
July 10, 2020 – 18 Tammuz, 5780 – Shabbat Pinchas 

Dear Temple Beth-El family, 

Transitions are hard.  Whatever our feelings about the erstwhile “status quo” and however hard we may 
have endeavored to prepare ourselves for change, there is a part of ourselves that invariably remains 
rooted in the past, in the patterns and habits we’ve developed, the mindset we have cultivated.  To fully 
embrace the possibilities of the future, therefore, we need first to reach some closure in our 
relationship with the past. 

This week’s Torah portion (Parashat Pinchas), positions us as “flies on the wall” in the Israelite camp as 
they prepare for a monumental transition: the conclusion of the prophetic career of Moshe Rabbeinu 
(Moses the Prophet), who has led the people since before their departure from Egypt.  The transference 
of authority is not going to be easy, not for Moses, not for the Israelites and not, the text seems to 
indicate, for us, the text’s audience.   

We can sense this sensibility in the delicate way that the narrator approaches the announcement of 
Moses’s successor, Joshua ben Nun.  His elevation is anticipated, not as we might anticipate by an 
explanation of God’s rationale, nor an endorsement of Joshua’s credentials, but rather by an extended 
accounting of the lineage of the various tribes.  It seems an implicit admission of the fact that all parties 
concerned are going to need to prepare themselves for what lies ahead by first taking stock of what has 
transpired to this point. 

For us here in Ithaca, too, as I establish myself as Temple Beth-El’s rabbi and we begin to imagine 
together the wonderful possibilities that this new partnership can engender, it can be tempting to push 
from our minds and our plates all precedents.  Why burden our plans for the future with discussions of 
old habits, attitudes and practices?  Yet as the Biblical narrative reminds us, embedded in our respective 
histories are many of the elements that have defined us to this point.  To simply discard them – or 
attempt to discard them -- would mean losing significant pieces of ourselves and what we bring to this 
relationship. 

These are, indeed, exciting times for all of us, and I look forward to translating our shared enthusiasm 
into novel programs, approaches and experiences (all while taking into consideration Kohelet’s assertion 
that there is “nothing new under the sun”).  But for these efforts to bear fruit, the work we do building 
forward needs to be established on the foundations already laid. 

Shabbat shalom, 

Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 


