
September 4, 2020 – 15 Elul, 5780 – Parshat Ki Tavo 

Dear Temple Beth-El Family, 

This week my younger son Sasson (aged 4) started in-person school (hurray!) at the B’Yachad Preschool, 
a major milestone in our family’s resettlement process and in his own experience of joining a new 
community.  The school has now met on three occasions, with additional students joining the cohort on 
each of these days.  Accordingly, there have been a series of introductions – and re-introductions – at 
every session.  In Sasson’s words, “Every day we come to school and we tell everyone what our name is 
and where we come from and who our family is … again and again!” 

As I chuckled at Sasson’s impatience with the need to “place” himself relative to others and his past, it 
occurred to me that experiences such as these are not limited to our first week in a new preschool, or 
indeed to any specific stage or life transition. Repeatedly, throughout our lives, we are called upon to 
present ourselves to (erstwhile) strangers and often our responses contextualize who we are and how 
we have arrived at a specific place relative to those who came before (sometimes, to our chagrin). 

The tradition referencing oneself relative to one’s forebears – literal/genealogical or intellectual/cultural 
– of course has ancient roots in the Jewish tradition.  Long before Western societies had adopted 
surnames, Jews distinguished themselves from others with the same given name by including the names 
of their fathers (and in some instances, mothers) as part of their nomenclature.  As Jews moved from 
place to place, country to country, they also came to include their family’s place of origin as part of their 
names (for example, Italian Jews who took on the surname Tedeschi, meaning “German”). 

One of the earliest antecedents to this practice is found in an excerpt from this week’s Torah portion 
(Parashat Ki Tavo), that gets repeated and expanded upon in the liturgy of the Passover seder. The 
relevant verses read: 

When you have entered the Land … and settled in it, and come to enjoy its fruits … [you] should 
[rededicate a portion of your bounty] saying, “My ancestor was a wandering Aramean, who 
went down to Egypt with meager numbers and sojourned there, and then became a great and 
populous nation.  (Deut 26:1-6) 

While the exact events to which this verse makes reference are a bit obscure, its underlying message is 
clear: Whatever contributions we make to our own advancement, we should always to bear in mind that 
a significant measure of our success will always be reflective of that which was bequeathed to us by 
others, the material foundations they lay, the skills they transmitted, the examples they set, the values 
they embodied.   

The Jewish project is not the project of a single generation or era, but rather a multi-generational 
initiative in which we are privileged to play a role.  And while it might chafe – especially when we are 
young and seeking to establish ourselves – to be asked to assign any portion of the credit for our 
accomplishments to others, the zekhut (“merit”) we ultimately gain by seeing ourselves as the 
foundation for the success of our progeny (literal and figurative) is without measure. 

Wishing everyone a holiday weekend in which you are privileged to rest and enjoy the fruits of your 
labors – Shabbat shalom, 

Rabbi Rachel Safman 


