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All in the Family 
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Three elderly Jewish women are seated on a bench in Miami Beach, each one bragging 

about how devoted her son is to her. 

 The first one says: “My son is so devoted that last year for my birthday he gave me an 

all-expenses-paid cruise around the world.  First class.” 

 The second one says: “My son is more devoted.  For my seventy-fifth birthday last year, 

he catered an affair for me.  And even gave me money to fly down all my good friends from 

New York.” 

The third one says: “My son is the most devoted.  Three times a week he goes to a 

psychiatrist.  A hundred and twenty dollars an hour he pays her.  And what does he speak about 

the whole time? Me.” 

People say that being Jewish is like belonging to a family—let’s say a big, fat, fabulous, 

ingenious, demanding, kvetchy, far-flung and far too often feuding family.  One of the 

preeminent orthodox rabbis of our time, Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz, says it. In a lecture entitled “Who 

are we Jews?, Steinsaltz answers in classic Jewish style by asking another question—or set of 

questions: “Are we a religion?” he asks. “We don’t seem to be a religion because there are lots of 

Jews who don’t believe in anything having to do with any religious ideas. Are we a nation? We 

don’t seem to be a nation, since we’re all over the world and have been for centuries.  Are we a 

race? All one needs to do is to [come] to Israel [and even local congregations] and see all the 

different kinds of Jews and you’ll see that we don’t seem to be a race.  Who are we?”  And his 
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final answer, “We are a family!”1  For how many of you does that ring true?  For how many of 

you is that a comfort?  And for how many of you is that a curse?  How about a mixed blessing?  

Now I suspect that many of you came here to celebrate the High Holy Days with your 

families. Others have become accustomed to attending services without your families. Many of 

us identify with our Jewish heritage primarily, sometimes solely and sometimes longingly 

through the family holiday celebrations, so in each of these cases, consider that we too are your 

family. Consider for a moment, that you’re sitting with relatives whom you may have never even 

met before, who nevertheless share a sense of history and destiny, for better and for worse. Turn 

to your neighbor, “Hey family! So good to see you!” Wish them a shanah tovah! 

I know it can be a bit awkward, like meeting a distant uncle at a wedding for the first 

time. 

 And let’s take a few moments to think about what this means, that the Jewish people is a 

family, given what we know about family dynamics in general.  

On the one hand, family is that homemade pot of soup and the open box of fruit loops left 

on the counter. It’s that predictable joke and the long-flat bottle of coke still in the refrigerator. 

It’s the forgiven belch, the space in which to be yourself, a safe haven if you will.  On the other 

hand, it’s the space for high expectations, annoying habits, pregnant silences, and buttons that get 

pushed. It’s the context for defensiveness, defiance, withdrawal, and repeated arguments. 

There is much to be said for the blessing of a loving, supportive, family: relationships for 

which we sacrifice; offer unconditional forgiveness and honest yet compassionate reproach.  

Still, for so many, the experience of family is injurious.   It’s in our families that we also 

experience the most hurtful betrayals, crippling jealousies, and soul-crushing disappointments.  

                                                 
1 Kurzweil, Arthur. On the Road with Rabbi Steinsaltz,  Jossey-Bass: San Francisco, 2006, 105-6. 
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Given this turbulent reality it is curious to me that most often we hold out the promise of 

joining our “family” as our warmest welcome.  Granted, BCRC explicitly states we are a house 

of friends—chosen family if you will—though in friendships and organizations, the same or 

similar dynamics occur.   

Tonight we enter a new year. Our families have undergone changes since last Rosh 

Hashanah, some joyous, some heartbreaking. Our families reflect the changes that the larger 

American family continues to experience. The modern Jewish nuclear family made up of a 

Jewish husband, a Jewish wife, less than a handful of kids living under one roof—is increasingly 

less of a norm.  Interfaith families, families where one adult differs in religious identification 

from the rest of the family, families that turn to orthodoxy, families reconstituted out of divorce, 

empty-nester families, blended families, single parent households, LGBTQ-headed families, 

families of one, childless families, multi-generational families, long distance families resulting 

from employment demands, break ups, or for other reasons. . . all of these options energize our 

sense of autonomy and free choice. They also challenge us to find meaningful ways to bestow 

and receive unconditional love, and to find relevant ways to pass down our Jewishness, which 

for generations has relied upon the Jewish family as the primary institution to safeguard the 

transmission of Jewish values and tradition.    

So, if you haven’t already, take a moment and think about your own families. What 

blessings have you given and received? Here’s another question or two: Is there room in your 

family for you to grow and change?  When you know a person for so long and so intimately, 

when your own identity is, to different degrees, tied up in others, it can be difficult to let that 

person change their mind, or discover something new or different even perhaps anathema to 
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what you know them to be or what you feel comfortable with. Do you find a way to stay in 

relationship and/or do you hold red lines beyond which, a loved one becomes dead to you?   

This is not a new question. You may recall that the musical “Fiddler on the Roof” is 

about Tevye’s struggles with his red lines—specifically with regard to a child’s right to choose 

their own spouse. He’s further challenged when his daughter Chava chooses to marry outside the 

faith. How do you or do you not stay in relationship when a loved one defies dearly held 

convictions? I’m thinking of family members who do not share religious convictions, political 

convictions, or God-forbid. . . sports teams. 

This season, these holy days are a time to take seriously the blessings that we receive and 

the wounds that we suffer from our family members. It often goes a long way to let family 

members know the ways they bless you.  It also can start the healing process if you can gently 

articulate the ways you’ve been hurt. It takes some consideration and courage, though. And then 

the equally hard part—feeling the remorse and the sadness that comes with admitting and taking 

responsibility for having caused not just pain—because there is also pain in positive growth, but 

for having caused injury.  To take stock like this is putting your Judaism into action.  

Historically, in the Jewish family, a person learned to express love through a sense of 

obligation to others. In Jewish law, for example, spouses are not obligated to love one another, 

but they are obligated to take care of one another, to behave in ways that would lead to love, and 

to perform labors that allow a household to function. Can you hear Tevya asking Goldie, “Do 

you love me?”  

Sue sings: “Do I what?” 

 “Do you love me?  
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Sue sings: “For 25 years I’ve washed your clothes, cooked your meals, cleaned your 

house, given you children, milked the cow, after twenty-five years why talk about love right 

now?”  And later to herself,  

Sue sings: “For twenty-five years I’ve lived with him, fought with him, starved with him, 

for twenty-five years my bed is his, if that’s not love, what is?”  Where does this sense of 

obligation come from? Are we born with it or do we have to be taught? 

For many people, being in a family is foremost about the kids. According to the Talmud, 

a father in the Middle Ages was obliged to circumcise a son, educate him, teach him a trade or 

profession, and some say to teach him how to swim.  Mothers were obliged to nurse their 

children or to engage a wet nurse—in other words, “eat eat!”  More recently, Rabbi Amy Perlin 

has said that giving Judaism to one’s kids is a way of protecting them in a world that has so 

many dangers and temptations. 

Rabbi Steinsaltz, whom I quoted earlier, grew up in Jerusalem.  At a young age his father 

said to him, I don’t mind if you grow up to be an atheist, but you cannot be an ignoramus.  And 

he sent his son to study Talmud.  That says a lot about the value of Talmud study especially since 

Rabbi Steinsaltz went on to author a commentary on the Talmud and has been called by Time 

Magazine a “once in a millennium scholar”.i 

Today we extend ourselves so that our kids can explore their talents, chauffeuring them 

to dance and soccer, boy scouts and tai kwon do and hopefully to Hebrew school and Jewish 

camp and BBYO (B’nai Brith Youth Organization).  More than in previous generations, parents 

with sufficient resources allow children the freedom to direct their own lives, bringing their 

parents along with them! As the late comedian Sam Levenson quips, “Insanity is hereditary.  

You can get it from your children.”  And yet, what child at some point of fury and indignation 
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has not thought, “I owe [my parents] nothing.  I did not ask to be born.” Or as we age, “My 

parents are difficult. I don’t want to deal with them.” 

Perhaps because of this quirk of human nature, a weakness we have for taking each other 

for granted, honoring our parents is actually something we have to learn to do or be compelled to 

do. Why else would it be included in the Ten Commandments—right there at slot number five? 

“Honor your father and your mother. . . .” To illustrate this, a case was brought before the 19th c 

Rabbi Hayyim of Brisk.  A man who was trying to avoid visiting his ill father argued that Jewish 

law did not oblige him to buy the train ticket for the trip.  Rabbi Hayyim’s answer emphasizes 

the weight of the commandment.  “Correct—you are not obligated to spend the money on a train 

ticket. You have the option to walk.”  That respect for one’s parents was included in a religion’s 

most basic legal document was “highly unusual” in and of itself.ii  It speaks to an age-old 

tension, a push and pull, a desire to embrace and to resist that characterize the child-parent bond.  

The very first words that God’s first child, Adam, utters to God are, “Hineni.”  “Here I 

am. I am present.”  Following suit, we are called to be present for one another. Spouses have the 

obligation to be present to each other.  Children are obligated to be present for their parents, and 

parents for children. And despite the numerous Torah stories that pit one sibling against the 

other, even siblings have the obligation to be present for one another.  

So keeping this grounded in our reality, I need to ask, do we believe we can truly be 

present in a relationship if we are simultaneously checking an email or playing a video game? 

I’m as guilty as anyone in allowing myself to be distracted in this way. Sometimes it has to do 

with finishing a task. Other times it’s just reluctance to detach—you’re invested. Still other 

times, though, there’s no good reason other than the attraction of a flashing light. Pure 

distraction. You might even say that my taking what may feel like a detour in this sermon to 
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single out smart phones and tablets is yet another instance of technology being a disruptor! Do I 

digress or not?  

Even though it’s something we need and yearn for from others, to be present is a value 

that we need to teach and to learn. And it is a supremely Jewish act to choose to accept that value 

as an obligation. To feel obligated is ultimately a choice. A daily choice. It even has a name. It’s 

called kabbalat ohl ha mitzvoth: accepting the yoke of the mitzvoth.  

Let’s think back to the joke about the mother being honored that her son would devote so 

much money to therapy where he must try to “undo” so much of what the mother-son 

relationship has “done.” In this regard Rabbi Harold Kushner asks, “Why are parents and 

children so emotionally enmeshed with each other, with the power to generate more pride and 

inflict more guilt and pain on each other than people in any other relationship?. . . Why can’t we 

do as other animals do and send our offspring out into the world as soon as they are old enough 

to walk, never to see them again?”  Kushner’s answer, “Love [like that expressed most 

dependably but not exclusively in the context of family] is the most accessible way we have of 

being supremely important in another person’s life. . . . Love meets our need to matter, or, as one 

person put it, ‘to be somebody’s somebody.’”  Says Kushner, “If we hold our friends or family to 

a standard of perfection, or if they do that to us, we will end up far lonelier than we want to be. . . 

.  [W]e need to make room in our lives for people who may sometimes disappoint or exasperate 

us.”  Why? Because “[w]e need other people, and we need to be needed by other people, in order 

to be who. . . we yearn to be.”iii  We continually choose family and recreate family because we 

want to matter as individuals.  As the Jewish people, we see ourselves as a family because we 

want to matter as Jews. We are Israel struggling with our families, our ancestors and the tradition 
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we have inherited because we believe, like they did, in a family idyll and in ideal human 

interactions that will serve justice and freedom. 

 As we look to the members of our immediate families, and as we look to the members of 

our larger Jewish family, we ask ourselves, have I been and can I be present?  And if we are 

investing lots of money into therapy in order to answer this question, it’s only because we insist 

on believing in the possibility for wholeness, for healing, for progress, and for peace.  

We have lived another year and we want a clean slate. Of course one day or even ten 

days may not be sufficient to heal injuries that have been worked into our psyches perhaps since 

we were born—but with sincere effort, some layer of our varied hurts from varied causes can be 

redressed—and this is the time to do it.  We need to hear throughout our lives: “you are a good 

person [and we are a good people] despite some of the things [we’ve] done, and [we] can 

continue to grow. . . to be [a person and a people] who matters.” This is the time to take that risk. 

Open your hearts.  Let compassion rain down.  

Ultimately, says Rabbi Kushner, “We need to feel loved.  We need people to tell us that 

we are special and irreplaceable. . . .[And] we also need to give love, to make a difference in 

[other peoples’ lives].” This is an awesome power that we each have within our reach.  We can 

do this for each other.  What is holding you back? Let go of the branch.  It’s our path towards 

peace. 

L’shanah tova u’metukah.  Let’s make this a sweet, new year.  

 

                                                 
i Time Magazine, April, 2010 

 
ii Rabbi Joseph Telushkin, Jewish Humor, 1998, p. 28 

 
iii Harold Kushner, Living a Life That Matters, 2002, p. 112 ff 


