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It's a beautiful day in this neighborhood, 
A beautiful day for a neighbor, 
Would you be mine? 
Could you be mine? 
 
For 31 years, Mr. Fred Rogers welcomed viewers to his children’s TV show with those 
words. And while I refrain from changing my shoes and putting on a sweater, Mr. 
Rogers’ song is part of the atmosphere of welcome and greeting we search for in our 
lives. 
 
So let's make the most of this beautiful day, 
Since we're together, we might as well say, 
Would you be mine? 
Could you be mine? 
Won't you be my neighbor? 
 
Like Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood, we hope to discover places of warmth and acceptance, 
of hospitality and kindness. The synagogue is one of those communities, full of 
neighbors and friends. I certainly was welcomed that way. As the new rabbi of Reform 
Temple of Forest Hills, I have been greeted by continual friendliness and support. As 
you came today to Rosh Hashana, I hope you found a similar atmosphere of welcome. 
 
Welcoming is such a cherished experience that we notice it even more by its absence. 
When we stand alone in a sea of people with no one acknowledging us. When someone 
cuts us off in traffic. When we feel marginalized, rejected, insulted; we feel that pain. 
 
The embrace of welcome is perhaps like having a dog. You open your door and you are 
the exclusive object of affection. The dog runs to you, jumps on you, maybe licks you. 
And while I am not advocating that particular behavior at synagogue, the feeling of 
being embraced thoroughly is a welcome we all desire. 
 
Judaism has stressed the essentiality of welcome. Repeatedly the Torah reminds us 
that we were strangers once in Egypt. We were turned into slaves, outcasts from 
general society, made to feel like nothingness. We must never let go of that historical 
emotion; we must not only be kind to the stranger, but we must love them as we ought 
to love ourselves.  This, Rabbi Akiba said, was the essence of Judaism.1  
 
Reform Temple of Forest Hills has always endeavored to be a welcoming, warm 
community. We have a giving staff; hard working leadership. So many people volunteer 
to help the synagogue thrive and many have been doing so for decades. 
 
A welcoming community should exist in all areas: The people, leaders and congregants 
must make it their goals. The building must reflect that attitude. Our programs and 
classes must engage us. Even our administrative materials have to be ones that make 
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us feel like we belong. For years, most synagogues listed on their membership form two 
possibilities: “Husband” and “Wife”. For singles, unmarried couples, and for gay couples 
that piece of paper sent a message that overcame any personal welcome. Years ago, 
RTFH made the simple switch to “Individual A and B” to have a form that is more open 
and inviting to everyone. 
 
Of course, no matter how good a job we are doing, we can and need to be better. This 
is our shared Jewish home. And like your own home, you want to feel good about 
coming here. While we can never succeed in being everything for everyone, we can 
always keep trying to be something for someone. That one person counts and we have 
to do our best. And when we can’t meet a person’s needs as a community, we have to 
respond with as much warmth and understanding as we can. 
 
You can easily find tips on being welcome on any Sunday morning. Just go to a church. 
At many churches, you’d be hard pressed to get to your seat without a half dozen 
people greeting you. During and after the service you find additional interactions with 
the parishioners to make you feel like a special individual. On Christmas eve in 
Jerusalem, as I visited a minister friend’s church, he insisted on seating me in the front 
row despite the packed congregation. In many traditional synagogues, a newcomer or 
stranger at services is generally given an honor such as an Aliyah to the Torah. 
 
Who we welcome is part of the culture we engender. We are a diverse community. 
Although we often take it for granted, over the last two decades, Reform synagogues 
have become more comfortable homes for children, teenagers, 20somethings, seniors, 
interfaith couples, Jews-by-Choice, non-Jews in the family, interracial families, GLBT 
members and families, singles, special needs individuals, and so many others. This 
broad welcome to persons from all sorts of backgrounds gives us our strength. True, we 
still sometimes are guilty of placing obstacles in the paths of others, but our tent is 
bigger than ever and a more loving place as a result. And there are always new people 
and groups that we haven’t yet welcomed or made to feel at home. 
 
There are those individuals who consistently step forward to help make welcoming 
happen. Our ushers and greeters create an open atmosphere as people arrive, helping 
them find their way, being a smiling face for every person who comes. Michael 
Rosenberg is a familiar sight every service. He keeps volunteering as chief usher 
because he finds helping others rewarding. His presence is a comfort to regular and 
visitor alike. He has grown to know what certain people’s needs are and helps them 
individually week after week. Marjorie Blackman greets people at the front because, as 
she says, “It’s just who I am.” When people walk through our doors, they find someone 
who seems to have been waiting just for them, even if it is their first time here. And she 
finds it is contagious. Additional people will join her in welcoming as they see her 
helping each person find acceptance and generosity. 
 
Others bring warmth and comfort outside of the walls of RTFH at the worst times in 
people’s lives. Our Caring Congregation group goes to hospitals and nursing homes, 
delivers meals, sends cards, and makes calls to reach individuals struggling with illness 
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and pain. Some have gong to homes to lead minyan memorial services during the week 
of shiva. Often standing in the house of someone they don’t know they bring the 
kindheartedness of the entire community. Linda Freitag remembers that it was Rabbi 
Perelmuter’s kindness after her father’s death that inspired her to help others. Although 
she recognizes she doesn’t lead the minyan perfectly every time, she knows that being 
there is the true key. As Woody Allen wrote, “Eighty percent of success is showing up.”2 
Welcoming is so much about simply being present for others. 
 
Abraham is the Jewish model on welcome. Abraham built a tent open on all sides so he 
could see anyone approaching. When three strangers came during the heat of the day, 
he invited them in, gave them water and food. The text uses only action words to 
highlight his speed: He ran, he hastened, he rushed. He put aside the oppressive heat 
and any other concerns to make the strangers into friends.3 He did not know whether 
they were beggars or messengers from God. From this, the Talmud taught us that 
Hachnasat Orchim, welcoming others, is a greater mitzvah than welcoming in the Divine 
presence.4 
 
Sometimes more physical solutions help. Disneyland has its direction signs in purple 
and red because they are the most noticeable.5 This eases our enjoying the theme park. 
On a recent visit, I found the directions to parking more elusive creating anxiety and 
tension. At RTFH, there is little signage to direct you to the main office, religious school, 
or Sanctuary. Not a welcome way to greet a newcomer or guest. This will change. 
Offering introductory education courses will help us speak a common language and 
culture. Having more social events will help us know each other better. Anyone who 
came to our 4th of July pre-service barbeque felt the warmth of the sun and the 
community. And as Jews, we especially need to make every occasion feel homier and 
that starts with food. I learned from my time in the South, “No eatin’, no meetin’.” It’s true 
when people come to your home and it has truth at synagogue too. 
 
Of all of these acts of welcome, one that stands out is the simple sound of our own 
name. Cheers had it right: Sometimes you wanna go wherever everybody knows your 
name. I am terrible at learning names. But so are many of you. And there’s always 
someone new to meet. Over the coming months, we’ll explore ways to help learn about 
each other including our names. I hope you found a moment to have your photo taken 
in the lobby for our synagogue photo membership directory. But let’s not wait. Let’s do 
something about it now. You have two minutes exactly. You need to meet someone 
sitting near you who you don’t know including their name. There will be a quiz. Go meet 
someone new… 
 
This year, we are creating more organized opportunities for welcoming. For example, 
we’ll have a class to learn how to be a minyan leader this fall. But welcoming each other 
isn’t the task of just a greeter or usher, but all of us. Beginning this summer at services, 
we began to take a longer opportunity to greet each other as we just did. And at most 
services we share our simchas: Good things that have happened to our family and to us 
in recent weeks so we can draw strength in our blessing from our shared community. 
Welcome is always a two-way street. Create the welcome you’re seeking too.  
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Despite the hyper-connectivity of today’s technology and transportation, we live in a 
more isolated world than ever before. The warmth of another individual can make a 
difference. Today we glide by others in the synagogue for years. Nowadays, many 
people barely know their neighbors. Surrounding their home are a bunch of strangers 
and distant acquaintances who might merit a nod or a hello, but otherwise are merely 
passed by. 
 
Doris Warner moved to The Bristal Assisted Living without knowing anyone. Her natural 
friendliness and energy connected her with the other seniors around her. Soon she was 
meeting everyone, advocating for those in need, and was the first to welcome a new 
resident. No wonder she was known as “The Mayor.” When she was hospitalized, her 
empty room stood in as a site of welcome for those considering the community. When 
she passed last month, Doris, of blessed memory, was remembered as a person who 
turned a situation that could be very lonely and isolated into a joyous celebration of life. 
 
While most of us don’t have Doris’s – or Michael’s or Marjorie’s – natural personality to 
greet others, we all can find ways to make others comfortable and more welcome. Not 
just at synagogue, but in our jobs, our homes, our hobbies, at school, walking the street, 
anywhere. Even the most introspective among us, perhaps especially those quietly on 
the sidelines, can recognize those in pain or alone and find a way to offer a helping 
hand, a smile, a small piece of their heart. 
 
Here’s an example. You’re sitting at a Shabbat service – notice how I just planted the 
suggestion that you’ll all be back for a Shabbat service. Someone walks in that you 
don’t recognize. You could simply ignore them. Or you could look over at them and 
smile. Say, “Shabbat Shalom.” At least make some sort of gesture that indicates they 
are in a good place. The person grabs the prayerbook and looks confused. Our Shabbat 
prayerbook, Mishkan T’filah, can baffle many a worshipper. You could whisper the page. 
That’s welcoming. But, as Dr. Ron Wolfson writes in his fantastic book, The Spirituality 
of Welcoming, “A completely different level of service would be to hand the person your 
prayer book turned to the correct page and pick up another one for yourself. Which 
would you prefer if you were the person was lost?”6 
 
If you ever offered your seat on the bus or the subway, you may have been refused, but 
you made that environment more comfortable for another person. If you’ve helped a lost 
tourist find their way, you’ve made their visit more positive. These are easy and take 
little of our time or self. One act of welcome brings on another. Greeting a stranger may 
not change your world, but it might change theirs. And what a world we create if each of 
us feels the essentiality of trying to make others more welcome into our community – 
whether our family, friendship, synagogue, or world. 
 
Late one night in the mid-1960s, an older African-American woman was standing on the 
side of a Alabama highway trying to endure a lashing rainstorm. Her car had broken 
down and she desperately needed a ride. Soaking wet, she kept trying unsuccessfully 
to flag down a passing car. Her need caused her to keep trying and finally a young 
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white man stopped to help her - generally unheard of in those conflict-filled 1960s in the 
South. The man took her to safety, helped her get assistance, and put her into a taxicab. 
She seemed to be in a big hurry. She wrote down his address, thanked him, and drove 
away. 
 
Seven days went by and a knock came on the man's door. To his surprise, a giant 
state-of-the-art console color TV and stereo record player were delivered to his home. A 
note was attached, “Dear Mr. James: Thank you so much for assisting me on the 
highway the other night. The rain drenched not only my clothes, but my spirits. Then 
you came along. Because of you, I was able to make it to my dying husband's bedside 
just before he passed away. God bless you for helping me and unselfishly serving 
others. Sincerely, Mrs. Nat King Cole.” 
 
While the veracity of this story is suspect, the core truth is not. We walk through life, 
perhaps especially in New York City, facing outright hostility and general apathy. 
Finding a moment of welcome and acceptance is a beacon of comfort. Our synagogue 
must be such a place and each of us are tasked with making it so. 
 
True enough, welcoming others can sometimes create inconvenience for ourselves. It 
demands our time or our patience or our understanding. Those that cannot give a little 
of their heart to help another are perhaps those most in need of it themselves. 
 
There were many topics I considered for my first High Holy Day sermon at RTFH:  A 
telling analysis of the Torah portion. A reflection on a piece of key liturgy for the holidays. 
Potentially divisive discussions on Israel or Syria or a controversial issue of the day. A 
master plan for the future of our synagogue. I went with lattermost. Our liturgy and 
education and social justice and membership and programming will all undergo 
reflection and transformation. If we are not starting from a point of welcome and helping 
each other to find a greater sense of home in our Jewish home than the rest isn’t really 
worth it. 
 
Okay, now the quiz. What was the name of the person you met earlier? Chances are 
you will see him or her again during the holidays, hopefully other times. Make sure to 
say hi. Even better, use their actual name in the greeting. It’s that easy for each of us to 
take small steps to adding to the welcome and warmth. And be honest, if they use your 
name, you’ll feel just a little about being here whether it’s your first visit or you’ve been 
here a lifetime. And advance from the easy steps to more and more creative avenues of 
welcome. All of us want to feel at home. We need our synagogue to be our spiritual and 
community home. Please join me today, this year, and every day in striving to welcome 
each other to our neighborhood. Won’t you be my neighbor? 
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