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 It was Spring, 1971.  There were 8 of us ready to graduate.  Yes, 
from high school, but that was not that important to us.  No, we 
were graduating from the Temple Israel High School program and 
we were so excited.  Out of 80 kids who had been b’nei mitzvah with 
us and 65 who had gotten Confirmed, we were the last ones 
standing.  Eight of us who stuck with the program all the way to the 
end. 
 
 We were especially excited because we had been invited to 
speak to the congregation on the Friday night service of our 
graduation.  To prepare we were called to the office of the Associate 
Rabbi, Herb Rutman, who greeted us warmly.  After praising us for 
our work, he said, “There’s just one thing – I need to see what you’re 
going to say before you get on the pulpit.”  I think all 8 of us, at the 
same time, asked, “WHY?”  Rabbi Rutman said he needed to make 
sure that our words were appropriate for the pulpit and for the 
congregation. 
 
 One of us, I think it was Larry Mandil, said, “Let me get this 
straight.  We’ve been through every learning opportunity the 
Temple has, we run the Youth Group and lead creative services, and 
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you’re concerned we’re going to be inappropriate from the pulpit?  
We’re the ones who stayed!  You don’t have to check our words.  
We’ll be fine.” 
 
 But now Rabbi Rutman frowned.  “This is not negotiable,” he 
said.  “If you don’t show me what you’re going to say, then I can’t let 
you speak from the pulpit!”  Someone else began to argue, “That’s 
neither right nor fair.  We can express our own Jewish thoughts 
without you having to give them the ok.  We’re not going to accept 
this.  We’ll go over your head.” 
 
 That was when Rabbi Rutman exploded.  “Get out!” he yelled, 
“Get out of my office!  This meeting is over.”  And we did.  We 
hustled out of there as fast we could.  We met briefly in the hall, 
really frustrated, but there was nothing to do.  So we left.  Many of 
us shared what happened with our parents, who generally sided with 
us, while saying it was the Rabbi’s right to determine who said what 
on the pulpit. 
 
 The next day when I go home from school, my Mom said, 
“Rabbi Rutman’s office called.  They want to talk to you.”  When I 
called back, his assistant said, “Rabbi Rutman wants you and the 
class to come back this afternoon.  Can you make it?” 
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 That’s how we found ourselves right back where we had been 
the day before.  This time, the tension was so thick the air crackled.  
We stood instead of sitting.  And Rabbi Rutman began, saying, “I 
want to apologize for raising my voice at you yesterday and 
throwing you out of my office yesterday.  It was wrong.” 
 
 One of us dared to speak up and said, “But that doesn’t change 
what you said to us.  We don’t want to give in to your demand.”  
Rabbi Rutman said, “Well, about that – I am taking away my 
requirement that you give me your words before offering them.”  
We smiled, victory was ours!” 
 
 But then, he said in a serious voice, “But…” We froze.  “I 
would like to respectfully request that you share your words with me 
before the service.  I’m not requiring it, but I’d very much appreciate 
it if you would consider my request.” 
 
 Put like that, we felt abashed.  And, of course, we let him see 
what we wrote before the service.  And you know what?  It didn’t 
matter at all.  He didn’t try to change a word. 
 
 Our Sages say teach that any dispute that is fought for the sake 
of heaven, its results will endure.  Any dispute that is not for the 
sake of heaven, well, it is  fruitless and bound to be forgotten.  And, 
they go on, what disputes was for the sake of heaven?  The ones 
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between Rabbi Hillel and Rabbi Shammai.  What ones were not for 
the sake of heaven?  The dispute between Moses and Korach, the 
dispute that is featured in this week’s Torah portion. 
 
 Korach challenges Moses’ right to lead, saying, “All the 
community are holy!  Why should you lead us in God’s name?”  
When Moses invites him and his band of rebels to come and discuss 
the matter, they refuse.  Things go from bad to worse.  In the end, 
Korach is swallowed by an earthquake, his collaborators are 
destroyed by fire and their sympathizers are struck with plague. 
 
 We kids were not Korach.  We just wanted to have our voices 
heard without being edited.  And we went up, respectfully, and we 
reached an agreement that respected the needs and dignity of both 
sides. 
 
 It is fascinating to have my last Kabbalat Shabbat sermon be 
based on Korach, the rebel whose band leads to widespread 
destruction.  The last month of my serving you all has been a love-in 
of epic proportions.  You’d think we had no arguments at all.  But I 
can see some of you smiling at home as you recall some of the 
challenges we faced.  Why did we surmount them?  Because we 
struggled with issues for the sake of heaven, not for our personal 
agendas. 
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 I don’t believe the goal of our faith is perfect harmony.  We 
were not created to sit in perfect peace without stress or strife.  No, I 
believe that the authentic Judaism I believe in and practice calls for 
dynamic tension as we struggle to make real our most precious 
values.  That dynamic tension produces growth, not despite our 
challenges, but because of them. 
 
 I used to have black hair.  My face was boyish, back in the late 
80’s.  I would not trade one grey hair or one worry line to avoid the 
tensions which made us grow into the incredible, sacred family and 
community we have become. 
 
 Barbara and I arrived in Pittsburgh with Micah 32 years ago 
next week.  Mayor Richard Caligiuri had just died and the city was in 
mourning for a true reforming politician who related to the 
common Pittsburgher.  And suddenly we had an “old-lady” Jewish 
mayor, Sophie Masloff, who was famous for her plain spoken 
manner and her many malapropisms. 
 
 It was a different city back then.  It was a different 
congregation, too.  As Pittsburgh has grown into a leader of cities 
our size, Temple Sinai has as well.  And how did we accomplish this, 
you might ask?  Both our city and our sacred community looked 
about the difficulties they faced and envisioned a future, a new and 
bold future that exemplified our best values. 
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 And what are those values?  I have believed since I was a teen 
that my fellow young adults were desperate for Jewish experiences 
that offered intimacy, intensity and authenticity.  As a teen I found 
those moments in singing with Debbie Friedman at conclaves, 
staying up all night to explore Jewish arts and painting the very walls 
of our stodgy old building with bright colors, frogs and dinosaurs.  I 
found those moments confronting the critical issues of our day, 
which included racism, the environment, the Vietnam war and 
freeing Soviet Jewry. 
 
 As I grew into my 20’s I realized that as an adult I still longed 
for intimacy, intensity and authenticity.  So I explored Orthodox 
Judaism and Chabad, worked in the Conservative movement, visited 
the Reconstructionist rabbinical school and found each had sparks 
but no one had built the fire. 
 
 Here at Temple Sinai, after a few years of establishing trust, 
you shared with me the task for building the holy fire, the fire that 
lights up a world that dwells in darkness through our song, our joy, 
our passion for justice, our faith in a better world, even if it takes 
decades to achieve.  Here in Reform Judaism, we found the freedom 
to try new rituals, to go off script, to taking daring risks with our 
youth, to look far ahead into a future that even now we have only 
partially realized. 
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 Music lifts the heart.  And so many of our hearts began to beat 
with greater fervor and joy when we sang with Debbie Friedman, 
Rachelle Nelson, Ida Rae Cahana, Danny Maseng and Benjie Ellen 
Schiller (4x!)  Our people not only glimpsed a musical future that 
was possible, you demanded it. 
 
 Social justice used to live on paper at Temple Sinai.  We would 
wordsmith resolutions that expressed outrage our support and see 
who we could get to read them.  But now, we not only collect food 
for the hungry, we grow the vegetables to feed them ourselves.  We 
not only decry racism, we go to Homewood Baptist Temple and 
Bidwell Presbyterian and other places beyond our neighborhoods to 
stand together, not only to pray and sing but to organize, to lobby 
and advocate for a better, fairer Pittsburgh for us all. 
 
 Israel was spoken of, but rarely.  So instead of just hearing 
about Israel, we went there as a congregation – 11 times!  When 
Israel appointed a Palestinian to be their diplomat in NY, we invited 
him here and hosted 300 people for him to see us and for us to learn 
about him.  We advocate for a secure Israel that lives up to its 
highest ideals and we are listened to because we have seen her 
accomplishments and difficulties with our own eyes. 
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 Learning here was barely adequate in 1988.  I was horrified to 
learn that our b’nei mitzvah tutor was teaching our kids to read 
Torah from a piece of paper with English transliteration that was 
simply put on top of the scroll.  When I insisted our kids could to 
more and that it was unacceptable to read English letters instead of 
Hebrew, he quit on the spot.  “What do you expect,” he asked, 
angrily.  “They’re Reform!” 
 
 Since then we have had bar and bat mitzvah students who have 
held their own with kids who go to Jewish day school.  Since then we 
have engaged teens by teaching them Jewish values at the level of 
their adulthood, not adolescence.  Our school led the way and has 
been emulated throughout the city for the engagement we not only 
offer, but demand.  Our future is bright because of these amazing 
young people. 
 And adults have risen to the challenge of better Jewish learning 
as well.  We have adults in our Shabbat minyan who read Torah 
flawlessly, who translate perfectly, who interpret brilliantly.  We 
began the study of the entire Torah in September, 1988 and it took 
21 years to finish, after which we promptly started all over again.  
From 2009 until this Shabbat, we have made it to the middle of 
Leviticus. 
 
 When I came here there was pride that people knew and cared 
for each other.  But how could we keep that feeling as we grew?  We 
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developed a Caring Committee and then the B’racha Center to 
enhance the quality of our relationships and caring for each other.  
Now, there is no death and shiva without someone from Temple 
asking to be at home with the family and help out.  Now, there is no 
birth in our congregational family that is not celebrated by us all! 
 
 Our prayers were lovely back in 1988.  But they were very 
formal. Music was sung to us by a talented gentile quartet and we 
appreciate their offerings.  But we learned how much more fulfilling 
it could be to pray and sing for ourselves.  And that is what we do 
most Friday nights, and that is all we do Shabbat mornings.  We sing 
and sing and sing!  One of the hardest parts of the Covid-19 plague 
has been not being able to sing with each other every week, closing 
our eyes and finding the soul notes that leap up from the depths of 
our hearts.  We will sing that way again, I promise, as soon as it is 
safe to do so. 
 
 Many of these initiatives sparked debate, even anger.  Some 
questioned whether we were being true to our roots.  But even those 
who were upset knew they would be listened to, their exasperation 
heard and empathized with.  Throughout all of our discussions, all 
of our growing pains, all of our difficult decisions, we tried our 
hardest to respect everyone in the room.  Because of our shared love 
and caring for each other, accomplishments were so much sweeter 



 10 

and even our differences, we came to understand, were for the sake 
of heaven and so their results would endure. 
 
 And now, I am done.  You, this marvelous, loving, incredible 
congregational family, are not.  I have tried to fulfill my charge and 
responsibility toward everyone in the TS family of families, to 
respect you all and care for you in joy and sorrow.  And you have 
made me the luckiest Rabbi in the world by responding to my calls 
to raise our vision high and seek to accomplish it.  You have made 
me happy beyond belief.  Tonight, you make real the words of the 
prophet Jeremiah, “Roni l’simcha, Ya-a-kov!”  Sing with joy, Oh 
Jacob! 
 
 Saying goodbye is so hard, even with a full and joyful heart.  
Let me simply tell you that we have transformed the nature of rabbi-
congregant relations from one of sacred service to that of purest 
love.  Thank you for loving me. Barbara, Micah, Catherine, Avi and 
David as well as Noa and Liora.  Thank you for inspiring me to reach 
higher, to seek to engage everyone of us as we strove for Jewish 
intimacy, intensity and authenticity. 
 
 We did more than strive.  We succeeded.  In faith, joy and love.  
Nothing in my life as a Rabbi will ever fill me as you have filled me 
these last 32 years.  May the glow of this moment live in the hearts of 
all of the Temple Sinai Family of Families, from the single 98 year 



 11 

old to the family of 5 to the LGBTQ Pride Tribe to the singletons to 
the children, to the teens, to the Boomers to the Young Adults, to us 
all.  You have made me so happy tonight that my heart could burst. 
 
 Roni l’simcha, Ya-a-kov!  Sing for joy, for Jacob!  Sing for joy!  
Joy!  Joy.  


