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Rabbi Michael Beals     Erev Rosh Hashana 5779  

Congregation Beth Shalom     Wilmington, DE 

BETH SHALOM THEME OF KAVOD 

 

 Shanah Tovah!  

“Kavod.”  It’s Hebrew.  It means to honor, to respect.  You might have 

heard it used in the fifth of the ten commandments: “kibayd et aveecha v’et 

eemecha,” “Honor your father and your mother.”   

 I recently asked our new president, Jodie Pezzner why the CBS Board of 

Directors chose Kavod as the operating theme for the New Year 5779.  She said, 

“How could we NOT? Just look at the political climate out there.  Can there be 

anything more lacking than kavod in our society?” 

 Well you know what they say in Ecclesiastes: ayn chadash tachat ha 

shemesh – “there is nothing new” [pause and gesture to congregants to finish the 

quote] “under the sun.”  Turn back 218 years to the Election of 1800.  Supporters 

of John Adams wrote of his challenger, Thomas Jefferson: that were Jefferson to 

become the president, “we would see our wives and daughters the victims of legal 

prostitution.”  
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The concern was amplified by an influential—and highly partisan—Connecticut 

newspaper’s warning that electing Jefferson would create a nation where 

“murder, robbery, rape, adultery and incest will openly be taught and practiced.” 

Mud was flung in both directions.  Thomas Jefferson’s hatchet man, James 

Callender wrote that Adams was a  rageful, lying, warmongering fellow; a 

"repulsive pedant" and "gross hypocrite" who “behaved neither like a man nor 

like a woman but instead possessed a hideous hermaphroditical character."   Only 

24 years earlier, Adams and Jefferson had been the best of friends.  But in the 

intervening years, following the US Constitution and the rise of partisanship, 

these two men had become polarized.   

Whether polarizing, polemical, partisanship is new or old – of course Jodie 

had a point.  It’s getting rough out of there.  It’s not just political rhetoric.  The 

“Me Too” Movement, points to a terrible break down in kavod between the 

sexes, between those with power, and those without power. And this has been 

going on for a long time. 

The word “sanctuary,” where you find yourself tonight, is defined as “a 

place of refuge or safety.”  It is fitting for us to discuss the issue in this room. 



P a g e  | 3 

 

Jodie and her Board are also absolutely correct… treating one another with kavod 

is a way in which we can create a safe place – an island in a storm of unpleasant 

tweets, Facebook postings and one-sided rants. 

Based on my own experiences into deeper religious practice, Congregation 

Beth Shalom needs to be a place where you can be with friends.  Throughout my 

High Holy Day sermons, I will be applying kavod to all sorts of relationships: 

spouses, children, Israel supporters – on both the left and the right, other people, 

ourselves, even kavod ha mayt, respect for the dead.   But I don’t think any 

relationship will bring you quite as much joy as the respect we show for our 

friends. 

When I first started attending both Friday night and Shabbat morning 

services regularly at Hebrew University, it wasn’t the services themselves which 

inspired my regular attendance. It didn’t matter how long the services were or 

how short.  It didn’t matter what the rabbi was talking about or the content of the 

parshat ha shevuah, the weekly Torah portion.   What attracted me was the 

friends I walked with to shul, the ones I sat with during davening, the ones whose 

apartment we went back to for Shabbos dinner or kiddush lunch, or midafternoon 

Scrabble.   
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I went for the friends.  In a way, as I see so many of you as friends, I suppose I am 

still coming for the friends, even after all these years. 

Speaking of friendships, next month the Rabbi Jacob Kraft Adult Education 

Fund is teaming up with our new friends, the Lutheran Church of the Good 

Shepherd.  Together, they are bringing one of my longest-standing Californian 

rabbinical friends, Rabbi Naomi Levy, to be our scholar-in-residence, the weekend 

of October 26-28.  Throughout my High Holy Day sermons, I will be sprinkling 

wisdom from Rabbi Levy’s latest book, Einstein and the Rabbi: Searching for the 

Soul, to get you ready for the big weekend.  

Rabbi Levy teaches that of friends who we have not seen in a very longtime 

there is a special blessing: “Praised is the One who resurrects the Dead” – “Baruch 

Ata Adonai, Mechayei HaMaytim.” Levy explains, “Friendship gives life to the 

soul.  A lasting friendship means that you may be separated by distance and time 

and still when you come together it feels as if no time has passed at all.” 

I wonder how many of you feel that way tonight, perhaps looking across 

the aisle – go ahead, look --  perhaps behind you, perhaps in front of you, seeing 

synagogue friends who you haven’t seen since last High Holy Days?  Perhaps, to 

them, you might say Baruch Atah Adonai Mechayei HaMaytim!”  
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Or perhaps your friends are not here tonight, but WILL be at services tomorrow, 

or so you hope, so you can catch up. –  

In her book, Rabbi Levy talks about the most powerful friendship in the 

entire Tanakh: the friendship between Jonathan and David.  She writes that 

“Jonathan’s soul became intertwined with the soul of David.  Jonathan loved 

David as he loved his own self.”  That is why Jonathan was willing to give up his 

right to the throne for the sake of his friend.  

And when Jonathan dies in battle, David says of his friend, “I grieve for you, 

my brother Jonathan.  You were most dear to me, more than the love of women.” 

Rabbi Levy observes: “You can be madly in love with your spouse and still 

you know that there are places inside you that your partner can never fill….There 

are empty places within us that only our friends know how to fill.   

Your friends will listen  

when your spouse tunes out. 

Your friends will comfort you  

when your spouse freaks out.   
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Beauty fades, romance wanes, but your friends don’t need you to be good-

looking or young or sexy.” 

I think Congregation Beth Shalom is a wonderful place to both meet and 

keep friends.  Just in these past two years alone, three different individuals met 

and fell in love right here in this synagogue – and that includes our own Cantor 

Elisa and her bershert, Daniel – friends for life.  Our President, Jodie, conducted a 

series of interviews with long-time congregants, and she was so surprised to learn 

how many of you made friends with one another in Hebrew School – I can’t begin 

to tell you how many times Joe Byer’s name came up (a former teacher here) – 

and you have maintained your friendships over the decades. I don’t think that 

there is a lack of kavod in our synagogue.  I think we can always do 

more…perhaps being even more open to newcomers, or listening better, or 

ensuring that kavod is the cornerstone of every correspondence between the 

Board of Directors and the congregation.  I think what we are striving for are 

more mindful moments in our synagogue, where we make kavod a real goal. 
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We are  good about honoring volunteers at the end of the year at our 

Annual Meeting. We bestow the President’s Award, the Eitz Hayim Award, the 

announcement of the Hattan Torah and Kallat Bereshit for Simchat Torah– these 

are all example of giving kavod.  But what if we could think more creatively and 

find ways of giving kavod to both volunteers  -- and staff – on a more regular 

basis, NOT just once a year?  

  What if the ability to give kavod to hardworking Beth Shalom members did 

not exist only in the hands of leadership?  What if we could find ways of 

empowering each-and-every congregant with the ability to bestow kavod in a 

public way to those you find deserving?  

I am most interested in kavod in our Hebrew School classrooms.  It is vital 

for me, that as a core Jewish value, we teach our students kavod.  First and 

foremost, our children must be taught to have kavod for themselves.  Kids these 

days are so hard on themselves and don’t always see the big picture that only 

years of experience can provide.  But our gifted Hebrew School teachers, many of 

whom have achieved moments of kavod  as Teacher of the Year, CAN use their 

years of life experience to help our children develop an inner sense of kavod. 
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Finally, our students must continue to demonstrate kavod for our teachers.  

That can be challenging when we are getting your students after a long day in 

school, or on a Sunday morning when they rather be sleeping in after a long week 

of studies and weekend sports commitments.  And when discipline is required to 

create an environment of learning, we do and should use ways of applying 

classroom management based on kavod – kavod for the students AND kavod for 

the teachers. 

I worry that the kavod my generation was taught to exhibit towards 

teachers and those in authority has eroded.  I truly believe it is the duty of each 

parent in our Hebrew School to work with us at Beth Shalom to instill a sense of 

kavod for our Hebrew School teachers, and of course, for our Head of School, 

Cantor Elisa.    

We ARE a House of God.  The staff must treat our congregants and 

volunteers with kavod.  But as a House of God, the embodiment of Jewish values, 

it is incumbent upon our congregants to treat our staff with kavod as well – 

especially when yahrzeits are missed, the air conditioning is not working or 

perhaps working TOO well – three Jews … five opinions -- or there is a 

misunderstanding with a billing issue.   
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One former CBS Executive Director advised that we must proceed from the 

assumption that every one of us has the very best of intentions. That’s worth 

repeating: “assume every one of us has the very best of intentions.” 

I whole-heartedly embrace the Board of Director’s goal of making 5779 the 

Year of Kavod.  Part-and-parcel with that goal, is yet another goal: making 5779 

the year of member engagement.  What better way to demonstrate kavod than 

by involving you in interactive Shabbat sermons. 

Your opinions matter. In new volunteer projects your creativity matters, in 

varied committee work your hard work matters.  If we value you, we must better 

engage you.  That will require different ways of thinking, different way of 

interacting, redesigning programs to ensure maximum involvement – it’s about 

being more mindful.   

Repeat this Hebrew phrase after me: “kol ha kavod” ….. “kol ha kavod.”  It 

literally means “all the honor,” but its true meaning is “way to go.”  In the New 

Year 5779, both in our synagogue and in our larger  community, may we each 

commit ourselves to using the phase “kol ha kavod” with at least one person 

every day.  In fact, let’s turn to one or two people next to you and  try it right 

now, “kol ha kavod.”  
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Let’s create an environment of kavod in this society so in need of  kavod. 

Gut yontev. 

 


