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I grew up in a neighborhood where, as far as I could tell, there were no

Orthodox Jews.  When I turned 13, we moved about five miles further

away from Detroit.  Across the street lived two Orthodox Jewish families;

I developed quite an interesting relationship with one of them.

The father worked in a gas station and the mother was a Holocaust

survivor.  She loved to talk, with a generous portion of drama and flair.

There were two very attractive daughters, one more serious and the other

more outgoing . . . and then there was Marty.

Every college class that I have ever taught at St. Thomas Aquinas College,

in nearby Sparkill, has heard of Marty.  Though he was six years younger

than me, once he learned that I loved to watch Godzilla movies on TV

every Saturday afternoon at 1:00 pm, Marty came over to our house.

Sometimes knocking on the open door and sometimes not, he would plop

himself in front of the TV.  I didn’t think much about it at the time, but he

never asked to change the channel or adjust the volume.  He just sat,

watched, and usually left shortly after the movie was over.



Marty’s family did interesting things.  His father would sometimes keep the

TV on in the den from Friday night thru Saturday night, especially when

the World Series was on.

His mother told tales of the Holocaust that would make my skin crawl.

His oldest sister told fascinating stories about the dating habits of the

Orthodox young men she dated.

I knew that they did things differently, but we were all Jews.  They ate

similar foods to me, they just ate some of those foods more frequently

than my family.

When I was in college, I started running.  I had a four mile route, which I

ran pretty regularly.  One Shabbat afternoon, in the winter, I had run more

than three miles when I saw Marty’s family waving at me from their

Orthodox synagogue.  I waved back.  Then, they waved more dramatically,

like “come over here!”

I crossed the street and they told me that they needed a tenth to make a

minyan for minkha, the afternoon service.  I understood the concept, but

pointed out that I was in sweats and running shoes.  They didn’t care.  And

so, going from about twenty degree outside, I entered a small synagogue



which felt like it was heated to 90 degrees.  I didn’t dare pick up a book,

because I could feel myself melting all over the floor.

Nonetheless, I fulfilled the mitzvah and finished my run.  Still, I was

intrigued by this brief visit to the synagogue.  I talked with Marty’s family

about my desire to learn “Talmud” and Marty’s family connected me with a

local rabbi.  We learned together for a couple of months and he told me

that it was his dream to begin a kollel, an independent school for adult

learning and I would be his first student.

And so, we learned and other students joined the group and established

different learning circles.  I participated in learning at a different kollel, led

by a rabbi with a long, striking red beard.  When I remarked how unusual

that looked, the rabbi who brought me told me that this rabbi had not been

born Jewish.

I enjoyed my studies, but I was not an Orthodox Jew and unbeknownst to

the kollel rabbi, I had submitted my application to Reform Judaism’s

rabbinic seminary Hebrew Union College.  When I told him that I had been

accepted, he was quite disappointed, but I assured him that I would

continue to learn.



During the first year, spent in Jerusalem, I encountered dozens of

varieties of traditional Judaism, some of which I never encountered again.

Six years later, while serving as a rabbi in Worcester, Massachusetts, I

learned a lot about the local Orthodox community.  My landlord davenned

every day at the Chabad synagogue, but brought in food from Burger King

during Passover.  On two separate occasions, he asked me to sign the

renewal of my apartment least on Shabbat, after I came home from

Temple services, though I did get him to wait until Saturday night.

Then, I met Ruthie and got to know some of her Orthodox friends, who

made our wedding rousing and raucous with the traditional entertainment

they provided before the ceremony and during the reception.  Then, 31

years ago, Ruthie and I came to Rockland County.

In my life, I have known many Orthodox Jews.  Three of them are now my

children and I know that the stereotypes that some people have of

Orthodox Jews are grossly inaccurate.  Just as there are good and bad in

every community, there are many varieties of Orthodox Jews, including

dozens of varieties of Hasidic Jews.

More than twenty years ago, Ruthie and I had a fascinating experience.  I

had been contacted by a former girlfriend, who became Orthodox while in



college.  We dated while I was in rabbinical school, but decided that the

religious differences were too much to overcome.

In the meantime, she married and moved to Monsey.  In the Detroit Jewish

News, I read birth announcements about her children and she must have

read birth announcements about Ruthie and our ever-growing family.  One

day, she called the Temple.  She said that she wanted to return books that

I had shared with her when we were having serious, religious discussions.

Of course, I knew that she wanted to see how I turned out and I was

curious to see what she looked like as well.  I should add that this was pre-

Facebook.  So, Ruthie and I drove to Monsey.

Of course, I remember my former girlfriend as being very attractive.  From

living in Israel, I was of the belief that there were two types of young,

Orthodox women:  those who wore beautiful, designer clothing and those

who, let’s just say, had other things on their minds than fashion.

To my horror, my former girlfriend was closer to the latter.  On the other

hand, she and her husband, who ran in after a softball game, were very

gracious.  We watched Shalom Sesame videos, I got my books back and,



in the car, Ruthie jokingly uttered those words I have never forgotten “so,

you dated HER!”

On the other hand, in the few hours we were at their home, I saw multiple

examples of the Orthodox community working together.  One family

watching the kids of another, people discussing when community events

were taking place, sports activities and more.   In those ways, Monsey was

a lot like Pearl River and other communities were sixty years ago.

Orthodox Judaism is the only Jewish denomination which is growing and it

is not only because of high birth rates.  The truth is that waves of young,

college-educated Jews who grew up in secular, Conservative or Reform

homes are becoming Orthodox by choice.  They embrace the strong sense

of community, which stands in stark contrast to the sense of alienation

and isolation which permeates so much of secular society.

Orthodox Judaism is far more than what we read about in Rockland

County.  It is a community with a plan, with a purpose, with lots of support,

with an emphasis on traditional Jewish values like family, education and

worship.



Of course, it has all of the problems that every other Jewish and non-

Jewish community has, but it has a strong safety net as well.  Much of the

non-Orthodox Jewish community is like Jenga;  pull out the wrong block

and the whole thing can collapse.  On the other hand, the Orthodox

community is built with overlaying safety nets.

Are there problems with the Orthodox Jewish community?  Of course!

There are also problems with the Reform, the Conservative and almost

every other Jewish and non-Jewish community around as well.

Orthodox Jews are just as imperfect as us.  They are our family, past,

present or future.  Though some of us may not like it and some of them

may not like it, we are members of the same community.  We go to the

same JCC.  We eat similar foods.  We focus on news about Israel.  We

observe the same holidays.  They are not monsters any more than our

family members who support a different political agenda or sports team.

Modern Orthodox, mainstream orthodox, black hat orthodox,

yeshivish, Chabad, Satmar, . . .  Orthodox Jews come in dozens of

varieties.  Some live very modern and open lives and others are more

insular and closed off.  However, only those who do not know them would

say that they are all the same.



Most Orthodox Jews are not Hasidic.  The latter stand out by their

distinctive dress, but most Orthodox Jews look pretty much like most non-

Orthodox Jews and many non Jews, as well.

One of the central concepts of Judaism and of these holy days is that we

pray, we stand and we repent as a community.  It is not every man or

every woman for him or herself.  We pray as one, with those with whom we

share a lot and with those with whom we share much less.

Pearl River and other local communities have panicked when hearing

rumors about the impending influx of Hasidic Jews.  While there clearly is

Orthodox movement into Chestnut Ridge, this is America.  If we are

offended by communities denying blacks, gays or any other group the

right to live there, we should be just as offended by communities which

seek to deny Jews the right to live there.

A big part of the problem is that we don’t understand the Hasidic

community and they certainly don’t understand us.  More than twenty

years ago, Herb Reisman, supervisor of the Town of Ramapo, called an

emergency meeting of Jewish community leaders following an ugly

defacing of Temple Beth El in Spring Valley.  The vandalism was clearly



the work of anti-Zionist Jews, right after the Temple had a front-page story

in The Journal News about it dedicating a Holocaust Torah.

Close to fifty of us gathered in Ramapo Town Hall.  Hasidic Jews sat next

to Reform rabbis, including one woman rabbi.  There was dialogue and a

commitment to continue that dialogue outside of the meeting.  One

Orthodox rabbi shared with me how extraordinary this meeting actually

was.  He told me that many of the Hasidic rabbis and rebbes present never

leave their community, but Supervisor Reisman had the ability to bring

people together.

Religious news in Rockland County has tended to be negative for several

years.  Clearly, a lot of us have a great deal of repenting to do if we are

going to change that.   We need to make an effort to change the religious

polarization which has afflicted our local communities in recent years.

We live as part of the American community and we live as part of the

Jewish community.  Some of us place more emphasis on the Jewish part

and some of us more on the American part.

Both identities mean that we live by certain standards.  Just as it is proper

to be critical of others when they step over the line, so we must ensure

that we are not guilty of the same offense.



One of my goals for this year, as part of the Rockland Board of Rabbis, is

to bring the local Pearl River community into our Temple for a “Question

and Answer” session.  I also want to build the foundation for bringing

members of the Hasidic community together with the non-Hasidic

community for dialogue.

It would also be wonderful to begin a dialogue with local leaders of the

Muslim and Christian communities.  It is only by talking with those who are

different from us, it is only by knowing those who are different from us,

that we can minimize the scourge of prejudice, hatred and discrimination

inside and outside of our community.  As I said on Rosh Hashana, protests

make a statement, but meeting, talking and eating together gets results.

I ask your help in this effort, in improving our communities.

It is time to get involved.  It is time to make a positive difference.

Improving a community starts with me.  Improving a community starts with

you.  Improving a community starts with each and every one of us.

Today, we talk the talk.  This year, may we join together in walking the

walk.      AMEN


