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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


The following is a historical memoir. This book reflects the accuracy with which I remember events and conversations. In some sections, places, names, and identities of families or clients have been changed to protect the anonymity of individuals. In those cases, I’ve combined stories and events from multiple families. While very few of my families ever ask me to sign nondisclosure agreements, I retell all stories understanding the delicacy of family privacy and reflect their information with respect.


The confessions are my honest admission that give insight to my personal introspection and assessment. The confessions reflect my inner conflicts and my truth, including that sometimes, even as a rabbi, I do things out of the religious norm.


The verses from the scripture are taken from the original Hebrew text and translated by me or otherwise listed.


The essays, speeches, and divrei Torah are the words of the author listed and composed for the lifecycle event the client or their family member was observing, unless otherwise noted.




CONFESSION I:


I think about Jewish survival now more than ever




“I will grant peace in the land, and you shall lie down untroubled by anyone; I will give the land respite from vicious beasts, and no sword shall cross your land. ”


LEVITICUS 26:6





It hit me about fifteen days into the 2023 Israel-Hamas war exactly why my phone was ringing off the hook, pinging with requests, and exploding with emotional messages.


American Jews and their allies felt completely gutted by a surprise barbaric attack that left more than 1,200 Israelis murdered by Hamas, a terrorist organization whose mission is Jewish genocide.1 Israel’s version of 9/11 took place on October 7, 2023, a holy holiday that also fell on Shabbat, the Sabbath. The holiday weekend, Shemini Atzeret and Simchat Torah, is dedicated to rejoicing over the Five Books of Moses that give Jews their foundational stories and our 613 commandments that dictate Jewish life. Hamas’ massacre was unleashed on a significant, traumatic anniversary, falling fifty years and a day after the start of the Yom Kippur War in 1973.2 The violation of our holiest of times is only one example of the heinousness of the assault. There would be countless stories of Jewish farming families in kibbutzim, communal villages, that were tortured, shot, burned, beheaded, and kidnapped. Thousands of young concert goers attending the Nova Music Festival, coined “a journey of unity and love,” in the nearby area were ambushed.3 Hundreds of victims were brutally murdered and others were raped or kidnapped.4 Soldiers and police were attacked on their bases. Bodies were dragged and seized into Gaza, then beaten and defiled by mobs in the streets. Victims included babies, Holocaust survivors, peace activists, mothers, children, fathers, teenagers, and pregnant women. There were Bedouins, Arabs, foreign workers from the Far East, and other non-Jews among the dead, injured, and captive. Citizens of thirty-three countries were among an estimated 239 hostages abducted by terrorists into the dark, dank maze of terror tunnels in Gaza.


I couldn’t sleep the night leading into October 7th. I was spending the holiday weekend officiating at the bar mitzvah service for my second cousin, Luke Dreifuss. Besides the family connection, I had decided to teach and mentor Jackson and Luke, the two young boys of my first cousin, Josh, for one main reason: their birth mother, Randi, tragically died from cancer when the boys were very young. She was one of the most special and loving older cousins I had. I remember having a conversation with Randi at my sister’s wedding, and in a rare moment of pessimism, Randi expressed sadness that she’d never see her children under the chuppah, marriage canopy, or even have a bar mitzvah. My cousin, Josh, was a saint during her entire illness.


Josh was lucky to fall in love again and remarry an incredibly dynamic and caring woman, Toula. Toula was of Greek descent, and not Jewish. What a hard role for Toula to step into: while she had her own sons and a fresh divorce, Toula was now a coparent to Josh’s two young boys who craved a maternal presence. Toula often says that she mothers Jackson and Luke with Randi in mind every day. Still, there was a small part of me that could hear the worries of my ancestors: could a non-Jewish woman raise Jewish children? She has proven to be more than capable. I just wanted to add my support and help with the boys’ Jewish education.


As I lived in New York and they lived in a Washington, DC suburb, weekly Zoom sessions bonded me to Jackson and Luke during COVID-19. Besides reinforcing the Hebrew and prayers they had learned at their synagogue’s Hebrew school and camps, I taught the boys their Torah portions and worked on their sermons with them. I told them stories about their great-grandparents, grandparents, and parents. I showed them pictures of me with their parents, and of them as babies with their mother, Randi. I reminded them of the importance of Jewish values from not just a rabbi, but a cool cousin.


Jackson had an intimate in-home ceremony that was live streamed during the pandemic. I colead with his synagogue rabbi, who was present only through a giant TV screen. While there was notable physical and emotional distance from their synagogue, I made up the difference by being their rabbi on-site.


For their younger boy, Luke, the family chose a venue independent of the synagogue and hosted a weekend retreat at their “happy place”—the boys’ overnight Jewish summer camp. I managed all of Luke’s teaching and planning and officiated at services. Luke was a great student as he was motivated, smart, and musical. He recognized many prayers having already learned them at home, Hebrew school, and camps. Our work was focused but easy. At the end of every Zoom session, Luke would tell me that he loved me.


The crisp October bar mitzvah weekend was hosted in the mountains of Waynesboro, Pennsylvania on the grounds of the Capital Retreat Center. I felt removed from my regular urban life—including strong Wi-Fi. Our family members had traveled from Washington, DC; Maryland; Virginia; North Carolina; Georgia; Massachusetts; and California. My then-fiancé, Ben, was meeting my extended family for the first time, but was late due to flight delays in Las Vegas.


I drove five and a half hours from New York City with my dog, Scout, and four cans of my favorite energy drink, CELSIUS. The car was packed with various Jewish artifacts needed to lead the ceremonies. The Friday night ceremony was basically a joyous cousin reunion of sixty relatives singing Shabbat prayers followed by a traditional kosher dinner. The evening was capped by a peaceful bonfire around which we all told stories about the bar mitzvah boy, sang John Denver folk songs, and roasted kosher marshmallows to make s’mores. I went to bed exhausted from the driving and a little tense about my rabbinical duties for the next day. The eerie mix of silence, rain, and crickets chirping all night was totally different from my usual city soundscape of sirens and honking cars outside my window.


At 7:32 a.m., realizing I wouldn’t fall back asleep, I finally looked at my phone. I had a message from my mom:


[image: image]


Ben and I began reading horrible news on our phones, most of it confusing and unclear, about Hamas rocket attacks; a Gaza border infiltration via air, land, and sea; hostages; and kibbutz communities being overrun by terrorists. I immediately messaged my best childhood friend’s father, former Israeli Ambassador to the European Union, and NATO (The North Atlantic Treaty Organization, also called the North Atlantic Alliance), Ronny Leshno Yaar. He lives with his wife, Debbie, in a Jerusalem suburb and I wanted to check on him, especially to see how far-reaching distress was in Israel. He said a rocket had fallen on his street and there was total chaos. I don’t think any of us realized just how serious everything else was yet. Ben and I quickly reached out to the rest of our family and close friends that live in Israel. Many of them were confused and sheltered in place.


In disbelief, I went to get a cup of coffee in the main lodge. My cousins were just waking up and didn’t want to discuss, but my aunts and uncles were all on high alert and seemed to understand how grave the situation would become. Focused on the bar mitzvah, I had to rehearse Luke one last time. As part of the holiday, I also had to roll the very heavy Torah scroll from the very end all the way to the start for Luke’s reading of The Story of Creation—Bereshit, in the beginning. Everything seemed so dramatic and biblical. We were reading about the start of everything and unthinkable destruction was unfolding in the Middle East. By the time I was geared up to lead the service, I knew that the death count was rising rapidly.


With my cousin, Josh, we decided the service would proceed as planned, but I made an announcement very early on that our hearts were with Israel as we pray for peace. Since Luke studied at a public school in Virginia, there were several families in attendance that had never been to a bar mitzvah ceremony. I made a point of mentioning that every traditional Jewish prayer service includes our fervent hope, “May the One who makes peace on high bring peace among His people and all Israel. And let us say: Amen.” Instead of the congregation reading the Prayer for the State of Israel together, Josh wanted his mom’s best friend, Jackie Haines, to come forward alone. Her usual smile was replaced with furrowed brows, displaying deep worry.


Luke and his family were able to maintain joy and focus to achieve an amazing and happy bar mitzvah service. He did a great job, and we were all so proud of him. I was only half present. I was freezing cold, sweating, and shivering with emotions. I wore my Bandolier crossbody phone strap, and immediately checked my phone after the service. This is something a rabbi typically wouldn’t do on the holy Sabbath or a holiday, especially because the camp administration had required observing Sabbath rules.


The death toll had risen and there were news reports about many hostages. After a quick lunch, Ben and I went back to our room and watched videos of kidnapped women being paraded around Gaza, one alive, with blood stains between her legs, and one face down in a truck, possibly dead. I would later learn that the names of those girls are Naama Levy, a nineteen-year-old peace activist and the great-granddaughter of Holocaust survivors who had just started her military service; and Shani Louk, a twenty-three-year-old German-born tattoo artist, who was an avowed pacifist and did not serve in the Israeli military under conscientious objector status. Two months later, Louk was confirmed dead by recovered fragments of her skull at the Nova festival site; on May 17, 2024, Israeli forces finally rescued her lifeless body that had been held in Gaza for more than 200 days.5


The rest of October 7th is a blur. My whole family was glued to their phones and CNN was turned on at the camp office. Huddled with my parents and the elders of the family, Ben and I tried to make sense of how or why this could happen. Ben and my father understood the “why now?” better than anyone and explained to others who asked. In my role as rabbi, some of the young or non-Jewish guests asked me what was going on, as if I had the answers. Jackson asked “What was going to happen to the hostages? What did Hamas want from them? How long was this war going to last?” My heart broke knowing many of the hostages would be tortured, sexually abused, or murdered.6 I also felt sick knowing many innocent Palestinians would die as Israel would pummel Gaza to try to extract the hostages and neutralize those responsible.


Ben and I ended the weekend early, decidedly not dancing at the party. In a state of shock and sadness, we made our way back to New York City. We listened to news the entire car ride home. I spoke to my best friend, Noa, and she told me dozens had been kidnapped to Gaza—that it wasn’t just a few. Dozens? Dozens?! Oran, her husband, would tell us that his father went out armed to protect and guard their moshav village, a few kilometers from Gaza.


I had no time to process my own fear or grief. I had lessons scheduled for all of Sunday, October 8. Being back in NYC, I grabbed my iPad, my large flag for the State of Israel, energy drinks, and Lara bars. Still, I wound up canceling the second half of the day’s lessons—too upset and depleted to do my job.


Everyone needed me to explain what was happening. A few parents told me their children were afraid to be Jewish and I had to explain to a pair of elementary school siblings why they could still feel pride in Israel and being Jewish even though people wanted to kill us. I had to watch my language. I had to reach adults, teens, and kids, yet monitor maturity levels and appropriateness. There were no trending articles yet on “How to Talk to Your Kids or Students About Genocidal Terrorists Coming for You and Your People.” I used my big Israeli flag as a teaching tool: the star represents the courage of King David who fought a big giant even as a small boy, and eventually made Jerusalem our capital more than 3,000 years ago. I recounted that the flag is blue and white to represent the colors in the garments of the ancient priests, or cohanim, and stripes represent our religious prayer shawl, or tallit. I reminded the students and families in my sessions that I always have worn my “Mazel Ring” made by artist Rachie Shnay: it is a big Jewish star on my most prominent finger, and on the back portion is engraved with Am Yisrael Chai—two meanings, “The Jewish People Live” and “The Nation of Israel lives.”


As the week went on, alerts and messages from groups on every possible social platform relentlessly flew in, and my phone became a command center. I was hearing directly from students and families that I served in the present and past: “How are you?” “What is happening?” “Where are you and are you safe?” “Do we know anyone who is hurt?” Requests of all kinds flooded in from Israeli family, friends, and colleagues. They needed money, nonmilitary equipment, and supplies. My network of successful Jews or sympathetic allies were asking: “Where should we send money?” “What was the immediate need?” “Could you help organize multiple charter planes full of medical aid for the wounded or emergency centers?” “Who knows of a plane leaving tonight from New York that can take duffel bags full of supplies for troops?” “What would be a good Palestinian aid charity to help the emerging humanitarian crisis that guarantees resources don’t fall into the hands of Hamas?” “Could you link a donor with a commander asking for new uniforms, backpacks, and water bottles for an entire elite unit tasked with recovering hostages?” “Can you recommend a children’s hospital in Israel for those interested in donating only to children’s causes?”


The focus of questions also spread to ensuing hate and tension unfolding outside of Israel. Many Jews felt vulnerable all over the world. I had to explain and update constantly, validate fears, and simultaneously calm mass hysteria. “Was there a credible threat to Jews in New York City?” “Was this about terrorism, religion, or land?” “What is a day of rage?” “What river and what sea?” “Why is the world so quick to start defending the terrorists or justify the violence?” “Why does Israel need to have a defense for defending itself?” “Why has antisemitism erupted on college campuses?” “Why won’t the high schools and primary schools handle the subject properly?” “If Israel doesn’t feel safe and we don’t even feel safe in the US, where do we go?” “Who are these Jewish fringe groups to immediately denounce Israel or call for a ceasefire without any rescue or return of the hundreds of hostages?” “How can we honor the innocent people and children dying in Gaza while still being proud Jews?” “Why has Gen Z abandoned the Jews?” “Why does no one have real information?” “What do we do?”


Why was I, an independent rabbi in Manhattan, suddenly consumed with this war? Through my phone, I felt like I was fighting a double front war for our people’s survival. The first most immediate need was to raise enough money for support, gear, and medical supplies in Israel. The second need was to keep Jews informed and prideful about wanting to be Jewish, whether religious or cultural. I did not concern myself with explaining to our critics and enemies why Israel has the right to exist or defend herself. I resisted the rabbit hole of fighting the thousands of online antisemites and human rights hypocrites. Don’t get me wrong—I saw them; they boiled my blood and broke my heart. Yet, I had always designated my social media for PG-rated religious messages of solidarity and Jewish joy, and given the wide-range of my follower’s ages, I was very cautious when sharing graphic details that would increase fears. Moreover, Ben and I agreed that people were only speaking into their own echo chambers and there was no real dialogue or information sharing between opposing sides. Existing social media warriors like Noa Tishby, Eve Barlow, Hen Mazig, and Lizzy Savetsky took on the impossible battle and made inroads. Instead of speaking into deaf ears and posting to the blind eyeballs on social media platforms, I chose to use my efforts for concrete action.


One of the greatest parts of our religion is the obligation to give charity. The first days of the war, I personally donated to United Jewish Appeal (UJA)-Federation of New York Israel Emergency Fund, American Friends of Israel’s Navy Seals (AFINS), Magen David Adom First Responders (MADA), and Emergency Aid for the Southern Communities—so I directed people there at first. Many of my clients gave as part of the historic millions raised for UJA at Park Avenue Synagogue or Central Synagogue on the first Shabbat after October 7th. For the first time in their lives, many of my clients decidedly went to a synagogue on a non-holiday Friday. In times of crisis, people tend to turn to one another for support. Whether this strengthened Jewish solidarity will affect formal synagogue membership and/or sustained participation is difficult to ascertain at present.


Still, extraordinary Jews wanted to be more hands on, and they didn’t relate to what these huge charities were doing, tachles— bottom line. I was heartened that so many within my network wanted to give in enormous ways or spring into action. I was inspired by legends of about “Banana Man,” Sam Zemmary, or future Prime Minister Golda Meyerson/Meir, both US Jews who helped to support or fundraise for Jewish refugees and the State of Israel through her troubled inception—prior to the Holocaust, during the crisis of displaced survivors post-war, at the time of the historic United Nation’s 1947 Partition Plan vote and throughout the Independence War of 1948. WhatsApp was mission control for coordinating funding, materials, and supplies for the hundreds of thousands of Israelis who were displaced by the war. Groups of successful Israelis, many secular, felt like they had the know-how, military connections, and logistics backgrounds in order to coordinate big grassroots efforts that would meet immediate needs they were hearing about from their friends and family on the ground in Israel. Those Israelis would reach out to me to help direct American charity dollars or private donations to their efforts. There was vigilance against getting scammed or worse, that terrorists were listening. Everything was urgent, important, and disorganized. This was not some organized cabal of prominent Jewish leaders, as the Washington Post suggested in its May 16, 2024 antisemitic article about Jewish billionaires using money and power to influence NYC Mayor Eric Adams.7 Instead, this was a scrappy effort from caring Jews and allies of all income levels, trying to alleviate Israeli suffering after the largest attack on Jews since the Holocaust.


The most successful grassroots effort I witnessed was titled Team Ima, Team of Mothers. My two clients (and friends), Meredith Sotoloff and Tracy Weiner, banded together in every way possible when they mobilized their wallets, homes, cars, and Amazon Wish Lists, sending duffel bag after duffel bag full of supplies or necessities requested by their contacts in Israel. First, Meredith turned her kitchen into a challah baking factory to raise money. I even cohosted a challah bake event to raise funds for expensive state of the art emergency medical equipment. If that wasn’t enough, Meredith and her aunt created a logistics network of mothers in New York and partnered with Meredith’s friend in Israel, Michal “Mickey” Yoran. They have gotten protective gear and supplies to various units of IDF (Israel Defense Forces), toys to children, breast pumps to new mothers, and so many other items to those in need. Tracy has joined Meredith’s effort, turning part of her Upper East Side home into a literal warehouse. Tracy and Meredith joined the Park Avenue Synagogue mission to Israel and flew over to volunteer less than two months after the war started. In this traumatic moment, they came together as best friends. I should mention, Tracy was born and raised as a Christian, but with her Jewish husband, she raised her children to be practicing Jews. Tracy committed to a Jewish conversion even prior to October 7th. Team Ima’s generosity knew no bounds. I take no credit for their giving and spirit. Sometimes when I needed help sending bags or items, I leaned on Meredith and Michal. Every now and then, they also relied on me, the concierge rabbi, for extra direction or support.


Why were these small groups doing such a great job of meeting the immediate needs of our people in Israel? Why were we hearing from Israelis on the ground that they lacked critical gear even though institutions were saying they were sending supplies? How could the Israeli government and military be so unprepared? How could the main diaspora charities raise millions yet still not meet the needs weeks into the war? Why did people feel good about going around the large institutions?


Also, pertaining to inflamed campus antisemitism, Jewish students were under verbal and physical attack and the organizations in place couldn’t do enough to protect their Jewish members or stop the actions of perpetrators. By December of 2023, a congressional hearing with three prominent university presidents (University of Pennsylvania, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and Harvard University) attempted to hold the schools and leaders accountable for their inaction.8 Certain prominent figures felt urgency and wanted to bypass the drawn-out, consensus-seeking process that larger communal institutional groups follow. Instead of going through established organizations that traditionally have advocated for Jews on campuses, one by one impactful individual charges were leveled. High net-worth business people like Jon Huntsman, Bill Ackman, and Marc Rowan were finally speaking up and addressing the widespread campus antisemitism and failures in leadership. Alumni were taking meetings with their school associations and withdrawing financial support in a visible way. They didn’t make their statements through the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) at a huge conference, or through Israel on Campus. They simply released statements via social media. Similarly, like efforts were not limited to only the wealthy. Workers at large companies in a variety of positions were outraged by vague statements not strongly condemning Hamas; this was particularly evidenced by documented HR complaints at Condé Nast. In the immediate aftermath of October 7th, before any military operation started in Gaza, US Jews publicly demanded that their workplaces take a stance to support Israel and denounce terror—the same way the companies did during the outbreak of the Russia-Ukraine war or Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement.9


The answer to all of these “whys?” hit me.


We were let down by institutions at large. The United Nations; federal, state, and local governments; businesses; popular culture icons; and secular schools all had subpar or weak turnout for the Jews. What’s worse? We also have a crisis within.


Religious institutions have been failing to engage modern Jews for the last several decades and the war highlighted people’s lack of direct involvement and commitment. Statistically, Jews outside of the Orthodox world have been less and less engaged with their synagogues and community centers. Up to half of the US Jewish adult population does not attend synagogue; more than fifty percent of that cohort say they find other ways to express their Jewishness outside of the Synagogue.10 We’ll get into the numbers, supporting studies, and facts later in Confession II. The need for community never left Jewish people, but it was substituted by people’s colleges, children’s schools, and workplaces—all in which they invested time and money. For a while these places were sufficient sources of supportive community. American Jews found lifelong friends in universities and the workplace. Some even found their spouses in those spaces. Many of those friends and partners were Jewish too, so it really felt like a Jewish community at college or work—especially in popular fields among Jewish people. Jews also spend exorbitant sums of money on their children’s schools, teams, and camps. Those microcommunities, along with gyms, have replaced the need for many people to have a relationship with Jewish institutions like synagogue or UJA.


According to the Pew Research Center, while sixty-seven percent of Jewish adults identify with some branch of US Judaism, only thirty-five percent of US Jewish households are members or have a person who is a member of a particular synagogue.11 The aging synagogue and institutional model of Judaism has been waning for some time, forcing many congregations to merge, or close for good.12 Historically, modern Jews have preferred to get their “Jewish fix” for decades by celebrating a few holidays a year at their parent’s home, watching sitcoms like Seinfeld and Curb Your Enthusiasm, or taking a Birthright Israel trip once in their lives.


However, the Israel-Hamas war revealed that Jews need more community and support. If someone had a synagogue membership, they went there in the weeks right after the attacks. Many Jews reported a feeling of unity among other Jews after October 7th. Unfortunately, history proves these acts of solidarity are often short lived. Plus, pluralistic work and school communities fell short to support Jews. Like other minority groups, we have unique needs that cannot be fully met by secular social groups. Jews are a part of an ethno-religious group that deals with wave after wave of antisemitism or hate. Thus, these places failed to meet Jews’ needs as Jews.


After October 7th, poisonous latent or down-right blatant antisemitism was unleashed in and around those communities. By the spring of 2024, the college encampment movement, a thinly veiled anti-Jewish and anti-Zionist campaign started at Columbia University. Pro-Palestinian encampments popped up at more than fifty US college campuses and even more abroad. While some were peaceful demonstrations of solidarity with the Palestinian people against Hamas and perceived Israeli military aggression, an overwhelming amount of the encampments included vandalism, threatening hate speech, demands for boycott and divestment from Israel and her supporters, and out-right violence against Jewish students and faculty. Hundreds of protesters were arrested for violation of university rules, damage to property, and even taking over campus buildings; this included the daughter of Squad member, Ilhan Omar, a Minnesota congressional representative. Many graduation and commencement ceremonies were canceled due to the disruption and safety warnings. After conducting a survey of Jewish American students, the president of Hillel International, Adam Lehman, said: “Jewish students, and all students, deserve to pursue their education and celebrate their graduations free from disruption, antisemitism, and hate.” That survey found that sixty-one percent of Jewish students who witnessed a pro-Palestinian protest at their school found that they have included language that is antisemitic and threatening.13 New York City was riddled with protests and counter solidarity efforts. Widespread synagogue bomb threats, vandalism including spray painted swatstikas and broken windows of Jewish businesses echoed events of Kristalnacht, Germany’s Night of Broken Glass in 1938. Jews expressed their outrage and confessed fears that even worse was still to come. Local law enforcement couldn’t protect Jews and universities were once again breeding grounds for antisemitic ideology like they were in Europe in the 1930s. Anti-Zionsim (the belief that Israel has no right to exist and Jews have no right to self-determination in their ancestral homeland) had largely become the foremost form of antisemitism, even among well-meaning liberal educated elites. None of the Jewish or secular institutions in place were enough to restore order, reassure community safety, or even emotionally support the millions of Jews in the United States.


Ironically, many participants of the encampments were actually Jewish and members of fringe groups like Jewish Voices for Peace (JVP) and Students for Justice in Palestine (SJP). Liberal Jewish journalist, Peter Beinhart, with whom I generally disagree, suggested in his Substack that many progressive students went from being non-Zionists (people who’s political ideas had nothing to do with Israel) to being against Israel once their consciousnesses turned to the suffering in Gaza. They misplaced all blame on Israel’s Jews. They ignored that this is a two-sided conflict. They did not make mention of decades of corruption, provocation, and violence encouraged by the Iranian backed terror groups who use innocents as their shields. Beinart discussed a civil war within colleges amongst Jews. Orthodox or observant Jews, first generation Jews, those enrolled in professional schools, or involved in Greek life trend more pro-Israel than the Jewish liberal arts students, LGBTQ+ Jewish students, or Jewish students who have assimilated and forgotten Jewish history.14


When little to no action was seen to combat or stand against Jew hatred from college leaderships and boards, many felt betrayed or lost. My clients and I felt disappointed more than ever that their communities would not do enough to support them during this awful war. Worse, many of those beloved institutions outed themselves to be unfriendly to Jews and breeding grounds for antisemitism and hate. This war’s devastation hit much harder among unaffiliated Jews or Jews with loose ties to a home base. If they did not feel a strong connection to a Jewish institution with Jewish values and interests at its core operating principles, American Jews felt like they had nowhere to turn.


The November 14 March for Israel rally in Washington, DC was attended by nearly 300,000 Jews; in part, it was so packed because it allowed Jewish people a physical space to come together on a national scale and express solidarity, anguish, and purpose. This feeling of empowerment was deeply needed and could only be achieved by feeling the warmth and unity of Jewish community. May this serve as a reminder: Jewish organizations can band together in exceptional times and become nimble enough to organize individuals into collective action, as evidenced by the huge turnout from participants affiliated with large groups and those who heard about the rally through social media and came on their own.


By the way, have we heard anything from Vice President Kamala Harris’s Jewish husband? Doug Emhoff, the first Second Gentleman, had no problem tokenizing his Jewishness when it served him on campaign trails or for party propaganda, but he was notably absent from the November 14 solidarity march right outside his door on the Washington Mall. He has posted absolutely nothing religiously related since Hanukah, December 2023 other than an Easter egg hunt—nothing about Passover, the foundational Holiday marking the inception of Jewish national and religious identity. He may have championed the first ever US National Strategy to Counter Antisemitism in May of 2023, but when push came to shove it was all lip service or self-serving. As of May 2024, he’s been publicly silent about the five American citizens who remain hostages in Gaza (let alone the rest of the 120 hostages). Unless brought by private groups, he’s been invisible during the calls for intifada in major cities and campus encampments “tentifadas.” His own daughter does not consider herself Jewish or even half-Jewish. The opposite. Ella Emhoff reportedly fundraised for United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), a group that sixteen nations have stopped funding due to their documented terror ties.15 Ben thinks my criticism of Doug Emhoff is too extreme, but my outrage in his lack of public advocacy is indicative of how the many institutions, even those with Jew-ish members, fell short.


AND SO, as an independent provider, my services were needed more than ever. I was always an alternative to people who were turned off by standard or big-box religious offerings. I was often used as a supplement to make up for where an institution was lacking. As a private rabbi, I was on-call at all hours of the day, to teach and facilitate people coming together under our faith’s umbrella. And that’s even before the war. After October 7th, I was in-demand to explain the conflict, the implications, and break it all down in terms anyone and everyone could understand. I helped CEOs draft statements to demonstrate support and set a tone at their workplaces. I advised about large donations. I invited people to the emerging events, rallies, and tribute nights to raise money for supplies and equipment. I became supplementary to synagogue institutions’ prayer groups and lecture series. I was nonstop explaining thousands of years of Middle East history. I was on the phone all the time. I would validate someone’s concern for safety and try to quell hysteria. I’d hear someone’s desire to help, meet them where they were at, and pull them through. There were other rabbis, philanthropists, and dedicated people like me, mobilizing independently. The big organizations were obviously fund-raising and trying to make a difference too. But their structures were both bureaucratic and opaque, which combined to reveal slow or ineffectual action. I teamed up and leaned on many others for help in this unprecedented war effort. The reason we were so needed, especially the independent leaders, was because of this huge shift in American religion.


The center of religious identity is moving. The coming chapters in this book suggest that this change is all part of a larger pattern not to be ignored—that is if we want to survive.


So, who am I and why should you care? I’m Rabbi Rebecca Keren Eisenstadt—oh now Jablonski—but you can call me Becky. I’m a young, Jewish woman from Maryland with a strong Jewish identity and values. But I’ve been living in Manhattan for twenty years and I’ve learned how to adapt to the world as it has changed. As Julia Gergely’s award-winning profile in the Jewish Telegraphic Agency stated, I’m the “Uber of rabbis.”16 I’m not just a religious provider who meets people in their homes, I meet people where they are at; I see where they want to go and devise a plan to get them there. And I make the process interesting, meaningful, and fun—as it should be. However, a major difference between Uber and my services is that your Uber driver is a one-off and I’m not. Uber is a transactional business and I often make a lasting bond with my client. Nonetheless, ride sharing apps make finding reliable transportation seamless and I make religion accessible and more available than your average American clergy. Also, my model is bespoke, boutique, and personal with each person or cohort I serve. That recipe is what’s in-demand to take people on various spiritual journeys and remain active and prideful during these dark times.


With nearly two decades working for mostly New York-area clients, I have created a niche with some of the most prominent families in the world. I started out as being one the most sought-after Hebrew and bar mitzvah preparation tutors in the tristate area. When I attained rabbinic ordination, my services expanded to weddings and more, like baby namings, funerals, and conversions. According to the Jewish religion, almost every lifecycle moment can be performed by simply a knowledgeable person—it doesn’t have to be a rabbi. Still, most of my clients feel more comfortable having a rabbi oversee religious moments and I’ve been extremely busy ever since I earned my official title. Sometimes, I call it my sash and crown. I’ve been blessed to watch some children grow since they were literal babies and continued to advise them as they navigated campus life and antisemitism outside of New York. I’ve become more than just a clergy member to families; I’m integrated into a family which allows us all to mutually care for one another. I am present for a family’s happiest occasions and saddest moments. I am with them on vacation, at parties, and in their homes while they are wearing pajamas on the weekend. The institutional demands and expectations of most formal synagogues do not allow for pulpit clergy to have such informal roles and availability.


Most of the time when I reveal that I’m a rabbi, people are shocked. I’m a one of a kind religious leader—party planners call me the “Hot Rabbi.” My Instagram handle, @myhotrabbi, has thousands of followers from every walk of life. I’m the only rabbi around town with super long hair, makeup, and can be seen wearing either workout clothes while carting around my little shih-poo (that’s a shih tzu-poodle mix) dog, Scout, or decked out in a ball gown for a fabulous celebration. For a while, I was also single and people loved setting me up, or hearing about the trials and tribulations of New York City single life through the eyes of someone Jewishly-observant. Thank heavens, as of March 2024, I am married to the most wonderful man, who has been my friend for seventeen years. After meeting at a Shabbat dinner and getting closer through his foundation, Building Together (Palestinians and Israelis building relationships together through farming and economic development), Ben Jablonski finally asked me out, and in less than a year, we were engaged in Jerusalem—the same place my parents got engaged.


People constantly come up to me asking for advice for their families, children’s learning, or how to integrate more religious values into their homes. Frankly, for a long time, I wasn’t ready to tell my story of how I became a rabbi to serve a need in the Jewish community. I used to think I was doing something wrong by helping people have services apart from the traditional model or away from their synagogues. But my views have evolved. Now, I see how people crave meaningful experiences that are different and personal. I’m ready to share and perhaps inspire other families to seek out similarly meaningful experiences. I also want to encourage Jewish leaders to become providers like me. I never instruct people to discontinue their synagogue memberships. I can add value, supplement, or make up where others’ needs or preferences are not met. Religion is not one-size-fits-all—to carry the clothing metaphors—no one has a closet full of only one brand of clothes. When I grew up, I was used to going to several synagogues and had many rabbis as teachers. I want to remind American Jews that they can and should have multiple religious providers in multiple institutions. Now the numbers of people leaving the traditional ways of observance and membership are so large, I feel like I’m playing a part in keeping families still engaged in their Jewishness.
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