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Introduction to Volume X Number 1
Return again, return again
... Return to what you are
Return to who you are
Return to where you are born and reborn again
(Shaina Noll)

A few years ago, just before the
High Holy Days, Cantor Rachel Rosenberg taught us this song, appropriate to
the season when we focus on תשובה
(teshuvah), usually translated as "repentance," but literally "return." This year
returning has many new layers of
meaning for us, as we struggle back from
the traumatic experiences of the pandemic.

people who continued to work in and
preserve the building we couldn't enter.
Rabbi Rebecca Milder describes the
struggles and triumphs of the Jewish Enrichment Center as it met the challenges
of the pandemic and turned to Jewish
texts to support children through it.
We meet our new Director of
Visioning and Engagement, Hannah
Tikvah Kaiser, a new person in a new
role, signaling the continuing evolution of
the home we return to. A new approach
to services during the pandemic introduced us to a wider circle of participants.
Texan Cantor Sheri Allen describes that
experience.

We come back to our home at
Rodfei Zedek hoping to reorient
ourselves, but we may still wonder
exactly what we're coming back to,
whether we can come back. Insights can
be found in Rabbi David Minkus's lesson
on the importance and uses of memory.
Rabbi Larry Edwards contributes his
vision of Yehuda Amichai's return to his
home, Jerusalem. The Rebel's musing
on "keeping" a Jewish home sound
personal but hint at a broader interpretation.

Shirley Holbrook's account of the
Conservative movement places our
congregation in its historical context. We
include a discourse by Rabbi Jan
Uhrbach, one of our own Rabbi's favorite
teachers at the Jewish Theological Seminary, training ground for rabbis of the
Conservative
movement.
Rabbi
Uhrbach's talk exemplifies the scholarship and pedagogy which support the
movement.

Interviews with the synagogue's
staff helps us remember the people we
haven't seen in such a long time, the
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Remember
by Rabbi David Minkus
The year we
moved to Chicago I
officially became a
grownup. I got a
job, was not getting
any scholarships or
housing help (no
parental
grants),
became a parent and hosted a seder for
the first time. I had, over the years, been
tasked with certain leadership roles when
I became a rabbinical student and was
leaned on more and more. But never
before had I been tasked with choosing
the haggadah, arranging the seder plate
and making the decisions of what to
include and what to leave out.

I spent weeks preparing for
the seder. I thought that rather than
create my own haggadah, I would give
each person a different haggdah. I had
coordinated the readings so we would
hear very little from the traditional voices
of the haggadah but much
from
Rabbi Soloveitchik, Rabbi Jonathan
Sacks, and Jonathan Safran Foer,
among many others. I put the Gabel's
family Maxwell House Haggadah in the
middle of the table – in the same spirit,
in my mind, as the Egg or the Shankbone
– as a relic of an uninspired past.
In all my study of the sources and
my collection of various haggadot, I
neglected the most essential ingredient that goes into any dish, into any of
the traditional or modern texts that make
up the haggadah, memory. The most
essential command of the Seder and the
holiday. It is impossible for me to mention
the word Afikomen without thinking of
searching throughout my grandparents'
house for this final piece of the meal only
to be horrified to find it, after many tears,
that it was in their underwear drawer.

We hosted Ilyssa’s father’s side of
the family and it was my first time having
a seder with any of them, not simply
hosting. My to-do list included not only
making the brisket, potato kugel and
haroset but also making memories. In my
puffed up hametz filled mind I tasked
myself with giving everyone a more
meaningful and engaging seder than
they had ever had (though I had failed to
find out what they did at their sedarim).

Several years after my ill-fated
hosting, having learned from my failure,
I asked everyone to share a memory, and
each except my sister, young cousin and
me, began by sharing a memory of a
loved one who is no longer here.

And, obviously… I failed. It is like
when you take people on a tour of a place
that is special and sacred to who you are
and the tour finishes with glazed eyes
and uninspired hearts (we have all taken
our significant other or children on a tour
of our college dorm). There is no
pathway in for them, nothing for them to
take ownership of, to latch onto.

In Scenes From A Village, one of
Amos Oz’s collections of short
stories, there is a reoccurring story centered on a widowed woman living with
her curmudgeon father. Their relation6

ship is tenuous and fraught because they
both are wracked by loss with an inability
to see that that loss has unalterably
changed not only themselves but the
other. Their denial or repression of
memory has kept them from growing personally and as father and daughter. When I read these stories, I realized
that this is what I had done to my guests
and, perhaps, to myself – I had kept our
memories and traditions at bay, denying
their importance and their sanctity. I had
said, “check those memories at the door,
because they are not valuable.”

person can think beyond the task at
hand. What I have come to realize, in
subsequent
years
now
hosting
sedarim, is that the true command of
seeing ourselves as having emerged
from slavery to freedom is about
recognizing that our identity as Jews is
forever tied to our memories. We can free
ourselves from them and we should from
the painful ones, but only through
engaging with them and retelling them.
On Pesach we are commanded
to remember, and to remember not only
our ancestors in Egypt. Yizkor comes at
the conclusion of our most important
holiday to remind us to be with the people
sitting next to us and teach them about
those who are no longer sitting next to us.
Pesach is commanding us to sit among
and amidst our memories.

The former U.S. Poet Laureate
and Russian émigré, Joseph Brodsky
said, “If there is a substitute for love it is
memory.” And it is memory that makes
the holiday. Above any other factor, it is
memory that shapes how we experience
the holiday and affects the love we feel
for it and, in the end, the love we share
with those we are sitting with at
the seder table. Memory and love are the
baseline. They are the emotional
equivalent, or emotional midrash to the
Haggadah’s opening command, “let all
who are hungry come and eat.” Once that
is established, the seder can begin in
earnest. When we know we are loved,
that we can exist or recline at this altar of
memory and tradition, then and only
then, can we participate with the ritual of
retelling our story.

Rabbi David Minkus has been with
Congregation Rodfei Zedek since June,
2014. He earned a BA with a major in
psychology from the University of Illinois,
Champaign/Urbana and also studied at
Hebrew University and at the Machon
Schechter Institute in Jerusalem. He
graduated from the Jewish Theological
Seminary with a Masters in Jewish
Education. He lives in Hyde Park with
his wife Ilyssa, who runs her own crafting
and decor company – madebyIlyssa –
and consults for crafting and paper
companies. They have two daughters,
Raia, who attends Chicago Jewish Day
School, and Adira, who attends preschool at Akiba Schechter.

Rabbi Soloveitchik said that only
a free person has the ability to think
about those around him/her, only a free
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Zooming Into Community
by Cantor Sheri Allen
This has been an
extraordinarily challenging year for all of us,
but there have been a
few silver linings. One
of them has been my
ability to participate in
the Rodfei Zedek mor-

and Chuck even came down to my neck
of the woods to help us create a musical
Shabbat experience based on their
Na’Aseh V’Nishma service! It was a huge
success. That was right before the
pandemic changed everything.
Cantor Rosenberg invited me to
zoom in to services, and I’ve been a
regular at morning minyan ever since! In
time, other Texans (Lynn and Eliot
Slovin, puck glass and Ori Lockridge)
joined in, and Rabbi Minkus and all the
“minyanaires” have warmly welcomed us
into the community.
They have
graciously allowed me to lead davening
and read Torah, and a few members
have even come to an online program
that I hosted at Beth Shalom.

ning minyan.
I am the Cantor and sole clergy of
Congregation Beth Shalom in Arlington,
Texas (I live in Ft. Worth), and am also a
friend and colleague of your amazing
Cantor, Rachel Rosenberg. We were
both in the CICA program over ten years
ago, studying to become members of the
Cantors Assembly, and we shared the
same tutor: Hazzan Larry Goller. I grew
up in Highland Park and would fly up
periodically during those years to study
with him. We bonded over pancakes at
Walker Brothers, and the rest is history!

Even though we haven’t met in
person, I feel like I know them, and look
forward to visiting in person when I’m
back. I have been so grateful to be a part
of this wonderful group of dedicated,
compassionate individuals, who seem to
deeply respect and appreciate what each
of them brings to the minyan. It’s a great
way to begin each day.

Several years ago, I came to
Chicago and actually led a Shabbat
morning services at Rodfei during a big
Jewish musical conference that Cantor
Rosenberg helped facilitate. Later, she
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Introductions, Reintroductions
by Jo Reizner
Alejandro Martinez

said it’s the people; those with whom he
works, and the congregants he looks
forward to seeing. We also hear the
same from congregants about the staff how much they are appreciated, and how
very pleasant they are to everyone. What
a lovely endorsement of all parts of our
Rodfei community!

If it feels as if you
have
always
seen
Alejandro Martinez at
Rodfei Zedek, that’s
because you have!
Alejandro was part of
the
post-construction
cleaning
crew
that
prepared the building for opening, and
shortly thereafter was hired as the head
of maintenance, which he remains to this
day.

Gerardo Martinez
Gerardo Martinez
has been part of the
Rodfei Zedek maintenance team since
August 2016, when he
decided to go back to
college, and felt fortunate to find a job here
with a schedule flexible
enough to accommodate his studies. He
came to Rodfei Zedek from a position on
the Visual Merchandising team at the H.&
M. clothing stores.

Alejandro drives into Hyde Park
from Mt. Prospect, where he lives with
the elder of his two sons, Gerardo, and is
often the first to arrive at the building. He
doesn’t worry about putting mileage on
his car because he does his own auto
maintenance, which he began learning at
a very early age from his father who
owned a garage in his hometown in
Jalisco, Mexico.

Gerardo enjoys the varied aspects
of his job, but has a special fondness for
gardening, both for its own sake, and
because he gets to spend time with
Steven Loevy! A favorite time he recalls
at Rodfei is when Rabbi Minkus brought
his slow cooker to the synagogue to
prepare food for one of the pop-up
dinners. Gerardo remembers the brisket
Rabbi Minkus cooked as being “probably
the best food I’ve ever eaten!”

Alejandro loves the fact that, while
much of his work is on a regular
schedule, things always arise that
require his immediate attention, and keep
his days fresh and different. Most
recently, Alejandro has been learning
how to operate the electronics for the
hybrid Shabbat services, as he loves
computers, and has an affinity for
working with electronics.

Gerardo is a constant learner who
often favors listening to NPR or podcasts
rather than to music. In that same light,
he has enjoyed and appreciated learning
about different Jewish customs while at

Alejandro echoed what we have
heard from each of the staff members
with whom we spoke. When asked what
he liked best about working at Rodfei, he
9

Rodfei Zedek. He also has extensive
plans for his formal education. Upon
acquiring his bachelor’s degree in May
2022, Gerardo’s next goal will be
obtaining a master’s degree in Social
Work, followed by becoming a licensed
Clinical Social Worker. Ultimately, he
intends to use the education and skills he
has acquired to provide counseling to atrisk teens in a school setting. When that
time comes, we will miss him at Rodfei
Zedek, but those teens will be very lucky
to have him!

National Guard Military School and has
taken college level courses in criminal
justice.
Veronica prides herself on being
able to figure out how to do new things,
which she is always eager to try, and
takes her work very seriously. Honesty
and respect are values she holds dear in
her professional and personal life.
Veronica tells of an unusual situation in
which she needed to bring her son to
work, and her request was met with
respect by Sara Loevy, who not only
agreed, but allowed him to play in the
gym and brought them both lunch. It’s
truly special when your own values are
reflected by those in the environment in
which you work.

Veronica Carranza
Veronica Carranza
joined
Rodfei
in
November 2019 as an
administrative assistant and was immediately instrumental in
the implementation of
our sophisticated new
synagogue management software system, ShulCloud. As a
result of this and many other contributions she made to important projects,
Veronica was promoted to Operations
Manager in April 2021.

Veronica lives with her two
children, a 14-year-old son and a fouryear-old daughter in the Portage Park
area, near her mother and where she
grew up. On her time off, Veronica
cherishes the ability to be with her
children, and enjoys hitting the gym,
especially when she can do martial arts
there with her son.
Veronica loves to get the job done,
but is a fan of breaks from routine, and
really enjoys the variety each day at the
synagogue brings to her work. She has
found Rodfei to be like a family and is
grateful for the warmth and open
communication expressed by both staff
and members.

Prior to Rodfei Zedek, Veronica
served in the Illinois Army National Guard
for six years and has worked in Human
Resources and Customer Service roles
in other organizations using her investigative data gathering expertise.
Veronica completed training (including
basic combat) in the Illinois Army
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Hannah Tikvah Kaiser

decided to seek a position that resonated
with that decision. It took some time, but
now here she is!

It will come as no
surprise that the person hired for the
recently created role
of Director of Visioning and Engagement
is as multidimensional and interesting as
Hannah Tikvah Kaiser: dancer since the
age of four, valedictorian of her college
graduating class, certified yoga instructor, excellent cook, newly enthusiastic
bicyclist, and lover of jazz.

Hannah, whose days are filled
with tasks both expected and unanticipated, that is, normal synagogue life, is
enjoying the challenges and the people
she meets daily. Along with Chuck
Rosenberg, Hannah has been a huge
part of the success of our hybrid Shabbat
services, and trains congregants who
have volunteered to be Tech Gabbais
with unfailing cheerfulness, no matter
how many different times she teaches
the process.

Though Hannah has been in
Chicago for quite a while, she was born
and raised in Madison, Wisconsin, where
her parents, both attorneys, still reside.
Hannah has one older brother, whose
wife, a rabbi, married Hannah and her
husband of two years, Alex. Hannah and
Alex are the proud parents of their cat
Luna, whom Hannah refers to as a
“normal” pet, as opposed to her
childhood pets, which included guinea
pigs, a chinchilla, and two aquatic frogs.

We welcome Hannah into our
Rodfei Zedek community, and look
forward to the wonderful new initiatives
she is planning.

Jo Reizner and her husband, Jim
Gimpel, have been members of Rodfei
Zedek for over 30 years. As their family
expanded with daughters, Hillary and
Jessica, and now son-in-law, Daniel, they
have all happily stayed within the Rodfei
fold. During these years, Jo has been
involved in various volunteer activities,
including a stint on an ad hoc Hebrew
School Board, as the gabbai for Na’aseh
V’Nishma, a “job” she loves and to which
she hopes to return in the near future,
and, most recently, as a tech gabbai for
our hybrid Shabbat services.

Hannah came to Rodfei on April
20th of this year from a position
overseeing creative strategy in a public
relations firm specializing in the
hospitality industry. Prior to that, she
worked at Athleta, where she ran all the
events and field marketing. In 2020, she
became inspired by participating in
Mishkan to live a more Jewish life, and
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Our Pandemic Year
by Rabbi Rebecca Milder
Let’s start with a
little celebration,
shall we?

children (and educators) as we moved
through our topsy-turvy year. While our
pandemic is by no means over – at the
time of writing (July 2021), we still don't
know when our children will be
vaccinated – our morning (masked and)
outside together marked a milestone in
this most unusual year. We emerge. We
embark on the next stage of supporting
one another.

It’s June 6,
2021, a beautiful
Sunday morning.
Jewish Enrichment
Center families are
outside, enjoying our first in-person
gathering in 18 months. Toddler twins
carefully scoop sand out of a sensory bin
and watch it slide onto the grass. Older
children share stories of our pandemic
year as they look through photos with
parents, and families paint a rock with
something they’ve learned this year.
Children and parents laugh and shout
through crab walks, ping-pong ball-andspoon relays, three-legged races, and
hula hoop games. When we sing Shema
together for the first time in fifteen

On Friday, March 13, 2020 (my
birthday), our floor-to-ceiling installation
of children’s ideas about Eliyahu HaNavi
(Elijah the Prophet) was fully assembled,
waiting to be shared.

On Sunday morning, instead of a lively
family exploration and celebration, our
professional team assembled in the
social hall and quietly stripped the walls.
We cleaned for Passover, unsure if we’d
be back in the next two weeks. Then we
crowded into our office, stood as far from
one another as the space would allow,
and looked into each other's wide,
terrified eyes. I said something ... who
knows what. Then we got into our cars
and drove children's projects to their
homes.

months, it’s like we’re sitting in an electric
force field spun of voices and breeze and
sunshine.

We’ve made it.
We’ve stayed connected through
Judaism and cared for one another. Not
only that, but our Jewish learning cradled
12

We entered the whirlwind. We
were like Elijah in the great and powerful
wind, in the earthquake, in the fire. The
board quickly put in place a mission to
guide our decision-making: 1) keep as
many families as possible connected with
each other and with Judaism; 2) keep
employees on the payroll; and 3)
maintain the integrity of our educational
model.

human questions, and partner with every
child to realize their own new insight
about themselves, the world, or God.
The engine of our Jewish
Enrichment Center – the ongoing and
symbiotic interplay between the whole
child, the child’s world, and Judaism –
could thrive online just as it does in
person. What a magnificent, yet
unsurprising, discovery. We’ll be alright, I
thought. We know who we are and what
we do; we’re crystal clear on our
educational aims and methodology. It’s
simply a matter of using our attention,
empathy, and creativity to move our
partnership with children online. Ah.
Thank goodness for our remarkable/
phenomenal, dedicated professional
team.

It was a messy spring. How could
we help children feel connected with
each other online? What could we do to
explore text? When would we meet? How
often? What were children needing,
emotionally and intellectually and socially
and spiritually? What about parents?
What about us?
Slowly the details came into focus.
We offered children Numbers 21, when
the Israelites complain in the wilderness
(“same four walls, same people,” a child
said) and Adonai sends “fiery snakes”
and many people die. Like the ancient
rabbis, children brought their world and
worries to the text, trying to make sense
of their lives: what happens the next
morning, when the Israelites wake up
and the snakes are still there! Do the
people stay in their houses? Do they talk
to their neighbors? We offered children
Numbers 16, the text of Korach and his
followers who were “swallowed up by the
earth.” Children wrestled with right and
wrong, with punishment, with God’s
mercy.

With a burgeoning sense of
competence (or was it our team’s
unrelenting
grit
clawing
through
exhaustion?), we sketched a plan for the
summer. In keeping with our mission, we
needed to keep families connected with
each other and with Judaism, and funds
to keep educators on the payroll. There
was no way our employees could find
alternate summer work. The board
quickly raised emergency funds, and we
offered summer programming free of
charge. As more and more parents let us
know of work “breaks,” we started a
Family Fund to ensure that families
would have necessities like food and
clothing. Thank goodness for our
remarkable, dedicated volunteer team.

Listening closely to the children,
we found our teaching pace. The dust
settled, and to our relief, the landscape
was familiar. We were doing what we
always do together: dialogue with text
and each other to ask fundamental

The days passed in a haze of
listening to parents and planning and
grant writing and replanning. Even with
all we’d learned about teaching online the
13

previous spring, the first weeks of the
school year were shockingly difficult.

As with any theme, we began by
offering children the text. Children met
twice/week online, and every other
Sunday, we met (masked and) outside.
We built scenes with sticks and pine
cones and fabric. We acted out the
perspectives of characters on the teyva
(ark), elephants and sons and
bumblebees. It rained! We played.
(Months later, we would build a giant
palace for Purim in two feet of snow.) For
many children, our outdoor sessions
were their only chance to get together
with other children.

How might we encourage childchild conversation, especially when most
children were instructed during their
school day to keep themselves on
“mute”? (Think about that for a moment.
Children heard that message for a full
year.)
It was November by the time we
felt like we were hitting our stride.
Children were laughing and playing and
learning online. We had new systems of
communication,
COVID
protocols,
weekly educator collaboration times – an
entirely revamped logistical suite. Now
we were running three new platforms
alongside
our
flagship
Sunday/
Afterschool: a beautiful Circle Time and
play kit program for ages 0 - 5, a youth
group for middle and high school kids,
and full day care and support for children
doing remote school. It was a lot, but it
was under control.

Our Teyva (Ark)
theme opened the door
for children to look at
their hastily redrawn
lives. An astonishing
number of worries
came tumbling out into
our safety net (“The
animals are kinda
worried and anxious,” a
first grader explained.).
Even as they were “going stir crazy,” on
the ark and at home, third graders
worried about their parents: “Noah is
miserable because he’s just sitting on an
ark feeding animals and that’s all he
does. He has no time for rest. He needs
rest.” Nine- and ten-year olds staggered
under confusing news: an unprincipled
president, “essential” workers going
unprotected, police killings of Black
people, moms on the streets in bike
helmets. One child drew Noach with the
weight of the world on his shoulders, “like
the scientists who are coming up with the
coronavirus vaccine. People not dying
from this illness kind of relies on them. I
imagine they feel scared and angry...
[M]aybe they won't do it as good because
they are being rushed.” Another child

Our fall theme was Teyva (Ark), as
in Noach and the ark, as in a safe place
to shelter in a storm. We didn't need to
open the metaphor for children; they saw
it right away. “It’s like they’re in this one
place and you’ re in this one house and
you can’t do anything. It feels sad,” a
seven-year-old observed.
14

drew a crown with blood dripping off it. A
third wrote about how we can't trust
God’s – or other authority figures’ –
promises.

us of our whole stories just with some
words we say."
On Zoom, pets came to play;
younger children popped up to join big
siblings; tech failed; children missed
sessions as parents juggled way too
many links and schedules and their own
full-time
work and a
kitchen
waiting to
be
cleaned,
again.
Materials
got
lost.
One
project
found its
way into a

We held those children. We told
them it was okay to feel whatever they
were feeling.
Whereas fall is for
Torah, winter is for Avodah –
ritual, service, and prayer.
With the short, dark days
and no end to the pandemic
in sight, we knew our winter
theme needed to bring
forward the bright moments.
Enter Shehecheyanu.
It’s a blessing recited at
special moments, and the
root of the word means
“alive.”
We
introduced
children to three times a
person might say Shehecheyanu: (1)
when they receive (or purchase) a new
and useful item; (2) when they see
friends or family after not seeing them for
30 days; and (3) at special Jewish times
like holidays and lifecycle events.

dishwasher, washing away a child’s
meticulous painting. Some days, nearly
every child in a group would have their
video off.
We looked straight through the
disarray. “They are doing the best they
know how to do,” we affirmed. As we
applied this belief to child after child,
family after family, our world tilted. We
saw new ways to bring forward a child's
voice, fine moves we could make that
held the twin messages: “You are
enough,” and, “You are needed.”
Children relaxed. Educators relaxed.
We'd achieved a new plane of inclusion,
with strategies we could sustain online
and in-person. “When you say
Shehecheyanu, it sort of changes
things,” a ten-year-old summed up.

Yes. What a breath of fresh air to
focus on moments in which we “feel a
Shehecheyanu feeling.”
We explored those feelings in our
bodies. Children noticed that “you can
have a lot of feelings in Shehecheyanu,”
like “when the holidays this year come
they won’t be with friends or family
because of COVID."
Children also
thought that “It’s cool that people have
been saying Shehecheyanu for hundreds of hundreds of years.” In fact, “it's
kind of like a secret language reminding
15

one came to visit him (the sick person).
But Rabbi Akiva went in to visit him and
told his students to care for the sick
person. They swept and sprinkled water
on the dirt floor before the sick student,
and he recovered. The student said to
Rabbi Akiva: My teacher, you helped me
get better.
(Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Nedarim, page 40a)

We faced our second pandemic
Passover. By this time, some children
were back in classrooms. Others still
waited: “I don’t know how going back to
school will be this year, what it'll be like in
person. They told us some stuff but it’s
still a mystery. If you haven’t tried maror
before and you don’t know how it tastes,
you don’t know what you’re really
expecting, like going back to school.” We
closed our full-day remote-school
program, and true to our mission, found
new work for the educator. It was an easy
decision to keep our primarily online
schedule to avoid mixing children from
different schools. We'd finish the year as
we'd started. “Like matzah, this year has
been flavorless and bland,” a child said.
Another child said, though, “It’s been dry
but surprisingly ok....At least I am with my
family. THAT matters.” Long ago,
Rabban Gamaliel said that every year, no
matter what’s happened, we should
discuss the same three things to our
seder: pesach, matzah, and maror. “This
past year has shown us that life is too
short to waste, just like how we shouldn’t
waste the pesach,” a child said.

What a thick story. Children
dropped inside the theme immediately.
Everyone knew what it’s like to be sick or
have a family member be sick. We
slowed our pace to look at topics one-byone, each with its own text: the sick
person’s perspective; the visitor’s
perspective; what “counts” as a visit; how
a visit could take away one-sixtieth of a
sick person’s suffering (as we read in the
Talmud); communal responsibility for
bikur cholim; prayer as part of bikur
cholim. Every week, children grew even
more animated; every week, children’s
ideas
grew
more complex.
Instead
of
trying to sit still
at home, to not
bother parents
working nearby,
our
spring
theme
let
children inhabit a world in which they play
an integral role. Against a backdrop of
masks and worry about physical
proximity, children reaffirmed that
presence matters, that reaching out
gives, a child said, “hope.”

Spring is for Gemilut Chasadim –
acts of loving-kindness. We would close
our pandemic year as we always do, with
the world’s third pillar as taught by
Shimon HaTzaddik centuries ago: Torah,
Avodah, and Gemilut Chassadim.
Our theme was Bikur Cholim –
visiting sick people. We opened with a
story from the Talmud (5th-6th centuries
CE):
Rav Chelbo fell ill. No one came to
visit him.

In this theme, children held
agency. Sending cards, calling on
Facetime, asking how they could help,
paying attention to what the sick person

Rav Kahana said: Didn’t that
happen
with one of Rabbi Akiva’s students? No
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wanted instead of their own needs –
these were all actions a child could do.
Children felt empowered. My words and
actions can make someone feel better! I
am a powerful human being. I make a
difference in other people’s lives.

comfort. Judaism was empowering:
children’s ideas mattered, and children
could see their impact on the world
around them.
Theirs was a Jewish environment
in which every child was seen, and
valued, just for who they are. There were
no preconditions: nothing a child needed
to do before they could dialogue and
celebrate and contribute in Jewish
community; no one they needed to be
before they would be unquestioningly
nurtured as their own unique person.
Judaism was fully integrated with self,
others, purpose, and meaning.

I hear a lot of worry about children,
about how they’ve fallen behind in this
“wasted” year. Without a doubt, for years,
even generations, we will bear the
consequences of pandemic-magnified
inequities
we
endorsed
in
our
educational system. Yet a child exists
beyond their schooling. For many
children, regardless of their school
experience, it has been a year of growing
in self-reliance, in self-awareness, in
resilience and flexibility, and in
perspective. We could not shade children
from the upheaval. Yet in the absence of
this possibility, children lived our
pandemic year in awareness of the
exquisite interconnectedness of every
human being. That awareness – now and
as our children take on the mantle of
global change – is healing.

For these children, Judaism is a
force that emboldens their most genuine
self in connection with others.
Our pandemic year has been a
brilliant walk illuminating this truth. Next
year, we’ll do it again.
Want to respond? Write me or set
conversation at
rebecca@jewishenrichment.org.
With immeasurable appreciation for
professionals who made our pandemic
possible: Elisa Aranoff, Aliza Geller,
Grossman, Molly Kulwin, Maisie Smith,
Spenser Scheinman.

I want to say clearly: our pandemic
year was not a placeholder until we could
“get back to our real lives.” We were
alive. It was chaotic and devastating and
relentless, at times so painful that the thin
string of Shehecheyanu could hold for
only a moment before it snapped. In the
midst of all this, however, the children
you’ve been reading about experienced
something profound. Judaism was
clarifying: a child could bring their
questions about the world, their fears,
and their dreams, to a conversation with
peers and our tradition, and move
forward with new understanding and

up a

the
year
Sara
and

Rabbi Rebecca Milder is Founding Director of the
Jewish Enrichment Center, an educational
approach that raises the child’s voice in Jewish
learning.
We
operate
an
independent
Sunday/Afterschool for infants through high
school (in this very building!) and teach our
mindset and methodologies nationwide. Thank
you, Rodfei. We hold tremendous gratitude for
the exceptional partnership our organizations
have long shared. Learn more at
jewishenrichment.org.
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Conservative (with a Capital C)
by Shirley Holbrook
In recent times
many
labels
have become
problematic.
The
once
noble "liberal"
sometimes
becomes "the
L-word."
Is
"conservative"
the opposite of liberal? What then does a
spokesman of Conservative Judaism
mean when referring to his group as one
of the liberal streams of Judaism? And
there's a trend toward seeing labels as
harmful in general and trying to avoid
them.

Zealots, and people who would come to
be called Christians. The Torah itself
contains laws and descriptions which
seem to contradict each other or which
suggest evolution of law and practice
over time. The Talmud is famously
characterized by divisions, notably
between the school of Hillel and the
school of Shammai.
Over the centuries, those ancient
divisions and their names have become
history, superseded by new ones. In
eighteenth century Europe, for instance,
new groups were labeled Hasidim and
Misnagdim. Meanwhile Jewish communities
in
other
lands
practiced
"Sephardic" (originally meaning Spanish)
or "Mizrahi" Judaism, also terms of
disputed meaning.

Nevertheless, there's much to be
learned by investigating what is meant by
our mission statement (found on the CRZ
website) that our "prayer and observance
[are] guided by the principles of Torah,
Jewish
texts,
and
Conservative
Judaism." Let us try to set aside temporarily all political controversy and look
with fresh eyes at this concept,
Conservative Judaism.

It wasn't until the late eighteenth
century in Europe that the term Orthodox
emerged. At first the term was a
pejorative, used by "progressives"
espousing modernization. As is still true
today, many Orthodox Jews preferred
other titles, like "Torah-true" (gesetztreu),
and often declared they used "Orthodox"
only for the sake of convenience.
Orthodox Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch
referred to "the conviction commonly
designated as Orthodox Judaism."

What is Conservative Judaism?
First, some history. Taking the
long perspective, "Judaism" has always
comprised
groups
with
different
interpretations of Torah and different
practices. There are no accepted terms
for the divisions; they've been called
denominations or sects or branches or
movements or streams. Going back
thousands of years there were
Pharisees,
Sadducees,
Essenes,

In fact, the concept of Orthodox
Judaism was a construct of Reform
Jews, first used by Moses Mendelssohn
in Germany and borrowed from the
German Enlightenment discourse and
descriptions of
Christian thought.
"Reform" itself arose in Europe amidst
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broader modernizing movements. The
"emancipation" of Jews in newly modern
nations changed the relationship of the
Jewish community to the state and
altered the status of rabbinical courts.
The Enlightenment, the 18th century of
newly scientific discourse, was reflected
in a Jewish movement, the Haskalah.
Jews, and rabbis in particular, confronted
questions both of how to apply Jewish
laws and practices in an urbanized and
secular community and how to study and
interpret those laws in the context of new
academic techniques and disciplines. In
the early 19th century some German
Jews developed adaptations of Jewish
practice which came to be labeled
"Reform." The term appeared in the
name of a synagogue, Berlin Reformgemeinde
(Reform
Congregation),
established in 1845. But this, too, was a
disputed terminology, with many thinkers
arguing for "liberal."

sharply at odds with the diverse
adaptations earlier groups in the U.S.
had developed.
Concerned about the state of
affairs, groups of Jews took different
directions. In 1875 Stephen Mayer Wise,
himself an immigrant, from what is now
the Czech Republic, founded the Hebrew
Union College to train Reform rabbis and
teachers. Orthodox groups sought rabbis
from Europe, including potentially a chief
rabbi to exercise authority and establish
standards. The Jewish Theological
Seminary, founded in 1886, set out to
create American rabbis who would be
both learned in traditional Jewish texts
and at home in secular culture. Founders
aimed to create an "American Jewish
Culture," and in addition to the Seminary
they created The Jewish Publication
Society (1888), the American Jewish
Historical Society (1892), and other
educational institutions.

The Future of Judaism in America
The Seminary was to be supported by congregations, both Orthodox
and Reform. Among its founders were
rabbis who created the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of America
(now recognized through its circle U
symbol certifying kashrut). One of the
founders, Rabbi Alexander Kohut, professor of Talmud, described the Seminary's goal as promoting what he termed
"Conservative Judaism," not at that time
a branch of Judaism but a position in
relation to Reform. The first graduate was
Rabbi Joseph Hertz, who later became
Chief (Orthodox) Rabbi of the British
Empire.

It was in the United States that
"Reform" and "Orthodox" seemed to
become the settled nomenclature. And it
was in the U.S. that Conservative
Judaism was born. It arose out of the
conditions which in Europe gave rise to
Reform and Modern Orthodoxy, both
responses to secular values, the latter
retaining Orthodox strictures. But in the
U.S. response reflected also the realities
of America, a place in which many
congregations had no rabbi and in which
laypeople exercised an American spirit of
independence and autonomy. Congregations varied widely in their observances
and Eastern European immigrants in the
large wave at the end of the nineteenth
century brought with them practices

Newly constituted under the
leadership of Solomon Schechter, no
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longer based on support by congregations, the Seminary resisted denominationalism. It promoted the idea of
one Judaism and trained rabbis without
respect to any denominational leaning. It
continued to emphasize traditional
training in Hebraic and halakhic matters,
as well as modern scholarship. But it
found itself subject to attack from some
Orthodox groups. In 1904 the Aggudat
ha-Rabbanim (Orthodox Rabbinical
Union) issued a herem or ban on any
congregation that hired a graduate of the
Seminary.

in 1897, to merge the two. At the same
time the congregations that Seminary
graduates served were diverging from
Orthodoxy. In describing the position of
the Seminary in 1919, Adler wrote to
supporter Jacob Schiff, "It is also a
religious institution with a definite aim in
view to preserve the Jewish tradition and
make it livable in modern surroundings.
You once called this reasonable orthodoxy. Some people call it conservative
Judaism. I prefer the name of traditional
Judaism or historical Judaism."
Thus, by 1920, the seeds of the
"Conservative movement" had been
sown and its arms – the Seminary (the
academic institution and preparer of
rabbis), the Rabbinical Assembly (with its
Committee on Jewish Law, which
became what is now the Committee on
Jewish Law and Standards), and the
United Synagogue (the organization of
congregations and its auxiliary groups for
men and women and youth) – had been
established. But the meaning of the
movement and the relative roles of its
arms remained to be debated.

In 1913 the Seminary hosted
representatives from congregations to
found a comprehensive synagogue
organization, which would come to be
called the United Synagogue of America,
run by the Seminary but open to all.
Cyrus Adler, to be Schechter's successor
at the Seminary, wanted the organization
to be above sectionalism and opposed
including "Conservative" in its name. A
move to identify it as a group separate
from Orthodox and Reform was voted
down, and, as Adler put it, "the new
movement
should
combine
the
tendencies common to both Orthodox
and so-called Conservative congregations."

Meanwhile, in Chicago...
Congregation Rodfei Zedek was
founded in 1874 in Canaryville, a
neighborhood around Halsted Street
between 40th and 49th Streets. The
congregation was an Orthodox group,
without a rabbi but in possession of a
Torah scroll which the congregation still

Other organizations that grew
from the Seminary are the Rabbinical
Assembly, comprising Seminary alumni
and constituted in 1918, and the
Rabbinical Assembly's committee on the
interpretation of Jewish law.
Throughout its early decades the
Seminary maintained that it was Orthodox and fought to win the respect of other
Orthodox groups. For years it engaged in
talks with Yeshiva University, chartered
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owns. When it moved to 42nd and Union
in the 1890s its new building had a
women's balcony.

History illuminates the source of
these confusions. Conservative Judaism,
like Reform and Modern Orthodoxy,
struggled to reconcile ancient Jewish
beliefs and practices with modern life,
particularly life in the U.S. The Conservative movement first saw itself as within
Orthodoxy. It reacted against some
Reform moves. For instance, the 1885
Pittsburgh Platform proposed by some
Reform rabbis stated, "We recognize in
the Mosaic legislation a system of
training the Jewish people for its mission
during its national life in Palestine, and
today we accept as binding only its moral
laws, and maintain only such ceremonies
as elevate and sanctify our lives, but
reject all such as are not adapted to the
views and habits of modern civilization."
Resisting such positions was one motive
for establishing the Jewish Theological
Seminary.

In 1910 the Congregation wrote to
Schechter at the Seminary asking him to
recommend an English-speaking rabbi.
(It didn't hire the one he recommended.)
And in 1918 its Ladies Auxiliary joined
the National Women's League, a United
Synagogue affiliate.
In 1919 Rodfei Zedek hired Rabbi
Benjamin Daskal, the first traditional
rabbi born and ordained in Chicago. He
spoke English and believed in blending
tradition and modernity. He characterized the congregation as "modern
Orthodox."
What is Conservative Judaism?
From its inception Conservative
Judaism has been defined in false or
misleading ways – a compromise
between Reform and Orthodox – a
reaction against Orthodoxy – midway
between Reform and Orthodox. Indeed,
in 1895, the New York periodical
American Hebrew described the Jewish
Theological Seminary as steering a
course between "stupid Orthodoxy and
insane Reform." Nowadays, Wikipedia's
article on Jewish religious movements
confuses matters: "Today, the main
division is between the 'traditional
Judaism'; (Orthodox and Conservative),
and Reform"
and "The sharpest
theological division occurs between
Orthodox and non-Orthodox Jews who
adhere to other denominations, ...
sometimes referred to collectively as the
'liberal denominations' or 'progressive
streams.'"

As its history shows, the
"movement" didn't recognize or name
itself in its early years. There was
reluctance to promulgate a statement of
principles. In fact, the United Synagogue
didn't add "of Conservative Judaism" to
its name until 1991. The different
Conservative institutions – the United
Synagogue, the Rabbinical Assembly,
and the Seminary – didn't always work
well together or recognize each other's
authority. The controversy over ordination of women was a particularly bitter
example, beginning around 1977. In the
midst of such struggles, the arms of the
movement decided to work toward
cohesion. Eventually, in 1988, they
issued a joint publication, the first
Statement of Principles of Conservative
Judaism, Emet ve-Emunah.
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What is Conservative Judaism? It may have become clear that this isn't an easy
question. But an excerpt from Emet ve-Emunah provides a starting point:
The Indispensability of Halakhah
Halakhah consists of the norms taught by the Jewish tradition; how one is to live
as a Jew. Most Jewish norms are embodied in the laws of the Bible and their rabbinic
interpretation and expansion over the centuries, but some take the form of customs, and
others are derived from the ethical ideals which inform the laws and customs and extend
beyond them.... Since each age requires new interpretations and applications of the
received norms, Halakhah is an ongoing process. It is thus both an ancient tradition,
rooted in the experience and texts of our ancestors, and a contemporary way of life, giving
value, shape, and direction to our lives....
We in the Conservative community are committed to carrying on the rabbinic
tradition of preserving and enhancing Halakhah by making appropriate changes in it
through rabbinic decision.... As in the past, the nature and number of adjustments of the
law will vary with the degree of change in the environment in which Jews live.... the thrust
of the Jewish tradition and the Conservative community is to maintain the law and
practices of the past as much as possible.... The Conservative method for arriving at
halakhic decisions reflects our interest in pluralism and also exhibits the trait characteristic
of Conservative Judaism, the melding of the traditional with the modern.... For religious
guidance the Conservative movement looks to the scholars of the Jewish Theological
Seminary of America.... Authority for religious practice in each congregation resides in its
rabbi (its mara d'atra). It derives from the rabbi's training in the Jewish tradition attested
by his or her ordination as a rabbi.... In making decisions, rabbis may consult the
Committee on Jewish Law and Standards, consisting of representatives of the Rabbinical
Assembly, the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, and the United Synagogue of
America. The Committee on Jewish Law and Standards issues rulings shaping the
practice of the Conservative community. Parameters set by that Committee and at
Rabbinical Assembly conventions govern all of the rabbis of the Rabbinical Assembly, but
within those bounds there are variations of practice recognized as both legitimate and, in
many cases, contributory to the richness of Jewish life.

Shirley Holbrook, a founding editor of
To Learn and To Teach, retired after
teaching mathematics at the University
of Chicago Laboratory Schools. She and
her husband Richard have served on the
Board, and children Daniel and Nina
grew up at Rodfei Zedek. Shirley is a past
president of the Congregation.
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From "Jerusalem 1967" by Yehuda Amichai
presented by Rabbi Larry Edwards
Since the theme of this issue of Lilmod Ul’lamed is returning home, I thought that this
well-known poem of Amichai would be worth considering. The Six-Day War of 1967
was the occasion of a kind of homecoming: the Old City of Jerusalem became once
again open to Israeli Jews, after nineteen years of Jordanian occupation. But
homecomings are seldom complete, or completely settled.
Aviya Kushner
was in Jerusalem at
the time of Yehudah
Amichai’s death on
a Friday in 2001.
Observing the very
public mourning for
the poet, she wrote
that Amichai “was
Jerusalem’s great friend. He wrote of her
as a child, a lover, a companion, and an
enigma. She was always on his mind,
and he was always trying to understand
her.” Kushner also noticed the traditional
mourning announcements, plastered on
walls when someone dies: “Instead of the
usual wife and children listed as
mourners, there in black letters were the
mayor of Jerusalem and the city’s top
officials listed as mourners. The city itself
was listed as a mourner.”

literature into a trajectory around
modernity.” This is something we have
surely noticed – if not in those exact
terms – in our previous readings of
Amichai’s poems.
Jerusalem can be a tricky subject
for poetry (or politics, for that matter). In
a 1991 interview (also cited by OmerSherman), Amichai offered some wryly
cautionary words for would-be Jerusalem
poets: “You can write the worst poetry in
Jerusalem, although the city seems so
rich. Sometimes American poets come to
Israel, and suddenly it’s so ‘easy’ there to
write a poem with the old and the new.
But it’s the worst poetry that sometimes
very good poets from abroad write,
because they just put in a few words like
the Wailing Wall and the muezzin and the
war and God and David and Jesus and
so on, and then the olive tree and
whatnot. And then they are all in bad
business.”

Jerusalem is the subject of many
of Amichai’s poems. Ranen OmerSherman published a study of “Yehuda
Amichai’s Exilic Jerusalem” in 2006. He
cites many writers and critics reflecting
on the poetics and the impact of
Amichai’s work. Amnon Hadari, for
example, takes note of Amichai’s ability
“to break the gravitational field of
traditional Hebrew and send Hebrew

In the course of his lengthy article
Omer-Sherman quotes from quite a few
of Amichai’s Jerusalem poems, but the
only one he cites entirely – in both
Hebrew and English – is this excerpt from
the twenty-two-part “Jerusalem, 1967.” I
have read it many times, yet I seem to
notice something new on each reading. I
usually share it in the opening session of
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my university classes on Judaism and
Jewish history because it touches on
almost all the themes I intend to
introduce in the course:
history, memory, Jerusalem and the Old
City, the Six-Day War as background to

the still-unresolved Israel-Arab conflict,
the calendar (Yom Kippur and Hebrew
dates), synagogues, Torah scrolls, Jews
who pray in synagogues, and Jews who
identify themselves as cultural and nonreligious.
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The Six-Day War had ended only
a few months earlier, unleashing a mood
of triumph and messianic expectation
that continues to influence Israeli politics.
There are undoubtedly poems from that
year that reflect such exaltation. But that
is not Amichai’s way. This is a quiet,
meditative poem, describing the observance of Yom Kippur by a religiously
informed but mostly secular Israeli. One
can imagine the crowds making their way
into the newly accessible Old City,
streaming toward the Kotel. The poet
dresses for the day in somber dark
clothes and enters through one of the
gates along with them.
The War took place in June of
5727; the poem is set in October of 5728.
On the Hebrew calendar that new year
happens to spell a word: tav-shin-kaf-het,
tishkach (“you will forget”). The translator
provides the English reader with the extra
phrase, “the year of forgetting,” lest we
miss the tension with this holiday of Yom
Kippur and its liturgy of Yizkor
(Remembrance).
Perhaps the poet is on his way to
the Kotel, perhaps just going for a holiday
stroll in the Old City. He enters the shuk,
the market, and is captivated by one of
the many stalls emitting an or yakar, a
rare light of many colors. He stands there
a long time, reminded of an open ark in a
synagogue. On the holiest day of the
calendar, it is an Arab shop that transports the poet to the synagogue of his
youth.
He does not even enter a
synagogue for the Yizkor prayers, yet he
has his own internal yizkor, thinking of his
father and of the history of the past four
decades or so, as a result of which his
father’s shop back in Germany – similar
to this one before which the poet now

stands – lies in ashes (Kristallnacht? The
bombing of Würzburg, his hometown?)
He speaks not to God but (silently)
to the Arab shopkeeper. It is a conventional phrase in medieval Hebrew poetry:
amarti b’libi – I said to myself (in my
heart). In this case, Amichai adds a word:
amarti lo b’libi – I said to him in my heart:
it is an unspoken monologue that intends
an unrealized dialogue, a shared
moment of history between ostensible
enemies.
Anyone who has ever been in the
shuk knows that if you stand still for more
than about five seconds, the shopkeeper
is likely to speak to you: “Do you like this
rug? I have a special price for you.
Perhaps there is something else I can
show you. Please, come in! Look at this,
or this.” And, if you seem the least bit
interested, you might be offered a cup of
coffee or tea, and you will be schmoozed
into buying something.
Not this time. Perhaps the war is
still too fresh. Perhaps there is not yet a
common language. It is likely that the
Arab knows that this is Yom Kippur. A
Jew who is dressed up is probably not
shopping, not even carrying money. Is it
an act of deference or of respect, or of
hostility or hopelessness, that the Arab
allows the Jew to stand in silence? No
sales today.
Meanwhile, the poet continues his
Yom Kippur meditation, until it is time for
Ne’ilah and the closing of the gates -- not
of the Temple, but of the shops all along
the winding alleys of the market. And the
poet returns home “with all the
worshippers,” the mitpal’lim, having
offered his own quiet devotions.
And what of the shopkeeper
during the time (hours perhaps) that this
strange Jew was standing silently staring
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at his shop? Now, more than fifty years
later, I wonder what the Arab thought
about during that long afternoon.
Perhaps he observed to himself,
“Four months after the Israelis took over
the city, it was their holiday of Yom
Kippur. A Jew came and stood in front of
my shop all day. Should he have been in
synagogue? He reminded me a little of
my own father, and I wanted to speak to
him. But he seemed lost in thought and
far away, so I let him be and did not say
a word…”

Rabbi Laurence Edwards is
Rabbi Emeritus of Congregation Or
Chadash. He was a Hillel Director
(Dartmouth and Cornell) and has served
several other congregations, including, in
2014, Rodfei Zedek. He has worked for
the American Jewish Committee (Interreligious Affairs), and recently retired
from teaching at the University of Illinois
at Chicago and at De Paul. Larry is
married to Susan Boone, who retired
from administrative work at the University
of Chicago.
Since moving to Chicago in 1997,
both Larry and Susan have participated
in the life of Rodfei Zedek in many ways,
including serving on committees,
teaching, and supporting the daily
minyan.

Sources
Aviya Kushner, “How One Nation Mourns a Poet’ in Partisan Review (Fall 2001): 613-614.
Ranen Omer-Sherman, “Yehuda Amichai’s Exilic Jerusalem” in Prooftexts 26 (2006): 212-239.
The interview in which Amichai cautions visiting poets comes from: David Montenegro, Points of
Departure: International Writers on Writing and Politics (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1991):
216-32. Quotation on p. 219; italics in original. Cited by Omer-Sherman.
The Amichai poem has been published many times, including: Yehudah Amichai, Shirei Yerusalayim, BiLingual edition (Tel Aviv: Schocken, 1987): 52-53.
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Like It – Or Not?
The Existential Tension of Similarity and Difference
excerpted from a talk by Rabbi Jan Uhrbach (The complete talk can be seen and heard at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GcP6ljDDdQY )

Like it - Or Not?
(pun
intended)
describes the tension in which each
of us is both like
and unlike each
other. I will show
where the tension
is rooted in the
Torah, then focus on what it means for us
in our lives, why it's so challenging, and
how it relates to religion, to attempting to
live in response to the divine.

have with God, Genesis 2 raises the
same tension in our relationships with our
fellow human beings. God says, "I will
make for Adam an ֵﬠֶזר ְכֶּנְגדּוֹ." Eve is
created to be, loosely translated, "one
who helps by being a corresponding
opposite." Eve is created from Adam, but
she is not Adam. She is like him, and yet
an other.
And the parallel to the relationship
with God becomes even more explicit in
the second generation. In Gen. 5:3 Adam
"had a child in his likeness, like his
image." And that dialectic of same/other
is repeated perpetually. We are all of our
parents and different from them.

In Genesis 1: 26 "God said let us
make a human in our likeness, like our
image." ַנֲﬠֶשׂה ָאָדם ְבַּצְלֵמנוּ ִכְּדמוֵּתנוּ
How is it possible for all of us to be
in the image of God and yet all of us to
be different? Well, the beginning of the
solution is grounded in those prepositions in the Biblical text,  ְבּand ִכּ. In
God's image, like God's likeness. Like,
but not. We are not co-equal to, exactly
the same as God. We are similar to God,
but not. So we live in that paradox, in that
tension vis-a-vis God.

And obviously, it's not just parents
and children. Our dual identity as same
and different is a fundamental tension at
the core of every relationship we have
with any other person, from lover to
stranger. We simultaneously share
something with everyone we meet and
we are different from everyone we meet.
And of course the same is true with God.

And that helps to solve the
theological problem how can we all be
different and yet all be in the image of
God. But this is not only a theological
problem. Because . . . then there's
Genesis 2. And in the second creation
story we meet Adam and Eve in the
Garden. If Genesis 1 posits a similar but
different relationship that we humans

So when a dialectic like this is laid
out for us at the very beginning of the
book of Genesis, we ought to pay
attention. When the Torah highlights this
like and unlike tension, as part of our
relationship with God and eveyone else,
it's telling us two things. First, this is an
inevitable dialectic for every single one of
us. None of us can opt out. Whether
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we're talking about the individual or the
collective, it's the same question. I/you,
we/they, it's the same thing. We have
free will – yes, of course – so how we
manage this tension, whether we do it in
constructive or destructive ways, that's
not predetermined. But that we have to
wrestle with it, we have no choice.

not relating to anyone else at all. I'm
relating to a made-up projection of me
out there. If there's only sameness,
there's no real learning or growth and no
real relationship. I'm sure we've all had
the experience of sharing something
personal and the other person saying,
"Oh, I know exactly how you feel." And
you were thinking, " Actually, no, what
you're describing is not at all what I'm
trying to tell you happened to me." How
lonely!

Second, there are enormous
stakes that hinge on our capacity to
simultaneously embrace what we share
and how we differ. We might even say
the very purposes of creation hang on
this. And at the risk of being overly
reductionist, I want to suggest that
whenever humanity goes wrong, as we
so often do, overwhelmingly it has to do
with how well, or not so well, we handle,
manage this dilemma of similarity and
difference.

So while the text and the concept
are pretty straightforward, in practice this
is very challenging stuff. This simple, and
incredibly complicated, dialectic turns out
to be the linchpin of morality and ethics.
It is also, I would maintain, the core of our
own identity – what it means to be me
individually and collectively what it
means to be a Jew. Failing to hold the
tension, of losing the both/and of
similarity and difference, causes us not
only to see others but ourselves
inaccurately.

If we're only different, there's no
basis for empathy and understanding. My
lived experience, as an individual or as a
group, is absolutely unique; and your
experience is irrelevant to mine. If we
take the image of God idea and we focus
only on uniqueness of each human
being, well, then everyone's personal
truth is equally valid and everyone's
rights are equally absolute and we have
relativism, epistemologically and morally.
Plus, we have no room for compromise.
There's no reason to limit our appetites or
balance our rights and needs with others'
rights and needs. No sharing of responsibility. We have no claim on each other.
How lonely!

Genesis tells me that I'm a
particular, solitary, free-standing, independent being and a mere particle of
water, so to speak, in the vast ocean of
God's oneness. Which means that
paradoxically I can only discover and
become the completely unique self I'm
created to be by being in relationship to
other selves, who are both similar and
different. "It's not good for the human to
be alone." We need a corresponding
other, not just because we're lonely. It's
the Torah's way of saying that we can't
understand or become who we are
exclusively from within ourselves. We
have to be in relation to an other.

On the other hand, seeing only
sameness is equally problematic. We
can't just join hands and sing "kumbaya."
By only focusing on similarity I'm actually
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The same is true at the level of
the collective, just with higher stakes.
From family, friends, professional
associations, religions, nationalities – like
it or not, we live, survive, and thrive in
groups. Group identification, at its best
what we call community, is necessary
and good. It builds trust, increases
altruism, enables us to get through tough
times. And groups also shape and bolster
our individual identity. It may be why
fraternities and sororities appeal to some
college-age students. Sometimes – we
see this a lot in our own day – we even
emphasize or manufacture difference
with other groups precisely in order to
strengthen our own identity. We really,
really know who we are, we think, when
we're against or when we hate another
group. That's part of the appeal of war.

These two verses capture precisely this polarity of similarity and
difference in two ways. One, in the fact
that one of them is directed to your kin.
'Your neighbor' is interpreted as your
fellow Jew, because it follows 'your
relatives.' These are the people close to
you. And the second is about the
stranger, the person you see as different,
the other. So, how do you treat those who
seem similar to you, and how do you treat
those you identify as different?
The second way that these verses
capture the same/different dilemma is in
the 'like you' but not you. Love your
neighbor, or the stranger, like yourself.
What does that mean? It doesn't mean,
well my favorite flavor is chocolate, so
that's what I'll get for you. No, what it
means is, just as I want both empathy
and connection and I want to be treated
as the individual that I am so does
everyone else. I want people to get me
the flavor ice cream that I like, not the
flavor they like. At heart, the greatest
principle of the Torah is precisely a
command to embrace and act on the
similar/different tension with every other
person. I have to know you and who you
are and how you differ from me and how
you're similar in order to treat you the way
I want to be treated, because I want to be
treated that way. I want to be seen as
unique, and I want the empathy of where
we connect.

This same/different dialectic is the
linchpin of ethics and morality. Rabbi
Akiva purportedly once said, "Love your
neighbor as yourself" F ָכּמוֹF– ְוָאַהְבָתּ ְלֵרֲﬠ
this is this is the greatest principle of the
Torah. Now actually, there were two
ve'ahavta verses. Lev. 19: 17 -18 ּis
contextualized as follows: You shall not
hate your brother, your kinsfolk in your
heart. Reprove your neighbor; but you
should not occur guilt because of him.
You shall not take vengeance nor bear a
grudge against your countryman. Love
your neighbor....
A few verses later we get the
following (v. 33, 34): When a stranger
resides with you in your land, you shall
not wrong him. The stranger who resides
with you shall be to you as one of your
citizens. And you shall love him as
yourself, for you were strangers in the
Land of Egypt.

Some commentators say we need
the second v'ahavta command, the one
that's related to the stranger, because it's
harder. It's much easier to love the
people who are similar to us and we tend
not to do so with people we see as
different. I'm not so sure! Note that the
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command about our relatives follows
"Don't hate your brother in your heart."
Sometimes, when someone is closer,
more similar, more like me, it's actually
harder to manage the tension, because
the differences can be more threatening.
For example, there is often more tension
and hatred among religious groups that
are similar, that share a common
ancestor, than among religious traditions
that are radically, radically different. It's
the closeness that raises the threat.

But mostly we're in between. We
feel an intuitive affinity or distance. It's
like we're always putting on one pair of
glasses or the other, one which shows
similarity and one that shows difference.
Same/different, same/different. It's like
when you go the optometrist to get your
eyes checked and they flip all the lenses
and it's blurred and then it clicks into
place and suddenly we see clearly. It's
like we're doing that unconsciously. And
most often we're not seeing clearly at all,
precisely because those lenses of
sameness and difference say as much
about me as about the other person.
Because this tension strikes at the heart
of our identities and our egos, our selfpreservation will hide from us the fact that
we're even making choices. That we're
choosing to see similarity or difference.
We're choosing what to focus on.

I think we need both ve'ahavta
commands, your relative or neighbor and
the stranger, because they're hard in
different ways. I might even go so far as
to say that together they mean, "When
you're inclined to see only similarity,
when you're dealing with your brother,
your neighbor, your friend, then remember that you want to be seen as a unique
individual and your relative and your
friend and your neighbor is not you.
They're different. Don't forget that. And
when you're inclined to see only difference, when you've identified someone
as the stranger, the other, then remember, you were once, you are the other,
too. They're not quite as different as you
think."

And it's bad enough at the
individual level. We hurt people, and we
get hurt a lot because we're not
conscious of the assumptions that we're
making about similarity. And the danger
is infinitely greater when it comes to
groups. When it's we/they, and "they" can
easily become a faceless, nameless
mob, then it's much easier to demonize
and create cartoonish stereotypes.

Why this is so hard and what we
can do about it? Occasionally, we find
ourselves really at the extremes of the
dialectic. Think about falling head over
heels with someone because, OMG
we're exactly the same. We're not. Or, on
the other side, I have no idea who these
people are and what universe they're
inhabiting. They are a completely different being from me. They're not.

But there are other reasons. For
one thing, holding any polarity, if there's
any dialectic, it carries a heavy cognitive
load. It requires work. So our brains tend
to choose one side or the other. That
avoids the dissonance and the contradictions, and it's just easier. It's one way
in which we're different from God,
tragically so. We and God both have the
capacity to hold and imagine dialectic
and polarity. God can always live with
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both at once. We human beings, not so
much.

enables us to insulate ourselves from
deep encounter with difference. We are
more likely to live in a bubble in which we
really hear and know only our tribemates. So we know there are these
others out there; we just never talk to
them. We know less and less about
them, and we have fewer and fewer deep
relationships with people we would
identify as different. (3) The radical
individualism of our Western culture has
undermined and weakened meaningful
communal ties, which entail responsibility and what Sacks calls the moral
dimension that links our welfare to the
welfare of others.

Second, kinship and othering, the
same/different, each offer necessary and
very seductive comforts that are hard to
give up. Benefits of kinship and likeness
are obvious. Without it I feel alone,
unknown, lost in the vastness of time and
space. We'd never feel safe if I didn't see
similarity. And in the best way, it's otherness and difference, my uniquesness,
that gives meaning to my life. My work,
my family, my school, my country, my
religious group – Judaism. Without it,
without seeing difference, what would
make me valuable? And, without the
ability to feel different from others I would
be completely overwhelmed by the
suffering and pain in the world. I'd feel
constantly vulnerable to everything that
happened to everyone and anyone. Who
could sleep at night? I would never feel
safe.

I want to add to Rabbi Sacks's
points two more. I would expand his crisis
of meaning to being also a crisis of faith.
I'm not only talking about faith in God, but
faith in the very foundations of society, of
democracy, of institutions, in the viability
and even the desirability of organized
religion as a constructive, beneficial enterprise. And beyond that, I think we're
experiencing a crisis of faith in humanity.
Can we human beings be relied upon to
reflect the image of God – at least most
of the time? I think we don't so much trust
that right now.

Some specifics in our generation
make managing this really difficult. Rabbi
Jonathan Sacks in his book To Heal a
Fractured World identifies three things in
our current culture: (1) Technology and
social changes have made us more continually, consciously aware of the presence of the other than at any other time
in history. The existence of "the other" is
in our face all the time. (2) Simultaneously, that very same technology,
coupled with growing segmentation of
society by income, education, and class,

The last reason this is so hard
right now: Our generation is facing challenges that especially demand working
together and crossing boundaries in unprecedented ways: the world-wide pandemic, climate change, an increasingly
global economy coupled with rapidly increasing economic disparity, the greater
ease of large-scale violence and violence
from a distance. The list goes on and on.
We are facing problems that cross
boundaries.
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So while the likeness/otherness
tension has always been a locus of fear
and anxiety, right now it is especially
volatile. What do we do about it? Well, we
have lots of not so effective strategies to
avoid the dilemma, and usually they
entail some form of a false binary. I might
want to engage only with people who are
just like me. Or I self-isolate and I tell
myself I'm supremely independent. I only
need to care about me, personally or
collectively. Or I tell myself I'm totally
different; I would never do that; that could
never happen to me. Or I pretend we're
all the same, by glossing over difference.
My family were immigrants and we made
our way – why can't you? I'm able to
_______; why do you need special
treatment? Or I try to make us all the
same, using social pressure or legislation
or, if necessary, brute force.

beliefs or my self-image? to avoid feeling
vulnerable or responsible?
Now for religion: We looked at the
two ve'ahavta verses, loving your kinsman, your neighbor, and loving the
stranger. There is, of course, another
ve'ahavta commandment; and that is, of
course, "You shall love your God." We
started by talking about the way we are
created to be like and unlike God. Like,
but not. So where does God fit in with
this? Or, where does this similar/
difference tension fit with our relationship
with God?
To the extent that Judaism has a
credo, a core belief, it would be the
Shema. It is more than a statement that
there aren't other gods. It posits an overarching, underpinning oneness of which
we and everyone and everything are
part. It's the basis for the sameness side
of the same difference dichotomy. Right
there in the Shema! And for many of us,
a lot of the time I think it's why we want
religion, it's why we go to shul. It's what
faith is all about. We want and need to
feel part of something bigger than ourselves. We want to feel part of that larger
oneness.

None of those strategies works.
Better: Take on the cognitive load of
becoming more conscious of living in and
managing the tension. That is precisely
the two ve'ahavta commands. Be
conscious of which glasses you are
wearing and when. Either lens can be
either helpful or harmful. The question is
why and when. When and where do I
choose to see like me and not like me,
especially when I feel it very strongly?
What function does seeing similarity or
difference serve for me? Is it helping me
face something or avoid something? feel
something or not feel something? Am I
using similarity or difference to build
connection, to increase empathy, to
grow, to learn something? Or am I using
similarity or difference to avoid confronting a challenge to my values and
commitments or my narratives and

Of course, one of religion's goals
is connection in general, connection to
the oneness of God, connection to the
People Israel, connection to the people
next to us. That's all good and true. It's
important, but it's not enough. Religion is
also supposed to help us express,
confront, and tolerate difference,
because that's also how we encounter
God, as different. And that takes us back
to the portion Kedoshim, where the
ve'ahavta commands are located. (Lev.
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ִ ֹ ְקד.
19:2) ֵהיֶכםl ֲאנִי י ְהו ָה ֱא, ִכּי ָקדוֹשׁ:שׁים ִתְּהיוּ
"You shall be (or really, strive to be) holy,
for I, Adonai, your God, am holy." If the
Shema is as close as we have to a credo,
that verse, "You shall be holy," is about
as close to an elevator speech or mission
statement as the Torah gets. Be on the
path to what we call holiness, kedusha.

commanded to strive for holiness, but we
are not inherently holy. We're on a path
to holiness, and that path leads directly
through the thicket of like and unlike,
oneness and otherness.
Perhaps, for human beings, the
very definition of holiness is those moments when we get the balance right,
when we see it accurately and we act on
it. When we lose the duality, not only do
we lose our moral center vis-a-vis other
people we end up with a kind of idolatry.
Because just as if we see only sameness
or only difference with respect to other
people, we're not really seeing them or
ourselves accurately, so too with God. If
we see ourselves, as individuals or as
Jews, as radically separate, the sovereign self, the Chosen People with no
connection to others, with no responsibility for others, then we are not seeing
the oneness of God. But if godliness
looks and sounds only like me or us and
we can't see the image of God in the
others who are different from me, we're
also not seeing and hearing God. We're
seeing a constricted, narrow god made in
our image, and that's idolatry.

Now what is holiness? Many
scholars believe that the Hebrew term for
holy, kadosh, has its roots in otherness.
It refers to set-apartness, difference. As
applied to God, kedusha, holiness may
refer to the paradoxical quality of God
being completely other, categorically different, and unique – and radically
connected to humanity. This is the fundamental paradox at the heart of prayer.
How can human beings talk to God? We
are fundamentally, categorically different. God is eternal, we are mortal. God
is infinite, we are limited. God is fundamentally, categorically other. And that
meaning of "other" gets expressed in a
whole variety of commentaries that
struggle with "You shall be holy, for I am
holy." If holiness means God is completely other than me, than how can I be
holy?

The rabbinic understanding of
revelation, of Torah, similarly embraces
this duality, and it demands the same
balancing. On the one hand, the Sinai
event is the unifying event of the Jewish
people. So many midrashim emphasize
that Israel merited receiving Torah at
Sinai because we were as one, unified.
Everyone stood at Sinai, not only every
single person of that generation, all ages,
all genders, all levels of status and class,
but every Jew, including Jews by choice
of every generation across time. It's

Now, taking the two together, the
oneness of the Shema and the otherness
of holiness teach us that this dialectic that
I've been talking about is contained
within the Divine. God is inherently the
oneness of all and uniquely different.
Both/and at the same time. And we are
made in God's image. We share with God
that paradoxical tension of being both
same and other. Within the Divine that
paradox is expressed perfectly. God is
inherently holy. Within us, we do not
express it perfectly. And so we are
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something we all share. That's the
similarity.

If there's a single message from
religion that we desparately need from
religion right now it's this:

And an equal number of midrashim highlight that revelation was the
unique, singular event for every single
person, that God calibrated the divine
voice according to the capacity of the
individual to hear it. Our Torah is similar
to everyone else's and unique to us.
That's what it means to study Torah, to
sit in that tension.

 ְיהָוה ֶאָחד,ֵהינוּ2 ְיהָוה ֱא:ְשַׁמע ִיְשָׂרֵאל
and

ִ ֹ ְקד
ֵהיֶכםl ֲאנִי י ְהו ָה ֱא, ִכּי ָקדוֹשׁ:שׁים ִתְּהיוּ
God is one, and God is other. So
is everybody else. Judaism requires the
ability in general to handle complexity
and polarity, but very specifically this
one: To know and honor the oneness and
to know and honor the difference.

In a sense religion's job is itself to
function as a kind of other, not in the
sense of being separate from or irrelevant to secular life, but other in the sense
of challenging prevailing norms and
values, of standing as both a goad to
change and a ballast to resist fashion and
mob rule. It's there precisely to push us,
to ask constantly that question of what's
the same and what's different. What's the
same in my Judaism from my ancestors',
and what's different? What's the same in
the way I practice and the way someone
else practices, and what's different?
What's the same in my religion and
another and what's different?

Rabbi Uhrbach will serve as the
interim Pearl Resnick Dean of the
Rabbinical School and Dean of the
Division of Religious Leadership of the
Jewish Theological Seminary for the
2021-22 academic year. In this role, she
will lead the institution’s Rabbinical
School and the H. L. Miller Cantorial
School. Rabbi Uhrbach graduated from
Yale University and Harvard Law School
and worked as a partner in a New York
Law firm. She was ordained at JTS and
is the founding director of the Block /
Kolker Center for Spiritual Arts, where
she develops and oversees programs
and services for the JTS community and
the general public. At JTS she teaches
courses on the meaning of liturgy
including a course she created titled “The
Art of Leading Prayer.” She is the
founding rabbi of the Conservative
Synagogue of the Hamptons in
Bridgehampton, Long Island and played
a key role in the creation of the Lev
Shalem prayer book published by the
Rabbinical Assembly in 2016.

I would even go so far as to say
that we can only morally justify our
particularity to the extent that our particularity emerges, the way in which we as
Jews are different, emerges from the
awareness that we are part of a humanity
that on some level is all the same. Religion is at its best when it trains us and it
nudges us and it forces us to see through
both lenses at one and the same time.
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Words of Torah
In these months of pandemic, we have missed being together in person for
services. And we've missed being in the presence of a Torah scroll. We are grateful to
bar and bat mitzvah families for giving us a glimpse of the Rodfei Zedek sanctuary,
complete with Rabbi, Cantor, scroll, and celebrating family.

by Asher Dennis
brother Aaron are instructed by God to
construct the Mishkan, or Tabernacle,
and to fill it with holy objects including the
golden menorah. The period of enslavement for the Israelites ends, here
sparking yet another new beginning
where they organize their society to
worship God freely. The Israelites are
changing their mindset from being slaves
to being free, with their own customs and
rituals, which were guided by the Ten
Commandments that they carried in the
Mishkan, in preparation for the arrival at
the Promised Land, Israel.

In the beginning, I
began
attending
Hebrew School, I went
to High Holidays, and I
occasionally celebrated Shabbat. I only
understood basic concepts of Judaism but
not nearly enough to see the whole
picture. That is, until I began to practice
for my bar mitzvah. Over the past two
years, I have thoroughly studied not one,
but two Torah portions, Bereshit from the
book of Genesis and Beha'alotcha from
the book of Numbers.

Whether it be the beginning of the
world or the rebirth of the Jewish people
in Israel, there is always a beginning.
Each time the Jews hit some obstacles
they overcome them and are able to start
fresh and flourish. Each new beginning is
able to function on a different scale, for a
single person, an entire nation, or
everything in between. The relationship
between my two portions is the idea that
the Jews never stop evolving, never stop
moving forward, and are never standing
still.

My Bereshit portion, which means
in the beginning, describes the seven
days of creation and the order in which
each day was created. In Bereshit God
creates the heavens and the earth, separates light from darkness, and forms all
living things, ending with the creation of
human life, AND finally coming to rest on
the seventh day, ushering in the first
Sabbath. God molds the world from a
formless void of chaos; emerging from
this void, God creates order. A new
beginning.

Yet again, on a smaller scale, our
Jewish nation is made up of smaller
communities. Our community at Rodfei
had to start fresh this past year. We have
had to redesign the way we function in

Much (much) later, in my second
portion, Beha'alotcha, the Israelites have
received the Torah and are wandering
through the desert. Moses and his
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order to cope with the pandemic. Who
would have ever thought that most of you
would be watching me from a computer
screen. Certainly not me. We have been
able to utilize our resources in ways that
we never would have in a normal year.
The community has been able to
maintain its presence in my, and many
other people's lives, when many other
institutions have not been as fortunate.
We as a community have succeeded
only because we wanted to succeed. We
didn't need to hold services on Zoom, but
we did. We didn't need to continue the
synagogue's programs and activities, but
we did anyway. As with any situation the
Jews have faced, they always go above
and beyond to sustain a healthy
community.

by Moses Aranoff
Chodesh Tov. That
means “good month.”
I’m saying that because
it’s Rosh Chodesh.
Rosh Chodesh means
“head of the month,” or
“new month.” Rosh
Chodesh marks the
beginning of a new
Hebrew month. It’s
(photo by
Frederic Eckhouse)
significant because in
the days of the holy
Temple in Jerusalem, they used to make
sacrifices and light bonfires to help
determine when the holidays were and to
fix the calendar.

A Jewish community would be
nothing without its individuals. I, as an individual, am starting fresh with a new
beginning in the Jewish religion now that
I am 13 and a bar mitzvah. This is the
beginning of a new chapter of Jewish
learning in my life. The semantic
distinction to be made here is that I'm not
starting over but I'm progressing. I
believe that Jewish learning is not finite.

Nowadays, we read a section from
the Torah on Rosh Chodesh. This
section is what God told the biblical
Moses (not me) to command the
Israelites to do on Rosh Chodesh. It’s all
about the animal sacrifices. To me, the
commentary is more interesting than the
text in the Torah. I know most of the
stories in the Torah, but most of the
commentaries are new and therefore
more interesting to me.

Asher Dennis is an 8th grade student at
the Lab School who has actively participated in
Rodfei Zedek Community and the Jewish
Enrichment Center since 2013. He lives in Hyde
Park with parents Stacie and Jonathan and
younger brother Jonah. Asher loves to create
visual art. He enjoys playing the cello and
various sports as well as writing and history. The
family has been part of the RZ Community for
eight
years
and
has
been
actively
involved. Stacie serves on the Youth Education
Committee and Jonathan has served on the
Board of Trustees as well as the Exec Board as
VP of Finance.

For example, in the Etz Hayim
chumash, the book containing the Torah
and commentary, one commentary about
this reading says “Tradition teaches that
God counts our reading of these
passages as the equivalent of our
bringing offerings to the Temple.” So if
we’re reading, or in your case, listening
to me read it, we all get credit as if we
brought an animal sacrifice to the
Temple.
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In Numbers 28: 4, which I just
read, says, “You shall offer one lamb in
the morning, and the other lamb you shall
offer at twilight.”

you heard of Rosh HaShanah? That’s the
Jewish New Year we celebrate in the fall.
The Torah says there are three other
“new years” during the year, and this is
one of them! Today’s Rosh Chodesh is
the start of the Hebrew month of Nissan.
Not the car company, the Hebrew month.
It’s one of those “other” new years. So,
happy New Year!

The Babylonian Talmud said the
morning and afternoon/evening prayer
services we say nowadays are substitutes for the sacrifices they did in the
holy Temple. Yay, we’re not killing any
more animals! But we are all still making
sacrifices, but in different ways.

The Hebrew word for “month,”

 חודש, is related to the Hebrew word for
“new,”  חדש.And the English word

There’s a special feature of this
Torah reading: when this section is read
on Rosh Chodesh, and it’s not Shabbat
(like today), it’s divided up into four
smaller sections called an aliyah, plural
aliyot. The last sentence of the first aliyah
is repeated as the first sentence of the
second aliyah. This is the ONLY time this
happens when reading from the Torah.
The sentence, Numbers 28: 3, says
“These are the gifts that you are to
present to the Lord.”

“month” is related to the English word
“moon.” So the idea of a month is based
on the cycles of the moon. And some
people say “many moons ago,” meaning
a long time ago.
The moon is circular. To measure
the ratio of a circle's circumference to its
diameter we use the Greek letter !. !
corresponds to an infinite number
abbreviated as 3.14. Today is March 14,
abbreviated as 3/14. It’s all connected!

Today’s Rosh Chodesh is halfway
between the Jewish holidays of Purim
and Passover. Rosh Chodesh is a
Jewish holiday in its own right, which is
why we said Hallel, that was the series of
praising Psalms we said earlier. Have

More math: Jewish holidays need
to align with the correct seasons. For
example, Passover is a spring holiday so
it would be weird if it happened in
October. An extra “leap” month is added
seven times every 19 years to make it
work!
Last month we read in Exodus 18:
17 and 18: “Moses’ father-in-law said
to him, ‘The thing you are doing is not
right; You will surely wear yourself out,
and these people as well. For the task
is too heavy for you; you cannot do it
alone.’”

Moses's mother Elisa designed this banner to hang
outside the family home on the weekend of Moses's bar
mitzvah.
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Moses is in the 8th grade at Kenwood
Academy Academic Center, after attending
Akiba-Schechter Jewish Day School for ten
years. He enjoys making pizza and riding his
bike, as well as listening to music with earbuds,
watching movies, reading, and playing video
games, especially anything sci-fi and fantasy.
After his bar mitzvah he is considering taking up
the guitar, running track, or maybe getting a cat.

Levites to watch for them. And that
concludes the portion.
In my portion the Levites were
often used as babysitters or they were
being looked over but in reality the
Levites were a group of Israelites that
were often seen as the Leaders of the
Israelites. They were separated from the
rest of the Israelites because of the fact
that they were above them. Think of it like
if you were in a Hibachi restaurant but
you were in a private room. See you are
missing out on the fun of a Hibachi
restaurant because you don’t have the
grill tables but also you are in a private
room. When I think of a private room, the
guests are like VIPs. I think that the
Levites would have probably felt special
but also left out because they are not with
the other Israelites. Another concept
about the Levites is leadership. How do
you lead a large or smaller group of
people without really being with them? I
think of it the same way I think of talking
with my teachers during remote learning.
Since most of this school year has been
online I have not really gotten to know my
teachers. All I really know about them is
that they teach Science or Math. Did the
Levites being separated from the rest of
the Israelites make it easier or more
difficult for them to be leaders? I think it
was more difficult because as I said
earlier they cannot connect with the
people that they are leading if they aren’t
even with them. They probably know little
to nothing about these people. How can
they look up to you if you both do not
know much about each other?

Moses is named for his maternal
grandmother Marcia Aranoff, and his paternal
grandfather Anthony DeCicco.

By Ruby Koyner
My Torah portion, is
called
Bamidbar,
which translated into
English means in the
desert / wilderness.
This is where the
Israelites are wandering after being
freed from Egypt just the year before.
Then God tells Moshe to enlist the help
of the tribal leaders to write a census of
all the men above the age of 20 that are
Israelites.
There was another tribe called the
Levites but they had to watch the
Tabernacle of the Pact, this is where the
10 Commandments were stored. After
that God tells Moshe to assign the
Levites to Aaron and his sons to make
them watch the Levites do priestly duties.
Then God orders a census of the
descendants of Levi and that totaled up
to 22,273 listed first-born males over the
age of 20. While this was happening the
other tribes camped around the Tent of
Meeting. Following that Aaron and his
sons placed the Kohanim/priests in
charge of keeping the sacred objects
safe but if they got too close to the
objects they would die so Aaron told the

Nevertheless, while everything in
my Torah portion is going on, God is
telling Moshe to do all these things to the
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tribes like separating the Levites. It's not
that he is telling him to do all these things,
it's the way he says them. He talks to
them like he is demanding that they do
these things, he talks to them like they
are the slaves they were back in Egypt.
Which I think is not a great way to interact
with them because they may not want to
follow God after he reminds them of their
dark past. He could have been much
more kind and understanding other than
being controlling and frightening. Why
was it written this way in the Torah?

think that I have ever lasted more than
half a day. But after today I do plan on
trying a little harder to fast on Yom
Kippur. As for Passover I do miss my
leavened things.
Ruby Koyner is 13 years old. She is
entering the 8th grade at the University of
Chicago Laboratory School. She enjoys skiing,
baking and cooking, reading, going to Camp Chi,
playing with her dog Barney, hanging out with her
friends and watching Gilmore Girls and
everything Marvel! She lives with her parents,
Robyn (a CRZ board member) and Jay, and her
brother, Henry, in Hyde Park and has been a
member of CRZ since she was two!

I think that the Torah is written this
way because it wanted to remind the
readers about the Israelites' dark past.
But the thing that I don't get is why talk to
them this way? Why risk them leaving
because of this reminder? People say
that the Torah has reason for everything
and I really cannot find the real reason for
this.

by Maya Mayrowetz
My portions are a lot
to unpack. God gives
us a bunch of rules to
follow, one of these
rules, in particular, hit a
nerve. But before we
get to that, let's take a
step back. My portion, Achrei Mot Kedoshim gives lots of instructions and
ideas on how one is to become holy or
live a holy life. One of the Torah’s
assumptions or main ideas on how to live
a holy life is to be devoted to God.

Having a bar or bat mitzvah
means becoming an adult to many
people. To me it means much more than
that, it means learning more about
Judaism and my heritage. I think that
having a bat mitzvah is a way of
expressing your Judaism. This connects
me to another topic about just being
Jewish in general, I think that there are
so many good things about being Jewish.
I think that one of those things is being
able to have a seder during Passover to
talk about what it was like being Jewish
in the past. In life most things have good
and bad sides. I definitely think that being
Jewish has many more good things than
bad. But there is one thing I can think of
that is a downside – that we have to fast
on Yom Kippur. As a person who loves to
eat this is very hard for me and I do not

God is weird, but not all bad. God
has done some questionable things,
such as killing people for insulting their
parents, which my dad doesn't mind all
that much. God also did some great
things, like telling people to leave the
edges of the field untouched so people
who don't have access to food can have
something to eat, telling people not to
exploit other people's disabilities, and
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telling people to treat their neighbors as
themselves.
I agree with most of what God said
about sex, such as not having sex with
animals or your family. The thing I have a
problem with is the verse “Do not lie with
a male as one lies with a woman; it is
abhorrence”. In other words, don't have
gay sex. It’s the one verse homophobes
point to as an excuse to be homophobic.
As a member of the LGBTQ+ community
myself, I feel like it’s my duty to talk about
this infamous verse.

someone choose to be oppressed?
Someone wouldn't put themselves at risk
of oppression and rejection from loved
ones because they felt like it. So why
would the Torah have a verse like that in
the first place? Well, I have no idea, so I
don't know what to say. But as of now,
most people recognize that it’s
completely ok to be LGBTQ+.
So what should we take away
from this portion? I think we can take
away a lot, actually. Not exploiting
people’s disabilities, leaving the edges of
your field open for those in need, and
telling people to treat neighbors like
themselves are some great takeaways. I
really think that that’s what it means to be
Jewish. Do anything you can to help
those around you and make the world a
better place. Also, the whole “no incest
and no bestiality” thing was pretty great
too, just not as easy to talk about.

When I was reading chapter 18 in
Acharei Mot, I was already uncomfortable with all of the sexual stuff mentioned in the chapter. When I got to verse
22, I was upset, to say the least. To say
the most, I was disappointed. And what
happened to treat neighbors like
yourself? “Yeah, treat them like yourself
if you're straight, but if they’re gay, get the
rocks y’all.” That one verse sparked so
much homophobia around the world for
absolutely no reason. Right? I mean,
most places have come around to
accepting LGBTQ+ people, but things
like incest and bestiality are still unholy.
Why is that?

Maya Mayrowetz is a rising eighth
grader at the GEMS World Academy Chicago.
She enjoys anime, Youtube, LaCroix, and talking
with her friends over chat, Zoom and FaceTime.
Not only does Maya love her sister, Shani, but
also she actually likes to spend time with her,
weaving fun imaginative stories, and creating
anime digital art. Her mom, Yolanda Knight, is a
program manager for the Steans Family
Foundation. Her dad, David Mayrowetz, is an
associate professor of educational policy studies
at UIC and has been a member of CRZ since
2015.

Well, animals can't think on the
same level as humans can, so it’s unfair
to have sexual relations with them. With
incest, you're bound to them by blood.
That’s kinda messed up if you ask me.
But what about being gay? It’s just like a
heterosexual relationship, just with the
same gender instead of the opposite.
And being gay is not a choice. Why would
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"Keeping" a Jewish Home
by Rebel Without a Clue/Jeff Ruby
What does it
mean to keep a Jewish
home? I grew up
thinking that all it
meant was the people
living there were Jews.
It’s not like you needed
to have a Menorah on
the mantel, klezmer music playing on the
radio, the smell of schmaltz drifting from the
kitchen. If the inhabitants of the home were
Jewish, it was a Jewish home. That was all
it took.

“You sure we’re not related?” I
asked. We weren’t, but we may as well have
been. Pushing 50 now, I’ve been asking
myself the question a lot lately: Do we keep
a Jewish home?
Keep a Jewish home. Look at that
phrase again. To me, the key word is
“keep.” It implies permanence. Stability.
Ownership. All the things that adults aspire
to and kids yawn at. It also implies some
sort of active involvement, a series of
declarations, large and small, about who
you are and what you value, rather than just,
“Oh, I was born Jewish.”

My childhood home had faded family
pictures on the walls, toys strewn around
the basement, a nice couch in the living
room that no one sat on. Lots of laundry
baskets. A TV that was always on. It looked
like any other home with three young kids
and two busy parents. I liked this fact; when
friends came over, they weren’t looking
around, going, What’s with the six-pointed
stars everywhere? What’s that weird smell?
If they stayed for dinner, it was entirely
possible we were having pork chops. We
blended in, in all the ways that were crucial
to me as a child.

As an adult, my definition of keeping
a Jewish home for years was: Do we have
Shabbat dinner every Friday night? And the
answer to that, at the moment, is an
emphatic no. Our family of five is often going
in five different directions; getting even
three of us in the same place at the same
time on a Friday night is pushing it.
Do we keep kosher? Don’t tell Isaac’s
ghost, but our kitchen often smells like
bacon. It took us a few years to get the
mezuzot on our doors. We feel the usual
guilt about this (“Are we Jewish enough?”)
Every week we hang our heads about
Shabbat, usually while bemoaning the
things outside the house that compromise
our Jewish practice. Then the same thing
happens the next week.

Of course, the Jewishness was
there if I looked hard enough. I didn’t realize
it until I went to a Jewish friend’s house and
everything felt strangely familiar: They had
the same mezuzah next to the door. The
same books on the bookshelves. The silver
polished candlesticks and the rest of the
schlocky Bubbe Judaica tucked away in a
cabinet. Even the old people in the photos
on the wall looked a lot like the ones in
ours.

I decided to wander our apartment
with a fresh pair of eyes. My goal was to
look for proof of Judaism that could be seen
by a visitor to our home. I found the
following:
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1) a chamsa on our front door;
2) a cabinet of menorahs displayed in the
living room;
3) an entire bookshelf dedicated to Jewish
books;
4) a wardrobe filled with challah trays,
candlesticks, and kiddush cups in the dining
room;
5) more than one stained Middle Eastern
cookbook in the kitchen;
6) photo booth pictures from a friend’s bar
mitzvah on the fridge;
7) a wall of artfully arranged chamsot near
the front door;
8) multiple mezuzot;
9) a tapestry of the Hebrew alphabet in my
daughter’s bedroom;
10) a shirt that says “The Beatles” in
Hebrew on my other daughter’s bedroom
floor;
11) numerous works of Israeli art of varying
qualities on the walls;
12) Camp Chi cabin photos on my son’s
bedroom wall;
13) a wedding ketubah framed on my
bedroom wall.

Food Depository. My other daughter
proudly teaches her class about the ins and
outs of Pesach in spring and makes latkes
for her classmates in the winter. My wife,
Sarah, and I are active members of Rodfei
Zedek and not shy about standing up for
social justice issues. When someone in the
community has a death in their family we
bring food, and when someone needs handme-down clothes for their kids, we’re there
to drop off a bag.
While I was pretending not to be
Jewish as a kid, my parents were ingraining
the concepts of tzedakah and g'milut
hasadim into me. Sarah had a similar
upbringing. And now our children are being
brainwashed accordingly. Right before our
eyes, they are growing up to be kind and
giving people who treat others with dignity
and respect. It’s hard to imagine anything
that could make a Jewish parent prouder.
I’m not bringing this up to boast about
how wonderful and thoughtful and brilliant
my family is, or to give you a laundry list of
our countless virtues, but rather to give
myself a pep talk. Because here’s what I
need to keep reminding myself: We could
do Shabbat every Friday night, and
Havdalah every Saturday, keep kosher and
study Torah twelve hours a day and display
every Jewish knick-knack under the sun in
our home, and it wouldn’t matter if we
weren’t living Jewishly outside our safe
walls. I don’t know about you, but that’s
what “keeps” our home Jewish.

This all seemed pretty good. For
anyone who comes into our home, it
wouldn’t take much snooping to know that
we’re Jewish. Like my parents did, we
display it quietly but proudly. And everywhere, if you know where to look.
These are symbols of Judaism, and
they express pride in who we are. But what
about actions, things that resonate beyond
our home? After all, there’s only so much
tikkun olam you can do from your living
room. My daughter lends untold hours and
brainpower to the Jewish Council of Urban
Affairs, organizing grassroots campaigns on
everything from fair tax to police accountability. My son volunteers at My Block My
Hood My City and the Greater Chicago
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