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Shabbat Shalom 

We begin today a new Book and a new era of the Torah. The stories of our ancestral family are 
over and the story of B’nai Yisrael, the People of Israel begins. It is a very rough beginning. 
Starting with just 70 souls, the family of Jacob grows into a major minority in Egypt. After a 
generation of serving the Egyptian royalty, slowly the memory of Joseph and how he saved the 
people from famine grows dim. The Torah never tells us why Pharoah forgot Joseph; some later 
rabbis thought that he knew about Joseph but wanted to pretend that Joseph never happened. 
Joseph was written out of Egyptian history and the descendants of Joseph and his family are 
enslaved.  

 

It is very easy, perhaps too easy, to forget the past and see only what we want to see about 
what is happening around us. This is why, from time to time we take a vacation and reconnect 
with the people and places that have always been important to us. In the rush of everyday life, 
we can forget what it is that we really like and lose ourselves in what is constantly pushing into 
our lives. This week, I was out of town, attending  the 30th annual Rabbinic Training Institute 
sponsored by the Jewish Theological Seminary. I attended the first Institute thirty years ago and 
have attended sporadically over the years. I got to see how the program has grown over time. 
But more important, I got to see how I have grown over the years as well.  

 

RTI as the retreat is called, is part of the Jewish Theological Seminary’s outreach to rabbinic 
alumni. It is a time for study; there are text classes with some of the best professors from the 
Seminary and from the outside world. I was able to take a course in leadership with Dr. Erica 
Brown, a well-known expert in leadership studies and author of a new book about the lessons 
of leadership found in the Book of Bamidbar/Numbers. As Moses moves the people of Israel 
from Mt. Sinai to the Promised Land there are many obstacles that have to be faced. How 
Moses faces them and what we can learn from them can help us in our own leadership 
decisions.  

 

I also was privileged to study Rabbinic Aggadah, the Stories of the Talmud with the world 
renowned Rabbi and Professor Judith Haupman.  We looked at the stories of the Talmud that 
are usually overlooked if all we are trying to do is understand Talmudic Law. But legal theory 
tells us that the law can only talk about the things we can’t do; Aggada, the Midrashic stories of 
the Talmud, inform us what proper behavior looks like as modeled by the Rabbis and the 
people the Rabbis knew.  

 



There were a wide range of Professional skills classes to choose from. I recently heard a lecture 
that featured among it speakers, Mona Fishbane, a couples therapist and recent author of a 
new book on Relationships and our brain. She was teaching at RTI on the latest information 
from Neuroscience on how our relationship with others affects the workings of our brain and 
how our brain affects the way we act in relationships. Building on recent discoveries on how 
our brain works, we learned up to the minute thinking on why we act as we do with our 
parents, our partners and our children. Many of us already understood some of what was 
happening, but there were new theories that have been proposed because of studies on the 
brain. By watching the levels of Cortisol and Oxytocin researchers can see how relationships 
grow and change. It was a very enlightening course and one that will color my own counseling 
practice . 

 

Finally, we took some time, every evening, to learn about ourselves and how we can better lead 
synagogues. By knowing ourselves better and learning how to work better in small and large 
groups we can help congregations make better decisions in committees and help congregations 
meet their goals. My sessions were on systems theory, a way that people can work in groups 
and we learned not only how the groups can grow and be more effective, but we learned how 
our own leadership style can either help or hinder that work; quite an amazing new look at 
systems theory. 

 

In between sessions there were meetings with the teachers and meetings with colleagues 
sharing ideas and experiences. I reconnected with friends, talked to older colleagues about 
their experiences and answered younger colleagues questions about experiences that I have 
had. It was a rather small group of Rabbis, only 60 of us, and we renewed friendships and made 
many new ones.  

 

Just as we begin a new book of the Torah, this was a good time for me to reexamine the work 
that I do,  updating my knowledge so that I can serve this community better. The same thing 
can be said as Dr. Martin Schnier and Lynda prepare to begin a new chapter in their lives. As sad 
as we are that they are leaving our community, we are very excited as they embark on a new 
adventure.  

 

In the very few years that Marty and Lynda have been in Birmingham, they have become an 
important part of our community. Marty loves to lead Friday night services. We were together 
almost every Friday night. Lynda would join us early and help with the greeting duties, and as 
soon as Marty got off work, he came directly to the Temple where we would go over the 
service and decide what we wanted to do.  

 

Over the past year and a half, Marty and I have looked at new music for Friday night and 
introduced new melodies, teaching the congregation to sing and be involved in the service. 



Marty particularly likes the music of Debbie Friedman, introducing her version of Ahavat Olam. 
He also taught us music for Psalm 93 that I am hoping will stay with us even after he leaves.  

 

Marty has helped out with leading services on Saturday mornings. He takes his music work very 
seriously. If I had a new melody, he would want a sound file emailed to his home so he could 
practice it during the week. Singing the Saturday service is not surgery, but Marty approached it 
as a surgeon, wanting to make sure he knows exactly what he needs to sing before he will sing 
it for his synagogue.  

 

Marty has been serving this year as a co-chair of our Ritual committee and helped make sure 
that we have lay support for every service. In spite of his duties at the VA hospital in 
Tuscaloosa, he always made time for Temple Beth-El. I was always amazed at how he could be 
helping military veterans all day and then volunteer his time here at Temple, but both have 
been a work of love for him and for Lynda and we celebrate today the lasting impact they have 
made in our congregation.  

 

One of the Rabbis at RTI this past week was Rabbi Ed Bernstein, the Rabbi at Temple Torat Emet 
in Boynton Beach, FL and a good friend. Rabbi Bernstein is looking forward to welcoming Marty 
and Lynda to their community and I am sure that they will find a warm welcome there. This 
move has come very fast and we don’t have much time to wish them a warm good-by. This 
Shabbat we honor them for their service here and wish them well in their new home and in this 
new chapter in their lives.  

 

We are starting a new chapter and book in the Torah. I have begun new learning in how to 
serve my community. Marty and Lynda are starting a new chapter in their lives. It is a good time 
for new beginnings and we wish them safe travels and all the best in their new home. May you 
be blessed in your leaving and blessed in your arriving and may you be a blessing to those you 
will meet in your new home as you have been a blessing to us.    As we say … Amen and 
Shabbat Shalom 


