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Shalom and Chag Sameach! 

We are grateful to come together as a community to welcome 
in the holiday of Shavuot, our holiday of learning and reaffirming 

our commitment to our tradition. 

We are taught that on Shauvot each year, we relive the moment 
we came together as a people at the foot of Mount Sinai. It is also 
an opportunity to celebrate and affirm those in our community 

who took their place at the foot of the mountain later in life. 

This booklet includes many of their reflections on the experience 
of choosing Judaism and what being a part of the Jewish people 
means to them. The name for our collection, bikkurim, refers to 

the first fruits offered at the Temple in Jerusalem after the  
Israelites entered the land. 

These are their bikkurim, their offerings to us, and we are so 
blessed to learn from them.
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Maria “Meirav” Christina Padilla
(she/her)

How did you come to this decision? 
Intrigue. Intuition. Knowing. 

Intrigue: 
Ever since I was young there has always been a powerful attraction to mysticism,  
theology, and the concept of God. I believe that is due largely in part to my astrological 
sign, Pisces. Pisces are known as servants/messagers of God. Many Pisces view the world 
through a mystical filter, applying God to it all. Pisces are associated with the concept of 
fasting and for going off alone for meditation, prayer, and all things spiritual and  
religious that lead to enlightenment. 

Judaism always appeared mysterious and familiar at the same time. I was often  
fascinated with Hebrew letters and the meaning within a meaning analysis it offered. I 
was then further interested with the fact that in the Midrash, this was a thing! 

I always assumed that I could not convert as I had not met any Latin Jews (still have not), 
nor did I feel it was an option as my only images of Judaism with that of the Orthodox 
path. In time I educated myself further and found welcome. 

Intuition: 
Patterns come easily to me. This love for patterns has led me to successful master  
numerology, tarot, astrology, lutherie, art, music production, computer programming 
and cyber security. Over the years I learned about Kabbalah and felt home. I then 
merged Kabbalah with tarot, astrology and numberology into a self written book of  
mystical knowledge. 

The above led me to understanding Judaism in my experience. My grandfather was 
from Barcelona, Spain. Not much is known about my lineage as much was lost, however, 
I researched my surname and discovered it was in the The Global Home of Jewish  
Geoealogy. I then learned about Sephardic Jews, and the Spanish inquisition - and how 
this may be my ancestral story. Dots began to connect. 

Knowing: 
I chose to begin my conversion studies and return home. 

How did choosing Judaism impacted your life? 
It has complimented my understanding of self and of God. It has presented the  
invitation to dive in further. 

What does being Jewish mean to you? 
I feel I am reclaiming my family’s heritage. 
Now that I have converted the real devotional work begins. My path is to learn Hebrew, 
and to deepen my studies as a whole. All while embracing Kabbalah further.
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Shane Viccinelli 
(he/him)

Over the years I have given a great deal of thought to the idea of choosing Judaism, 
which is not how I would describe my situation. I also considered the possibility that  
Judaism chose me, but that’s not exactly accurate either. I feel that my formal  
conversion to Judaism was more a case of me acknowledging and becoming my true 
self, who I always was. When I was very young I remember my mother explaining to me 
that God is, always was, and always will be. However, it was only later, in my  
teenage years I read a lot about Judaism and understood right away that the Jewish 
view of God’s oneness was exactly how I see the world. In high school, college, and  
afterward I wished many times that I could formally convert, but honestly I thought that 
it would be impossible since I wasn’t converting for reasons of marriage, family, etc. It is 
certainly one of the best decisions I ever made. 
 
Choosing to live my life as a full member of the Jewish community has been such an 
amazing, fulfilling, exciting and liberating experience. Since I got a slightly later start, I 
have a lot of catching up to do. What I love about Judaism is that you can never exhaust 
all of the opportunities to learn and grow. I love studying Torah, celebrating holidays, 
reading Jewish literature, and watching Jewish films. All of these bring me great joy. 
 
On a spiritual level, Judaism not only allows but encourages my continuing and evolving 
relationship with the divine. If I wake up one day and say to myself “Today, I am not  
feeling God’s presence in the world,” that is OK. I confess that I often feel this way if I 
have to wake up before 10am! Jews are free and encouraged to wrestle with God. What 
a liberating idea! The richness and diversity of Judaism’s schools of thought is  
astounding and exciting. Though I strongly connect with Abraham Joshua Heschel’s 
statement “Our goal should be to live life in radical amazement”, I want to explore more 
about other Jewish philosophers. I could go on and on!
 
The strong Jewish commitment to social justice, tikkun olam, and striving to make the 
world a better place are also powerful reminders of the concept of B’tselem Elohim - 
that we are all reflections of the divine. I am so very grateful to have found Kol Ami and 
to have amped up my Jewish learning and be able to live my life as a Jew.
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Carlos R. Colón 
(he/him)

My journey began at the center point of many paths connecting into one. While I can’t 
pinpoint where exactly my need or want to convert started, I do know that it was  many 
of my own life experiences converging and pointing the way for me to follow this   
meaningful path. The first step on my journey was the Intro to Judaism class with the  
wonderful Rabbi Singer. Early on in our class I read a paragraph on the book “To Life!” by 
Harold Kushner that stuck in my head and set the foundation for everything else that  
was to come in my journey. He writes how “nobody can be completely right about the  
nature of God, heaven and hell, and other theological matters.” Growing up in an   
environment where if you deviate or question beliefs could land you in Hell, it was  
groundbreaking for me to see this in a book written about a religion. And that’s when I  
started to feel free, because Judaism doesn’t promote a specific set of rules or beliefs to  
follow, but it promotes tradition and it gives you the tools to just become a better person 
day by day and that’s good enough. 

As the lessons went on, there were many other moments in our course that became  
very special to me, but the one that really stood out is when we discussed different  
interpretations of G-d. Again – very groundbreaking for me. Each one of the  
20-something students wrote in the chat who or what we believe G-d to be, they were 
all  very different, and they were all valid. From a theological standpoint this was the  
moment where I realized that I could ask myself and research those difficult  
questions,  and not only was that ok, but that it was encouraged. Part of this is because 
of  something else we learned in our lectures and books – the fact that Judaism was and 
is a  community and a tradition before it became a religious belief. Judaism encourages  
questions, and as a learner I love to learn and explore. 

Being that Judaism is a community, it was a no brainer that I had to become part of  the 
community (and in my case I was lucky that not only do I have the Kol Ami  community, 
but also the Beth El Riverside community - even if it’s from far away). I  started attending 
services during the pandemic, so getting my feet wet through Zoom made it easier for 
me as someone that struggles with social events. My first Shabbat  Service was on  
November 20th, 2020 – which happened to fall under Transgender Remembrance Day.  
I remember seeing how we embraced a community that is often ostracized by other 
religious groups, and the prayers that were read that night from “Mishkan Ga’avah” still 
give me goosebumps to this day. Prayers that resonated with me  because I always  
believed that G-d loves us all and made us the way we are, rather than  hating us for 
what we are and dooming us to an eternity in hell for something we can’t  change. 
Between then and now I started to slowly make an effort to make Shabbat special.  
While Reform treats Shabbat a little differently than Orthodox or Conservative, I have  
made Shabbat special in my own way. I disconnect from social media as much as   
possible, and use that time to do something fulfilling (whether that’s reading, learning,  
attend services, help out a friend, etc…) as well as spend time with my close loved ones – 
including my very supportive partner. I started lighting Shabbat candles at the  
beginning of this year and have begun to feel the warmth and light of Shabbat fill my  
heart and home. And once I got past my feelings of cultural appropriation, I started  
wearing a Kippah during Shabbat and during services. It still feels very special to me  
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when I wear one. 

Continuing with community, after a very special invitation from Rabbi Max Chaiken  I 
also started attending Kol Ami Open Yad’s events and programs. At that time they were  
also online, but since then we have done a lot of very special events that not only helped  
me form a bond with Kol Ami, but have been very educational – even if at times I am still  
lost. I always look forward to Havdalah with Open Yad to enter into a new week.  
I was lucky to have been able to experience most of the holidays alongside Kol Ami.  
Some of them were online (which were still very special and were a chance to learn);  
however, I was lucky to experience the High Holy Days in person. I got to experience 
the  happiness and joy that came from celebrating a new year during Rosh Hashanah, 
and  then I experienced the very meaningful holiday of Yom Kippur. I was very honored 
to  have been invited and allowed to take part in a service that allowed me to dig deep 
into  my own feelings and emotions. Kol Nidre moved me to tears, but what really stayed  
with me was the end of the 2nd day, when we all left service. I took a look outside and  
saw normal every day life and it reminded me how for almost two days I separated 
from  this normal world and entered this holy time in space – something special that 
was  shared amongst all the Jews that were leaving service at that time. It reminded me 
again to the book “To Life!” where the author mentions how we have this special  
Hebrew  calendar that “adds a second, private rhythm to your life as a counterpoint to 
the  dominant rhythms of society.” Leaving service I also remembered how it’s custom-
ary  for Jews to say “Next year in Jerusalem” after Yom Kippur service, but I said to myself  
“Next year as a Jew.”

Speaking of being a Jew, during this journey I also had a separate journey of trying  to 
learn more about my family history as DNA tests say I’m about 2% Ashkenazi and 10% 
Sephardic. There were always rumors that on my mother’s side I have Jewish  ancestors 
but sadly I keep hitting a roadblock in trying to find out more. So I decided to  focus on 
my dad’s side just for fun and was hit with surprises which made me wonder if  the 10% 
comes from him. I was able to trace my paternal grandmother’s side back to  the 1500s 
in Portugal where they left for the Azores islands (which has a port called  Port Judeo) 
where many Jews that were kicked out of Portugal during the Inquisition were taken 
to. Unfortunately Synagogues back then were a secret and have since been  ruined, so 
there are no concrete records that say whether my family was Jewish or not.  But this 
made me reflect on my grandmother (who unfortunately passed away when I  was very 
young) – who many gossiped about (including whispers in a very small town  that she’s 
into witchcraft or what not) as well as the fact that there wasn’t a figure of  Jesus any-
where in her home, or the fact that she never attended church (this is a huge  no no in 
my hometown). So then I wonder – has this journey been because my soul  wants to 
return to something my family already was or is? 

My biggest fear that I had about my Beit Din is that you all would look at me and  think 
that I may not be an expert yet, or not know enough, or have not participated  enough, 
or ticked enough boxes that shows how Jewish I am – but then I realized that’s  ok -  
because conversion marks the beginning, and slowly I will continue becoming a  better 
person and a better Jew.
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Katie Kitchens 
(they/them)

When I was six years old my concept of God was a fragile baby Jesus tucked away in a 
ceramic manger I couldn’t touch. I’d see it once a year, and marvel over the twinkling 
lights woven throughout the display, wondering a bit about what a baby had to do with 
Santa. Occasionally, I’d hear about God when we read from the worn book of children’s 
Bible stories tucked away on the shelf, indistinguishable from Goodnight Moon or The 
Very Hungry Caterpillar. 

When I was 14 I found myself in a Catholic high school classroom, playing a game in 
religion class. We were instructed to move to the right side of the room if we agreed 
with the statement the teacher made, to the left side if we disagreed, and to the middle 
if we were uncertain. The questions started off easily enough: I like pizza. Chocolate ice 
cream is my favorite. And then: “I believe that Jesus Christ is the Lord and Savior.” 
Without hesitation, I moved to the left side of the room, indicating my disagreement 
with the statement. I quickly realized that I was standing alone. I rapidly learned that in 
my Catholic high school, though some might inquire about one’s faith, expressions of 
disbelief were unwelcome. Despite four years of earnest effort on the part of both
 teachers and peers to convince me otherwise, I maintained that sense of doubt in the 
divinity of Christ throughout my high school experience. 

I’ve always been a person with a lot of questions. Being told to swallow those questions, 
or that asking those questions was ultimately an affront to God left me with a sour taste 
in my mouth. That combined with the blatant dehumanization of queer folks and 
students of Color in my predominantly white high school solidified a resistance to 
Christianity specifically, and organized religious practice generally. 

And yet, I’ve always been a person with questions. So in college I explored those 
questions throughout the course of my undergraduate degree in Religious Studies. I 
read sacred texts, visited Mosques, and studied spiritual belief from the perspective of a 
detached observer. At this point, I was a committed atheist, convinced that religion had 
contributed more to harm than to good in the world. My appetite for question asking 
was satiated in those secular university classes. I found space for the queries that my 
teachers had once rebuked. This only solidified my belief that as a naturally critical, 
curious person I would only find my place outside of any religious community. 

I’ve always been a person with questions. These last 18 months the questions have 
looked something like: “How can human beings continue to dehumanize and 
brutalize each other? How do I as a white person contribute to systems of harm? What 
does death mean? How can I work toward collective liberation?” Some of these 
questions invited me to confront the reality that I needed to do further learning around 
antisemitism. So I did a quick Google search for classes on Judaism, and I stumbled 
across this synagogue. I felt myself torn - years of organizing work have taught me that 
in order to be in solidarity, we must learn from the folks who are most marginalized. 
How better to learn about Judaism and antisemitism than from a Jewish 
community? And yet, I found a familiar resistance arising. Would I be allowed to ask 
questions? Where would I fit in as a queer, non-binary person? 
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On the first day of our Introduc-
tion to Judaism course, we talked 
about theology. About conceptual-
izations of God. Wait… there’s more 
than one way to conceive of God? I 
mean, don’t get me wrong, I’d  
encountered some of these ideas 
a bit in academic study of  
Christianity. But here, with a  
Rabbi, we’re all talking about our 
own ideas of God and not getting 
preached to? My interest was 
immediately piqued. I was floored 
when during the first session I 
learned that not only is  

questioning allowed, it is a foundational component of Judaism. 

I’ve always been a person who asks questions. So when Rabbi Eger encouraged us to  
begin engaging with Jewish traditions, I began asking “how?” about Shabbat. One  
Friday evening I picked up a loaf of Challah bread, a bottle of wine, and some brand new 
candlesticks. Not entirely sure what I was doing, I logged in for Friday night services. 
Imagine my surprise as when the bracha over the candles was spoken, I began to cry. 
Tears that didn’t stop as I raised my glass for kiddush. That stayed during the Shema. 
And I had new questions. Mostly “what in the world is going on?” For someone who has 
spent much of their life intellectualizing spiritual practice, to feel deeply moved to the 
core of my being at a religious service was delightfully unexpected.

That feeling has emerged again and again. In the works of Heschel. Of Pirkei Avot. In 
moments of revelry during text study. The first time I was able to attend services in  
person. While preparing my first Seder plate, or lighting Hannukah candles. And again 
and again each Shabbat. 

I’m at this point not because Judaism filled a hole inside of me, but because it has  
offered me the opportunity to create intimate relationship with myself, with others and 
with Hashem. In many ways, finding Judaism has felt like a coming home. 
I’m a person who asks a lot of questions. Now my questions look something like “what 
kind of Jewish life will I live? What does it mean to choose Judaism?” For one of the first 
times in my life, I feel a level of comfort with saying “we’ll figure it out.” Not because I’m 
dismissing those questions, but because I know that I don’t have to answer them alone. 
I get to answer them in community. What kind of Jewish life will I live? One committed 
to justice. One committed to celebration of the sacred. One committed to becoming the 
kind of Jewish ancestor that those who come after me can be proud of. Most Fridays 
that looks like lighting candles, eating and connecting with my family, blessing my loved 
ones. Some days that looks like getting angry at the injustice in the world, and then 
making a plan to combat it with a fierce kind of love. Some days it looks like marveling 
in the delicate beauty of the veins on a leaf, or my reflection in dew drops, or a rainbow 
birthed from rain. What kind of Jewish life will I live? One that strives to see the sacred in 
the mundane, that sees every breath as a prayer, that takes seriously the responsibility 
to be a co-creator with Hashem. A life full of deep love for the Jewish people, all people. 
A life of wonder. 



9

Eric Isenhower 
(he/him)

My formal journey into Judaism began in March of 2019, but in truth my journey to this 
moment encompasses my entire life. As long as I can remember I have been deeply 
curious about those big fundamental questions of our existence. I can remember late 
nights as a teen, staring at the sky with friends and debating whether there was any real 
meaning to our lives or intelligence behind this universe of ours. While my curiosity and 
questioning drew me into some interesting subject areas, I never found anything that 
stirred my soul, satisfied my intellect, or felt like home.

You might ask, at what point on my journey did I know I had found a home in Judaism? 
Perhaps it was my first experience of Havdalah on the beach. Perhaps it was when I felt 
chills at hearing my first Kol Nidre during Yom Kippur. Perhaps it was at home, when 
I lit the candles of my menorah for the first time, and said the Hanukkah prayers, and 
felt more spiritually alive than at any Christmas past. Perhaps it was when I was reading 
Levinas, or Artson, or Walzer, or Timoner, or Kushner, or Washofsky, or Green and found 
myself deeply connecting with the spiritual ideas they were discussing. Perhaps it was 
during one of the many discussions Rabbi Chaiken and I had over the weekly Torah 
portion, as we analyzed the text for meanings both obvious and subtle, finding modern 
inspiration in ancient scripture. Perhaps it was when I heard Rabbi Eger speaking with 
eloquence and passion on Leviticus, making me feel as if I could reclaim a text that has 
traditionally been used to harm queer folks. Perhaps it was when I walked through the 
doorway of Kol-Ami and felt at home. Not just in the physical space, but with the  
congregation, the liturgy, the spirit, the history.  

Perhaps, more likely, it was all of these moments because my path towards Judaism has 
been one of discovery. Like the polishing of a mirror, each experience and step of my 
journey has produced a clearer and clearer image, until what is revealed is too clear to 
deny. In this case each step on my path has made this fact more and more clear to me: 
the Jewish people are my people; Judaism is my home. This journey has been one of 
 discovery, of where I belong, of where my spiritual home was all the time. It is said that, 
at Mount Sinai, all Jews who ever were and who ever will be, stood together. Perhaps 
then this journey can best be described as one of remembrance, of remembering that I 
too stood at Sinai.

My path has not always been quick or easy, but I wouldn’t change anything about it.  
Today I feel with the deepest sense of confidence, that I have found my home, my  
people, my tribe, with whom I wish to continue my spiritual journey for the rest of my 
life.
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Christine Preimesberger 
(they/them)

Before I chose Judaism I was raised Catholic. By all appearances I was a good catholic 
child. I obediently went through all rites of passage; baptism, first communion,  
confirmation. I observed Lent, I volunteered, I ushered, I went to mass, I prayed. But 
under the surface I felt a little hollow. As I moved through high school things the hollow 
feeling grew. While I still believed in God I had doubts about the things I was  
expected to believe and I feel didn’t like I had the space to ask questions. So I kept my 
doubts largely to myself and quietly drifted away from my religion. When I got to college 
I formally broke away from Catholicism after the death of my devout uncle and  
grandfather.  After they passed I realized that I practiced this faith for the benefit of my 
family not because I truly believed. 

When I was in graduate school I researched comic book history for my own amusement 
and I learned about the Jewish artists who created the genre as we know it today. I’ve 
loved superheroes my whole life but it wasn’t until college that I took the time to  
understand why I was drawn to these stories. It all became clearer when I picked up 
books like “Superman is Jewish?: How Comic Heroes Came to Serve Truth, Justice, and 
the Jewish-American Way” by Harry Brod, “From Krakow to Krypton: Jews and Comics” 
by Arie Kaplan, and Up, up, and Oy Vey!:How Jewish History, Culture, and Values” by  
Simcha Weinstein. These books introduced me to concepts made sense to me in a way 
that my Catholic upbringing didn’t. The idea that resonated with me the most was the 
concept of tikkun olam, the concept of taking responsibility for the state of the world 
and making it a better place.

From there I started studying different books with Rabbi Marantz, a friend of my mother 
from high school. Through our shared study of I learned about history, philosophy,  
antisemitism, and culture.  He also introduced me to Kol Ami, a community where I feel 
welcomed and safe. After years of studying and being a part of this congregation, I took 
the final steps and officially converted on August 13, 2022. 

I’ve been incredibly grateful that I took the time to make this commitment to my  
adopted faith and community. Being Jewish has made me feel more like myself. It’s not 
that I felt empty without religion it’s that being Jewish allows me to be the person I want 
to be. A person who strives to create a better world. A person who commits to doing 
what is right and caring for people no matter how difficult it is. A person who constantly 
strives to educate themselves through the sacred act of communal studying. And most 
of all it’s helped me become the type of person who is more active in my communities 
and spend more time with the people I care about.

Thank you for inviting me to this celebration and accepting as part of your community. 
Chag Sameach.    
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Travis Terry 
(he/him)

If you had told me ten years ago that I would convert to Judaism, I would have dismissed 
the idea as unlikely at best.  Although my best friend was Jewish, I had known many 
people that were Jews and I admired and supported the Jewish people, it didn’t occur to 
me that I would become part of the Jewish people. 

My best friend is Jewish.  Over the years, he’s taught me many things about being  
Jewish through his willingness to share memories of his family and their history.  I would 
occasionally attend Friday night services with him at Kol Ami for events like his parents’ 
yahrzeits and High Holy Days. I listened to Rabbi Eger give her sermons and nodded 
along with her when she spoke words of wisdom, as she so often does.  I remember 
when Nazis marched in protest in Charlottesville in 2017, the only place I wanted to be 
was in temple so I hear what the rabbi would say, how we could find comfort despite our 
collective fear, and perhaps find a way to fight back.  She did not disappoint.

Rabbi Eger greeted me many times when I would visit the temple, always by my name 
and with a welcoming warmth that disarmed me.  It didn’t take her too long until she 
began greeting me by saying, “Welcome home.”  The first couple times, I was a bit  
astounded, and I wasn’t quite sure she was talking to me.  After all, I’m the shy bald 
headed goyishe guy standing in the corner, who doesn’t know kiddush from a latke. It 
also didn’t take long until “welcome home” became an affirmation of something I was 
feeling – a sense of belonging and welcome that I hadn’t felt from a spiritual community 
in a very long time.  

One shabbat, during the individual silent prayer portion of the services, I heard this deep 
gong-like sound in my heart and soul.  It was like the divine force of the universe was 
telling me to “Pay attention, this is important!”  I didn’t quite know what to do with that 
demand, or what it would mean, but I began to pay attention.  A short time later, I heard 
that the temple was teaching an Intro to Judaism class. It felt important, so I signed up 
without a second thought. I was listening.

The class was a real gift to my soul and added so much to my ofttimes wandering  
journey to find G-d.  I learned many factual things that I didn’t know, such as the history 
of the Jewish people, some of the traditions and rituals, and some of the principles that 
Judaism is founded on.

I also had some profound mystical experiences so personal, that I hesitate to share them.  
After all, I really don’t want to feel like the crackpot bald headed goyishe guy standing in 
the corner, even though I now know the difference between kiddush and a latke now.

One of those experiences was when I learned about the “theophany of Sinai,” which 
theorizes that all Jews, past, present, and future were present at Mt. Sinai to receive the 
Torah.  To this day, I cannot explain how powerful learning about that was.  I can’t explain 
how, in that instant, I remembered being there.  It was so real. It felt like something I was 
experiencing in the here and now. It was like something out of a science fiction story. 
The experience was confusing, awe-inspiring and thrilling, but talking about it  
sometimes feels like I’m supposed to give a speech in my underwear, a revelation of my 
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soul that I don’t share, except with the most intimate of family. 

There are two basic concepts that convinced me I could find a home in Judaism.  The 
first is this idea that Jews question everything.  There is no one right answer.  There is 
little dogma. I find great freedom and comfort in being able to question the Torah, our 
sacred literature, our mystics and our teachers.  The phrase “on the other hand” was 
familiar to me long before I converted.  I mean the Talmud is a book containing the 
arguments of rabbis about our faith. How awesome is that?

The second concept and the one that solidified my desire to convert was that of tikkun 
olam.  When I heard that built into Judaism was a mitzvah to repair the world, that gong 
that had been gently going off in my soul became a carillon of bells.  I listened and those 
bells told me that Judaism was home for me.  Maybe through Judaism I, too, could help 
to repair this beautiful but broken world we live in, something that speaks to the 
deepest desires of my soul.

The next part of my spiritual journey took a bit of time. It took some reconciliation with 
my past and the realization that the spiritual lessons I had learned prior to converting 
were not invalid.  As a matter of fact, they enriched my Jewish experience, and 
continue to do so.  There was plenty of study, some of it very pleasant, some of it 
confusing. I can tell you that watching Yentl and Fiddler on the Roof after learning about 
the Jewish people was a profoundly different experience from watching those films 
before learning about Judaism. As to the confusing part of study, thank G-d for rabbis 
that are patient and willing to explain things to me, and I thank G-d for a mind and heart 
that is able to puzzle it all out and find my place in it, even if the answers take a long 
time to find.

I must say I’m still not completely comfortable with all the traditions and rituals, 
mostly because many of them seem so new, and I’m deathly afraid I’m doing it all 
wrong.  I often think I should know more than I do, but I’ve always been somewhat of an 
overachiever.  Let me just say that the kiddush prayer in Hebrew is really long, and  
despite having sung it almost every Shabbat for the past couple of years, I still don’t 
know it by heart. Hopefully, that doesn’t make me a bad Jew.  On the positive side of 
things, I finally know the shabbat candle blessing in both Hebrew and English, so yay 
me!  Progress not perfection as they say.  

While I have a lot more to learn, and I am very eager to learn it, I feel Jewish in my soul 
and in my heart where one should feel that identity.  I feel like I belong.  It’s not always 
easy.  It’s one thing to witness anti-semitism from the outside. It’s quite another when 
one is part of the people that is the target of that anti-semitism. This is especially true 
in this day and age when hatred and intolerance of Jews seem to be so prevalent in 
the world.  The fear manifests itself in small ways, like when deciding about whether I 
should wear my kippah.  Honestly, I would wear it 95% of the time as a symbol of my joy 
in being Jewish.  I worry that it puts a target on my back.  I hate that I worry about that, 
but I do.  I am certainly no stranger to dealing with hatred from the outside world. 
Being a gay man and growing up in a profoundly homophobic society gave me the gift 
of having some intimate knowledge of that type of fear, and how to process it and make 
friends with it. 

Despite this, my joy and sense of belonging far outweigh any of the negatives of 
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being Jewish in an anti-semitic world.  I would convert to Judaism a thousand times.  I 
would light a million shabbat candles, sing a million songs, say a million prayers, and 
thank G-d a million times for the blessings of being brought into and accepted by the 
Jewish people.  I will walk beside you for a million lifetimes, because I too, am Jewish. 
Thank you for welcoming me home.

Ha�y Shavuot 
שבועות שמח
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Revelation at Sinai 
Views from the Midrash 

Shavuot 5782
 

Source Sheet by Rabbi Denise L. Eger

Legends of the Jews 3:2:18
(18) This new miracle of which God spoke was the healing of all the sick among the Jews. 
God had wanted to give the Torah to the Jews immediately after the exodus from Egypt, 
but among them were found many that were lame, halt, or deaf; wherefore God said: 
“The Torah is without a blemish, hence would I not bestow it on a nation that has in it 
such as are burdened with defects. Nor do I want to wait until their children shall have 
grown to manhood, for I do not desire any longer to delay the delight of the Torah.” For 
these reasons nothing was left for God to do, but to heal those afflicted with disease. In 
the time between the exodus from Egypt and the revelation on Mount Sinai, all the blind 
among the Israelites regained their sight, all the halt became whole, so that the Torah 
might be given to a sound and healthy people. God wrought for that generation the 
same miracle which God will hereafter bring about in the future world, when “the eyes 
of the blind shall be opened, the ears of the deaf shall be unstopped, the lame man leap 
as an hart, and the tongues of the dumb sing.” Not only physically was this generation 
free from blemishes, but spiritually, too, it stood on a high plane, and it was the com-
bined merits of such a people that made them worthy of their high calling. Never before 
or after lived a generation as worthy as this of receiving the Torah. Had there been but 
one missing, God would not have given them the Torah: “for God lays up wisdom for the 
righteous; God is a buckler to them that walk uprightly.”

Legends of the Jews 3:2:19
(19) For one other reason did God delay the revelation of the Torah. God had intended to 
give them the Torah immediately after their exodus from Egypt, but at the beginning 
of the march through the desert, great discord reigned among them. Nor was harmony 
established until the new moon of the third month, when they arrived at Mount Sinai; 
whereupon God said: “The ways of the Torah are ways of loveliness, and all its paths are 
paths of peace; I will yield the Torah to a nation that dwells in peace and amity.” This 
decision of God, now to give them the Torah, also shows how mighty is the influence of 
penance (teshuvah). For they had been sinful upon their arrival at Mount Sinai,  
continuing to tempt God and doubting God’s omnipotence. After a short time, however, 
they changed in spirit; and hardly had they reformed, when God found them worthy of 
revealing to them the Torah.

Legends of the Jews 3:2:20
(20) The third month was chosen for the revelation, because everything that is closely 
connected with the Torah and with Israel is triple in number. The Torah consists of three 
parts, the Pentateuch, the Prophets, and the Hagiographa; similarly the oral law consists 
of Midrash, Halakah, and Haggadah. The communications between God and Israel were 
carried on by three, Moses, Aaron, and Miriam. Israel also is divided into three divisions, 
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priests, Levites, and laymen; and they are, furthermore, the descendants of the three  
Patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. For God has a preference for “the third”: It was 
the third of Adam’s sons, Seth, who became the ancestor of humanity, and so too it was 
the third among Noah’s sons, Shem, who attained high station. Among the Jewish kings, 
too, it was the third, Solomon, whom God distinguished before all others. The number 
three plays a particularly important part in the life of Moses. He belonged to the tribe of 
Levi, which is not only the third of the tribes, but has a name consisting of three letters. 
He himself was the third of the children of the family; his own name consists of three  
letters; in his infancy he had been concealed by his mother throughout three months; 
and in the third month of the year, after a preparation of three days, did he receive the 
Torah on a mountain, the name of which consists of three letters.

Legends of the Jews 3:2:25
(25) While the nations and peoples were refusing to accept the Torah, the mountains 
among themselves were fighting for the honor of being chosen as the spot for the  
revelation. One said: “Upon me shall the Shekinah of God rest, and mine shall be this  
glory,” whereupon the other mountain replied: “Upon me shall the Shekinah rest, and 
mine shall be this glory.” The mountain of Tabor said to the mountain of Hermon: “Upon 
me shall the Shekinah rest, mine shall be this glory, for in times of old, when in the days 
of Noah the flood came over the earth, all the mountains that are under the heavens 
were covered with water, whereas it did not reach my head, nay, not even my shoulder. 
All the earth was sunk under water, but I, the highest of the mountains, towered high 
above the waters, hence I am called upon to bear the Shekinah.” Mount Hermon replied 
to Mount Tabor: “Upon me shall the Shekinah rest, I am the destined one, for when  
Israel wished to pass through the Red Sea, it was I who enabled them to do so, for I  
settled down between the two shores of the sea, and they moved from one side to the 
other, through my aid, so that not even their clothes became wet.” Mount Carmel was 
quite silent, but settled down on the shore of the sea, thinking: “If the Shekinah is to 
repose on the sea, it will rest upon me, and if it is to repose on the mainland, it will rest 
upon me.” Then a voice out of the high heavens rang out and said: “The Shekinah shall 
not rest upon these high mountains that are so proud, for it is not God’s will that the 
Shekinah should rest upon high mountains that quarrel among themselves and look 
upon one another with disdain. He prefers the low mountains, and Sinai among these, 
because it is the smallest and most insignificant of all. Upon it will He let the Shekinah 
rest.” The other mountains whereupon said to God, “Is it possible that Thou are partial, 
and wilt give us no reward for our good intention?” God replied: “Because you have  
striven in My honor will I reward you. Upon Tabor will I grant aid to Israel at the time of 
Deborah, and upon Carmel will I give aid to Elijah.”

Legends of the Jews 3:2:69
(69) The Ten Commandments, which God first revealed on Mount Sinai, correspond in 
their character to the ten words of which God had made use at the creation of the world. 
The first commandment: “I am Adonai, your God,” corresponds to the first word at the 
creation: “Let there be light,” for God is the eternal light. The second commandment: 
“You shall have no strange gods before me,” corresponds to the second word: “Let there 
be a firmament in the midst of the waters, and let it divide the waters from the waters.” 
For God said: “Choose between Me and the idols; between Me, the fountain of living wa-
ters, and the idols, the stagnant waters.” The third commandment: “You shall not 
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take the name of your God in vain” corresponds to the word: “Let the waters be gathered  
together,” for as little as water can be gathered in a cracked vessel, so can a person 
maintain their possession which one has obtained through false oaths. The fourth  
commandment: “Remember to keep the Sabbath holy,” corresponds to the word: “Let 
the earth bring forth grass,” for one who truly observes the Sabbath will receive good 
things from God without having to labor for them, just as the earth produces grass that 
need not be sown. For at the creation of humanity it was God’s intention that they be 
free from sin, immortal, and capable of supporting themselves by the products of the 
soil without toil. The fifth commandment: “Honor your father and your mother,”  
corresponds to the word: “Let there be lights in the firmament of heaven,” for God said 
to humanity: “I gave thee two lights, your father and your mother, treat them with care.” 
The sixth commandment: “You shall not kill,” corresponds to the word: “Let the waters 
bring forth abundantly the moving creature,” for God said: “Be not like the fish, among 
whom the great swallow the small.” The seventh commandment: “You shall not commit 
adultery,” corresponds to the word: “Let the earth bring forth the living creature after its 
kind,” for God said: “I chose for you a spouse, abide with her.” The eighth commandment: 
“You shall not steal,” corresponds to the word: “Behold, I have given you every herb- 
bearing seed,” for none, said God, should touch a neighbor’s goods, but only that which 
grows free as the grass, which is the common property of all. The ninth commandment: 
“You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor,” corresponds to the word: “Let 
us make humans in our image.” You, like your neighbor, are made in My image, hence 
do not bear false witness against your neighbor. The tenth commandment: “You shall 
not covet the wife of your neighbor,” corresponds to the tenth word of the creation: “It is 
not good for a person to be alone,” for God said: “I created for you a spouse, and let not 
one among you covet their neighbor’s wife.”

Legends of the Jews 3:2:27
(27) Just as Sinai was chosen as the spot for the revelation owing to its humility, so  
likewise was Moses. When God said to Moses, “Go, deliver Israel,” he in his great humility, 
said: “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and lead the children of Israel out of Egypt? 
They are nobler and wealthier than I.” But God replied: “You are a great man, I have  
chosen you out of all Israel. Of you shall the prophet of the future say, ‘I have laid help 
upon one that is mighty; I have exalted on chosen out of the people.’” Moses in his  
humility, however, still stood apart and would not accept the office offered him, until 
God said to him “Why do you stand apart? If they are not to be delivered by you, by none 
other will they be delivered.” When, likewise, at God’s command Moses had erected the 
Tabernacle, he did not enter it, out of great humility, until God said to him, “Why do you 
stand outside? You are worthy to serve Me.”

Legends of the Jews 3:2:29
(29) On the second day of the third month, Moses received word from God to take  
himself to Mount Sinai, for without this direct summons he would not have gone there. 
This time, as at all times, when God desired to speak with Moses, God twice called him 
by name, and after he had answered, “Here I am, (Hineni)” God’s revelation to him  
followed. When Moses had been carried to God in a cloud, which was always ready to 
bear him to God and the restore him to the people, God said to him: “Go and acquaint 
the women of Israel with the principles of Judaism, and try with kindly words to  
persuade them to accept the Torah; but expound the full contents of the Torah to the 
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men, and with them speak solemn words concerning it.”

Legends of the Jews 3:2:30
(30) There were several reasons for his going to the women first. God said: “When I  
created the world, I gave My commandment concerning the forbidden fruit to Adam 
only, and not to his wife Eve, and this omission had the effect that she tempted Adam to 
sin. Hence it appears advisable that the women first hear My commandments, and the 
men will then follow their counsel.” God, furthermore, knew that women are more  
scrupulous in their observance of religious precepts, and hence God first addressed 
Godself to them. Then, too, God expected the women to instruct their children in the 
ways of the Torah, wherefore God sent God’s messenger first to them.

Legends of the Jews 3:2:33
(33) God now instructed Moses to transmit to the people God’s words without adding to 
them or diminishing from them, in the precise order and in the same tongue, the  
Hebrew. Moses then went  himself to the people to deliver his message, without first 
seeing his family. He first addressed the word of God to the elders, for he never forgot 
the honor due the elders. Then, in simple and well arranged form, he repeated it to all 
the people, including the women. Joyfully and of his own impulse, every Israelite  
declared himself willing to accept the Torah, whereupon Moses returned to God to in-
form God of the decision of the people. For although God, being omniscient, had no 
need of hearing from Moses the answer of the people, still propriety demands that one 
who is sent on a message return to make a report of his success to him who sent him. 
God hereupon said to Moses: “I will come to you in a thick cloud and repeat to you the 
commandments that I gave you on Marah, so that what you tell them may seem to the 
people as important as what they hear from Me. But not only in you shall they have 
faith, but also in the prophets and sages that will come after thee.”
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Shavuot 5782: 
Identity and Belonging 

in the Book of Ruth 
Source Sheet by Rabbi Ross Z. Levy

Ruth 1:1-4
(1) In the days when the chieftains ruled, there was a famine in the land; and a man of 
Bethlehem in Judah, with his wife and two sons, went to reside in the country of Moab. 
(2) The man’s name was Elimelech, his wife’s name was Naomi, and his two sons were 
named Mahlon and Chilion—Ephrathites of Bethlehem in Judah. They came to the 
country of Moab and remained there. (3) Elimelech, Naomi’s husband, died; and she was 
left with her two sons. (4) They married Moabite women, one named Orpah and the  
other Ruth, and they lived there about ten years.

Deuteronomy 23:4
(4) No Ammonite or Moabite shall be admitted into the congregation of יהוה; no  
descendants of such, even in the tenth generation, shall ever be admitted into the  
congregation of יהוה.

Numbers 25:1
(1) While Israel was staying at Shittim, the menfolk profaned themselves by fraternizing 
with the Moabite women.

Ruth 1:5-18
(5) Then those two—Mahlon and Chilion—also died; so the woman was left without her 
two sons and without her husband. (6) She started out with her daughters-in-law to  
return from the country of Moab; for in the country of Moab she had heard that the  
Eternal had taken note of God’s people and given them food. (7) Accompanied by her 
two daughters-in-law, she left the place where she had been living; and they set out on 
the road back to the land of Judah.
 
(8) But Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, “Turn back, each of you to her mother’s 
house. May the Eternal deal kindly with you, as you have dealt with the dead and with 
me! (9) May the Eternal grant that each of you find security in the house of a husband!” 
And she kissed them farewell. They broke into weeping (10) and said to her, “No, we will 
return with you to your people.” (11) But Naomi replied, “Turn back, my daughters! Why 
should you go with me? Have I any more sons in my body who might be husbands for 
you? (12) Turn back, my daughters, for I am too old to be married. Even if I thought there 
was hope for me, even if I were married tonight and I also bore sons, (13) should you wait 
for them to grow up? Should you on their account debar yourselves from marriage? Oh 
no, my daughters! My lot is far more bitter than yours, for the hand of the Eternal has 
struck out against me.” (14) They broke into weeping again, and Orpah kissed her  
mother-in-law farewell. But Ruth clung to her.
 
(15) So she said, “See, your sister-in-law has returned to her people and her gods. Go  
follow your sister-in-law.” (16) But Ruth replied, “Do not urge me to leave you, to turn 
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back and not follow you. For wherever you go, I will go; wherever you lodge, I will  
lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God my God. (17) Where you die, I will 
die, and there I will be buried. Thus and more may the Eternal do to me if anything but 
death parts me from you.” (18) When [Naomi] saw how determined she was to go with 
her, she ceased to argue with her;

John D. Caputo- Against Ethics: Contributions to a Poetics of Obligation with  
Constant Reference to Deconstruction (1993)
 
We are disasters all, some of us more than others, but this for me has the effect of  
binding us together. We are all siblings of the same dark night, tossed by the waves of 
the same dark sea, huddled together for companionship and mutual support, held in a 
fragile link by a pathos of proximity and consolatio.

Ruth 1:19-22
(19) and the two went on until they reached Bethlehem.
 When they arrived in Bethlehem, the whole city buzzed with excitement over them. 
The women said, “Can this be Naomi?” (20) “Do not call me Naomi,” she replied. “Call me 
Mara, for Shaddai has made my lot very bitter. (21) I went away full, and the Eternal has 
brought me back empty. How can you call me Naomi, when the Eternal has dealt  
harshly with me, when Shaddai has brought misfortune upon me!” (22) Thus Naomi 
returned from the country of Moab; she returned with her daughter-in-law Ruth the 
Moabite. They arrived in Bethlehem at the beginning of the barley harvest.

Ruth 2:5-14
(5) Boaz said to the servant who was in charge of the reapers, “Whose girl is that?” (6) 
The servant in charge of the reapers replied, “She is a Moabite girl who came back with 
Naomi from the country of Moab. (7) She said, ‘Please let me glean and gather among 
the sheaves behind the reapers.’ She has been on her feet ever since she came this 
morning. She has rested but little in the hut.”-a (8) Boaz said to Ruth, “Listen to me, 
daughter. Don’t go to glean in another field. Don’t go elsewhere, but stay here close to 
my girls. (9) Keep your eyes on the field they are reaping, and follow them. I have 
 ordered the men not to molest you. And when you are thirsty, go to the jars and drink 
some of [the water] that the men have drawn.” 

(10) She prostrated herself with her face to the ground, and said to him, “Why are you 
so kind as to single me out, when I am a foreigner?” (11) Boaz said in reply, “I have been 
told of all that you did for your mother-in-law after the death of your husband, how you 
left your father and mother and the land of your birth and came to a people you had not 
known before. (12) May the Eternal reward your deeds. May you have a full recompense 
from the Eternal, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have sought refuge!” (13) She 
answered, “You are most kind, my lord, to comfort me and to speak gently to your maid-
servant—though I am not so much as one of your maidservants.” (14) At mealtime, Boaz 
said to her, “Come over here and partake of the meal, and dip your morsel in the  
vinegar.” So she sat down beside the reapers. He handed her roasted grain, and she ate 
her fill and had some left over.

Ruth 3:7-11
(7) Boaz ate and drank, and in a cheerful mood went to lie down beside the grain pile. 
Then she went over stealthily and uncovered his feet and lay down. (8) In the middle of 
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the night, the man gave a start and pulled back—there was a woman lying at his feet! 
(9) “Who are you?” he asked. And she replied, “I am your handmaid Ruth. Spread your 
robe over your handmaid, for you are a redeeming kinsman.” (10) He exclaimed, “Be 
blessed of the Eternal, daughter! Your latest deed of loyalty is greater than the first, in 
that you have not turned to younger men, whether poor or rich. (11) And now, daughter, 
have no fear. I will do in your behalf whatever you ask, for all the elders of my town know 
what a fine woman you are.

Eunny P. Lee “Ruth the Moabite: Identity, Kinship, and Otherness” (2006)
 
Her bold initiative and direct confrontation shocks him into recognition, forcing upon 
him a new apprehension of who she is and who he is in relationship to her. The compar-
ison with Tamar and Judah (see Gen 38:24-26) suggests that this is indeed an epiphany 
for Boaz. She wrenches Boaz out of his ethnocentricity, his insecurity, his passivity, and 
dramatically alters his self-understanding.

Ruth 4:13-17
(13) So Boaz married Ruth; she became his wife, and he cohabited with her. The Eternal 
let her conceive, and she bore a son. (14) And the women said to Naomi, “Blessed be 
Adonai, who has not withheld a redeemer from you today! May his name be perpetu-
ated in Israel! (15) He will renew your life and sustain your old age; for he is born of your 
daughter-in-law, who loves you and is better to you than seven sons.” (16) Naomi took 
the child and held it to her bosom. She became its foster mother, (17) and the women 
neighbors gave him a name, saying, “A son is born to Naomi!” They named him Obed; he 
was the father of Jesse, father of David.
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