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What were the most important moments in Jewish History in the past 60 years?  The 
capture of Adolph Eichman in Buenos Aires in 1960?   Sandy Koufax refusing to pitch 
for the Dodgers in the World Series, on Yom Kippur in 1965? Israel’s remarkable and 
victory in 1967 six day war? The first ordination of a woman Rabbi, Sally Priesand by 
the Hebrew Union College in New York in 1972?  The worldwide movement for Soviet 
Jewry aiding Jewish refuseniks behind the iron curtain in the 1970s and 1980s.  Peace 
between Israel and Egypt in 1979 and Israel and Jordan in 1994? The dedication of the 
United States Holocaust Memorial in Washington DC on the National mall in 1993?  The 
assasination of Yitzhak Rabin in November of 1995?   The selection of Senator Joseph 
Lieberman to be the democratic nominee for Vice-President in 2000?   The attack at the 
Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh in 2018?  
 
I’m sure you can think of many others…  
 
How about, the convening of the Second Vatican Council in the early 1960s and the 
1965 adoption of Nostra Aetate by the Catholic Church which denounced anti-Semitism, 
urged respect and relationship between Catholic and Jews and firmly rejected deicide, 
the pernicious charge of Jewish culpability in the death of Jesus.  
 
Vatican II called over 2,000 bishops, thousands of observers, auditors, sisters, laymen 
and laywomen to four sessions at St. Peter's Basilica between 1962 and 1965.  Vatican 
II, in the years after World War II, called upon the church broadly to reconsider church 
practices. 
 
Most prominently, says Xavier University's Peter A. Huff,  "Prior to this time, the church 
had been almost seen as a fortress, very much concerned about its own internal 
stability and integrity and engaging the world in terms of missionary activity, "Pope 
John, the leader of the Catholic Church at the time, wanted to reinforce that missionary 
mandate, but he also wanted to create an environment of dialogue, where the church 
would engage in all the forces of the modern world." 
 
There was another smaller change that came out of Vatican II.  Less significant  and 
with far less reaching impact on the Jewish world, but at least today, seems mildly 
interesting.  One of the documents that came out of Vatican II  removed Valentine’s Day 
from the Catholic church’s calendar, asserting that “though the memorial of St. 
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Valentine is ancient… apart from his name nothing is known…. Except that he was 
buried on the Via Flaminia on 14 February.”  
 
Legend tells us that this day of roses and cupids connects to a 3rd-century romantic 
priest named Valentine, who continued to perform wedding ceremonies for young 
soldiers and their sweethearts even after the Roman emperor Claudius II forbade them 
to be betrothed. Valentine was imprisoned and sentenced for execution on February 
14th, whereupon he penned a farewell letter to his own sweetheart and signed it, “From 
your Valentine.”   There is no evidence this happened and the Church, as we learned, 
removed Valentine’s day from it’s calendar.  
 
But the roots of Valentine’s Day are undeniably some mixture of Christian and Pagan, 
and as many of you know, we do celebrate a Jewish Day of love - Tu B’Av over the 
summer.   Furthermore, one of the worst Pogroms in Jewish History, the attack on the 
Jews of Strasbourg in Eastern France, that murdered hundreds if not thousands of 
Jewish in 1349 happened on Saint Valentine’s Day. So as Jews should we celebrate 
Valentine’s Day?  
 
The Orthodox Rabbi, Jack Abamovitz writes “So, Valentine’s Day is either the 
celebration of a Catholic saint’s martyrdom or a Roman fertility rite – or possibly both. 
Either way, it’s just not a Jewish idea to send Valentine’s Day cards and gifts to your 
significant other.”  
 
How about this brilliant answer from Rabbi Benjamin Blech, a Talmud Scholar at 
Yeshiva University?  “When I am asked as a rabbi if I think it's a good idea for Jews to 
celebrate Valentine’s Day, my standard answer is, "Yes, we should celebrate love… 
every day of the year.And as long as one day has been singled out to emphasize the 
meaning of love, this might be a wonderful moment for us as Jews to remind ourselves 
of its deeper meaning as a commandment – a meaning that is all too often lost when it's 
defined by Hallmark.” 
 
Not, bad - you can use it if you forgot your Valentine this year - but also probably not 
compelling for us progressive Jews.  
 
No doubt many of your colleagues wore red today, perhaps you bought a bouquet of 
roses, maybe you sent your kids to school with cute cards to deliver to classmates, or 
have special dessert planned for your Shabbat dinner.  It’s hard not to be caught up in 
the culture and, a lot of it is kind of fun!  
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J-Date even puts out a list of classically Jewish pick up lines - spoiler alert, be prepared 
to cringe…  
 
“Your eyes are shinier than the oil in the menorah!” 
“I have been lost in your eyes for what feels like 40 years 
“I used to think apples and honey were sweet… until I met you.” 
“You Had Me At Shalom.” 
 
As modern Jews, it’s a common dilemma, how should we celebrate mostly, but not 
entirely, secular holidays that have crept into the mainstream of American life.   Should 
we celebrate New Years on January 1st?  Or Halloween?  Or Valentine’s Day?   It 
should be no surprise, that much ink has been spilled in Jewish dialogue over the 
celebration of non-Jewish holidays such as Valentine’s Day.  
 
Rabbi Moshe Isserles, a 16th Century Polish rabbi, explains that there are four criteria 
that must be met in order to permit Jewish celebration of rituals initiated by Gentiles 
(Rama Y.D. 178:1 as interpreted by Rabbi Michael Broyde). 

1. Does the debated activity have a secular origin or value? 
2. Can one rationally explain the behavior or ritual apart from the gentile holiday or 

event? 
3. If there are idolatrous origins, have they disappeared? 
4. Are the activities actually consistent with Jewish tradition? 

 
Rabbi Mike Urman, a conservative Rabbi who works at the University of Pennsylvania’s 
Hillel, takes Isserles criteria and finds that Valentine’s Day.  is an appropriate modern 
holiday and one that it’s okay for Jews to embrace.  
 
Rabbi Urman writes:  “Sending cards and chocolates and giving gifts can be explained 
as rational expressions of love and appreciation independent of possible Christian roots. 
In addition, these Christian roots have been questioned by scholars, as well as the 
Catholic church. … and, the desire to express love and to offer gifts as a symbol of 
those feelings is certainly in line with Jewish tradition and values.”  
 

Even a few Orthodox rabbis allow for the celebration of Valentine’s day,  Rabbi Moshe 
Feinstein, one of the most prominent Orthodox rabbis of the 20th century, while not 
specifically talking about Valentine’s Day  wrote "Thus, it is obvious in my opinion, that 
even in a case where something would be considered a prohibited Gentile custom, if 
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many people do it for reasons unrelated to their religion or law, but rather because it is 
pleasurable to them, there is no prohibition of imitating Gentile custom.”  

So, for our community.  Eat Chocolate!  Buy Flowers!  Wear red! Be romantic!  But let’s 
also add a uniquely Jewish twist on this holiday.  It’s not a holiday about candy or cards 
or flowers - it’s about love.  So let’s remember to put love at the center.  Love god!  Love 
yourself!  Love your family!  Love the stranger!  Love your neighbor!  Love one another!  
 
Happy Valentine’s Day and Shabbat Shalom  
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