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When I was younger I had this coloring book. Every page was a different holiday. For Chanukah I 
traced a chaniukiah and drew a dreidel. For Passover, I added an orange to my Seder plate (I 
was a feminist at an early age.) For the High Holidays, I’m sure I was meant to draw a shofar or 
apples dipped in honey. But my drawing showed the colorful stained glass of this church.  
This is the first time I have stood on this bemah. I now turn to face all of you, to speak as an 
adult member of this community.  
 
For those of you that don’t know me, I’m Beth Kaskel, daughter of Linda and Bruce.  I have been 
attending JRC since I first came here, with my parents, as a preschooler. Today, I want to share 
my thoughts on becoming a new household member with my husband, Mike. This is my journey 
about choosing to return to this community.  
 
The word teshuvah means literally “to turn”. Turning and returning are themes particularly 
resonant at the New Year. This Rosh Hashanah, as we turn another year around the sun, we 
think about what we must leave behind in the last year to go into the next.  
What do we want to change in the year ahead? 
 
My parent’s model of synagogue does not work for me. In this model, married couples joined 
and paid dues because they had a kid to prepare for a Bat Mitzvah. They stayed for the 
eventual need to have a rabbi officiate at a family funeral. That sounds to me like an insurance 
plan. I have health insurance because one day I may need surgery.  
 
While financial sustainability is necessary, a focus on creating sacred mutual connections with 
community may to be missing. I want a synagogue community NOW to continue to find 
spiritual meaning and a call for action in the words of Torah. I am seeking people like me AND 
people who provide a diversity of ideas and opinions unlike my own.  And I’m seeking to return 
to a spiritual home to fill me back up from what the sometimes very hard world has taken from 
me.  
 
Earlier this year, when we unexpectedly lost my sister-in-law, Lauren; I found myself sitting in a 
Catholic mass, and in a startling way, craving this community. I have experienced death before. 
But the sharp pain of losing someone so young was different. I found myself homesick for the 
rituals of Shivah:  
first you pray,  
then you cry,  
then you eat.  
 
I need a synagogue where we can do the work of turning and returning together.  
 



And it was not a forgone conclusion, that our household would become members, here at JRC. 
My husband is not Jewish, we currently don’t have any children, and we live 40 minutes south 
of Evanston. Further, our busy work schedules, graduate school, other activities, and limited 
finances were all factors to consider.  
 
So, why did I return?  
 
JRC has been home for me, for as long as I can remember. I have very fond memories… 
… of sitting on the floor looking at the words of Torah, as it encircled me, on Simchat Torah. 
 … of celebrating with JRC families in good times and getting support from these same families 
in difficult times. 
…and, most recently, getting married at JRC. 
 
When my mother became ill in 2015, we were in the midst of planning a wedding. We had a 
date and possible venues for the following June. We had almost contracted a caterer. But then 
in 24 days, we decided to throw that all out the window and plan an intimate, immediate 
celebration of love, family, and resilience. It became immediately clear that JRC was the only 
logical location. Cantor Howard helped us craft a beautiful ceremony that was meaningful to all 
members of our extended interfaith family. In hindsight, I can’t believe we spent so much time 
looking elsewhere.  
 
And that’s because of this community.  
 
JRC also helped shape my social consciousness and taught me that I have a unique voice to 
share. Here, I learned to make meaning of words of Torah as a Jew and a citizen of the world. I 
also learned that theater could be a form of entertainment, a spectacle, thought provoking, and 
a call to social action. It helped shape what I have chosen to do professionally.  
 
As we discuss at length in the theatre community, a compelling call to action starts with “why” 
rather than “what”. The “why” is the core belief of the organizations, and is an often neglected 
focus.  When we focus on the “why” we attract people who share in these core beliefs. 
 
Many performing arts organizations have realized that the subscription model is outmoded. To 
attract audiences of color, socioeconomic diversity, and different comfort levels in our artistic 
spaces, some have gone as far as to offer a "pay what you think its worth" model. And the data 
is typically positive. Of course, they must have a compelling project- but those that have moved 
away from asking for a ticket price (and sometimes discounting it heavily) have doubled their 
attendance numbers, and generally are pleased with the average “donation” received.  
 
Similarly, some innovative Jewish congregations have made this leap. With alternatives to 
mandatory dues, these congregations have attracted more people who share in the “why” of 
their core beliefs. They have found and welcomed more Jews of Color, more interfaith couples, 
and more families without young children; while still retaining the support from those families 
with financial means.  



Enlarging the tent means letting in new voices, it does not push out those who have come 
before. And it gives a new lease on life to the community. 
 
I am part of the inaugural 20’s and 30’s group here at JRC.  A group, in my opinion, necessitated 
by this need for a change in our model. Historically, our demographic would have only been 
targeted and courted as potential early childhood families. Waiting until all of us have partners 
and/or children, may be too late to draw us into sacred community. We need to expand the 
communal tent and draw more of us inward sooner. 
 
This Rosh Hashanah, the gates of heaven have been opened. As we just prayed the U’netaneh 
Tokef, our hearts were also opened. We reflect on this past year; what we can let go of, and 
what we want to bring with us into the New Year.   
For our community to grow, in this New Year and into the future, we must continue to enlarge 
our collective tent.  
 
Let us pray for the collective health of our community: 
Who will we welcome into our community this year?  
Who with difference of ability or difference of thought?  
Who with difference of race or difference of family structure? 
Who with difference of financial means or participation?  
Who were born into this community, and who are choosing to enter?  
 
This Rosh Hashanah, my wish for each of you; may you be written in the Book of Life, and may 
that life be welcoming and enriched by sacred community.  
 
Shanah Tovah.  
 


