A Tribute To Cantor Irving Dean                                    B”H

By Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

 

It is indeed a great honor to speak today honoring Cantor Dean on his 50th anniversary with our synagogue.  He is a prince of a man.  He always has followed the dictates of Aaron to love peace and to pursue peace.  I am also very happy to have David and Maria Rosenfield and their children, Dylan and Lillian, spearhead this project by buying the Torah for the Cantor.  Others, of course, have bought Torah portions.

 

As you know, the Cantor has a great sense of humor.  I remember one of his favorite stories is about a cantor came for a tryout for a new job.  He was put up at the house of the president of the congregation, and the president offered him a sumptuous meal.  The cantor declined to eat anything saying he never ate anything before he sang.  He then went with the president to the tryout.  When he returned to the president’s home, the cantor asked the president, “How was I?”  The president replied, “You should have eaten.”  When it comes to our Cantor, he would have passed every tryout without any difficulty.  He also likes to tell me why a cantor is called a cantor…because he can’t do this and he can’t do that.  This, of course, does not apply to our Cantor.  He willingly does everything he can to help make our services more beautiful and to make our youngsters love Judaism by singing with the Montessori School and by teaching bar and bat mitzvahs lessons, etc.

 

Today, we are completing the writing of the Torah, which is dedicated to our Cantor.  The writing of the Torah is the last of the 613 commandments.  Why should this be so?  Why isn’t it the first commandment or the tenth commandment?  Why is it the 613th commandment?  After all, we need a Torah.  We need it for services.  The answer that many rabbis give is that the Torah, itself, is not an object or worship.  In fact, the word Aron means not only a place to keep the Torah but it also means a coffin.  Why should this be so?  The rabbis say that it is so because the Torah which just stands in the Aron, in the Ark, and is just a museum piece is dead.  The Torah must be lived.  In fact, Moshe did not put together the Torah until the last days of his life.  It says that he sewed together 48 parchments to make the Torah.  The Torah must be lived to be of value.  The Cantor truly throughout all his life has tried to live according to the ideals of the Torah.  The Torah also contains 304,805 letters.  This seems very strange because there is a tradition which says there is a letter in the Torah for all the 600,000 males, which really means families, who were over 20 when the Torah was given.  In other words, every Jew has a letter in the Torah, but it’s not true.  There are not 600,000 letters.  There are only 304,805 letters.  Many rabbis explain that there really are 600,000 letters because they count the spaces between the letters, because sometimes it is more important what you do not say than what you do say.

 

The Cantor has such a pleasing personality.  He knows when to say something and when not to say something.  Our synagogue went through turbulent times, and the Cantor knew when to say something and when not to say something.  The spaces are many times more important than the words.  He knew that many times a smile is more important than anything you can say, and that is very important.  I do not think anybody has ever had a bad word to say about the Cantor.  He is so tactful and considerate of other people’s feelings.  I also think that the survival of orthodox Judaism in Houston was a direct result of Cantor and Millie Dean’s work in this community.  As you know, orthodoxy was in retreat.  Neighborhoods were changing, and normally when this happens orthodox Judaism contracts.  In fact, because of the influence of Sir Isaac Newton, who by the way was a very religious man, who taught that everything was cause and effect, there did not seem to be any place for G-d except as the prime mover.  How could G-d interfere with cause and effect?  The truth of the matter is, as Rabbi Kolonomus Shapiro said, there are two parts to our soul:  the intellectual and the emotional.  Unless we fill our soul with positive emotional experiences, our soul will settle for negative emotional experiences, like what we see on TV, which is filled with violence and many perversions.  In fact, have you ever noticed when you are driving a car on a highway, it is not only the side that has the accident that slows down, but also the other side because everybody wants to see the accident:  the negative emotion.  In the 1960’s there were many Jews who no longer felt they could intellectually believe in Judaism, yet were still drawn to it by Judaism’s wonderful emotional side, which stressed compassion and caring and Rachmones, etc.  This is so clearly expressed in Jewish music, especially synagogue music.  I remember many people telling me, “I don’t know if Judaism is true, but I hope it is.  I would like it to be true.”  1400 people used to come to our synagogue on the High Holidays to hear Cantor Dean sing with the choir.  He stirred their hearts.  He gave them hope and spiritual inspiration.  It made no difference whether they could square it intellectually.  They felt it and, therefore, they knew it must be true, or at least they wished it were true.

 

Today we live in a different time.  People no longer believe only in cause and effect.  Quantum Theory teaches us the past does not always determine the future.  We no longer believe in lineal progress.  Hitler taught us that.  Progress can go down as well as up.  We no longer believe we can know everything.  Black holes have taught us that.  We now know that we are limited in many ways.  The intellectual basis of religion has been restored.  That’s why it is more likely that scientists will be religious than liberal arts graduates because it takes time for these scientific concepts to be absorbed.  You are not now labeled an intellectual outcast if you believe in religion now.

 

Judaism is like a bird with two wings:  one intellectual and one emotional.  If need be, for a short period of time, a bird can fly with one wing.  Cantor Dean and Millie, through her musical plays, allowed us to fly with one wing until the other wing was restored.  The blank spaces, the emotions are almost as important as the letters, and when they are combined we have a powerful Judaism.

 

The Torah must also be written on the inner part of the parchment, the Gaveel.  The parchment is split in two and the inner part is used to write the Torah.  Why should this be so?  Because it is the inner man that counts.  It is not the flashy exterior which counts, but it is the inner man.  Cantor Dean has always been sympathetic, empathetic, ready to lend an ear to anyone who has problems.  He has counseled so many parents about a bris, a baby naming, a wedding, a bar mitzvah or bat mitzvah.  He also has served on my Beis Din where he was so welcoming to prospective converts, always smiling at them and making them feel comfortable.  He asked penetrating questions, too, but he made people who were very apprehensive feel very comfortable.  His inner being always shines through.

 

We also know that if a person writes one letter of a Torah, and today those who are here each have written a letter in the Torah, it is considered Halachically as if you have written a whole Torah.  Why should this be so?  Because every letter is indispensable for the Torah.  You cannot have a kosher Torah if a letter is missing.  Every Jew is indispensable to Judaism.  In fact, every human being is indispensable if we are going to spiritually elevate this world.  Cantor Dean has always realized this.  He was a graduate of RJJ on the East Side.  His father was a Chosid.  His brother was librarian of Yeshiva university for many years.  His name was Dienstag.  Cantor Dean was a learned, pious Jew.  He was even offered to be a chaplain when he enlisted in the army after he got married in 1944, but he refused.  He wanted to fight as a common soldier.  He won many battle medals.  He landed in Normandy a few days after the invasion.  He was in the Battle of the Bulge, which he tells me he is still fighting, of course, referring to the stomach now.  Even though he had a good religious education and many spiritual wartime experiences, he never looked down on anyone.  He loved every Jew because he knew that every Jew was indispensable to Judaism and the Torah, and that every human being was indispensable to making this world a better place.  He also, through his teaching of our youngsters, caused them to love Judaism and want to be positive Jews.  

 

There is a phrase in the Zohar which says that there are palaces on high that only open to music.  Palaces, here, refers to heavens,, and we say there are seven heavens.  The highest heavens can only be achieved through music.  Even those who now feel there is an intellectual basis for Judaism still need music to achieve the highest heights.  The Chasidim say that a song without words is much higher than a song with words.  Music causes our soul to soar.  It inspires us and prods us to be better people.  Cantor Dean has done all this for us these past 50 years.  His achievements are many, as have been  the awards he has received, but he has always been a humble man, never seeking honor, always seeking to do good and to help people achieve a higher spiritual state.

 

We all applaud you, Cantor Dean for your wonderful voice, for your wonderful character, and for your being there for us anytime we need you.

 

I would like to conclude with a story that Cantor Dean likes very much.  It is a story of a congregation on Kol Nidre night that was waiting and waiting and waiting for the cantor to show up.  The rabbi couldn’t sing a note.  They needed the cantor.  They waited two and a half hours and the cantor did not show up.  Finally someone in the back said, “Don’t worry, my dog can do it.”  The president said, “Bring your dog up.”  The dog came up and sang Kol Nidre three times, each time better and better.  He even finished the services.  After the services, the president came up to the man who owned the dog.  He said, “Your dog should be a cantor.”  The man replied, “I know, but he wants to be a doctor.”  

 

Cantor Dean, we are grateful that you decided to be a cantor.  At one time you had a Jewish musical show on the radio in New York.  You were even offered other singing opportunities outside the synagogue and even other professions, even rabbinic professions, but you chose to be a cantor and to help us achieve higher spiritual realms.  We salute you, Cantor Dean.  We pray and hope that you will continue to inspire us for many years to come, that you will know only good health and good things, that you will continue to be blessed by your children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren, and that Hashem will continue to shower all His blessings upon you.  Amen.

