
                                                   On Access and Inclusiveness  
 

sermon for second day of Rosh Hashanah – 5773 - 
  
Some years ago, the grandfather of an upcoming Bat Mitzvah called me. This 
was a rare call from a grandparent some months before a grandchild’s Bat 
Mitzvah. He had a request. He told me that he anticipated being given the honor 
of an Aliyah and he was looking forward to it. His request came from the fact, as 
he told me, that he sits in a wheel chair and would not be able to walk up to the 
Bimah. He wanted to know if  there was any way that we could make it possible 
for him to access the Bimah to be at the Torah on this most special day in his 
granddaughter’s life.  
  
It took no time that I took a liking to this grandfather. Here is a grandfather who 
is so focused on his Aliyah at his granddaughter’s Bat Mitzvah still some months 
away. So we started chatting a bit. I learned that he was somewhat of a regular 
in his synagogue. He liked being in shul on Shabbat morning. He told me that he 
is periodically given an Aliyah and when he is, he wheels himself to the base of 
the steps leading up to the prominently elevated Bimah and he recites the 
blessings from the floor. I felt sad for a shul goer who could never touch the Eitz 
Hayim - the Torah scroll, could never take his Tallit and touch it to the parchment 
of the sacred scroll and have the same access as everyone else in that shul. I 
told him that I would do whatever I could to make it possible for him to be at the 
Torah on the day of his granddaughter’s Bat Mitzvah.  
When we designed  the interior of this Sanctuary in the early ‘90s we designed 
the Bimah to reach out to the congregation and purposely not be so elevated but 
we didn’t consider access for those who could not navigate even two steps. A 
few years later when we built the Rothman Family Education building we 
included an elevator so that no child who couldn’t walk the stairs for any reason 
would be excluded.  
  
I actually didn’t have to do a whole lot  to provide access for this grandfather. I 
called the then president of the congregation Barbara Kind Berman. Barbara’s 
husband Howie, at that time, had a home construction business. He would build 
a ramp for this grandfather or any great grandparent, or parent of a Bat or Bar 
Mitzvah to be included on the Bimah and made it possible for a Bar Mitzvah 
himself to celebrate becoming a Bar Mitzvah himself on the Bimah, his Bimah on 
Shabbat afternoon not too long ago.  
  
From my perspective, that constitutes a victory. That grandfather, that Bar 
Mitzvah could not access the Bimah like others. Making it possible for them to 
access the Bimah in their way is the victory. Imagining the feeling of that 
grandfather, that Bar Mitzvah of being able to have the same experience of 
others is the victory. Not giving in to the limitations is the victory.  
  
My nephew Daniel who is now 27 recently returned from London. Daniel 
received a Masters Degree from the London School of Economics and then 
worked on the re-election campaign of the colorful mayor of London who you 
may have seen during the Olympics. I have mentioned before that Danny’s D’var 
Torah at his Bar Mitzvah was one of the most moving and meaningful I have ever 



heard. His father, our recent Scholar in Residence, Rabbi Sid Schwarz was the 
founding rabbi of the congregation and so everyone knew Danny but maybe less 
than they thought.  At his Bar Mitzvah Danny said as much as you think you know 
me, there is something you may not know. I have ADHD. There are all kinds of 
manifestations of ADHD, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, in terms of 
learning and social interacting. As joyful a time as Danny’s Bar Mitzvah was, it 
was also heartbreaking in a way. Family and family friends came together to 
celebrate but Danny had almost no friends to invite. Danny taught a blessing in 
his D’var Torah that I had never heard before and so I learned from him and have 
never forgotten it.  The blessing is Baruh Atah Hashem, Meshaneh habriot.    
Praised are You O Lord Our G-d Master of the Universe who creates all types of 
people.  
 
All types of people: people that can walk on the Bimah and those who can’t. 
Children who learn best by seeing and those who learn best by hearing. Children 
and adults who are as bright as the best yet see a written word backwards. They 
are all created equally in the image of G-d. Those who are straight and those 
who are gay are created in the image of G-d. Those who are most like us and 
those who are far different from us are created in the image of G-d.  
  
On this joyous day of the new year, I invite you to image your most joyous 
moment of this past year. I hope something comes to mind.... at some point.  My 
most joyful moment, I confess did not take place on this Bimah though there 
were many joyful moments. It did not take place under a Huppah though there 
were repeated joyful moments there as well. My most joyful moment came on a 
July day on the beach. As much as Janie and I loved to go to the beach, this was 
the first time in some years we did. We did because we discovered an especially 
designed chair made for all terrains and especially on sand. The chair has an 
official name but one day on our way to the beach, a little child called out, “look 
at that beach buggy,” like it was so cool.  That’s what I call it, the beach buggy. 
Janie and I had walked on this very same beach many times but none were 
nearly as joyful for me as that first time back on the beach accessed with the 
beach buggy. We got to our spot, felt the cooling breeze from the ocean 
and............... it was a victory. 
 
We learn from Viktor Frankel, survivor and psychologist in his book Man’s 
Search for Meaning we can not control life’s circumstances but we can exercise 
control over our response to life’s circumstances. If I were focused that July day 
on the fact that we could not walk like others on the beach, I could have 
transformed that sunny day to a day overcast with dark clouds. That we couldn’t 
walk just is. That we could sit right next to the water, breathe in the salt air and 
feel fully alive was reason to celebrate.  It was a victory.  
We all have our limitations. Some are apparent. Others less so. When we focus 
on our limitations, physical or emotional, educational, professional, when we are 
consumed by them, when we are broken by them our world is cloudy. When we 
find a way to live with them, when we find a way to reach our goal in spite of 
them, our world can be sunny and we can feel that  victory.  
 
We could not have achieved that victory alone. A gentleman in Florida designed 
this beach buggy for his wife, a young woman who was severely injured in an 



automobile accident just months after they were married.  After he made the 
prototype for her, he then began to manufacture and market them.  They are in 
such demand, he can’t make enough of them. This summer, the city of Ventnor 
transformed the steps from the boardwalk to the beach into ramps. They 
provided the access for us to bring this buggy onto the beach. It is that we were 
not alone in making it to the beach, it is that I could feel, in a sense, the support 
of others, in making it possible that I could claim a victory and and feel such joy.  
We need each other.  
  
Groucho Marx once wrote to the Friar’s Club of Beverly Hills:  “"PLEASE 
ACCEPT MY RESIGNATION. I DON'T WANT TO BELONG TO ANY CLUB THAT 
WILL ACCEPT PEOPLE LIKE ME AS A MEMBER".  
People would say I belong to a very exclusive country club. They exclude all 
kinds. We had dinner at a most exclusive restaurant. Exclusive would rank 
higher than expensive and some still exist to this day. Augusta National just 
accepted two women this past year, one just happened to be a former Secretary 
of State and the other South Carolina financier Darla Moore.  They are not just 
pretty exclusive. 
 
There is nothing righteous about exclusiveness. It is self-righteous. There is 
something righteous, sacred about inclusiveness about providing access for all 
on the beach, in the Sanctuary, in the classroom, in our hearts.  
 
Something remarkably sacred and inspiring is happening at Ohev Shalom and 
we should  all be proud. As part of our education committee a group began 
meeting committed to working with children with special educational and 
emotional needs. Many at these meetings are professionals in the field of special 
education. It has long been clear to me that those in this field are G-d’s 
language. I have offered  the benediction over the years at graduations of 
special education programs. I would be in awe of a severely limited young 
person reading the valedictory address and in awe of the teachers who are in 
the business of creating victories. They don’t ask why. They ask how and then 
they follow through and the families of these special children are not so alone.  
Our congregants in this field are so dedicated, like many other teachers, they 
could not leave their work at their school’s door. They wanted to bring it inside 
the doors of their synagogue because creating a home and an opportunity to 
learn for all of our children makes us a more sacred place. They understood the 
words of the Prophet Isaiah “My House Shall be a house of prayer for all people.” 
Isaiah 56:5   Their work inspired donors in our congregation to underwrite part 
of their dreams for our special children and the work has started in our school 
and in our classrooms and beyond our school. We are beginning a Shabbat 
experience called Celebrations for challenged young people to come together 
and have an enriching Shabbat and holiday experience.   
 
A member of our congregation who is deeply committed to this venture gave me 
the gift of a book entitled Esau’s Blessing: How the Bible Embraces Those with 
Special Needs. The author is a rabbi and Ph.D. in Bible Ora Horn Prouser. Our 
rabbinic tradition has long condemned  the character of Esau. No one has a nice 
word about this twin brother of Jacob.  In spite of the rabbis in whom I find so 
much wisdom, I have long been a fan of Esau. One of the sessions of our Men’s 



Spirituality Group is called “Embracing Esau.” The rabbis vilify Esau because he 
sold his birthright to his younger brother Jacob for a bowl of lentil stew because 
he was so hungry he says he could die.  He scorned his birthright. The author of 
this book Dr. Ora Prouser, a Bible scholar reads this text from the vantage of a 
new discipline called disability studies and explores how Esau may well have 
had ADHD Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder.  The signs are clear here. 
One of the manifestions is an inability to have a perspective of time. He is willing 
to trade a life long gift for the most immediate gratification. This made no sense 
to the rabbis who had the zitsfleish to sit in one place and study for hours at a 
time. They couldn’t understand or tolerate Esau who was always on the move. 
Esau’s own mother Rebekkah loved his brother Jacob more than him. She liked 
the boy who was quiet and easy.  Isaac loved Easu the hunter more maybe 
because he liked a good meal.  When we think our families are complicated, we 
should just pick up the Bible and read the Book of Genesis. 
 
How could Rebekkah know that almost 4,000 years later, we would learn how to 
include a child like Esau, we could include him b’kavod, with honor, that we 
could provide a blessing for him rather than take his blessing from him.  
 
Jacob runs away from home afraid his brother will kill him for taking his 
blessing. This had been experienced with Esau. Bursts of anger can also be an 
aspect of ADHD and escaping seemed like the only route.  It takes some twenty 
years for Jacob to return home. On the final night before their reunion, Jacob 
finds himself engaged in battle with a mysterious angel and he is wounded by 
this angel in his thigh.  From that moment on Jacob is somewhat disabled. He 
limps to meet his brother Esau. Disabled or perhaps differently abled. I like that 
“differently abled.” There is a restaurant in Tel Aviv that is totally dark.  You 
can’t see a thing.  The waiters are all blind.  They are disabled.  They are 
differently abled.  With two fully functioning legs Jacob runs away. Only with that 
disability is he able to come home.  
 
G-d appointed a man with a speech impediment to lead the Israelites out of 
bondage, to go before Pharaoh and proclaim Let my people go.  Hearing Mosr’s 
labored speech we might have appointed someone else.  G-d saw his unique 
abilities beyong his apparent disability. 
 
What a victory that unlikely leader with a speech impediment achieved with a 
whole population disabled by the years of slavery.  It was a victory so great we 
take a week to celebrate it every year. 
And so it is for us.We can be enslaved to our disabilities or we can achieve 
victories in our different abilities.  We can be consumed with our disability, with 
what is or we can celebrate, with the support of others what we can accomplish 
accessing other abilities. 
 
That grandfather came to the Bimah, touched the Torah at his granddaughter’s 
Bat Mitzvah. That was a victory. 
 
We spent some glorious days on that beach this summer.  That was a victory.  
Our synagogue is committed to supporting our children with needs access other 
abilities so they can learn their sacred heritage, feel at home in their synagogue 



and feel part of the Jewish community who cares and supports them. 
We should be proud - our synagogue with the support of so many is taking this 
step forward and we can be inspired by this in our own lives. 
 
We all, more or less, some apparent and some less so, have our disabilities and 
we are all blessed with different abilities and we can achieve our own victories. 
 
My nephew Danny spent his first year of college in Israel with Young Judea.  
Janie and I spent two and a half weeks with him that year traveling through 
Israel while he was on a break.  When we got to Eilat he asked us if some of his 
friends could crash in the small hotel suite we had there.  He was meeting up 
with his friends in Eilat.  Friends. That was a victory.  Their room was a mess in 
the morning and a mess never looked so beautiful. 

 
Baruh Atah Hashem, Meshaneh habriot. 

Praised are You O Lord Our G-d Master of the Universe who creates all types of 
people.   

         Amen 
 

To perform Mitzvot, to pray communally, to give Tzedakah, to have 
compassion is to live. 

 
Rabbi Eliott N. Perlstein 
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