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It was a cold winter night. About a dozen of us were crowded into a living room, coats on 

the sofa, mugs of tea on the table. We were talking about my favorite topic–being Jewish. 

(Which, of course, meant we weren’t just talking, we were also disagreeing about what it all 

means. That’s how you know it’s a real Jewish conversation!) 

About halfway through, one of the guys, I’ll call him Sam, jumped in. He’d been mostly quiet 

until that point. And as kind of an aside… Sam isn’t Jewish, and I’ve found that sometimes 

those who grew up outside the Jewish community can see our story with a clarity we often 

miss. 

Sam said: “I love these conversations. But I’ve noticed that when Jews gather to study, the 

conversation so often turns to Israel. Or to the Holocaust.” 

The room went quiet. It was a brilliant comment because, well, Sam was exactly right. Israel 

and the Holocaust are so defining and they do often dominate our imagination.  

And Sam was echoing the scholar Jacob Neusner, who warned that memory of the 

Holocaust and attachment to Israel can overshadow the American Jewish story–not replace 

it, but eclipse it, like the sun and moon blotting out the stars. 

Sam's comment, and Neusner’s warning, made me think: if the American Jewish story has 

been eclipsed, then what is the story we’ve forgotten?  

To answer that, we have to trace where we came from. 

Jews have been in America since 1654, when a small band of refugees from Recife, Brazil 

landed in New Amsterdam. But the real wave began in the 1880s, when pogroms and 

persecution drove millions from Eastern Europe. Those Jews were many of our grandparents 

and great grandparents. (How many of you trace your ancestry back to that immigrant 

generation?) 

They crowded into the tenements of the Lower East Side, where life was hard but full of 

hope. Pushcarts lined the avenues. Yiddish culture was alive. Pickles filled barrels on every 
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corner, crisp and briny.  By day, families stitched shirts in sweatshops; by night, they 

gathered in landsmanshaftn—you’re a Jew, I’m a Jew, we’ll look out for each other. 

Out of that mix of poverty and possibility, they built a thriving culture, and the worlds they 

created were extraordinary. Though never more than 2 percent of the population, Jews 

shaped America far beyond their numbers. They gave the nation its soundtrack and filled 

Broadway stages with life. They built hospitals–Mt. Sinai, Beth Israel. They split the atom, 

cured polio, influenced literature, law, politics, and art.  

That immigrant generation didn’t simply participate in the America they made their home– 

they helped to build it. 

And then–the ground shifted. 

The horrors of Auschwitz and the subsequent promise of Israel were such seismic events 

that American Jews were drawn into their orbit. From the 1940s on, American Jewish 

identity would be refracted through both the Holocaust and the Jewish state–their 

gravitational pull so strong it became difficult to separate one from the other. 

Huge arguments broke out. David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister, shouted across 

the ocean, “All Jews should come live here in Israel!” 

But people like Jacob Blaustein, leader of the American Jewish Committee, shook his head. 

“No way!” he said. “We’re at home here in America. We’re building good lives right where 

we are.” Besides, where else could you get a pastrami sandwich the size of your head? 

So which was it? Now that Israel was established as a modern nation state, was it supposed 

to be the Jewish center, with America just a branch? Or could the Jewish people have two 

homes at the same time? 

Either way, into the 1950s and 60s, American Jewish identity came to be taught through two 

lenses.  

From Israel came pride–a state that defied the odds, survived war, and brought to life the 

nearly dead language of Hebrew.  

From the Holocaust came obligation–what Emil Fackenheim called the 614th 

commandment, not to hand Hitler a posthumous victory. In other words: be Jewish because 

six million died. 
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Taken together, large parts of American Jewish identity became reactive–shaped less by our 

own questions than by events beyond our control. And Jewish institutions as well–of which I 

am on the email list of a large percentage of them!-- centered themselves around 

preservation or connection to Israel–all good things, but all this brings me back to Sam.  

Who are we, as American Jews, apart from Israel and the Holocaust? 

I want to be super clear here. I am not saying that American Jews should ignore Israel or 

forget the memory of the Holocaust. 

We are a people shaped by our connection to eretz yisrael, the land of Israel, long before 

the modern state was born. Think of our agricultural festivals–how we put up a Sukkah in 

October and end up needing space heaters because, of course, we’re not in Israel. Still, we 

maintain that bond to the land! And I am a Zionist. Full stop. No qualifications. For me, that 

means a deep connection to Israel, and Nani and I try to go there whenever we’re able. 

And… we are also a people shaped by memory–zachor, the command to remember. That’s 

why Nani and I speak with our kids about Jewish suffering, about the long history of 

anti-Judaism, of Jew-hate. Memory, too, is part of who we are. 

But I don’t want us to talk only about Israel or the Holocaust.  

Our story is bigger than that. Way back, we come from Jewish communities that flourished 

in the diaspora, in places like Babylonia, Spain, Greece, and Poland. (It’s true that each 

ended in devastation, but each wrote its own, inspiring chapter in Jewish history.) 

The lives we live today, the very formation of this community, are shaped by that long, rich 

story, not only by two events of the last century. So to define ourselves only in relation to 

Israel or the Holocaust is like living in someone else’s shadow, and I want to stand in our 

own light. 

So who are we? What is expected of us as American Jews, in our own right? 

I don’t want my children to inherit a Judaism of victimhood, or to believe real Jews only live 

in Israel. I want them to know who they are, on their own terms, as American Jews. 

I think we can achieve this by asking ourselves serious questions, about us, about our lives. 

So here are my questions for you this morning, this Rosh Hashanah, for you to take into the 

new year: 
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●​ Do we let Shabbat set the rhythm of our week, or do we let soccer practice take over, 

or can we find a balance between them? 

●​ How, if at all, should Jewish values shape the way we cook and eat? If you’re not 

gonna keep Kosher in the ‘traditional’ way, is there a Jewish food ethic that informs 

how you eat? 

●​ Do we have a Bible on our shelf at home, and do we ever open it and read our story? 

●​ Do we say, “well I’m more of a cultural Jew,” and see other Jews as more 

authentically Jewish, or do we truly own our liberal Jewish identities? 

●​ Do we learn Hebrew, even just a little, or do we always settle for transliteration and 

translation? 

●​ Do the Jewish holidays transform us? Do we make the effort to figure out how to 

celebrate them on our own terms, not defined by those we might call “more 

observant”? 

●​ Can we make time during our busy week to mark time as sacred, to participate in 

shabbat services, or observe at home?  

●​ Do we raise children with wonder, or just with schedules? 

●​ Do we show up for each other by sending a doordash meal, or do we write a letter or 

visit a house of mourning?  

This is not easy work. It requires showing up, participating, shaping what our community 

will become.  

At our worst, we could be just another synagogue, fixated on memories of the dead and 

debating Israeli politics.  

At our best, we could write the next chapter of American Judaism–honest about our ties to 

Israel and the Holocaust, but centered on our own questions, our own lives, our own 

blessings. 

So when we gather to talk about Jewish identity, yes–Israel will come up. The Holocaust will 

come up.  But then the conversation must turn back to us–just as it once did in Babylonia, 

Spain, Greece, and Poland. Every community asked its own questions and made Torah new. 

Now– it is our turn. 

And who we are is beautiful: Jews and fellow travelers, converts and seekers. Not defined by 

shadow, but by the dignity of standing together. 

Yes, eclipses come. But they pass. And when they do, the sky calls us to rise. 
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So let us stand.  

Let us live as Jews in America on our own terms–openly, deeply, and joyfully.  

And most important, let us hand that blessing forward– 

so that our children’s children will rise in their own day, and as proud Jews, say:  

we endured, we flourished,  

and we sought always  

the betterment of humankind. 

 

Shanah tovah. 
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