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The most common question I have received since I even began 

the interview process at Congregation Gates of Prayer is, how do you 

think you’ll fit into the culture in New Orleans? Fortunately for me, 

there are abundant online resources to help me become accustomed to 

New Orleans culture. In fact, I have used Google Translate to help me 

adjust from Philadelphia to the Big Easy. Because it is Shabbat, I won’t 

show you how the technology works on the bimah, but fortunately, I 

wrote down the results of my study: 

For example, when I said, Youse to Google Translate, it said, 

“Y’all” 

When I looked up the word “hoagy,” it said “Po Boy” 

I actually managed to stump Google Translate. When I said “Fly 

Eagles Fly” it said “Who Dat?” 

Also, I learned that if you want to write “Go Saints” you have to 

use every vowel in the alphabet, plus at least one “x”.  

I do have a question about the King Cake, though. If a Jew bakes a 

king cake, does the baby come in a basket? And is there a follow 

up celebration 8 days later for the bris? Is there a little mohel that 

comes along with it?  

  

The truth is our family is so excited to not only be part of this 

congregation, but to be part of the New Orleans culture. We have, in 

just our short time here, been overwhelmed by your kindness and open 

arms. We are thrilled that our girls, Paige and Tessa, will grow up in a 

loving community that values faith and tradition. And while moving 

here will no doubt be a cultural adjustment, I am not worried. The 

Gerber family may have some new terminology to learn, but I have no 

doubt that we speak the same language.  
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 It is a wonderful coincidence that my visit to Gates of Prayer 

coincides with Shabbat Shira. Every congregation in the world this 

weekend is reading the Torah portion, Beshalach, which tells of the 

parting of the Red Sea. As the Hebrews crossed the sea, they followed 

Moses and Miriam and sang a song of joy. For that reason, Jews are 

commanded to participate in Shabbat Shira—a Shabbat of song. This 

particular service should be more musical and joyous than your average 

Shabbat. And this Shabbat emphasizes that however different our 

communities may be throughout the world, we all do, in fact speak the 

same language.  

 Jewish tradition commands us that every occasion, be it worship 

or learning, simcha or sadness, is required to be equal parts kevah and 

kavanah.  

 Kevah is a Hebrew word that means “affixed.” It is the same word 

we use when we put up a mezuzah on a house. We say “baruch atah 

adonai eloheinu melech ha-olam, asher kiddeshanu b’mitzvotav, 

v’tzivanu, l’kboa mezuzah.” Blessed are you God who commands us to 

AFFIX the mezuzah. Kevah represents the things that are etched in 

stone; things that will never change.  

 For example…the words of the Shema have remained the same 

for millennia. If we went to any synagogue in the world across different 

languages and cultures, the six words of the Shema will be the same. If 

we were to time travel 2000 years into the past or, God willing, 2000 

years in to the future, the six words of the Shema will never change.  

 Kavanah means “intention.” Kavanah is how you feel when you 

say the Shema. Kavanah is the melody you use to sing the shema. Every 

individual in this sanctuary brings their own unique kavanah to the 

congregation every time we pray. Every community is celebrating 

Shabbat Shira in their own way with their own music.  

 Kevah ensures that Jews will always be connected across time and 

space. Kevah is the reason why Jews will always be able to connect with 

one another and find community. Kavanah is what makes us all 

different, unique, and beautiful in our observance of ritual.  
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 It is my understanding of Kevah that makes me confident that we 

all speak the same language here.  

It is my appreciation for Kavanah that makes me so excited to get 

to know y’all (see what I did there?) 

 I’d like to share with you a little bit about my background. I come 

from St. Louis, Missouri. I grew up on the Mississippi River and I’m 

thrilled to be coming back. My wife grew up in Cincinnati…it’s a 

different river, but we won’t hold that against her. Being a St. Louisan, I 

was born with a love of baseball. But music was not far behind. We in 

St. Louis have a deep love for the blues and jazz. Miles Davis grew up a 

couple miles across the river and I was inspired by the Miles Davises 

and Louie Armstrongs to learn how to play the trumpet. While in my 

younger days, I played in jazz bands, big bands, and even dixieland 

bands, my skills are currently most utilized on the original trumpet…the 

shofar.  

 My high school jazz band took me to New Orleans to perform at 

jazz Fest when I was a senior. I spent a week here learning about the 

culture, eating, seeing parade floats behind the scenes, eating, 

watching street musicians, eating…and eating. I turned 18 here on that 

trip and I celebrated by getting a hurricane…well technically it was just 

a hurricane mix which of course turned out to be fancy, expensive fruit 

punch.  

 New Orleans is an easy city to love. I decided that I wanted to 

come to Jazz Fest every year for my birthday. But then I became a 

college student, and then a rabbinical student, and I didn’t make it back 

until my 30
th

 birthday. The visit was as remarkable as the first, and I 

decided I would put it back on the calendar for my 40
th

.  

 About a year ago, a friend of mine from the New Orleans area 

mentioned that Rabbi Loewy would be retiring, and that Congregation 

Gates of Prayer would soon be looking for a senior rabbi. From that 

moment on I began to keep an eye on this place.  

 When the job posted on the rabbinical placement website, I 

wasted little time applying. And the process went quickly. On a 
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Wednesday night I met the committee via Skype. On Thursday they 

invited my down. By Tuesday I was here and by Wednesday I was sold. 

In fact, it is entirely possible that I accepted the job before it was 

technically offered to me.  

 That’s how sure I am about coming here.  

 This is a beautiful place. The building, which is our kevah, is 

remarkable. It offers the facilities and resources needed to become the 

center of Jewish life for our families. We are so blessed to be able to 

learn, worship, and gather in a place with such beauty.  

 The people, which is our kavanah, are spectacular. I don’t have 

the words to adequately describe how you have made our family feel 

since our first interview, but I will share two quick stories.  

 First, when my wife and I were here for the interview, our kids 

spend the day in the nursery school. Our kids were one and a half and 

four and a half at the time. It was nice that they felt so comfortable that 

there were no tears at drop off. But the sight of them when we 

returned to pick them up was so heartwarming. Paige, our older 

daughter had already found a group of friends. They were gathered 

together around Tessa, who had also made friends. The older kids were 

holding hands with the younger kids and helping them play on the 

playground. It was like they were all siblings. It’s exactly what you want 

to see in a nursery school if you are a parent.  

 Second, I have to tell you that while we are excited to begin this 

new journey, Lauren and I also have the daunting task of saying 

goodbye to our community in Philadelphia. Throughout the fall we 

were stuck with this bittersweet feeling being both happy and sad. But 

one day in December we got an email with the subject “A video to your 

family from ours” from Congregation Gates of Prayer. It was a 

collection of members introducing themselves and wishing us a happy 

Chanukah. It was one of the sweetest things we have ever received. 

From that moment on, our bittersweet feeling evolved into pure 

enthusiasm. We knew had agreed to become part of something truly 

special.  
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 My wife and I knew very quickly that this congregation has what 

we call in Yiddish a guteh neshama. We have been consistently 

overwhelmed by the kavanah of Congregation Gates of Prayer, and we 

can’t wait to be part of it. We will enthusiastically embrace the culture 

of this community, and all things that make it so special. We will honor 

its history and traditions as we move faithfully into the future. We hope 

this is the beginning of a long and wonderful relationship.  

 From the bottom of my heart, I thank you for this opportunity. 

And Shabbat Shalom, y’all! 

  


