
HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO ME 
 
 Happy birthday to me. Yes, today I turned 55 years old and thank you for coming to my party. So 
happy birthday to me and happy birthday to Greg Sterling and Tamira Elul and Miles Plumhoff and Ben 
Odenheimer and Axel Klein, members of the synagogue who share my birthday. Happy birthday to the 
world too. “Hayom harat olam,” we say in the Musaf service tomorrow; today is the birthday of the 
world.” Last year on my birthday I was performing a pandemic wedding for Matthew and Lucia Jaffe, so 
happy anniversary to Matthew and Lucia. I remember last year that my birthday wish, knowing that my 
birthday would coincide with Erev Rosh Hashana this year, was to celebrate with hundreds of my friends 
here at Temple Beth Abraham up there in the main sanctuary. But as the Yiddish proverb says, Menshen 
tracht, Gutn Lacht, which means that humans plan, and God laughs. 
 As most of you know, every year I like to center all my sermons around a common theme. Last 
year the theme was “lessons from the pandemic.” This year, I had my theme all picked out back in June, 
which was going to be now that the pandemic was ending, what are we going to be thankful for? The 
theme was gratitude, and I wrote four sermons based on it. And then Delta came long, so it was back to 
the drawing board or keyboard for me. So this year’s theme barely resembles a theme. If I had to name 
it, I suppose it would be the vicissitudes of life, the ups and downs of the journey, so to speak. 
 So, now that I have reached the age of 55 in my journey, I wanted to know: Is there anything 
significant about the number 55 in the Jewish tradition? According to Rashi in a comment in Talmud 
Tractate Megila, there are 55 prophets in the Tanach, which makes 55 the age of prophecy. That’s kind 
of cool. In Gematria, Hebrew numerology, where every Hebrew letter has a numerical equivalent,the 
word Kallah, bride, is equal to 55. So I guess 55 is the age where we are married to God. That’s even 
cooler, I suppose. But to most people 55 just means getting older. To my kids, it means I’m ancient. They 
make fun of my musical tastes, my clothes, and my one fingered texting, among other things.  
 In modern American culture, aging is seen almost entirely as a negative. We are a youth 
obsessed culture, aren’t we? All the marketing dollars are spent on trying to look and feel young. It’s 
been that way since at least the 1960’s, where the motto was “don’t trust anyone over 30” and the line 
from the Who’s My Generation: “I hope I die before I get old.”  Growing old is something we absolutely 
don’t want to do in American culture. 
 On the other hand, Judaism views aging as something positive, as part of a process of growing. 
The seminal statement on Jewish aging is found in Pirke Avot, 5:21, where it talks about what is 
supposed to happen at each age: 

At age 5, one studies Bible.  
At ten, the Mishna.  
At thirteen, one is responsible for the mitzvoth.  
At fifteen, one studies Talmud.  
At eighteen, one is ready for marriage.  
At twenty, one begins a career.  
At thirty, one is at the height of one's powers.  
At forty, one achieves understanding [bina].  
At fifty, one is prepared to give wise counsel [aitzah].  
At sixty, one is given the deference of seniority.  
At seventy, one is considered a sage.  
Eighty is the age of heroic strength. 
Clearly, they don’t mean physical strength, but you can see from this statement that 

Judaism values age and sees it as growth, the opposite of our youth obsessed culture, which 



simply sees aging as declining. For you who have reached 80, the age of heroic strength, you 
really are, or at least should be, our heroes. Pirke Avot places me right smack in the middle of 
being “prepared to give wise counsel” and “the deference of seniority.” After 26 years as a 
rabbi, 27 years of marriage and nearly 22 years of fatherhood, I actually feel reasonably 
qualified to dispense good advice most of the time, and as far as being “given the deference of 
seniority,” I still don’t qualify for discounts at the movies or Denny’s, but, well, I am on a 12 year 
contract here.  

When it comes to my age, so many of you in the congregation have grown up right 
along with me and Karen and our family—we were young parents in Gan together, we traveled 
to Israel together, we celebrated B’nai Mitzvah together, in some cases were there for shivas as 
we buried our parents, and now we are preparing to be empty nesters together. 

So, what do we do now? The simple answer is anything we want. We can travel and go 
out to eat without having to pay for expensive babysitters or be awakened at 5:30 AM by a 
screaming toddler. We can listen to podcasts and read and do yoga and attend sporting events 
and concerts in the good seats and do all kinds of other things people our age want to do. But 
those are the things we can do. The bigger question is what is that we should do. Or, put 
another way, what is it that is important for us to do in the next leg of our journey? Speaking 
personally, I have four goals in mind for my journey: taking care of the body, taking care of the 
mind, taking care of other people, and expressing gratitude regularly. Interestingly enough, 
each of these goals is featured prominently in the morning service that traditional Jews recite 
every day. 

Taking Care of the Body. At some point about three years ago, I went from being a 
weekend warrior to a person that exercises every single day. Yes, every single morning, I life 
weights, do situps, and go running. I only run for slightly less than a mile, though it is straight up 
a hill, but I do it every day. Do I like it? No. I actually can’t stand it. When I come in every day 
from my run Karen would ask me “how was your run,” and I would answer, “I hate it.” Now she 
simply says, “you hate it.” But my body craves it now, and I feel good about it the rest of the 
day. So, every day I can confidently say in our morning prayers, Baruch Ata Adonai, Eloheinu 
Melech ha’olam, asher yatzer et ha’adam b’chochmna, uvara vo nikavim nikavim, chalulim 
chalulim, Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the Universe, who formed human 
beings with wisdom, and created us with openings and glands, arteries and organs, without 
which it would be impossible to exist. So taking care of the body is goal number one. 

Taking Care of the Mind. That’s goal number two. I am lucky enough to have a job that 
is intellectually challenging, that forces me to use my brain to work and think. I get to interact 
with ancient texts and contemporary events and help solve problems. This past year I even 
learned to use my mind for logistics, something I don’t think I have ever done. I get to think and 
formulate and organize complex thoughts nearly every single day, so I am exercising my mind 
right along with my body. So I can confidently say: Baruch ata Adonai Eloheinu Melech ha’olam 
asher kideshanu bemitzvotav vetzivanu l’asok b’divrei Torah, Blessed are You, Adonai our God, 
Sovereign of the universe, who sanctifies us with commandments and commands us to use our 
minds to engross ourselves in the study of Torah. Torah may be the ultimate purpose of our 
minds, but I take the prayer to be symbolic of exercising our minds in general. 

Taking Care of Others. I am also blessed to have a job where I get paid to take care of 
others, from birth and education to illness, death, mourning, and everything in between.  I 



confess that, try as I might, I sometimes miss the mark here. Sometimes I need to be there even 
more for people, to do a better job listening, and these are things I will continue to work on in 
my rabbinic journey. But caring for others, beginning with our community at Beth Abraham and 
extending to the broader community of Oakland and even the world, is something that will 
allow me to confidently say as it does in the the Aleinu:  l’taken olam b’malchut Shaddai, to 
repair the world in the realm of God. 

Gratitude. And, finally, of course, I want to express gratitude more regularly. I know that 
can be difficult given the darkness 5781’s journey, but we’re still here, and most of us have a 
roof over our heads, food on the table, and people who care about us. I want to personally 
express gratitude regularly for my body, my brain, and my soul, my wife and my Mom and my 
children, my job, my congregation, my community, and my 12 year contract, my friends, new 
and old, good food and good wine and good coffee and good weather, the Giants and the 
Warriors and the Buckeyes and the Golden Knights, Luke Combs, Dawes, Brandi Carlile, and the 
Avett Brothers, the Torah, Israel, the State and the People, and Hashem our God. So I can say 
with confidence each morning Ashreinu ma tov chelkeinu uma naiv goraleinu umah yafah 
yerushateinu, how fortunate, how privileged we might say today, how good is our portion, how 
pleasant is our lot, and how beautiful is our inheritance. 

So the same things that our morning blessings urge us to be grateful for—our bodies, 
our minds, taking care of others, and expressing gratitude, are the very things that I want to 
celebrate and do more of in the next leg of my journey, post 55. What are yours? 

I want to conclude with one additional thought. It is a bit of a tangent, but is really a 
subtheme of these High Holiday sermons. I know that I am a very lucky person to live a journey 
where I am surrounded by so many wonderful people. For others, though, I know the journey 
can be much lonelier, and I hope you know that you are never really alone. And if you feel 
alone, I hope that you will reach out and let us know. Even more than that, I want each of you, 
the members of our community, to make sure that no one in our community feels alone, that 
you will respond when someone needs a ride or a phone call or a visit or a meal. In our 
journeys, no one should ever walk alone. 5781 was a dark part of many of our journeys, and I 
hope that in 5782, whatever dark places we encounter in our journeys, none of you will ever 
walk alone. 

So we are going to conclude our services tonight with the singing of “You’ll Never Walk 
Alone.” So I’d like to call up our bookkeeper, Paolo, who also plays the stand up Bass, and our 
Broadway star Tory Roman, to help me sing this song. Some of you know it from the Musical 
Carousel, which is what it is originally from. Some of you may know it as a hit by Gerry and the 
Pacemakers. Some of you may know it as the theme of the Liverpool Soccer Club, though the 
version we are doing is a bit different, based on an arrangement from Mumford and Sons. May 
5782 be a sweet new year, and may you know that in your journey, you will never walk alone. 

 


