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Moishe was heading out of the synagogue one Yom Kippur, and as 

always Rabbi Mendel was standing at the door, shaking hands as the 
congregation left. The rabbi grabbed Moishe by the hand, pulled him aside 
and whispered these words to him: "You need to join the Army of God!"  
Moishe replied: "I'm already in the Army of God." The rabbi questioned: 
"How come I only see you on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur?" Moishe 
whispered back: "I'm in the secret service." 
 I’m glad the secret service is here today. I’m glad we’re all here 
today, but NOT as anything resembling an army. In fact, it is precisely 
because we are risk-takers, activists, upstream swimmers and really care 
about and listen to one another, that we do NOT do what other synagogues 
do, that we are who we are as Beth Shir Shalom. Last night I spoke to you 
about our future and I realized that the reason I could do that with such 
confidence is because of what we’ve accomplished thus far as a 
community. I hope that my leadership has played a role in us doing what 
we do, and I KNOW that it is YOUR ideas and ideals that enabled it all. 
 At one of the first board meetings after Temple Shir Shalom and Beth 
Sholom Temple merged in 1991 to form Beth Shir Shalom, a board 
member reported that the interfaith effort that provides a daily brunch for 
the Outpatient Aids Clinic at County USC Hospital needed a faith 
community to volunteer on months when a fifth Thursday occurs. The other 
board members, still a little cautious in those early days, were about to set 
up a committee to determine if we could afford it and whether people would 
participate when I suggested that when a mitzvah presents itself that there 
are only two possible answers, “Yes” or “No.” I held my breath. For me the 
ONLY answer was “Yes” but I didn’t know if these new representatives of 
our new temple would feel that way, too. I DID know that within that 
relatively minor decision lay a small piece of the potential for what Beth Shir 
Shalom would become. Over twenty years later, thanks to Wolf and Jude 
Kanter, Yolanda Shapiro, Ari Hahyar, Ruth Blanco and others, we’re still 
making and delivering sandwiches to AIDS patients and their families every 
time there’s a fifth Thursday. 

Less than a year after that, the civil unrest resulting from the verdicts 
in the Rodney King trial shook the entire region. I announced that the best 
response would be to do whatever we could to help clean up some of the 



 
 
damage. When our caravan of cars filled with newly identifying Beth Shir 
Shalom-ites with shovels, gloves and plastic bags exited the freeway in the 
direction South Central Los Angeles, I saw buildings still smoldering and 

one…still burning. I wondered what we’d gotten ourselves into and again, I 
held my breath, but no one turned back. No one said we’d made a mistake. 
Another piece of the Beth Shir Shalom personality and commitment was 
born that day.  

Doris and Norty Smirlock were part of a group of Beth Sholom 
Temple members who embraced me early on and who immediately told me 
about their many communal involvements, especially their dedication to 
Meals on Wheels of Santa Monica, that brings meals to the frail, ill and 
homebound. Doris volunteered in their office; Norty had a weekly delivery 
route. There was some expectation in their eyes when they told me that 
Meals on Wheels doesn’t make or deliver meals on Christmas Day. I 
invited Norty to make a special announcement at Shabbat asking people to 
prepare and/or deliver Christmas dinners for Meals on Wheels. I held my 
breath but only briefly because the response was overwhelming. It still is 
and I know you’ll be part of the effort this year. 

We also established and have continued our partnership with 
churches in the area for many reasons, but especially so that the Friday 
and Sunday of Martin Luther King’s birthday weekend are HOLY DAYS in 
addition to being holidays. We were one of 50 synagogues that took a 
chance on a new event called a Weekend of Muslim-Jewish Twinning. 
We’ll be doing it for the fourth time on the weekend of November 16.  

Buzzing gently underneath all of these accomplishments is something more 
difficult to describe. It’s a feeling. It’s an understanding. It’s an embrace. It’s what 
happens whether you’re with us for the first time or have been with us many times 
– you belong. THAT is most certainly NOT something that I have done. Each of 
you, each member of Beth Shir Shalom does that. Somehow, the people of Beth 
Shir Shalom are SO VERY GOOD at making community happen. We each come 
here for our own reasons and that’s when the magic occurs. We suddenly feel a 
larger capacity for being here that includes everyone else. And instead of being 
overwhelmed by that, it’s comfortable. How do you do that? How are you so 
welcoming, so willing to listen, to share, to engage, to do a mitzvah, to sing a new 
song or say a new poem? I’m going to stop asking and just love it and appreciate 
you and thank you, Beth Shir Shalom, each and every one, for all the mitzvot you 
do, for all the committees you’re on, for being who and how you are. 

Even if you’re here for the very first time, or if you’ve been in our “Secret 
Service” for many years and never “officially” joined, I invite you to become a 
member of this marvelous community. Become part of our embrace, our creativity, 



 
 

our hands and feet that work to heal the world, our shoulders of support and our 
hearts and voices of celebration. 


