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This morning we find Gd calling to Avram - Gen 12:1 - go from your 
homeland, the place you were born, from your father's home to the 
place I will show you. Go. Take this journey. Move towards the 
unknown. Go away from this place that has held you and created you 
and step out into the future that will unfold with every step you take.  
 
Tradition teaches that Avram was 70/75 when Gd made the covenant 
and promised to be Avram's Gd, imprinting Gdself into Avram's being, 
expanding his name with the inclusion of the letter Hey, representing 
the holiness of the Holy One. Abram becomes Abraham, the founder of 
a people, the point of origin for nations as numerous as the sands of 
the earth and the stars in the sky. The same is true for his life partner 
Sarai who becomes Sarah, gracious host and mother of this people 
from whom we descend.  
 
The call of Gd, lech l'cha - go towards something - propels Avraham 
forward. The Talmud elucidates for us that while lech B'shalom is the 
expression used for the dead - go in peace, lech LShalom is the farewell 
for the living, go towards peace, move forward, walk towards potential 
and purpose. As Elaine Witkoff said our parashat hashavua class this 
week, Abraham was following in Gd's footsteps, walking, moving, 
journeying into the future. Like Avraham, this is our task.  
 
Gd makes clear to Avraham Gen 15:13 - Know well that your offspring 
shall be strangers in a land not theirs, and they shall be enslaved and 
oppressed four hundred years. Even knowing this, Abraham takes hold 
of the covenant and works with Sarah to build a future. He summons 
internal courage and v'holech - he goes. He makes mistakes along the 
way, as we all do, but he grows his faith, and expands his reach to grow 
a community and lay the seeds for unending generations.  
 



Fast forward to the next book of Torah, Shemot, where we meet 
Moshe. Moses is 80 when he and his brother Aaron go before Pharaoh. 
This man with a speech impediment becomes the leader of our people, 
the one who helps to grow us into a nation. While his predecessors - 
and ancestors - Abraham, Isaac and Jacob knew Gd as El Shaddai, Gd 
appears to Moshe as Adonai, a more powerful and souped up version 
of the deity. Moshe does not walk in Gd's footsteps. Moshe charges, 
leads and guides the people - with strength and humility. The rabbis 
understand Moshe's humility in two ways. One, as that of someone 
who the more he knows, the more he understands there is to know. 
AND as savlan, forbearance, a leadership that comes at the price of 
being judged, every minute of every day. At 80 years and into the 
future, Moses led with strength and courage, holding on to his call until 
his final days.  
 
Bible Scholar Aviva Zornberg notes that the first two verbs associated 
with Moshe are cry and grow. In parashat Shemot, Bat Pharaoh comes 
to bathe in the Nile, spots a basket and sends her slave girl to fetch it. 
Ex. 2:6 - When she opened it, she saw that it was a child, a boy crying. 
MIriam, Moshe's sister appears and offers to find a nurse to feed the 
child. Miriam calls her mother and then vs.10 tells us, When the child 
grew up, she brought him to Pharaoh's daughter who made him her 
son. This story of the one who at 80 stood up to Pharaoh and 
represented Gd's response to the desperate crying of the Israelites is 
the story of all of us. First we cry. Miraculously angels appear along the 
way to make sure we grow. Crying. Growing. That is how we come to 
know ourselves.  
 
Our Habonim ancestors heard the call to come to another land, to 
make a new beginning. Like Avraham, they did what they needed to 
survive. As the Zohar, mystical 13c Spanish commentary teaches, lech 
l'cha means know yourself and prepare yourself. Habonim's founders 
and leaders tapped into their inner strength (their own hey within 
themselves), planted seeds of inspiration and walked into their future. 
As Dall Stolow shared last night, Eric Norden (Shul President from 1959-



1965) maintained, Congregation Habonim was born...exactly one year 
after the destruction of the synagogues in Germany, as an active and 
proud answer to the terrible persecution from which its members had 
managed to escape, and as a promise of the vindication to those who 
perished. Instead of despairing in their loss, the survivors set out to build 
a new house of worship and to hallow the name of the Lord, truly 
following the spirit of our Kaddish prayer. These people went towards 
the unknown, raising up life.  
 
Today, we stand upon the shoulders of our generations of founders, 
relatives of whom are still active and beloved members of our 
community. From there, we look to the future as we continue to build, 
serving community members in two boroughs while maintaining the 
love and commitment of a neighborhood synagogue. Like Moses, and 
our people, we have cried and we have grown. We will continue to 
embrace those who walk through our doors with respect for the 
integrity and dignity each of us carries as humans created in the image 
of the Holy One.  
 
It takes strength to forge a path forward, to embrace change that grows 
from the roots of community. It takes wisdom to honor and nourish the 
identity of the past, encouraging it to transform into what is necessary 
for the future. It is on us to answer our call, honoring the voices, skills 
and presence of those who choose to build with us. Let us follow the 
instincts of the musical group Safam in their song, Just Another 
Foreigner, Welcome my brothers, welcome one and all! Welcome my 
sisters, welcome one and all! Bruchim haba'im, shalom aleichem. 
 


