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Each one of us has their own ‘How I got to JRC story’ This is mine.  

 

In August of 1998 my beloved then father-in-law Dr. George Frederick Parker died. Even 

thought he was Christian I felt a tremendous need to say Kaddish for him. I needed a formal way 

to mourn and also I knew my doing so would have made him happy. Someone had mentioned 

JRC as a place for interfaith families so I made the trip to Evanston one Saturday morning. I 

went into the dark cavernous Sanctuary where the Minyan was being held with some trepidation 

as my memories of synagogue attendance were not happy ones. I never understood what was 

going on or what anything meant. 

 

This was the first time I had attended a congregant-led service and it was a revelation. The 

Minyan service was an interesting and joyous experience that was truly participatory. There was 

no Rabbi on the Bima droning on. The Torah was accessible to everyone, not just the chosen 

few. 

 

I returned the next Saturday, and the next. I was hooked. I had no idea that religion could be 

interesting, satisfying, or sustaining.  The only person I knew for whom religious faith was an 

integral part of their life was George Parker. As I got to know my father-in-law I learned a new 

aspect of religion; one in which his faith imbued his everyday life with meaning. Though he had 

been ordained as a Northern Baptist Minister he identified as Quaker and was interested in all 

religions.  He was the embodiment of that old fashioned term a gentleman and a scholar. It was 

years before I found out that he had graduated from Yale or taught at Harvard & Oxford. 
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When he found out that he was dying from liver cancer, brought about from a Hepatitis-C tainted 

blood transfusion, he never expressed any anger at the medical system. Neither did he rage 

against god or his fate. The heart surgery that was to have saved his life simply changed the 

cause of his death.  George calmly and thoughtfully planned the rest of his life, choosing the 

music and readings for his funeral with his pastor, dividing up his books and papers – I got the 

Judaica collection - and saying goodbye to those he loved.  

 

For me JRC and papa George are linked by many threads, all of which revolve around books. 

After the flood, when the library was in storage during the building our new building I donated 

some of his books to help the library to rebuild. From that came the idea to buy a library book 

each August on his yahrzeit. This led to my daughters Bat Mitzvah tzedakah project of having 

friends and relatives pick a book title from a pre-selected list from which they could donate to the 

library.  Eva Eisenstein, our Librarian, liked this idea so much that she created a ‘birthday book 

club’ for kids to buy the library a book to celebrate their birthday. Pictures of the happy kids 

holding their donations pop up in the Religious School corridors, which I see every Sunday when 

I come to teach Second Grade. The reason I think of George Parker when I am at shul is 

because he is always there in one way or another. It seems funny, yet at the same time 

completely appropriate, that the person who teshuva’d me was not even Jewish but he had 

tremendous faith and I loved him very much. George set an example for me without trying to 

and accomplished what all my Jewish relatives put together could not. 

	


