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Don’t stop me if you’ve heard any of this before. As many of you know, I am a 

big Leonard Cohen fan, but today, I am going with a Talking Heads quote: “You 

may ask yourself, how did I get here?” 

No doubt each of us has a unique story about how we got here. I heard about 
Shir Libeynu from my friend Shelley, a lapsed Catholic socialist feminist from 
Saskatchewan, whom I met when she taught me first-year Criminal Law. 

Shelley told me she thought I’d like the High Holy Day services being run by her 

friend, Aviva Goldberg. She was right. I came and I liked Shir Libeynu – and 
Aviva - so much that I’ve been here ever since. After all, if a lapsed Catholic 
socialist feminist criminal law professor from Saskatchewan doesn’t know which 
shul to go to in Toronto, who does? 

Not too many years later, I was sitting with Shelley and her partner Karen at a 
funeral. Aviva was giving the eulogy. Shelley turned to me and said “I have told 
Aviva that she MUST become a rabbi. It’s her destiny!”  

“Rabbi” is the Hebrew word for “my teacher”. In Judaism, this is a person 

qualified by academic Jewish studies and leadership to serve as a spiritual leader 
and religious teacher of a Jewish community or congregation. Aviva has been 
just that to us for many years. Even before Shir Libeynu came into being, Aviva 

was leading life cycle rituals for people. She already had much learning and a 
deep affinity for guiding people – as individuals, as families or as a community – 
through spiritual milestones. Over the years, she has added to that knowledge, 

being both self-taught and a respected academic who earned her doctorate in 
religious studies a dozen years ago. And she has 18 years of experience in 
leading our congregation. 

It wasn’t a matter of Aviva BECOMING a rabbi – it was a matter of her being 

RECOGNIZED as a rabbi. Recently, the board turned its collective mind toward 
trying to find an institution that would see Aviva - the leader of an unaffiliated 
congregation whose path was, in every sense, unorthodox – as worthy of 
ordination.  

Our investigations reached into the summer. In July, we had a special guest at 
our Shabbat service. Deborah Brin was the rabbi at the Reconstructionist 
synagogue, Congregation Darchei Noam, 26 years ago, where she met Aviva and 

Dinah and a number of other people who are now Shir Libeynu members. In the 
late 80s, when Rabbi Brin was installed at Congregation Darchei Noam, she was 
the first full-time female rabbi in Canada, and, as she describes it, “the first 

lesbian rabbi to, while serving, to come out and to receive a contract renewal 
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rather than to be fired.” She is now the rabbi of the Jewish Renewal shul - 
Congregation Nahalat Shalom - in Albuquerque, New Mexico. She has been a 

good friend of Dinah and Aviva’s for the past 30 years, as well as being Aviva’s 
“go to Rabbi” and her mentor. 

After taking part in our July service, seeing Aviva in her element, Rabbi Brin said 
“Aviva, it’s time for your ordination.” And if a pioneering lesbian rabbi running a 

Jewish Renewal shul in Albuquerque, New Mexico doesn’t know when it’s time 
for Aviva’s ordination, who does? 

Ordination is certification as a rabbi, and can be conferred by any rabbi, but 
one’s teacher customarily performs this function by issuing a written statement. 

Rabbi Brin, who has been Aviva’s mentor for years, has confirmed that she is 
qualified – and most willing - to confer smicha – ordination - upon Aviva.  

Over the years, we have come up a number of titles for Aviva – ritual leader, 
spiritual leader, congregational founder. We hope that you will all join us here on 
the evening of Saturday, November 22, 2014, when Rabbi Brin bestows upon her 
the title that truly reflects Aviva’s role here – rabbi. 

There will be a service and ceremony and it will be, as is our custom, 
unaffiliated, unorthodox and unique. There will be a celebration after that, as is 
our custom, will include a lot of music and food and laughter. And between now 

and then, as is also our custom, there will be a lot of reminders and 
announcements. We announced this on both days of Rosh Hashanah and bear 
with us, because we’re going to talk about it again tomorrow. We want to make 

sure that EVERYONE at Shir Libeynu knows about this and that on November 22, 
everyone will be right here to say “Mazel tov” to our newly minted Rabbi 
Goldberg. 

G’mar hatima tova. 


