
 

 

A Look Back at Our History: Rabbi Steven S. Mason,Senior Rabbi, 1997-2015, Rabbi Emeritus 
2015-present. 
By Merle A. Branner and Ellen Katz Block 
From a conversation with Rabbi Mason, July 9, 2021  
 

In 1996, to follow our esteemed and scholarly Rabbi Bronstein, the 
NSCI search committee1 chose Rabbi Steven S. Mason from Buffalo, 
New York, for the prestigious position as our Senior Rabbi. No less an 
accomplished student of Torah, Jewish liturgy, and Jewish history than 
his two immediate predecessors, Rabbi Mason brought to NSCI not 
only his love of learning but also a passion for music, his natural 
warmth and “punny” sense of humor and, one of his greatest assets, 
his energetic and lovely wife, Patty who expanded and enriched our 
temple life with her own expertise and style. 

Rabbi Mason’s path to the rabbinate was quite different from Rabbi 
Siskin’s and Rabbi Bronstein’s. The eldest of three children, he was born on September 16, 
1951, in Boston where his father, Edward, was a medical student at Tufts and his mother, Ina, 
was a social worker. His sister, Susan, was born just twelve and a half months later, and the 
family moved to Connecticut for his father’s medical residency. Edward became a psychiatrist 
and the family next moved to Worcester in central Massachusetts which is where Rabbi Mason 
grew up. His younger brother, Andrew, was born there in 1956. 

Rabbi Mason’s childhood years were filled with the usual activities of a youngster raised in the 
suburbs. He attended public school, followed the Red Sox and the Celtics, worked part-time 
jobs, attended summer camp where he became intrigued with the guitar at the age of eleven, 
played varsity high school tennis and subsequently became a summer camp counselor. The 
family belonged to Temple Emanuel, a Reform congregation, where he was Bar Mitzvah and, a 
few years later, confirmed. The synagogue’s approach to serious Jewish education gave him a 
good grasp of Jewish liturgy as transmitted by the Union Prayer Book. His parents’ involvement, 
particularly that of his mother, with the Jewish Community Center taught him the value of what 
he came to know as “peoplehood” which shaped his warm, compassionate, and engaging 
nature. 

Following high school graduation, Rabbi Mason attended Bates College in Lewiston, Maine, a 
small liberal arts school of 1100 students, only 40 to 45 of whom were Jewish. Many students at 

 
1 *The NSCI search committee was chaired by Lorelei Rosenthal and Eugene Jacobs and included all 
living past Presidents of the Board, current Board President, David Grossberg and a representation of 
various segments of the congregation. 

 



 

 

that time spent their junior year abroad and Rabbi Mason, 
who had become interested in studying religion as “part of 
the human experience,” decided to go to Hebrew University 
in Jerusalem for the 1971-72 academic year. There were no 
“Jewish studies” at Bates, and he wanted to include Judaism 
in terms of his own experiences as part of his broader enquiry 
of religion. He had no interest or intention of becoming a 
rabbi but chose that school because, from a practical 
standpoint, he could do most of his course work in English 
and, even more, because when he was fifteen, his family had 
taken a trip to Israel just prior to the Six-Day War in 1966 
which had a significant impact on him. A visit to Yad Vashem on that trip was “eye-opening” 
and, in Rabbi Mason’s words, “changed the way I lived my Jewish life” resulting in greater 
Jewish consciousness and a concerted effort to learn more about Judaism. “ 

At Hebrew University, Rabbi Mason was exposed to some of the great Jewish thinkers of the 
time, an opportunity he says he certainly did not fully appreciate. He attended classes given by 
Mordecai Kaplan, educator, rabbi and, with his son-in-law Ira Einstein, the founder of 
Reconstructionism. Another lecturer was David Hartman, creator of the Shalom Hartman 
Institute which is dedicated to greater understanding among Jews of diverse affiliations in Israel 
and the Diaspora, and to encouraging a more pluralistic and tolerant Israeli society. Rivka 
Horwitz, a German born Israeli professor who did pioneering work on the prolific author, 
scholar, philosopher and political activist, Martin Buber, and on Franz Rosenzweig, the German-
Jewish theologian and philosopher who collaborated with Martin Buber on a German 
translation of the Bible was also an instructor at the school. Rabbi Mason’s Torah study class 
was taught by yet another notable educator, Pinchas Peli, who, Rabbi Mason says, made the 
Bible clear and understandable and was well known for the weekly Torah portion column for 
the English language edition of the Jerusalem Post. 

Returning to Bates for his senior year, Rabbi Mason finished his undergraduate studies, 
collaborating independently with a professor to delve deeper into the area of religious studies 
and Jewish religious thought. He received his diploma in 1973. The Viet Nam War was 
happening at that time, but Rabbi Mason’s draft status was 1H as new registrants for the army 
were not deemed needed for the moment. Wanting to pursue his study of religion with 
particular interest in Judaism, Rabbi Mason learned that going to rabbinical school would give 
him the basics in Jewish religion that he felt were missing – a better understanding of the Bible, 
Mishnah, Midrash, and the Talmud. In July of 1973, only a few weeks after his college 
graduation, he began classes at HUC – the Hebrew Union College -Jewish Institute of Religion - 
in Jerusalem where he studied Sunday through Friday morning in a curriculum that included 5 
to 6 hours of daily Hebrew. It was usual for students at HUC to spend their first year in 
Jerusalem and to then continue their studies at HUC in the states. He still had no thought of 



 

 

becoming a rabbi; his aim was to become a professor of religion and Judaic studies at a small 
college… somewhere. 

Two momentous events affected Rabbi Mason’s life during his time at HUC:  he met his future 
wife, Patty Goldstein of Nashville, Tennessee (they were married in September 1974) who was 

attending classes to further her interest in Jewish education and, in 
October 1973, during Yom Kippur services, air-raid sirens sounded as 
the Yom Kippur War began. Classes were halted and Israelis were 
called up to the army. Rabbi Mason found himself and several other 
American male students as the only “men on the street,” an 
unsettling and unfamiliar experience as the country was at war. He 
volunteered at a factory that packaged crucial antibiotic medications 
for soldiers, as a night door guard at a psychiatric hospital and, with 
some fellow students, played music for soldiers on the Golan 
Heights. The Yom Kippur War became “a significant and influential 
experience” in Rabbi Mason’s life in understanding the meaning of 
living in Israel, the fragility of life itself and the need to live as fully as 
possible. 

After his year in Israel, Rabbi Mason returned to HUC-JIR in NY to resume his class work; Patty 
continued in the HUC-JIR Graduate School of Education. Entirely in keeping with his instinctive 
and essential desire to learn, Rabbi Mason says he absolutely LOVED this experience. He 
encountered a generation of wonderful professors, was exposed to new thinking about Judaism 
and even began to toy with the idea that after he received his Master’s Degree, he would apply 
for further academic work to obtain a PhD in Jewish studies. In a conversation about his future 
with his father, however, Edward asked if Rabbi Mason stayed in rabbinic school all the way 
through ordination, would it prevent him from subsequently receiving a PhD and teaching? As 
he replied that it would not hinder his ultimate goal, Rabbi Mason, spurred by his father’s 
practical questions, realized that this was the direction he should follow if for no other reason 
than because by being an ordained Reform rabbi as well as a professor of Judaic studies, his 
employment prospects would be enhanced.  

During the years at HUC, all students took religious school teaching jobs on the side. In his third 
year, Rabbi Mason became a student rabbi at a small congregation called The Pound Ridge 
Jewish Community, in Pound Ridge, NY in northeast Westchester County, and discovered being 
a congregational rabbi was very appealing. He enjoyed being able to work with kids and adults 
in a meaningful way and, while it would be considered a little unusual today, he remained at 
that same student pulpit for his remaining three years at HUC. After earning her MA in Jewish 
Education, Patty had become the Director of Education at Temple Beth El of Northern 
Westchester in Chappaqua, NY, which was nearby, sort of. Rabbi Mason would drop Patty off at 
her job and then go on to Pound Ridge. Hence, they commuted and “worked together,” in a 



 

 

sense, filling their days with an exploration of Judaism which would become central to their 
lives. They also put over fifty-thousand miles on their car in those years! 

Rabbi Mason was ordained in the sanctuary of Congregation Emanuel in New York City on June 
4, 1978. Now fully embracing his path as a rabbi, he preferred to be an assistant rabbi at a 
larger congregation rather than the sole rabbi at a smaller congregation. He was well aware of 
his need for practical experience and wanted to be mentored by someone who had more years 
and wisdom than he did. “It’s like any other profession,” Rabbi Mason explained. “You can go to 
school and even excel there, but you really learn when you begin working.”  Most gratifyingly, 
though not surprising to we who know him, he was invited to become the Assistant Rabbi at 
Washington Hebrew Congregation in Washington D.C., which had a large membership (2400 
households) and two distinguished senior rabbis, Joshua Haberman (Z’L) and Joseph Weinberg 
(Z”L) quite different from one another but with both of whom he worked closely. He describes 
them as his most significant rabbinic mentors and role models. Because the congregation was 
so large, there were also a myriad of rabbinic activities with which he became involved. In July 
1978, just a few weeks after his ordination, the Masons moved to D.C. so he could begin his 
position there. Capping their busy and incredible summer, their first child, Michael, was born 
very soon after on July 31, 1978. Daughter Sara arrived in October 1981, making them a family 
of four.  

Being in D.C. was a new and exciting experience for the Masons. Among other opportunities 
were the chance to attend the first Holocaust Memorial Ceremony in the Capitol Rotunda and 
to demonstrate on behalf of Soviet Jewry outside the Soviet Embassy. Rabbi Mason was loved 
and valued during his years at Washington Hebrew Congregation and was encouraged to stay 
by his senior rabbis. He had been promoted to Associate Rabbi in 1980, yet he felt he was 
missing the experience of building something on his own. Thus in 1983 when he was asked to 
become the rabbi at Temple Beth Am, (now called Congregation Shir Shalom) a congregation of 
325 families in Williamsville, New York, a suburb just north of Buffalo, he accepted.  

Temple Beth Am had a part-time educator but no cantor or executive director. Rabbi Mason 
and Patty “jumped in” all the way, enthusiastically getting to know the congregants and 
embracing the community as a healthy and caring environment in which to raise their children. 
Rabbi Mason brought the experience he had gained at Washington Hebrew Congregation to his 
new situation and under his leadership, the congregation grew to nearly 800 families and added 
a wealth of innovative programs. Patty worked in partnership with him as “the other 
professional” in a leadership role. In addition to his rabbinical responsibilities, during his years 
there, Rabbi Mason presided over the Buffalo Board of Rabbis, chaired the Jewish Federation 
Community Relations Committee, was co-chair of the Western New York Chapter of the 
National Conference of Christians and Jews and was a member of Leadership Buffalo. He also 
co-authored a book, Jewish Spiritual Ethics, published by the UAHC Press. Wanting to continue 
his personal development, in 1994, Rabbi Mason enrolled in a Doctor of Ministry program in 
Pastoral Counseling and Pastoral Care at HUC in NYC and commuted between Buffalo and NYC 



 

 

every week for two years. His final project was entitled “Study of Jewish Identity and Spiritual 
Development Among Jews Who Had Converted to Judaism.” Always questing for new 
knowledge, Rabbi Mason found this blend of serious academic study and clinical research to be 
an intriguing and satisfying mix for him. In 1996, he received the Doctor of Ministry degree.  

In late fall of 1996, Rabbi Mason and Patty attended the UAHC (Union of American Hebrew 
Congregations, now URJ – Union for Reform Judaism) National Biennial in Atlanta. He was 
invited for coffee by Eugene Jacobs, co-chair of the NSCI Senior Rabbi Search Committee, and 
their subsequent conversation prompted Rabbi Mason to submit his application to North Shore 
Congregation Israel. Rabbi Mason and Patty had been in Buffalo fourteen years and had been 
considering a change though it would significantly impact their family. Their oldest child, 
Michael, was in college; Sara would be a junior in high school at the time of a move, and Danny, 
their youngest, was 8 years old. A series of phone and in-person interviews went well and by 
Labor Day, 1966, NSCI and the Masons had agreed that on July 1, 1997, he would begin his 
position as our new Senior Rabbi. 

Looking back, Rabbi Mason was pleased with and proud of what he had accomplished at 
Temple Beth Am, but he felt the opportunity at NSCI 
brought an entirely new set of challenges which he 
welcomed. He and Patty were excited to relocate to a 
major metropolitan area and to work in one of the 
country’s most outstanding congregations. Though 
the move was definitely hard on Sara, one can only 
commend the Masons’ efforts to make this change in 
her life easier by giving her the choice of which school 
she would attend for her remaining two years of high 
school and the “gift” of maintaining contact with her former classmates by visiting her old 
friends or having them come to Highland Park to visit her. Patty also sacrificed her position as 
the Executive Director of the Bureau of Jewish Education and the principal of its High School of 
Jewish Studies but looked forward to the prospect of involvement at their new synagogue.    

Rabbi Mason’s impression of NSCI as he began his work there was that the members were 
sincerely devoted and proud of their congregation, the architectural significance of the building 
and the path that congregation was on. Rabbi Bronstein’s leadership had grown and developed 
a blend of profound respect for Jewish tradition and an openness to innovation among the 
membership and encouraged them to incorporate Judaism into their lives even as they lived 
fully in the modern world. Congregants were active, knowledgeable and “very Mid-western 
nice.”    

Washington Hebrew Congregation had also had a large membership and two beautiful facilities; 
thus, NSCI was “within Rabbi Mason’s wheelhouse” as the phrase goes. Rabbi Bronstein, 
conscious of what could go wrong, made every effort to make the transition to Rabbi Mason 
“go right.” For his part, Rabbi Mason knew that he needed to enter as the new senior rabbi in a 



 

 

way that would be respectful and supportive to the families who were making a change to him 
from a trusted and cherished leader. He did “a lot of listening” and he and Patty conscientiously 
and, with their inherent warmth and friendliness, met congregants and developed relationships 
with them. The result was a smooth and successful transition. 

Patty became a crucial part of NSCI’s new leadership when she began working with Family 
Education at NSCI after the husband-wife team of Assistant Rabbis, Jordan Millstein and Paula 
Feldstein left (and, coincidentally, went to a congregation in Worcester, Massachusetts). Patty 
had been the Director of the Bureau of Education in Buffalo and her influence at NSCI’s 
Goodman Family Education Center was considerable. Activities such as transforming Rebecca K. 
Crown Hall into Ellis Island so families could experience what it was like to arrive as immigrants 
to the U.S. or events such as “the Mamas and the Papas” where participants could meet our 
matriarch and patriarch, Sarah and Abraham, in their tent utilized hands-on learning to make 
Jewish history and Jewish experience “real.” 

Rabbi Mason feels his legacy at NSCI 
is best defined by others, but he does 
feel he had a valuable effect on 
continuing and expanding the 
building of our temple community. 
He says there was nothing wrong 
with NSCI when he came; he just had 
to continue its positive energy and 
keep it moving in the direction it had 
been going. He wanted to frame things not in terms of what you cannot do, but what you can 
do. In other words, he wanted himself and his staff to look for ways to say “YES.” 

In our conversation, Rabbi Mason referred to the Torah writing project in defining who we were 
and what we stood for, the One Synagogue, One Torah book program and the Hartman 
Institute programming with its prominent level of Jewish studies as just a few examples of 
continued development for the congregation. What he felt was most satisfying during his 
tenure was that more people could have greater access to Jewish tradition than they may have 
felt they had before. Whether that was “an intellectual approach to Maimonides or a basic Alef 
Bet,” he strove to create entry points for people to attach themselves to both Judaism and the 
congregation. He conscientiously always used the word “we” instead of “I” when he spoke to 
emphasize that ours is a shared experience. He credited the “team” at NSCI for implementing 
this vision, specifically mentioning Rabbi Lisa Greene’s development of the Adult Bar and Bat 
Mitzvah Program, the numerous people who worked on the Building for Generations which 
created physical spaces for gathering as a community, the Family Education Program, and the 
trips he and Patty and now Rabbi Wendi Geffen have led so people have direct contact with 
Israel. He feels creating ways for people to connect with their Judaism sends a message about 
our priorities as a congregation and as Jewish people. He wanted NSCI to be a place where you 



 

 

could walk in, and someone would welcome you. It was already that when he came, he had 
said, and he wanted to make it even more so.  

It is interesting to point out that, under Rabbi Mason’s leadership, “lots” of people, according to 
our archivist Merle Branner, became rabbis, cantors, Jewish educators, and song leaders. There 
were some under Rabbi Siskin and quite a few under Rabbi Bronstein, but the preponderance 
came under Rabbi Mason’s guidance. Merle interviewed all the respondents to a survey she 
sent them to see what had inspired their career choices. Every single one cited the Karav Youth 
Program, begun under Rabbi Bronstein, as well as the Lasky Arts Program and the personal 
relationships with their rabbis. Rabbi Mason made sure that every Bar and Bat Mitzvah student 

met with the rabbis, often more than once. Neil 
Rigler, Director of the Youth Group, has had a 
tremendous influence on young people. Rabbi 
Mason says you cannot underestimate the 
importance of adult role models and calls 
attention, as well, to the influence Rabbis Wendi 
Geffen and Lisa Greene have had on the young 
women of our congregation. 

Nor does Rabbi Mason underestimate the collaborative value of working alongside our Temple 
clergy and lay leadership. These “good people” (his words) enabled him to see things in ways 
that he had not considered for which he was and still is very appreciative. He praises their 
intelligence and wisdom and hopes he brought them a model of how to be a rabbi with 
integrity, a strong work ethic and dedication in bringing Torah to our congregants. Rabbi Mason 
worked with two talented and creative NSCI Cantors, Richard Cohn and our present Cantor, 
David Goldstein, quite different personalities, with both of whom he immensely enjoyed 
leading services as they all shared an understanding that their role was to facilitate and involve 
congregants in worship. He calls Cantor Goldstein’s creation of Selah as probably the most 
engaging synagogue music program for young people in North America, one that opened doors 
for young people who might not otherwise have found a place for themselves in the 
congregation. 

What has not yet been emphasized is that Rabbi Mason has always been someone with an 
inherent sense of social justice, apparent in his youth and continuing to the present. One very 
public example of this occurred in 2015 when Rabbi Mason, with his colleagues, took a strong 
stance in favor of Reform and Conservative rabbis’ conversions to be recognized by the Israeli 
government. He also valued events like the annual High Holy Day Food drive, in congregant 
driven initiatives like Operation Backpack which continue to involve NSCI members. 

After 18 years of service at NSCI, Rabbi Mason chose to retire. He wanted to leave while he still 
felt energized by his work, not while he was counting the days until he could leave. Along with 
being our Rabbi, he had served as President of the Chicago Board of Rabbis, the Chicago 
Association of Reform Rabbis, and the Glencoe Clergy Association. He was the first Co-Chair of 



 

 

the Rabbinic Action Committee of the JUF and remains a Senior Fellow of the Shalom Hartman 
Institute in Jerusalem. Since he and Rabbi Geffen had worked closely together for 14 years, the 
transition to Rabbi’s Geffen becoming our Senior Rabbi was a smooth one. She knew our 
congregation well and Rabbi Greene, Cantor Goldstein and Educator Roberta Goodman already 
had years of planning the programs and priorities of the congregation with her. 

Rabbi Mason’s personal guidelines can be helpful to us all. Be honest, do your best, know what 
you can and cannot do, have integrity, and realize you can’t be what you are not. His retirement 
weekend deserves mention as it was, in his own words, “overwhelming and perfect.” The Divrei 
Torah at the Friday Kabbalat service by Rabbi Amanda Greene, Rabbi Allison Tick Brill and the 
Masons’ daughter, Rabbi Sara Mason-Barkin was beautiful and deeply touching. The feeling 
continued Shabbat morning when Rabbis Greene and Tick-Brill taught at the Minyan. The 
Sunday night celebration was outstanding. Rabbi Mason got to do what he likes best, besides 
rabbinic work, which is to play the guitar and then to do it with Peter Yarrow!!! (A deliberate 
three exclamation points there!)  Says Rabbi Mason, “I was extremely gratified and moved by 
the remarks of all the past presidents and the presence of so, so many members of the 
congregation. What an affirmation! I did my best as Senior Rabbi at North Shore. I did not get it 
all right, but I did my best and that was acknowledged. That does not always happen. And I 
knew it was a priceless gift.” 

In retirement, Rabbi Mason and Patty have prioritized their time with their children and seven 
grandchildren who live in Houston, Louisville, and Phoenix. Before COVID, they traveled 
extensively. Patty plays golf, is learning pickleball, volunteers at Cradles to Crayons and is 
needle pointing tallit bags for her grandchildren. Rabbi Mason is regularly active at the Old 
Town School of Folk Music and performs with his band, The Meadow Ridge Ramblers. He also 
occasionally teaches and leads our Minyan service on Saturday mornings. In retirement, they 
now have time to volunteer in programs like “Feed the Hungry'' which is something they both 
value. Although they have choices, he and Patty consider NSCI to be their synagogue and would 
not go anywhere else. Rabbi Mason says it is the place he feels most at home except for being 
in his own home and that saying that in his seventh year of retirement is meaningful.  

It is an understatement to say that we are most fortunate to have our treasured Rabbi Mason 
and Patty as members and inspirational leaders in our NSCI community. 

 

 

   

 

  


