
The Fundamental Things: June 12, 2020 

In the summer of ’79, after my ordination as a rabbi, Shelly and I tied the 

knot. It was a 70’s wedding in all respects: the bride and bridesmaids wore 

flowers in their hair; the groom, in a light gray suit, sported moderate sideburns 

and a mustache. No makeup artist was employed, nor was makeup, as I recall. 

Dress and décor featured a retro color scheme leaning heavily on yellow – 

except it wasn’t retro back then. The ceremony included a mellow Beatles song 

strummed and sung by my brother-in-law, Fred. It was all extremely groovy, as 

so many things were back then, 41 years ago, and very much of its time. Except 

for a few brief moments during that long-ago Saturday night, which were lifted 

straight out of 1942. As our guests milled around in the temple social hall, 

munching on cocktail meatballs and other noshes of the day, the band launched 

into the newlyweds’ first dance. We had chosen a tune from one of our favorite 

movies: “Casablanca.”  

You must remember this 
A kiss is just a kiss 
A sigh is just a sigh 
The fundamental things apply 
As time goes by 
And when two lovers woo 
They still say "I love you" 
On that you can rely 
No matter what the future brings 
As time goes by 

 

We were so young that night. What could we possibly know about 

nostalgia? I know a bit more about it now. And since tonight we all have 



permission to wax a little nostalgic, I thought I’d share some nuggets of wisdom, 

perhaps relevant to Congregation Beth Am, that I’ve gleaned from “Casablanca.” 

First: a memorable bit of dialogue, between Captain Louis Renault, cynical 

police prefect of the Vichy government, played by Claude Rains, and Rick Blaine, 

world-weary owner of the local bar and gambling casino, played by the immortal 

Humphrey Bogart. “What in heaven’s name brought you to Casablanca?” asks 

Captain Renault. “My health,” says Rick. “I came to Casablanca for the waters.” 

“The waters? What waters?” says the Captain. “We’re in the desert.” And Rick 

blandly responds, “I was misinformed.” 

 Who knows what really brought Rick to Casablanca? Whatever his 

reason, one thing is for sure: whenever you come to a new place, you’re in for a 

big surprise. You’ll encounter conditions and challenges you never expected. The 

place will change you in unanticipated ways. And, of course, delightful surprises 

may also await you. Out of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world, you 

never know who might walk into yours.  

 When I came to Beth Am in the summer of 1999, I had been out of the 

congregational rabbinate for 11 years.  In my first job, I had served as solo rabbi 

of a small gay-lesbian outreach synagogue, and then done organizational work 

for the Reform movement in Los Angeles. It was not, shall we say, ideal 

preparation for the complex responsibilities I would take on as senior rabbi of a 

large congregation. I knew then, as I know now, that the search committee was 

taking a gamble – or perhaps a leap of faith – when they invited me to accept this 

pulpit.  



 I came for my health, longing to plant roots in a single spiritual community 

after consulting to many; hoping to refresh my spirit through worship renewal; 

and to cultivate warm relationships through community building and pastoral 

care. I came for the waters, longing to drink deeply of Torah in a congregation 

where I could teach and learn. Needless to say, I did not find a desert. Quite the 

contrary, in fact. There were all the abundant, healing springs of water I could 

have hoped for, all the refreshing opportunities I craved, and delightful surprises 

aplenty.  

Nor, on the other hand, was Beth Am an oasis of tranquility or peace. Now 

and then, there were stormy days and weeks. I was sometimes misinformed, ill-

prepared, inadequate to the challenges I faced. There was real suffering here – 

congregants living with disappointment and pain, illness and tragic loss. I 

struggled to offer help; I struggled with my own sense of sadness and loss when 

people I loved passed away. I could not always reach my ideals. I came here 

with dreams; I leave, as one always does, with some dreams still unfulfilled. But I 

am changed – I am a better person and rabbi – because I was here. Above all, I 

remain grateful to that search committee for taking a chance on me; and I thank 

God that, out of all the congregations in all the cities in all the world, I walked into 

this one.   

Number two: “Here’s looking at you, kid.”  Rick offers that toast to Ilsa, the 

beautiful girl of his dreams, just before he says goodbye to her forever. So let me 

say it to you, my beautiful congregation, as I look at you for the last time as your 

senior rabbi. Let me lift my cup to you in celebration and tribute. For here I found 



my Friday night companions: people who love to pray and sing and shmooze and 

eat challah together. And here I found lovers of literature who journeyed through 

countless books with me; and devoted students who enjoy parsing the words of 

Torah as much as I do, and never hesitate to tell me when I’m totally wrong.   

Here are my partners in leadership – so many over the years -- who 

served our congregation with wisdom, integrity, and good humor. Here are 

wonderful colleagues – talented, hard-working, mentschy – with whom I was 

privileged to serve. Here are vulnerable souls who trusted me with your private 

worries, and told me your stories, and held my hand when emotion transcended 

words.  

Here I joined travelers on the human journey at every age and stage: 

joyous wedding couples and committed longtime lovers; caring parents, striving 

to do right by their children; caring sons and daughters, struggling to do right by 

their aging parents; beautiful babies; open-hearted children; thoughtful teens and 

B’nai Mitzvah finding their voice; devoted Jews by choice finding their way to a 

new faith; grieving mourners finding their way back to life.  

Here I found so many reasons to hope: legions of generous souls who 

reached out to care for their fellow congregants; energetic advocates who stood 

up for Israel and worked to make her better; countless good citizens who, 

through their vocation or volunteer work, are striving to make a better world.  

And here I found the kindest people I’ve ever met. Thank you for the 

books you sent to your book-loving rabbi, and the gifts you bought for me over 

the years; for a handmade quilt, hand-knit sweater, home-grown flowers, 



homemade soup and jam, incredible desserts and entire delicious meals. Thank 

you for that amazing tribute book, which I will cherish forever. Thank you to those 

who shared with me your own art, photography, music and poetry. Thank you for 

letters, cards, emails and voicemails sent just to offer appreciation and support; 

they gave me such a lift on difficult days. Thank you to the ones who reached out 

with incredible compassion to offer your listening ears and your love at the 

darkest time in my family’s life, and have celebrated with us in times of joy.  

Casablanca quote number three: “We’ll always have Paris.” Well, not 

Paris exactly, but Spain and Poland, Prague and Berlin, Budapest, Vienna and 

especially Israel. We’ll always have those precious memories of the places we’ve 

journeyed together. And we’ll have those Asilomar sessions by the sea, where 

we learned and sang and walked the beach and picked the bacon bits out of the 

salad. We’ll have the holy days and nights when our community gathered to say 

goodbye to the old year and welcome in the new. And we’ll always have Purim.  

Number four: “I'm no good at being noble, but it doesn't take much to see 

that the problems of three little people don't amount to a hill of beans in this crazy 

world.” Rick says that to Ilsa towards the end of the film, as they’re standing on 

the airport tarmac, fog swirling around them, airplane propellers whirling loudly in 

the background. He reminds her that there’s something bigger and more 

important going on at this moment in time. World War II is raging -- a 

monumental fight of good against evil, life against death – that far transcends 

their small and personal story.  



Our private concerns are always fairly inconsequential in the larger 

scheme of things, but it feels especially true now, as we say our goodbyes 

against the backdrop of pandemic, economic crisis and a worldwide uprising 

against racism.  Larger things are at stake now; urgent causes call us to action, 

both personal and communal. I know this congregation will mobilize as a force for 

good – for goodness, to be real, can’t be confined to words. Now is the time to 

use our voice, our power and our privilege as the Jewish prophets taught us: to 

stand with the vulnerable, to work for justice, to ensure that all people are treated 

with the dignity they deserve.  

 Quote number five: “Louis, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful 

friendship.” Bogie says that to Captain Renault as they walk away together into 

the distance, heading off to fight the Nazis with the Free French. It’s the last line 

in the film, and it signals a change in their relationship. Whatever they were to 

each other before, in the future they will be something different – friends and 

partners, allies in service to a greater good.  

So it is always with the passage of time: relationships shift into a new 

gear. And so it is with us. Beth Am will have a wonderfully gifted new spiritual 

leader; but let this be the beginning of a beautiful friendship. For I will always be 

a friend to this congregation, and you will always be engraved on my heart. 

This week the Torah speaks of transitions and the passage of 

generations. “This is the rule for the Levites,” says the book of Numbers. “From 

the age of 25 they shall participate in the service of the Tabernacle, but at the 

age of fifty they shall retire from the work force and shall work no more. They 



may assist their fellow Levites at the Tent of Meeting by keeping the charge, but 

they shall perform no labor” [Num.8:23-26]. I began my service to the Jewish 

people with my ordination at the age of 25; by the Torah’s calculation I’ve already 

been hanging on for several years too long. The Levites, having reached the age 

of retirement, are relieved of the arduous physical labor of setting up and 

dismantling the Tabernacle; they will no longer do the heavy lifting and carry the 

weighty burdens on their shoulders. But they continue to assist as long as they 

are able, as I hope to be of service to our people and community in some 

fashion, still to be imagined, in the years ahead. Never fear: I will keep the 

charge, and I will see you all when we gather again in our beautiful Tent of 

Meeting. 

Actually, this passage from the weekly Torah portion doesn’t use the word 

“retire.” It says instead “yashuv” – the Levites “shall return” – return, perhaps, to a 

quieter, more private existence; return to the ones who are closest, who have 

loved and cared for them throughout the many years of their public career in 

service to others.  

This week our granddaughter Maisie celebrated her 6th birthday; her little 

brother, Judah, just turned 3. When Shelly and I first came to Beth Am, their 

mother, Betsy, was 16 years old. Her sister, Rachel, at 13 was a brand-new Bat 

Mitzvah. Today she is the mother of our newest grandson, Oze, born 6 months 

ago, on Thanksgiving Day. Swiftly fly the years. Two young girls have grown into 

maturity, with careers and families of their own; our life now blessed by Mike and 

Hilly, our beloved son-in-law and daughter-in-law. And the guy I danced with 



almost 42 years ago is still, thank God, at my side; minus the sideburns, but with 

all the important stuff intact. Here’s looking at you, kid. 

Whatever happiness I have gained in this life I owe to those who have 

loved me long and faithfully, sustaining me over the years. Whatever time 

remains to me on this earth will be significantly devoted to them. 

 “It’s still the same old story, a fight for love and glory…” 

Well, actually it’s not the same old story. Change is in the wind, and that’s 

a good thing. But some things, I pray, are here to stay: justice and kindness and 

walking humbly with the God you do or don’t believe in. You have such a 

treasure here in Congregation Beth Am. Please take good care of it, as you take 

good care of one another. 

 
You must remember this: 
The custom is to kiss  
When good friends say goodbye.  
The fundamental things apply  
As time goes by.  
Because our love is true,  
I will remember you –  
On that you can rely.   
No matter what the future brings,  
As time goes by…. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


