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In case you hadn’t noticed, there is a genealogical craze happening out there at the moment. A 

recent Time Magazine article states that “genealogy is the second most popular hobby in the 

U.S. (only after what hobby?)--- gardening, and the second most visited category of websites, 

after pornography. Sorry (I am not condoning, just quoting). It goes on to say…”. It’s a billion-

dollar industry that has spawned profitable websites [such as ancestry.com, my heritage.com 

and Jewishgen.org but also] television shows, scores of books and — with the advent of over-

the-counter genetic test kits — a whole industry in DNA ancestry testing.” 

 

Genealogy, therefore, is a pretty big phenomenon, it is almost as popular as…yes, Gardening. 

Here is the million dollar question: Why are people in ever increasing numbers being drawn 

toward researching their family origins? 

 

What is driving the craze? The article speaks of “the emotional and intellectual rewards that 

can come with discovering the identity of your ancestors.” What are these emotional and 

intellectual rewards? 

 

Is this merely a search for identity? For a sense of grounding and rootedness in an increasingly 

uncertain environment characterised by pandemic, pending global military conflict and 

potential environmental disaster?  

…or could it be related to a notable rise in our sense of tribalism, a trend that is pervading our 

societies and our world? Of course, for us, this increased sense of tribalism feeding our 

genealogical craze is particularly “Jewish”! One such story begins like this… 

 

David Wallace was born in 1945, his mother had been in the women’s army during World War 

II. She apparently had a romance, got pregnant—then put the child up for adoption. He was 

adopted by a Pentecost Christian family. He was not aware of several aspects of his 

background, including that he was born Jewish. In an article David wrote for the Journal of the 

Australian Jewish Genealogical Society, he tells the story, “Many years ago … I decided it was 

time to look for my birth family. This was long before the days of the internet. After many 
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months I found my birth certificate, and with it, my mother's name: Minnie Diamond. To try 

and find out more I wrote 140 letters to as many Diamonds as I could find in London. One 

evening I received a phone call from a man named Leslie Diamond, who told me his mother's 

name was Minnie Diamond.  

 

I met up with members of this Diamond family and for many years happily accepted them as 

my biological family. ..The only problem was... I was wrong! This was not my family…to be 

continued… 

 

Speaking of our Jewish foundational stories…Gregory Rodriguez, the writer of the Time 

magazine article cited earlier, draws a comparison between the story of Plymouth Rock, the 

place where the pilgrims on the Mayflower landed and set up the first colony in America, and 

Genesis or Bereishit.  

 

Stories such as Plymouth Rock or Bereishit / Genesis form what is called the collective 

memory for those groups, be it American or Jewish. Collective Memory refers to the shared 

pool of memories, knowledge and information of a social group that is significantly associated 

with the group's identity. Roediger, Henry L.; Abel, Magdalena (July 2015). "Collective memory: 

a new arena of cognitive study" While it may be names and documents we search through, the 

motivation goes much deeper and is driven by a desire for identity and connection, particularly 

collective or tribal connections. Genealogical lists take up pages and pages of the Torah and the 

greater Biblical canon (there are at least 25 such lists). Let’s look at our earliest genealogical 

research from our own collective memory in Bereishit.  

 

Who remembers who Adam and Eve’s kids were according to the Torah? Cain and Abel? Could 

Abraham trace his lineage back to one of these two? No! It is actually Seth-the third son from 

whom Noah and Abraham are descended!  There are 10 generations between Adam and Noah, 

and 10 generations between Noah and Abraham, respectively!  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_group
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Isn’t it amazing that they are all related 20 generations apart? These genealogies usually start 

like this: Gen. Chapter 10 

ול׃  ר ַהַמבּֽ ים ַאַח֥ ֵׁ֖ ם ָבנִּ ֶ֛ ָוְל֥דו ָלהֶּ ת וַיִּ ם וָָיָ֑פֶּ ם ָחֹ֣ ַח ֵשֵׁ֖ ת ְבֵני־נ ֹ֔ הֵ֙ ּתֹוְלד ֹ֣ לֶּ  ְוֵאֵ֙

These are the generations of Shem, CHam, and Yefet, the sons of Noah: sons were born to 

them after the Flood. 

From which of Noah’s three sons does Abraham descend?  Yes, Shem–of course this should be 

obvious to us—have you ever heard of anti semitism or anti-shemiut–Semites are actually 

Shemites!  We eventually make our way through the long genealogical list and find that Nachor 

is the father of Terach and Terach is the father of Abraham. 

Can it be that one could possibly trace 20 generations from Adam (Eve) to Noah and Noah 

through Shem to Abraham? This is something like almost 2000 years of genealogical record 

according to the text. It seems unbelievable! But consider the following scientific finding: —---

About 3.5 million of today’s Ashkenazic Jews — 40 percent of the total Ashkenazic population 

— are descended from just four women, a genetic study indicates. Those women apparently 

lived somewhere in Europe within the last 2,000 years, but not necessarily in the same place or 

even the same century, said lead author Dr. Doron Behar of the Rambam Medical Center in 

Haifa, Israel. If this is true, could it not also be true that Abraham came from the line of Adam 

and Seth? Did you know that the great French mediaeval sage Rashi (R. Shlomo Yitzchaki) 

traced his lineage to King David — on the matrilineal line. The same has been said of Rabbi 

Yehuda Loewe of Prague (the Maharal). 

 

We can see from these accounts in the Torah/Tanakh and throughout Jewish history that the 

current fascination with genealogy didn’t begin in our time nor is it limited to our “own 

individual families''. Genealogy tells the story of the larger Jewish family, the Jewish People. It is 

a search for our origins, our story, our People, our identity.  

 

Having said that, perhaps what we are looking for is not the facts, but rather the connection 

with something greater. It may seem on the surface that people are searching for blood 

relatives, but what they may be seeking on a deeper level is an answer to the questions: Who 
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am I? Where do I come from? Who is my tribe? Who are my People? This idea is exemplified by 

those who join the Jewish People, taking an equal part in this collective memory and tribal story 

– converts to Judaism receive a Hebrew name containing the official lineage of ben/bat/or 

mebet Sarah v’ Avraham. This does not express a historical fact, but rather asserts that they are 

joining in with the collective memory of our People and understanding as Ruth did, when she 

beseeched her mother-in-law, Naomi “Do not urge me to leave you, to turn back and not follow 

you. For wherever you go, I will go; …your people shall be my people, and your God my God.” 

Ruth 1:16. In merit of her faithfulness, she became the grandmother of King David, whose 

famous descendants were listed above. 

 

In this sense, the genealogical quest is a tribal quest and is, therefore, a search for what we call 

community or Kehila. As Marianne Hirsch states in “Rites of Return”: “While the fact of 

genealogical material puts a name on a lineage, the outcome of the quest takes on meaning 

only when the root seeker acts on the desire for a communal affiliation.” (p.13) 

 

According to Hirsch, there is an intrinsic link between the genealogical search and the desire for 

communal affiliation. How does that manifest in our community? How is this expressed in our 

ritual? 

 

The phenomenon of modern-day Cohanim, all of whom share a unique gene no matter where 

they live in the world, provides a wonderful insight into this linkage. Cohanim in our community 

represent our family, one that connects them through their lineage to Aaron, the first High 

Priest, and this, too, is part of our collective memory as they are honoured with the first aliyah 

to the Torah. 

 

I began by telling you the story of David Wallace, whose birth mother was Minnie Diamond. It 

turns out that he was born with the name Michael Roger Diamond. But what does his particular 

search for his own origins have to do with the Jewish community at large or with the Kehilat 

Nitzan community in particular? How does his story exemplify what Rabbi Joseph B. 
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Soloveitchik, one the rabbinic Gedolim of the 20th century, wrote in On Repentance, p. 114 

(1980) 

“Judaism [...] sees every person as an independent individual and also as part of a community, a 

limb of the body of Israel.”  

Let me read to you another excerpt from David’s article describing the moving reunion that 

many of us witnessed right here at KN just a few months ago that illustrates this deep idea of 

community and how it can manifest so beautifully: 

 

“Last year (2021) I received an email that turned my world upside down. I sat staring at the 

computer screen. I could not believe my eyes. A person named Bev Rosenberg, who had been 

given an Ancestry DNA test for her birthday, discovered that she and I were a very close match. 

In fact, it appeared she was my half-sister and that we shared the same mother. 

 

“When Bev contacted me through Ancestry.com last year I discovered I had made a critical 

error – one too easily made by many researchers. Bev brought to my attention the existence of 

another Minnie Diamond born in London just a few years after Leslie Diamond's mother. What I 

had failed to notice in my initial research was that Minnie Diamond was the married name of 

Leslie's mother, but the maiden name of this second Minnie, Bev's mother [was Diamond!]. This 

is where the confusion originated. I dug out my birth certificate. My mother's registered 

address correlated with that of Bev's mother. It was our shared grandmother's house in 

London! 

 

“On the 21st of December, 2021, I was finally able to fly down to Melbourne and meet Bev face 

to face. On the following Saturday morning, Bev and I were called up to the [Torah] together 

[for an aliyah] at Kehilat Nitzan. Many people commented on how alike we looked. On the 

Synagogue wall there is a commemorative family tree for congregants. I purchased a silver leaf 

to commemorate this occasion and placed it on the tree. “If Bev had not been given a DNA kit 

as a birthday gift, she and I never would have found each other and I may never have 
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discovered my accurate ancestry.” 

 

David and Bev’s story is such a wonderful illustration of how our fascination with genealogy and 

connection gains meaning within the framework of community. As mentioned earlier, 

genealogy has become all the rage and as our story illustrates, it is most meaningful when it 

culminates in a deep affiliation with the community. This is symbolised by the leaf on our tree 

of life, connecting one family’s findings within the context of our community. How appropriate 

that the pinnacle of the reunion was the aliyah–the ascent they made together to the Torah 

and shared by our entire Kehilla. That momentous occasion is now immortalised on our Tree of 

Life wall. 

 

The connection many of us seek through our families expresses a desire to connect with our 

even wider Jewish family. That is why we are here! The Kehilat Nitzan community is here to 

help all of us reconnect with who we are: our identity, our extended Jewish family, and of 

course, with God and the divine spark in each and every one of us. Despite the universal decline 

in religious institutional affiliation, our Jewish communal institutions are now more important 

than ever and we must work to sustain them for future generations as they are what we are 

searching for - community.  

 

In that spirit, I hope everyone will consider the importance of Kehilat Nitzan for the future of 

our community while you listen to Sue Zyngier, our KN President, giving the Yom Kippur appeal.  

Remember, the future is in your hands to create.  

 

Shana Tova and Tzom Kal 

 

 

 

    

     


