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Richard was a NYC native who had served in the Army and plied his architectural trade in California, 
working on several of the famed Levittowns back east, before returning to NYC to work at the Urban 
Development Corp. As a new employee he was forced to memorize the towns along the Erie Canal, and 
that served as his first introduction to Rochester. Then, while still in NYC, his first local project was the 
old Lehigh Valley Railroad Station, which is now Dinosaur Barbecue. Soon, a headhunter promised him 
he could get in on the ground floor of an exciting small Rochester company and although the company 
was indeed innovative, the owners went to jail after a couple  of years and the company dissolved. But 
fortunately, he and Marge liked it here and stayed.  

Richard came by his architectural inclinations honestly, having grown up in Sunnyside Gardens in 
Queens, a planned community and part of the “garden city” movement of the 1920s. The idea was 
quality affordable housing for immigrants and lower-to-middle income workers. Politics was very much 
a part of his childhood, with lots of other red diaper babies in the neighborhood. There was no Jewish 
observance or synagogue attendance in Richard’s home as a youth, and many of his friends from the 
Ethical Culture Society were also from similarly disaffected  Jewish households.  Along with them, he 
was an activist from a young age, and can remember demonstrating in front of a Queens Boulevard 
restaurant in his very early teens because they had a little Black statuette in the window.  

He learned about being Jewish from his mother’s sister, who kept up with relatives in Romania. He 
subsequently educated himself about his heritage as an American Jew. When he and Marge moved to 
Rochester with babies in 1969, they discovered that not everyone was Jewish! They initially lived in 
Pittsford where their oldest son was the only Jewish kid in his elementary school class, and they felt they 
had to belong to a synagogue and educate their children so that they would know who they were. They 
soon joined Temple Sinai. About 10 years later, at Tom Fink’s urging and given the appeal of Rabbi Judea 
Miller’s activism, they joined TBK.  

Richard became active on the Social Action Committee and worked to revitalize the TEMPRO temporary 
housing project which had become less dynamic over the nearly 10 years since its founding. Initially he 
declined any formal administrative titles preferring to work on the actual project of developing the 
expanded housing, but eventually he relented and became president. It had started with 3 houses, and 
Richard developed an additional 6 houses. Later on, 2 more were added.    

He became co-chair of the Social Action Committee in the early 90’s. The first Mitzvah Day projects were 
to help maintain the TEMPRO housing. He helped start the Adopt-A-Cop program to incentivize new 
police officers to live in the city in exchange for discounted housing, which was successful until HUD 
started offering an even better deal. One year he presented the sermon at Mt. Olivet during the annual 
MLK pulpit exchange and focused on the opportunities through organizations like TEMPRO.  

While his passion has been for housing projects he’s been otherwise active in the community over the 
years. He served on the Democratic Committee in Brighton and ran for Town Supervisor in the ‘70s after 



Judge Miller was elected the first Democrat on the Town Board. He’s volunteered with Catholic Family 
Center to help with Afghan refugees arriving in Rochester. He was on the board of Reform Jewish Voice 
in NYS as it transitioned from a small group to the larger and more congregationally active RAC-NY, and 
has been active in the last 3 campaigns. When he read a letter from a prisoner who was looking for a 
penpal in the magazine Reform Judaism, the name was familiar: he remembered the family from Temple 
Sinai. He wrote back and it was the start of a relationship now in its 15th year.  It also informed Richard’s 
activism in the statewide probation reform movement of LESS IS MORE, and he and his friend 
participated effectively in the lobbying efforts set up by RAC-NY.  

There were other important housing efforts. There is always a need for supportive housing for families 
recovering from addiction problems. This is not the kind of housing which ever gets included in 
suburban developments by HUD, but at the suggestion of Rabbi Kotok and with the help of Max Farash, 
Richard helped to bring it about at Greece Commons where 22 units were included for just that purpose. 
It has been successful to this day, and is an effort Richard is especially proud of.  Similarly, he was made 
aware of an opportunity to work on a vacant building at the Colgate Rochester Crozier Divinity School 
campus and seized it: he got a HUD grant and developed housing for the Veteran’s Outreach Center. His 
efforts not only resulted in more housing for the homeless but won the 2013 Irving Fain Award, given by 
the Religious Action Center for models of outstanding synagogue social action. TBK stands alone in 
recognition of its housing efforts: the only other synagogue in the country to undertake anything similar 
is a synagogue in Brooklyn, which developed a single townhouse, so these achievements are especially 
notable.  

Richard is very happy with the current direction of TBK. He feels things are complicated by Israeli politics 
which can divide congregants and it’s a tightrope walk for rabbis, and “the balance we have now is 
good”. He feels that there are so many things one can’t talk about, it’s one reason congregations lose 
young people, because they’re unable to take a firm stand. “It’s best to focus on local issues. All 
congregations are dwindling. Most people join Temples to raise their children and then drop out. If 
we’re lucky, they continue to contribute.” He notes that Chavurot were once so much more plentiful 
and active and that filled a gap as well. Social action now fills that gap to a certain extent.  

He and Marge now live downtown and he’s excited that the downtown initiative is succeeding so well, 
and developing as an economically and racially mixed community. “It’s becoming a really nice place to 
live, it’s an exciting dynamic”. After becoming a little antsy in retirement, he signed on to a 2 year term 
as President of the Grove Place Neighborhood Association. 

Unlike the apocryphal Jewish Robinson Crusoe (who built two synagogues on the island, one to attend 
and one he wouldn’t set foot in!), he and Marge continue to be members of both Temple Sinai and TBK. 


