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Who am I?  Who is not “I”? 

Who are we?  Who is not “we”? 

Rabbis Paul and Paula began our Temple’s social justice journey about 18 months ago when they 
joined the Union for Reform Judaism’s Community of Practice “Moving Justice to the Center of 
Your Synagogue.”  Interest in justice accelerated a year ago and we have been wrestling with 
what we, together, can do to make a difference as a community.  We needed to find out what 
matters to us. 

Starting last May, we held ten meetings in which more than 100 members spoke about their 
passions — what matters to them – in our search for a path towards Tikkun Olam, Healing our 
World.  Many worthy and necessary projects were mentioned.  It was overwhelming and 
daunting. 

The major theme that emerged was The Other, the “not me,” the “not us” – the orthodox, the 
Muslim, the disenfranchised, the prisoner, the convicted, the person who has walked another 
path.   

But what could we, a small synagogue, do?  Our initial guidelines included 

• Reflect our Jewish values 

• Act locally  

• Find an issue where we can make a difference 

• Find partners to work with 

• And make sure we have the support of our membership – not everyone will agree but 
everyone should be able to see the value and importance of the cause 

We also created a core committee.  We had more than 15 members come to our first meeting, 
and we have a solid core of 10 members who are deeply involved and invested in TAS’s Justice 
plans.   

In our first core committee meeting, a member also urged us to set goals that were SMART, an 
acronym for: 

• Specific 
• Measurable 
• Achievable 
• Relevant 



• Time-bound  

We discussed a number of ideas, including voting rights, school lunch shaming, a $15 minimum 
wage, transgender/LGBTQ rights and something related to healthcare.  Committee members 
researched these issues carefully to determine what we could do and what would make a 
difference as well as say to our members, justice matters and this is who we are or aspire to be. 

And so, we looked in the mirror.  We all look in the mirror but what do we see?  Do we see who 
we are?  Who we want to be? Does what we see reflect who we believe we are?  Are we hiding 
from ourselves, from our family, from our friends?  Do we have to hide?   

After a number of thoughtful conversations by our Justice Committee and research, as well as 
informal conversations with members who are not on the Committee, and discussions with 
Barbara Haber, our School Committee leaders and our Youth Group, we decided that our first 
Justice issue will be Gender Identity and Expression – The right of an individual to see in the 
mirror the person they believe they are.   

This is broader than Transgender Rights, which is where we started or even LGBTQQIA (yes – 
there are many letters now), but a fundamental assessment of ourselves and our acceptance of the 
“not me.” 

In a few minutes, Rabbi Paul will discuss the Jewish values in opening our hearts and selves to 
support the Gender Identity and Expression movement.  I just want to spend a few more 
moments on our process and plans. 

The Reform Movement, through the Religious Activities Center, its Social Justice arm, supports 
Transgender Rights as one of its core missions, particularly for children in schools.  It has 
offered us a lot of information.  In addition, Rabbi Paul, Laurie Rochlin and I attended a six hour 
seminar on LGBTQ issues through Keshet, a national organization that works for full LGBTQ 
equality and inclusion in Jewish life, at Jewish Federation last week.  Most of the members of 
our Committee and a few other members have read “Becoming Nicole,” about the journey a 
family has taken as their transgender daughter grew up.   

We have more education and preparation to do.  But here is our initial plan. 

First, we need to “walk the walk.”  We want to make TAS welcoming to people on all parts of 
the gender spectrum, and we have learned it is a spectrum.  Our first goal will be to educate our 
members and their children, in age appropriate ways, about the LGBTQ community.  You will 
find that our teens and younger members are way ahead of us older people.  Something as simple 
as pronouns matters.  We will examine our website, our forms, even our liturgy to seek to ensure 
that we are sensitive to people who are not “normal.”  And we will banish the word “normal” 
immediately.  We will establish a library, both physical and on the Justice website, with 
resources about gender issues.  There are more plans but they will be rolled out over the next 
months. 

Once we, as a community, believe we are the welcoming group we strive to be, we will turn 
outward to our school systems, particularly the ones where our members live to make sure that 



they are as welcoming as they ought to be. I am grateful we live in NJ, where there is a lot of 
support for the LGBTQ community.  The NJ School Boards Association is a standard bearer in 
the issues.  We are still researching our school districts but, for example, Paramus’s policy is 
very up-to-date and welcoming. 

While we have been speaking informally to members about our Gender Identity and Expression 
plans, this is our first formal statement to the congregation.  We will be posting information 
immediately on the Justice page of our website and will have a notice in the Bulletin for those 
members who are not here tonight.  For some of us, these plans may be discomforting or 
shocking and some of us may believe we are going in the wrong direction.  A number of people 
have already said “I support our plans but there may be others who will push back.”  So far, I 
think we have heard that but not the actual push back.  If you are concerned, please, please let us 
know.  We welcome everyone’s support but we really want to hear as well from people who are 
concerned with our plans.  I can always be reached by phone or email, both of which are in our 
Directory 

Tikkun Olam is a journey – we will never be done repairing the world.  This is another step in 
TAS’s commitment to that journey and we will be adding other projects along the way.  This is 
where our journey begins, but our journey will not end until each of our goals and projects can 
be completed and we can note a positive difference in our world.  Please join our efforts. 


