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Life Lessons from a Baby Rabbi 
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In their first year of life, human babies learn to grab 

objects, to reach, to pull themselves, to recognize faces 

and track movement, and to communicate in the most 

basic ways with the people they see most frequently.  

As they begin their second year of life, they may be 

able to stand and take a few steps.  Exposure during 

the first year of life to dirt, animals, germs, and other 

people has been shown to be beneficial to the baby’s 

immune system later in life.     

 

Baby elephants can stand almost immediately upon 

birth, but are blind at first and have to be helped by 

their mother.  They can wave their trunks, but it takes a 

week or so before they can grab things like food.  

Though they can walk and keep up with the herd, they 

are dependent on their mothers and will nurse for two 

years.  Elephants will not reach full maturity until their 
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second decade of life.  The herd is patient, though, and 

waits while the elephant calves gather their strength to 

join the adults.     

 

Baby penguins are covered in down that is not 

waterproof, and must stay out of the water for the first 

year of life, until they grow adult feathers.  They 

resemble large gray-brown cotton balls and are 

completely reliant on their parents to return from the 

sea and give them food.  The babies cuddle together in 

groups for protection from predators and harsh 

weather, and sometimes hide on top of their parents’ 

feet or under their bellies for warmth.   

 

In many ways, when I started work at Har Shalom as 

your Associate Rabbi one year ago, I was very similar 

to the other baby animals I just described.   

 

You see, baby rabbis are kicked from the nest of 

rabbinical school out into the world, armed with a 
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general understanding of how to navigate Talmud, a 

love of Hallel, three or four tunes for Oseh Shalom, and 

an almost instinctual desire and drive to serve and 

assist the Jewish people.  Like other baby creatures, 

baby rabbis often experience conflicting urges, both to 

be independent and strike out on their own, and also 

the need to continue to learn and to look to role models 

and teachers to see how to be, or not be, an effective 

spiritual leader.  

 

A year ago, I was brand new to the whole rabbi-ing 

thing, able to walk the walk and talk the talk but without 

the confidence that comes with age and experience.  I 

was the quintessential baby rabbi.  I could conjugate 

Hebrew verbs, I could legally officiate at weddings, but I 

was not ready to be in charge.  I was used to the 

comfort of rabbinical school, the familiar faces, the 

academic cycle, the endless discussions of theory 

instead of practical rabbinics.   
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I was a baby rabbi, and as I think back on the past 

twelve months, I’m taking stock of what I’ve learned 

along the way.  This is a very Jewish process– kind of 

like we see in this week’s Torah portion, where yet 

again B’nai Yisroel take a census, to see where they 

are, who they are, and how they are doing.  Emotional 

census taking is also invaluable, and that’s what I’m 

here to do today.    And as I reflect over the past twelve 

months,I’ve pulled out a few chunks of wisdom— let’s 

call them, Life Lessons from a Baby Rabbi– that I’d like 

to share with you today.    

 

This community has welcomed me with open arms and 

hearts since the first time I stepped through your doors 

last February, for my interview weekend.  The first Life 

Lesson that I’ve learned is to accept things at face 

value, like a baby does, and to have my default 

response to a new situation be curiosity and openness, 

not suspicion and fear.  When I started here, I didn’t 

know your names, let alone who was in charge of 
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which program, who liked to arrange flowers for 

kiddush, who would drop by and volunteer each week, 

who would call to check in with me out of kindness.  I 

didn’t know who all of the past presidents were– and it 

turns out there are quite a lot of you! I didn’t know who 

was thrilled that I was here, and who was really not 

thrilled that I was here, and who didn’t know how they 

felt about me.  There were endless things that I didn’t 

even know that I didn’t know.   

 

But that’s the thing– the more I learned about all of you, 

the more I realized that it’s all a gift.  Everything that I 

have learned this year about this community, both the 

things that have surprised me and the things that 

haven’t, the things that have been challenging and the 

things that have been reassuring, has helped me to 

become who I am now, and has deepened the potential 

of the work I can do here.  The more I know all of you, 

the more it has meant that our lives are becoming more 

intertwined, our relationships more honest, our 
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connections more real.  The only way for us to thrive as 

a community is to be our honest selves, and to make it 

safe for others to be their honest selves, too.   

 

Baby animals and baby humans take the world at face 

value and accept others as they are.  This can be 

dangerous, but it can also lead to beautiful 

connections.  I recommend trying this one for size, no 

matter your age: making the choice to see this level of 

honesty and acceptance as a good thing, and to try 

having our default reactions to change and surprise be 

curiosity, not defensiveness or suspicion.  Of course, 

finding a safe balance of curiosity and reality is 

important, but if we lose that curiosity and openness 

completely, we are shutting ourselves off to each other 

and to community.   

 

This is the first lesson from my first year as a baby 

rabbi. 
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The second lesson from my first year as a Rabbi is that 

joy, and play, are as central to life as air and water, and 

as central to Judaism as wine and challah.  I’m talking 

about laughing and teasing each other at staff 

meetings.  I’m talking about our Disney-themed Purim 

Shpiel, and spinning and dancing with the scrolls on 

Simchat Torah.  I’m talking about the squeals of delight 

from the two-year-olds in the Sherman ECC when they 

see Mr. Aaron or Mr. Daniel or Wabbi Wachel in the 

hallways.  I’m talking about the clink of wine glasses at 

an evening chavurah gathering, where empty-nesters 

who have known each other for years share a 

comfortable, companionable, vulnerable evening.  I’m 

talking about sitting with a family the day before the 

funeral of a loved one, sharing memories and giggling 

through tears at the silly antics of the deceased, 

knowing that those recollections will bring a smile to the 

family’s face for a long time to come.   
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Religious communities like this one are crucially 

important in times of struggle, pain, sickness, and 

death.  But it is equally important that we celebrate 

together, that we revel in the beauty of life together, 

and that we buoy each other up not only in difficult 

times, but as a way of life.  Sharing emotions deepens 

them, and by modeling and displaying our feelings, we 

teach others how to do the same. Baby humans know 

this– they love to smile and giggle and mirror the happy 

faces of their family.  So the trick is not to learn to 

embrace joy and play, but to relearn it, to re-embrace 

what was once instinct.  Being a rabbi is heavy work 

sometimes, but it also needs to be joyful work.  This is 

the second lesson from a baby rabbi. 

 

Lesson number three has to do with patience.  Like the 

elephant herd that waited until the new calf could walk 

sturdily, like the penguin chicks that huddle together 

waiting while their parents hunt, being a rabbi in this 

congregation is also an exercise in waiting.  There are 
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times when the schedule is hectic– times where it’s 

hard to catch my breath or have any time for myself– 

but a lot of being in community has to do with waiting 

until a time when people can meet, waiting until the 

appropriate or ideal moment to make a point or ask a 

favor, waiting for the next Holiday, waiting for new 

initiatives to take hold, waiting until a change kicks in 

and the difference moves from theory to reality.   

 

Like many baby rabbis, I showed up at Har Shalom full 

of ideas and beliefs and visions.  But it wouldn’t have 

worked for me to just immediately  implement them, do 

them, plough ahead and change things willy-nilly, left 

and right.  It wouldn’t be fair of me to do that to any of 

you, and furthermore, it would also be unproductive.  

Trying to make changes without getting to know a 

community first can be very limiting.  Instead, I had to 

wait.  I had to make changes bit by bit.  I had to listen to 

all of you, and reflect, and process, and try again.  

Patience, then, combined with the curiosity and joy I 
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mentioned before, has been a great life lesson from 

this baby rabbi. 

 

I’ve also been deeply grateful for the patience that all of 

you have shown me during this first year as your 

Associate Rabbi.  You have let me settle in, let me get 

my bearings, shown me grace when I’ve inevitably put 

my foot in my mouth, and generously reminded me of 

your names and familial connections when I’ve been 

forgetful.   

 

Any baby creature needs a safe space to grow and 

become themselves.  Har Shalom has been the place 

where I have gotten used to being a Rabbi, the place 

that has held me through many firsts as a clergy 

person– first high holy days, first funerals, first baby 

namings, first Board meetings.  I am endlessly grateful 

to all of you, no matter what role you have played in 

this past year, because you remind me, again and 

again, to be curious, to be joyful, and to be patient. This 
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is the only first year of my rabbinate that I’ll ever have, 

and I’m glad I got to share it with all of you. 

 

Shabbat Shalom!   

 


