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A New Beginning

By Pam Morris, Early Learning Center director

Education as a career path and life goal began for me in 1992 with my graduation with a BS in
Psychology from Binghamton University. That fall, | entered my master’s program in Early Childhood
Education at the same university, different school and | never looked back! With many relevant
degrees, over 3 decades of hands-on experience, Early Childhood Education is my passion, my
raison d’etre, my tachlit, my reason for being.

It is the start of a new school year, another new beginning in life. While our children had a “soft
beginning of school” at the end of May when they first transitioned to their new classes, today marks
the first day after the summer fun has ended (even though the 115 degrees predicted today might
seem like | am gas lighting you) and the routines of school begin. So many beginnings in our lives - A
new year (secular) begins on January 1; a new year (Jewish) begins at Rosh Hashanah (this year
falling on the Shabbat of 9/11 (a whole other type of new beginning and a topic for a different time)
and then the beginning of school (today) at the Early Learning Center.

What do all of these have in common? A time to reflect on what was, a time to rejoice in what will be
and the excitement, joy, and maybe even nervousness as the new unfolds.

And if there's one Jewish value that ties all of these beginnings together, it's hachnasat orchim — the
mitzvah of welcoming. We usually think of it as opening our home to guests, setting an extra place at
the table, making sure no one feels like a stranger. But walk into any classroom at the ELC this week
(and always) and you'll see hachnasat orchim in its truest form: a teacher kneeling down to eye level
with a crying three-year-old, a "big" pre-k friend showing a new classmate where the cubbies are, a
note from Ms. Victoria or Ms.Sheyanna promising a parent that yes, "goodbye" gets easier by
Wednesday (it does, | promise).

Our tradition teaches that Avraham Avinu — Abraham, our first patriarch — sat at the entrance of his
tent in the heat of the day, watching for travelers so he could rush out and welcome them before they
even had to ask. Sound familiar? Because that's exactly what's happening at drop-off this week,
minus the tent (though with 115 degrees, | wouldn't blame anyone for wanting one). Our teachers are
standing at their own version of that tent flap, scanning the doorway for the child who needs an extra
hug, the parent who needs an extra reassurance, the family who is walking into something brand new
and just needs someone to say, "We've got you."

Because here's the thing about beginnings — they are rarely walked alone. Every new year, every
new class, every new hallway that feels too big and too loud for small feet, is made bearable (and
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eventually joyful) because someone welcomed us into it. That's hachnasat orchim. It's not just about
being nice to guests. It's about recognizing that everyone, at some point, is standing at a doorway
they haven't crossed before, and it is our job — our privilege, really — to make that doorway feel like
an invitation instead of a wall.

| think about this every single school year because many of our returning families are stepping into
new classrooms with new-to-them teachers and new friends. Nobody in this building is a stranger for
long. That's the promise we make, quietly, every single day: you walk in unsure, and you walk out
belonging.

So as we welcome our children (and let's be honest, our parents too — drop-off is a two-person
adjustment period) into this new year, | hope we hold onto that image of Avraham at his tent.
Watching. Waiting. Ready to run toward whoever needs to be welcomed in. Whether it's a toddler
who's never been away from Mommy for more than an hour, or a kindergartner nervous about a "big
kid" building, or a parent white-knuckling the steering wheel in the carpool line — we see you, and we
are so glad you're here.

New year. New class. New routines. New sunscreen reapplication schedule because, again, 115
degrees. But underneath all of that newness is something wonderfully constant: a community, that
knows how to welcome. A kehillah kedosha — a holy community — that opens its tent flap wide and

says, come in, we've been waiting for you.

Here's to new beginnings, friends. May they be sweet, may they be welcoming, and may they remind
us that none of us walks through a new doorway alone.

With so much warmth (and maybe a little extra sunscreen),

#ShabbatShalom



