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I used to watch the Andy Griffith show with my brother in re-runs.   For those who 
have never seen it, the Andy Griffith Show was this wonderful half-hour sitcom 
that was on the air from 1960 until 1968.   It told the story of a small town in North 
Carolina called Mayberry and focused specifically on the sheriff of the town whose 
name was Andy Taylor and his deputy Sheriff Barney Fife, who was played by the 
great comedic actor Don Knotts.    
 
What I loved most about the Andy Griffith show were the close relationships that 
people had with each other in that small town – whether it be barber Floyd 
Lawson, the gas station attendants Gomer and Goober Pyle, Mayor Pike, the 
handyman Emmet Clark, the County Clerk Howard Sprague – don’t worry, I had 
to look these names up online, I’m not that good.    
 
All of the characters in this small town knew each other so well – and when one of 
them had a problem, everyone was involved in solving it. 
 
When the Andy Griffith show first appeared in 1960, the idea of a small and 
connected community was already kind of passe.   In an interview with the Today 
Show in the late sixties, Andy Griffith noted, “Well, though we never said it, and 
though it was shot in the '60s, it had a feeling of the '30s. It was, when we were 
doing it, of a time gone by.” 
 
A time gone by – a world that no longer exists… 
 
As a teenager, I was one day sitting on the couch in my living room looking 
outside at the front lawn at my house in Shaker Heights, Ohio.  It was a hot August 
day and I was reading and having a lemonade.   
 
My father was mowing the lawn, sweating and working to clear up the yard.  (Yes, 
as I relaxed on the couch, my poor father was doing hard labor) 
 
Suddenly, as he pulled the lawnmower over a bump in the grass, my father realized 
that he had hit a tree root.  “Ellen!,” he yelled out.  “There’s a root in our lawn!” 
After realizing that my mother was not home, my father decided to stop mowing, 
and to start pulling that root out.   As I sipped my lemonade and stretched out, my 



father got on his hands and knees in the hot August sun and starting pulling at that 
root.  But the root was deep and he didn’t have the strength to pull it out.    
 
Now, if I was a good son, I would have gone outside to help my father with that 
root, but I was enjoying being in the air-conditioned house, so I just kept watching 
him.   It was at around that moment when I saw my neighbor, a guy named Gil 
Goldberg, jogging by the house.  Gil stopped, crossed the street and started to help 
my father pull out the root.  Both men were on their hands and knees and together, 
they pulled and pulled. But, even with the power of two, they couldn’t handle this 
root. 
 
At this point, Dick Epstein—another neighbor and a very thoughtful guy who owns 
every tool that Home Depot has ever sold—was rollerblading past my house.  He 
too stopped, went home to get the latest root-removing tool, and came back to help 
my father pull that root out.   But yes, even then, the root was stuck. 
 
One by one, eight or nine neighbors passed my house that day – and all of them 
came over to help my father pull out that root. As I sat inside, I remember thinking 
that all of these men were nuts.  I remember chuckling to myself at the site of 
middle-aged men digging, pulling and pushing feverishly to get out a root.  The 
whole scene would have been a very good sitcom episode. And yes, they finally 
did it. There was much celebration. 
 
The kind of community-mindedness that small towns like Mayberry and Shaker 
Heights thrive on has long been dying.  Of course, this is something that we have 
spoken as a congregation about before.   
 
A few years ago, I gave a sermon about a book entitled Bowling Alone, that came 
out about twenty years ago and was written by the sociologist Robert Putnam.  The 
book argues that our stock of social capital – the very fabric of our connections 
with each other, has plummeted, impoverishing our lives and destroying our 
communities.   Putnam points out how we sign fewer petitions, belong to fewer 
organizations that meet, know our neighbors less, meet with friends less 
frequently, he points out that we’re even bowling alone.    
 
When I gave that sermon, I asked if anyone in the congregation was in a bowling 
league.  To my surprise, out of six hundred people attending Rosh Ha-Shanah 
morning services, one person raised their hand.  Which is more than I expected. 
 



What is the reason for this breakdown of social cohesion and community in this 
country?   
 
I propose that a major piece is a decreased sense we all have about our obligation 
to others.  
 
Today, in America, it is every man for himself.  We have come to believe that our 
sole responsibility is to our ourselves and to our small families.  The idea of further 
obligation to any one beyond us has become almost an abomination – something 
that only occurs in totalitarian states, where they take everything that you worked 
for away from you.   
 
Our obligation to others is the basis of any meaningful relationship.   Think about 
the people you are closest with – what would they do for you and what you do for 
them?  What have they already done for you?  When we lose that sense of 
obligation to the people around us, that is when our relationships go sour -- that is 
when community dies.    
 
We first hear about this obligation in the beginning of the Torah – when two 
brothers are making offers to God.   One brother—Cain—grows jealous because 
his brother Abel seems to have gained God’s attention.   Cain murders his brother 
and hides the body.   God calls out, “Where is your brother Abel?”  Cain answers, 
“Ha-Shomeir Achi Ah-no-chee” – Am I my brother’s keeper? 
 
The remainder of the Torah—the rest of our narrative—is largely the answer to 
that question.    
 

Are we our brother’s keeper? 
 
At the beginning of the book of Exodus, the enslaved Israelites can’t even imagine 
a world where a brother is responsible for another.  Moses, the prince of Egypt, is 
out in the fields and sees a taskmaster beating two Israelite slaves.   Recognizing 
his obligation, Moses strikes down the taskmaster.    But the very next day, when 
those Israelites see Moses, they are not at all comforted by the presence of 
someone who protected them.   They fear Moses and ask him if he intends to kill 
them – just like he killed the taskmaster.   These Israelites cannot imagine a world 
where one person takes care of another.   
 



Indeed, it takes the entire Torah for the Israelites to come to terms with their 
responsibility for each-other.  Their journey through the desert is a largely a 
journey of coming to terms with the fact that yes, we are our brother’s keeper. 
 
Yes, we are our brother’s keeper.  But like Cain, we too often shirk that 
responsibility.  We tend to believe that we are only for ourselves.  
 
We learn in the Talmud in tractate Rosh Ha-Shanah – Kol Yisrael Arevim Zeh ba-
Zeh.  All of Israel is responsible for one another.  The text states clearly, “they are 
all a single body and it is like a guarantor who repays the debt of a friend.” We are 
all responsible for another – especially as Jews.  
 
In today’s Jewish world, how far from this reality are we?  Today, in our 
synagogue, people feel feel little obligation to anyone but themselves and their 
family.    
 
A few years ago, a parent of a Bat Mitzvah student came in to see me about his 
daughter continuing at Beth Sholom.   He told me that his family was incredibly 
grateful for everything that the synagogue offered him.  But, now, they didn’t need 
the synagogue anymore.   His daughter was finding spirituality elsewhere.   And so 
he asked me, why would I stay here?  At first, I tried to sell the NEFESH teen 
engagement program and all of the teen opportunities.   When that didn’t work, I 
tried to make the case for he and his wife to continue taking advantage of all the 
services, the learning opportunities, the social action events.    
 
But nothing was speaking to him.  “ We got what we needed” And then, I finally 
said –  
 
“What about the next family?  What about the people left here who still have a Bar 
or Bat Mitzvah? What happens if too many people leave?   
 
What happens if so many people leave that it becomes too costly to even have a 
synagogue? What about having a Cantor and a Rabbi for other people in this 
community?  Who is there to ensure that we are around for people? Truth is, 
eventually, we won’t have clergy – we won’t have people who make this a 
career—because we won’t be able to be supported.  
 
To this, he kinda got quiet.  And then, he told me that if I could make his bill more 
akin to the cost of his cable bill, he’d consider it.  He has since left.   
 



This is our problem – people are not joining synagogues because they feel an 
obligation to others – they are joining because they need stuff, and when they 
finish getting that stuff, its on to the next thing. 
 
It is this kind of world that led the leadership at Beth Sholom to pick that tagline – 
where relationships matter.   We chose that because we sought to put a larger 
emphasis on the relationships and the obligations that those relationships demand.   
 
To be clear, that tagline has proven to be a bit problematic – because now we here 
at Temple Beth Sholom are held to that high standard.  “Oh, where relationships 
matter, you say?!?! Then, why haven’t I heard from anyone for the last year? Or, 
why aren’t people kind and welcoming when I show up?   Relationships 
matter?!?!? Feh!!!”  
 
And to be clear, those criticisms are absolutely fair – in many ways, we here at 
Beth Sholom like many American synagogues have fallen short in developing, 
maintaining and strengthening our relationships.   We have fallen into the same 
trap that the rest of our world too often falls into – we get comfortable in our 
isolated silos and we forget about the important work that strong relationships 
require.  We forget about the obligations we have to be in touch and to know 
what’s happening in your lives  
 
As we go through change, we need to take our relational culture more seriously.  
We need to invest time and energy into it.  If we expect to truly develop more of an 
obligated community, we all—including me—need to take relational culture more 
seriously.    
 
And that is why, this morning, I am announcing the start of a new initiative at Beth 
Sholom entitled Ha-Shomer Achi, My Brother’s Keeper.  I have asked two 
congregants Matt Warbet and Gary Middleton, two Emerging Leaders in our 
community to take charge and develop a meaningful relational program that 
ensures people in our community do not fall through the cracks.  I’ve asked them 
to challenge me and to ensure that I am following up with congregants, holding 
more relational meetings people and getting to know our community on a more 
intimate level.  I have asked them to help recruit a team of relational emissaries 
who can ensure that it is not just the clergy building these relationships. 
 
The plan is to develop a system by which to stay in touch regularly with every 
member of our community, to better know what is happening in their lives and to 
better respond to their needs.   It is not sufficient for us to say -- We didn’t know – 



it is our job to be in touch, to stay in touch, and to remind everyone that this is a 
place where relationships matter.  We are working with an organization called the 
Center for Relational Judaism – headed by Rabbi Ron Wolfson, who wrote a book 
a few years ago about the subject and came to Rockland to speak.   Rabbi Wolfson 
has developed incredible ideas about how to build a relational culture and I am 
confident that working together with Matt and Gary, we will build something 
meaningful. 
 
In the meantime, you as congregants can join this effort by letting me know of 
your interest and by letting us know about anything in the community that we 
should know about.   If someone has a simcha or a special occasion, let us know so 
that we can get a message out and be in touch.   If someone is dealing with 
hardship, let us know so that we can be in touch. 
 
Over this summer, I started to make phone calls to congregants to update them on 
the Nanuet deal and to get some feedback.   I am planning to continue these phone 
calls in the next few months and to start meeting with congregants to better my 
relationships.  If you would like to meet with me or speak with me, please don’t 
wait.  Call me, message me, email me.   I want to make sure that I am seeing each 
and every one here who would like to meet me. 
 
Over the last few weeks, I have been watching a lot of Andy Griffith.  As I run on 
the treadmill in the morning, as I eat breakfast, as I get dressed, I have been 
streaming episodes on Amazon Prime.   It really is a great way to wake up in the 
morning – with Andy, Barney, Aunt Bea, Opie and the whole gang.   
 
And as I watched these episodes, it occurred to me – Andy’s character is much 
more than a sheriff – in a sense, what he is in that show is the ultimate obligated 
individual.  He spends more time taking care of the people in his town more than 
he does just about anything else.  Every episode includes Andy somehow helping 
out the citizens of Mayberry and helping them to recognize important lessons.   In 
this sense, he is the ultimate brother’s keeper – he understands what it means to be 
a part of a community. 
 
We need more Andy Griffiths.  Today, in this lonely isolated world, we need more 
Andy Griffiths—albeit here at Beth Sholom, we need Jewish versions of Andy 
Griffith – call them Andy Griffith-bergs – we need more Andy Griffith-bergs.   
And so, on this first or second day of the year 5780, let us commit ourselves to 
answering Cain – to speaking up and answering back Cain, Ani Shomeir Achi – I 
am my brother’s keeper.  Shanah Tovah… 



 
 
 
 
 


