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My Dear Students - Steg, Yehuda, Davidi, Andy, Daniel, Chai, Zach, Akiva, and Shmuly:
Today, as you become rabbis, you set out on your path as religious leaders for the Jewish people.
What is the nature of this religious leadership?
Yesterday’s parasha, parshat Shelach, tells the story of poor leaders and of good leaders. The
poor leaders – 10 of the 12 spies - saw the challenges that confronted them in the land of Canaan
and ran from them - לַ עֲלוֹת אֶ ל הָ עָ ם כּ ִ י חָ זָק הוּא מ ִ מֶּ נּו. לThe
ַֹא נוּכgood
 לleaders – Yehoshua and
Calev- saw these challenges and pushed forward - - עלה נעלה וירשנו אותה כי יכול נוכל לה. What
accounts for this difference?
The answer is fear. Why did the spies sin, and why did  בני ישראלsin? Did they not see the hand
of God in Egypt, at Har Sinai, and in the Wilderness? Their reaction was the same as the
people’s reaction at Yam Suf, for even with all the miracles, even with all the reasons to believe
in God, fear dominates. When you are afraid all you can see is the object of your fear. Fear is
irrational. Fear paralyzes.
Because of fear, the people prefer to go back and be slaves. Because of fear, the people prefer to
stay in the Wilderness rather than to confront their fears.
The answer to fear is faith. Fear sees only obstacles. Faith sees opportunities- עלה נעלה וירשנו
אותה כי יכול נוכל לה. This is what separates good leadership from bad. A leadership based on fear
is no leadership at all. A leadership based on faith takes one into the Promised Land.
A leadership based on faith. Faith and trust. Faith in God, Faith in Torah, Faith in Others, Faith
in one’s self.
In many ways, this is what distinguishes a modern, open Orthodoxy. We have, by and large,
allowed Orthodoxy to become a religion of fear. Fear of the outside world, fear of asking hard
questions, fear of deligitimization, fear of being honest with ourselves and our own shortcomings.
Would we not be safer – we say to ourselves - to reject the outside world and to be safe in a
cloistered environment? What will happen if we confront postmodernism, archeology, science,
history, philosophy, academic Talmud, Biblical criticism, feminism, and homosexuality openly
and honestly? לא נוכל לעלות כי חזק הוא ממנו. What will happen if we let individuals and
communities, or even local rabbis think for themselves? No! Let’s rather insist that every
communal issue has to be decided by a “Gadol” – הלא טוב לנו שוב מצרימה. What will happen if we
honestly confront spousal abuse, rabbinic sexual abuse, alcoholism, drug abuse? Or the
marginalization of single mothers, converts, the developmentally disabled, those suffering from
depression, and children with special needs? Let go back to Egypt! We are safer there! נתנה ראש
ונשובה מצרימה.
This type of a Judaism is destined to stay in the Wilderness. To never go into the Promised Land.
It is a leadership that lacks faith. Lacks faith in the Torah, lacks faith in the people, and
ultimately lacks faith in God.
My dear students:
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You are different. You have chosen not to follow the herd. Each one of you, like Calev, has a
ruach acheret, a different spirit in you. What brought you to Chovevei, and what now animates
you as you go out to become rabbis, is this special spirit, this capacity for true religious
leadership. You chose to be rabbis that embrace a true faith in God, a faith in God’s Torah and its
ability to engage the world; you chose to be rabbis with faith in yourselves to lead and to confront
the hard realities of leadership and of life.
Over these last four years you have grown just in this way - grown in your Torah, grown in your
understanding of how to bring Torat Hashem into the world, and grown in your faith in yourself.
Like Yehoshua, -  – ומשרתו יהושע בין נון נער לא ימיש מתוך האהלyou immersed yourself in Torah, in
the ohel of Torah, and in being  – משרתinterning and working under seasoned rabbis, educators,
and psychologists. You came with enormous potential, and we did our small part in helping to
actualize it, in adding that small yud onto your names, to help you become who you are today.
We had faith in you, and now, with that well-deserved faith that you have in yourself, and with
faith in the Torah that you bear, now you will go out and lead our people.
Trust in the Torah. Trust in its ability to confront the real challenges of life. Trust that it can be
taken out of its shell, that it can be brought to bear not just on pots and pans, but also on
theological struggles, on the economy, and on injustice. Do not be defensive. Have enough faith
in the Torah that you can honestly face up to the challenges of aggunah, of homosexuality, of
universalism and particularism. Your trust in the Torah will be contagious, and your students and
congregants will learn to trust in it as well. They will turn to it because you have shown them
that it is relevant to their lives, that it respects them, and that it respects the world.
Trust not only in the Torah, but trust in the people individually and collectively. It is true that the
trust must be warranted, but that is your responsibility. Educate them and empower them. Learn
from Moshe’s trust in Yehoshua. Give people that extra yud, help them learn and grow, and then
send them forward into the land of Canaan, and then they too will come back and report טובה הארץ
מאד מאד.
Trust them when you give them halakhic rulings. Do not withhold information or misrepresent
halakha because you don’t trust them to handle the truth. Value the expertise and the voices of
every member of your community. Respect them as they respect you, and include their voices in
your psak and your decision process as much as possible.
And, finally, give them faith in God and faith in themselves. When congregants or students
confront tragedy – at times of loss, of illness and dying, when their marriages are faltering or their
jobs are at risk – be there for them, hold them; support them. If they have religious struggles don’t feed them platitudes. Respect their questioning and their challenging, and show faith in
them and in their struggles. Your faith in them will ultimately strengthen their faith in themselves
and strengthen their faith in God.
Shmuly, Akiva, Zach, Chai, Daniel, Andy, Davidi, Yehuda, and Steg,
This is what religious leadership is all about. All of you embody this leadership. You have this
faith in God, faith in God’s Torah, this faith in yourselves and this faith in Klal Yisrael. You are
now prepared to lead the Jewish People. Lead them into the Land of Canaan. Lead them into the
Promised Land.
 !ה' עמנו – ה' עמכם – אל תיראוםGod is with us – God is with you – you have nothing to fear.
!עלה והצלח! מזל טוב
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