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Why Humanistic Judaism?

Humanistic Judaism provides community for people of all backgrounds
to explore and shape the evolving meaning of Jewish traditions through a
nontheistic, inclusive worldview. It incorporates a humanistic philosophy of
life into Jewish liturgy, holiday celebrations, and lifecycle events in place of
traditional worship of the supernatural. Founded in the 1960s by a community
led by Rabbi Sherwin T. Wine, it gives voice to the way most Jews already
believe: that ethics and values are human-made, not divinely revealed, and are

continually progressing based on reason, knowledge, empathy, and justice.

Today, our faith rests in one another, in the power of people to understand
our world and influence it for the better to achieve universal human dignity
and steward the future of our planet. For justice to exist in our world, we
must create it together. And to gain new knowledge we trust academic and
scientific methods over religious dogma. Because our approach is cultural
rather than religious, we welcome all to participate without boundaries
and we celebrate the diversity of our multiracial, multicultural, and LGBTQ+

households.
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FROMTHE EDITOR

Many Roads to
Spirituality

umanistic Jews have too often been
stereotyped as being cold, lifeless, and
without spirituality. This of course is
not true, but I think the stereotype
persists because many theistic Jews can’t imagine
spirituality without theism, but also because many
are ignorant of the powerful ways that Humanistic
Jews engage with spiritual practices that are
intellectually consistent, but also saturated with
intention, joy, and wonder.
I hope that this issue of Humanistic Judaism
can help to dispel this stereotype.
Our debunking begins with Rabbi Jeffrey L.
Falick’s essay “Capacity for Awe: A very human
superpower,” in which he explains:

To talk about awe is to marvel at the wonders
of existence, every moment that makes life
worth living. Sometimes awe takes hold of
us when we consider the grandeur of the
universe. Sometimes awe grips us when we
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behold some earthly glory: a sunset, the
changing of colors at the onset of autumn,
or the bloom of spring.

The theme of nature as a source of Humanistic awe
is also explored in more detail by Rev. Marti Keller,
who shares about finding meaning and delight
through reveling in the natural world, especially
in birdwatching.

Many Humanistic Jews also find meaning in
exploring ethics, especially through Jewish ideas
and texts. This is why Dr. Bruce Hillenberg’s
exploration of Mussar practice is so helpful
because he provides a picture of what doing
Mussar humanistically actually looks like.

Another important article in this issue is a
personal account by Hannah Fontilus about
finding meaning through connecting to her
biological father’s Jewish identity, while also
remaining a Catholic. Hannah’s story is important
because many people, for many reasons, are
embracing bi-religious identity. Much of the
broader Jewish world isn’t ready for this, but this
isn’t the case for Humanistic Judaism, which has
long embraced diverse household configurations
and complex personal identities. We are very
proud to share Hannah’s story.

Speaking of our movement, we also are
sharing Rabbi Eva Goldfinger’s acceptance speech
from being awarded the Sherwin T. Wine Lifetime
Achievement Award. And we have community
news items from six of our congregations and
communities in formation.

As you can see, this is a very full issue. We
hope you enjoy it!

Speaking of our magazine, we are always looking
for new voices, including those of our youth. If
you are interested in writing for us, please do not
hesitate to be in touch. And as always, we welcome
your comments and questions. Please send them to
humanisticjudaismmagazine@gmail.com.

%v%ﬁww

J.M.B.
Editor

Use the QR code to find
citations, notes, and other
resources that accompany
this issue.
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James M. Branum is the editor of this magazine,
and a SH] member from Oklahoma City. He is also
an attorney, writer, and peace activist.

Rabbi Jeffrey L. Falick is the rabbi at the
Congregation for Humanistic Judaism of Metro
Detroit.

Hannah Fontilus is an independent member of
the Society for Humanistic Judaism who recently
discovered the Jewish heritage of her biological
father, and adopted Judaism as part of her
cultural identity. She enjoys taking walks in the
woods with her dog, Max, and traveling the U.S.
with her husband. She has visited forty states.

Cantor Jonathan Friedmann, Ph.D., is a
community leader & education director at Adat
Chaverim — Congregation for Humanistic Judaism,
Los Angeles, and co-host of Amusing Jews, an
interview show celebrating Jewish contributors
and contributions to American popular culture.

Drew Garfinkle, 14, is a Mitzvah Class student at
CHJ of Fairfield County, CT.

Bruce Hillenberg, Ph. D. is a semi-retired
clinical psychologist. His first interest is loving
his wife Cindy, their daughters Lindsay and
Jamie, and their partners Sam and Chris.
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In honor of Emily
Cohen for her
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contributions to our
social media presence

— James Branum

To Helen Forman

In honor of my
Bubby, Helen Forman

— Katherine Voigt

Competing for second is friendship with family
and friends, cooking, gardening, and expanding
his life as a Humanistic Jew.

Sandi Horwitz is a long-time member of Oraynu
Congregation and the editor of their newsletter,
Shofar.

Lee Jacobi is a long-time board member of both
PCCJ and SH]J.

Rev. Marti Keller is a Unitarian Universalist
minister, past president of Unitarian Universalists
for Jewish Awareness, and member of the Society
for Humanistic Judaism. She is a published

poet and was poet in residence for the 5oth
anniversary of the National Wilderness Act.

Arthur Liebhaber serves on the Executive
Committee of SH]’s Board. He is also creator
and an Administrator of the Humanistic
Judaism Discussion Facebook group, as well
as Administrator on several other Humanistic
Judaism pages and groups. He is a retired
librarian/branch manager, husband to Rabbi
Jeffrey L. Falick of CHJ-Detroit and a proud
stepdad and grandfather.

Kyla Reisberg, 12, is a Mitzvah Class student at
CH]J of Fairfield County, CT.

To Ira Parsons

In honor of your
B’ Mitzvah

— SHJ Board and Staff
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GOMMUNITY NEWS

FAIRFIELD COUNTY, CT | CONGREGATION FOR HUMANISTIC JUDAISM

Mitzvah Class Visits the Tenement Museum

The purpose of the visit was to investigate
what Jewish immigrant life was like from
1880 through the early 1920’s, a time
when many Jews were fleeing to escape
discrimination and pogroms in Europe.

We visited the restored Tenement Museum
in NYC to find out how they initially survived
with just some clothes and a few dollars.

Despite hardship, NYC was the largest
Yiddish-speaking city in the world and the
area was nicknamed the Jewish East Side.
Jews were free to practice their religion, take
jobs and save money. Life was not perfect,
but it was better and safer than in their
home countries.

Families of up to nine crowded into a
three-room apartment that lacked plumbing,
heat and electricity. It must have been really
hard to live like this in what was, at the time,
the densest square mile in the world. With
more than 100 people sharing one bathroom,
laws improving living conditions were not
yet passed until the 1920’s. This makes us feel
grateful for all we have now and think about
how much things have changed.

We visited the apartment of the Levine
family, who labored at a foot-powered sewing

Inside the restored Levine Family apartment,
Tenement House Museum, with (unnamed)
tour guide, Drew, Kyla, Steven Reisberg
and Dave Shafer, CH) members.

machine for 12-hour days for just $.15 a dress.
However, they made enough to pay their rent,
raise five children, and keep a Jewish home.
Our families both immigrated to America
in the early 1900’s. Drew’s family came from
Eastern Europe and his Great-Grandmother
spoke only Russian and Yiddish. His Great-
Grandfather immigrated from Poland and
worked on Eldridge Street. Kyla’s Great-
Great-Grandmother, speaking only Spanish,
came over as a teenager by herself and lived
50 years in the Lower East Side. Ldor V'dor
we now feel more connected to our history.
— Drew Garfinkle and Kyla Reisberg
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LOS ANGELES, CA

ADAT CHAVERIM CONGREGATION
FOR HUMANISTIC JUDAISM

Amusing Jews

Cantor Jonathan Fried-
mann and Rabbi Joey
Angel-Field of Adat
Chaverim — Congregation
for Humanistic Judaism,
Los Angeles, recent-
ly launched a podcast/
YouTube interview show, Amusing Jews,
celebrating Jewish contributors and contri-
butions to American popular culture. A proj-
ect of Atheists United Studios, the show is
an outreach platform for Adat Chaverim. It
aims to attract Jews (and non-Jews) who are
interested in Jewish cultural achievements.
The show’s tagline is: “No religion. No pol-
itics. Just informative and entertaining con-
versations with people behind the things we
love.” Highlights so far include interviews
with Melanie Chartoff, the voice of Didi
Pickles on Rugrats, Michael Elias, screen-
writer of The Frisco Kid, and Lorna Lembeck
(née Patterson), who played flight attendant
Randy in Airplane!
The podcast can be found at:
spreaker.com/show/amusing-jews.
— Cantor Jonathan Friedmann

ORANGE COUNTY, CA |

PACIFIC COMMUNITY OF CULTURAL JEWS

PCCJ’s Israel Program: The Right-Wing
Attempt to Reform the Supreme Court in 2023

In a program timed around Israel’s 75th
anniversary, the Pacific Community of
Cultural Jews (PCCJ) discussed the recently
proposed reforms to Israel’s Supreme Court.
The program on 4/30/23 was well-attended.
The program consisted of PowerPoint slides
followed by a discussion.

The information presented included:

e Israel has “checks and balances”
between its legislative branch “the Knesset,”
its executive branch “the Government”
headed by a Prime Minister (PM), and its
“Supreme Court.”

e Asaresult of Israel’s Nov. 2022 election,

6  HUMANISTIC JUDAISM

a government was formed led by the center/
right Likud party and including far-right
parties and 2 Ultra-Orthodox parties.

e [srael’s right wing has been frustrated
by Israel’s Supreme Court, particularly
concerning Jewish settlements in the West
Bank.

e The Ultra-Orthodox parties want to
continue “welfare” payments to the families
of men who don’t work because they choose
to study religion full-time.

e The right-wing’s proposed reforms
would: give the Knesset the ability to override
the Supreme Court; put the Government in

charge of the committee that selects new
judges; and strip the Supreme Court of power
to remove an official convicted of malfeasance.

e The left wing of Israel, recognizing
that the proposed reforms would hobble
the Supreme Court, made massive street
demonstrations. The protesters succeeded:
PM Netanyahu agreed to (temporarily)
shelve these proposed reforms.

Our discussion was prefaced with a
house rule: to keep our remarks calm and
civill Our mostly liberal group was mostly
against the proposed reforms. Perhaps this
opinion summed things up best: “Israel
does perhaps need reforms of its Supreme
Court — just not these reforms!”

Over snacks and coffee, we gave
ourselves pats on the back for good behavior.

— Lee Jacobi


https://www.spreaker.com/show/amusing-jews
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METRO DETROIT, Ml | CONGREGATION FOR HUMANISTIC JUDAISM OF METRO DETROIT

The Spinoza Program at CH) Detroit

The Spinoza Program, CHJ-
Detroit’s youth education,
has lately been transformed
into family education with
family time and separate
follow-ups for the children
and adults. Annual favorites
like the model seder
continued, too, as Spinoza
celebrated the yearly event...
with a new twist. As Rabbi Falick talked about
each item on the Seder Plate, participating
families rushed to various stations around the
room to collect or make the items, including
devising their own recipes for Ashkenazic or
Sephardic style charoset or any combination
thereof!

In May, the program closed out its year of Jewish
culture and humanistic values, kids and parents

Spinoza Family Seder, April 2, 2023

enjoyed a visit from the “Mad
Science” program. Also in
May, CH]J-Detroit’s Music

Director Joseph Palazzolo
held a special concert
program called  “Struck,

YIGVHEIITINHLY A9 OLOHd

Bowed and Plucked—A Piano
Trio,” which took on the spirit
of Birmingham Temple Vivace
programs of times past. It
was just one part of a ramped-up series of special
and ongoing classes and programs for adults that
included CHJ at the Detroit Jewish Film Festival,
Café Mussar (a deep dive into Jewish ethics with
humanistic interpretations), expansion of our yoga
classes, mah-jongg, and weekly Judaism classes,
a new “Daytimers” of lunches and outings, and
much more!

«

— Arthur Liebhaber

TORONTO, ONTARIO |

What’s New at Oraynu

Our new website (oraynu.org)
was finally launched! We had a
fun Purim party, a well-attended
Passover  Seder,  Shabbat
programs with Rabbi Jonathan
Cohen plus his monthly
Saturday morning Torah study,
the final sessions of Rabbi Eva
Goldfinger’s adult education
series, and a powerful Yom
HaShoah observance entitled:
“The Meaning and Purpose of
Remembering Through Verse,
Voices, Music and Art,” which was developed by
Rabbi Eva three years ago and engages more than
30 participants who read, play, sing and share.
Also worth mentioning was a meaningful and
lively book discussion on “Caste: The Origins of
our Discontent” by Isabel Wilkerson. The writer’s
premise is that the treatment of Blacks in America
and the Jews in Nazi Germany are comparable
to the caste system in India. Needless to say,

Rabbi Jonathan Cohen, Pamela (¢
Roy, Larry Kline, Carol Elman.
Carina Newton and Karen Elkin.

ORAYNU CONGREGATION FOR HUMANISTIC JUDAISM

there were varying opinions on
her hypothesis.

In Canada, we could add I
ndigenous experiences to that
list. At Oraynu we have commit-
ted to offering some programs
that focus on reconciliation with
our Indigenous sisters and broth-
ers. Each of our programs begin
with a land acknowledgement.
Anti-Racism  Committee
takes the lead on these events
with the goal of educating our
members on current issues. In June, our Commit-
tee Against Antisemitism is presenting an import-
ant talk on “Social Media and Antisemitism.”

In recognition of the SHJ]’s 2022-2023
Humanistic Jewish Role Model and Pride Month
in June, we are showing the 2008 film “Milk”
starring Sean Penn, for which he won the Best
Actor Oscar.

— Sandi Horwitz

Busy Spring for the
Spinoza Havurah

During the spring of 2023, the
Spinoza Havurah has been very
busy. We are holding zoom
Shabbat morning services about
every two weeks, with most of
the services focused on holidays
and other seasonal themes.
Celebrations included were

Tu Bishvat, Purim, the March
Equinox, Pesach, Mimouna,
Yom HaShoah (featuring guest
speaker Professor Arthur
Shostak), Lag B’'Omer, Shavuot,
Juneteenth and Pride month!

These services are led by
Martyn Di Maggio and James M.
Branum on a rotating basis with
contributions by many others.

We are attracting a broad
range of Humanistic Jews and
fellow travelers from around
the world to our gatherings. In
our recent services, there were
participants from North America,
Panama, Brazil, Chile, Japan,
Australia, Kuwait, the UK, The
Netherlands, Portugal, Spain,
Norway... and I'm probably
missing some! We really
appreciate the chance to learn
from each other and our unique
cultural contexts, especially as
we normally reserve time in all
of our gatherings for community
discussion.

For the summer months,
we are experimenting with
a later service time. We also
will be doing a special service
on July 22 that will ask a
question for Tisha B’Av--- as
Humanistic Jews, shouldn’t
we be celebrating, instead of
mourning, the destruction
of the Temple and its cult of
animal sacrifice?

We welcome all to our
services but especially
encourage those who live in
areas without compatible
Jewish services to check us
out. All announcements of our
upcoming programs are on our
website at spinozahavurah.org.

— James M. Branum
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AVery Human |
SuperpoWer AN

e - . ,' ORI BYRABBI]EFFREYL FALICK
: _.‘.‘e. B - Y On Yom I\‘zppurDayzozz / 5783 I dellvereda presentation to my congregatlon as part of a senes

. : o . abouit ““Our Very Human Superpowers The final entry in that Series was called “Uncovering
: i Our Capaczty fo‘r.Awe Tt was mtroduced by our Music Director with the famous song, “To Life —
v - L’Chazm’ i I’m happy.to share a lightly ddapted version of that presentatlonfor this issue.

“TO'Llfe L’Chalm"’ - y .

b

'_\This Song celebrating life and the joys it can bring has been on my brain’s
playlist quite a bit in recent weeks and months, undoubtedly owing to some
" upcoming family celebrations. This iconic tune written for “Fiddler on the
Roof” by Sheldon Harnick and Jerry Bock is a reminder of the wonders of life,
ebrated by a group of people whose everyday experiences were something
t 1af worlderful. As the typically hapless Tevye sings: “Life has a way of
,/,{)ﬁfhsﬁ'ng/us, bfess/ing and bruising us. Drink, I’chaim, to life!” Why drink
\ - with such joy? As the pious milkman puts it: “God would like us to be joyful,
even when our hearts lie panting on the floor. But how much more can we be
joyful when there’s really something to be joyful for?”” And so we drink, “to
life, to life, I'chaim!” After all, as he notes, it gives us both something to drink
about and something to think about! AWE continued on page 10 p»



FEATURE

‘ ‘ To talk about awe is to marvel at the wonders of existence,
every moment that makes life worth living. Sometimes awe
takes hold of us when we consider the grandeur of the
universe. Sometimes awe grips us when we behold some
earthly glory: a sunset, the changing of colors at the onset
of autumn, or the bloom of spring. , , — Rabbi JefFrey L. Falick

Of course, in the show and subsequent
movie, any of the thinking is pretty much
obscured by the drinking. But since we’re not
drinking today — at least not officially, since
drinking is not a Yom Kippur tradition — this
day let us focus on what joyous moments like
these holidays or our own simchas (happy
occasions) or, indeed, whatever moves us to
experience gratitude for the gifts of life, can
give us to think about.

Personally, what I think about is awe.

To talk about awe is to marvel at the
wonders of existence, every moment that
makes life worth living. Sometimes awe takes
hold of us when we consider the grandeur of
the universe. Sometimes awe grips us when
we behold some earthly glory: a sunset, the
changing of colors at the onset of autumn, or
the bloom of spring.

Sometimes awe seizes us at moments
when we feel the intensity of our connections:
to dear and supportive friends, to loving and
committed life partners, or to the children
whom we cradle one day and accompany to
the chuppah in a blink of an eye.

Even in our increasingly secular world,
few are ready to abandon the quest for awe,
for the sense of radical amazement that we
often call “spirituality.”

Spirituality is one of those difficult-to-
define concepts that seem to defy what we’ve
learned from science. If there is a “hot topic”
that arises among humanists, it is frequently
about spirituality.

A religious man like Tevye, of course,

would have seen God in moments of
gratitude, rejoicing, or awe. In their wooden
shtetl (small Eastern European village)
synagogues, they would have expressed
spirituality through gratitude to “the master
of the universe.” The traditional Jewish
siddur (prayer book) provides blessings
upon seeing a rainbow or beautiful trees
or fragrant herbs and flowers or interesting
animals and even when encountering
beautiful or wise people.

Gratitude for joyous moments and for the
universe and all that it contains fill Jewish
prayerbooks, both modern and traditional.
But we Humanistic Jews neither worship
gods nor reach out beyond ourselves to
some higher intelligence. As a result, we’ve
acquired a bit of a reputation for lacking
spirituality; for a deficiency in feeling
gratitude for life and its wonders.

One of the first things I'm often asked
when introducing Humanistic Judaism to
newcomers is, “How can you be spiritual if
you don’t believe in God?” Sometimes I reply,
“You are correct that I do not believe in God.
And so by extension, I also do not believe in
the spirit world or supernatural creation.”
“However,” I add, “a belief in other-worldly
sources of amazement is unnecessary to
spirituality because awe is entirely human,
the product of the human spirit.”

This spirit of love, of attachment, of
connectedness, of wonder lives — we say
metaphorically — in our hearts. But in
reality? It really lives in our brains!

As I was in the middle of preparing this
message, I came across a wonderful piece
in The Washington Post entitled “Why It Is
Awesome That Your Brain Can Experience
Awe.” The writer, Dr. Richard Sima, a
neuroscientist turned science journalist,
began his piece by recalling the experience
of holding in his hands a human brain. He
was struck by the feelings he experienced,
giddiness, a slight lightheadedness, the
catching of his breath. Here, he thought,
“was a person ... their thoughts, feelings,
hopes, fears and dreams — a whole life
—embodied in its folds and creases.” He
ultimately named what it was he was feeling.
It was awe.

Back in 2008, we humanists received a great
gift in the form of a book by Ron Aronson, my
friend, our teacher, and our fellow congregant
here at CHJ. It is called Living Without God: New
Directions for Atheists, Agnostics, Secularists,
and the Undecided. It was the very first book
I read that thoroughly addressed my own
questions about spirituality for those who
live without God. Within a year of reading it, I
became a Humanistic rabbi.

In this marvelous and far-ranging book,
one of the topics that Ron tackles is how
humanists express gratitude. He identifies
the obstacles presented to us by both
language and tradition; the near-monopoly —
in some cultures of God-centric expressions
of gratitude. And the virtual absence of such
expressions in secular culture. “Hundreds
of years after the beginning of modern
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NATURE

Wild Awe

BY REV. MARTI KELLER

n my more than two decades as a traveling

speaker, housed in made-over basements

and tiny guest rooms and pool houses,

it has always been critical for me to find
ways and places to walk — and not just in
city blocks, but in wilder locations. For
example, such as the extended time I spent
in Blacksburg, Virginia and was taken to
nearby Brown’s Farm: its rolling pasture, its
gliding hawks, permanently protected from
subdivisions and soccer field. And there was
the New River, with passable bass fishing
and Friday night undergrad beer parties,
but also secluded banks from which you
can just watch this long stream meander or
rush, depending on the rapids.

This is to be — for a little while each
day — a spiritual naturalist, an eco-
feminist, participating, at least spiritually,
in reweaving the world.

And here and there, identifying a
common bird.

To be a Jewish person in nature defies
some old stereotypes and self-concepts
among those of us who are just one or two
generations away from cobbled ghettos
and crowded tenements or from great
grandfathers who spent hours davening
(praying) in cramped schuls (houses of
worship) — or huddled over their Hebrew
bibles and their Talmuds, engrossed in
scripture from morning til night.

My father’s father came from a small
town in Ukraine, adjacent to the great
swaths of Tsvetukha Forest. It was always a
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resort area, then and now, but rarely visited,
I was told, by his family or other Jews.
This was also the site of slaughter by Nazi
soldiers and locals in the middle of World
War 11.

It took my father’s restlessness and
curiosity to break into the natural world,
when as a teenager he would take the
MTA in Boston from Dorchester to Boston
Commons, in search of urban wildlife,
not just the ducks and shorebirds, but the
neighborhood permanent avian residents
and the migratory flocks.

He spent the rest of his life “hunting
without guns,” as he would tell his hundreds
of birding students, rising at dawn and out
the door, the best time to capture the sights
and sounds, collecting a world-class life list
of spotted species, attracting novices to his
Intro to Ornithology or bird study classes at
Emory University.

He knew his bird facts and figures, but
it was his mystical connection with birds
that kept people flocking to him. He was
like a Pied Piper. When he sounded a bird
call, they would come, and he would fill a
tree with birds. He could often tell a bird by
a single chip, just as he was known to hear
a single bar of classical music and tell the
piece it came from.

My father’s religion of origin was the
kind of Judaism where his mother kept a
kosher kitchen, and there were barebones
observance of Shabbat and the holy days.
He was also a nearly lifelong atheist, a

cultural Jew who could break out into basic
Yiddish to tell a joke or a story, and who
loved borscht and chicken feet.

He dropped out of attending first Unitarian
services and later Ethical Culture, to free
up his Sunday mornings for bird-watching
excursions. If there is a descriptor of my
father’s spirituality -- which for me as well
means being concerned about and connected
to the essence of life -- what Socrates called
“an examined life,” it would be spiritual
naturalism. Spiritual naturalism is described
as a worldview, value system, and personal
life practice that sees the universe as one
natural and sacred whole, as is the rationality
and science through which nature is revealed.
It is the awe and mystery we experience when
we observe or have other direct experiences in
nature. Even experiences that on the surface
make no sense can be meaningful, like the
majestic, but also frightening Barred or
Hooting Owl that followed my husband and
me a few days after my father died through a
patch of urban woods ... or the unexplainable
accuracy with which I spotted and identified
birds only once in my life, on an in memoriam
bird walk I took.

For those among us who either grew
up within Judaism and have moved away
entirely, or like most of us, still retain and
observe some of the usual practices and
holy days, the High Holy Days may be filled
with memories of being (confined) within a
synagogue, indoors, for many hours.

Rabbi Mike Comins, founder of Torah
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ESSAY

Healing
Through
Adopting
Humanistic
Judaism

BY HANNAH FONTILUS

t surprises some that I'm a practicing Catholic who

identifies as culturally Jewish. My Jewish heritage

and ancestry are from my biological father’s

mother’s side. My birth mother grew up practicing
Catholicism. My birth parents met in 1987 in a mental
health unit. They befriended one another because
they had a way of making one another feel better.
They kindled a romance, fell deeply in love, and then
decided they wanted a child. They discovered they
were pregnant with me a month later.

I reconnected with my birth parents in my early
twenties. They lost contact once I was adopted.
My mother gave me my father’s full name, and I
found a birth date after searching the internet. The
adoption agency gave me information on where he
attended high school. I visited his high school, and
they still had his yearbook with a Junior picture. The
receptionist made me a copy of the page. Before this
point, I always wondered which parent I looked like
the most, and on that day, I discovered I'm a spitting
image of him.

My adoptive parents always had a positive outlook
on the sacrifice my birth parents made. They always
told me that I was placed for adoption out of love. I
just accepted their word although I didn’t understand
what sacrificial love is. In retrospect, I believe that I
held on to anger toward my birth parents for placing
me because I had a terrible temper for most of my
childhood. My mom even put me in counseling for
it at school. My anger was explosive, and I didn’t
understand why I could get angry over nothing. I
believe now that perhaps I internalized that I was a
mistake because I was “given away.”

I think part of my anger was due to feeling different
from the rest of my peers because I was adopted. I
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attended a very small
school where there was
only one other classmate
who was also adopted at
birth. Our adoptive parents
could not have biological
children, and it was her
adoptive  mother who
reached out to my mom
about a new private
agency in Indiana that
allowed for semi-
open adoptions to
occur, which means
there could be some

communication between my birth family and my
adoptive family. My adoptive parents put their names
on a waiting list around September of 1988, and [ was
adopted in March of the following year.

It was difficult for me to make friends during
elementary and middle school. I had a few friends in
high school but I wasn’t popular. In 2005, I befriended
a young man a few years older than me who moved
from another small town. He told me once that some
people asked him why he occasionally speaks to me
and informed him he shouldn’t since I am not cool.
I'm unsure why many people held this view of me,
but it certainly didn’t help my anger problem.

When I went to college, men noticed me in
a much more positive way. I received so much
attention from men that I didn’t know how to deal
with them. Since I understand what it feels like
to be rejected, I always tried to turn down a date
without hurting a man’s feelings. Sometimes out of
pressure, I would just accept a date with a man I

Hannah and her

husband celebrating
their anniversary.



Page 17 cut from this preview edition.

Full version available for members of SH)-affiliated
congregations, SH) Independent Members and

Magazine subscribers only.

If you are already eligible for full access, please
contact info@shj.org for the correct link;
otherwise find membership information here:

https://shj.org/membership

Or subscription information here:
https://shj.org/product/subscribe

Thank you for your interest in Humanistic Judaism!



PRACTIGE

How a Humanistic Jew Found
His Way to Mussar Practice

BY ). BRUCE HILLENBERG, PH.D.

My Introduction to Humanism
I completed my undergraduate education
at Michigan State University (MSU) from
1968 through 1972. This was a time of rapid
personal growth in which I learned about
the value of personal self-reflection and
the power that comes from authentic self-
expression. I also grew in my understanding
of how group emotional intimacy can
facilitate personal growth and the
ways that one’s ethical actions can
promote world peace and ensure
that all of the planet’s inhabitants
are cared for. I also studied
Eastern philosophy with its
emphasis on the character traits
of acceptance, nonjudgment,
mindfulness, humility, and
compassion. This facilitated my
self-discovery, and I wrote poetry
to express this interest.
Humanistic psychology helped
me understand how to develop a
sense of identity, values, and moral
compass independent of religion,
national identity, and a prevailing
economic system. Humanistic psy-
chologists were asking important
questions like: what does it mean
to be psychologically healthy, both
internally and towards others?
How can individuals find meaning
and a sense of purpose? Where do
we derive our values? These ques-
tions (and the community of those
who were asking them) led me to
embark on a life-long journey to express my
humanistic values, and a desire to find well-
ness by expanding healthy character traits.

My Jewish Identity

My identity as part of the Jewish people was
presentduring my undergraduate education,
but I did not have a connection to a house of
worship, and [ was not engaged in the study
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of Jewish literature. I was an atheist and
more consumed with understanding myself
as a secular person than in a relationship
to a religious tradition. I had left the flock
to search for a way to actualize my self-
understanding and character. I had not
found this type of guidance as a child or
adolescent in the Jewish congregation that
my parents and grandparents belonged to.

My Bar Mitzvah was something to persevere
through; it did not assist my search for
meaning or understanding as I grew up.
During my twenties through my sixties,
I was invested in building a career as
a clinical psychologist and raising two
daughters with my wife. I also continued
to expand my appreciation for humanistic
values. I was committed to mindfulness,

Y,

Scenes from the Hillenberg garden: Successful gardening involves
a continuous process of “doing what is right” and focuses the
mind on both, the moment and a larger purpose of being.

gardening, walks in nature, working to
improve my character to help me find more
equanimity in my life, and enriching the
authenticity and emotional intimacy of
my relationships with others. Yet, I found
it hard to re-create the community of
individuals I had in undergraduate school
who shared a mutual journey to expand
humanistic roots and personal character in
a safe and inspiring way.

My wife, daughter, and I had a brief
relationship with a Reform Temple to
facilitate our daughters’ B’nai Mitzvah,
but I didn’t find an emphasis on character
development as a Jew that could have
facilitated a longer-term commitment. Thus,
we left our Temple after our last daughter
completed her Bat Mitzvah in the
late 1990s, becoming unaffiliated
Jews. My exploration of character
development as a Jew continued
to be facilitated by my personal
intentionality and desire to
improve on traits such as humility,
equanimity, silence, gratitude,
loving kindness, and generosity.

An Awakening
Iretired from full-time practiceasa
clinical psychologist in June 2019.
A half-year after that the pandemic
hit. Politics became more strident.
Racism and antisemitism grew
more explicit. To cope I dove
into intense study of the history
of antisemitism and my family
ancestry. My poetry turned to
the struggle between humanistic
and autocratic/theocratic worlds.
I wrote often about humanistic
characteristics that would
challenge the psychological
personas embedded in the rise
of an autocratic and theocratic
culture in America. The pain of antisemitism
and how my ancestors experienced it
created a desire to find a Jewish community
to study with and experience connection.
My wife and I joined the Birmingham
Temple (founded by Rabbi Sherwin Wine)
in Michigan, which is now called the Con-
gregation for Humanistic Judaism. I knew
my deceased intergenerational family
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SPEECH

Sherwin T. Wine Lifetime Achievement

Award Acceptance Speech

BY RABBI EVA GOLDFINGER

irst of all, thank you so much for

honouring me with this award

granted in the name of a man whom I

adored; a man who changed Judaism
and who changed my life. Confirmation
that my work makes a difference in the lives
of others is very meaningful for me. Other
than my counselling work, I have devoted
almost four decades of my work life to the
Movement of Secular Humanistic Judaism,
and being chosen for this award means that
my years of effort have not been in vain, that
I have made a difference.

I'd like to share with you what kindled
my passion and lead me here. I consider
myself very fortunate to have been raised in
a loving and supportive Chasidic home and
community in Toronto. But in addition to
following all the halakhot (or laws) rigidly,
I was taught that central to Judaism was
the commandment to be of use—to help the
sick, the poor, and the needy and to take
care of nature.

I was a profoundly (some might say
irritatingly) curious child who wanted to
learn and know everything—in fact I don’t
think Ive lost that curiosity. The only “C” I
ever got in my report cards was in behaviour,
because my Jewish teacher thought “I asked
altogether too many questions.”

I read voraciously, by a streetlight, when
I was reading non-Jewish books to keep that
hidden from my parents. I got tired of hearing
my father tell my brothers how much I loved
to learn and that they should be more like
me. [ got tired of hearing the message that
God gave me a good brain and I had the moral
obligation to use it, because, when I said
that I wanted to go to a yeshiva (or college) to
continue my studies and be of more use, I was
told that advanced study was only for boys.

That’s when I knew that despite my
joyful and loving experiences, irrationality
and prejudices were also part of Judaism. Yet
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there were amazing elements in our culture
and being Jewish was important to me, and
I did want to pass it on to my kids. But what
kind of Jew did I want to be, and what kind of
Judaism was I willing to pass on?

One day in 1984, I bumped into a real
estate client of mine, Karen Levy, and while
conversing about Jewishness and Jewish
education for my kids, Karen told me about
a new kind of Jewish community — the
Secular Jewish Association (SJA) and invited
me to an event at Dr. Jerry Bain’s home. I
went, and that evening altered my whole
life and Karen and I became best friends.
I was inspired that night by people who
came from so many different backgrounds
yet were able to come together to celebrate
their Jewish heritage in a way that had
meaning and integrity for them, while being
respectful of others, despite their conflicting
beliefs and behaviours.

In a short while I realized that I was not
interested in believing in a non-egalitarian
and non-just god. Before long I didn’t
believe in any god and was thrilled to
discover the ideals of humanism rooted in
science, rationality, and ethics.

I joined the SJA and became active on
the board and various committees. Because
I had a strong Jewish education and spoke
Hebrew and Yiddish, they sought my help in

creating meaningful celebratory materials
that were rooted in all Jewish culture but
were secular and humanistic. I did loads of
research, and after drafting the materials,
beginning with Rosh Hashana and Yom
Kippur services, and creating suitable songs,
I made sure to get input from other SJA and
later Oraynu members. This collaboration
resulted in wonderful materials which
we happily shared with other Movement
communities in North America.

The following spring, after I joined
the SJA, I participated in my first Congress
of Secular Jewish Organizations’ (CSJO)
National Conference and met so many of
the movers and shakers not only of the CS]JO
but also of their sister organization, the
SHJ. It was at this conference that I met and
became life-long friends with Miriam Jerris.
Interesting how Miriam, Karen, and I, all
ultimately became Humanistic Rabbis.

Although the SJA was a member of
the CSJO, I also chose to become an active
member of the SHJ where I met our founder,
Sherwin Wine, and over time we too became
colleagues and friends. [ also became active
in the International Federation of Secular
and Humanistic Jews (IFSHJ]) and then its
educational arm the International Institute
for Secular Humanistic Judaism (IISHJ).

At the conferences, discussions began
about the need to train leaders, and
the Leadership Training Program was
established. I joyfully participated in
the very first class in Philadelphia and
completed all the required courses, learning
from Rabbi Wine and other amazing
teachers and professors from all over the
world. It was here that I created solid and
cooperative friendships with the graduate
leaders and became active on our Board,
the Leadership Conference of Secular and
Humanistic Jews (LCSHJ).

Before I even graduated as a Madrikha,



Sherwin came to Toronto in 1986 where we
met with the Ontario Registrar and ensured
that Secular Humanistic Judaism got on the
list of legitimate Jewish Movements, and I
was accepted as their first Clergy, licensed to
perform weddings in Ontario. Later Sherwin
asked me to represent the Movement as
the IISHJ’s Ontario Director. At Oraynu
we frequently held adult education and
leadership training programs for the IISHJ,
and it was wonderful having Sherwin
and Adam Chalom come to teach. During
Sherwin’s days I also enjoyed teaching
classes at the IISHJ.

In 1996 I was happy to research and write
the book, Basic Ideas of Secular Humanistic
Judaism,whichIlaterdramaticallyshortened
so it would become the Educational Kit for
all Movement Leaders and Teachers. To this
day, many communities choose to send a
copy to all their members to educate them
about Secular Humanistic Judaism.

As a Madrikha and later a Rabbi, I
created endless ceremonies for life cycle
events. These too I happily shared with
my colleagues. I was always happy to hear
from my clients how meaningful these
ceremonies were to them and their guests.
Particularly in Toronto, because it tends to
be conservative, I made it a mission in my
life to be there for intercultural couples
and families. I was the first Jewish clergy
in Toronto who officiated at intercultural
ceremonies a well as at weddings of the
LGBTQ+ community. Ialso created a course
for those who wished to convert to or be
adopted into Secular Humanistic Judaism
and shared this with the Movement.

Once the IISH] established a Rabbinic
program it was thrilling for me to continue
my advanced Jewish education and training
both within the Movement and at Hebrew
College in Boston, thus proving that
advanced education clearly was for women
too. I also helped to form and lead the
Association of Humanistic Rabbis (AHR). I
loved being involved in all the Movement
Organizations.

For many years I organized conferences
in the US and Canada for the CSJO and the
SHJ. Itravelled to Movement Communities all
over the US to train leaders, lead festival and

Shabbat services and offer adult education
courses. [ also loved to travel to Israel and
Europe to participate in conferences there. In
2005 and 2006 I was the Rabbi at one of our
LA congregations. But although I continued
to travel to various communities, ultimately
Toronto was my ‘home’.

All these years at the SJA and Oraynu I
have been thrilled and fulfilled offering adult
education classes, continuing to partner
with other leaders in creating and updating
our school curriculum, helping Oraynu
grow and thrive through participation in the
planning and execution of programming
and running Intertalk a Support Group for
inter-married couples and families. Intertalk
was later adopted by some of our Movement
communities. To this day I continue to
support the leaders and Rabbis of Oraynu.

It has meant so much to me personally to
have played an active part in developing and
growing our movement and spreading our
philosophy that our rational belief systems
and our Jewish behaviours need to be
consistent. Iam so proud to have contributed
to putting the word out there that Secular
Humanistic Judaism has its doors wide open
to Jews, their partners, and families, as well
as all those who wish to join us.

Thank you to all the leaders and people
in our Movement with whom I partnered to
help build the Movement. I am so grateful to
this Movement for enabling me to live most
of my adult life with passion, integrity, and
meaning and to pass that on to my children
and to others around North America.

Thank you to all my friends, and most
importantly my ex-husband Joe and my
treasured daughters, Jodi and Corrie who
partnered with me and supported me in
building Oraynu and our Movement, and
my precious grandchildren Keira and Hallie
who are participating in our legacy by
attending Oraynu’s Sunday School. I love
you all. While I can, may I and my work
continue to have a positive impact and
inspire others to join and grow this amazing
form of contemporary Judaism. May our
light continue to burn brightly and help
illuminate the darker corners of our world.
Todah Rabbah! Yasher Koach! 7

MUSSAR continued from page 19

the impact of the presentation with our
program committee members, we decided
to start a small study and practice group
every other week. The name: Mussar Café.
Since I have not completed certification
as a facilitator (as provided by the Mussar
Institute) I will collaborate with the other
members of our study group to establish
our unique humanistic approach to Mussar
study and practice. I believe my 39 years
as a licensed clinical psychologist will give
me the capacity to guide us on this journey.
Our study group has met four times (at the
time of this writing). The participants are
committed to the process of reflecting on
how to apply humanistic values to Mussar
practice. I am finding that are members
appreciate the opportunity to share their
inner journey to expand their well-being
and positive traits in a safe setting. To date,
we have explored the traits of humility,
patience, and gratitude. Members share
their experiences of these traits in their
lives—noting strengths and areas for
improvement.

We follow several guidelines during
our meetings. First, Mussar discussions
are not therapy. Yet, our discussions can
be therapeutic for each of us through the
process of expanding self-awareness,
improving our intention to improve one’s
character, and experiencing positive change.
Second, all conversations are confidential,
and information shared by other members
is not to be discussed outside of our
meetings. Third, our discussions are about
each person’s personal experience; we are
not here to judge or debate ideas.

During our first four sessions,
participants emphasized how pleased they
are that Mussar had arrived at our front
door, but also our collective commitment to
find a Humanistic approach to Mussar. [ am
excited to see our commitment to Mussar
unfold. I believe we will be a more positive
and supportive community as a result. &

Citations and additional resources to
accompany this article can be found at:
bit.ly/HJ-Summer2023
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Jews For A Secular

Democracy
COMING SOONI!

“Jewish Women and
Religious Freedom in America”
Fostering a Community of
Action in Florida

A Hybrid Live and
Online Series of Programs,
Trainings, and Actions

If you live in Florida
or knows someone
who does that may
like to be involved,
please email
florida@jfasd.org!

Search for “Jews for a Secular Democracy”
on your favorite podcast app
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