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1. Shabbat Shalom 

  

2. This Shabbat is called Shabbat Nachamu, the Shabbat of comfort. It is always the 

Shabbat after the fast of Tisha B’Av and the commemoration of the destruction of the 

Temple and the many other catastrophes that have occurred in Jewish history. The 

name comes from the opening words of the Haftara, where the prophet comforts the 

people of Israel after they have suffered the destruction. There are actually seven 

haftorot of consolation, and we will read one each week as we prepare for the High Holy 

Days.    

 

3. The Torah reading, V’etchanan, contains the Ten Commandments as well as the Shema 

and the V’ahavta. There is so much to talk about in the parsha and there is so much to 

teach. A Rabbi hardly knows where to begin. And the fact is that Temple Beth El is in the 

middle of its own changes. This is my first Shabbat in Birmingham, and it is impossible to 

ignore the significance of this for you and for me.  

 

4. Leading the Jewish people can sometimes be a difficult task. Just ask our president, Arlene 

Fischer, about trials and tribulations of communal leadership. And yet it is impossible to be a 

community without competent leaders. Sometimes finding the right leader is like finding the 

right person to marry; it is a difficult task, but when it works, 90% of congregational happiness 

will depend on that one decision.  



 

5. Let us go back to the leadership of Moses for a moment. Moses reminds the people, at the very 

beginning of the parsha, that he will not be leading the people into the Promised Land and on 

their conquest. That duty has been assigned to Joshua. Moses has pleaded with God to at least 

be able to enter the land promised to the people. His life mission has been to lead the people 

from slavery to the Promised Land but God has told Moses that he can see the land but not 

enter it. His life mission will be unfulfilled.  

 

6. Why is this God’s decree? The Torah, in Parshat Baha’alotecha tells us that Moses was supposed 

to speak to a rock and it would give water to the people. Moses instead struck the rock and God 

punished him by not letting him enter the Promised Land.  

 

7. In minyan this week, someone asked me what was the sin of Moses that warranted this kind of 

punishment? It is a good question. Some commentators say that it was because Moses got 

angry, but that is no surprise; he has had anger management issues from the moment we met 

Moses. Why a big punishment now? Some say that Moses disobeyed God and that is a serious 

offence and yet the relationship between Moses and God is such that there should be a way 

that Moses can reconcile with God. God forgave the people for the Golden Calf; why not forgive 

Moses for striking the rock? There are those who say that the sin was against the people of 

Israel. Moses does say some nasty things about them before he strikes the rock. But God knows 

they deserved the harsh words. It seemed like the people never tired of complaining to Moses 

about every little thing.  

 

8. I am convinced that this whole story about Moses and his life mission is not about sin and 

punishment at all. Moses once before struck a rock and it gave water, so here too, with a new 

generation of Israelites, ready to enter the land that their parents were too afraid to enter, 



Moses falls back on what he knows and strikes the rock again. A traditional response but not the 

one this new generation needed. So the mantle of leadership has to pass to a new generation of 

leaders to lead a new generation of Israel.  

 

9. Synagogues also have life cycles and one generation takes over from the one before. Just as 

Moses trains Joshua, lay leadership of the synagogue has to train the young leaders to make the 

best decisions to lead the community into the future. Some things change and some things stay 

the same and a good leader has to know the difference.  

 

10. When it comes to rabbinic leadership, it is hard to be the person who always says “NO” to the 

congregation. The Chancellor of the Seminary, when I entered Rabbinical School, reminded us 

that we were not being trained to say “no”. He told us that any fool can burn down a barn, but it 

takes an architect to build one. Similarly, it does not take any special training to say that 

something is forbidden; it does, however, take lots of training and experience to know when 

something should be permitted.  

 

11. Rabbis are all different. “Different” is an unusual word. Some people say it implies that 

something is new. But new does not always mean different. When I lived in Minnesota, when 

someone comments “That was different”, they do not mean it as a compliment. They are 

accusing you of being “weird”. Different is also not just a place between good and evil or right 

and wrong. Being different can also be right or wrong.  

 

12. There are those in the congregation, who will make comparisons between the new Rabbi and all 

the former Rabbis. This Rabbi permitted something; some other Rabbi declared that it was 

forbidden. This Rabbi said that something was a good idea and another Rabbi does not like the 

new idea at all. Two members have a fight and one Rabbi says Person A is right and the other 



Rabbi said that Person B was right.  A new Rabbi means that there will be winners and losers in 

the synagogue. It seems like a recipe for disaster.  

 

13. When I was a child, I always wanted whatever it was that my friends had. I would come home 

and tell my parents that “everyone else is doing it”. My parents would shake their heads and 

say, “well, you are not everyone else, you are a Konigsburg, you are different”. Eventually I 

leaned to be proud that I was different. I was not a right wing Rabbi or a Leftist Rabbi, I was a 

Konigsburg and I am different. I was never afraid of trying something new, because I was not 

worried about what people would say about me. I was not like anyone else.  

 

14. I say that we can have a different path forward. We all have to work together for Temple Beth El 

to move into the future. This is not about winners and losers; it is about finding our way. Our 

future has to be built on us learning from each other, teaching each other and learning to rely 

on each other. The future has experiences for us that will be different from what we have 

experienced in the past. We will need to have a different way of dealing with them. Together 

that is always possible.  

 

15. Everyone remembers their favorite Rabbi, the one that made the biggest impact in their life 

when they really needed the help. The rabbi who was there in the darkest days. We never forget 

the Rabbi who celebrated with us, comforted us and advised us at critical times.  Every Rabbi 

since that time will have to measure up to the example the first Rabbi created in our minds.  

 

16. The problem of course is not that a new Rabbi will not measure up; the problem is that the 

person you once were no longer exists. That person can only be found in the past.  A new Rabbi 

has to be judged on how we deal with today.  If a Rabbi can only give the same old answers to 

modern questions, then that Rabbi will not lead a congregation well. If a Rabbi can explain why 



what happens today is not like what happened before; if  a Rabbi can teach how to navigate the 

modern world, not the world of the past; If a Rabbi can teach his congregation how to look 

forward and not backward, then that Rabbi will be a success.  

 

17. There will be times when I will make a mistake and I will have to fix the problem and resolve to 

find a better solution.  I can’t please everyone but I will try to understand everyone. I am not 

looking to be the best Rabbi in the world; I aspire to be the best Rabbi in my corner of the 

universe, to be the best Rabbi at Temple Beth El. It means that I will care for each and every 

member, that I will be open to every new idea and to never be afraid to try even if it means that 

we will fail from time to time. We will count our successes and learn from our mistakes and we 

will do it all together.  

 

18. The former Rabbis of Temple Bet El were the best Rabbis that this congregation needed at that 

time. I will strive to be the best Rabbi for this time. Beth El grew and thrived in past years, and if 

we stick together, we will grow and thrive in 2013 and beyond. There is a reason that a car has a 

really large windshield and a very small rear view mirror. We need to remember what is behind 

us but we need to keep our focus on what lies ahead.  Let us face our future together. We may 

not know what the future holds in store but we do know one thing; it will be different than 

today. And that is OK, because no matter what may happen, we will face it together.  

 

Amen and Shabbat Shalom 


