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Since I was a little boy, Sukkot has always been my favorite holiday. 

I loved building the sukkah with my mother, collecting palm branches for it with my father, 

decorating it with my sisters, and sleeping in the sukkah in a cozy sleeping back looking up at 

the stars. 

As an adult, there’s another aspect to Sukkot which I didn’t know about as a child, but which I 

have come to treasure as well. 

Ushpizin.  Ushpizin are the guests we invite to join us in the sukkah. But these are not ordinary 

guests: we invite to sit with us in the sukkah, the spirits of our ancestors. On the first day we 

invite Abraham and Sarah, on the second day we invite Isaac and Rebecca, etc. 

The concept of inviting Ushpizin derives from the Zohar, the core Jewish medieval text of 

mysticism and Kaballah.  

I have grown to love this concept. To imagine having a meal in my own sukkah with one of the 

heroes of our Jewish past, is exciting, invigorating, and compelling. 

What would I say to Abraham? What would I ask Sarah? What would Rebecca say to me?  

The order of the Ushpizin is actually a bit different in the Ashkenazi (Eastern European) and the 

Sephardi (Mediterranean and North African) traditions. While the Ashkenazi tradition would say 

that today is a day for inviting Aaron (High Priest and brother of Moses), the Sephardi tradition 

today, would focus on Joseph.  

This morning I want to honor that Sephardi tradition and think a bit about Joseph. 

Joseph was an advisor to the Pharaoh. Joseph was a dream interpreter. Joseph was a genius who 

saved the Egyptian empire from famine. 

Joseph was also a survivor of abuse. Joseph was abused by his brothers. 

In a fit of rage and vengeance, we are told in the book of Genesis that Joseph’s brothers stripped 

him naked, threw him into a pit, terrorized him with the threat of murder, and ultimately sold him 

as a slave.  
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Like many survivors of abuse, Joseph had to endure not only the physical and emotional torment 

of his aggressors, but also had to stomach the betrayal of being so injured by someone he had 

once trusted, a dear family member. 

There are a number of ancient Kabbalistic and Chasidic legends which purport that the Ushpizin 

will refuse to enter a sukkah where earthly guests are not welcome: if the poor, the vulnerable, 

the neglected are not welcome, then Avraham and Sarah simply won’t come.  

Just as Abraham and Sarah will not enter into a sukkah where welcome is not extended to the 

poor and the stranger,  I believe Joseph would only enter a sukkah where those who have 

suffered from and survived abuse are welcome.  He shares their pain. He reminds us to make 

sure that their place in our sukkah is secure. 

 They are many. They are us. Our mothers and fathers, our sons and daughters, our brothers and 

sisters, our husbands and wives. 

We too often turn a blind eye to that which we would rather not see.  We would like to believe 

that physical, sexual, financial, and psychological abuse does not take place in our community. 

But it does.  And today, the guest we invite, Joseph, demands that we are honest. 

At Anshe Emet it has been my honor over the last number of months to partner with our friends 

at JCFS, Jewish Child and Family Services to learn about how we might best protect, advocate 

for, and indeed welcome into our communal sukkah, those who have been victim to abuse.  

As in the wider world, so too in the Jewish community and in our own Anshe Emet community, 

there are those who have been abused by their parents, their siblings, their spouses or significant 

others, and their teachers and leaders. There are also those elderly who have been abused by their 

children.  

JCFS has sponsored a vital program called the Safer Synagogues Initiative wherein synagogues 

like ours are educated about abuse across the life course: from children, to adults, to the 

elderly… and about how policies, procedures, and education could better serve those in our 

community who are hurting.  



3 
 

At Anshe Emet we put together an incredible committee of dedicated staff and volunteers to 

learn, discuss, and begin to evaluate our policies and procedures. Already we have begun the 

hard work of taking on new protocols and working to bring in new programs and educational 

initiatives which will keep all in our community safe. The work is so far from done, we are just 

beginning, and we will not cease.  

I could not be more proud of this committee and its members. They have faced a darkness which 

too many turn a blind eye to, and committed themselves to being leaders in this community 

ensuring the safety of us all. 

The members of the committee, in addition to me are:  

1. Michael Siegel, Senior Rabbi 

2. David Russo, Rabbi 

3. Debby Lewis, Ritual Director 

4. Barbara Haworth, Executive Director 

5. Aaron Frankel, Religious School Principal 

6. Julie Lasin 

7. Jane Lippow 

8. Jon Norton 

9. Tracy Portnoy 

10. Jennifer Seidner 

11. Susan Schwartz 

I would like to ask each of the members of the committee to rise so that we can thank you for 

your dedication and your courage.  Thank you for being part of a process of protecting this 

community. 

An extra special thank you goes to Ann Luban, our official JCFS Liason who is available to all 

members of our community for counseling needs , services, and support, but who also was our 

leader on this particular project. Without Ann none of this would be possible. I could not ask for 

a more compassionate partner. 
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I believe Joseph would enter our sukkah today. He knows what abuse is. He survived it.  He 

knows the pain, the fear, the betrayal, the wounds which don’t go away, the hurt which always 

lingers.  

He would never set foot in a sukkah where those who, like him, who had survived abuse or were 

being abused, were not truly welcomed.  

Today, on Sukkot, we welcome into our sukkah, protect within our walls, those who are most 

vulnerable, those who, like Joseph, have been wounded and who need us to stand by their sides 

and hold them close as they do the hard work of finding safety, and God willing, joy once more. 

May our sukkah be one of true welcome. Shabbat Shalom. 

 

It is my honor and pleasure to introduce Amy Rubin. 

Amy Rubin is the Senior Director of Community Services at Jewish Child & Family Services 

(JCFS).  She oversees a wide variety of education, support and advocacy programs focused on 

issues that impact Jewish homes and families across the lifespan including illness and loss, 

addiction and adoption, child sexual and interpersonal abuse.   

Amy has joined us here this Shabbat to honor the process we have begun through the Safer 

Synagogues Program. We are delighted to welcome her to the bimah.  

  

 

 

 


