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PREFACE

I’d served over ten years as the rabbi of Congregation B’nai Jeshurun in Short Hills, New Jersey, when I found myself protesting at Newark Airport in January of 2017. As the son of left-leaning activists, marching for causes was nothing new to me. Our parents raised us to participate in peaceful protest and to use our voices in times of injustice. So when my wife and I heard that a crowd was gathering at the airport to protest what would be the first of many controversial moves our then-president would make—banning people from certain Muslim countries from entering the United States—we didn’t hesitate to head straight there, kids in tow. At the time, it was widely and mistakenly believed that the ban was based on ethnicity alone rather than on the countries in question being on a watch list. But the news media was in a frenzy, and my family and I got caught up in the whirlwind.

When we arrived, the atmosphere was tense. A few hundred people were already gathered, expressing their fears over this new presidency based on its early actions. Soon, there were thousands of people, including local politicians and media, in the crowd. My family and I circled with the others, holding makeshift signs with slogans like “We too were foreigners,” until we began to hear anti-Israel chants rising. At this point, my kids were both nervous and confused, and my wife and I felt that familiar, sinking sensation that rises up with expressions of blatant anti-Semitism. That was when we left.

Still in shock over the election results and on high alert, I wrote my congregants a letter to explain why I felt the need to take a public stand and cross the partisan line I generally avoided in my professional role as a rabbi. I encouraged them to join me in upholding our shared values and fighting for what we, as a community, surely believed.

Our Jewish history, I reminded them, was one of incessant migration. We were slaves in Egypt. We were victims of persecution during the crusades, inquisitions, and the Holocaust. We wandered from country to country looking for acceptance and religious freedom. We have been hungry and homeless time and again. And although we have found acceptance, nourishment, and places to belong, we are taught to remember the experiences of our ancestors. Every year at Passover we are instructed to tell the story of our enslavement and liberation so that each generation can understand that experience as if it was their own. We implore our communities to welcome immigrants, for we too were once strangers in a strange land.

The idea of banning Muslims or any other group based on their ethnicity alone, or by association with a few acknowledged “bad apples,” was a visceral affront to Jewish values. It seemed reasonable to expect that whether or not they would choose to stand with me in opposition to the policy at the airport, the majority of my congregation would agree with my decision to do so.

Such was not the case.

Almost immediately after publishing my letter, all hell broke loose. Two families left the congregation that very day, and others threatened to follow suit. I was characterized as a “rabbi who only cared about money, brainwashed children, and didn’t care about those who voted on the right,” by an anonymous group of congregants. These members argued that I was guilty of conflating Judaism with Democratic politics and that I was using my pulpit and my classrooms to spread my own version of liberal values under the guise of Jewish practice.

After a decade with my congregation, I understood that our large membership of nearly five thousand people was hardly monolithic, and that there were many in our midst who had voted for and supported Donald Trump. But I couldn’t have imagined that my one act of protest would result in over thirty hours of phone calls and hundreds of emails.

What I saw unfolding was a microcosm of the country at large at that time—and for at least the next four years. Our sense of community was at risk as each side dug in and refused to listen to the other. Frustration and anger were the go-to emotions in those days. It seemed impossible to find middle ground.

Weeks earlier, after Trump’s inauguration, I’d written a prayer for the health and spirit of the new president, conveying my hopes for a peaceful and prosperous term despite my own political opposition. Part of my calling as a spiritual leader is to set an example of acceptance, tolerance, and good will, especially in trying times.

When that earlier letter was published, I heard from everyone. From those on the left, I was excoriated for simply acknowledging Trump as the president. Doing so apparently linked me to misogyny, sexism, and racism. From the right, I was accused of being pedantically apologetic, as if by praying for him I was saying that he was so ill-equipped to hold office, he needed my help. An act meant to open minds was met with hardened hearts.

The same thing happened when my participation in the airport protest became public. My social media exploded with threats and insults from the general public. And in my own congregation, almost every interaction I had that week began with anger.

Still, I managed to start each conversation, as I always do, by asking about the welfare of the caller’s family. This simple gesture of human concern—which we pastoral leaders use to lower the temperature of a conflict almost immediately—works every time, simply because when you ask after someone’s loved ones, their usual response is to soften and ask about yours in return. In this way, we remind ourselves that beneath the fervent emotions of the moment, we are all just people, with lives and children, jobs and dreams, and we allow ourselves to truly listen to what the other person has to say.

Presidents of congregational communities have unique and special relationships with their clergy. They play the paradoxical role of both sacred partner and supervisor. If forged effectively, the relationship is one of symbiotic partnership; the hierarchical nature of the connection is utilized only when necessary. Otherwise, the dialogue is free-flowing and replete with wise counsel.

In this case, the president of my synagogue, though publicly supportive of my decision, privately wondered if it was a good use of my time to spend so many hours on the phone fielding questions about this act of protest, especially since so many callers just seemed to want to vent their displeasure with me. I explained that I thought this was my job. And as the week progressed, I heard stories that deepened my connection to these people who I consider my community.

One congregant told me about his father, who had been killed by Islamic terrorists long before 9/11, when such a thing was not part of our collective awareness. To him, as a teenager, the circumstances were as unfathomable as they were tragic. He didn’t know if he could ever trust Muslims again, and he was still filled with anger and hate as a result. From his perspective, we needed to be more vigilant, both in our country at large and as Jews in particular, and more aware of the threats of Muslim terrorism. For him, Trump’s travel ban seemed justified and understandable. He found value in being proactive about preventing possible terrorists from entering the country, ensuring that other families would not suffer a similar loss.

Another member had immigrated to the United States as a child. He and his family were forced to spend six months in a holding center in Europe while they were thoroughly vetted. He told me that every minute of those months was worthwhile because becoming a citizen in the United States was the privilege of his lifetime. He believed strongly that American-born citizens, unaware of the realities of living under an autocratic regime, take their rights for granted. If we are not vigilant enough in protecting our country, he thought, we risk devolving into the kind of society he had fled.

Others questioned my motivations for getting involved in the protest: Was this about religion or politics? Was our Temple merely an extension of the Democratic Party? If so, how would members of other parties fit in? The immigrant member wondered aloud if his family would be stripped of their rights to believe differently if they remained. He had waited a long time to be able to practice Judaism freely; now he was beginning to feel confined in a new and unfamiliar way.

Some of these conversations were about why we experience hate and feel bias and about how we can raise children in a world in which we fear and distrust others. We talked about the ability to both vet potential threats and show compassion. We agreed there were many paths forward to our common goals and that we all wanted to live in a country of safety and openness. These talks rarely concluded with agreement, but they all ended with increased respect and understanding, opening the possibility for repair even if none of us yet knew that healing was needed. It was a chance for us to prove we could break from the national path of impending polarization.

By the end of that week, I realized that although we were headed for a tumultuous time in America, we had an opportunity within our own spiritual community to engage one another and participate in difficult conversations. There was much conflict ahead but perhaps just as much potential. Our synagogue could be a shining example of living and thriving together even as our worldviews grew more disparate by the day.

I wrote to the membership to thank them for the gift of dialogue, for the opportunity to grow as a community, and to invite them to Friday night services at which I planned to speak about lessons in religious Jewish and societal discourse. On an average Friday night, three hundred people show up for services. That night, we had over five hundred.

***

Little did I know how much worse things were about to get in this country and how many obstacles we would face as a community and as a nation. Beyond the tremendous political upheaval of the Trump presidency and the division and disillusionment that came to the surface as a result, we saw outrage over racial injustice after the killing of George Floyd, a barrage of gun violence nationwide, devastating environmental crises, an epidemic of depression and isolation in our age of social media, and a deadly global pandemic. At times it felt as though the world might literally fall apart.

The social order we’d taken for granted was unraveling globally. Closer to home, my synagogue felt the effects of these years in numerous ways, and it was my job to stay on top of things and help my congregants find meaning, purpose, and even joy in troubling times, as rabbis throughout history had done. So many nights I’d lay awake wondering how we got here and how we’d get through. What did it all mean for us, and how could I present a vision of hope and healing that was genuine and grounded in reality as well as in Jewish tradition?

My congregation is one bubble, one world unto itself, in the vast Venn diagram of American life, overlapping with so many other bubbles. It’s my job to counsel and comfort and experience life alongside my congregants, and doing so has been and continues to be the great privilege of my lifetime. Being a rabbi has offered me a glimpse into many versions of the same reality and given me the chance to break out of my own comfort zone, to see the world through different lenses, and to grow personally through my professional experiences.

When you answer the call of becoming a cleric, no matter which faith tradition you follow, you agree to look people in the eye and do your best to come up with plausible answers when they ask supremely existential questions: What is the purpose of life? Why do bad things happen to good people? Why are people so nasty to one another? Is there life after death? Is there really a Messiah? Do Jews believe in Heaven and Hell? If so, how do I get to one and avoid the other? Can you pray for good weather for my child’s wedding? Why should I care for others when they don’t seem to care for me? I don’t always like my children or spouse, and I am not sure they always like me, so how can we make it as a family? I hate my job, but it pays me a bundle…what should I do? Is there a God? Does God hear me when I talk to Him (or Her)? The list goes on.

I was trained to engage with these matters of the heart on a daily basis, and I do my best to do so with compassion and patience. But no amount of training could have prepared me for those years when so much in the world around us shifted, seemingly all at once.

I believe the best way to infuse your life with deeper meaning and purpose in the here and now is to reflect on where you come from and where you hope to go. Some people may assume that rabbis sit around all day pondering life’s great questions in a constant state of meditation, hoping to reach a great spiritual awakening. The truth is that being a rabbi of a large congregation is much like being the CEO of a business. It’s busy. There are life cycle events to manage, holidays to celebrate, and sermons to write, but there are also board meetings to attend, budgets to balance, and community outreach to organize. As a pastoral leader, I often struggle to find the “work/spirit” balance. A day in the life of a rabbi, as with so many other professions, can be simultaneously draining and exhilarating. But after nearly twenty-five years of doing this, I find that, while the business end of things fills much of my time, it’s the spiritual work I do with my congregants that gives me the greatest sense of accomplishment.

Writing this book has been an exercise in reflection and growth. I began the process by expressing my own political vision and my hopes for the future during a trying time in American history. Then the Coronavirus pandemic swept the world, and my focus shifted to documenting the experience of shepherding a large congregation through a uniquely difficult and spiritually charged time.

Life became intensely complicated and difficult for all of us. The question of how to pastor to people who were isolated from one another was a real challenge. The idea of an elongated crisis was also a serious struggle. No one knew what to expect and how long to expect it. The unknown lurked at every turn, not to mention the ravaging impact of the virus itself. As the statistics would bear out, we had scores of people who contracted the Coronavirus, and too many died—and died quickly. Beyond bringing comfort to those who were physically sick, we had to do anything we could to help people cope with their sense of isolation. We livestreamed, Zoomed, Facetimed, Skyped—anything to help people feel they were not alone. Additionally, I wrote a bi-weekly letter to the congregation with ideas about how to make meaning and purpose out of a time that seemed meaningless.

At first, people were just plain scared. Next came anxiety, followed by depression and resentment. Before long, so much collective tension had built up that it seemed anything could blow at any time. Of course, the pandemic raged at the same time that the country was already dangerously polarized in terms of politics and policy, and that combination proved to be toxic. For many of us, the tipping point came after we watched the videotape of George Floyd being killed in broad daylight by a police officer. Anger over racial injustice broke forth as many Americans wondered how much more we could take. As protests and rallies took place all over the country, we clergy had to strike a balance between supporting, comforting, and protecting the community, which was still at risk of an airborne contagion on top of everything else. Our main source of communication remained the Internet, a problematic and biased space to begin with.

And once we began to see the end of that horrific historical moment and started our slow and steady journey to a “new normal,” my sense of transformation and revelation took hold, and the focus of my writing shifted yet again.

We are all telling our own stories, living our own truths day to day. Those stories change and evolve as we take each of life’s unexpected turns. In the end, I decided to tell my own story of what it means to me to serve a community, why I chose to live a life of service and faith, and how my expression of that service has changed and evolved over many years and finally led me to a vision for the future that I hope to work to embody as I move forward in my rabbinate.

My story, like so many of yours, is one of learning to accept new realities and shifting perspective with time and experience. I’m grateful to be able to share it with you in these pages.
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CHAPTER ONE:

They’re All Gone

By the time the terrible news broke, I ought to have been in bed. It was September 5, 1972, my first day of second grade, and getting late for a school night—9:24 p.m., to be exact. I wasn’t tired, but even so, sleep was impossible. The world I knew had suddenly begun to wobble on its axis.

The kitchen radio had been tuned all day to my parents’ favorite station, 1010 WINS—“All news, all the time.” The same sort of broadcast chatter could be heard through the open windows and across the front lawns of homes up and down our block in Lynbrook, Long Island, a middle-class neighborhood of stolid, single-family homes a few blocks from the Queens border.

In the living room, my dad, an English professor at nearby Hofstra University, was sitting on the edge of the sofa, staring transfixed at the television. My mom, a teacher, stood motionless in the doorway to the dining room, one eye on her kids, the other towards the TV.

On the screen, a man in a pale-yellow jacket was talking to the camera. At the bottom was a digital display: 3:24 a.m. Munich Time.

“This is Jim McKay, speaking to you live from ABC headquarters just outside the Olympic village in Munich, West Germany. Our worst fears have been realized tonight. They’ve now said that there were eleven hostages. Two were killed in their rooms yesterday morning. Nine were killed at the airport tonight.” He shook his head. “They’re all gone.” “They” were Jews.

A team of armed Palestinian terrorists calling themselves Black September had invaded a dormitory at the XX Olympic Games in Munich. They took eleven hostages—Israeli athletes and their coaches—and, in exchange for their lives, demanded the release of more than two hundred Palestinians imprisoned in Israel.

Israel’s fourth prime minister, Golda Meir (dubbed the Iron Lady), had refused to negotiate. For most of the day it seemed the crisis would somehow resolve itself. It was unthinkable that anyone could be so callous as to actually execute innocent young athletes and coaches. But a fumbled attempt by the German police to set a trap for the hostage-takers erupted into a shootout. The terrorists turned their weapons on the hostages, whose hands and feet were bound, and slaughtered them without mercy.

The Munich Massacre, as it came to be known, was an inflection point in modern history—one of those 9/11 moments when the rotation of the Earth seems to pause, and you sense nothing will ever be quite the same. It was a terrible picture never imagined, forever imprinted in my mind. From then on, not only did I understand that terrorism was a part of our social fabric, I also knew that there was always a possibility of my being killed for no reason other than my Jewish identity. I didn’t even have to be religious—it wouldn’t matter to the terrorists.

The realization was mind-boggling for a young child, but not particularly surprising. I was a seven-year-old Jewish boy. No one had to sit me down and teach me the principal narrative of Jewish history. For Jews of my generation, it was impossible to grow up in New York without knowing people who were Holocaust survivors, or who had lost relatives in the war, or who simply hated everything German just by association. Although the Holocaust itself was an infrequent topic of conversation, the institutional and social anti-Semitism of thousands of years of Jewish history always lurked just beneath the surface.

I heard the stories of Jewish struggles and survival in synagogue during the Holy Days. The details I picked up at the dinner table. I was an ardent eavesdropper on adults, hanging on every word when they spoke about relatives who were lost in the Holocaust. Half of my father’s family perished in those years—his paternal grandparents, aunts and uncles, and at least two dozen cousins. The loss was unfathomable. I still vividly remember my father telling me of his grandmother’s violent death. His relatives reported that her head had been cut off and then sent rolling down the gutter. I would ask him over and over again about the story, because I couldn’t believe something so barbaric was actually possible. Even now, I am struck by the matter-of-fact manner in which my father told me the story (which, I imagine, was the same way it was told to him). That was the way of his generation—rather than ponder the difficult realities of their lives, they focused on moving forward.

My father’s Uncle Chaim was one of those presumed lost until one day, a couple years after the war, he showed up on my grandmother’s Brooklyn doorstep. He’d been in Poland and then sent to prison in Russia. She hadn’t seen him in fourteen years, since he was eight years old. I wasn’t there to experience their reunion first-hand, of course, but I can still remember how vividly my father described that day. His mother fainted when she saw him—the baby brother she believed had died years before—the emotion of his miraculous return overwhelming her. The story was one that loomed large in our family’s oral history, and my siblings and I never tired of hearing the tale of the missing brother’s belated homecoming.

Like many survivors, Uncle Chaim didn’t talk about his experiences in the camps. We wanted details, and we had so many questions for him. But back then, survivors instinctively kept their stories to themselves. Not only were their memories painful and difficult to share, but they also struggled with the public perception that they must have been weak for “allowing” themselves to be taken prisoner. Until the capture and trial of Adolph Eichmann, architect of the extermination program, the world didn’t realize just how methodically the Nazis lulled six million Jews and four million other “enemies of the state” into submission until it was too late to fight back.

I vividly remember tugging on my father’s arm in a jewelry store, intensely curious to know why the salesman had a number tattooed on his arm. He shushed me with a stern look. Later, he explained about the systemic way Hitler and his complicit followers methodically killed six million of our ancestors. He wasn’t admonishing, but solemnly hinting that we Jews couldn’t trust anyone. He lived with the fear that this could happen again when we least expected it.

Although my father didn’t appear to be living in fear for his safety, when tragedies like the Munich Massacres happened, when Jews or Israelis were targeted, something snapped him back to this primal instinct. He lived with the knowledge that there would always be plenty of people who hated Jews, and therefore we should always be on guard. Growing up knowing that half of his family was murdered for no reason other than their faith legitimated that ever-present fear for him.

As a young adult, I had a hard time reconciling my father’s professional life with his personal biases. He was a professor of Shakespearian literature. He lived to open the minds of his students to every perspective possible. He believed that fine academic training was integral to the inner development of his students and their trajectories in life. How could someone so open to the depths of understanding be so insistent that the whole world was anti-Semitic? But as I myself matured, both intellectually and spiritually, I understood that his childhood experience had locked him into a mentality from which it was impossible to break free. Unfortunately, the world didn’t give him many reasons to think differently.

My mother’s family, on the other hand, had arrived in America before World War II, her grandfather having emigrated from Russia at age fourteen to flee the pogroms. Though they were lucky enough to have evaded the Holocaust, generations of persecution and anti-Semitism created a family who were vocal socialists, civil rights activists, anti-Vietnam War protesters, and confirmed atheists. None of them (much like my father’s side of the family) would even think of buying so much as a toothpick made in Germany, let alone a Volkswagen.

But even though my mother was ardently opposed to war and would have done anything to discourage me from joining the American army to fight in a war like Vietnam, she was a committed Zionist and would have been proud to see me fight for Israel. This was the kind of cognitive dissonance that I accepted as normal as a child. Israel would always be the exception to our philosophical rule of thumb, and our Judaism would always trump our nationalism as Americans.

That night in 1972, I experienced a new, visceral awareness of my Jewishness and began my own lifelong devotion to the Jewish homeland. The Munich Massacre was a vivid moment in the history of our tribe, and it was being written in blood right before the eyes of millions around the world. In the intensely personal way that children perceive big events, it immediately became imprinted on me as my history as well.

There had been terrorist attacks before, but this was the incident that woke Israel and the rest of the world to the potential for ever more devastating attacks on non-combatants, and the possibility of numerous civilian casualties. In one of those improbable-but-true coincidences, while Israeli Olympians were being murdered in Munich in September 1972, workmen were putting the final touches on the World Trade Center Twin Towers. Twenty-nine years later, Islamic terrorists would destroy those buildings, killing nearly three-thousand people and changing the course of our history yet again.

The Olympics attack was pure, twisted genius—timed during an event that would be watched live by people everywhere, a grim television first. For the first time since 1936, Germany (West Germany, at the time) was hosting the Games. For its slogan, host officials chose Die Heiteren Spiele—“The Cheerful Games.” The Germans were eager to demonstrate to the world that life and society had changed there, decades after the brutality. To that end, their security guards wore street clothes to blend in—powder blue leisure suits with white golf caps—and carried no visible weapons.

For my family, Israel’s participation in the 1972 Olympic Games was personal, a moment of tribal pride with the potential for a bit of symbolic payback. Wouldn’t it be great if Jews beat the Germans in wrestling? Imagine that!

My parents had explained to my siblings and me that just five years earlier, Israel’s survival as a nation seemed to have passed a crucial test during a war with Egypt—the Six-Day War of 1967. The conflict was ostensibly over Egypt’s attempt to blockade one of Israel’s vital waterways. But that was just the trigger. Egypt, Syria, and Jordan were out to destroy the Jewish state of Israel. Instead, Israel came out of the conflict having seized the Gaza Strip and the entire Sinai Peninsula up to the Nile River from Egypt; from Jordan, the West Bank, including the holy epicenter (for Jews, Muslims, and Christians) of East Jerusalem; and from Syria, the militarily vital Golan Heights. The armed forces of all of Israel’s three principal enemies had been shredded and no longer posed the threat that it had in previous decades. For us, as kids, that story was awe-inspiring, on the level of the greatest superhero narratives. The Israeli army loomed large in our imaginations as impossibly strong, able to overcome the greatest odds.

By the time of the 1972 Olympic Games, Jews around the world were feeling hopeful about Israel’s future. The country had become so strong that its enemies could never defeat it, so of course they wouldn’t think of trying. The symbolism of Jews being welcomed in Germany and participating in an event as serene, egalitarian, and wholesome as the Olympics was evidence that the Jewish homeland was durable and real peace was possible.

Then came the brutality of the Munich murders, made even more shocking by the fact that they happened on German soil while under the protection of West German authorities. It was inexcusable. Security had been so lax that the terrorists—who disguised themselves as athletes with gym bags full of weapons—were able to get a boost over the fence and into the compound from some Canadian athletes who had been out partying and thought they were being helpful. I can remember learning the details of this attack and going over and over them in my mind, as though they were scenes in a movie. I wanted to know how the “good guys” would seek revenge and how it would all end for Israel.

That week, we went to Friday night Shabbat services at our Reform synagogue, Temple Emanu-El. All across the country and around the world, Jews were doing the same, expressing their grief, reaffirming their heritage, and demonstrating their solidarity.

On that day I found a lifetime role model in our rabbi, Harold Saperstein. At services, Rabbi Saperstein announced that he was going to fast for eleven days—one day for every Israeli who had been murdered in Munich. He invited the congregation to do the same. This fascinated me. I only knew about fasting in the context of Yom Kippur, and I was too young to have started doing it myself. For a seven-year-old, the idea of even one day without food was inconceivable. On the way home, I asked my father if Rabbi Saperstein was really going to go eleven days without eating. “How can he do that? Won’t he die?”

“He’s going to fast during the day and only eat at night,” my father explained.

“Why is he doing that?”

“Because that’s what we do,” he said. “Fasting is a way of showing that we stand up for each other, to express grief, and to show that each of our lives matter.”

I was too young to grasp it intellectually, but on some level I understood the symbolism of giving something up, the spiritual imperative of ritual. To me, this seemed to be the most selfless expression of solidarity and mourning—an action far beyond my own capabilities but one I understood. I understood it all the more because my rabbi combined the things I cared about most as a kid—sports, food, and Judaism—to make a stand with the clarity of superlative morality. I didn’t understand it all, but it indelibly seared my young spirit.

As I grew up and came to know more about Rabbi Saperstein, the deeper my admiration for him became. He had been a chaplain in Europe during World War II. He had worked to recover the history of the Jewish community in the German city of Worms. He fought for the rights of Soviet Jewry and spoke publicly of their plight as early as 1959. As an influential force in the Reform Judaism movement, his focus was more on action than ritual. He was a committed Zionist who had visited Israel many times, most notably during the Six-Day War in 1967. As a result, he was one of the first Jews in two decades to be able to visit Jerusalem’s Old City and to pray at the Western Wall when it was liberated. He lived history, which made him something of a Jewish rock star in my eyes.

My family was not the most observant in the neighborhood, but we were committed to our synagogue, and my father insisted we have Shabbat dinner every Friday night. After a few preliminary, but not perfunctory blessings and exchanges of hugs, we inevitably broke into a rambunctious, passionate, loud political conversation that most of the time was a lot of fun. These discussions taught my siblings and me the imperative of making our world better using civics and action as paths to make our country and our world a kinder and more generous.

At those dinners, we learned so much about our parents and grandparents, their values and their interests. My mother proudly and defiantly described herself sneaking out of her parents’ house for days at a time to march in the South for civil rights. Anti-Vietnam posters were plastered on our walls, and I remember many nights when my home was filled with organizers working to elect any candidate who promised to bring the war to an end. My mother was a Red Diaper Baby. I never understood why my Great Aunt Sadie could never visit us in New York until it was explained that she had been forced to run away to Los Angeles because she was a self-declared communist.

Needless to say, I was raised to abhor injustice and to fight with both my words and actions to do my part in balancing the scales of justice for anyone who was not whole. My siblings and I were taught to fight against bigotry, hatred, prejudice, and inequality. I didn’t know it then, but my entire upbringing was intrinsically linked to our Jewish life. Everything, from the left-wing ways of my mother’s family, which were enmeshed in the world of Yiddish culture and the Shula education system (the Yiddish cultural, secular equivalent of a synagogue religious school), to the passionate political conversations that took place around our Shabbat dinner table, was based on the idea that Jews were meant, by way of our faith, to do our part in fixing the world.

Though never told so explicitly, I was taught implicitly that to be a good Jew was also to be a Democrat. We voted against our pocketbooks, choosing to pay more in taxes for the causes we championed because our ethics were more important than our bank accounts. Our values made us stand up for those who were downtrodden. I am grateful to have grown up with such strong fiber, but in hindsight, I realize that I was raised without being taught how to recognize the difference between my religion and my politics. At home, they seemed to go hand in hand. Being aligned with the Democratic party appeared to be the clearest path to justice, and only much later in life as I grew in my career as a rabbi, would I come to question that assumption.
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