrew word for marriage is Kiddushin, the same word that gives us Kiddush, 
Kaddish, Kedusha, and Kadosh, all of which mean holiness in one form or another. The Torah 
portion we will be reading this afternoon, Leviticus 18, is called the Holiness Code, and it is 
mostly a list of forbidden relationships. While we don’t subscribe to many of these laws today, 
the reason I believe it was placed as the Torah reading on Yom Kippur is to encourage us to 
think about the holiness inherent in all our relationships. 

So, if we are lucky enough to be in relationships that have sparks of holiness, the 
question is how we keep those sparks alive, so to speak. This can be the most difficult part. The 
Jewish tradition acknowledges this as well. In the Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin 7a, one 
anonymous rabbi says: “When love was strong we could have made our bed on a sword-blade. 
Now that our love has grown weak, a bed of 60 cubits is not large enough for us.” You can see 
why he remained anonymous. 

This is something that was a frequent subject of discussion for me and my father of 
blessed memory. We came at this from two very different angles. I am a rabbi who performs 
marriages, does premarital counseling, and some marital counseling as well. My father was an 
attorney who spent most of his career practicing divorce law. Between the two of us we felt we 
had a pretty good idea of what leads to successful long term relationships—not only marriages 
but other kinds of relationships as well, friendships, family relationships, and business 
relationships. When I meet couples for premarital counseling I like to talk about three 
principles, two of which came from my Father and one of which I substituted. I call them the 
three “C’s” of relationships. The three are commitment, compromise, and communication. If 
you get good at those three things, commitment, compromise, and communication, your 
relationship has a good chance to succeed over the long term. It takes a lot of hard work in all 
three of these areas, and there are no guarantees even with that, but you increase your 
chances exponentially. So I decided to look at these three ideas as the basis for the relationship 
we have together as rabbi and community, which we can then reapply and extend to all our 
relationships. 

The first C is Commitment. I tell couples this is as important as anything else, because if 
you expect to bail on your relationships, there will certainly be enough challenges to make you 
do so. I would say the main reason I have been successful here is because I want to be here. My 
commitment to the congregation, the people, the community, and Oakland are obvious. As a 
rabbi, if you didn’t feel like I was committed to you as the members of my congregation, our 
relationship would suffer. This was a huge part of my problem serving congregations in South 
Salem, New York and Cranston, Rhode Island. I tried to put my heart and soul into the job, but 
I’m sure it was evident to the members of those congregations that ultimately my heart was 
somewhere else, namely here. To paraphrase and reverse the words of Yehuda HaLevi, who 
was living in Spain but wanted nothing more than to be in Israel, my feet were standing in the 
East but my heart lay in the West.  

With a marriage you might think commitment would be obvious, since you make vows 
and sign a Ketuba. The problem is that everything about our society today fights against the 
idea of commitment. We live in a mobile, instantaneous society. It used to be that you would 
go to school near where you lived, you would get a job nearby, and you would work in it for 
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decades until it was time to retire, where they would give you a nice watch. Today, our children 
go to school all over the country and even all over the world. As for jobs, we have no idea what 
jobs will even exist in 15-20 years. We use Instagram and Snapchat.  We send texts and expect 
to receive an answer within minutes. We expect food to be delivered to our doorsteps from any 
restaurant in the area within an hour. The answers to every imaginable question are seconds 
away through a search engine. It should be no wonder that we have commitment issues. If you 
are committed to the commitment itself you will make compromises, you will apologize when 
you do something wrong, you will forgive whether or not you get an apology. So that’s the first 
C, commitment. 

The second C is Compromise. When thinking about whether or not to compromise on 
something the question you should always ask yourself is do you want to be right or do you 
want to be in a relationship? If you want a relationship to work, it’s not about getting what you 
want, but wanting, or at least being OK, with what you get. It’s the agreement that matters and 
not resenting what you’ve agreed upon that makes for a long term relationship. And it’s never 
50/50.  Between rabbi and congregation, I am a walking compromise, as all rabbis are, because 
the skill set for a rabbi is so varied, and like all people, I have strengths and weaknesses. There 
is preaching, teaching adults, teaching children, scholarship, counseling, comforting mourners, 
life cycle events, running the business side. My rabbinic priorities also might not match yours 
exactly. You might wish I focused more or less on scholarship or children or seniors or Israel or 
social justice or whatever your interest might be. Hopefully, you put up with my weaknesses as 
a compromise because I do other things well or, because I have hopefully been there for you 
when you needed a rabbi in a crisis. For my part being here for 18 plus years, most of our 
services and programs have become more or less what I wish them to be, but there are still 
elements of the services I would change, I might have chosen to spend more of the money we 
raised over the years things other building projects, but that’s not what the congregation 
decided. Strengths, weaknesses, and priorities differ in all kinds of relationships, and knowing 
that, you have to make all kinds of compromises. So I want to remind of you of the compromise 
question one more time. Always ask yourself do you want to be right or do you want to be in a 
relationship? If you want to be in a relationship you will compromise often. 

The third and final C is Communication. When relationships are struggling, the first 
place to seek help is with communication. Poor communication exacerbates all other problems, 
while good communication can help solve them. It’s as simple and as difficult as that. As rabbi 
and congregation, that positive communication has always been there for me here. I have been 
fortunate to have wonderful communication with each of the 9 presidents I have worked with: 
Paul Raskin, Ellen Kaufman, Sandy Margolin, Rick Heeger, Steve Shub, Bryan Schwartz, Mark 
Fickes, Laura Wildmann, and Alice Hale. We certainly haven’t always agreed, but 
communication has always flowed. And these Presidents have led excellent boards, where we 
have managed to create a culture of problem solving rather than of complaint, something 
unique in congregational life of any religion. If I were to give two pieces of communication 
advice for all relationships it would be that, first, listening is the most important part of 
communication. With apologies for the stereotype, that doesn’t come naturally to all of us, 
particularly to those of us who are male. We have to work on it.  Secondly, communication 
must primarily be positive rather than negative. Judaism calls this kavod and busha, honor and 
shame. All our words should be words of honor and never of shame. If your communication is 



5 
 

based on one person putting the other down, even in jest, it will quickly become toxic. Good 
communication involves both good listening and positive speech. 

The three C’s—compromise, commitment, and communication—are what give you a 
chance at a successful, long-term relationship, and they all take a lot of hard work. Even if you 
do well in all three of these areas and work hard, there are no guarantees. Some relationships 
dissolve or fade, and I want to acknowledge that too. But they certainly increase your chances. 
 Before I conclude and before I forget, 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. It’s a small deal, because 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 receive a certificate or a 
hood or something. 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 like. 
 Thank you again for joining me on this 25 year journey from Jerusalem to Cincinnati to 
New York to Rhode Island and back to Oakland. But thank you much more for our 18 plus years 
together, for the kind way you have treated me and my family. I do not take that for granted. I 
know fully well how blessed I am to be in this holy relationship. I was trying to figure out a 
profound way to end, but I really couldn’t come up with anything, so I will just say… 
 
To be continued… 

 
 

 

 

 

 


