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Rabbi Michael Beals     Erev Rosh Hashana 5782  

 Gut yontuv! 

 Baruchim ha-ba’im!  Welcome.  More precisely, welcome BACK!  For some 

of you, it’s been a LONG two years since you’ve been back in our glorious 

sanctuary.  And whether you are watching on Live Stream or in person, it’s so 

wonderful to have us all together again … at last! 

 My parents used to tell me that there are certain Yiddish phrases which 

lose their umph in translation to English.  Even the aforementioned “gut yontuv,” 

would lose something if I opened with the direct translation: “good good day, or 

even “good holy day.”   

 The same is true for Hebrew, which is why so much of our liturgy 

tonight and in the holy days ahead are in the original Hebrew, with key passages 

in English so more of you can participate. 

The power of important words is at the heart of tonight’s drash – our 

leadership’s choices of Hebrew-language themes to direct the programming and 

intention of the entire year.   
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 Our Board of Directors chose the word “kesher” for last year’s 5781-82 

theme.  It means “connection.”  We all knew if our congregation was going to 

hold together during the COVID19 pandemic, we would all need to double-down 

on reinforcing our connections to one another.  Our Board became meticulous 

with their multiple Ambassador calls to our general congregation.  How many of 

you, by a show of hands, received at least one call from a Board Member in the 

past year?....Great!! 

 Below the radar, our hard-working Chesed Committee members spent 

special time with calls to our elder and home-bound congregants to ensure that 

their needs were being addressed. For example, I made runs to the local grocery 

stores for congregants who did not want to risk COVID19 exposure.  We also 

created Zoom seders and other outreach for our congregants at the Kutz Home 

and Lodge Lane. For these high holy days, we have even extended an invitation to 

our congregants at Kutz Senior Living Campus and Maris Grove, to join us.  “Gut 

yontuv” to you all! 
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 Moving our Shabbat, Yomtov, and weekday minyanim on Zoom have 

allowed us to not only ride out the pandemic, but to actually GROW our 

membership, and include new congregants from Dover, to Brooklyn, west to Palm 

Springs, internationally to Victoria, British Columbia; to Leeds, Great Britain; 

Ankara, Turkey; and Tel Aviv, Israel, where our President, Marla Cooper, was 

watching while visiting her son, Jordan, a Lone Soldier in the IDF.  Our innovative 

use of technology allowed grieving congregants and our family to say Kaddish for 

their loved ones, or gather across time zones for shiva minyanim.   

 If you switch the kuf in kesher to a kaf, you’ve got the Hebrew word 

“kosher. “A lot of our congregants are wondering how kosher it is to combine 

zoom congregants with in-person congregants to create combined minyanim.   

Others might feel it is not traditional to have a big tv screen on the pulpit with 

faces of our at-home congregants.  I would remind you that there was a time 

when the leadership of this shul were threatened with mass walkouts if we 

started counting women as part of our minyan and allowing a bat mitzvah for 

girls.  We survived. In fact, we thrived.  And we have certainly thrived by allowing 

gay Jewish weddings.  And we have thrived by creating a synagogue culture that is 

welcoming to interfaith families.  The bottom line is INCLUSION.  How do we 

remove barriers to participation?  
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Our Conservative Movement’s motto is “tradition and change.”  Even as we 

speak, our Movement’s Committee on Law and Standards is tackling our new 

reality of blended minyanim in order not to cut off all our newly active members 

we gained during COVID19.  It’s about kesher – creating connections. 

 As we enter our new year 5782, I have reveled in the connections we have 

created.  Our new Associate Rabbi, Nick Renner and I created a kesher more than 

four years ago, when he was the recent new-hire as Rabbi of the Hillel at the 

University of Delaware.  Over the years, he has welcomed our Shalom Corp 

students and their parents to CBS-sponsored Shabbat dinners at Hillel.  More 

recently, with his own toddler at the JCC Early Childhood Center, we stood next to 

each other, as the only guitar-playing rabbis for the zero-to-four set.  I am thrilled 

to be working by his side as we build up our Hebrew School, and Life Long 

Education.  Rabbi Nick has already been a Godsend to all of us, helping grieving 

families during my summer vacation, and taking on pulpit duties. Rabbi Jeremy 

Winaker is our new VP for Education, and Rabbi Ellen Bernhardt was the recent 

chair of our Hebrew School and Cantorial Assessment Task Force. This means, for 

the first time in Beth Shalom’s 100-year history, we have FOUR rabbis actively 

involved in the leadership of our shul – a proud first! 
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 And speaking of the importance of kesher – I am thrilled to be reviving my 

connection with Hazzan Melanie Fine, as our High Holy Day cantorial soloist.  Our 

kesher goes back almost 25 years, when she was a senior in Cantorial School and I 

was a senior in Rabbinical School at the Jewish Theological Seminary.  Two years 

ago, when my wife, Elissa, lost her beloved mother, Hazzan Fine, aka Cantor Mel, 

attended one of the seven nights of shiva in Beverly Hills, and she offered to 

relieve me of leading the shiva service.  I am so grateful that we have a chance to 

share this bimah.  

 I love the connection between Hebrew words.  From kesher, we replace the 

kuf with a gimmel, and we get this year’s theme word --- gesher – bridge building. 

We are bridging from our first 100 years, starting back in 1922, to our next 100 

years with 2022 being our centennial moment.  And get this – our bridge is 

supported by all the kesherim – connections we have made between friends and 

multi-generational families throughout the years.  

 Our centennial year will be filled with programs and experiences to build 

gesherim – bridges, with our friends, with our families, with clergy, with 

community, perhaps with God or your spiritual life, and more often, over time, 

with this building that we have missed so much.  
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 Rabbi Nick and I invite you to be part of our fun, as we build something 

really special in the year to come.  For example, our Cantorial Koleynu Committee, 

will be inviting all sorts of engaging cantorial talent to join us for various 

Shabbatot after Simchat Torah.  We will infuse services with exciting and engaging 

Jewish music.  

 Here’s to a year of gesher, bridge-building, supported by kesherim – special 

connections between each of you, and a clergy who loves and cares about each of 

you. 

 Gut yontuv. 


