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How Wonderful Are Your Tents…  

 
There are so many wonderful things to talk about tonight: 
 
The celebration of the 244th Birthday of the United States of America!  Despite the 
unrest and angst that has gripped our nation.  We pledge to push this great country, one 
where Jews live in safety and comfort to, always be a beacon of freedom and liberty 
around the globe! 
 
Or maybe I should talk about the return of live sports this month - like manna from 
heaven!   Including baseball and basketball.  Here’s hoping that the shortened season 
brings joy in the Bay Area and Queens, and deep despair in Boston and the Bronx.  
 
Or maybe, a tribute to one of the greatest comedians of all time - Carl Reiner, born in 
1922 to new Jewish Immigrants in New York and who died this week at age 98.  Reiner 
would said he would  start each day by getting  the paper and  finding the obituary 
section to see if i’m listed,”  Reiner continued “If i’m not in it, I’ll get breakfast.” 
 
Or maybe, a sermon about the Hamilton movie - dropping on Disney+ today - I’m sure 
some of you have already watched Lin Manuel Miranda’s spectacular piece of art about 
one of our founding fathers.    “The Zoom Where it Happens.”  
 
Or maybe, Our First Shabbat Welcoming Beth Am’s New Senior Rabbi, Jeremy 
Morrison?  
 
Or Maybe the Torah Portion …  
 
 
Mah Tovu ohalecha Yaacov……. 
  
We begin most every Shabbat morning service with those words – first found in the Torah 
portion Balak - a section of the book of Numbers that we will read this Shabbat. 
  
You might remember the story.  
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Balak, the king of Moab has seen many great victories of the Israelites.  Fearing they will 
conquer his land next, Balak hires the pagan sorcerer Balaam to curse the neighboring Israelites 
-- but whenever Balaam opens his mouth rather than a curse -- a blessing comes out. 
  
“How Good are your Tents O Jacob – Your Dwelling Places O Israel.  
 
Those of us who love to study Torah - know to look out for parallelism and the potential for 
hidden meaning when two verses say pretty much the same thing. Your tents /your dwelling 
places; Jacob/Israel.  
 
So the teaching becomes -- how do you turn curses into blessing? And the answer, by making 
your tents into sacred dwelling places  -- and by helping Jacob become part of a holy community 
-- the B’nai Yisrael – the Children of Israel. 
  
For some of the rabbis in days of old – the tents weren’t just the things they bought at REI but 
they were the sanctuaries; and the dwelling places weren’t just homes, they were schools.  Places 
of prayer, education and communal responsibility.   That then became the mission of the 
buildings that would become the synagogue.   That would become something that looks like Beth 
Am ... our sacred dwelling place, the house of the people.  
 
This is our 18th Shabbat on zoom, we’ve been closed since mid-March.  We miss in person 
shabbat dinners and classes and religious school.  We miss running into our friends in the 
parking lot and welcoming strangers into our sanctuary.   We miss shabbat in person and the 
junior choir and seeing the torah paraded around our sanctuary.  
 
But more than ever we’ve learned that the synagogue is not the building -- it’s the people.  It’s 
the connection and the community we can create and that we can feel through our phone calls 
and the tiny zoom boxes on our computers.  Not optimum, but curses into blessings are still very 
much where we find our creative strength in challenging times.  
 
So Rabbi Morrison, we do welcome you to this House of the People.  It’s only by some trick of 
the calendar that I get to speak tonight, and not Rabbi Weissman or Rabbi Watenmaker or Cantor 
Shpall - or for that matter the hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of Beth Amers who make up 
our lovely tent, this sacred dwelling place.  But I know I speak for all of us when I say:  
 
Welcome! Barchu HaBah B’shem Adonai.  We are all excited about this new chapter in the life 
of Beth Am.  Your energy and optimism and good sense of humor - coupled with your high 
ideals, strong moral compass and desire to make this community better and safer will continue to 
make this dynamic congregation soar.  
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Our rabbis in the Talmud (brachot 32b) teach that when engaging in four activities, one requires 
 strengthening or bolstering.  We are no stranger to the first three activities - they are part of ,חזוק
the core of who we are … Torah, T’fillah and Ma’asm Tovim…תורה תפלה ומעשים טובים. The 
learning and teaching of Torah, Reaching out to God in Prayer and a life  of good deeds. These 
are the acts that Pirkei Avot, the ethics of our ancestors, teaches are the foundation of the world. 
They are also acts that we at Beth Am do quite well.  
 
We love to learn Torah  – to explore its depths, discover its dynamism, it’s hidden secrets.  We 
learn not only for the sake of study, but also so that Torah can help us live meaningful lives 
through its ever expanding words. 
 
We love to pray (T’fillah)  – to utter words of praise, of petition and thanks to the God. Even as 
we may struggle to understand the divine, we strive to walk humbly with our god and enter God 
into our lives.  
 
We perform good deeds. We celebrate one another at life’s highest moments and we hold each 
other up at its lowests. We dance with the bride, we visit our sick and provide for our neediest. 
We care for the widow, the stranger and the orphan.  We are a caring community. 
 
The fourth of the talmudic list of Hizuk - strengthening is one’s derech eretz - one’s chosen path, 
one’s occupation.  (derech ertez)  
 
So Jeremy, allow us to be your hizuk - we feel privileged to work alongside you in striving to 
fulfill the mission of this holy congregation.  No doubt that you will continue to draw all of us 
closer to torah, t’fillah and ma’asim tovim - we hope to be able to do the same for you.  
 
If we’re using a modern talmud - basically - we got your back.  We are ready to open our tents to 
you!  To you and your entire family.   We give thanks for the accomplishment of the past years 
and we rededicate ourselves to the task and mission which lie ahead.  
 
Mah Tovu ohalecha Yaacov……. 
“How Good are your Tents O Jacob – Your Dwelling Places O Israel.  
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