
Hey Rabbi! 
 

Five Questions and Answers with 
Rabbi Michael Shields of Temple Israel 

 
 
 October 2019 – “The next chapter. A new covenant.”  
 
  Rabbi Michael Shields took over the bimah (pulpit) of Tallahassee’s Temple 
Israel on July 1, succeeding Rabbi Jack Romberg, who served the congregation for 18 
years. Rabbi Shields previously spent more than 11 years as the rabbi at Temple Kol 
Tikvah of Lake Norman in Davidson, N.C., near Charlotte. 
 
 Now 40 years old, a native of Chappaqua, N.Y., Rabbi Shields holds degrees 
from the University of Albany-State University of New York and from Hebrew Union 
College-Jewish Institute of Religion. He, his wife Jacquie and their two young children 
now live in northeast Tallahassee. 
 
 Here is the first of a continuing series of chats with Rabbi Shields. Some 
responses have been edited for brevity or continuity. 
 
 Q: “You have been in Tallahassee for several months now, so let’s start with this: 
What are your impressions thus far of Tallahassee and its religious and social 
communities?” 
 
 A: “Tallahassee is a place where people really like to be together and that’s 
impressive in a world where we are pulled in so many directions. Maybe that has to do 
with Tallahassee being kind of an island in some ways. 
 “But I think there’s just something beautiful about, at least within the Jewish 
community, people wanting to be together and, therefore, coming out on, say, a 
Tuesday for something like Simchat Torah, our big celebration of the Torah. Whereas, 
in so many other places, synagogues struggle to get people to come out and be 
together. 
 “So, for me, it’s important that people focus on people, even amid the cellphones 
and so much else, Not that those things are bad, but for me, it’s important that people 
focus on people. 
 “When I say ‘an island,” I know that we don’t have water all around us – I know 
the geography of Tallahassee. But if you drew a circle around Temple Israel and went 
100 miles or even sometimes more in each direction, you wouldn’t really hit another 
organized, full-time Jewish community.” 
  
 Q: Rabbinical installation ceremonies and activities are set for the long weekend 
of Nov. 8 to 11. Given that you’ve been in place for several months, what is the purpose 
and significance of that? 
  



 A: “The Installation Weekend is about four months or so after I started here. 
Together, we’ve spent a lot of time working on relationships in terms of meeting one on 
one with each other. One of my goals is having face-time with as many congregation 
members as possible, because that’s the platform or the foundation that we’re going to 
build to write the next chapter of our community’s story. 
 “And, so, the goal is that on Installation Weekend, all of us together can take a 
step forward. Hopefully, we’ve already synced up and lined up all the silos and maybe 
even brought some people back into the fold. We’ve also welcomed new people. We’ve 
brought together some people who didn’t even know others who were in the community. 
 “And now, all together, we can strike a new covenant, a new relationship 
between one another, between congregation and rabbi, between individual members 
and rabbi, and then walk out bonded together.” 
 
 
 Q: “A theatrical show, The Matzo Ball Diaries, is scheduled for Monday, Nov. 11, 
at Temple Israel, capping Installation Weekend. That’s a bit unusual. What’s the back 
story on that?” 
 
 A: “We’re part of a network called the Institute of Southern Jewish Life, which is 
based in Jackson, Miss. It helps smaller Jewish communities throughout the South have 
some wonderful educational opportunities for children and also some wonderful cultural 
opportunities.  
 “They called us up and said, ‘Hey, we have an opportunity for you. This act is out 
here touring the South and it’s an all-female troupe and they perform these two shows.’ 
Well, we like to laugh here, so we chose the comedy show. It was just an opportunity 
too good to pass up. 
 “The other piece of this is that matzo ball soup is a wonderful Jewish delicacy 
and the play goes into Jewish cooking. Our director of education, Stefanie Posner, is a 
wonderful cook and she has been cooking here [at Temple Israel], metaphorically, for 
many years. She’s been absolutely indispensable in helping to move our community 
forward and, specifically, in helping us bridge the transformation from a beloved rabbi of 
18 years to a new rabbi. 
 “And so, this production also is a small way of thanking her. She will be an 
honoree of the night. Stefanie doesn’t like tons of attention, but I think it’s important to 
express gratitude. 
 “Importantly, this Installation Weekend is not about me solely. It’s about 
everybody – every single person matters, and I could not do what I do as rabbi without 
Stefanie Posner doing what she does in so many areas for Temple Israel.” 
 
 Q: “You speak frequently of the value of becoming a Jewish Community Center. 
What advantages derive from Temple Israel growing into a multifaceted Jewish 
Community Center?”  
  
 A: “Much like presenting The Matzo Ball Diaries, we‘re going to be developing 
some brands and series here, which is positioning us to function more like a Jewish 
Community Center. The idea is, why shouldn’t we have a quarterly or monthly Jewish 



cultural series and other activities? I think that would be important because it would 
open a door to us for people for whom maybe the religious doorway is not the first 
doorway.” 
 
 Q: “Let’s widen the focus. From the 30,000-foot level, what do you see as your 
primary mission at Temple Israel and in Tallahassee?” 
 
 A: “The primary mission is relationships and a laser focus on bringing people 
together and helping a community see that there has to be intentionality around 
relationships. It doesn’t just happen. 
 “I think every congregation of any faith thinks that they’re very welcoming. And 
Temple Israel is very welcoming, but we can do better and I think we can help bring 
people together who might not otherwise meet. 
 “Bringing young families together, bringing teens together, bringing seniors 
together. But this also applies across demographic groups. 
 “Going back to that island: There are many young families here who don’t have 
grandparents close by and there are some grandparents who don’t have grandchildren 
either close by or at all. 
  “But that doesn’t mean that they don’t want that kind of interaction and 
relationship, and so I think there’s an opportunity through those relationships to, yes, get 
demographic groups together, which is important, but also to generate joy by bringing 
different multi generations together. 
 “And that is just lovely.” 
-- 
 More information regarding Installation Weekend events, including the 
presentation of The Matzo Ball Diaries, can be found at 
https://www.templeisraeltlh.org/rabbi-shields 
 
 Rabbi Shields can be reached at Rabbi@templeisraeltlh.org or at 850-877-3517, 
extension 1. 
 
 We welcome your participation in Hey Rabbi! If you have a question to be 
considered for the next installment, please send it to Martin Merzer at 
marty@martinmerzer.com 
 
 
 
 
 


