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Shabbat Shalom.  I would like to thank Rabbi Jonathan and Beth Am for inviting me to speak to 
the congregation in honor of Veteran’s Day.  As Rabbi Jonathan mentioned, I served as an 
officer in the United States Navy.  The difficulties that our nation and our community are facing 
this year have brought me new perspectives on my military service, and in turn, being a veteran 
has shaped how I view today’s events. 
 
The origins of Veteran’s Day stretch back over a hundred years - when “Armistice Day” 
recognized the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month when a cessation of 
hostilities ended the First World War. After the trauma of World War II and the Korean War, the 
day was renamed to honor all Veterans.  

Today, there are 19 million American veterans – less than 6% of the US population – who 
dedicated some part of their lives to defending the freedom and values which we often take for 
granted. To all of them, and their families, I say thank you. 

Part I - Motivations  
 
The earliest inkling that I might join their ranks one day was listening to my grandfathers - the 
children of immigrants - tell stories of their service during World War II. My maternal 
grandfather, Seymour, served as a junior officer on a Landing Craft Support ship in the Pacific, 
and my paternal grandfather, Leon, served as a radio operator in the Army Air Corps, stationed 
stateside. Their contributions to the war effort were modest, but listening to them I absorbed 
their overwhelming sense of duty and pride from having done their part to defeat Nazism and 
facism. 
 
This year, the Greatest Generation observes the 75th anniversary of that victory.  Yad Vashem 
estimates that 1.5 million Jews served in the Allied armies during World War 2, often in higher 
proportions than the overall Jewish population.  They answered the call to fight oppression, with 
hundreds of thousands giving their lives in the process.  For many who survived, their service 
was both a point of pride and a source of unknowable trauma before they knew to call it PTSD.  
Seymour wouldn’t speak of the absolute devastation he observed visiting Hiroshima after the 
war, not least to a ten year-old. 
 
This idea to serve my country didn’t leave me.  When I started looking at colleges, the US Naval 
Academy was high on my list.   
 
Then the terrorist attacks of September 11th occurred - perhaps the Pearl Harbor of our time - 
and the reality of military service wasn’t just putting on a dress uniform and marching between 
classes.   The invasion of Afghanistan took place as I was taking SATs and writing college 
essays.  As I thought about my grandparents, and about the contributions that I hoped to 
describe to my grandchildren one day, the choice to serve and play an active role fighting 
extremism and terrorism became clear. 
 
For my parents, my decision to enter the military was a source of anxiety.  As liberal Jews who 
had come of age amidst the war in Vietnam, their ideas of service skewed more toward the 



Peace Corps than the Marine Corps.  They worried for my safety. But, as loving parents, they 
supported me in this choice. 
 
I was fortunate that a forward-thinking recruiter had me apply for a Naval ROTC scholarship in 
addition to the Naval Academy.  When I was accepted to my first-choice school - Stanford 
University - I had secured a path to a world-class education and an opportunity to serve my 
country. 
 
Actually being a student and an ROTC midshipman was a case study in extremes: While I was 
learning the proper way to shine shoes and march in formation, I was also learning about the 
rhetoric of anti-war protest in my freshman writing seminar.  I would fight traffic up to Berkeley a 
few times a week for ROTC classes, and then be yelled at by residents as I walked through 
campus in uniform. 
 
Part II - My Service on a Submarine 
 
When I graduated from Stanford, I received my commission as an Ensign in the US Navy and 
proceeded to eighteen months of Submarine training.   
 
We take for granted that people in the military have to move around alot. In my nearly six years 
in the Navy, I had seven different addresses. Through these moves, it was observing the jewish 
festivals and especially the high holidays that became a source of religious continuity amidst all 
the transition.  My family often traveled in so I wouldn’t be observing alone.  My parents and 
grandmother were immensely proud to watch me graduate atop my class from Nuclear Power 
School in Charleston, SC, and we celebrated rosh hashanah together later that weekend.  
 
After a long winter in upstate New York learning to operate a land-based nuclear reactor, and a 
welcome spring in Groton, Connecticut learning navigation and submarine tactics, I made the 
cross-country drive to my new homeport of San Diego.  The journey wasn’t quite over.  After 
flying to Okinawa, Japan, I finally reported to my boat - the USS Asheville - during a brief stop 
midway through their six-month deployment.   
 
I spent the high holidays that year - my second in the Navy - praying and fasting on my own 
while submerged at-sea. In the Navy, I was typically the only Jewish person in a room, and that 
was certainly true of the 130 person crew of the Asheville.  We, though, were a diverse melting 
pot of American society.  And some of my closest friends today are the officers with whom I 
served. 
 
Typically I need to explain to people what living on a submarine for six months is like, but I feel 
that this far into COVID, you have already experienced it for yourselves.  Except we had no 
sunlight, little fresh air, fresh groceries about once a month, and no internet, live TV or social 
media. For the first half of my career, they even permitted smoking onboard. 
 
While attached to the Asheville, I held many jobs. But my favorite was getting to surface the ship 
as officer of the deck, typically just before dawn, and being the first person to climb the long 
ladder to the bridge, open the hatch and breath the first fresh air in weeks.  Then I would enjoy 



the stillness of the ocean, often with a pod of dolphins swimming alongside, as we made our 
way back to port. 
 
During my third year in the Navy - and my first high holidays physically in San Diego - I went 
looking for a local synagogue to attend, and in doing so, found a Jewish tailgate for a Tuesday 
night Padres-Cubs game. It was at that tailgate that I met Ariele, a life-long Beth Am congregant 
and now my wife.  Having met Ariele - and then us being separated for six months during my 
second submarine deployment - taught me about sacrifice and gave me a truer appreciation for 
what we give up to serve our country.  
 
Part III - Embracing the Veteran Community 
 
On this Veteran’s Day shabbat, I wanted to leave you all with three thoughts about how to 
engage with the military and veteran community.  
 
First, take time to honor the Veterans in your life and your community.  
 
Among the more surprising revelations from a visit to the Jewish Museum in Berlin, was a small 
exhibit on the Nazi removal and destruction of World War I veteran markers from Jewish graves.  
It was their attempt to erase the collective German memory and recast history in a more 
convenient light.  Ariele’s great-grandfather - before emigrating to America - had served on the 
German side during the Great War and was awarded their equivalent of the Purple Heart, after 
being shot in the pinkie toe. He was a proud German veteran, until Germany no longer took 
pride in him. 
 
When I left active duty in 2012, and moved back to the Bay Area, I found it difficult to fill the void 
that the Navy had occupied in my identity. I remained in the Navy Reserve - inactive - for many 
years for that reason. I had a loving family, a strong support network and was beginning a new 
career in management consulting to help me adapt. 
 
Many veterans are not so fortunate, and struggle to replace their sense of self outside the well-
defined military structure.  We see too many examples of this in our community - where mental 
illness, substance abuse and homelessness are too prevalent among veterans. 
 
I became involved in the Stanford Military Service Network, an alumni organization, to help 
fellow veterans, and to build bridges across the military-civilian divide in this country.  
 
Which brings me to a second point, as American Jews, we need to continue to be part of 
the conversation around the military.  
 
Even as a veteran myself, I struggle to name Jewish American military heros. Admiral Hyman 
Rickover, the father of the Nuclear Navy. Commodore Uriah Levy, an early force for tolerance in 
the Navy before the Civil War. My grandfathers?  …   I typically think of the men and women of 
the Israel Defense Forces, the IDF, when it comes to modern jewish bravery. 
 



Preparing for this talk, I read the citations of the two dozen or so Jewish recipients of the Medal 
of Honor, the nation's highest decoration for acts of courage and valor.  I grew emotional 
reflecting on their gallantry, selflessness and sacrifice. 
 
But these two dozen are less than 1% of all the Medals of Honor awarded.  Why?  
 
Was it that many of our ancestors arrived from the Old World after the Civil War?  
Did anti-semitism keep earlier Jewish war heros from receiving due recognition?  
Are fewer American Jews joining the military these days? 
 
All of these are likely true.   
 
Similar to how I was the only jewish voice in the submarine wardroom, as progressive jews we 
need to become a larger part of the conversation around military service, institutional justice 
within the service branches, and most importantly, the employment of military power to promote 
our values around the globe.  
 
And third, please keep politics out of the military, and the military out of politics. 
 
A hallmark of military custom and discipline is to avoid any semblance of partisan politics. I 
followed the example of other officers and didn’t even donate money to political candidates.  
 
Like many norms in recent years, the separation between the military and politics has broken 
down, across the political spectrum.  On the left, Army Col. Alexander Vindeman was singled-
out and heroized for testifying against the President regarding Ukraine. On the right, political 
intervention resulted in the heinous acts of Navy Seal Chief Gallagher to go unpunished after he 
was accused of war crimes by his platoon.  The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs was used for a 
partisan photo-op amid protests over social justice. The list goes on. 
 
The military doesn’t want to and shouldn’t be put into these situations. 
 
And finally, this Veteran’s Day comes at a time of immense change in this country and 
the world.   
 
The recent election has been a referendum on many topics, but not least is the role of the 
United States in global affairs.  As an American, I hope that we as a nation are returning to be a 
force for good in the world.  Along with economic trade, diplomacy and multilateral civilian 
institutions, the military plays an important role in how we engage with our neighbors.   
 
And as a Jew, and a veteran, I hope that the messianic words of Isaiah are coming closer to a 
reality: “And they shall beat their swords into plowshares, And their spears into pruning hooks. 
Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.” 
 
Shabbat shalom. 


