
Hey Rabbi! 
 

Five Questions and Answers with 
Rabbi Michael Shields of Temple Israel 

 
 
 December 2019 – “The Glow of Chanukah Candles; The December Dilemma.”  
 
  Rabbi Michael Shields took over the bimah (pulpit) of Tallahassee’s Temple 
Israel on July 1, succeeding Rabbi Jack Romberg. Rabbi Shields previously spent more 
than 11 years as the rabbi at Temple Kol Tikvah of Lake Norman in Davidson, N.C. 
 
 Here is the latest in a continuing series of chats with Rabbi Shields. Some 
responses may have been edited for brevity or continuity. 
 
 Q: “The first night of Chanukah falls this year on Sunday, December 22. In your 
view, what is the core meaning of Chanukah and in what way is it most relevant to 
modern people of the Jewish faith and their non-Jewish friends?” 
 
 A: “I consider Chanukah a special holiday that reflects the very Jewish themes of 
redemption, renewal and rededication. The word Chanukah actually means ‘dedication’ 
in Hebrew. From a religious and a liturgical/prayer perspective, Chanukah is not 
especially important. However, from a values perspective, it is. In addition, the miracle 
that is the State of Israel reflects a Chanukah lesson that the few can triumph against 
the many. One must create this more meaningful narrative and recontextualize the 
themes. In its own context, the Chanukah story, like many biblical-age stories, is quite 
troubling.” 
 
 Q: “The holiday falls particularly close to Christmas this year. What complications 
or opportunities does that present?” 
  
 A: “The December Dilemma sometimes looms larger when Chanukah and 
Christmas overlap, and there are sometimes real tensions that exist in blended families 
that have multiple faiths being practiced in the extended family. It is important that 
Jewish families with a non-Jewish parent or grandparent realize that while it is 
impossible to be both Jewish and Christian, it is important to respect and honor the 
cultural traditions present. Going to grandpa's for Christmas dinner is not a threat to 
one's Jewishness. Going to Midnight Mass and learning about the religious ritual is a 
meaningful learning experience for our children. There are ways to navigate the 
December Dilemma that maintain the integrity of Judaism, but also recognize the 
increasingly diverse makeup of Jewish communities. I relish opportunities to help 
families have those conversations.”  
 
 Q: “Temple Israel’s Grand Chanukah Service and Celebration, always a highlight 
of the holiday season and the entire year, is scheduled to begin at 6 p.m. on Friday, 
December 27. Entire families, along with their friends, light menorahs simultaneously, 



creating a true Festival of Lights. What are your thoughts about the special nature of 
this event and…do you have any surprises planned for your first such service here?” 
 
 A: “This event is a beautiful lead-in to Shabbat (the Sabbath) and it is special to 
bask in the glow of the Chanukah candles together. One of the beautiful aspects to 
being the new rabbi of Temple Israel is that I get to learn the traditions that have been 
built here, take part in them and help them continue. I look forward to being part of that 
togetherness that Temple Israel has always provided for so many. We will continue to 
fashion the kind of community that values each individual and the power of the 
collective.” 
 
 Q: “Changing course, you frequently speak about matterness. What does that 
mean? What matters? Who matters? When and how does it happen?” 
 
 A: “Matterness affirms that communities such as Temple Israel are profoundly 
important. When we embrace this idea, we commit to honoring every single person. 
Programs and events will wax and wane - will change. The idea that every single 
human being is profoundly important and unique never does. Matterness, as Allison 
Fine captured so eloquently in her book of that title, is ‘The shared space between 
people and organizations where each is heard, their unique needs are met, and a 
greater whole is formed.... Matterness is the willingness and ability of individuals to 
speak and be heard and the willingness of organizations to listen and work with - not at 
- people.’ “ 
 
 Q: “Thinking of our congregation, what can I do individually and what can my 
family do together to contribute to creating a sense of community here at Temple Israel? 
What exactly would such a community be like?” 
 
 A: “Showing up is so important. Greeting people with a generosity of Ruakh 
(spirit). Every person and every family can choose to be either a passive consumer of 
Judaism or an active member of a Covenant with our Temple Israel. A passive 
consumer has a transactional relationship with an institution. A person or family in 
Covenant shares a loving, complex, enduring bond with a community. This type of 
relationship is brimming with holy potential.” 
 
 --  
 
 Now 40 years old, a native of Chappaqua, N.Y., Rabbi Shields holds degrees 
from the University of Albany-State University of New York and from Hebrew Union 
College-Jewish Institute of Religion. He, his wife Jacquie and their two young children 
now live in northeast Tallahassee. Rabbi Shields can be reached at 
Rabbi@templeisraeltlh.org or at 850-877-3517, extension 1. 
 
 We welcome your participation in Hey Rabbi! Temple Israel congregant Loyce 
Sulkes contributed to this installment of Hey Rabbi! If you have a question to be 
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considered for the next installment, please send it to Martin Merzer at 
marty@martinmerzer.com 
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