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1. Gemar Hatima Tova – May you be sealed for Good in the Book of Life 

  

2. There is a famous story told by the great Hasidic Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav: One day 

the prince of a kingdom woke up and thought he was a rooster. He took off all his 

clothes, sat under the table and pecked at the crumbs on the floor. From time to time 

he would even crow like a rooster. His father, the king was aghast and called in all the 

great physicians of the kingdom but they could not figure out what had happened to the 

prince. There did not seem to be any cure. The doctors were mystified and the king was 

inconsolable. All they could do was to leave some corn on the floor for the prince, who 

thought he was a rooster, to peck at.  

 

3. One day a rabbi came to the palace door. He had heard about the prince and thought 

that he might be able to cure him. The king was desperate enough to let him give it a 

try. The rabbi asked a servant to always be on duty and then, went into the dining room 

where the prince could be found. The rabbi took off all his clothes, sat down on the floor 

under the table and started to peck at the corn on the floor. “Who are you?” asked the 

prince. “Who are you?” asked the rabbi. “I am a rooster.” Said the prince. “So am I.” said 

the rabbi and they both went back to their pecking. With two roosters under the table, 

the king was now pulling out his hair.  

 



4. Two days later, the rabbi motioned for the servant and had him bring him his pants. 

“What are you doing?” asked the prince. “Roosters don’t wear pants!” the rabbi replied, 

“Does my wearing pants make me any less a rooster?” and he pecked at the corn on the 

floor. The prince considered this for a while, and feeling a bit cold, asked the servant to 

bring him his pants too.  They continued to peck at the corn. A couple of days later the 

rabbi asked for his shirt. The prince asked, “Do roosters wear shirts?” “Does wearing a 

shirt make me any less a rooster?” asked the rabbi as he pecked at the corn.  The prince 

decided to wear a shirt too.  In a week and a half there were two fully dressed roosters 

pecking at the corn on the floor.  

 

5. One day the rabbi asked for a plate of corn and sat at the table to peck at it. The prince 

protested, “But roosters do not eat at the table.” He insisted. The rabbi looked at the 

prince and replied, “What difference does it make where I eat my corn?” The prince 

considered this for a while and then asked for a plate of corn and started pecking at it at 

the table. Two days later the rabbi asked for a fork and knife and started working on 

some real food. The prince could not believe it but the rabbi noted, “Roosters do not 

live on corn alone.” So the prince followed suit and began to eat real food with a fork 

and knife.  

 

6. The next week the rabbi got up from his chair and had a talk with the king. The prince 

pulled the rabbi aside. “I don’t think that roosters walk and talk like that” The rabbi gave 

him a wink. “Let them think what they want to think, inside we will always know that we 

are really roosters” and thus the prince was cured. 



 

7. I know, I know this was not a good day to be talking about food. 

 

8. Today we will soon have our Yizkor service. We will remember those in our families who 

were once a part of our life but who are now gone. We will remember parents and 

grandparents who were among the founders and builders of this community and of this 

congregation. And we will recall their contributions of time, effort and money to insure 

that we would grow up to be strong and healthy. And we will also think about how they 

worked so hard so that a small Jewish community could thrive in Birmingham.  

 

9. What would our ancestors think about our lives if they were to be with us today? They 

lived on the North Side of Birmingham. Their stores served the needs of the owners and 

operators of the iron works that were the heartbeat of this city. What would they think 

of our homes in Mountain Brook or Highlands? What would they think of the 

supermarkets and malls where we shop every day? What would they think of the 

selection of foods from all over the world and the exotic items that we take for granted? 

Were your clothes assembled in Bangladesh? Your grandparents would have no idea 

where that is since there was no such country when they lived. Maybe you opened a 

bottle of wine imported from Israel. Would our great grandparents even know what 

Israel is? A Jewish state? To them it would sound as if it were a miracle.  

 

10. Look at this room. This building was built in 1929. I think the builders would recognize 

the outside but what about the inside? Cultural center and classrooms? Babysitting and 



media rooms? What about the office complex with its phone system and computers? At 

least the Torahs haven’t changed! 

 

11. What would our ancestors say to us after we showed them around the “new Temple 

Beth-El”? Would they be mad that we painted the walls a different color? That we 

wasted money on all that newfangled computer stuff and not spent the money on 

educating adults and children? Or would they embrace us for keeping our Judaism alive 

and secure for the next generation? It is hard to say. But I suspect that once they would 

join us in our service, and hear the Shema, Avinu Malkaynu, Ashamnu and Al Cheyt, they 

would know that whatever we look like on the outside we are still Jews on the inside.  

 

12. We are living on the edge of a new era. Our city is finishing a transition from an Iron 

Town to a world class medical center. If you ever want to see how medicine has 

changed over the last 150 years, the next time you are in Atlanta, visit the Atlanta 

Historical Museum. Doctors tell me that as brutal as what passed as medicine in 1860 

seems to be today, 150 years from now, people will consider our current treatments for 

many diseases as barbaric.  

 

13. Fifty years ago we were fighting in the streets for civil rights. Today we have a black man 

serving as President.  Forty years ago, today, Israel fought a war with Egypt and Syria 

that cost 2800 Israeli lives and over 8000 wounded, the worst casualties ever in Israeli 

history but it ended with a victory that is still studied in military academies around the 

world. Thirty years ago we had a heavy computer on our desks with a small black and 



yellow screen. Today we carry more computing power in our cell phones than was ever 

in that first IBM or Apple computer. The world changes and we think that we are the 

summit of knowledge until someone else comes along with Google Glasses and we are 

left scratching our heads as our children embrace them and can’t live without them. We 

know what Facebook and Twitter are but our children have moved well beyond these. I 

took a course in fundraising and they are already talking about fundraisers in the virtual 

world, where you don’t have to go anywhere but online to hear a keynote speaker and 

support a worthy cause. Your avatar will do the walk a thon for you.  

 

14. Temple Beth-El is facing its own transition and period of change. We all want our 

congregation to grow and fill the needs of another generation. How we will get there, 

however, it an important question. It involves change and innovation. At the same time 

the future of Judaism will need custom and ritual. How can we navigate both tradition 

and change? 

 

15. Just as our ancestors built this community for us, we need to create community for the 

next generation.  There will be many changes that will not be familiar to us. We will 

need to create a dynamic website, constantly updated with the latest information about 

what is happening at Temple Beth-El. My children tell me that if you don’t have an up to 

date website, you don’t exist anymore. It is important that many of the functions that 

our office staff takes care of every day also be available online, so that our office can be 

open 24/7 or maybe 24/6. Modern parents do much of their community work on their 



computers after the children have gone to bed. We need to be “virtually open” so they 

can take part in what is happening at our synagogue.  

 

16. There are times, like today, when a sermon in synagogue is appropriate. But we learn 

from social media that to communicate today, people prefer to crowd source their 

information. What would happen if a synagogue posts on the internet important 

questions and allows the public to post their answers? In our new configuration, Jews 

are looking for a congregation that responds to their needs, not by giving them always 

what they want but by explaining why Judaism has taken one road or the other.  

 

17. Jewish demographics tell us that the majority of young Jews today are single, not 

married with children. Will we have programming for Singles or at least programming 

where young singles will feel welcome? Sociologists tell us that Jews in the Millennial 

generation don’t give to institutions, they give to causes.  As a congregation we now 

have to ask ourselves what do we believe in? What is our cause? Is this synagogue only 

about fundraising or will contributions to our congregation help bring about important 

change in the world? Our financial health may depend on the answers to these 

questions. In other words, in a world of “targeted giving” what kind of a “target” do we 

want to be? 

 

18. There has already been an extraordinary shift in the world of ritual music. The Cantors 

of the early 20th century, with their vocal virtuosity have given way to a new age of 

Jewish music where everyone is to be involved. Jews who find their way back into 



synagogue are not interested in sitting on their hands and watching what is going on 

way up there on the bima. More and more of our people want to sing along. They want 

to clap their hands. You know that they respond where there are musical instruments at 

the service but even when the singing is acapella, the congregation wants to sing along.  

 

19. The strange thing is that when asked to lead the service, this new generation almost 

invariably puts together a very traditional service. They don’t leave out many prayers. 

The music may be different and the tempo may be faster, and the music may resemble 

spirituals and gospel music, but the words are all the same, they are the same words 

that we would recognize in the siddur and our grandparents would recognize them too.  

Apparently long services are not a problem if they engage the congregation, calling 

worshippers to find their personal spiritual places within themselves. Some synagogues 

now set aside a time and place in the building for those who wish to meditate before 

the service begins.  

 

20. Rabbi Lawrence Kushner, one of the pioneers who helped change the modern 

synagogue, recently retired and went to the San Francisco Bay Area and joined a Reform 

synagogue there. It was decided to create an Adult studies class in Bible. The class 

would be conducted in Hebrew, no translation. To become a student required about 

$100 in reference books just to keep up with the assignments. You get the idea; it was a 

very high level class. The teacher expected maybe a dozen people would show up. They 

got 175. Our people clearly are hungry for real learning. The Limmud movement, which 

held a weekend at Camp Ramah a couple of weeks ago, offered 12-14 hours of high 



level Judaica classes a day for a weekend. In England, the same program lasts two 

weeks. The classes are full and multiple classes are offered every hour. The Florence 

Melton Adult Education program costs over a hundred dollars to attend its 40 weeks of 

learning a year and the classes are usually full. When the two year Melton program is 

over, most students opt to stay with the teacher and keep learning.  A group of 20 year 

olds in New York City made up their minds that they wanted to learn so they started 

their own Yeshiva. They call it Machon Hadar and the students give an entire year over 

to study, just for the sake of study. We clearly need to grow a learning community. A 

synagogue without serious learning is missing one of the most important functions a 

synagogue can have. Classes at the synagogue are not just for children anymore. We 

need to address the needs of our adults to learn.  

  

21. I spoke on Rosh Hashana about our need for our lives to have meaning. Watching 

television does not add meaning to our lives. Earning a living does not bring meaning to 

our lives. Shopping does not bring meaning to our lives. These are all things we do for 

ourselves. We need to do something that will make our “selves” smaller as we enlarge 

our impact in the world. I can testify that once you have handed a sandwich to a person 

who has not eaten a meal all day, you will never be the same person again.  Try singing a 

Yiddish folk song to Jewish seniors at a nursing home and reflect on how you feel when 

their faces all begin to smile. Imagine the difference it can make when we give someone 

who is jobless a chance to earn a living for him or herself. My mother-in-law knits wool 

hats for soldiers in the Israeli army who are stationed in the north. She gets pictures of 



the soldiers wearing her hats with smiles on their faces. She considers her knitting an 

important part of her life and she is only unhappy that postal regulations limit the size of 

the box of hats she can send. Fighting poverty, speaking up for voting rights, teaching a 

homeless woman how to balance a checkbook or showing an at-risk teen that there is 

another way their life can go, that they can make better decisions, or being the doctor 

to the poor who you know will never see another doctor because they can’t afford one; 

these are ways we can translate the Judaism we have learned into Judaism in action. 

Our synagogue has already put in place the mechanism to expanding our Social Action 

program so we can all find our way to give of ourselves. 

 

22. It is interesting that the more we need to change our congregation to accommodate 

Adult learning, spiritual praying and social action we really find that we are not changing 

very much at all.  What seems to be the cutting edge of what synagogues are all about is 

just a modern way of saying that our community should be focused on the ancient 

mandates of Torah, Avoda and Gemilut Hasadim; Study, Prayer and Acts of Kindness. 

These were the foundation of what our ancestors saw as the function of a synagogue 

and apparently it never goes out of style. It seems that the more things change, the 

more they stay the same.  

 

23. Or maybe, just maybe, we are all just roosters inside. The outside may change so much 

that our ancestors may not recognize what we are doing anymore, but inside, they 

would be very much at home. Their eyes might twinkle as we show them all the new 



ways we bring Judaism to the world  because they understand that the faith that guided 

them during their lives, is very much alive, burning brightly inside our souls.  

 

24. So If someone you know is bewildered about new things happening at Temple Beth-El; 

that there are people who are learning together and they don’t know who all these 

people are; that they come to services and they don’t recognize the melodies; and they 

are wondering who are these congregants that are busy helping others who are in need 

in town, and they tell you that they don’t recognize their shul anymore, and they wish 

things could be like they once were long ago; just tell them “Let them think  whatever 

they want to think, we know that inside we are really all Jews”  

 

25. The Midrash tells us that while Moses was on Mt. Sinai, he saw God putting little 

crowns, little decorations on the letters of the Torah. Impatient to get back down, 

Moses asked God what was the reason for the decorations? God replied, “There will be 

a man, Akiva ben Yosef, who will interpret mountains of laws from these little crowns.” 

Moses said, “I would like to meet this man.” Moses was instantly transported ahead in 

time to the last row of Rabbi Akiva’s classroom. Akiva was explaining Jewish Law and as 

he lectured, Moses did not understand a word of what Akiva was teaching. Moses was 

very uncomfortable. Finally a student raised his hand and asked, “How do you know that 

this is the law?” Akiva replied, “It is based on a law that dates back to Moses at Sinai” 

and Moses felt better. 

 



26. It may seem like everything is changing. The new Rabbi is doing things differently than 

what we are used to doing. Why can’t everything just stay the same way it has always 

been? Like Moses, it may make some of us very uncomfortable. Just remember, in the 

end, it all has to connect with Torah; everything that we do has to point to living a 

Jewish life. Everything that we teach has to be connected to the long history and 

religious tradition of our people. Inside of every Jew, from young to old, there is the 

same thing; there is a spark of the divine that drives us forward in our spiritual 

searching. True, on the surface, no two Jews are alike, but inside we are all still roosters, 

we are all still Jews looking to be closer to our creator. 

 

27. Let us now tie all the generations together. Let us remember the past, strengthen our 

present and plan for the future. As others have built for us, let us do what we can to 

pave the way for others to follow us, others who have different ideas about communal 

life than we have or our parents had. Let us pray for the souls that are gone and pray for 

the souls that are yet to be. Let us rise for the prayers of Yizkor. 


