
July 3, 2020 

Dear Temple Beth-El family, 

Shalom!  As I write you for the first time from my perch overlooking Cascadilla Gorge, I am filled with 
excitement.  For months now I have looked forward to this first Shabbat that I would usher in as Temple 
Beth-El’s rabbi, and it seems almost surreal that an event so long awaited has actually arrived. 

But in other ways this is a far from auspicious time to be stepping into this – or any other – pulpit.  
Indeed, it is a difficult time to be holding almost any job or be pursuing an education or simply walking 
the streets or sitting idly on one’s porch.  The past several months have been an unusually trying time 
for our country and for the world, and we have been forced to weather the simultaneous challenges of 
an imminent physical threat, of vast economic disruption, and of a generations-old social rift stretched 
wider by an obscene act of violence rooted in an endemic racism from which we have yet to purge 
ourselves – all while maintaining a “safe social distance” from the people whom we naturally seek out in 
times of trouble. 

This is a time that calls for community, and as impotent as we might feel individually at this moment, it 
is within our means, collectively, to satisfy this burning hunger, for ourselves and for those around us.  
Over the coming months and years, I look forward to partnering with you in discovering and creating 
new avenues for our community to come together, both virtually and – when circumstances permit – in  
person.  I look forward to expanding the ways in which TBE serves as a place of “congregation,” of 
bringing together disparate individuals with diverse needs, interests and abilities and creating from their 
plurality a synergy that is greater than its parts. 

In this week’s Torah portion (Chukkat-Balak), the Children of Israel are suffering an unquenchable thirst.  
It is not just a that they are traversing a semi-arid wilderness.  Their thirst is born, too, of the fact that 
they are on an uncertain journey of indefinite length, that the life they knew in Egypt (whatever its 
pitfalls) is now decisively out-of-reach and that their beloved leader, Miriam the Prophetess, has died. 
Gripped in pain and fear, they cry out to Moses and he, in turn, to God. God replies with an instruction 
that begins “Assemble the community ….” 

In a sense, all that follows that statement is commentary.  It is commentary because, as we follow the 
story of the Israelites forward, we realize that it is in the presence of that community and in its ability to 
unite that they will find the ability to overcome whatever obstacles they confront (no more parted seas, 
though there are some walls that tumble down in decisive moments).  It is through the presence of their 
peers that they find the courage and resilience to press ahead in times of hardship and, as importantly, 
it is in one another’s company that they find the ability to experience and communicate with the Divine. 

Like the cohort that assembled in the Wilderness, the TBE community is a kehillah kedosha, a holy 
congregation, that exists to impart into our lives an anchor, a source of strength and of purpose and a 
connection to something greater than ourselves, that we may, in turn, be a force in the world to help 
heal its brokenness.   

I so look forward to walking with you as we journey forward. 

Hope to see many of you this evening for our virtual Kabbalat Shabbat gathering, 

Rabbi Rachel Safman 


