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When I was twelve years old, I wanted to be president of the United States.  In retrospect, 
this was a goal that I pursued with some determination – volunteering with my 
congressman for seven years, through Middle School and High School, and thinking that I 
wanted to go to West Point -- the United States Military Academy -- even quitting my first 
chair saxophone position in our state ranked jazz band, in order to try and get a varsity 
letter in track, which held practice at the same time as rehearsal.  Based on the posted 
criteria for West Point, I thought receiving a varsity letter would improve my chances of 
admission – it would check another box.   
 
During the summer of 1987, I was able to intern in Washington DC for my congressman – 
this was a time when database networks were just coming on line, and the Iran-Contra 
scandal was raging, and I was so enthusiastic to participate in the everyday business of 
government, that I would arrive very early every morning at the Longworth House Office 
Building and sort the mail, so that by the time the full-time staff arrived, I was ready to help 
them with whatever tasks they were doing.  They didn’t know quite what to do with me – I 
was eager and enthusiastic, and sixteen – so when they invited me to their weekend parties 
a couple of times, where there was drinking and casual drug use, which I vetoed, it was off 
putting to me, and pretty awkward for them – and after one or two, the invitations ceased. 
 
I was staying in a basement apartment on 16th St, in the Mt. Pleasant area, and after my 
roommate found out I was Jewish, he immediately moved out.  For the most part, I was 
lonely that summer, and I sought to take solace in the work that I was doing and in the 
constituency that I was serving.  I was assigned to research various bills under 
consideration and I wrote the letters describing the congressman’s position concerning the 
contentious debate about the Supreme Court nominee who was up for consideration that 
summer.  Even though as a member of the House of Representatives, he did not vote in the 
confirmation, which fell to the Senators, nevertheless, we drafted two letters for those who 
wrote to the congressman expressing their views – one that made it appear that he 
supported the nominee, and one that skewed more towards critique.   
 
All in all, I returned to high school that fall, a bit unsettled about all that I had witnessed.  
My childish naiveté was upended as I realized that the world was more complicated that I 
thought – and that even then, I realized that there were so many things moving below the 
surface, and beyond the presenting face of what I was experiencing, of which I was not, and 
would not ever be aware.   
 
Had I known of it at the time, this Midrash, this teaching from Bereshit Rabbah would have 
resonated –  
 



Rabbi Yose ben Rabbi Hanina said – whoever elevates themselves at the cost of another’s 
degradation has no share in the World to Come.  How much more so when one seeks to elevate 
themselves at the expense of the Glory of God.  However, our Torah teaches – v’ha’aretz 
hayitah tohu va’vohu – the earth was unformed, waste, and void – and God made the earth 
out of this – that is to say, tohu va’vohu -- out of garbage, sewers, and dunghills.  Rav Huna 
says in Bar Kappara’s name – if this was not written, it would be impossible and heretical to 
teach it.   
 
I didn’t feel that I belonged in that world -- as I saw it, I was not willing to give over my life, 
chasing various approvals, in order to create a persona that was worthy only of conditional 
acceptance and belonging.  These summer experiences cured me too of any inclination to 
submit to peer pressure.  I let my West Point dreams fade, never completing the final step 
towards admission, and I voluntarily let my political work languish.  Instead, I moved to 
New Orleans to go to college, where I began to explore what it meant to be an American, 
not through government work, but rather through the gumbo traditions of jazz, particular 
to New Orleans.   It was also in New Orleans where I began to practice, study and be 
nurtured in my Judaism with more intent.   
 
Like many of us gathered in this sanctuary this morning, for many years, I have been trying 
to square my Jewishness as I live in America.  In many wonderful ways, I think that these 
fresh streams being both Jewish and American -- complement each other, and give mutual, 
beneficial confluence, creating fertile, Edenic land between the two as they flow together 
and separately.  Over the years, for the most part, I have seen the disappearance of, or the 
ironic reclaiming by insiders, of the tropes of weakness and deficiency, and the growing 
acceptance of Jews and Judaism in the wider community.  I have deliberately dedicated my 
career in Austin to develop it into a place where connections and expectations can be 
positively wired time and time again, and in the nineteen years that I have been blessed to 
serve our community, I have been often rewarded in my hunch – that with purposeful 
work, initial, skeptical curiosity can lead to genuine respect among neighbors, and a close-
knit caring and trusting network can be created one relationship at a time – as Judaism is 
utilized both as a responsive way of life for all of us as practitioners, as well as an informed 
wisdom tradition more generally, out in the public square.   
 
And now as I reflect on the odd, syncopated rhythm of this past year -- as a nation, we are 
undergoing a certain rancorous spasm of chauvinism that across the political spectrum, has 
tried many of us and filled us with trepidation and unease.  Especially after the debacle at 
Charlottesville, where it seemed that those who brazenly chanted threats about us were 
not sufficiently neutralized, the nowhere quality of being Jewish seems suddenly front and 
center again.  Where do we belong?  Where can we consider home?  I was recently eating 
dinner with my son, and we were speaking about my childhood political experiences and 
Charlottesville – and he said, with great acumen – “dad, if you ran for office, you would 
never beat any other politician, because you’re a Jew.”  It’s significant that as I strive to 
raise my kids with a sweet, positive pride and a bit of knowledge about their identity, at the 
same time undeterred, the world makes itself known.  My idyllic place, watered between 
my being American, and my being Jewish, is not as impervious to cultural climate change, 
as I perhaps thought.   



 
It’s Rosh haShanah.  This is a good time to speak generally about the reactivation of hope, 
and with broad brushstrokes, assert the promise and the successful propulsion into the 
New Year.  We choose life yet again, and look for our name to be written yet again into the 
ledger of the Book of Life – with each day precious and accounted for.  What else can we 
expect, and what else do we want?  To me, while calming, this message seems a bit like me 
writing a general constituent letter or two for my congressman that has lots of good words, 
is generally reassuring, and yet doesn’t really say much.   
 
When we designed this sanctuary roughly seventeen years ago, we decided to link our 
sacred space with the Jewish civilizations that have come and gone in history.  As you may 
have noticed our coppers doors are highlighted by a calendar akin to a zodiac, which is 
meant to evoke the birth of the study of astronomy and astrology in the ancient Babylonian 
civilization – a place where our ancestors once thrived and produced the multi-volume 
Babylonian Talmud – a rich compendium of rabbinic civilization that we continue to study 
today.  Any time that we say mazal tov – we are channeling our ancestors from Babylon – a 
saying that we know as good work, or congratulations – yet which has its origins in the 
constellations of the sky – mazal are stars in alignment – so it literally means, may you have 
good fortune, may your stars be in alignment.  And yet, we know that today, Babylon does 
not exist – in its place, Iraq does, and the once great Jewish community that existed now 
numbers a handful.   
 
The big doors that we commissioned for our sanctuary were fabricated in Germany – so 
that every time we open these doors as we are honored to read from our sifrei Torah, we 
remember those who were murdered in the Holocaust – that which once existed and is 
now no more.  We can remember how European Jewry was once so culturally diverse and 
how it once flourished and was violently cut off at the shoots – even as we see over seventy 
years later how European Jewry is struggling to blossom again with newly arrived Jews 
from Russia and Israel.   
 
And we exist now in this charmed space as we create our reality day after day, realizing too 
that we have been living in a bit of a Golden Age.  We are to be reminded as we live in this 
majestic place that no matter how hard we try to insulate ourselves, we are still nisht ahin 
un nisht aher – that we are insecure; we are still in limbo.  Our mystics might say, that from 
our beautiful places, when the winds blows a certain way, try as we might to mask it, 
sometimes we can smell the tohu va’vohu – the garbage heap onto which we have 
constructed our palace.  In darker moments I wonder -- what might future generations put 
on their ark doors to commemorate what we have accomplished in our Jewish-American 
civilization? 
 
And yet, we are privileged not to live in an either/or world.  As Jews, we have the 
tremendous gift of the State of Israel – a place that by its very existence, gives credence and 
strength to the lives that we are living in Austin.  No matter where we are, we are not alone 
– and in connecting to Israel we can feel more at home.   
 



However, in our current dilemmas, as politics, opinion, and even language itself can be 
weaponized, we must develop a discipline not to passively rely on that which gives us 
credence and strength.  Both in America and in Israel, we must actively and persistently 
advocate for the visions that we support as we choose to live our life.  Let us not settle for 
mere gesture, and let us focus instead, on acting with intentionality, purpose and 
authenticity.  Each day, we thread the needle regarding our identity – very often, we 
tolerate immediate accommodation, trading the here and now for the promise of improving 
our position tomorrow.  We try to develop good faith.  We regularly do not raise our voice 
in order to keep peace and to prevent disruption to the pattern of life that we are desiring 
to have, sated by small reward and the luxury to not fill our time with an outsized, 
troublesome noise with which we would then have to deal.    
 
And yet, we do not realize how much power we actually do have.  We can readily see that 
we are not mere reactionaries, ricocheting from headline to headline and from current 
event to current event.  These days of the Yamim Noraim are for gaining perspective – for 
seeing that if we do assert ourselves, we have an almost unlimited ability to increase our 
influence.  We are not for just kicking the can from one generation to the next – for just 
going through the motions – sleepwalking from one year to the next.  We are currently 
being taught that our most successful politicians are the ones who buck the system – and as 
counterintuitive as it sounds, we can learn from their example by applying our own 
creativity to intractable issues and to systemic injustice or bias.  We can develop our 
entrepreneurial skills as we increase our courage to steadily invest in the improvement of 
our lot and of our world.    
 
The Mishnah teaches us that today, the entire world passes before the Creator’s tearful 
eyes.  Who do we yet want to be in this world?  When our levels of comfort are removed – 
when we see how we can be manipulated -- what is most important to us?  How much risk 
are we willing to take to support those who work for the life that we hold dear?   
 
We can’t just make “Fighting Nazis,” our catchphrase for this year.  While so engaged, we 
must uphold that which makes us whole and successful.  If we succumb to responding to 
antagonism exclusively with gallows humor, or by pouring our time into dilatory activities, 
or events or meetups that serve just to make us feel better, we miss the chance to truly use 
our power.  Let us not be reactionaries – rather, let us respond positively, by building those 
networks that we do support, with some sweat and dollar equity – and let us develop 
agendas together that can change laws, attitudes, and culture, and at the same time, 
enshrine justice. 
 
On Yom Kippur, we will speak more about ways to more fully exercise our rights and 
privileges as Americans.  This morning, I want us to shore up our support and deepen our 
relationship with Israel.  I am a proud supporter of Israel, visiting as often as I can, and 
eagerly contributing to strengthening the security and well-being of the Jewish State – 
supporting JNF and AIPAC.  And I also see the great need for encouraging the normative 
practices of Judaism that I uphold here, also in the land that is my birthright – so I 
contribute to the Masorti Movement in Israel – an organization that like Conservative 
Judaism here, upholds and encourages pathways into traditional Judaism for all who are 



interested.  I do this both because I believe with all of my heart in the flourishing of Israel, 
and I recognize that I am summoned – that we are all summoned – to recognize the vexing 
political issues on the ground there at this very moment, that inform what kind of Jewish 
State the Jewish State will be.  From each of our places, we have an uncanny ability to 
influence this trajectory.   
 
After Charlottesville, it is an unsettling feeling to not feel at home in this country, in a place 
that you have always thought is your own.  Even today, as we inaugurate 5778, we still feel 
the pains, uncertainty, and insecurity of exile.  We are asked to defy gravity – to recognize 
our place here as both more and less than home.  After so many years of thinking 
otherwise, it is ominous to think of ourselves again as orphans and immigrants.   
 
And we know too that in Israel, in this space and time, we would have an uphill climb to 
express ourselves Jewishly in the same way that we have come to cherish our Jewish 
observances in this community. And as we support Israel, how poised are we to enact and 
advocate for our pluralistic stance in a deep-rooted, longstanding way – helping to 
influence society and religious norms in Israel -- even more than when we are on vacation, 
touring, appreciating, and celebrating for a day or two at Robinson’s Arch and across the 
Jewish State?  
 
From time to time I think, what would it be like to make aliyah to Israel.  Pursuing a 
religious life that is consonant with my current practices, what values and examples would 
I assert?  In Israel, how would I be encouraged and how would I be disaffected – how would 
I gain influence and how would I be crushed?  From my position of leadership and influence 
in Austin, how can I work to empower and legitimize those same values and examples?  In 
this place, what is standing in my way? 
 
Perhaps we are living now in a time when the veil of ignorance has been pulled back a bit, 
exposing the waste, void, and primeval animus that is flowing just beneath our civilizing 
accommodations.   Let us live our lives, determined not to be rubes in someone else’s game.  
Let us inaugurate this year with the best of what our American and Jewish identities grant 
us – to question, and not to rely on answers – and to not be a cog in someone else’s 
machine.   The Book of Proverbs warns – b’ein chazon yipara am – where there is no vision, 
the people perish.   
 
Let us not ask the question, who are we willing to fight – rather let us ask ourselves, what 
are we willing to fight for?  When the rubber hits the road, what are our priorities?  We 
cannot leave our investments half-attended to.  Who we are at home needs to be who we 
are out in the street – as we carry our values, principles, and morality wherever we go.  We 
learn in our current climate, that we cannot take anything for granted – our beloved 
Agudas Achim needs our support, as do those places in Israel and around the world that 
give us a real sense of home and belonging – and it is from these places that we are then 
poised to engage in all of the other ways we need to both protect and assert ourselves in 
our world.   
 



Together, we can support each other and give each other strength that our way of life is 
valued and matters.  Together, we can realize that while shalom bayit in our Jewish family 
has its place, we must see the long view of what is important and devote our lives to its 
constant upkeep.  In our present security, let us not squander our shot.  It is easy to get 
tired and yet the world demands both our attention and our engagement.  And while the 
luster of wanting to be president has since waned for me – the idea of why I wanted to be, 
all these years later, remains as strong as ever.  I have learned in wrestling with my identity 
that it is Judaism that calls us every day to make a difference – to offer our very lives as a 
holy down payment for the future.  We are to emulate our prophets who wanted to make 
something that is already amazing, miraculous.  As we study our texts that make no bones 
about the state of our world – we have no better option to drown out the cynicism, 
mendacity, and carnival barker brinksmanship around us than by our commitment to good 
deeds and righteous living.  We can do so in Israel, strengthening an egalitarian, traditional, 
non-judgmental religious life that has already embraced us and the choices that we have 
already made by being here.   
 
So long ago, I chose to hold my Judaism fast, in order to better reflect that which I hold to 
be important.  I have found a home in this pursuit, as we live today in Austin.  Do you feel at 
home in this place and time?  How can you further express this feeling?  While we don’t 
know what tomorrow will bring – and we see in this very space, manifested in the ark 
doors themselves, the rise and fall and rise again of Jewish civilizations, I think in this time 
and in this space, it is important to have an egalitarian, pluralistic, traditional synagogue in 
Austin from which we can give our devoted support to our brothers and sisters in Israel.  
Pluralism in Israel is perhaps one of the most important issues of our time, and will help 
insure the extravagant vision of the Zionist dreamers as they worked steadily to establish 
the Jewish State.  Before Yom Kippur, I will be sending out more information so you can get 
to know better what the Masorti Movement is and what it stands for in Israel.  Like our 
Zionist forebears, I choose to support our community and the Masorti community in Israel. 
I hope that you will care to join me. 
 
Am Yisrael Chai 
Medinat Yisrael Chai 
 
Shanah Tovah u’Metukah 
Ketivah va’Hatimah Tovah 
 


