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Hebrew Union College, Rabbinic Ordination and Academic Convocation at the 

Taube Family Campus in Jerusalem  

 

President Andrew Rehfeld, Ph.D., Ordination Speech 

 

October 31, 2025 / 9 Heshvan, 5786 

 

Boker tov l’kulam.  

Welcome to the ordination ceremony of six remarkable new rabbis.  

We’re conducting this ceremony here on Hebrew Union College’s Taube family campus, 

named for Tad Taube, z”l, the patriarch of the family, who just passed away.  

We remember his vision, we remember his investment as Nachman referred. May his 

memory truly be for a blessing. 

Situated on the seam line  

this extraordinary campus 

stands as a beacon of pluralistic, modern Judaism 

promoting democracy and shared society  

in the heart of Jerusalem.   

More than a location,  

Hebrew Union College is a living laboratory  

for progressive Judaism.   

The home of the IMPJ, the reform movement in Israel, and forming Jewish leaders for 

service around the world. 

 

We do this work because Judaism does not innovate on its own,  

it depends on rabbis, cantors, educators, and communal leaders  

who apply Jewish wisdom to the most pressing challenges of our day. 

 

As this marks a new beginning for each of your, our students,  
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I thought I’d share the wisdom from my family, wisdom my mother imparted to me 

As I began each new school day. 

As i went on my way, she would say to me 

“Remember, today is the first day of the rest of your life.”   

 

And even at 96,  

Her steps may be slower,  

her days ahead far fewer than those behind. 

Each morning she starts anew. 

filled with optimism 

For a future still waiting to unfold.   

 

Perhaps this is why  

of the many names our tradition uses for God  

the idea of “Ein Sof” resonates so deeply for me.   

 For if God is “Ein Sof,” “without end,”  

Then every moment becomes an opportunity to begin our journey.  

 

How different is human existence. 

Our lives are almost “without beginning,”—  

How unlikely it is that any of is even alive today!   

Of the trillions of possible children  

our parents might have conceived,  

we were the unique result.   

 

But once begun, we are always…always... 

Heading inexorably towards our end,   

and it is ironically our end that gives our life meaning.   

 

As Abraham Joshua Heschel would put this familiar point 
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“Life’s ultimate meaning  

remains obscure  

unless it’s reflected upon  

in the face of death.” (p. 58) 

How true for all human endeavors in a way.  

For it is often their ending that gives them meaning.   

No matter how enjoyable a wedding, a novel, or a symphony,  

how grateful we are that they do not go on forever.   

(And yes, thankfully, even this ceremony will not be without an end)  

 

There are some endings that cannot come soon enough.  

 

Just two years ago, just weeks after October 7,  

under threat of missile attack, in a war that had just begun,  

we moved this ceremony to Haifa to avoid the threat of rocket attack.  

Today, we are hopeful that the war will soon be truly over. And we recognize the service 

of those fallen in the IDF, the hostages, those still recovering trauma, and all those 

affected, whether in Israel, or in Gaza - the humanitarian suffering that is among us. 

   

In the face of such seemingly unending challenges,  

Our faculty, staff, and students, here on this campus,  

responded not by giving up hope,  

but by recognizing the potential of beginning again. 

 

I want to thank in particular our Campus CFO, Einav Lahav,  

And our COO, Dganit Jenshil, for holding this campus in the first days as the war 

 began.  

And i want to thank the extraordinary work and decision of our dean, Dr. 

Nachman, your career needs no new beginning.  

Through their resilient leadership 
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And that of our faculty and program directors 

This campus 

Remained a vibrant center of learning, 

a source of comfort and stability, 

In an uncertain time.  

 

The philosopher, Kierkegaard notes that heroes should be judged  

not by what they achieve but by the fact that they decided to begin. 

• Queen Esther was a hero,  

not because she saved the Jews,  

but because she chose to go before the King.   

• Theordor Herzl was a hero of our people, 

not because the State of Israel was ultimately founded,  

but because he had the vision to initiate the struggle for a democratic and 

pluralistic Jewish state, open and respectful of all.   

I remain so very proud of the dozens of North American students  

who began their own studies during the three academic years of this war,  

On our Year-In-Israel program here on the Taube Family Campus 

Standing in solidarity with our people under fire. They deserve our recognition and our 

praise. Including, I should say, the 25 who are with us today. 

 

For 55 years,  

Hebrew Union College has required our North American students  

to spend a year in Israel 

immersed in its history, culture, and complexity, building relationships with people and 

this land. 
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Ten years ago - thanks to the vision and investment of John Golden, a governor 

emeritus, in partnership with Rabbi Na’amah Kelman, our former dean, and Hebrew 

Union College President, Rabbi David Ellenson, z”l, of blessed memory -  

we launched the Golden Hanassi Fellows, 

That brings Israeli rabbinical students to North America for four weeks during their time 

here or immediately after. 

They build relationships in the diaspora 

And they learn from our alumni in the field 

to strengthen the Israeli Progressive Movement here when they return back home.  

 

Today, as the distance between our communities grows,  

With Jews in North America and Israel further apart than ever, It is time to expand this 

work significantly.  

 

Today, I invite Congregational rabbis,  

Federation leaders, and our Movement partners throughout the world 

To join with us in setting a goal and establishing by the end of this decade in creating a 

unique Schlichut Program  

that gives every Israeli student and rabbinical graduate the opportunity 

to serve in your communities and congregations in the diaspora, not for a few weeks, 

but for a few months, or a few years. 

Strengthening the ties between Israel and the Jewish world 

And financially supporting their service  

in an Israeli congregation or community 

upon their return home to Israel when their service is complete.  

 

Together, we can and will build a living bridge— 

one that spans oceans,  

strengthens relationships between Israel and the Diaspora,  
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and builds our shared democratic values, securing the future of our people, our 

Movement, and the state of the Jewish people. 

 

In just a moment we will honor our graduates for their 25 years of sacred service 

We will honor our distinguished guest, Justice Esther Hayut 

Who represents the highest democratic ideals of the Jewish state. What an honor it is to 

have you with us. 

And we will mark a new beginning of  

Ordaining 6 Reform rabbis.  

The ordination ceremony that we will begin 

is usually conducted by Rabbi Dr. Andrea Weiss, our former provost, and today 

Head of our Seminary Programs. 

It’s only her health could that prevent her from being here today.   

I am so grateful to Rabbi Talia Avnon-Benveniste, an inspiring teacher, a 

visionary director, and a beloved leader, for answering the call of this institution, 

to step in, in what will be an extraordinary way. 

Andrea, we wish you a refuah shleima  

And we look forward to your return, very soon.   

Students, today we mark the end of your studies,  

but the beginning of your sacred calling.   

You will inspire and lead 

You will educate, and you will learn.  

You will build community 

By inviting people to begin or to continue  

their own journey into Jewish life from wherever they may be.   

 

Through your leadership, wisdom, and courage,  

you will pursue the very idea of Ein Sof:  

ever beginning,  
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never ending— 

Pursuing our highest values.  

The beautiful, the Good, and the Sacred,  

The Beautiful, the Right, and the Just.  

In short, today we celebrate the very first day of the rest of your lives.   

 

Mazal Tov! 

 


