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This is a surreal moment, and an emotional one for our students, and an even more emotional one for their parents and grandparents and for me, your rabbi and for our Cantor as well.  So here is a brief message:
To the students:  You are so eager to begin your lives.  You have earned your accomplishments.  Undoubtedly, you will spend big chunks of this summer unpacking your lives to this moment, throwing out stuff and clearing out your room, and then packing and getting ready for tomorrow’s journeys.  I want you to focus on what you are leaving behind and what you are taking with you as you move forward.  You are leaving behind the nagging of parents who watch with amazement your every move.  But take with you their voices and their admonishments.  These will guide you.  You leave behind your friends and the familiarity of home and routine.  Take with you your friendships.  Old friends really are precious, and create a home that will bless you, even if that home is a high bunk bed in a cinderblock dormitory.  You leave behind your synagogue and our Birmingham Jewish community, which is a precious gem.  Take with you your commitments to Judaism, your study of Torah, and the books that we gave you for your Bar/Bat Mitzvah and confirmation, a mezuzah and candlesticks and Kiddush cup.  Particularly on campus, make the effort to involve yourselves in Jewish life.  Take a Jewish studies course.  If you do, and contact me, I will with great pleasure, send you $100 for you to use any way you wish (BTW, Anya and Mollie Glandon took the money and donated it back to the Temple to provide scholarships for our bi-annual confirmation trip to Europe!)  In one fell swoop, you will recreate yourself at college and be the person you want to be.  Let this person that you create be a Jewish person and a kind and decent person that you can be proud of.
To the congregation and the parents among us:  if you have never been in these shoes, sending your child off to the future with the knowledge that they come back from their lives only to visit with us, than you cannot imagine what these moments feel like.  We could not be more proud of you and your achievements and how you have overcome your obstacles and climbed your hills and mountains to make it to this sublime moment.  We could not be more anxious about your future—how will you make your way without us, your parents?  We hope that we have prepared you properly to have good study and work habits; that you will be sober; that you will handle your dollars responsibly, allot your time wisely, and take proper care of your bodies and your souls.  We could not be more overjoyed with the quality of the young men and women we have raised; and more saddened about the passage of time.  For our children, this has been your life time.  For us parents, these years were fleeting moments; and now they are going, going, and gone.
I am always moved by this moment, but probably never more so personally than now.  My own baby has grown up and is well on his way out the door.  I could not be more happy and proud.  But that is not really the reason for the tears I feel today.  In perusing, my files, I found this very interesting letter I wrote more than ten years ago.  I want to share much of it with you.  It is about me and my son.  But it also about every parent blessed with raising children.

December 12, 1999

3 Tevet, 5760

Dear Benjamin,

I am so glad that your teachers have asked us to stop and write a letter for you to read in your time capsule.  At this date, you are eight years old, in the second grade, and a bundle of energy and joy.  You are missing both of your side teeth, you still hate to brush your hair, and your shoes are chronically untied.  By the time you read this, you will be eighteen.  All your teeth will be in, you will be meticulous about your hair, and your shoes will always be tied.  I will be glad about those things, to be sure, but I sure will miss the eight year old boy whom I love so dearly.

I wonder if we will still be calling you Shmooo?

I wonder what you will do with that wonderful imagination of yours?

I wonder if you will be able to sit through school without squirming too much?

I wonder where you will think about going to college?

I wonder how Mommy and I will readjust to a house without any children?

What I don’t wonder is that you will be a kind child, a good child, and a proud and active Jew.  Neither do I wonder if you will be close to your brother and sister.  And neither do I worry whether Mom or I will not love you more and more as you grow older and older.

Nana and GG are alive now, but sadly ten years from now, I anticipate that they will be gone.  They love you very much, and I hope you will miss them.

Scruff too will be gone, but what a wonderful dog he was to our family.  He is synonymous with your childhood.  Be kind to animals and be kind to people.  The rest of life will fall in place for you.

I hope your three grandparents, Anita, Bernie and Renee are still alive and healthy and active.  But ten years is a long time, and lots of things can happen.  We pray for their continued health and energy.  I also hope that you do the best you can to remember Grandpa Judea and Zaydee.  You were little when they died, and they loved you so very much.  I wish they could have seen you grow up!

At this time, Israel and Syria are about to begin peace talks.  It would be truly wonderful if peace were to occur between Syria and Israel, and Lebanon and Israel.  I would bet that by the time you read this, you will have been to Israel again, at least once.

I wonder if you will still like snowboarding.  Do you think you will be good at it?

I wonder if any of our kids will want to stay in Birmingham.  While that would be nice, most important is for y’all to be happy and grow.

I wonder what your relationship with God and Judaism will be like.  We will do all that we can to help you along, but this is really your responsibility!  I could never figure you out religiously.  But at the age of eight, you have other things on your mind—the Discovery Channel, Rugrats, and the battle scenes on the History Channel.

I hope you have chosen good friends, nice and smart and sober young people to hang around with.  This really is important, because your friends begin to take over from your family.  You are known by the friends you have, and good friends, or friends who are good, are so important.

I hope Mom and I are in good health too.  We continue to love each other more and more, and gentler and gentler as the years go by.  She is really a great therapist, and was absolutely the best Mom.  You sure chose well!

Benjamin, what is before you?  What will you do for a living?  Where will you live?  Whom will you marry?  There are no answers to these questions which I can predict.  The future is an unopened book, but you are its author.  Don’t be scared of the future.  Look at each blank page as an opportunity for you to create joy and meaning.  Benjamin, you came into our life as a blessing.  Now as you prepare to go off on your own, be a blessing always.

I hope you love your children as much as I love you.

Dad

There is a tradition on the eve of Yom Kippur.  We recite a blessing for our children, as we do in the Miller home every Shabbat. But this blessing is longer and more involved, and really more beautiful.  It is my sad duty and my pleasure and delight to invite onto the bima our students and their parents for a blessing.  I will ask the parents to lay their hands upon their children to recite the first part of the blessing. And then I will ask the congregation to read from their programs the remainder of the blessing.  

Parents:

For a son: May God make you like Efrayim and Menashe (Jacob’s grandsons in the Torah)

For a daughter: May God make you like Sarah, Rivkah, Rachel, and Leah (the mothers of our people)

May God Bless you and keep you.

May God let the light of His face shine upon you, and be gracious unto you.

May God lift up His face unto you, and grant you peace.

Congregation:  

May it be the will of God to place into your heart a love and a yearning for God’s presence in your lives. May God’s teachings ever guide you away from transgression. May your desire be for giving life to Torah and mitzvot. May your vision be clear, may your mouth speak wisdom, and may your heart feel awe. 

May your hands engage in mitzvot and your feet run to fulfill the will of your God. May the Eternal One grant you sons and daughters who are themselves righteous, who will be engaged in Torah and mitzvot throughout their lives. 

May your livelihood be blessed and may you make a living with pride in your work, with ease and bounty from God’s generous hand. May you never depend upon the gifts of charity.  May your livelihood provide you with the freedom to serve God.  May you be inscribed and sealed for a good and long life among all the righteous of Israel!

L’chi Lach by Debbie Friedman
L’chi Lach, to a land that I will show you

Lech l’cha, to a place you do not know

L’chi lach, on your journey I will bless you

And you shall be a blessing, L’chi lach

L’chi lach, and I shall make your name great

Lech l’cha, and all shall praise your name

L’chi lach, on your journey I will bless you

L’simchat chayim (a happy life)

And you shall be a blessing, L’chi lach
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