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Diversity In Our Schools 

Rabbi Laurence Groffman 

Temple Sholom of West Essex 

Rosh Hashanah Morning 5783 

I have a simple question: what holiday are we celebrating today? Lest you 
think I cut a lot of classes in rabbinical school  I will give you a little hint: one 
holiday can have many names. So, yes, we most commonly call today 
Rosh Hashanah—the head of the year, as we welcome a new year on our 
calendar.  

This is also the day on which we are called to account for our misdeeds 
from the past year, and so today is also known as yom ha-din, the day of 
judgment. 

We and God remember our past deeds and pray that God will remember 
us, and keep us in mind in the New Year, so today is also known as yom 
ha-zikaron, the day of remembrance 

And because we blow the Shofar on this day, as a kind of spiritual wake up 
call to spur us to repentance, today is yom teruah, the day of blasting. 

Today we celebrate, according to tradition, the day God created humanity 
and the world 5,783 years ago and so we call today yom harat ha-olam, the 
day of the world’s birth. 

A day of new beginnings, a day of judgment, a day of hope, a day of 
waking up to teshuva and a day to appreciate the world God has created.  

Just as Rosh Hashanah calls us to search our own individual souls so we 
can try to close the gap between who we are and who we aspire to be, so 
too does Rosh Hashanah, as Yom Harat Ha-olam-- the day of the world’s 
creation-- inspire us to close the gap between the world as it is and the 
world we Jews aspire to live in. 

Jewish teachings and tradition provide a clear set of values to guide us in 
imagining what that ideal world looks like. 
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These values include the importance of the land of Israel as the homeland 
and spiritual center of the Jewish people; the need to protect the most 
vulnerable members of society, as seen in the often repeated reminder in 
the Torah to care for the stranger, the widow and the orphan; the need to 
treat people fairly, regardless of their socio-economic status, because we 
are all created in God’s image; making our ordinary, material lives holy by 
expressing gratitude to God for our blessings and by the observance of our 
sacred times, cherishing our sacred places and the performance of sacred 
deeds. Judaism teaches us that the earth belongs to God, who charges us, 
as God did Adam and Eve 5,783 years ago, to tend the world and keep it. 

 On this day when we celebrate creation, we are keenly aware of our God-
given roles as stewards of this divinely created world—both the planet and 
all life that lives on it, especially human life. 

To me, one of the most remarkable and inspiring aspects of God’s world is 
its diversity—from the variety of plants, animals, topographies, 
ecosystems—and especially, its human diversity, which our rabbinic sages, 
emphasize, value, embrace and celebrate. 

 One midrash contrasts God’s creating people to a king who mints coins. 
When a king mints coins, every coin comes out exactly the same; when 
God created Adam and Eve—which we celebrate today—we humans, who 
are all descended from Adam and Eve, are all different. Even though we all 
descend from the same “mold,” so to speak—Adam and Eve--no human 
being is the same.  

The late Rabbi Jonathan Sacks beautifully describes the Jewish affirmation 
of human diversity: 

“If there’s anything we know about God from the Hebrew Bible, it is: He is 
the God who loves creating. He is the God who loves diversity. 

“So He created not one life-form, but around a hundred million. He created 
not one language, but 6,000 different languages. He created not one kind 
of tree, but 250,000 varieties of tree, because God loves diversity…And 
therefore I see, at the heart of monotheism, not the simple idea: one God, 
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one truth, one way, but rather the strange miracle, the awe inspiring 
miracle, that unity in Heaven creates diversity down here on Earth.” 

Our sages are teaching us, I believe, that when we celebrate creation—as 
we do on Rosh Hashanah—we also celebrate its diversity. 

And our Sages were right to celebrate it. 

I believe that the world is a richer place, and our own human growth, is 
enriched by exposure to different people, cultures, and ideas. The Jewish 
affirmation of diversity is even more relevant in our hyper-polarized world, 
in which we are increasingly sorting ourselves out by ideological 
preferences. 

 A lack of knowing people who are different than we are often lies at the 
heart of hate crimes which we Jews are all too often the victim of. When we 
do not know each other, we are prone to stereotyping and making negative 
assumptions about each other. When we know each other, it is a lot easier 
to see each other as equals, deserving of respect. When we really know 
one another, we can elevate all of us. 

And the earlier we are exposed to people of different cultures, socio-
economic backgrounds, races and religions, the better. And what better 
place to experience that diversity than in our schools? 

When I grew up in Central NJ, my school district had a mix of students. I 
went to school with kids of different races and backgrounds, and I believe 
that experience helped prepare me for life in the real world, and I feel the 
same about raising our kids in Montclair. Our two African American children 
benefit from going to school with, and having adult role models, who are 
people of color. It’s also good for our biological children, who like me 
growing up, experience diversity firsthand. I have heard similar things from 
other people who themselves went to diverse schools or whose children 
went to diverse schools—it prepared them for life after high school when 
they inevitably meet people who are different than they are. That kind of 
preparation for the real world is more important than it has ever been. 



Page 4 of 6 
 

Likely, by 2030 NJ will have more residents who are people of color than 
white residents. Our public schools are already majority non-white. To 
prepare our kids to participate in a vibrant, multiracial, multifaith, multiethnic 
participatory democracy, we need to prepare them for that integrated future 
in school—and we are not there yet. 

Take Essex County as an example. We are a majority non-white county. 
Non-Latino white residents comprise only 30.2% of our county’s population. 
Yet our county public schools do not reflect the demographic diversity of 
our county 

And this is common in NJ; our public schools have long been divided along 
racial lines.  

This is an issue that clergy of many different faiths from across New Jersey 
are currently discussing. The immediate focal point of these discussion is a 
2018 lawsuit that a coalition of NJ civil rights, faith, and social justice 
groups along with nine children and their parents or guardians filed in NJ 
Superior Court seeking to require the state of NJ to find ways to end the 
racial divide in our schools.  A ruling is expected very soon.  

We all know that providing a high quality and diverse educational 
experience is a noble goal-- and far easier said than done. We know that 
past attempts to diversify our schools have not been done well. No doubt 
with that in mind, the plaintiffs envision creating voluntary, opt-in remedies, 
crafted with strong community input with solutions developed regionally to 
meet the needs of the different areas of our state, as opposed to a top-
down imposition of a “one-size-fits-all” mandate.  

Because a ruling is forthcoming, many of us in the New Jersey religious 
community are committing ourselves to letting our congregations know 
about the issue so we can all be prepared to play a constructive role in 
developing effective and appropriate solutions, a process that will unfold 
over the next few years. 

In Judaism, the way we show our gratitude for our blessings is by sharing 
what we have, sharing our blessings with others. Public education has 
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been a true blessing for we American Jews, the driver for our success in 
the U.S., and that is why I feel compelled to make sure all people can 
experience that blessing too.  I believe that the more diverse the 
educational experience our kids have, the more that their education will 
prepare them to succeed in the world of today and the future. The more 
that young people are set up for success, the better off we all are. 

I cannot help but think of my grandfathers, both of whom emigrated from 
Russia to Brooklyn, and I think of my grandmothers, both Brooklyn born of 
immigrant parents. The access they all had to a good public education 
enabled them to provide opportunities and a good upbringing for my Mom 
and Dad, who in turn did the same for my brothers and me, which in turn 
enables Melissa and me to do that for our kids. I truly believe where I am in 
my life and the many blessings I have, stem in large part from the public 
education my grandparents received. 

And I would like nothing more than to see to it that anyone in this country—
regardless of income, or where they live, their race or where they come 
from-- can tell the same story I can about my life. 

We may rightly ask, “There are so many challenges in our world, why focus 
on the issue of school diversity? What about Ukraine, inflation, 
antisemitism, climate change, or whatever else?” Check. Check. Check. 
Check. All vitally important issues, all issues that require our time and 
effort.  

Please—be active in fixing whatever problem you find most pressing, and 
consider this: Precisely because there are so many enormously challenging 
issues in the world, and because we want to do something to make a better 
world, we can easily feel overwhelmed. Where do we start? What can we 
possibly do, to make some kind of positive difference in the world? 

Sometimes the best place to start is in our own little corner of the world, 
right here in our county and our towns. We have a unique opportunity—we 
have the power-- to change children’s lives—right here--the impact of which 
may be felt for generations.  
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Ok, so what can we do: 

• Follow the issue in the media. Because we are in NJ, our issues often 
get overshadowed by the NY and Philly media markets 

• Attend an information session to learn more about the issue and what 
we can do. It will take place in the Fall, and we will send out the details 
when we have them 

• If the plaintiffs win the case, then at some point, people in every area 
of the state will have a chance to help develop solutions for diversifying 
our schools that are appropriate for their area and that we feel good 
about it. When that time comes, my request is, one, that we participate 
in these conversations to help craft appropriate and effective solutions 
for our particular communities; two, approach those conversations with 
an open mind, a spirit of curiosity as to what the possibilities are to 
enhance the diversity of our schools, with a mindset of asking what we 
can achieve as opposed to what we might lose; in fact, studies show 
that student test scores do not decline and that everyone’s education is 
improved in diverse schools. Let’s approach the issue remembering 
that we do not need to choose between a diverse education and a 
quality education. 

This sacred day goes by a diverse range of names, each reflecting a 
different aspect of Rosh Hashanah. Whether we find more meaning in the 
day of the world’s creation, or the day of judgment, the day of 
remembrance, or the day of blasting, taken together, each of these various 
names enhance the meaning of this occasion, and makes the day more 
meaningful and deep. And it is no different in our world—we are better, we 
are enriched, our lives are enhanced when we know as many different 
people as we can. We Jews worship a God who loves diversity; we can be 
God’s partners in bridging the gap between the world as it is and the world 
as it can be 

 


