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Let Us Welcome the Three-Time-A-Year Jews, October, 2011 

You will probably read this column close to Rosh Hashanah. I can say with a fair degree of 
confidence that our sanctuary will be (or was) full on Rosh HaShanah and that it will be filled 
once again on Yom Kippur. Many of you will be here not because you attend services every 
week, but for reasons of nostalgia, respect for other family members, or perhaps to see friends 
and be seen by them. 

However, I do not think these are the full explanations for why the sanctuary is filled on these 
days of the Yamim Noraim. I know colleagues who take the occasion of a full sanctuary to 
chastize those who only come to shul three times a year. I have heard Jewish colleagues speak 
sadly of three-time-a-year Jews and Christian colleagues who speak in a similar vein of two-
time-a-year Christians (Christmas and Easter). 

In my younger days I resented the pressure that I felt at this time of the year. How was I going 
to present all my ideas and dreams for the shul in just three days? What happened if I botched 
the limited window of opportunity I was given to speak to everyone on just these three days? 
It was not fair that I had to hit a home run three times when I only had three at-bats. 

While I still feel some of this pressure, I have never been angry at those I see only on Rosh 
HaShanah and Yom Kippur. I believe that for many who attend services three-times-a -year 
there is something substantive drawing people here. After all, there is the option of not even 
attending shul on these days that many elect. 

I am not sure exactly what draws people to shul for these three days, but I think when we 
come to shul–no matter how often or how infrequently—we hope that something will touch 
us. We hope that something will feel qualitatively different in synagogue from the humdrum 
routines of the everyday. Dare I say that I think we harbor a hope of reconnecting with Jewish 
tradition or of even touching something that is sacred? 

So rather than feel angry toward those I see infrequently, I ask myself whether I have 
something to say that will connect Jewish tradition with those who are in shul for these days. 
Can I make this seemingly strange Machzor (the Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur prayer 
book) meaningful and accessible to those who are in shul these days? Even if I will not see 
many in our congregation at services for another year, have I given those in shul something 



meaningful that can be taken by those who walk out these doors perhaps not to appear for 
another year. 

Occasionally I am surprised. Someone walks back into shul for Sukkot. Someone comes to 
speak with me after the holidays about their questions or struggles with Judaism. The spiritual 
dimension of life always hovers around us. I only know that my purpose as a rabbi is not to 
close the doors to the spiritual or drive people away, but to try to build bridges that can lead to 
a meaningful engagement with our tradition. 

I look forward to seeing you in shul over the holidays, and Alisa and I wish you and your 
families a Shana Tova U’Metuka—a Happy and Sweet New Year. May this be a year when 
our hopes for our Jewish lives are fulfilled in the coming year. 

 

 
Cantor Israel Gordan 

October, 2011 Even though last month was my first bulletin article, this month’s article is the 
first one that I am writing officially as the Cantor of the Huntington Jewish Center: on my 
computer, at my desk, in my office, and as a resident of Huntington. We have moved from our 
apartment in New York City to our house in Huntington. We have left the city for suburbia. 
And we are making the transition from Manhattan to Long Island. In addition to these major 
milestones, this past Friday night (September 9th) was the momentous occasion of my 
installation as Cantor of the HJC, and what a wonderful evening it was. For everyone who 
was able to make it, thank you so much for being there. For those of you who couldn’t, I 
thought I’d tell you a little about the night’s festivities. 

It was the last Friday night of the year with a later service, beginning at 8pm. We held 
services in the main sanctuary with a great crowd of people, including my wife, parents, some 
friends, and other family members in attendance. We had a spirited Kabbalat Shabbat 
followed by Ma’ariv where the Kiddush was led by the Bar-Mitzvah boy, Jack Gordon. It was 
at this point in the service that we paused for the installation. 

First, as co-chair of the search committee, Billy Wertheim spoke about the search and 
decision-making process and introduced the speaker, Dr. Zachary Lasker, Camp Director of 
Ramah in California, who is a good personal friend of mine. After Zach’s installation address, 
I sang a setting of Ahavat Olam by Morris Barash, said a few words, and taught a three part 
tune to Zeh Hayom Asa Adonai from the Hallel liturgy. We finished Ma’ariv and proceeded 
to the Kiddush lounge for an oneg Shabbat. It was great to be formally introduced to the 
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congregation and be able to share some thoughts on music and prayer, a few of which I will 
include here. 

The Ahavat Olam prayer is a piece of liturgy in Ma’ariv L’Shabbat that we sing together as a 
community to a classic tune. In the prayer, we thank God for giving us the Torah as a symbol 
of God’s love for Israel. The Barash setting, however, is a solo piece done in a free, cantorial 
style. The ending of the number has a metrical section that was probably provided as an 
opportunity for congregational singing. The entire piece finishes before the ending b’rakhah 
of the paragraph allowing the cantor to return to “regular” davenning in the traditional nusah. 
In one short paragraph, the worshipper is exposed to three different modalities of prayer that 
allow for different feelings and experiences with the text. These sorts of variations and how 
and why we change among them are topics of great interest to me and something I would like 
to continue writing about here periodically in the months and years ahead. I look forward to 
continuing this conversation with you. 

But the holidays are almost upon us (and may be over by the time you read this), and I did 
want to wish everyone a Shana Tovah. May you and your loved ones be written and sealed in 
the book of life. And may you find many opportunities over the course of the holidays for not 
only joyful music and spirited song, but quiet meditation and personal reflection as well. 

 

Our Nursery School Director, Sue Meisler, October 2011 

“Let every individual and institution now think and act as a responsible trustee of Earth, 
seeking choices in ecology, economics and ethics that will provide a sustainable future, 
eliminate pollution, poverty and violence, awaken the wonder of life and foster peaceful 
progress in the human adventure.” —John McConnell, founder of International Earth Day 

“You must be the change you wish to see in the world.” —Mahatma Gandi 

Many years ago when my daughter Jamie and my son-in-law Michael moved to Port 
Washington, they met a remarkable woman named Patti Wood, an environmental specialist 
and researcher who had a booth at the Port Washington Farmer’s Market each week. Every 
time they spoke with her, Patti would give them several new ideas about how to keep their 
home and child environmentally healthy. Patti was also brought to our synagogue during the 
year our focus was “going green” and taught many of the congregants and pre-school parents 
what my children had learned from her. My children then deeply immersed themselves in 



reading everything they could about saving our planet from the perils of human greed and 
consumption. They wanted to be a small part of making the world cleaner, safer, and healthier 
for their children and the generations that would follow. 

I listened carefully to them as they made small changes in their daily lives and then I too, 
learned to do the same. It was the small steps taken over time that made me feel I could be a 
part of changing the way I used earth’s many gifts. Perhaps the first thing my son-in-law 
made us become aware of was the amount of pollution from the increase of vans and SUV’s 
on the road. So, my husband and I sold our jeep and replaced it with a much smaller car. 
{This was way before Hybrid cars became a reality} Yes, I missed the amount of space we 
had in the back of the car that we used to transport enormous items that would never fit in our 
new small car, but we adjusted. 

My husband and I took other steps in our house as well. Knowing that water is a finite 
resource both essential to our survival and in short supply, we started to make tiny 
adjustments to our usage of water. We stopped letting the water run while we brushed our 
teeth, shaving and washing our face and hands. Jay and I now take shorter showers, use the 
dishwasher only when it is totally full, and avoid unnecessary toilet flushing. 

I found a company that sold healthy, non-chemical cleaning products for our home. For years 
my husband I suffered from all types of allergies that impacted our health, such as sever eye 
irritations, upper respiratory infections, sinus problems and headaches. Since the change over 
from chemical to non-chemical products, we do not have these physical ailments anymore. I 
then mad sure that our school children at HJC were given a healthy environment to breathe 
and play in. Years ago, I encouraged the synagogue to use only non-chemical cleaning 
products which greatly improved the quality of air we were breathing. The synagogue also did 
a fabulous job of eradicating any possibility of growing mold from previous rain damage due 
to our aging roof—a roof now being fixed! 

Our family looks to buy organic fruits and vegetables, when possible and other produce from 
local farmers. We do this to support our local farmers, have pesticide free produce and make 
sure that we help reduce the use of more fuel used to ship produce from other states and 
countries. Several years back, our fabulous parent association in the pre-school hooked us up 
with a company called “Door to Door Organics.” The company brings organic fruits and 
vegetables from local farms to our school every Tuesday morning. 

At the bris of my second grandchild, the mohel reminded those present that it is the duty of 
every parent who brings a child into this world to teach him about Tikun Olum, giving back to 
the world. It made me feel proud to hear this since our staff at HJC is doing its part to teach 
the children the importance of taking care of our earth and environment. We continue to work 
to make the world a better and healthier place to live now and for all the future generations. 

Here is a list of just a few ways our staff is educating the children to see themselves as 
capable of making small changes to help our earth. 

1. We are encouraging all the children to maintain the playground’s cleanliness by 
throwing paper left by others in the garbage. 



2. All the children are now drinking out of paper cups instead of plastic since plastic is 
non-degradable. 

3. We are going to collect mostly “organic” foods for Thanksgiving to help the needy 
and teach our students what “organic” means. 

4. In each of our classrooms, children are assigned to be the light monitor. This job 
entails shutting the lights off when the class exits the room. 

5. Children plant herbs in the class used for holiday foods prepared by them. 
6. Some of the classes watch various fruits, such as pumpkins, decompose so they can 

understand this concept. This will in turn help them to realize that items, such as 
plastic, will never decompose. 

7. We recycle paper and plastic in our rooms and have taught children the importance of 
using both sides of construction paper to draw on so paper is not wasted. 

8. Teachers make their own finger paint and play dough with natural products. 
9. Teachers read books such as, “Grover’s Ten Terrific Ways to Help the World,” 

“Michael Recycle,” and many other newly written books on children helping to keep 
our environment healthy. 

10. Teachers constantly take hikes around the school, showing the children the trees, 
plants, birds and insects on our property because there is wonder and beauty to be 
maintained in nature and children will one day be the stewards of this earth. 

It is our job to set the stage for children’s lifelong appreciation of preservation and ecology. 
We can and must do this by introducing simple environmental concepts in positive ways to 
children and modeling our own efforts to care for the world around us. We have much to do to 
learn about how to make this world a healthier, environmentally safer place to live. I have 
great faith that all of us can make a difference in the world by doing small steps to show our 
young children that we will always be “responsible trustees” of this earth. 

 

THE SUKKAH , OR JERUSALEM AT HOME 

Arthur Perler, Sukkoth 5772 

In Hebrew school, I learned that we build our Sukkoth because they were the dwellings of the 
Israelites during their long journey to the Land of Israel. But the Torah clearly states that our 
ancestors lived in tents for the forty-year trek (Sh’moth 16:16, 33:8, 33:10, Vayikra 14:8, 
B’midbar 11:10, 19:14, 19:18). They must have been tenting when, months after the 
departure, God instructed them to move back into Sukkoth for a seven-day holiday, 
specifically to reenact the Exodus event (Vayikra 23:42-43). So what of the common notion 
of the Sukkah as the primary dwelling during the journey to the Promised Land? Stated 
another way, who actually may have used Sukkoth on their journeys to Eretz Yisrael? 

The Exodus is a story of sudden departure – insufficient time to prepare bread, let alone to 
acquire or make tents. For millennia, portable tents have been essential for travel in hostile 
wildernesses, but it was unlikely that the Hebrew slaves had access to large numbers of them 
on the eve of the Exodus. Hence, the Sukkah has the same relationship to the Exodus as 
Matzoh. It was an emergency shelter, hastily constructed on the run. They had neither fully 



cooked food, nor fully prepared dwellings. As they ran, they scavenged for anything from 
which they could construct shelter. 

Their first brief stop was at a place they called Sukkoth (Sh’moth 12:37). The Torah initially 
uses the word “Sukkoth” to refer to booths or shelters for animals, as opposed to permanent 
homes for people (B’ereishit 33:17). Perhaps the refugees paused at the Egyptian frontier 
town to acquire materials to make booths for emergency dwellings, and then briefly 
encamped at nearby Etham (Sh’moth 13:20), before marching toward the Reed Sea. Their 
temporary shelters sufficed until they were safely across the sea and in their first lengthy 
encampment at Elim (Sh’moth 15:27). There they could rest, gather their flocks and herds, 
mine salt and tan hides, harvest wool for fabric, blankets and tarps, make ropes, fabricate 
tents, and fully bake their bread. They could abandon the flimsy booths, for which they may 
have renamed the oasis where they first paused. Fully provisioned, their next stops would be 
at Rephidim for battle with the Amalakites, and Sinai. 

Dwelling in the Sukkah, like eating Matzoh, is a remembrance of the emergency measures 
taken to survive the initial weeks of the Exodus. Thus, we actually commemorate the Exodus 
semiannually, on the full moons of the first (Nisan) and seventh (Tishrei) months, and both 
celebrations feature an element of surviving the epic dislocation. At the beginning of the 
agricultural year, on the full moon near the vernal equinox, we remind ourselves of the 
Exodus with a celebration centered on its hallmark food. Six months later, on the full moon 
near the autumnal equinox, facing harsh winter, we rebuild the make-shift shelters of the first 
days of the flight. Linking the Sukkah to the Exodus dovetails with my favorite explanation of 
our current practice – the Sukkah as the Jerusalem hotel of the Jews, during their pilgrimages 
to the Temple, on the Shalosh Regalim. 

SecondTempleJerusalemwas a large city – 100,000-300,000 is a useful estimate of its 
permanent population in the first century C.E. But Jews elsewhere numbered in the many 
millions – the Roman census of 48 C.E. found Jews to be about 10% of the Empire’s 
population, plus the Jews of Babylonia and Persia – and all were obligated to make 
pilgrimage to Jerusalem on the Shalosh Regalim. Based upon Josephus and other 
contemporary observers, an estimated 10,000-150,000 pilgrims arrived each Chag, along with 
sacrificial beasts, birds and crops. Where did this multitude make camp three times every 
year? There was no room to pitch tents inside the walled city, and there were no hotels in 
those days. Major encampments outside the city walls were precluded by the extensive 
agricultural terracing we still see today on every hillside. Many years ago, a scholar of 
Semitic languages and history suggested a theory to me – that the Sukkoth we today construct 
are a memory of the makeshift quarters our pilgrim-ancestors erected in the narrow streets and 
alleyways of ancient Jerusalem. 

Each pilgrim family could, with two poles and a few blankets, construct a private room that 
would serve its needs and imitate the first days of the Exodus. In every narrow Jerusalem 
street, folks would wedge two poles overhead, from one side of the lane to the other, and hang 
blankets or tarps on both. The building on one side served as a back wall (like in many 
modern Sukkoth). A third tarp was suspended from pole to pole, running in the same direction 
as the street, but leaving a narrow space between the Sukkah and the other building wall for 
the public to pass. One after the other, these booths lined every alleyway, with breaks to allow 



access to building entrances. The tops of the Sukkoth were covered with natural products – 
the city was full of palm fronds, as well as straw and hay for the animals. This setup was 
perfect, for the streets of Jerusalem were a filthy combination of crowded walkways, open 
sewers and dusty animal paths. The Sukkah’s airy roof dissipated the heat, street smells, and 
smoke, and allowed the cool fresh air of every Jerusalem night to descend into the booth. The 
roof could be thin, because none of the Shaslosh Regalim occur during the rainy season. With 
makeshift booths in all the lanes and alleys, the population of Jerusalem temporarily could 
soar. 

Sukkoth is my favorite holiday. It connects us with the real lives of our ancestors. Sukkoth, 
more than any of the holidays, asks us to suspend reality and act out our history. While Pesach 
is a “telling,” Sukkoth is a “reliving” of the Exodus. I enjoy thinking that, just as we eat 
turkey like the Massachusetts Pilgrims, and shoot fireworks to remind ourselves of the fateful 
Battle for Baltimore, our ancestors were pleased to reenact the living conditions of the first 
days of the Exodus, during their holiday sojourn in the Holy City. 
Whenever I visit Jerusalem, I find myself imagining the Old City’s narrow alleys filled with 
pilgrim booths. Likewise, when I enter my Sukkah at home, I imagine that I am in the streets 
of Jerusalem, crammed into a booth, in a lane not far from the Temple. We all can make this 
pilgrimage, as we dine in our own Sukkoth. We sense the insecure situation of the refugees, 
spy the full harvest moon through the S’chach roof, and wave examples of the Land’s 
bountiful fall harvest. We welcome the spirits of our ancestors with Ushpizin and dine with 
the liberated slaves and their pilgrim descendents. Sitting in our backyard Sukkoth, it’s easy 
to close our eyes and imagine that we are magically transported toJerusalem. 

 

Rabbi Neil Kurshan 

Rabbi Kurshan’s Letter to our College Students 

We are reprinting the letter that Rabbi Kurshan sent to our college students at the beginning of 
this past school year. We believe that it remains timely and that it will be of interest to the 
congregation.—Ed. 

Dear Student: For many in our community this has been a tough year. There may be someone 
in your family who has lost a job, or it is possible your family’s financial resources may have 
declined. Perhaps you found it hard to find the summer job you wanted or even if you found a 
job, it may not have come with a salary that was what you were seeking. And even if you 
have not been affected directly by the recession, you probably have a friend whose family was 



impacted, or you may be concerned yourself about the job opportunities that will await you 
when you graduate from college. 

Many experts believe that we have seen the worst of this recession and that our economy is 
improving or at least stabilizing. I certainly hope this is the case. However, I am not an 
economist, and what I have been thinking about recently are some of the religious and 
spiritual implications of the recession. Perhaps we can learn something from this past year 
that will give us a better perspective for our future. 

Most of us have been fortunate in a financial sense this past decade. Our families in all 
likelihood had money and security. Unlike past generations we probably never had to think 
about forgoing college in order to go out to work to support our families. If we wanted 
something, we did not have to agonize very much about whether to buy it. We probably were 
pretty confident that our parents or we could afford it. And thus we have accumulated a lot of 
stuff. In fact many of us probably had discussions— maybe even arguments with our 
parents— about how much stuff we should be taking to college to fit in a small dorm room. 

Now there is certainly “stuff” that makes our lives easier and more comfortable. It is probably 
hard to imagine living without our laptops or our I Phones, but I also worry that we have 
unconsciously absorbed a myth that more stuff will make us happier. “Stuff” can also become 
a problem. The recession has reminded us that “stuff” can be lost or taken away, so it is not a 
good idea to make it the source of our security. Moreover, if we get totally hung up on stuff, 
we will probably never be happy because someone else will always have more stuff than us—
more expensive clothes, a nicer car, a larger house, or a better paying job. And lastly more 
stuff clogs up the environment. “Stuff” easily becomes clutter and a disposal problem. 

Now I am not making the case for poverty or arguing that Judaism sees money as evil. 
Judaism has always felt that money can be a blessing as well as a curse. It depends on how we 
use it. A Bernie Madoff made money into a modern day golden calf and promised people 
falsely that he could make them rich. His dishonesty has caused much pain and brought 
shame upon the Jewish community. But for every Madoff there are hundreds of less 
publicized stories such as the story of Michael Brooks who some of you may know as the 
Director of Hillel at the University of Michigan. Michael was in a store recently with his 
daughter. The storeowner gave him too much change. Michael returned the excess money at 
which point the storeowner complimented him for being an honest man. Michael responded to 
the storeowner, “I try to be honest, but the real reason I gave it back is because I am a 
religious Jew.” 

So perhaps this recession can help us to ask a different set of questions than we usually ask 
ourselves. Beyond asking what stuff we need, perhaps we can ask the harder question of what 
we really think we need to be happy in life. How much stuff do we really need, and what else 
is important to us? What do we really need to find a meaningful life? With what set of values 
do we want to live our lives? I think the answers to those questions have something to do with 
our relationships i.e. whom do we care about and who cares about us? I think the answers 
have something to do with being part of a community where we matter to other people. And I 
think the answers have something to do with religion –knowing that we are living a 
purposeful life and that we have made a difference in the world. So along those lines I hope 



you will use your college years to begin to figure out what will be important in your life. (I 
say “begin” because even after thirty years as a rabbi, husband, father, and grandfather I don’t 
have all the answers to what makes for a meaningful life.) I hope you will seek out the Hillel 
or Jewish student organization on your campus because it is can be a place where you can find 
a community that needs you, and it is place that can remind you of the values that are 
ultimately important. And I would urge you not to get too hung up on the recession. It will 
end, and as is true for every generation, there will be people who will seek your talent, energy, 
optimism, and new ideas. 

May you enjoy a good year. I hope you will always remember that we care about you, and 
that you have a home at HJC. 

And if I can be of any help just email me at hjcrabbi@optonline.net or call me at 631-423-
5355. Sincerely, Neil Kurshan, Rabbi 
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