
RABBI’S RESPONSA 

Shalom, All, 

I was at a community event at Cove Island Park a few weeks ago. It was a beautiful early October Saturday, 

just after lunch. The weather was perfect, the crowd was happy, my son was still in his BSA Scouting uniform, 

we were strolling with some other congregants and I noticed another member of our Sinai family sitting on a 

park bench enjoying the day. I took a quick detour over to him to say a brief “Hi” and “Shabbat Shalom” and, 

without missing a beat, he said, “Rabbi! What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in shul?” 

I was so caught off guard by his comment that my knee-jerk reaction came not from my best self and it 

certainly wasn’t what I should have said. What I wanted to say was, “ME?!? What about YOU?!? Why aren’t 

YOU in shul!?!” Thankfully, what I actually said was a fumbled and stammered self-defense that sounded 

something like, “I – I was already there! I led our early meditation service and then I led the Borowitz Bible 

Study group.” What I wish I had said was something along the lines of, “I’m glad you asked. We all have our 

ways of honoring Shabbat. Some spend the morning at shul, others study, some are in their gardens, and still 

others, like the two of us, honor that sacred, seventh day of the week enjoying time with friends and family.”  

What he did (I’m certain, unintentionally) was to weaponize our religion against me. And, to be sure, this 

happens all the time and all around us. Religious observance has become a litmus test in America for right 

character and the Evangelicals do not have a monopoly on the market. There is nothing new or surprising 

about this but the reason I’m sharing it with you is to help normalize it because even a full-time, professional 

Jew like me is vulnerable to these sorts of micro-attacks. I walked away feeling a little ashamed that I was 

immediately put on the defensive; having to prove my religiosity…particularly to someone who, themself, 

wasn’t bothered by his own choices identical to mine.  

To listen to me speak or write, is to have heard me defend the highest forms of all religions as those that 

elevate our love for the Other, emphasize our responsibilities to the greater good and cultivate an inner peace 

in our lives. The worst forms of religion are those that judge the Other, raise us above others and create 

unhealthy and artificial distinctions in the Universe. While we may know all of this, it remains an important 

practice to maintain our focus on both these best and worst attributes of religion.  

Just as for those who practice meditation, good, healthy religion also requires the constant maintenance of 

our highest spirit. The human brain is plagued by small-mindedness and a competitive nature. The Torah, as I 

read it, forbids that sort of lifestyle. We are required to bring others along with us as we enjoy our blessings – 

enriching them with our material bounty; lifting them with our joyful spirit; and strengthening their tendencies 

toward magnanimity when they might veer off their path of spiritual growth toward pettiness. And the 

wonderful paradox of this prescription is that, as we strive towards its goals, we are prevented, ourselves, 

from falling into the same pitfalls. 

So, I forgive that congregant for acting as our society has taught him to act. And I forgive myself for 

immediately punching back (thankfully only in my own mind) with a snide retort. And I strive to live ever more 

highly – as the Torah teaches me… 

Come join me? 



L’Shalom – In Peace, 

Rabbi Jay TelRav 

 


