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Dear Friends, 

Last Friday evening, we introduced our "Siddurless Shabbat." Many found it to be a 
uniquely meaningful and moving experience.  Some more than I could have anticipated. 
I was gratified that the attendance was larger than usual. This tells me many in our 
community are searching for new spiritual experiences. I am happy to be part of that 
search. We will offer another Siddurless Shabbat.  We may also call it "Davening from 
the heart" as many told me that was the experience for them.
 
Tonight, we will return to our more usual format for Kabbalat Shabbat. That in itself feels 
new since it is not agan the same as last week.
 
I hope this final Shabbat of 2013 is especially filled with joy, and love and peace.
Rabbi
 

D'var Torah Vaera:         What is Your Name?
 
Last week, we began the book of Exodus. Exodus describes the book's major theme. In 
Hebrew this second book of the Torah is known as Shemot which means names. It 
begins with the listing of names of the seventy Israelites who went south to Egypt to 
escape a famine in Canaan.
 
One of the most joyful parts of my work is announcing the Hebrew name of a newborn 
child. For a girl, it most often takes place in the synagogue on Shabbat morning. For a 
boy, it is part of being entered into the Brit covenant of Israel on the eighth day, We are 
one of the very few ethnic or religious groups in America that has a name that identifies 
us with our religious group as well as our secular name.
 
The rabbis attributed our survival of Egyptian bondage to the fact that we did not 
change our name as well as not changing our language. After a long and arduous 
journey, we still maintained our practice of having a Jewish/Hebrew name. It is the 
foundation of our Jewish identity. After the Shoah when our people were stripped of their 
names and given but a number to dehumanize them, we have become even more 
protective of our names. How important it is for each of us to know our Hebrew name 
and our father and mother's Hebrew names as well.
 
The Hebrew word for name, shem, also means a reputation. Within a person's name 
resides, for good or bad, one's reputation. Some weeks ago, in a Family Education 
Workshop with Hei students and parents, I asked the students, in addition to their given 
name, what word would best be used as a name that best describes them. I was not 



asking for a nickname or a title but the one word that most likely describes them. . The 
kids had all kinds of terrific terms to "re-name" themselves. Some of the names were 
more serious like studious and athletic. Others were less so like hot pink. It was a great 
exercise in how we perceive ourselves and how we think others would perceive us as 
well.
 
Something happened with the students that morning that I had not anticipated. After just 
about everyone had responded, one student said "what name would you pick Rabbi?" 
Normally, when I raise a question, I take time to think about my own response but this 
time I hadn't and so I stalled a bit and began to hem and haw a little bit more. While 
stalling, I was touched that this one student was interested in hearing what my response 
would be.
 
Whether you take seconds, minutes or more, I'll pose the same question to you. What 
word best describes your own reputation. How do you see yourself? Its not easy to sum 
ourselves up in one word. You can take two if you must like 'hot pink.' That one took 
some explanation. You may have heard that during the US Open this past summer, 
tennis star Maria Sharapova asked to change her name for the duration of the 
competition to Sugarpova. She was endorsing some type of sweets and thought this 
would help to sell the product. I imagine if you see your primary quality as being 
especially sweet, you might choose 'sugar' or 'honey' or just plain sweet.
 
This is the last Shabbat of 2013. For us, the Jewish New Year in Tishrei is the primary 
time of self reflection. This new year is more a time for parties,celebrations, balls 
dropping and bowl games but we can take this transition from one year to the next for a 
bit of spiritual reflection and to think about what is our name.
 
In the opening of Exodus, Moses meets G-d at the burning bush. Moses asks this very 
question to G-d. When I speak to the Israelites, who shall I say sent me? What is your 
name? G-d is not restricted to my guidelines of just one word and so G-d says "I will be 
what I will be." In Hebrew it is three words and G-d soon does reduce it to one 'Eheyeh' 
I will be. We can think about that as well. What name do we want to grow into in the 
year and years ahead. Does it match our present name? Do we hope to change our 
name? If our name today would be 'angry' maybe we would like it to become 'patient.' 
That would take a lot of work but its possible. Even with a complimentary name like 
'likable,' we might want to grow it into something even more meaningful like 
'compassionate.'
 
So, within a matter of a few long seconds, I came up with my name for that Hey class 
student. I said 'conscientious.' I felt satisfied with that being a true and pretty 
comprehensive description of myself. After the workshop, I continued to feel comfortable 
with my on the spot naming. As I am writing this, I am thinking perhaps there is more to 
do to upgrade that name. Maybe I can keep contentious as a middle name but develop 
a new first name. I have some ideas and in those ideas for names, there is something to 
strive for, something to try to earn.
 



Years too take on names. I hope names like successful, healthy, fulfilling, creative, 
happy are names that come to describe 2014 for you and your family. Shabbat Shalom,
Rabbi
 
Hillel taught to be one who loves peace - ohev shalom - and one who pursues 
peace, who loves others and brings them closer to the Torah. 


