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Rosh Hashanah is our time of renewal. It is a gift that makes us realize that we can start over and have a great year. 

Baseball Hall of Famer Joe Dimaggio once said “You always get a special kick on Opening Day, no matter how 

many you go through. You look forward to it like a birthday party when you’re a kid. You think something wonderful is 

going to happen.” Well, Rosh Hashanah is our Jewish equivalent to opening day.  

   Beginnings make us think of the book of Breishit—which is all about beginnings—namely, the creation of the world 

and the formative development of our nation. The Rabbis gave the book of Breishit the name “Sefer Yesharim”—the 

book of the virtuous—referring to our avot and imahot

about our avot, and their way of life, that earned them this distinct title of yesharim? 

   In his introduction to the Torah, Rabbi Naphtali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin, the 19th century Rosh Hayeshiva of Volzhin 

known as the Netziv, explains that the avot and imahot earned this title not because of their faith in God or their observance of early Jewish 

rituals. Rather, what distinguished the avot was that they were deeply concerned about the greater world around them. Avraham prays 

passionately to save the people of Sedom. He welcomes in travelers with open arms even though he thought they may be idolators (perhaps 

precisely because of this they turned out to be angels.) When the Canaanites had no food and Yaakov’s family had some, Yaakov says to his 

children “lamah titrau”—why are you acting in a conspicuous way that hurts the feelings of your neighbors who don’t have as much as you.

Rosh Hashanah Message from Our Senior Rabbi 
Creating a Community of Yesharim
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The avot are called yesharim (virtuous and upright), the Netziv 

writes, not only because of their outstanding commitment to 

God but also- and mainly- because of their outstanding and 

unconditional commitment to people. They were concerned about 

way to engage with the culture even though it was very different 

than theirs. They lived a 

sacred life of dedication to 

God in a fashion that was 

inclusive, respectful and 

deeply concerned about all 

Jews and all human beings.     

Thinking about the 

contemporary Jewish scene, 

the problem we have is that many Jews feel that you can’t have 

both Torah and engagement with the world. Those to the far right, 

religiously speaking, feel that you can preserve the sacred mesorah 

(tradition) only if we protect ourselves from the dangers of the real 

world. Following the Torah means we must isolate ourselves. And 

those to the far left feel that we can engage in the world and build a 

normal society in Israel only if we reject the Torah. 

Our conviction at Beth Jacob, as a modern halachic Torah 

community, is that not only can we have Torah and engagement 

with the world but that they must go together. The Torah and its 

successful application to the real world are two articles of faith that 

only when we, in the words of Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “live a 

Judaism that is engaged with the world.”  

Moreover, the sacredness of Torah and the sacredness of every 

member of Am Yisrael are two notions that we will not separate. 

A big part of what makes our Beth Jacob community unique is 

that we are dedicated to the halachic ideals of Torah while also 

being inclusive, non-judgmental and welcoming to all. This is 

why we chose as the leading theme of this newsletter Beth Jacob’s 

leadership role in promoting causes for Torah and Am Yisrael. Most 

Jews today feel that it’s preposterous that the entire people can be 

the Am Hatorah. We ought to 

never give up on any portion 

of Torah or any portion of 

the people. “V’amech kulam 

tzadikim”- all members of 

our nation are righteous. 

Indeed, our avot and imahot 

remind us that a sacred 

Jewish life means dedication to tradition in a way that respects, 

values, and assists all other Jews, and all other human beings. True 

dedication to tradition is only in this way.  

 Opening day is upon us. There is excitement in the air. This is the 

time of renewal—to our core values of who we are. Let us continue 

to work hard (and have some fun) in creating together a caring 

community of yesharim that we can be proud of and that can serve 

as a model for other communities. 

 Thank you for your involvement and for being an important part 

of our Beth Jacob community. With ahavah, Jordana and my family 

join me in wishing you, your family, our community, Israel and the 

world a shanah tovah umetukah with good health, peace, happiness 
BJ

Rabbi Topp
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“The avot lived a sacred life of dedication 
to God in a fashion that was inclusive, 
respectful and deeply concerned about all 
Jews and all human beings.”

Creating a Community of Yesharim continued from page 1


