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Thomas Hartman Journey 

September 18, 2012 

 

Journey. 

 

Our rabbi asked three of us to talk about our journeys.  

 

Looking back and glancing forward, I see that even as my roles have changed through 

life, my role models, my compass and my direction have remained steady. 

 

This is not to say I have always stayed on course, but my goals were simple and I have 

tried hard to stick with them. Let me explain. 

 

My journey has been an attempt to be simply “ a good Jew”, something hard to define 

and harder to achieve. 

   

 

Son 

Brother 

Husband 

Parent 

Jew 

 

I started out as a Jewish son. 

 

Later, I became a brother and much later, a husband and a parent.  

 

[Throughout a lot of this period, I was also in the media business, but, as the rabbi would 

say, more about that later.] 

 

I grew up in an extremely reform, but engaged Jewish household. 

 

My parents were Jewish and lived in New York, but my mother, died when I was very 

young.  A year later, in 1964, as Fiddler on the Roof debuted, my father married a close 

friend of my mother’s, an Episcopalian. The two were married in the rabbi’s office at 

Temple Emanuel of New York, because that congregation would not allow interfaith 

marriage ceremonies in the sanctuary.  

 

We moved to the suburbs and I was raised in a household in which every Sunday, my 

father and I drove to Synagogue for religious school and my mother and stepsister drove 

to Christ Church for Sunday school. In a spirit of love, respect and sharing, we held 

Shabbat, Seder and Passover at home, as well as Easter dinner. We celebrated Christmas 

and Hanukah. 
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While the sense in my home was of a loving community, my sense of identify was forged 

early on from growing up in a town that had very few Jews and a fair amount of anti-

Semitism.  

 

One of my early Jewish memories speaks directly to this issue of identify.  I was standing 

in our synagogue after religious school when a guest, who had arrived early for a 

wedding, asked why I was not wearing a Yarmulke. I told him we did not wear them in 

this congregation. He responded, “Then, how do you know you are Jewish?” 

 

I looked at him for a long time before speaking. What I knew, even then, was that what 

made me a Jew was not what I was wearing on my head. It was my beliefs. My conduct. 

My commitment to my identity.  

 

I knew looking at my father and at myself in the mirror that I carried my Jewish identify 

inside me at all times. 

 

I grew up very connected to my synagogue and rabbi in Westchester. Through him, and 

our relationship, I grew to love Judaism and to cherish its role in my life.  He was a 

young, single man, who knew home cooked food when he was offered it, he all but lived 

at our house for a period.  I remember him sitting in the back yard on August afternoons 

writing his High Holiday sermons punctuating the process with the 

occasional….mmmmm…expression of frustration.  So much for the veil of mystery 

around the rabbinate.  

 

 

Like most journeys, mine has been a tug of war between becoming more like myself—a 

process of folding in--and trying to become better than myself—a reaching out and up.  A 

tension between the passive and the active.  

 

Will I only consider the world around me or take on what I see that offends me? Will I 

seek to improve and redress situations or step back and observe them critically from a 

distance?  

 

I know I can do better every day on this front, but this idea of service and engagement 

have been central to my journey and will remain so.  

 

Like our rabbi, I started before I was a teenager canvassing door to door for Democratic 

politicians who invariably lost.  I helped run poverty programs for the City of New York, 

when Ruth Messinger was a councilperson. More recently, I chaired the board of a 

foundation that helped young people continue their social service when they transitioned 

from high school (and college applications) to college.  And, now, I am president of my 

co-op board, serving that community, God help me.  

 

Even in my work life I have tried to approach my jobs with a sense of service.  
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I was blessed with a father who showed me every day that what you give to others in 

time, support and love comes back to you multiplied.   

 

I have brought this approach into my career in advertising sales, where my commitment 

to the individuals I worked with and to a manner of operating ethically, have stood with 

me since college.  The richest rewards of work, for me, have always been about the 

relationships I have shared and people whom I have been fortunate enough to mentor.  

 

Given the wonderful experiences I have had in my work life, it was ironic that the rabbi 

would invite me this summer to speak about the topic of Journey, because in July, the 

media company I have been with for 13 years let me go, I mean “offered” me the chance 

to find a new job and write a new career chapter .  So, the next part of this journey isn’t 

quite as clear right now, as I might like it! Stay tuned. 

 

 

[PAUSE] 

 

Any discussion of my journey must include the blessing I have received of love.  

 

I received this first from my family and then friends and then from my extraordinary 

wife, and now from my children.  

 

Speaking of our children and my Judaism, our family was fortunate to find and join SAJ 

when my life-long rabbi retired and our children were of an age to begin their formal 

Jewish education. (Thank you Gidon and Lisa!) 

 

Having our children in the religious school at SAJ has focused me on my Jewish practice 

more closely than ever.  

 

In fact, as our daughter, Alexandra has begun to prepare for her bat mitzvah in March 

2013—the first bar or bat mitzvah in my family that I know of—she has inspired me to 

take up the study of Hebrew.   

 

When I stand up in March for my aliyah, I want to recite the prayers with confidence and 

pride. It’s a little late to start, but I grew up in a period when Reform Judaism was so 

reform, no one really, really learned Hebrew and we thought Exodus was a book by Leon 

Uris.   

 

So, despite a brief summer hiatus, I am back on track as one of the Rabbi’s 90 for 90, 

learning my Hebrew!  

 

This topic of language, in turn, leads me to think about what it means to be Jewish, and 

the man who approached me in my synagogue so many years ago. 

 

Am I less Jewish because I don’t read or speak Hebrew?  
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Am I, more importantly, a less Good Jew?  

 

As I said, my journey as a Jew has more to do with this concept…the Good Jew…than 

any other.  

 

When I look in that same mirror each morning, do I see a person I respect and want to 

follow? 

 

Am I setting an example for myself, my family and my community…. 

 

Of learning? 

 

Of sharing and generosity? 

 

Of living an honest life of value? 

 

These are all questions and values that I have used to guide my Journey.  I have to admit 

that I define them as Jewish values, but I do not define them as exclusively Jewish values.  

  

Claudia and I named our son, Noah, who saved the world with a boat, because the name 

means “a good man”. We could think of no higher hope for him than that.  And, Noah, 

you are well on your way! 

 

As I set my course for the next leg of my journey or, even, for the start of this New Year, 

I can think of no higher goal for myself than to be a good man, a good Jew.  

 

A simple goal, but a worthy one. 

Shona Tovah.  

Thank you for the gift of your time 


