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Spumoni
Rosh Hashanah Evening

September 29, 2019
 5780 years ago, Let There Be Light reverberated and the world was born.  In the dark, without 
warning.  There was a breaking, a sonic wave in the chaos and something new bubbled out and 
breathed.  It was the world.  It was the cells that are the billionth precursor to us, and its 
radicalism and newness feels quite far from where we sit today.  There’s a lot of chaos, but no 
big bang.

Creation of any kind begins when we break and rebuild and make some noise, when we take 
the status quo and rearrange the pieces.  We do it often - we add something to materials that 
exist already, like chemistry, or a new idea, and mix, like baking soda added to vinegar to make 
science -fair lava. 

As Reconstructionist Jews, we are all about the infusion of new ideas.  Last winter, JRC’s lay 
leadership met for our annual strategic planning retreat with Dr. Tresa Grauer, the Vice 
President for Thriving Communities at Reconstructing Judaism.  Her job is to help us rearrange 
the pieces to reshape who we will be in this next year, also known as strategic planning.  In an 
exercise to guide us to a new mission statement, the 50 of us in the room called out words and 
phrases to describe who we are.  And they were what you’d expect, until this one.

JRC is Spumoni.

Spumoni, like the ice cream.  Mint, chocolate, cherry, pistachio, vanilla.  Red, Pink, Green, 
Brown.  It comes from the Italian word for foamy and creamy.

In other words, we are sweet, crunchy, fruity, nutty, creamy, salty, colorful, and sticky - Tovah 
u’Metukah,   A Sweet New Year indeed.

Several months and a fabulous working group of Marla Baker, Stuart Chanen, Abby Harris-
Ridker, Debi Lewis, Linda Kaskel and Diana McNelis later, our new mission statement was born:

JRC is a diverse, participatory, and sacred community dedicated to a daring, deeply-rooted 
Judaism.

Many of those words were expected and succinct, and one I believe is the literary spumoni 
which makes us textured and layered.

Daring.

In the words of the working group: DARING. We love the Reconstructing Judaism tagline 
“Deeply Rooted. Boldly Relevant.” We wanted to express both the boldness that we share with 
the movement and the edginess with which JRC is constantly identified. In our own community, 
we are doing things first, before other congregations may come to the same decisions. This is 
more than bold; it’s brave. It’s who we are . 
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And not surprisingly, when the board discussed the language, this was the most controversial 
word. It reads audacious, intrepid, venturesome, fearless, undaunted.  It has temerity and 
pluck.  It is a zealous word.  

Why does daring make us uncomfortable?  It is a caped superhero who swoops in and defies 
death, it is risky and edgy.  It strikes the heart of the self to say “is that really me?” Are we really 
that daring?

Daring is bold and brave and purposeful.  I don’t want to lead from a place of caution, not when 
our souls are on the line.  I don’t want to lead from a place of concern for what might go wrong, 
or what isn’t popular.  Judaism is a sanctuary, but that doesn’t mean that risks don’t happen 
there.  Our sanctuary, even in ancient times, has always been what we’ve made it to be.

Judaism was the unpopular voice. From Abraham’s moment of leaving his family of origin, to 
Jacob’s manipulation of his birthright, to joining forces and following a vision in a bush on the 
edge of a field, we have dared to walk a different path because the old one wasn’t working for 
us.  We were the remnant that remained after the destruction, when we were pushed into 
chaos by despair and violence and we gathered the shards.  We dared to write and teach and 
change our ways when they prohibited us from continuing to be Jewish and to make a living at 
the same time.  
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Judaism has dared to light candles in clay pots and refuse food on Yom Kippur in Auschwitz.  In 
our movement we have dared to create the bat mitzvah in 1922, accept patrilineal descent in 
1968, ordain gay and lesbian rabbis in 1984, permit rabbinic officiation at same-sex marriages in 
1996, and in 2015, the first to permit intermarried rabbis to become ordained.  We have existed 
because we were bold, not because we were nervous.

And right here at JRC:  In this moment, we are called to be daring.  

We are daring because our membership empowers our fellow members to make decisions 
about ritual, finance, justice initiatives.  We are daring because we take control of our learning 
even when what we learn make us cringe, ashamed, vulnerable and heartbroken.

We are daring because we are a sanctuary congregation.

We dare to name that our members disagree about everything - even Israel/Palestine - and still 
cultivate respectful speech and show up for each other, even when it is painful.

We are daring because we want to make sure that every person who wants to be in this room 
can be in this room.  That means that we have a line of $220,000 in our budget that we raise for 
dues adjustments.  We are an income-diverse congregation and folks come from all sorts of 
places and situations.  We trust our members to pay what you can and ask for support when 
you need it or have it to give, financial or otherwise.
We are daring because we are not afraid to stand up to the fascism that is emboldened by our 
president and the weaponized white supremacy that is destroying our country.  It is daring to 
say this and to say this often.

We are daring because we continue to stand up and stand out as Jews in a  time in with anti-
Semitism is rising and violent. And we do so, recognizing that our oppression is intersected and 
interwoven with the oppressions against black and brown people, immigrants, Muslims, poor 
people, queer people and other systemically oppressed groups. We dare to admit this 
interrelatedness and build  upon it, even when it’s uncomfortable. 

We are daring because we ask all of our members to put their pronouns on their nametags to 
make sure our genderqueer, nonbinary and trans members - some of whom are children - feel 
seen and respected.  We are daring because beginning this year, 6th and 7th graders will 
choose whether they become bar/bat/b’nai or brit mitzvah.  Bar - son of, Bat - daughter of, Bnai 
- they/them/child of for those who use they/them/zem, and Brit - in which there is no gender 
reference, translated to “a ritual of covenant with tradition”

We dare as a community.  On this night of newness, what will you dare yourself to do?  Be kind.  
Be uncomfortable.  See someone else’s pain and give up comfort for compassion.  Dare to see 
your own pain and feel compassion.  Dare yourself to be daring - creative and outspoken, 
courageous and bold.  Dare to be more loving.  How will you dare this year?
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We sit tonight in a room that has transformed over the past 40 years.   We Jews have changed, 
but while we sit here for 4 days a year, this room is filled by hundreds each week who bring 
Methodist Christianity into their lives and its teachings into the world.  The United Methodist 
church has undergone turmoil and schism this year, as its General Conference passed rulings 
last spring to continue to prohibit LGBTQ pastors from being ordained and to prohibit same-
gender marriage.  Many pastors, including the pastor of this church, Pastor Grace Imathiu, 
stood in protest, and returned to their congregations around the world to speak against this 
plan, with many like Pastor Grace going further to celebrate full LGBTQ inclusion in the pews in 
which we sit right now.  We are not the only congregation who is Daring.

It’s my honor to introduce and welcome my colleague and friend, Pastor Grace Imathiu, senior 
pastor of this First United Methodist Church.

There is a fine line between ego stroking and celebrating ourselves, and proudly declaring the 
ways in which we dare to keep Judaism - or our fellow churches - relevant and meaningful and 
restorative.  We dare because if we don’t lead on the conversation, we will watch our Judaism 
wither and water down.  We are daring because that’s who we are, unashamedly.  And we’re 
public about that.

Daring or Spumoni – we are layered and complex and our Judaism should be too.   Over these 
coming days, as you wish for sweetness, wish for flavor too.  For complexity, for texture.  Push 
yourself to be bold in your convictions and broad in your embraces.  Dare to change, and dare 
to have hope.

I’m so proud to the Rabbi of JRC, and that’s the truth. Here’s to a year of creating, hoping, 
making noise, and daring together. 


