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Erev Rosh Hashanah 5774 
Shanah Tovah! 
 
I hold before you in my hand the most powerful force in the entire world. 
What do you think it is? Is it atomic energy? Is it electricity? Is it a time 
machine? I will open my hand and show you….there it is….a seed. A seed is 
the most important and powerful force in the world, for in it is the possibility 
and the potential for tremendous growth. One tiny acorn can become a 
mighty oak. One tiny insignificant rose seed can multiply many times and 
become an entire rose garden. One grain of wheat can become an entire 
wheat farm. One seed can change the dynamic of an entire way of life. 
 
After years of traveling in the desert, the Jews reached the land of Canaan. 
They gazed at the beautiful apple orchards, orange groves, vineyards, and 
billowing fields of wheat. It was an exquisite yet strange sight, especially for 
the children who were born in the desert. All they had ever seen in their lives 
was sand, rock and sparse vegetation. Oh, what a treat this was!  
 
One little boy looked up at his mother and asked, “Mother, what are all these 
things we are looking at in this beautiful new land?” 
 
The mother had remembered stories her own mother had told her about the 
produce that was harvested in the land of Egypt. “Those big brown wooden 
pillars are called trees,” she told her son. “The beautiful round fruits are 
apples and oranges. They have a wonderful and delicious taste like none 
other. The billowing grain is called wheat. It is cut from the stalks, ground 
up, mixed with a few other ingredients, and then baked in an oven. When it 
is done, it becomes the most delicious food we call bread.” 
 
The little boy was astounded. “I guess God must have put these trees and 
these big sheaves of grain right into the ground for us, right Mommy?” 
 
The mother grabbed her little boy’s pinky finger in her hand. “My dear 
sweet boy, I want to tell you something quite remarkable and truly 
unbelievable,” she said. “You see your little finger nail? Well, a farmer takes 
a tiny little seed, that is ever so small, it is even smaller than the nail on your 
pinky..” 
 
The boy gave his mother a puzzled and queried look.  
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“The farmer then plants the seed in the ground,” the mother explained. 
“With water, sunshine, and oxygen, big trees grow. The wheat becomes tall, 
and all the many beautiful things that God has given to us as God’s gifts 
come to us to enjoy.” 
 
The little boy looked up at his mother, shook his head and exclaimed, 
“Mommy, it is not nice to try and trick me!” 
 
“What do you mean sweetheart?” she asked.  
 
“Everyday I have seen how God has given us manna from heaven and twice 
as much on Friday to prepare for Shabbat,” the boy said. “I see how God 
brings down the delicious quail that we prepare and eat. Everyday we take 
drinks from Miriam’s well, which has followed us on our journey across the 
desert. I have heard the wonderful story about how God parted the Sea of 
Reeds and led us through the dangerous waters towards dry land, drowning 
the Egyptians. Those things I can understand Mommy, because they are so 
natural. But, please Mommy, please do not take me for a fool. 
Really….Mommy….big beautiful trees, fruits and grains—all coming from 
such a small tiny seed? Such miracles? Even I know that is not possible!” 
 
Even when we think about how these miraculous things occur in our world, 
with God’s help and guidance, the natural things in life, things perhaps 
which we take for granted, are in fact quite a remarkable achievement. For 
this story reminds us that the tiny, perhaps insignificant seed has the great 
potential to grow, develop and become a viable force in our world through 
care, diligence and nurturing. 
 
Over 122 years ago, in the winter of 1891, a committed and dedicated core 
group of individuals began planting the seed for a Jewish community here in 
Gloversville. 19 families had already formed a cemetery association, and 36 
new families now joined with them to establish the Hebrew Mutual 
Assistance Association- these letters, HMAA, still stand on a plaque outside 
our beautiful building to this day.  
 
This group worked together to rent a hall to begin conducting services, with 
Rev. Abraham Zuckerwar as the spiritual leader of the group. By 1905, they 
worked together to raise $2000 and the fruits of their labors were rewarded 
when they broke ground for the synagogue on East Fulton Street. ….where 
Jews in this community could assemble, pray together, share in each others’ 
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joys and sorrows, a place where their children would receive a Jewish 
education, and where people came together to form a meaningful and 
valuable community dedicated to traditional Jewish values, which we 
continue to value so highly today.   
 
At the dedication ceremony in 1906, as Mr. Ralph Moses presented the key 
to the synagogue, he declared, “May the door ever be open to him who 
wishes to worship God.” and Rabbi Bergman, who traveled from New York 
City to offer the dedication address, explained,  
 
“Knesseth Israel means the gathering of Israel... It means that this place shall 
be a center where the ideals and beauties of the Jewish religious should be 
taught. It stands as a protest against the injustice of the world. It stands as a 
silent witness to a grand and lofty conception of a supreme being, who, 
evidenced by the philosophy of history, delights in protecting His people 
carrying His message of righteousness to the people of earth.”  
 
The Morning Herald concluded, “the dedication of the temple marks a new 
epoch in the life of the Hebrew residences of this city and vicinity, and too 
much credit cannot be bestowed upon those who have given liberally of their 
time and means in making the erection of this temple possible.” 
 
“If these walls could talk…”   
 
If these walls could talk, what would they tell us about the people who came 
to Gloversville and made Knesseth Israel Synagogue their home? What were 
their thoughts, motivations and desires for such a synagogue to be 
established in this beloved community? What was their legacy? What did 
they leave for us as future benefactors and custodians of this remarkable 
Synagogue? 
 
I believe that those core group of dedicated members who built and cared for 
Knesseth Israel left for us a huge legacy and an even greater responsibility: 
to ensure our continuity, survival and growth. To ensure that this community 
will endure into the future.   
 
As we congregate here tonight, on the eve of a New Year, I ask us to reflect 
on our many years as a Jewish presence in the community and the continual 
need to be that force.  
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It is interesting to note that community comes from the word “common,” 
meaning that the word assumes an awareness that we, as a community, share 
life’s most basic and essential experiences: loss, love, illness, joy, fear, birth, 
death, life. We were not meant to live alone.   
 
That, in and of itself, is the power and meaning of community. All the more 
so with us, as we are a kehillah kedoshah- a holy community. As a part of 
this kehillah kedoshah, you will never truly be alone when you are sick; you 
will feel the genuine joy of your friends when your child becomes a bat 
mitzvah or when you welcome a new child or grandchild into the covenant 
of Israel; and when you pray for the secret desires of your soul, you will be 
joined by others doing the same. What makes us a community is the sense of 
shared responsibility; when one is in need, the other simply responds. 
 
We, as a community, have done just that! You have created and established 
this kehillah kedoshah, a place where we can dwell and where God resides. 
However, God does not only dwell in the sanctuary, but also within us—
God is present in each and every one of us. It is the involvement of the 
community, expending its labor on God’s behalf. It is the act of the 
community joining together to make this a sacred space. It is the rituals that 
take place within that space that bring about God’s presence into the midst 
of our people.  
 
The purpose of the involvement of all the people in building the tabernacle 
was, as Torah commentator Pinchas Peli explains, to “convert the people 
from passive participants in their relationship with God, as constant 
recipients of God’s gifts, into active partners.”  
 
The indwelling of God among the people is contingent solely upon the 
people’s active participation in the building of the mishkan, it is contingent 
upon the participation of all members of the community—men, women and 
children. The collective participation of all! 
 
“If these walls could talk…”  
 
Think about those meaningful and important milestones which occur 
throughout our lifetime….think of the generations before us who have 
participated in services here year after year, who have sat in your very seats 
to worship together.  Think of the people who came before us, many of 



 5 

whom are your parents and relatives, who have provided shiva meals for 
their neighbors and baked in that very hot kitchen to provide lovely cakes for 
so many onegs, such as the one we will enjoy tonight. 
 
 Think of those who celebrated with each other when their children read 
from the Torah, and when eventually those children started families of their 
own.  Think of those who, like us, came together when we just truly needed 
to be among others who understand where and what we are---our community 
has been here and will continue to be here.  
 
Look at all of these names that surround us on our walls.  Although they 
remind of us so many who are no longer with us, they also remind us on 
whose shoulders we stand, and why we continue to participate in this 
community and why we continue to fight for this community.  
 
If these walls could talk, they would tell us about how before we built this 
beautiful building, these walls- those of the previous synagogue, were filled 
with talk of change.   
 
How, in the late 1940’s, the membership finally stressed upon the leadership 
that changes had to take place- and this community began to transform from 
an Orthodox community to a more egalitarian and forward-thinking 
conservative community. Although for many this change was bittersweet, it 
was with the needs of the future that these changes came to pass, and the 
community embraced them. 
 
 Throughout the 1950’s, momentum grew and by 1961, plans for this 
amazing building were in full swing. Over 50 years ago, the cornerstone for 
this synagogue was laid into place. If these walls could talk, they would tell 
us of a group of leaders who, with their monetary contributions and 
contributions of blood, sweat and tears, built this place from the ground up 
in order to ensure our future. As was read from Nehemiah in the dedication 
ceremony, “We pledge ourselves to continue our devotion to God in this 
new sanctuary. We will not forsake this house of God.”  
 
They knew, as we know today, that it takes a great deal of effort to keep this 
place alive! We would not be here if it were not for those who came before 
us, laying the groundwork for a permanent space where we could express 
our beliefs, practice our faith and grow and mature as a community. Each of 
us has a real claim to this place, each of us has a strong sense of pride and 



 6 

devotion to Knessseth Israel Synagogue, each of us wants to see our 
community thrive. 
 
As we studied in last week’s parshah, the Israelites received the Torah not 
only for those who were at Sinai, but also for all who were not yet there- 
they received the Torah for all future generations. Our predecessors took this 
obligation seriously.  
 
This reminds me of a famous rabbinic story, perhaps familiar to most:  
It was a lovely day and Honi the circle drawer went out walking. He crossed 
a small stream, and on the other side, he saw an old man planting a carob 
tree. Honi was puzzled and confused. He scratched his beard and asked, 
“Old man, don’t you know that it takes seventy years for a carob tree to bear 
fruit?” 
 
The old man said, “I am old, but I am no fool! Of course, I know that it will 
take seventy years for this tree to grow and bear fruit.” 
 
“But you are old,” Honi said. “Why not plant a peach tree or a date palm? 
You might live long enough to eat the fruit of those trees. Why should you 
plant a carob tree, knowing that you will not live long enough to eat its 
fruit?” 
 
The old man replied, “When I came into this world, I found fully grown 
carob trees waiting for me. So I am planting this carob tree for my children.” 
 
Honi left the old man and continued walking. Suddenly, he felt very tired. 
He sat down beneath a shade tree to rest and fell fast asleep. As he slept, 
plants grew up around him, hiding him from sight. Farmers came and 
plowed the nearby fields, but they never saw him. Shepherds led their flocks 
nearby, but they did not see him. Time passed, and the trees grew thick 
around him. His beard reached his belly and still went on growing. Seventy 
years had passed while Honi slept and dreamed.  
 
He made a path through the trees and walked back toward the stream. Then 
he saw a man gathering carobs from a tree. “This is the same tree I watched 
the old man plant,” Honi thought. He spoke to the man. “Are you the man 
who planted this tree?” 
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The man smiled. “Old man,” he said to Honi, “don’t you know it takes 
seventy years for a carob tree to bear fruit? I am gathering carob from a tree 
my grandfather planted.” 
 
“Can it be?” Honi wondered. “Have I truly slept for seventy years?” 
 
So Honi crossed the stream once more and sat down beneath the carob tree. 
He recalled the old man’s words, “When I came into this world, I found 
fully grown carob trees waiting for me. So I am planting this carob tree for 
my children.” Suddenly these words seemed very wise. Honi thought, 
“When I came into this world, I found wisdom waiting for me. Still, I 
studied and taught so that there would be wisdom for my children. Each of 
us has only one lifetime in this world, but together with our children and 
grandchildren we can share many lives.” 
 
Those brave and dedicated members who built this congregation, I believe, 
had the story of Honi the Circle Maker in mind. It wasn’t so much for them 
to create a place for and of themselves, but for future generations. The merit 
and the fruits of their labours were rewarded by those who came after to 
become stewards of this remarkable synagogue.  
 
If these walls could talk, they would tell us that we continue to face very 
interesting times. Young Jews today feel less of an obligation to join a 
synagogue, and yet, every Jew is obligated to be a part of klal Yisrael. But 
when we can “participate” in services through a blog, or “live-tweet” kol 
nidrei, the definition of a community continues to change.   
 
Those who have cared for and share the common interest for KIS to endure 
in the future, are like Honi, ensuring the continuity of a home which we can 
all enjoy and take pride in- a home that is accessible and relevant. A place 
that is secure so that in seventy years, we too will have a home we can 
always come back to, for our children and our children’s children- for ALL 
of the Jews of the next generation.  
 
If these walls could talk….They would be so proud of our accomplishments 
and the strength of how far we have come. Our predecessors wouldn’t 
believe how we have changed- how in 1971, Andrea Vlock read from Torah 
right here on this bima, and in 1976, Mrs. Estelle Blatt had an aliyah right 
here as well.  
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In 1980, Marian Finkle, of beloved memory, who passed away only recently, 
became our first female president, and during that time the family Friday 
night service was conceived, an event we are today continuing to work on in 
order to serve the needs of our young families.  If these walls could talk, 
they would tell us that change is inevitable, and in fact, Judaism is a religion 
based on change.  We will continue to adapt to work towards the needs of 
the next generation.  
 
Over the last year, we have seen increased involvement in our membership, 
created and implemented new programs and activities to engage all aspects 
of community life—such as our “Open House” to our “Shabbat 101” 
services, to our involvement in a local soup kitchen, to dedicated families 
involved in our religious school, to members who have availed themselves 
to become more involved in Temple life, to our children participating in our  
Shabbat liturgy which leads to our children feeling a strong sense of 
community and Jewish identity.  
 
There is always work that can be done here at Knesseth Israel, and tonight I 
ask you to really consider what this Synagogue means to you. 
 
God asked the Israelites to bring to the tabernacle offerings from their heart- 
the unique gifts only they were capable of bringing. What unique gift can 
you contribute to THIS tabernacle in 5774? 
 
I ask us tonight to reflect about what contribution we are able to make to 
ensure our Synagogue’s longevity and security as a meaningful and viable 
force in our community- and what that means for us as our demographics 
change- how can we meet this reality with compassion and with strength, 
with respect to those who came before us, and with hope for our future. Our 
success is completely dependent upon each and every one of us- your 
presence in this building, your RUACH- your spirit- in this building. Over 
the next 10 days, the 10 days of Repentance, I ask us to take a really hard 
look at what we can do, what we have done and what imprint you want to 
make- not only for KIS but also what impact we can have on the greater 
community. 
 
Our rabbis teach us that there once was a town where a new synagogue was 
being built. Everyone in the community came to see and admire the new 
structure. They were in awe and thrilled at this magnificent building. 
However, when the sun went down, everyone noticed that there were no 
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lights in the building, no light to shine and show what an incredible 
sanctuary the people had built. The people then asked the builder why there 
were no lights. The builder responded, “Everyone needs to bring their own 
light, their own sense of illumination, the warmth and love which makes the 
synagogue glow and shine.  
 
I hold before you a tiny seed. Let us take the time to cultivate this seed, 
ensure its growth and care for this seedling which has the potential to light 
up our entire area- to truly become a light onto the nations. Let us bring our 
own light, our own love of this place, which will illuminate the darkness and 
shine on us the beauty of THIS PLACE.  
 
We are here—thank you for all who have made Knesseth Israel into what it 
is today, and to all of you who continue to make this sacred space your 
home.  
 
L’shanah tovah tikatevu—May you all be inscribed in the Book of Life and 
blessings! 


