
I want to share some lessons I learned while on paternity leave.  I want to thank all of you, as 
members of Temple Isaiah, for giving me the opportunity to spend the last month at home.  It 
was a true blessing and an opportunity I wasn’t afforded when Ella and Kayla were born – with 
each of them I was only able to take about a week off.  I have to admit that I had some unrealistic 
expectations leading up to paternity leave.  

For some reason, and I don’t 
know why, considering this 
was my third child, in true 
dad fashion, I equated 
paternity leave with 
vacation.  Lucky for me, my 
wife quickly reminded me 
that child-rearing is no 
vacation.  In addition to 
spending time bonding with 
Rebecca and relaxing with 
the family, I had written a 
list of projects that I wanted 
to complete – clean out the 
garage, file away all the 
miscellaneous papers and 
children’s art that had been 
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accumulating around the house, read a couple of books, sleep in at least once a week.  I am 
delighted to report that I completed NONE of those projects.  And while I was frustrated with 
myself at certain points during my time away, as I dove right back into a seemingly 
insurmountable amount of work upon my return to the synagogue this week, I was able to take a 
little time to reflect on the values and lessons I learned from the month.

Lesson #1 – Plant a garden, even if you’re not a gardener.  

I’ve always wanted to have a lush, vegetable-filled backyard but until that day comes, I decided 
it was time I at least plant some basil, rosemary, and parsely.  And while I was at it, I realized that 
the etrog tree that Roger McCracken had given me was in serious need of a bigger pot.  And 
since I tend to get home later in the evening, I figured I should also have a plant that wouldn’t 
require too much watering and so the aloe plant joined the others.  It’s really the bare minimum, 
but I’m starting to become a little obsessed with checking on their growth and health every day.  
Now, I’ll hold Becca in my arms and go outside for a couple of minutes to see how they’re all 
doing and so far, so good.  

But someday, I hope to have a garden like the one described in this week’s Torah portion, Ekev, 
the third portion in Deuteronomy.  Moses is speaking to the Israelites about the benefits of 
entering Israel and states, “For the land that you are about to enter and possess is not like the land 
of Egypt from which you have come.  There the grain you sowed had to be watered by your own 
labors, like a vegetable garden; but the land you are about to cross into and possess, a land of 
hills and valleys, soaks up its water from the rains of heaven.  It is a land which your God looks 
after, on which your God always keeps an eye, from year’s beginning to year’s end.” (Deut. 
11:10-12).  My garden is definitely an Egypt garden, but the ultimate goal of any gardener or 
farmer is to one day have a self-sustaining crop; watered and cared for by nature itself and not 
reliant on human intervention.  Of course, the Torah is offering a romanticized version, but it 
offers a vision of hope – one in which our vegetable gardens are tended to by the ultimate 
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gardener and we are free of the anxiety of ‘oh, when did I last water that plant?!”  Planting and 
maintaining a garden takes dedication; it takes patience.  But it also offers hope and sustenance.

#2 – Be thankful for living in Southern California

Yes, the weather is perfect and it allowed me to spend some quality time outside with my girls, 
whether riding bikes in the neighborhood, or going to the beach, burying them up to their necks 
in the sand, catching sand crabs and watching dolphins swim by.  But it also allowed me to BBQ 
more than I ever have in my life.  

Beer-can chicken, BBQ chicken, 
hamburgers, hot dogs, eggplant, 
corn, zucchini, steak, and more.  I 
was so thankful for the 
opportunity to spend so much time 
cooking and eating outside.  But I 
was also thankful for the access 
we have to fresh fish.  My father 
and step-mother visited us during 
paternity leave and my step-
mother is Japanese.  So without 
missing a beat, we headed over to 
a Japanese market on Sawtelle and 
Olympic to pick up all the 
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supplies we would need to make sushi at home.  Julia and I watched carefully as she chose the 
best ingredients and freshest fish for us to use.  And it is because of our location on the coast that 
we have access to an excellent assortment of fresh fish.  Julia and I have subsequently made 
sushi on our own multiple times.  

This week, Moses reminds the people of Israel that the land they are entering is special, “For 
your God is bringing you into a good land, a land with streams and springs and fountains issuing 
from plain and hill; a land of wheat and barely, of vines, figs, and pomegranates, a land of olive 
trees and honey; a land where you may eat food without stint; where you will lack nothing…”  It 
states, “When you have eaten your fill, give thanks to your God…” (Deut. 8:7-10)  This is the 
basis for the birkat hamazon, the grace after meals, traditionally offered at the end of each meal 
and extended for meals on Shabbat.  The Talmud emphasizes the importance of giving thanks by 
noting that, "It is forbidden to enjoy the fruits of this world without pronouncing a blessing, and 
whosoever derives such enjoyment without uttering a blessing has committed a 
trespass" (Brachot 35a).  The food I enjoyed on paternity leave reminded me of how blessed I am 
to enjoy quality produce from the CSA each week, that I am able to shop at markets that offer 
fresh and quality ingredients which allow me to enjoy meals that are not only satisfying in taste, 
but meals that can be culinary ‘experiences’.  Baruch atah Adonai, hazon et-ha-kol.  Praised are 
you Adonai, who provides food for all.

#3 – Life continues without you
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I love my work at Isaiah and I work pretty hard, so having a whole month in which I was out of 
the loop, was difficult for me.  It was hard not to be present because I love knowing what’s 
happening around the building and to be aware of what is happening in peoples’ lives.  But at the 
same time, being away was an important reminder of the two phrases we are supposed to keep in 
our pockets.  In one pocket, according to one rabbinic teaching, we are to keep a sheet with a 
quote from Torah - “For me, the world was created.”  In the other pocket, we’re supposed to have 
the quote, “I am but dust and ashes.”  A daily reminder that we everything and we are nothing.  
We all like to feel important; to feel needed and appreciated, but when taken too far, it can lead 
to real ego issues.  

In this week’s parasha, the Jewish people are reminded that humility is a central value.  “It is not 
because of your virtues and rectitude that you will be able to possess their country, but it is 
because of [your enemies] wickedness that your God is dispossessing those nations before you…
Know, then, that it is not for any virtue of yours that your God is giving you this land to possess; 
for you are a stiffnecked people.” (Deut. 9:5-6)  The Israelites are reminded that they are not 
God’s gift to the world.  It is only because the other nations who reside in Israel are wicked, and 
because of a promise God made long ago, that this group of Israelites is allowed to enter the 
land.  Don’t think the world revolves around you, the Torah seems to be teaching.  

Paternity leave reminded me that while there is always work to be done; while there is always a 
desire to feel needed and productive, there is also value in remembering that when we take a 
break or rest from the unending list of tasks, that the world will continue revolving and things 
will continue to be handled.  
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#4 – There’s nothing better than experiencing a ‘first’

While home, I had the incredible privilege of making Rebecca laugh for the first time in her life.  
I was standing in the kitchen, just the two of us.  I looked down at her, gave her a big smile, said, 
‘ba-booh!’, and she let out this adorable little laugh.  If I had done nothing else during my 
paternity leave…that was the one moment that made it all worthwhile.  It was incredible on two 
levels – first, there’s the value of marking the first time for something in our own lives.  Our 
tradition uses the Shecheyanu prayer to mark such moments.  And it is also incredible to 
facilitate a ‘first’ for someone else.  That first laugh is embedded in my mind and it was a 
moment of bonding.  In that moment, a covenantal relationship was formed between me and my 
daughter.  

And our covenantal relationship with God is reiterated in this week’s Torah portion as well - 
“And now, O Israel, what does your God demand of you?  Only this: to revere your God, to walk 
only in divine paths, to love and to serve your God with all your heart and soul.” (Deut. 10:12)  
The portion continues by elaborating on the covenant that had first been established between 
God and Abraham, the first Jew.  Harking back to the ‘first’ has a power that you don’t find by 
recalling the second or third time you’ve experienced something.
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Even though my garage is still a mess and the novel still sits by my bed waiting to be opened, 
paternity leave was full of blessings, new experiences, and important reminders.  In just over a 
week, we will enter the month of Elul, the month of spiritual preparation leading up to Rosh 
Hashanah.    But we are supposed to start preparing for the high holydays before Elul even 
begins.  So I urge you to take some time to plant something new in your garden, to take 
advantage of the resources at our fingertips here in Southern California, to take some time for 
yourself while keeping in mind that the world will continue to exist even while you relax, and to 
think about something new you can experience in the near future, a ‘first’ of some sorts.  

Shabbat shalom.
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