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On Tu B’shvat circa 1987, my mother of blessed memory, took me to a farm to buy a small 
esrog tree. We planted it in the backyard and I was nominally in charge of it for the balance of 
my childhood.  
 
Over the next 8-10 years, all of my agricultural prowess yielded one solitary esrog of dubious 
halachic character.  
 
But a few years ago, after my father re-married, his wife replanted the tree and somehow that 
barren sapling of my youth now regularly produces a full crop of esrogim. 
  
This year, before Rosh Hashana, my brother and I travelled to Los Angeles for our nephew’s bar 
mitzvah. And my dad graciously offered us esrogim from the tree in the backyard. The one my 
brother took was the size of a small watermelon.  
 
Security at the airport on the way home was unusually light and the TSA agent took one look at 
us and signaled right away that he had a sense of humor. “You must be brothers,” he said. 
Pulling my brother’s bag from the conveyor belt, he said, “Which one of you is the terrorist?” 
It was my brother’s bag so he said, “It’s me.”  
 
“Tell me,” the security agent said, “What am I going to find when I open your bag?” 
Playing along, my brother said, “You saw the x-ray. You guess.” 
 
So the TSA agent said, “OK. I guess I’m going to find a bomb that’s going blow us all to 
smithereens.” 
 
At which point I interjected… I said, “Isn’t it illegal for you to say stuff like that in an airport?” 
 
He said, “No. It’s only illegal for you to say stuff like that an airport. I can say whatever what I 
want.” 
 
By this point he had unwrapped the suspicious object. “Papaya?” he asked. 
 
“No,” my brother said. “Citron.” 
 
“Citron,” he said. “Isn’t’ it a little early for Sukkos?” 
 
I said, “You always have this much fun at your job?” 
He said, “Look: It’s entirely possible that one day I’ll get blown up investigating an unripe 
melon. But until that happens, man, you just gotta love every day.”  
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It’s not often that one gets such sound advice at the security line at LAX. I think it’s actually 
very easy to love Sukkot. And it’s very easy to love Simchat Torah. But where does that leave 
Shmini Atzeret? Without a tangible mitzvah to hold, from where does the day’s meaning derive? 
 
Atzeret means a kind of finish line. 

• The agricultural calendar comes to a close 

• The שלש רגלים – the three pilgrimage festivals – are at an end 

• The Torah cycle comes to a conclusion 
 
So perhaps part of the implicit goal of the today is to the answer question: Where do we go from 
here? How can we get back to the finish line again?  
 
And what I want to suggest is that we might find the answer in today’s special Tefillah. Because 
contained within it is a playbook for Jewish communal life in the year ahead. It’s the parting 
message for every faithful Jew as we leave the comfort of the מקדש or the shul and head back 
into our frenetic lives.  
 
Of course we understand that rain is both real and imagined: We’re davening for the health of 
our agricultural economy; and we’re also davening for our sustenance and livelihood. 
  
But Tefillat Geshem is also an indispensable history lesson. It takes us through six stanzas, the 
first three of which focus on water in the lives of our Avot. (These themes are identified, too, in 
our special Tefillot on Hoshana Rabbah). And if we can understand them, our Tefillah insists, 
we’ll be on our way toward a year of blessing, life and plenty. And the cycle of Jewish life will 
be sure to continue.  
 
What, then, is the magic formula for Jewish futurity contained in this short Tefillah?  
 
Where do we find water in the lives of Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov and what messages are 
coded in those narratives?  
 
Where does the Torah mention water in reference to Avraham?  
It’s at the very beginning of פרשת וירא.  
It’s in the context of water that the מלאכים reveal to Avraham and Sarah that they’re going to be 
blessed with a child. Not knowing their identity, Avraham invites in his three guests and insists: 
 please take a little water.” And it’s just a few pesukim later that one of these“ – יוקח נא מעט מים
guests reveals the impending birth of Yitzchak.  
 
I don’t think we normally appreciate the connection that the Tefillah makes. But on this reading, 
water heralds conception itself.  
 
The first message about how to make Judaism endure is entirely self-evident. But the point is 
that it can never be taken for granted. The Jewish story only continues if there are Jewish 
children to pass it on to the next generation. 
 



3 

 

Because of their stage in life, Avraham and Sarah were resigned to their reality. But agents of the 
divine delivered to them an elixir of life. And defying biology and expectation, Avraham and 
Sarah were able to conceive. 
 
Today the agents of the divine aren’t מלאכים; they’re doctors. And the elixir of life is the science 
of medicine. 
 
In the span of less than one lifetime, the whole world of reproductive technology has changed. 
And we have to be nimble enough to change along with it. 
 

• We have to move past old stigmas 

• We have to raise awareness about egg freezing and fertility solutions in our community  

• And we have to support and fund the extraordinary work that’s going on 
 
Just imagine what any of our grandparents would have said if someone came to them with a 
fertility challenge two generations ago. The best advice they could have given would be to daven 
harder. Now we can say: We’ll daven harder and we’ll do something about it. 
 
So what about Yitzchak? Where does water come up in his life? 
It’s the story of the wells.  
The Torah goes out of its way to tell us: 
 

 ְּבֵארֹת ַהַּמיִם, ֲאֶׁשר ָחְפרּו ִּביֵמי ַאְבָרָהם ָאִביו.-ֶאתַוּיָָׁשב יְִצָחק ַוּיְַחּפֹר  ח
And Yitzchak returned and dug up all the wells that Avraham had dug in his lifetime.  
 
The very mundane narrative of the wells tells us about the fundamental character of Yitzchak. 
His father may have been a revolutionary. But for the revolution to take hold, it requires 
followers. Yitzchak appreciated that his role was much more about imitation than innovation. 
The story of the wells tells us that if Avraham was the first Jew, Yitzchak was the first Jewish 
student.  
 
The word חינוך means to initiate. The idea of Jewish education isn’t just about teaching; it’s 
about apprenticeship. You can learn about how and when to shake a lulav in a classroom, but the 
mitzvah only comes to life when the kid comes to shul and actually does it. The goal is for every 
Jewish child to master not just the theory, but the practice of Jewish life.  
 
If Avraham’s water lesson taught us that the Jewish story can’t go on without Jewish kids, the 
lesson of Yitzchak and water is that Jewish kids can’t go on without Jewish education. 
 
And once again, it’s an argument that’s entirely self-evident. But as long as the mountains of 
Jewish ignorance continue to dominate our communal landscape, we have to keep beating this 
drum.  
 
Here’s a statistic Len Berman shared with me from a recent Pew study: Almost half of American 
Jews don’t know that Maimonides was Jewish. 
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Jewish day schools are a public good. They’re indispensable. And every member of our 
community – parent or not – has to share the responsibility of supporting them.   
 
We should take great pride in the work our shul has done to bring Jewish education to the 
forefront of our communal agenda. And we should take great pride in the more than $100,000 
we’ve poured into our day schools by adding a voluntary contribution to our annual dues.  
 
But here’s something else we need to do: 
How many of our best and brightest and most talented kids become Jewish educators? Implicitly 
and explicitly: Have we communicated to them that it would be a dream-come-true or have we 
told them what a sacrifice it would be to go into Jewish communal service? 
 
Of course there’s a financial piece. And we have to demand that our schools pay teachers a living 
wage. But we also have a role to play. 
 
What about a special dues rate at shul to recognize their contribution to our lives?  
What about free membership to the JCC and the Jewish Museum and the 92nd St. Y? 
What about honoring educators right alongside donors at institutional functions? 
 
If we’re not going to pay them the millions they’ve earned; we should at least pay them the 
respect they deserve. 
 
And finally we come to Yaakov. 
And of course what’s the seminal event in his life involving water? 
His fateful meeting of Rachel at the well. 
 
You remember the story. 
The shepherds are loitering at the well. And Yaakov asks them why. 
And they say because the stone on the well can’t be moved until all the shepherds gather. 
Yaakov sees Rachel coming. He steps up, he removes the stone from the well and he waters the 
sheep.  
 
So how does he do it? How does he move the stone that couldn’t be moved? 
 
The answer very simply is that he tried. Just because everyone else assumed it couldn’t be done, 
didn’t actually mean it couldn’t be done.  
 
It’s the story of Jewish matchmaking. And it’s the attitude of “Let me try,” that carries the day.  
 
The Jewish story can’t go on without Jewish kids. 
And Jewish kids can’t go on without Jewish education. 
And when those Jewish kids become Jewish adults, they can’t go on to have families unless they 
meet each other. 
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And in this area, too, the world has changed in the blink of an eye. There are so many literal and 
virtual platforms for singles to meet one another. The question is: What will be our contribution? 
We may have the solution, but we at least we have to try to move the stone.  
 
We live at the epicenter of those who are starting out and those who are starting over. How many 
people do we know that would love to find companionship?  
 
The Gemara famously tells us that after 120 years we’ll called before the heavenly tribunal and 
we’ll be asked a series of questions. And one of them is עסקת בפריה ורביה?  
 
And everyone wonders: Why would the query be formulated this way? It should say  קימת פריה
  ?Either you fulfilled your obligation or you didn’t ?ורביה
 
The Maharsha says that’s not the question. עסקת – were you involved? Did you contribute to the 
mitzvah of perpetuating the Jewish people by bringing individuals together?  
 
There are so many ways that we can make a difference: 

• We can invite people to our home for Shabbat meals; 

• We can proactively make suggestions and try to make matches; 

• We can contribute to the wonderful programs that are in place to support matchmaking. 
 
The roadmap is so straightforward. But it only works to the extent we follow it.  
 
We have to use all the resources at our disposal to bring more Jewish children into this world; to 
educate those children; and to turn singles into couples.  
 
In a few moments we’re going to recite Yizkor. And it should never be lost on us that we’re in a 
position to do so as a community because our ancestors made the perpetuation of Judaism their 
priority. The question of who will say will Yizkor for us shouldn’t be the motivating force 
behind our commitment to the Jewish future. But the question is certainly a stark reminder about 
what’s at stake.  
 
We may be davening for rain. And we take it on faith that Hashem will do His part. But we have 
to do ours. To the extent we do, the prospect of a Jewish horizon beyond the clouds will be well 
within reach.  

 


