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Senior Rabbi’s Report 

Rabbi Matthew V. Soffer 
 

This Annual Meeting is indicative of where we’re at in many ways.  We have people on-

site and at home joining us online. Our lay leaders have burned the midnight oil, prepping.  

Our staff is huddled up in different corners of the building, some online some in this 

room…  Our staff itself is “short-handed” because of health; it doesn’t feel right being 

here without some of them, but this is “where we’re at” in our world.  I have my iPad here 

to glance periodically at the zoom—because I want to see you, at home, too.  Never a dull 

moment, at Judea Reform, during pandemic.  

 

It's now cliché to say this pandemic has transformed our lives, our society, and our 

community.  One of the more unusual biproducts of the pandemic is the way in which it 

has pluralized our ways of living.  I mean this in the way that the late Sociologist Peter 

Berger mean when describing modernity in his seminal work, the Heretical Imperative.  

Unlike premodern times, modernity is marked by this feature of pluralization: we work in 

many different spaces; our families live in different cities; we wear many hats, many roles, 

and we spread ourselves out among countless cohorts. Life already was pretty complex.  

Add to that the internet, social media; screens and screens and screens.  And into this the 

pandemic and its toll of physical, social, political, and emotional distancing…   

 

Why I bring this up is because we are a kahal, literally a congregating space, a comm-

unity.  What an overwhelming feat, to create unity, a singular space for our pluralized 

lives.  It’s good for us to ask, every now and again, “how we doin?”  And not as a 

rhetorical question, but as a genuine, reflective assessment.  Truly, how are we doing this?   

 

We know from many reports the toll that the pandemic has taken on Empathy… as if the 

work of “comm-unity” needed another obstacle?  How is Judea Reform Congregation 

leading in this time of dis-unity? 

 

First and foremost, I want to say this: we have an extraordinary staff.  Emily, Ray, Allan, 

Liz, Julie, Jodi, Heidi, Juliet, Elisa, Kayla, Stacy, Rabbi Prosnit, Jeff, Anthony, Gene, 
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Celeste, Leah, our teachers… this is a driven group of people—a team—that has led 

through so many obstacles, waves of exhaustion.  I could not possibly offer a Rabbi’s 

Report at this Annual Meeting without emphasizing above all that this staff is worthy of 

great kavod.   

 

In my mind, it seems like forever ago, but it was just 4 months ago that I returned from 

Grief Leave. I am so grateful to our lay leaders—to Heidi and our Executive Committee 

and Board, for your compassion and grace, in that time.  I know that my time away put a 

whole lot on our staff, in different ways.  And of greater import than anything else I say 

today, before this congregation, I want to say to them: thank you.  When we ask that 

question, how has Judea Reform led through this it’s in large part because of each of you. 

 

Each year demands different muscles.  That’s so hard for synagogue lay leadership 

because they never know what they’re signing up for in their term.  We have an 

extraordinary lay leadership, led by Heidi Tyson, our Executive Committee, and Board.  

To even name the many committees that have defined leadership in this community would 

be nearly impossible.  Each provides a distinct kind of glue—making what is separate, 

whole. 

 

Consider for instance, the work of Kersten Biehn, Nancy Luberoff, and the members of the 

Task Force for hiring a Director of Youth Education and Family Engagement.  What you 

all gave to the youth of this congregation could not possibly be captured in words.  The 

countless hours, the heart, wisdom, the wrestling, the honesty, that each and every one of 

you brought to the table is an inspiration. We found an outstanding educator in Michelle 

Crosbie, whom we welcome to our staff over the summer.  Michelle is here today.  

Michelle, we feel so blessed to have you with us. 

 

Another example is the work of our Reopening Task Force, led by Gale Adland and Mark 

Hainline.  This is such “behind the scenes” work, for which there’s no map, variable 

metrics, and a zero percent chance pleasing everyone.  In a time in which everyone plays 

expert, you have led with such expert wisdom and sensitivity. 

 

Those are just two internal organizational examples, but we know that this community is 

driven to pursue justice and peace, within and beyond our walls.  Our Refugee 

Resettlement and Immigrant Justice team, as you know, is working to bring love into this 

world—at a time when there are more refugees and displaced people than ever before.  

And now, with millions of Ukrainians exiled, in a tyrannical and totally unnecessary war, 

we know the work is still just beginning.  All of us have a role to play. 

 

In terms of rituals and life cycles, this has been another year of abundance.  Our B’nei 

Mitzvah have been mostly on-site, some online.  They, and their families, have been an 

inspiration.  And by the way, that includes the B’nei Mitzvah that we witnessed last 
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week—our extraordinary Anshei Mitzvah, our adult B’nei Mitzvah class.  If you haven’t 

had a chance to learn from them, it’s not too late—their service “lives” online. 

 

We’ve remained capable of situating any life cycle event online need-be, but we’ve also 

had every single type of life-cycle moment safely, in-person.  From babynamings through 

weddings through funerals… and back to babynamings.   

 

And we’re not done with the year yet—if you haven’t yet marked your calendars, now’s 

the time: June 5th, Shavuot, we have four brilliant Confirmands leading us.  The following 

week, our Annual Levin-Moscovitz lecture series, with Dr. Flora Kassen, taking us on a 

deep dive into the history of antisemitism.  5782 is far from over. 

 

I am leaving out many, many pulpit highlights, so forgive me—we have had quite a year. 

 

Returning to the question: How are we doing this?  The answer is… as best we can.  There 

are three main kinds of prayer in Jewish Worship—shevach (praise), hoda’ah (gratitude), 

and bakasha (request).  We could view our year through this lens as well.  We had year 

packed with all three. I’ve touched on praise and gratitude.   

I’d add one more note of Hoda’ah, we are grateful for the expanded Rabbinic Leadership 

we’ve had here.  Rabbi Koppel, our interim Educator, we honored this morning, thanking 

her for helping to gather, to return, and to teach our children, in person. 

 

Rabbi Prosnit, our Rabbi in Residence: you had no idea what you were signing up for.  But 

neither did we, or most of us.  I myself entered it as a learner, knowing only that a 

congregation of 600 family needs more than one rabbi, one clergy.   

 

In the interview – you said “I’ve always wanted to be an assistant rabbi.”  Well, you were 

so much more.  You are a Rabbi’s Rabbi…. This year you really have provided our 

congregants and me with exactly what we need.  You’ve taught us and me through your 

wisdom, your lev shomea, and we will always hold hoda’ah, gratitude, for you.   

 

The third is bakasha, requests or yearnings—this is the category of the future, which Heidi 

touched on and we’ll share much more of in the coming days.   

 

In short, we are in a period of growth and innovation.  We know the population trends in 

the area.  We are in a thriving moment. When evaluating congregations, the first question 

is often, “how many members are there?”  Nothing wrong with that question. “People 

power” matters, especially when it comes to justice work, for instance.   

 

Nevertheless, we are working to ensure that as we grow, we continue improving the 

quality of experiences, in particular the “relationality” of Judea Reform—the feeling we 

get when we know that everyone matters.  This is the work that Rabbis dream of—making 
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Torah real, human, interpersonal.  So we’re working to expand our clergy team, through 

fundraising and celebrating the gifts that everyone offers—including time and heart.  Part 

of this is … bakashot, asking for help, unapologetically, because we believe in what we’re 

doing. 

 

There’s also a 4th category of prayer in Jewish worship, often unmentioned here.  In fact, 

the Reform Movement in the 20th century did away with it, all but obliterating it from our 

liturgy. It’s recited almost every morning in the tradition prayerbook.  It’s called tachanun, 

or supplications.  On a literal level, it’s mostly confessions and other humbling statements, 

and I’m not recommending we bring it back literally. The concept, however, is as 

important now as ever, in congreations.  Tachanun comes from the word, chein, meaning 

“grace.”  When we pray tachanun, we basically beg God to give us grace for all the things 

that make us “only human.”  

 

Can you imagine a world in which each person started each day with a humble 

acknowledgement that each and every one of us is only human?  I add this matter of 

tachanun to my report not because I think we in this space have a Grace deficiency.  

Rather, we have a Grace opportunity.   

We, as a congregation, will always define ourselves in relationship to the world-as-it-is.  

The world-as-it-is has a grievous Grace-deficiency.  And we are uniquely wired to grow it, 

here. This is a part of the synagogue’s value proposition today—to be homebase of Grace.   

 

To conclude…. Looking ahead, this is my rabbinic priority: for this to be the place where 

we enter to feel human dignity, and where we leave with the obligation to dignify 

humanity. 

 

I look forward to another year of our holy work.  May we go from strength to strength, 

with gratitude, with health, and with grace.   
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