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Tonight is a moment worth celebrating.  Tonight we celebrate ten years of Congregazione Shir 

Hadash, a new song among the Jewish melodies of Florence.  This is a time to honor the 

accomplishments, the friendships, and the unique Torah that you have taught by your deeds here in 

Firenze.  This anniversary is a time of pride and thankfulness, a time to reflect on the past.  

This anniversary is also a time to think about the future.  Tonight let me talk with you about your 

future, for I believe that there are great Italian rabbis whose lessons can instruct this Italian Reform 

Jewish congregation. 

Many of you came from elsewhere to make your life in Firenze.  In the 16th century, Rabbi Meïr 

Katzenellenbogen came from Germany and became known simply as Meïr of Padua.  With echoes of Shir 

Hadash, he traveled several times a year to lead the congregation in Venice, too.  He was so great an 

authority that Isserles, one writer of the Shulchan Aruch, called him “Rabbi of Venice” and consulted 

him.   

Why was Meir unique?  He was often liberal in his decisions, giving the benefit of the doubt and 

responding caringly to people’s problems.  Sometimes he refers not to the Jewish names of months, but to 

their civil names, something other rabbis of his time never did. He states also (Responsa, No. 78) that in 

Crete they read one haftarah for Yom Kippur almost entirely in Greek (comp. Zunz, "G. V." p. 413, 

note).  

I bring this old news to your attention because rather than seeing yourselves as a young upstart 

synagogue, I want you to see yourselves as part of a long train of Italian Jewish tradition.  From the 

Renaissance onward, Italy had room for liberal-leaning Jews.  Let others question what you do.  In your 

heart of hearts, I want you to know that it’s OK to come from another country and still consider yourself 

an Italian Jew.  It’s OK to take a progressive view of Judaism; it’s OK to have prayers or readings in your 

own everyday language; it’s OK to be a Jew who lives from month to month largely on the secular 

calendar.  In fact, it’s more than OK.  It’s part of Italian Jewish tradition.  Shir Hadash is a place to be 

yourself and be Italian and Jewish and progressive. 

Another Italian rabbi I’d like you to meet is Ovadiah Sforno.  Years ago, Loren and I visited 

Bologna and spent time in search of Sforno, one of the great Bible commentators, a rabbi so important 

that in every Mikraot Gedolot, or Rabbi’s Bible, Sforno’s commentary appears.   

We found Sforno’s 16th century house not far from downtown Bologna and close to a small church. 

 No marker remembers Rabbi Sforno there, and that saddened us.  In fact, when we visited Rabbi 

Sforno’s home, it was then a parucchiere, and I wondered if they knew that a great rabbi once combed the 

Bible for new meaning in the place where now they comb women’s hair.   

What made Sforno unique?  He did not come from elsewhere.  He was born in Cesena, just over the 

mountains from Florence, near San Marino.  He learned all his Hebrew, Talmud, medicine, and 

philosophy in Italy.  He became so well known that Meir of Padua and others turned to him for legal 

advice.  Sforno sensed the questions people might ask about Torah as they read it.  His commentary has 

helped generations of Jews. 

Sforno reminds us that even though the Jewish population of Italy has been small for many 

centuries, nevertheless Italy can produce great scholars and fine students of Torah.  There were several 

Talmudic academies in Renaissance Italy at the time of Sforno, revealing an admirable dedication to 

Jewish learning. 

As Shir Hadash reflects on its past, can we say that we, too, have been devoted to Jewish learning? 

 Are we the children of Ovadiah Sforno, or could we do more in our personal and communal lives to fill 

our minds with worthwhile Jewish knowledge and useful Torah insights?  Sforno’s life teaches that it’s 

Italian and Jewish to learn, to grow in understanding, and to find inspiring insights in our old texts, and 

also to record new insights.  Study is good for the individual mind, but it also builds community, and 

that’s a lot of what Shir Hadash is about – community.  So it is my prayer that you and your children will 



devote even more time to Torah learning in the years to come, for it will build your congregation and help 

shape your Jewish hearts and homes.   

Let me share with you the name of one of my favorite Italian rabbis: Yosef Colon.  If he lived in 

North America today, we’d call him Rabbi Joe Columbo. Yosef Colon served as rabbi in Mestre, 

Bologna, Mantua, Padua, but finally he settled in Pavia, Lombardy, around 1470, becoming Italy’s 

foremost teacher of Talmud.  Only a few kilometers down the road from Milan was Italy’s finest Talmud 

teacher.  What made him so great?  Fearlessly, Yosef Colon was committed to justice for all, regardless of 

wealth or social status. 

Colon (responsum No. 1) decided that no one could be forced to take a case to a court in another 

place when a court existed in the defendant’s town.  Why was this important?  Because rich people took 

their cases to foreign rabbis in order to make the poor surrender, since they couldn’t afford the travel 

expense.  Colon also had the chutzpah to sharply but respectfully admonish Rabbi Israel Bruna, 

Germany’s best Talmudist, when Bruna acted as judge in a dispute where he himself was a contending 

party.   

Just as Yosef Colon had a sure sense of justice and right, so must Shir Hadash have the confidence 

to do what is right for contemporary Jews in Florence who want a Judaism that touches their lives with 

honesty.  And each year let the congregation also choose a cause that is just and right, bringing social 

action and social justice to the foreground. 

Finally, I’d like to share with you a bit of the life of Rabbi Messer David Leon from the 15th and 

16th centuries.  He learned in Italy, but fled from persecution to Turkish Salonika. There this Italian rabbi 

taught among Castilian, Portuguese, and Catalonian Jews – all Spanish exiles.  

What happened to Rabbi Leon reminds us that we must equip our children to be Jews anywhere. 

 They may stay in Italy.  They may live elsewhere in the EU, or perhaps in North America.  What we 

teach our children now, the Jewish heritage we give them today, this is what they’ll bring with them to 

keep them strong as Jews no matter where they live.  That is a task that Shir Hadash must take seriously, 

for even with a community education program, I’m convinced by seeing you in action with your children 

that this congregation brings a heart and soul to your kids that cannot be duplicated.  I commend you for 

it, and I urge you to dedicate the next ten years to the Jewish advancement of your children’s souls. 

Ten years from now, may you gather again to celebrate your Jewish lives together, and at that time, 

may Shir Hadash still be a place where you can be yourself and be Italian and Jewish and progressive. 

 May Shir Hadash become renowned for its dedication to Jewish learning.  May you never fear to do what 

is right for contemporary Florentine Jews, while doing social justice within your city’s gates.  And may 

you continue to instill a beautiful Jewish soul in your children, so that no matter where they go, they will 

always live solid Jewish lives.  May this be Shir Hadash during the next ten years.  Amen. 

 
 


