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In Pirke Avot (3:17) Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah said, 
“Im ein kemach, ein Torah, im ein Torah, ein kemach  

Where there is no wheat, there will be no Torah, where there is no Torah, there will be no wheat” 

Now, more than ever 

 

Last year at Rosh Hashanah, I spoke of our holy community, our 

kehilah kedosha , which created sacred partnerships. Or, I asked, 

do the sacred partnerships we formed create the kehilah kedosha? 

 

But what is a partnership? And what is a brit, a sacred 

partnership? 

 

A partnership can be defined as two or more people, or entities, 

coming together for a common good. Formal and informal 

partnerships are all around us. A common, and sacred, 

partnership we are all familiar with is one where two people come 

together and pledge to join in marriage. In a Jewish wedding, the 

couple will often sign a wedding contract, a ketubah, documenting 

the responsibilities and duties, commitments and obligations, 

each owes to the other. 

 

At Woodlands, we have some formal contracts in place. Earlier 

this year, we signed a contract with Cantor Lance Rhodes, whom 

we welcome to our High Holy Day bima. That contract was 

negotiated and then signed after an cantorial search under the 

most unusual of conditions during the Covid-19 lockdown. Two 
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weeks after Cantor Lance started working at Woodlands, and just 

coming out of his 14-day quarantine, I took him on a tour of our 

building. As we walked through the parking lot, masked and 

socially distanced, he looked at our building for the very first time, 

and remarked that he had never taken a position without seeing 

where he would be working. I agreed with him, noting that I had 

never hired someone without meeting them. (Thank the committee) 

 

Somewhat unexpectedly then, we were given the opportunity just 

last month to start another exciting contract discussion, this one 

with Rabbi Mara Young, who will next year become THE rabbi of 

Woodlands Community Temple, as Rabbi Billy retires after 25 

years of service. While sad to see Rabbi Billy retire, and yet 

excited for his next steps in life, we hope we can look forward to 

many years with Rabbi Mara, and Cantor Lance, as our spiritual 

leaders. 

 

Employment contracts specify the roles and responsibilities, the 

commitments and obligations, between employer and clergy. The 

employer, Woodlands Community Temple, provides fair wages, 

insurance, a safe workplace, and the like. The clergy, in turn, 

provide their professional services to the community, working 

with staff and lay leaders to plan and execute programs, to teach, 

to lead us in prayer, to celebrate with us and, in times of need, to 
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be our comfort. It’s a symbiotic relationship, for the good of 

Woodlands, and for the good of the clergy. 

 

Another sacred contract at Woodlands is the Kesher Brit 

introduced this year. The Woodlands Kesher Brit sets the 

expectations for students, teachers, and staff in our religious 

school, as Rabbi Mara and her team open new paths of learning in 

the Covid environment. 

 

Putting contracts into writing can make the roles and 

responsibilities clear. But not always, otherwise, we would only 

need skillful negotiators, and not skillful litigators. But many 

contracts, many sacred partnerships, are not put in writing.  

 

The first contract, or covenant, found in the Torah is in the story 

of Noah. After the flood, God promises to Noah never again to 

flood the world, to destroy the earth. God sets out a rainbow, 

which would appear whenever there were clouds in the sky, as a 

reminder of the first covenant.  

 

The next big covenant in the Torah is symbolized not by a rainbow 

in the heavens, but by circumcision. God promises to Abraham 

that his descendants will be blessed throughout the generations, 

and seals the deal with a brit milah, or brit chaim, on the eighth 
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day after a child born. It isn’t until much later in the Torah that 

we learn of all the commandments we must also follow to secure 

those blessings.  

 

But where do these covenants, these sacred partnerships between 

temple and clergy, between God and humanity, leave us? 

 

Each of us creates a brit, a sacred partnership with the 

community. Our community is a holy one, a kehilah kedosha. The 

brit creates a sacred obligation, a sacred commitment, between 

the community and the individuals who make up the community. 

 

The community supports us, individually and collectively. The 

community provides us a safe place to pray, and to learn about 

our Judaism. The Woodlands Community provides opportunities 

to try out new ways of prayer, such as yoga Shabbat, or a Nature 

Center Sukkot. (Yes, more about that to come…) Even in the face 

of Covid-19, the Woodlands Community gives us space to 

celebrate our joyous life cycle events, and comforts us during our 

less joyous events. Whether it be a Zoom Mitzvah or one on the 

lawn, a private graveside service or a Zoom shiva minyan, the 

community is here for each of its members. 
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But to be fair, a partnership is a two way street. Not only does the 

community provide for its members, its members must provide 

for the community. How does that work? 

 

Our community doesn’t exist in a vacuum. Look around. Sadly, 

you can’t see the tent, the ushers, the Woodlands singers sitting 

on the side of the bima. But it took an enormous effort of many 

individuals to bring High Holy Day services to each of our homes. 

For the last six months, since the middle of March, volunteers 

have been working, hand-in-hand with clergy and staff, to figure 

out how to exist in a Covid world. And to each and every one of 

you, we say todah rabah. Thank you.  

 

What makes this a brit, a sacred partnership? It is sacred because 

it makes all of us better people. We’re not here for the money, and 

we’re not here for the glory (just ask any past temple president). 

But we are here to make our lives, and your lives, our world, and 

your world, a little bit better. And not just the world of Woodlands 

Community Temple, but the greater Jewish community, as well as 

the secular community and the world we live in. 

 

And as we look at our community, we must look past the forest, 

and see the individual trees. Some of us can volunteer to help with 

a food drive, many cannot. Some of us can volunteer to teach 
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Torah on Shabbat morning, many cannot. Some of us can serve on 

committees, plan programs, and yes, even negotiate contracts. 

Many others cannot. We ask everyone to volunteer, to pitch in and 

to help. But in the end, we do not exclude from our community 

those who do not, or who cannot, volunteer. We understand that 

we each bring our own unique skills and desires, to the 

community. Simply put, some of us have many skills to offer, and 

some do not.  

 

Woodlands not only needs the support of volunteers, it needs 

financial support. And yet, we know the reality is that not 

everyone can pay, or pay equally, or pay more. We ask others to 

pay more, just as we ask others to volunteer more, to make up for 

those who cannot, hoping that those with the ability to pay will 

carry those who, by circumstance or otherwise, cannot. 

 

So this year we are going to introduce a new word into the 

Woodlands Way. Philanthropy. Philanthropy is not a four-letter 

word (nor is it THREE four letter words strung together). Philanthropy is one 

means by which those in the community who have can help out 

those in the community who have not. We need to look after our 

own community, for as Hillel said, If I am not for myself, who is 

for me? And our philanthropy will not always be for just for 

Woodlands, for as Hillel continued, If I am only for myself, what 
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am I? Philanthropy is not a single fundraising event, although we 

will still have those, but it will be a continuum. Hillel concludes, If 

not now, when? When? Now, more than ever. It is through 

philanthropic giving that we will make it possible for everyone to 

remain a partner in the community, and for the community to 

survive, and thrive. 

 

(Pause) 

 

A brit, a sacred partnership, exists between our community and 

our members. By supporting one another, we make ourselves 

sacred. We rely on some to donate blood, and we rely on some to 

lead Torah study. We rely on some to watch over our finances, 

and we rely on some to lend an ear and listen. We rely on one 

another for support in all times of need, for health, family, and 

financial. May the year 5781 find our Woodlands community 

coming together, praying together, working together, and 

supporting one another.  

 

Kein y’hi ratzon. May it be God’s will. Now, more than ever.  

 

* * * 
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On behalf of myself and my wife and partner Rabbi Joan, our 

children, Rabbi Miriam and her husband Rabbi Beni, Adam, and 

Yael, our grandsons Shai and Rafi, I wish you all a shanah tova, a 

healthy, peaceful, and sweet new year. Stay strong, stay safe, and 

most of all, stay healthy. 


