
     

          

      

          
     

       
    

     

              

              

    

          

     

            

    

     

    

    

    

 

      

      
     

   
     

Reform Advocate Spring 2021
     

Tributes to Debbie Friedman, z”l

Tributes to Rabbi Jack Stern, z”l

Tributes to Rabbi Lauren Geller

Tributes to Dr. Gary Zola

Tributes to Dr. Madelyn Katz

Contributor Bios

Tributes to Rabbi Jacob Rader Marcus, z”l

    Supplement: Full Tributes + Contributor Bios



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tributes to  

Dr. Jacob Rader Marcus z”l



 
 

JACOB RADER MARCUS AND THE ROOTS OF REFORM 

by 

Gary Phillip Zola 

 Jacob Rader Marcus (1896-1995) was a scholar, professor, and rabbi. He is best known 

for the leading role he played in the development of American Jewish history as an academic 

discipline. At the dawn of his career at Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati, Marcus taught his 

students Jewish history from the Biblical era to the modern period. His first publications – 

books on German Jewish history and Medieval Jewish history – earned the young Marcus 

considerable scholarly recognition. In the late 1930s and early 1940s, Marcus had the 

prospicience to see that the American Jewish community was destined to become – in the wake 

of the Nazi regime’s bestial annihilation of European Jewry – the most important Jewish 

community in the world. This conviction spurred his desire to retrieve, preserve, and 

conceptualize the history of the heretofore unacclaimed heritage of United States Jewry, an 

interest that immediately became a lifelong passion.1 

 In 1947, Marcus, with the support of his friend and classmate, Nelson Glueck, the newly 

elected president of Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati (HUC), convinced HUC’s Board of 

Governors to establish an American Jewish Archives (AJA) on the school’s Cincinnati campus. 

Marcus became the AJA’s founding director, and he directed the institution from its fledgling 

beginnings until his death in 1995, during which time it grew into one of the world’s largest and 

most significant catalogued collections of archival material documenting the history of Jewish 

life in North America.2 



 
 

 Just as Harry A. Wolfson’s (1887-1974) name became professionally linked to Harvard 

and Salo W. Baron’s (1895-1989) to Columbia, so too did Marcus’s name become synonymous 

with that of Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati. He was barely fifteen years old when he 

matriculated to HUC in 1911 and, with the exception of his two years of military service during 

World War I and his years of graduate study in Europe, he spent the entirety of his life either as 

a student or a faculty member at HUC in Cincinnati.   

 Colleagues and students admiringly referred to Marcus as the “Dean of American Jewish 

Historians.” During the course of his long and productive career, Marcus published more than 

300 books and articles on the history of American Jewry. Yet Marcus’s remarkable career was 

fundamentally an alloy composed of two cardinal elements:  Marcus the rabbi and Marcus the 

scholar. His prolific array of historical writings was informed by his own liberal religious 

perspective. A secular critical historian would not have written about the past in the way that 

Marcus did. 

 Marcus’s profound commitment to Reform Judaism and the movement’s array of 

institutions made him one of the most popular figures on the HUC faculty, and for many of the 

school’s alumni, “the Doctor” (as he was often called), became “the rabbi’s rabbi.”3 No matter 

how large his reservoir of knowledge and erudition grew, Marcus never lost touch with the 

active rabbinate and the politics of American Reform Judaism. From his perch in Cincinnati, he 

advised hundreds of rabbis on a wide range of problems. In fact, he himself was intensely 

involved in the affairs of the Central Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR) and, from 1949 to 

1951, he was CCAR president, the first HUC faculty member elected to that office since Isaac 

Mayer Wise founded the rabbinical organization in 1889.4 In 1978, the CCAR named Marcus its 



 
 

“Honorary President.” This recognition, Marcus gratefully acknowledged, was “. . . the greatest 

honor that a rabbi can receive in the [Reform] movement.” 5 

 Marcus’s influential role in the CCAR provided him with a valuable platform to enlist 

rabbinic support for the field of American Jewish history in general and the AJA specifically. The 

growth of scholarly research in the field of American Jewish history as well as the remarkable 

burgeoning of the AJA’s collection owes much to Marcus’s role as a beau ideal to a large 

number of HUC rabbinic alumni. 

 Though Marcus never occupied a pulpit, congregational rabbis never hesitated to ask 

him for help when they found themselves in a political quandary. He also proffered strategic 

advice to executives and other influential figures who led the various organizations in which he 

was active. Although possessed of a warm countenance and charming demeanor, Marcus 

almost always had a distinct point of view. He expressed his opinions frankly, and he typically 

dispensed advice that was directive as well as diplomatic.  As a result of the many posts he held, 

and the many influential individuals he counseled and advised, Marcus unquestionably 

influenced the course of American Jewish life during the last half of the twentieth century.6 

 Jacob Rader Marcus was an ardent partisan of Reform Judaism. “We preach a gospel of 

ethics and rationality,” Marcus exhorted his rabbinical colleagues. “We do not wish to 

missionize the nations, we want to humanize them”! For Marcus, the “roots of Reform” 

flourished because it was planted in the nourishing soil of Judaism’s ethical heritage: 

We Jews pride ourselves that we are a civilized humanitarian folk. Let us 

manifest it in all of our actions. Our history demands that we continue our quest 



 
 

for Zion. Zion is our highest Jewish self in projection; it is the ideal we seek but 

we can only glimpse.7 

 

Notes 

________________________ 

1.  See Jonathan D. Sarna, “Jacob Rader Marcus (1896-1995),” in Gary Phillip Zola (ed.) The 

Dynamics of American Jewish History: Jacob Rader Marcus's Essays on American Jewry. 

(Waltham, Mass.: Brandeis University Press, 2004), p. 3. 

2.  For information about The Marcus Center see www.AmericanJewishArchives.org. 

3.  For examples of Marcus’s popularity over the years, see Randall M. Falk, Bright Eminence: 

The Life and Thought of Jacob Rader Marcus: Scholar, Mentor, Counsellor for Three Generations 

of Rabbis and Lay Leaders of American Jewry (Malibu, Calif.: Pangloss Press, 1994). 

4.  Isaac Mayer Wise (1819-1900), founder of both the College and the Union of American 

Hebrew Congregations, was the CCAR’s president from the year it was founded (1889) to his 

death in 1900. 

5.  Falk, Bright Eminence, p. 76. 

6.  See Zola, Dynamics, p. xvii, note #16. 

7.  Zola, Dynamics, p. 150, and xvii. 

 



 
 

Remembering Dr. Jacob Rader Marcus 

by Rabbi Sally J. Priesand   

 

          When I came to Cincinnati, I was accepted as a special student at Hebrew Union College-

Jewish Institute of Religion, allowing me to live elsewhere because there were no dormitories 

on campus for women. My good friend Sherry Levy z”l and I shared an apartment on Howell 

near Clifton and Ludlow. It was a short walk up the hill to the College-Institute, the same walk 

Dr. Marcus took nearly every day. I remember marveling at the way he navigated that hill, even 

as he got older. His gait was strong, a sense of purpose in his step as he approached his beloved 

American Jewish Archives building.  

          When it came to American Jewish history, his mind was encyclopedic. He loved to share 

with us tidbits of history that we would probably never discover from anyone else, perhaps not 

even from our own research. We were mesmerized by the stories he told at a moment’s notice, 

bringing alive the past and reflecting on the future. He delighted in inviting students to his 

home to engage in special projects, to share a Seder, or just to schmooze.  

          Because of my unique role in history, he paid special attention to my progress. His support 

and encouragement were always welcome, and I began to feel like one of his “boys,” 

something I cherished, knowing that he used the term with great affection. As my ordination 

approached, he was among the first to share his reflections on the meaning of my ordination in 

a press release issued by the American Jewish Archives in February 1972. “It is sad to think that 

American Jewry has had to wait so long for a woman to be ordained a rabbi…,” he wrote.  

“Galileo was right: the earth does move – but sometimes it moves very, very slowly.”  



 
 

          Perhaps my favorite memory of Dr. Marcus was his presence at our Central Conference of 

American Rabbis conventions, especially at the alumni breakfast when the annual role call was 

taken, starting with the newest rabbis, and ending with the oldest one in attendance. For so 

many years, we waited with eager anticipation to hear the last name read – that of Dr. Jacob 

Rader Marcus – so we could give him the standing ovation he so richly deserved.  When he 

could no longer travel, he made certain to send a video message that could be played for us all. 

He always remained a proud past president of the CCAR.  

          It was at a CCAR convention in Cincinnati, near the end of his life, that he was invited to 

preach at our convention service held at the Plum Street Temple where so many of us had been 

ordained. In my mind’s eye, I can still see him on the bima, standing tall, his voice booming. One 

of the things he addressed that day was the survival of the Jewish people, telling us in his own 

words, to be more concerned about the quality of individual Jews and not their quantity. It is a 

message I have carried with me ever since. May the legacy he leaves behind continue to bear 

fruit from generation to generation.  

           



 
 

A Tribute to Dr Jacob Rader Marcus for Roots of Reform Judaism 

By Rabbi Lewis Kamrass 

In my first year at HUC-Cincinnati, I was especially eager to be in Dr. Marcus’ class. As a student 

who loved history, the chance to study with him was a gift—little did I know that he would 

become a lasting mentor and an enduring gift.  I did not know then that I would be privileged to 

become one of “his boys,” or to be one of his “handlers” at CCAR conventions, or even be 

honored to officiate at his funeral many years later, or to be listed as a successor executor of his 

estate.  As I hung on every word of his first lecture, with its crescendo in its “peroration” (I 

learned much vocabulary from him through the years), it came time for him to welcome 

questions.   My classmates sat silently, perhaps awed by the man, or not even knowing what to 

ask.  So, I raised my hand and asked this direct question: “Dr. Marcus, of all the figures in 

American Jewish history you have studied, who is your favorite for whom you have the most 

respect.”  He had me at his answer when he said simply, “my father,” going on to explain how 

his father’s life was a portrait of the journey of so many American Jews.  At that moment, I 

knew I would participate in every class he offered, and he would be my thesis advisor. 

How lucky I was to be one of “his boys.”   I lived just two blocks away, so I would go regularly to 

change a light bulb or do anything I could to help.  In 1983, as personal computers were first 

readily available, I convinced him to get one for Mrs. Callner, explaining that it would make 

revisions much faster and speed his work process along (he of course never deviated from the 

yellow legal pad).  He called that first IBM PC, “the beast.”  When I worked on my thesis 

research, I met with him at least once a week, a practice I continued in enjoying lunch with him 



 
 

every Tuesday during the remainder of his life.  We gossiped about things going on in the 

Reform movement and in Jewish life as I was welcomed into his “cloaca” (yet another 

Marcusian addition to my vocabulary).   I recalled how I researched my thesis for months, and 

that while other classmates had written several chapters already, each time I gingerly inquired 

if it was time, he replied simply, “keep researching, my boy.” In late December, I asked once 

again and he responded “now, boy.”  As he knew, at that point, the thesis wrote itself, just 

pouring out of me.   I lovingly recall how several days after our first child’s birth during a cold 

snowy February, I went for my weekly visit and he presented to me “and my frau” a baby gift- a 

box of diapers he had purchased on his daily “constitutional” to the IGA.  It turned out to be the 

most valuable gift we got, as I was a student and Renee was on a several-week unpaid 

maternity leave.  What a blessing that all three of my children came to know him.   I will always 

remember taking him in his wheelchair through Old Montreal at a CCAR convention to get 

some ice cream (neither Ken Kanter or I had ever exerted so much energy pushing that 

wheelchair on those hilly and cobblestone streets) and our visit to Montreal’s Notre-Dame 

Basilica, in which he turned to us in what he thought was a whisper, but of course was loud 

enough for all to hear him say: “Nice place, boy, but Plum Street Temple is prettier.”   Who 

could ever forget that grin?!  And I recall always looking up to see him in the back right rows of 

Plum Street Temple at services.  And imprinted forever in my mind, at the reopening Plum 

Street after its historic restoration in August 1995, during the difficult last months of his life, is 

the scene when his doctor wheeled him in to offer the Benediction. As he sat tired and hunched 

over, the congregation was wondering what had possessed me to ask this of this tired, weak old 

man.  I handed the microphone to him saying “Now Dr. Marcus,” and he sat up straight, with 



 
 

his resonant voice booming through that grand sanctuary, in what would be his last 

“peroration.” 

I went looking for a teacher in that first class, and found a rav: a mentor, a friend, and truly a 

link to the generations before me.   I turned to him for advice on everything.  But even more, he 

connected me not only to his heart, but to the heart of the generations, a bridge to those who 

came before us.    

I still visit his grave many times during the year, often on the way to the airport to attend 

Reform movement meetings or gatherings.  I fill him in on what his happening, that usually 

begin with “Dr. Marcus, you are not going to believe this, but…”  Those visits have become our 

own “cloaca” that continues into future generations after him.  It is the least I can do.    

He was and is a blessing to me and in my life, as he is to all of us, those that we teach, and to all 

the generations to come. 

 

 



 
 

A Tribute to Dr. Jacob Rader Marcus 

By Rabbi Edward P. Cohn 

I first met Dr. Marcus in July of 1966 when I was in Cincinnati for pre-registration for the 

University of Cincinnati and our Hebrew Union College as a freshman undergraduate. “If God 

gives me years”, he said to me, “perhaps we will be able to study together.”  

Well, even as an undergraduate, I made the American Jewish Archives my second home. 

And the two of us did study together, and he did oversee my rabbinic thesis, and later my 

doctoral work on Maurice Eisendrath. He attended our wedding and was a guest in our home. 

And there were many steak luncheons at his table in the house on McAlpin – “Boy, you eat, and 

I’ll talk.” 

 Our ordination class of 1974 was the largest in the College’s history. The class members 

voted unanimously to ask Dr. Marcus to deliver the address at our ordination on June 1, 1974. 

He turned us down. Why? He felt out of touch. He didn’t really know that many of us. And most 

of our class had elected to study Talmud (Codes of human relations), or Bible rather than 

approach Dr. Marcus. To tell you the truth, I think many of my classmates were really 

frightened of him. Still, even from a distance, we worshipped him.  

 So, I was chosen to go and plead our case. Yes, we knew he was a Classic Reformer who 

had little use for guitars. Yes, we knew he taught but one class now. Yes, we knew he could be 

our great grandfather, and that he wasn’t a pulpit preacher. We wanted him nevertheless! And 

after a long pause, he said, “Eddie, I’ll do it for you!” No one who heard that address has 



 
 

forgotten Dr. Marcus’s words. Titled, “The Larger Task’, it was a challenging and brilliant 

message. 

 In his closing words, Dr. Marcus looked down at all 54 of us being ordained, seated there 

in the front pews of the Plum Street Temple, addressing us as would our Hebrew Prophets:  

You must be the incarnation of Jewish learning and morality, carrying with you, 

wherever you go, our exalted tradition, our spiritual homeland, which is as wide as the 

world itself, as high as the heavens, and as comforting as a mother’s love. Thirty 

centuries of Hebraic, Israelite, and Judaic idealism and learning are challenging you to go 

forward. Never succumb to doubt; constantly affirm that the Jew and Judaism will 

abide. We have already survived a dozen holocausts, bearing witness to the world that a 

people live by the quality of its loyalties. The weapons that have saved us are not 

chariots, not horses, not tanks, not missiles, but our books, our learning, our Torah. 

And what, I pray you, is Torah, in its ultimate essence, but love, justice, peace, 

compassion, tolerance, the relentless determination to save ourselves and our fellow-

man through the creation of a new universal moral society. That is our only salvation. 

So now we turn to you, the generation in whom lies our hope for a better world. 

“Ride on and prosper.” And may the God of our fathers give you the courage, so to rise 

to ever greater spiritual and intellectual heights, that you and all of us may cry out, 

triumphantly and exultantly, to all the ages yet to come: “I shall not die but live and 

declare the works of the Lord.” And so, may it be. 

 

 For all the tragedy his long life had witnessed, including the bitter personal loss of his 

beloved wife and daughter, this man remained an undaunted optimist. “Forget about 

numbers,” he insisted. “Numbers are a myth. We have always lived through a few, a saving 

remnant… Jewish history points to a statistical moral. If we are determined to survive – and we 

are – we must cultivate those few who are devoted to our religion, our culture. When you 

survey your congregation on a Friday night, don’t count bodies, count souls.” 

 



 
 

 I would like to think that were he here with us (and he is of course, in precious and 

sweet memory), Dr. Marcus would pull himself up tall for a few moments, shaking off the 

wrinkles and the physical signs of a man who is 100 years of age, and with that strident and 

certain tone of voice, summon us to our rightful tasks now in this 21st century as historians, as 

Jews, as civilized human beings. 
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Reflection on Dad 

By Rabbi David Stern 

My father loved New York City. He was a Cincinnati boy who never lost the best of 

Midwestern kindness and authenticity, but his pulse and his pace always quickened on the 

streets of Manhattan. One day when he was about eighty, my Dad was emerging from a 

Starbucks in midtown, and he tripped – body tumbling, cane flying, Dad and whatever he was 

holding splayed on the concrete.  A caring bystander immediately rushed forward to ask how 

he could help.  The great Rabbi Jack Stern looked up from the sidewalk and asked: “Could you 

see if they’ll give me another cup of coffee?”   

He was, in a three-way tie for first, an amazing human being, the best father one could 

possibly be, and a spectacular rabbi – that last achieved precisely because he always lived his 

life in that three-way tie for first. He was wise and humble, empathic and brave, classy and 

utterly unpretentious.  He lived and loved and ate and laughed with the fulness of his being.  He 

had his ethical compass set on righteousness, but never on self-righteousness. Orthopedically, 

he was as crooked as they come – but no one stood as tall. 

He was the Jack Stern of that Manhattan sidewalk. No self-pity, a glint of mischief, no 

obsessive attention to aches and pains. His operative and animating question was never “Why 

me,” but always “What’s next?” “What’s next” bespoke his resilience and humility in the face of 

both challenge and achievement. And in the spirit of the roots of Reform, it also represented 

his soul as a Reform Jew. His attachment to Reform began in his childhood at Isaac M. Wise 

Temple in Cincinnati, where he first came to see the prophets’ call for justice as the defining 

element of his Jewish faith, and the calling that made Reform Judaism a timely force for good in 



 
 

the world. He often quoted Martin Buber to describe his sense of a faith both personal and 

ethical: “…to begin with ourselves but not aim at ourselves.”    

“What’s next” also represented the creativity and flexibility he prized in Reform.  

Westchester Reform Temple in Scarsdale embraced Gates of Prayer as soon as it was published. 

I remember the discussions attending the switch to a Sephardic pronunciation of Hebrew, and 

the switch to conversational Hebrew in Hebrew School, as that was the Hebrew spoken in the 

living Israel.  I remember the emphasis on peoplehood, made explicit in the congregation’s 

support of Soviet and Ethiopian Jewry, right alongside its support for Vietnamese refugees.   

He embraced the dynamism of Reform not only throughout his years in the pulpit, but 

through the decades of his retirement.  He found some manifestations of contemporary 

spirituality lacking in intellectual rigor, but he faced each new development with an open mind.  

“What’s next” meant celebrating the sense of warmth and belonging that came from ritual and 

song, the sense of community that came from shared stories and experience.  And he held each 

new expression of spirituality to one consistent standard, one essential question of conscience. 

He once put it this way: “Now what does God call upon me to do outside of my inner self as a 

moral member of a moral Jewish people?”  

I love every word in that Jack Stern challenge, but none more than the word “now.”  His 

example guides me and all of us amidst the challenges of this pandemic.  To hold our ethical 

compass firm, to elevate compassion and justice, to decry inequity, mendacity, and arrogance.  

And with the moral and creative passion of our founders and of the Reform pioneers of our 

own day, to ask the great Reform question: “What’s next?” 



 
 

Reflection on My Mentor, Rabbi Jack Stern, Jr. 

Rabbi Rick Jacobs 

When I became Rabbi Jack Stern’s rabbinic intern at Westchester Reform Temple (WRT) back in 

the early ’80s, I was certain that I did not want to be a congregational rabbi. Two years of 

watching and listening to Jack changed everything.  Jack’s example inspired me and so many of 

his students to lead congregations of our own.  

 

Upon Jack’s retirement I was asked to succeed him as the senior rabbi of WRT, the 

congregation he had nurtured with his bedrock values and loving care. Rabbi Stern made sure 

to give me enough room to lead in my own way. When longtime temple members would call to 

complain to Jack about something the new rabbi had done, he always asked, “Have you spoken 

to Rick about this?” – the perfect answer for an emeritus rabbi.   

 

For years, Jack and I were trotted out to lead countless workshops on rabbinic transitions which 

are rarely smooth. I vividly remember our first one; it was at a URJ Biennial. As the two of us 

stood together at the lectern, it was impossible not to notice that I’m almost a foot taller than 

Jack, which led him to begin our session saying, “I know you’re all thinking how funny we look 

standing side by side, but believe me, I used to be Rick’s height.”  I may have been taller, but in 

stature, Jack towered over all of us. 

 

After Jack was hit by a car crossing the street in front of the former UAHC offices on Fifth 

Avenue in New York City, he was laid up in the hospital. A nice congregant came to visit him and 



 
 

asked, “How could a benevolent God do such a thing to our kindly, even saintly, rabbi?” To this, 

Jack replied, “God didn’t do this. Some lousy driver from New Jersey did it.” Every moment was 

a teaching moment for our beloved Rabbi Stern. 

Jack may have been physically challenged, but when he raised his arms to bless all of us, the 

spiritual and moral power that flowed from him caused a veritable surge of wisdom, goodness, 

and conviction that continue to animate our lives. 



 
 

Tribute to Rabbi Jack Stern z”l 

Rabbi Harry K Danziger 

A disciple said of his rebbe, “I go to him, not only for his teachings, but to watch him tie his 

shoe.” If you saw Jack Stern’s struggle simply to get into or out of a car, you had a lesson in the 

strength of the human spirit. Left with physical challenges by childhood surgeries, he overcame 

them to become one of the gedolei hador — a giant of the generation — and a warm, beloved 

human being and friend. Jack Stern, who could have met life with bitterness or anger, was 

instead the embodiment of optimism, hope, and moving forward.  

 

My first memory of him was in the 1970’s when the CCAR was torn by divisions over 

intermarriage and the conflict between classical and more traditional Reform. In a packed hall 

at the annual convention, a prominent representative of each side spoke. Jack Stern was the 

moderator. In his summation, he drew the two schools together, pointed to the common 

ground, and gently but firmly taught us that we could disagree but still say of each other, 

“These too are the words of the living God.” Jack could lead by listening to all, hearing all, and 

building and modeling mutual respect. As he did in that packed hall, so he led by example 

wherever he was. 

 

He became, more than a colleague, a warm friend. His was a unique blend of ability and seichel, 

with integrity and humility, and I looked up to him as a role model to whom I would turn for 

practical and ethical advice. As his son, Rabbi David Stern shared with the CCAR years ago; 

Jack’s children always knew that their dad was never their dad and not a rabbi, and never a 



 
 

rabbi and not their dad. That was Jack Stern to me. He was always a role model and a mentor 

and always a cherished friend.  

 



 
 

TRIBUTE TO  RABBI JACK STERN 

By Rabbi Deborah Zecher 

Rabbi Jack Stern.  I smile with delight and gratitude at the abundant, wonderful memories that 

pour over me as I see his name.  As Assistant and then Associate Rabbi of Westchester Reform 

Temple from 1982 to 1989, my first position after ordination, I am forever grateful for the gift 

of having had Rabbi Jack Stern as my senior rabbi and beloved mentor.  Unbeknownst to him, 

my association with Rabbi Stern began four years earlier when, as a second-year rabbinic 

student, I sat in the chapel of the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion in NY one 

Thursday morning, watching as an older, white-haired man walked down the aisle. I asked the 

student next to me who that was.  “Oh, that’s Rabbi Jack Stern. Today’s preacher is his rabbinic 

intern, and he came to be supportive.”  And I thought to myself, that’s the rabbi I want to work  

with.  And the greatest blessing of my early rabbinate was that my wish came true. 

 

Rabbi Jack Stern truly loved people and took delight in them. He was a bridge builder par 

excellence.  In our congregation, he built and sustained community by weaving connections 

between people from the youngest religious school student to the most senior member in the 

congregation.   Under his loving gaze, you felt as though you were the only person in the world 

who mattered to him at that moment - and you were.  Also, woven into those connections was 

the profound love he had for Jewish learning and Torah, Jewish peoplehood, and the state of 

Israel.  He was a master preacher and teacher. There have been many times over the years 

when I’ve gone back to look at his sermons that addressed the compelling issues of the day 

because his take on those specific issues was timeless and instructive.  His impact extended far 



 
 

beyond our congregation. Wherever he went and with whomever he worked, he was tireless in 

his desire to build up community and connection.  As president of the Central Conference of 

American Rabbis, he was particularly proud of a Statement of Unity from the various 

denominations including Modern Orthodox, a feat that was rarely attained.  As president of the 

CCAR, he travelled across the country to meet with rabbis, to support, bolster, and encourage 

his colleagues in the sacred but sometimes challenging work we do.  He was a man of 

conviction and I saw that firsthand when a congregant complained about the congregation 

choosing a new rabbi who was a woman (me!).  He told that congregant, in no uncertain terms, 

that the congregation had made the right choice but perhaps, the congregation was no longer 

the place for him if he felt that way.  The two parted amiably and the congregant remained a 

member of the community.   

 

Rabbi Stern was a mentor to me in so many ways far beyond the work of the rabbinate.  He set 

a high standard for what it means to be a loving spouse and attentive parent.  His extraordinary 

wife Priscilla was the light of his life. Their partnership was an exemplar for me and my 

husband.  They parented three amazing children and again, I learned so much from watching 

and listening to them as they dealt with the delights and challenges of raising RK’s (rabbi’s kids).  

Jack Stern was a great friend and people loved spending time with him.  I’ve never known 

anyone with as hearty and contagious a laugh as he had.  And because he truly loved people, 

I’ve never met anyone who could be as blunt or critical as he could be without ever diminishing 

the humanity of the person being critiqued.  He was one of those rare human beings who sees 

the image of God in each person.   



 
 

 

How grateful I am that my relationship with Rabbi Stern extended far beyond my seven years at 

Westchester Reform Temple.  In 1992, I became the rabbi of Hevreh of Southern Berkshire in 

Great Barrington, MA where Jack and Priscilla had retired.  I found myself being Rabbi Jack 

Stern’s rabbi.  And yes, that was sometimes overwhelming, but far more often, it was glorious, 

and he continued to be a supportive and wise mentor.  

 

Rabbi Jack Stern was one of the gedolei ha-dor of the Reform movement.  He was a child of this 

movement, and he raised up many disciples to serve as leaders of Reform Judaism.  He was a 

master preacher and teacher, phenomenal congregational rabbi, inspiring national leader, and 

a man who loved God, Torah, and the Jewish people. He spoke truth to power when it was 

called for but far more often, he spoke with humility, wisdom, and love.  He was a mensch of 

the highest order.  To me, he was all that and so much more. 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Tribute to Rabbi Jack Stern  

by Rabbi Beth Singer 

 My greatest claim to fame of my rabbinate is that Westchester Reform Temple Senior 

Rabbi Jack Stern interviewed every student in my graduating rabbinical school class, and then 

offered me the position as his assistant rabbi in 1989, two years before he retired after a 

storied career as a rabbi’s rabbi, a mentor to countless assistants, and as the great pulpit rabbi 

par excellence.  I will follow that brag by saying that if you knew me in 1989, I was not exactly a 

slam-dunk choice. I was quiet, hugely inexperienced, and had no particular shining quality. He 

saw things in me...potential that was as yet unrealized. This was just one of Jack’s many 

superpowers.  Jack was of another era and yet, after a lifetime of mentoring promising young 

male rabbis, he ended his career with back-to-back female rabbis, Rabbi Debbie Zecher and 

then me, doing more for feminist Judaism than many feminist Jews of his time had done. 

 Jack mentored all of his assistant rabbis with intention. Each Wednesday, we trundled 

into his enormous, dented, wood-paneled station wagon, and he drove us to White Plains 

Hospital. I hung back and listened as we walked from room to room and Jack always said just 

the right thing to each congregant.  He would look directly into the face of a congregant and 

you could see the patient’s face relax with relief at the sight of him.  Once, we walked in on a 

very ill congregant as a harried nurse was giving him his lunch. Without taking a second look, 

she stood up and said, “Good, now you can feed him” as she quickly exited the room.  I wanted 

Jack to stop her and explain that we were just the rabbis, not the family. Instead, Jack sat down 

in her place, smiled his warm twinkling smile, and began to spoon feed our congregant as if he 

did that all the time.  After making the rounds, we headed to the hospital cafeteria. Every single 



 
 

time, Jack had this Harry Met Sally moment where, like Meg Ryan, he carefully explained four 

or five substitutions he wanted made on his turkey sandwich.  He did it in such a way that the 

waiter was always bemused and seemed delighted to get the sandwich just right. 

 

 It was never just Jack. Always Jack and Priscilla. They took me out to my first diner after 

my interview with the search team and laughed that this California girl had never before tasted 

diner cheesecake (I still associate my love of diner cheesecake with them). Priscilla hosted us 

for Erev Rosh Hashana, Break Fast, and other festival dinners, enabling all of the clergy and our 

extended families to experience the holidays on a warm and personal level. Priscilla had her 

seat in shul for every service. They traveled to every conference together.  She was a ballast for 

Jack and really, for us all. Theirs was an example of the deepest love of equals.  That, too, was 

part of my learning. When Jonathan and I found out I was pregnant for the first time, we 

stopped by Jack and Pricilla’s on our way home from the doctor’s office, and they were the very 

first to know. 

 I only worked with Jack for two years, and then he retired. But I discovered that he came 

with a “limited lifetime warranty.”  For years, after I took a job as senior rabbi on the west 

coast, I called him about all manner of sticky rabbinical situations, and he generously took time 

to talk through each case and helped me grow as a rabbi as I listened to his problem-solving 

processes.  I would normally not want to have bothered him, but he clearly took such delight in 

reviewing the cases and considering the possible resolutions to them.  He came out to speak to 

our congregation in Seattle, and everyone adored him.  In eternal gratitude for all he did for me 

and my husband, Rabbi Jonathan Singer, who served a nearby congregation, we always bought 



 
 

Jack a martini in the hotel bar at each rabbinical conference.  In March 2011, Jack and I had a 

fun, laugh-filled dinner at a restaurant in New Orleans, a couple blocks away from where the 

CCAR conference was taking place. Jack shared his usual long list of upcoming travels and 

events. I marveled.  He died just a few weeks later and I loved that he died knowing he still had 

so many places to go. 

 Thirty-two years into my rabbinate, I continue to encounter sticky situations.  I 

ask myself, “WWJD? - What would Jack do?” His mentoring was so thorough and his example so 

strong, I almost always know his answer.    
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A Tribute to Debbie Friedman 

By Rabbi Daniel Hillel Freelander 

Debbie Friedman’s ability to read a room was as powerful as her instincts in writing a melody.  

She used her intuitive skills to unleash a deep spirituality in late 20th-century Reform Jews.  She 

understood that the right melodic line, the potential for group harmony, and the ease of group 

singing could enable a spiritual revival in Reform Judaism.   The result was a reclamation of the 

centrality of music and spirit that would balance the commitment to social justice within the 

movement.  

And like the great Reform composers of the 19th century, she used the popular musical 

materials of the local culture.  She was not concerned with whether her compositions would be 

viewed as nusach or “high art”, but rather that her melodies would engage, inspire, and 

motivate late 20th-century Jews to unlock and express their connections to one another and to 

God.   

She succeeded in creating lasting change in our movement.  Just as her melodies for Havdalah 

and Mi Shebeirach reclaimed long-abandoned Jewish rituals and normalized them in Reform 

Jewish practice, she reintroduced English-language group singing into the Reform synagogue – 

20 years after the vernacular hymns of the Union Hymnal had fallen out of favor.   

I was privilege to be her peer and watch her impact over the 40 years we knew each other.  

Most satisfying and surprising to me was how her melodies have become traditional far beyond 

the Reform community.  To some degree, she understood that her Reform Jewish audiences 



 
 

were a laboratory for the development an American and international Jewish musical language 

that could bring ALL Jews together.   

Her memory continues to be a blessing.  



 
 

A Tribute to Debbie Friedman 

By Dr. Andrew Rehfeld, President HUC-JIR 

 

Change is hard, even for Reform Jews. Debbie’s intent was never to eclipse our tradition. It was 

to extend its reach by giving it a new voice. A quote from Debbie that really resonated for me: 

“I am not interested at all in throwing away our tradition, but I also am not interested in 

throwing away the numbers of people who can’t connect with that tradition.”  

Debbie’s music became an on-ramp to the Jewish community for so many, a bridge from the 

past to the future, and her music inspired untold numbers of people to engage with the beauty 

and majesty of our tradition. She provided access to the esthetics of our people, making them 

part of their lives, well-lived.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Included with permission by Dr. Rehfeld 



 
 

Michael Ochs tribute to Debbie Friedman 

Debbie Friedman. Transformative, inspiring, soul stirring and always with me. 

With us. 

 

When I think about Debbie, 2 indelible moments come to mind. My family 

attended services at a Conservative, almost Orthodox, synagogue with no 

instruments allowed. The music was traditional. And, though I loved the music, 

my connection to these ancient melodies was sort of like the connection with a 

distant relative one sees on holidays. You love this relative, feel a sense of 

continuity whenever they visit, and are always happy to see them. However, they 

are not part of your everyday life. 

I ended up not attending Hebrew School at the orthodox synagogue but rather at 

Larchmont Temple - a Reform congregation. And, I still remember the day, the 

moment, I first heard “…not by might and not by power…but, by spirit alone can 

all people live in peace.” Sonic boom. Suddenly, Jewish music was not only the 

songs of my ancestors; it was mine. I had a Bar Mitzvah, went to Hebrew School, 

and for a long time my Judaism was mostly focused on the High Holidays and 

Passover. Until… 

Fast forward about 13 years and there I was, attending my first Shabbat in 

Nashville, sitting in the congregation, and I heard “…bless those in need of healing 



 
 

a R’fuah Sh’lema…a renewal of body, a renewal of spirit, and let us say…Amen.” 

Debbie. I heard the most beautiful melody to the words of V’shamru. Debbie. 

Ritzei with the B-flat to B verse chords simply blew my mind. Debbie. Songs that 

not only belong in synagogue but that could accompany me on my way, in my car, 

on my iPhone. Debbie. That was it. The path of my life forever changed because I 

walked into Congregation Micah on that Shabbat and heard the songs of Debbie 

Friedman.  Something just clicked musically and spiritually. Jewishly.  Thank you, 

Debbie. 

 

 



 
 

Tribute to Debbie Friedman 

By Lisa Silver 

I did not grow up in the world of Reform Jewish music. When I began volunteering 

at Congregation Micah as a co-director of the Micah Kids Choir, I had never heard 

of Debbie Friedman nor heard any of her music. Now, almost 25 years later, as 

Micah’s Music Director and Cantorial Soloist, Debbie Friedman’s Anthology is my 

go-to resource every time I am looking for a piece of music for any Jewish 

occasion. Her melodies, lyrics, and settings of prayers and Jewish texts are 

accessible and lovely, fun, and lively.  

I had the opportunity to see Debbie Friedman in concert in Nashville, and 

although I had been a professional songwriter for many years at that point, it 

hadn’t occurred to me to write songs for use in the synagogue. I was so fired up 

by Debbie’s concert that I immediately wrote my first Hebrew/English song and 

have since gone on to write many Jewish songs for singers and listeners of all age 

groups. Thank you, Debbie, for the spark of inspiration, and the gift you gave to 

the world that will live on for future generations. 
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Tribute to Dr. Gary Zola 

By Rabbi Ken Kanter 

Dr. Gary Zola is a gifted, scholarly, passionate, and yet humble man. Perhaps that is why we did 

not tell him about this recognition in our Reform Jewish Advocate, because we know he would 

say ‘no’! Gary has been a unique partner, advisor, colleague, and participant in the activities of 

the Roots of Reform Judaism, long before it bore this distinguished name.   

Edward Ackerman, Sr., the late philanthropist and founding patron of The Society for Classical 

Reform Judaism, now known as Roots of Reform Judaism, recognized Dr. Zola’s deep 

significance when he also provided the funds for the Hebrew Union College and the American 

Jewish Archives to offer funding for students, research, special projects, and courses dedicated 

to Reform Judaism under Gary’s leadership.  Gary has continued and expanded that mission. 

We are delighted to honor him! 



 

 

Tribute to Rabbi Gary P. Zola, Ph.D. 

By Rabbi Lance J. Sussman, Ph.D. 

Rabbi Dr. Gary Phillip Zola is one of the leading intellectual leaders and historians of Reform 

Judaism today, as well as a scholar of the larger American Jewish experience. Currently, Zola is 

the Executive Director of The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives (AJA) 

and the Edward M. Ackerman Family Distinguished Professor of the American Jewish Experience 

and Reform Jewish History at the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion (HUC-JIR) in 

Cincinnati. He is the editor of the Marcus Center’s semi-annual academic publication, The 

American Jewish Journal. Nationally, Zola served as the Chair of the Commission for 

Commemorating 350 Years of American Jewish History (2004-2005) and in 2011, was invited to 

join the U.S. Commission for the Preservation of America’s Jewish Heritage Abroad. 

 

Zola, born in 1952 in Chicago, has been active in the Reform movement for his entire life. His 

childhood synagogue was Temple Beth El where he was initially influenced by Rabbi Victor H. 

Weissberg, HUC-JIR alumnus, who imbued in him a love of Hebrew and Israel.  At the same time, 

Zola was deeply impacted by the presence of refuge rabbis trained in Germany at the URJ Olin- 

Sang-Ruby Union Institute camp in Oconomowoc, Wisconsin where Zola first encountered 

rabbinic models of deep scholarship and sustained social activism.  Following college (University 

of Michigan, Ann Arbor, 1973) and a master’s degree from Northwestern University (1976), Zola 

began his rabbinic studies at HUC-JIR, Cincinnati.  A student of Dr. Jacob Rader Marcus, Zola was 

ordained in 1982 and received his Ph.D. in 1991.  At HUC-JIR, Zola subsequently served as Dean 

of Admissions for 16 years and helped recruit over 900 rabbis to the Reform movement.  In 1998, 



 

 

Dr. Zola joined the faculty of the College-Institute and was named Director of the AJA. Dr. Zola 

has worked regularly with Roots of Reform Judaism to bring speakers and programs to HUC-JIR 

and the AJA. 

 

Dr. Zola has written extensively on the American Jewish experience and made major 

contributions to scholarship on the history of Reform Judaism. His doctoral thesis, a definitive 

biography of Isaac Harby (1788-1828), founder of American Reform Judaism, was published in 

1994. Other publications include A Place of Our Own: The Rise of Reform Jewish Camping (2006),  

The Americanization of the Jewish Prayer Book (2008) and We Called Him Rabbi Abraham: Lincoln 

and American Jewry (2014). Recently, Zola led the effort to create the Isaac M. Wise (1819-1900) 

Digital Archives with over 20,000 online images. A popular speaker, Rabbi Zola is frequently 

invited to speak at Reform synagogues across the United States. He has organized numerous 

national Jewish heritage travel programs.  

Rabbi Zola considers himself “to be a devout Reform Jew.” In his own words, “Reform’s general 

ideological approach has made an invaluable contribution to the Jewish people around the 

world.  Without Reform,” he continued, “the Jewish people would be significantly 

impoverished.”  “People,” he concluded, “are thirsting for modern, relevant ways of identifying 

with their Jewish heritage.”                                                       

 



 

 

A Tribute to Dr. Gary Zola 

By Rabbi Ari Lorge 

Aside from the red hair, Dr. Zola’s kindness, generosity of spirit, and larger-than-life persona are 

the traits most apparent to all who meet him. With these qualities at the ready, Dr. Zola 

recruited a generation of Reform clergy. It is one of the ways he has left an indelible imprint on 

the American rabbinate. 

While Dr. Zola was no longer the Director of Admissions when I applied to HUC, his example 

throughout my life was a force that brought me to the College. Growing up in his presence, I 

saw that Judaism could be simultaneously academically rigorous, relevant, and full of laughter. 

Once on HUC’s campus, he continued to inspire my classmates and me. He took our cares 

seriously, already giving us the title, “colleagues.” Dr. Zola views teaching as more than 

imparting knowledge. He asks students to think about how they will use the information they 

learn to connect people to the tradition. How will an awareness of the past help inform a 

Jewish future? How can it give meaning and purpose to Jews today? He also showed us, 

through his example, how to live out the values of Reform Judaism as he carved out time for 

interfaith and justice work. 

Even as Dr. Zola teaches about the history of American Judaism, he embodies all that is vibrant 

and strong about the American Reform rabbinate; commitment to community, commitment to 

scholarship, and commitment to creating the world envisioned by the prophets.  



 

 

TRIBUTE TO DR. GARY ZOLA  

BY RABBI JOSEPH R. BLACK 

Rabbi Dr. Gary Zola has been a mentor, teacher, and friend for over 50 years.  Our relationship 

began when he was my camp counselor at Olin-Sang-Ruby Union Institute Summer camp in 

Oconomowoc, Wisconsin in 1970. He then served as advisor to the Chicago Federation of 

Temple Youth (CFTY) when I was in high school. When I applied to Rabbinical School, Gary was 

the National Director of Admissions.  During my tenure in Cincinnati, I served as his assistant, 

coordinating Youth Programming, Song Leading, and serving on the Admissions Committee 

under his guidance. Gary installed me in my first pulpit as an Assistant Rabbi in Minneapolis and 

he and Steffi have been constants in my life ever since.  He has been a constant source of 

advice and a beloved confidant throughout the years. I love him as a friend, a teacher, and 

mentor, and I’m thrilled to be part of this important celebration. 



 

 

Tribute to Dr. Gary Zola 

By Rabbi Lucy H. F. Dinner 

Rabbi Dr. Gary P. Zola dedicates his distinguished career to simultaneously preserving and 

transforming American Jewish history and Reform Judaism. His unique combination of 

intellectual acumen, charisma, and youthful energy make him one of the premier Jewish 

influencers in Jewish life past and present. While others will share insight on Dr. Zola’s 

preeminent contribution to the American Jewish Archives, one cannot overlook Zola’s 

unmatched influence on the molding of Reform Jewish professionals. Dr. Zola literally has 

recruited, inspired, and educated generations of Reform Jewish leaders. 

As comfortable in Shabbat white camp attire as his signature sharp suits, Zola has spent more 

summers at Reform Jewish camps than any Jewish professional outside of those running the 

camps. Zola mined the camps and college campuses across the country for bright, committed, 

young adults and drew them into the Reform Movement with his compelling commitment to 

advancing the Movement’s core values. As Director of National Admissions at Hebrew Union 

College, Zola built a pipeline by bringing high school and college students from around the 

country to HUC and creating the Youth Programs Department where he shared his vision with 

hundreds of student rabbis who lead those programs under his direction. Zola is more than a 

master at building Jewish institutions through collecting archives, creating masterful programs, 

and teaching. The key to Dr. Zola’s success across all areas hinges on the meaningful 

relationships he builds, and his commitment to creating lasting connections. 



 

 

For me Dr. Zola has served as mentor par excellence.  In his role shaping my early career, Zola 

was a demanding and empathetic supervisor.  He sets high standards and requires nothing less 

from those working for him. With unmatched gusto, Dr. Zola pours his creative energy into 

drawing in Jewish youth and inspiring them to rise to take on the mantle of Reform Judaism for 

the generations to come. No detail gets by Zola, and no task is too minor for his creative 

attention. Rabbi Zola once challenged our youth-programs team to come up with an innovative 

way to present the safety rules for the retreats we ran. Well before tik tok and the plethora of 

viral videos on social media, Zola secured video equipment for us and helped us create an HUC 

Claymation movie, starring “Mr. Bob,” from “Saturday Night Live.” With that attention to a 

minor detail kal vhomer, how much the more so to the major programs. Energy, creativity, 

integrity, rigorous academic standards - these are the pillars that frame Zola’s contribution to 

preserving Judaism, past, present, and future. 

Through the years, Dr. Zola has remained not only my mentor, but also become one of my 

closest colleagues and a dear friend. The personal interest he took in me as a student planted 

the seeds for a bond that has girded me throughout my career. As I am indebted to the Reform 

Movement for the indelible impression Dr. Gary P. Zola has on raising us all to the highest of 

aspirations for ourselves and our world. 



 

 

Honoring Rabbi Dr. Gary P. Zola 

By Rabbi Lisa S. Eiduson, EdD 

For many of my classmates and contemporaries, Rabbi Gary Zola (as we knew him then) was 

our initial and singular touchstone to Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion. In his 

role as National Director of Admissions, he was the common denominator for all students on all 

campuses of HUC-JIR. Beyond our individual hometown rabbis, Gary was our exemplar of the 

American Reform Rabbi. From the first time we met him, hopeful and idealistic applicants, to 

the moment of ordination, Gary Zola embodied the best of our seminary and continues to stand 

as the finest example of the myriad ways we might choose to serve the Jewish people. I am 

fortunate that Rabbi Dr. Gary Zola has not only remained my rabbi and teacher, but moreover, 

he continues to inspire me with his lessons, delight me with his laughter, and bless me with his 

life.  

When I think about the impact that Gary has had on my life and the life of my family, there is a 

wonderful Hasidic story comes to mind: A Hasid traveled hundreds and hundreds of miles from 

home in order to learn and pray with a certain rebbe who lived in a far-away place. When asked 

why he would go to such a distance to seek out this particular rebbe, he said, “I wanted to see 

how he ties his shoes.” I learned about Judaism, Jewish life, and being a rabbi by watching Gary 

tie his shoes. Over and over again. As such, Gary is so much more than what he teaches. He 

transmits timeless messages that reach to the heart of the Torah in its purest form. Gary lives 

Torah and loves Torah. His life is Torah. Gary teaches Torah in everything he is, and he does, 

and he brings scores of us to Torah with his characteristic full and open heart. 



 

 

I have learned from Gary’s deep well of knowledge and from the positive examples of his life, 

yet it is the joy with which he approaches Judaism and his service to the Jewish people that has 

had the deepest imprint on me and my own rabbinate. His office at the College-Institute was 

and continues to be a place that reflects Gary’s values: a welcoming space, a place where it is 

always safe to ask questions, a shared professional enterprise with Lisa Frankel that continues 

to evolve and change. To be in Gary’s presence -- in the classroom, office, board room, on the 

pulpit, in the field -- is to be surrounded by the warmth and beauty of Jewish tradition. A gifted 

teacher, an outstanding speaker, a nimble scholar, a devoted family man -- the dominant image 

that I hold in my mind’s eye about my teacher and friend is one that is steeped in laughter. Not 

the kind of laughter that happens at another person’s expense. Not the laughter that is equated 

with cynical or sinister purposes. Rather, it is the laughter that emerges from everyday living, 

the humor that comes along with the hard work shared by colleagues, the dry wit of the 

academy that refocuses our studies and renews our energies.  

            

             

             

             

               

            

             

            

                

It is impossible to enumerate all that I have learned from Gary as he supervised me as Director 

of Youth Programs, as he taught me how to interview candidates as a member of the Rabbinic 

Admissions Committee, as I practiced my early pulpit skills as a darshan, as he helped me refine 

my writing, and, most recently, as he served as a member of my doctoral defense committee. 

He celebrated with us on the births and namings of our daughters and has helped us grieve at 

times of loss. Over the years, Gary’s place in my life touches both the personal and the 

professional and is exemplified by the ways in which Gary and Stefi have balanced their 

meaningful careers with their identities as partners and parents. We still live by their example 

today. In the final analysis, Gary’s integrity as a rabbi is part and parcel of Gary and Stefi’s



 

 

integrity as Jews and as human beings. Moreover, to be Gary’s student, colleague, and friend is 

to be treated as a member of the Zola family. And for the Eiduson family, this is a supreme gift. 

Gary, I remember sometime before our ordination you said: “You will soon leave our humble 

seminary and go out into the world to serve the Jewish people. You will no doubt have fancy 

offices and many people under your supervision -- other rabbis, cantors, administrators, etc.” 

He continued: “I am here and will always be here for you. But just one request, please. If you 

call me, please, reach out to me yourself. I would rather not hear your assistant’s voice placing 

the call for you and then telling me to ‘please hold for the rabbi.’ Remember, you called me.”  

Gary, please know that I have never asked my assistant to place a call to you, or to anyone else 

for that matter. Like you, I will continue to make and respond to my own calls. And I will always 

look forward to hearing your voice when you pick up my calls in return. 
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Tribute to Rabbi Laura Geller  

By Scott Stone 

Laura Geller is the veritable definition of a “root” of my Reform Judaism. But writing two to three 

paragraphs about her effect on my life is like trying to fit The Great American novel into a tweet. 

She has been a mentor, teacher, rabbi, co-conspirator, friend, and confidant going on five 

decades. We met at USC in 1976; Laura, the new fresh-faced Rabbi/Director of USC’s Hillel and 

the third ordained female Rabbi in the world; and me, a sophomore Hoosier-native NFTY kid, film 

school student, and president of USC’s only Jewish fraternity. Hiring Laura, an east coast Ivy 

League feminist, was not the obvious choice for USC which was not exactly a hotbed of 

progressivism at the time. Perhaps that is exactly why two fish out of water found each other, 

and we made an unwritten pact that would stand the test of time. I would introduce Laura to the 

Jews who rarely, if ever, stepped into Hillel, and she would nurture my exploration of Judaism. 

She willingly ate meals at my fraternity house and accompanied me to a football game and other 

social activities on campus, things I am willing to bet she was doing for the very first time. And 

she became my rabbi for life. I clearly got the better half of the deal. 

 

Laura was truly a pioneer. She introduced us to egalitarian prayers, davening in English, and an 

easy-going, non-judgmental way of tackling Torah study for those of us with below sub-par 

Hebrew skills and minimal text experience. She loved creating new rituals for non-traditional life-

cycle events like graduation, getting a job, the breakup of a relationship - something she still does 

to this day. USC Hillel became my Jewish community, joining the board post-graduation. And 

Laura took her role as mentor seriously, suggesting I apply for a program called The New Leaders 

Project. I had learned that one can’t easily refuse Laura’s “suggestions” and that her 



 
 

endorsement can be formidable. So, I applied for the program, was accepted, and completed the 

year-long training. Little did I know how much Laura and that program were preparing me for the 

rest of my Jewish life.  

 

Laura left USC in 1990 to take over as director of the west coast office of the American Jewish 

Congress. That could have been the end of our story, as our professional and personal paths were 

on different trajectories. Then, in 1994, I read in the LA Times that Laura had become the first 

female rabbi to lead a major reform congregation, Temple Emanuel of Beverly Hills. In the 

intervening years, I had started my own TV production company, come out as gay (something I 

had yet to share with Laura), and was about to embark on a journey that would reshape my life. 

I had registered to find a surrogate who would carry a child for me. This was the mid 90’s. 

HIV/Aids was still very much an issue. Surrogacy was in its infancy. There was no such thing as 

marriage equality, and at the time I was single.  

 

In our very first meeting Laura told me, “You are going to join Temple Emanuel, join the board, 

and one day you are going to be the president.” What? Fast forward twenty-seven years. I 

watched as Laura’s groundbreaking work at Temple Emanuel cemented her position as a 

thought-leader, unparalleled scholar, and a pioneer in innovation for synagogues across the 

Jewish spectrum, embracing Jewish pluralism, egalitarianism, and multi-culturalism, swinging the 

temple’s doors wide open to anyone who wanted to be a Jew. She encouraged me to bring my 

new partner Gary, and our young family into the mainstream of the Temple Emanuel community 

where we were embraced with open arms. She officiated at both of our son’s brit milahs, 

suggested a trip to the mikvah where she oversaw their “conversion” so they could qualify to 



make Aliyah, celebrated their b’nai mitzvahs, and, until Covid, hosted our entire family with her 

beloved Richard for more Seders than I can count, every one of them a master class in how to 

reinterpret the Haggadah through an egalitarian, progressive, contemporary lens.  

 

This is not a solitary story. There are dozens of people similarly affected by the mentorship, 

leadership, inspiration, and friendship of Laura Geller. She has found a whole new batch of 

mentees through, Chai Village LA, her program for active older adults, and through the readership 

of her and Rich’s book, Getting Good at Getting Older.  

 

As for Laura’s plans for me? At her “suggestion”, I served on the Temple Emanuel board for over 

ten years and co-chaired a capital campaign to help her raise ten million dollars for a much-

needed renovation, just in time for the boys’ bar mitzvahs. Laura nominated me for the Wexner 

Heritage Program, which I completed in 2007. Then, in the fulfillment of the plan she hatched 

over twenty-five years earlier, I was recently installed as Co-president of Temple Emanuel of 

Beverly Hills, a job she has been preparing me for since we met. You see, Laura is an inspiration 

because she believes in people, and helping them plant their own roots. It’s her belief in me that 

has made me a better Jew, a better partner, a better father, brother, son, and a better person. 



 
 

Tribute to Laura Geller  

By Rabbi Nicole Berne 

I heard the phrase, “first woman hired as senior rabbi of a major metropolitan congregation” 

often as a child, because it was a point of pride at the synagogue where I grew up. We, Temple 

Emanuel of Beverly Hills, facilitated this glass-ceiling-breaking milestone, and Rabbi Laura 

Geller, our rabbi, was a trailblazer. My first memories of any rabbi are of Rabbi Geller, and my 

expectations as a young girl of what a rabbi was and did were first based on her - rabbis were 

brilliant and kind and worked to make the world better.   

 

Rabbi Geller has a gift of presence in ways big and small. To have her full attention, with all of 

her compassion and intellect, was both powerful and unexpected for me as a young adult, 

when I felt I had done nothing extraordinary to deserve notice. Yet, at every stage of my 

journey, Rabbi Geller made space and time for me, opening doors, and connecting me to 

programs and people, events and opportunities.  

 

As I grew older, she showed me what being a rabbi entailed - the challenges and pressures of 

congregational life, wrestling with difficult decisions, the responsibility of leadership. She 

modeled poise and lifelong learning, a commitment to living her values and to her family. 

Becoming a rabbi, myself was an ultimate expression of gratitude to the community and clergy 

which had nurtured me. Since I could not possibly express all the myriad ways Rabbi Geller has 

been my teacher and mentor, I would at least try to live what I have learned and offer to others 

what I’d been lucky enough to experience myself.   

 



Tribute to Rabbi Laura Geller 

By Ruth Weisberg 

I first met Rabbi Laura Geller, who was to become one of my most precious and steadfast 

friends, when she became the Director of the University of Southern California Hillel in 1976. I 

was a very junior USC faculty member in Fine Arts at the time, and just at the beginning of my 

journey from a more secular Jewish identity to an observant life. Rabbi Geller's activism and 

invitation to engage with USC Hillel had a life-changing effect on me, as it did for so many 

others. She initiated study groups, innovative services, and ceremonies which had a profound 

effect on many of us.  

 

 Just as Rabbi Laura Geller was a pioneer as the third woman rabbi in history, in 1994 she 

became the first woman rabbi to lead a major congregation in the United States or really 

anywhere. I immediately joined her new congregation, Temple Emanuel of Beverly Hills. Her 

vision and leadership created an activist and deeply spiritual community that has been at the 

center of my life and so many others for the past 27 years. Her many innovations include the 

New Emanuel Minyan and OneLA, which is deeply involved in community and civic issues in Los 

Angeles. 

 

 Always a visionary, her founding of Chai Village, a collaborative effort between Temple 

Emanuel and Temple Isaiah, LA, with her beloved late-husband Richard Siegel, has also 

transformed the lives of its participants by creating a very active and engaged community of 

Jewish seniors. Rabbi Geller has again created an exciting and dynamic way to renew or 

continue our deeply meaningful Jewish lives.  



 
 

A Tribute to Rabbi Laura Geller 

By Dorrit Corwin 

On a chilly afternoon in October 2019, I sat with an old friend in the Blue Room Café, a coffee 

shop in the hub of Brown University’s bustling student center. Around us, throngs of 20-

somethings handed out flyers for their clubs, studied with classmates, and chatted with friends. 

After we bid farewell, a friend of mine told me that he almost said ‘hi’ in the Blue Room that 

afternoon, but he didn’t want to interrupt my adorable reunion. “I didn’t know your 

grandmother was in town!” He said. “That wasn’t my grandma,” I replied. “She’s just a friend of 

mine.”  

 

A friendship with a 50-year age gap might be peculiar to some, but out of the numerous roles 

Rabbi Laura Geller has played in my life, “friend” is what she has always been to me, in addition 

to so many others. Ralph Waldo Emerson once said, “A friend is a person with whom I may be 

sincere. Before him I may think aloud.” While guiding me through bat mitzvah preparations, 

navigating interfaith and intersectional Judaism during my high school years, tackling the 

college process, and now, helping me take advantage of all that her alma mater has to offer my 

peers and me, Rabbi Geller has above all remained someone with whom I may think aloud. Her 

poised demeanor and infectious wisdom make her conversation scintillating and her advice 

top-notch.  

 

Throughout my adolescence, Rabbi Geller remained a formidable guiding light, constantly 

pushing me to consider every angle of each story and issue we discussed and serving as the 

central force that brought a plethora of Jewish learning opportunities into my life – experiences 



without which I would not be the same today. While she has also been a rabbi, a mentor, and a 

teacher to me over the years, her friendship is what I am most grateful for, because it has 

enabled us to learn from each other in a way that only true friends can. It is my greatest hope 

that I grow up to be half the woman Rabbi Geller is. With a spirit that transcends time and 

space, she has not only helped nourish my Jewish roots, but she has enabled the entire Reform 

Movement to flourish, thanks to her decades of service, insight, and friendship to Jews of all 

generations.     
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Tribute to Dr. Madelyn Katz 

By Rabbi Joel Simonds 

Dr. Madelyn Katz represents the best of us.  As a teacher, mentor, friend, and soulful 

advocate for the beauty of Reform Jewish life, Dr. Katz brings an intentionality and spirit to 

each connection and conversation.  I first had the opportunity to meet Dr. Katz in my second 

year at HUC (first year at the LA campus). I was sitting next to my colleagues during orientation 

and Dr. Katz rushed in to show me a picture of her with my wife (when my wife was a 

toddler).  We first bonded over our shared past but quickly built our relationship on our shared 

vision for the future. 

Like many of us, Dr. Katz grew up in a proud Reform Jewish setting with the honor and 

privilege of benefiting from all that our movement had to offer.  From NFTY to camp, from the 

music of change to the charge for Justice, the beauty of Reform Judaism lit a spark within Dr. 

Katz that she was determined to share with others.  While on the HUC campus, Dr. Katz 

ensured that we didn’t lose that spark within us.  She was determined to help us all find 

meaning and beauty in Jewish culture and Jewish life.  She was a radical force to fight 

pessimism and cynicism. She believed deeply in our institutions and she saw the next 

generation as the shining light for the future.  

Dr. Katz was a tireless advocate for the students, education, and wellbeing.  When she saw 

us in need of support, we became her first priority.  She knew that we couldn’t burn without 

being consumed, and she was quick to help us see the long journey ahead and the need for us 

to pace ourselves.  Even when we saw the urgency of the moment, we knew, in the end, that 



 
 

Dr. Katz was correct.  Dr. Katz didn’t just have advanced degrees in education; Dr. Katz had the 

soul of an educator. Every moment was an opportunity to impart wisdom, every moment was 

an opportunity to lead by example, and every moment was an opportunity to gain inspiration.   

Ultimately, one of the greatest gifts Dr. Katz taught was a belief that our roots matter, our 

Jewish culture matters, and the push for change and innovation should never ignore the 

foundation on which we stand.   



 
 

Tribute to Dr. Madelyn M. Katz 

By Rabbi Tarlan Rabizadeh 

Dr. Katz’s office windows had tiny curtains hanging on them. I remember that detail vividly 

because no other HUC-JIR faculty member, to the best of my memory, on either the New York 

or Los Angeles campuses, had tiny curtains hanging in their office windows. But that was Dr. 

Katz—she was all about attention to detail. You could see through these tiny curtains into her 

office, in order to check to see if she was working at her computer, or busy in a meeting. But 

ultimately, the lace detail of these itty bity curtains that she had thoughtfully decided to put up, 

made her office seem less like an office and more like a welcome space - like home.  

 

The thing was that, more often than not, her door was wide open, and you could walk right in 

and ask if she had a moment to speak. Come to think of it, I don’t think I ever actually formally 

scheduled a time to meet with her. I would walk in, sit on her couch, and she would roll out her 

chair from behind her desk and ask: “What’s up?” I would look at her, with her matching outfit 

from head to toe (my favorite of course being her white outfit—the white suit with matching 

white loafers). I would get ready to pour my heart out as I gazed at her enormous Chanukiyah 

collection displayed in the vitrine behind her. She would hand me a tissue when needed, and 

the phrases I still remember were “Oh, that just not right.” Or “Oh Tarlan, no that’s not ok.” She 

empowered us. She made us feel that our feelings and experiences were real and valid. That’s 

why we went to her. At the end of the day, we didn’t go to her office to seek solutions. We 

went to Dr. Katz to be seen and to be heard.  

 



 
 

Dr. Katz wasn’t only a true shoulder to lean, she was also our advocate. The location of her 

office symbolized this very fact. Situated at the intersection between the Rhea Hirsch School of 

Education, the Dean’s office, and the Rabbinic office, Dr. Katz lived “in the middle” and that’s 

the place from which she supported all of us. She cared about our health, spiritually and 

physically. She was the one who always brought the community together when it was time to 

be updated on an earthquake or lockdown procedures. She was our safe place. 

 

When she retired, I was glad to hear the news. She deserved some time to be with her family 

and friends—especially with all of the health challenges that she had undergone. But I couldn’t 

help but think: Who would the students go to now, to be heard, to be seen, for support, and to 

navigate through all of the pressures that go along with the process of becoming a Jewish 

professional? 

 

After graduating, I worked at a synagogue of which she was a member, and when I faced some 

challenges there, I remember she just showed up in my office one day wanting to check in.  

 

Dr. Katz, an office full of trinkets, situated in the middle of the faculty offices, with white 

curtains and a white suit, with matching white shoes. That’s how I will always remember her in 

my mind -- wearing the color of a true guardian angel -- because I don’t think I would have 

survived and become as strong as I am today without her tissues, her ability to see me when it 

was difficult for me to see myself, and for pushing me to find my inner voice and use it. 



 
 

Tribute to Dr. Madelyn Katz  

By Rabbi Keira Stein 

When I was in rabbinical school, there was an understanding that the classes that really 

mattered were the higher academic classes.  Those were the ones you pulled all-nighters for 

and spent your time between classes studying just one more verse or looking at your notes so 

you would impress your teacher and class with your understanding of the ancient texts.  These 

classes provided us with the extremely important foundational knowledge that prepared us to 

teach Judaism.  Then, there were the classes more focused on reflection, introspection, and the 

real-life application of that knowledge.  These were the classes in which, at the time, many 

students had trouble finding the value. And these were the classes that most of us look back at 

and see were some of the most important classes of our training.   

One of these classes was on rabbinic leadership with Dr. Madelyn Katz. It was the one 

class that prepared me not to teach Judaism or lead lifecycle events, but to be a rabbi.  It was 

during this class that I formed a relationship with Madelyn which is still meaningful years later 

in my rabbinate.   

Sitting in Madelyn’s office one day for a routine check in, I was questioning myself and 

my future as a rabbi.  We spoke about my learning challenges, difficulty with some of my 

coursework, and the feeling that I did not fit in with my classmates.  Madelyn sat with me and 

listened to it all with the wisdom of someone who’s heard it all before yet sits with her students 

in the struggle and really listens as though this is the only thing happening in the world.  She 

encouraged me that, it was because of my struggles and my strength to persist that I would be 

a good rabbi.  She shared her own stories of pushing through challenges and modeled for me 

the strength that comes through vulnerability, something that informs my rabbinate every day. 



 
 

Since my ordination, Madelyn is the person I still go to for guidance, mentorship, and 

support.  When she asks me to speak to her students, I always make a point to remind them to 

focus not just on the academics, but also on the humanity of the rabbinate.  She continuously 

shows me what I’m capable of as a rabbi.  She is the reason I lead with my heart.  I am grateful 

for her as an educator, a mentor, a teacher, and a friend.  This generation of rabbis and 

educators from the HUC-LA campus will be better off because of the leadership of Dr. Madelyn 

Katz.   

 



 
 

Tribute to Dr. Katz 

By Marci Dollinger 

Dr. Madelyn Katz, more than anyone else in my professional life, inspired me into a career as a 

Jewish day school educator. Even more, she became a close personal friend whose advice and 

counsel helped me navigate the inevitable challenges we all face as educators.  

 Madelyn trusted me as her charter first-grade teacher at Temple Israel of Hollywood’s Jewish 

day school. She allowed me the freedom to create curriculum and taught me the value of 

integrating Jewish studies into core subjects. Through the center-based approach to learning, 

we were able to meet the needs and interests of each student. 

 When Temple Beth Hillel recruited Madelyn to create their day school, she invited me to join 

her faculty once again. There, we continued the integrated curriculum approach and center-

based learning. She inspired me to meet the students where they were and build on their 

strengths and interests. It has been a philosophy and way of teaching that I have carried with 

me throughout my career. 

 I feel so honored to have been part of building those schools and our team of talented teachers 

with her. Madelyn should feel so immensely proud of all she has done in her illustrious career. I 

learned so much from her and I want to thank her for taking me under her wing and having 

faith in me. Her inspiration and guidance have continued to touch my life and those of all of my 

students. 
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 2021 Spring Advocate Contributors’ Brief Bios 

Rabbi Nicole Berne - Assistant Director at Metro Chicago Hillel, Chicago IL received her master's degree in Jewish 

education from the Rhea Hirsch School of Education at HUC-JIR in Los Angeles before continuing on to rabbinical school 

at HUC-JIR in New York City. Prior to MCH, she worked at synagogues and camps in California, New York, and Arizona. 

She has written curricula on topics including professionalism and Jewish values, Judaism and fandom, and approaches 

to b'tzelem Elohim, being made in God's image. 

Rabbi Joseph R. Black, Senior Rabbi of Temple Emanuel, Denver CO since 2010.  Prior to this he as Rabbi of Congregation 

Albert in Albuquerque, New Mexico for 15 years, and before that served as Assistant and then Associate Rabbi at 

Temple Israel in Minneapolis MN for 9 years. He received his bachelor’s degree in education from Northwestern 

University, and his master's degree and rabbinic ordination from the Hebrew Union College – Jewish Institute of 

Religion (HUC-JIR) in Cincinnati, Ohio. A Nationally recognized musician, he has presented and performed at many 

regional and national biennial conventions and has served as faculty on regional and National Spirituality 

Conferences. 
 

             

       

             

             

           
 

Dorrit Corwin, a student at Brown University, Providence RI is also a Los Angeles-based writer. She is active in an a 

cappella group, an avid script-reader, and enjoys Providence’s restaurant scene.  

Rabbi Harry K. Danziger, Rabbi Emeritus of Temple Israel, Memphis TN, where he served for thirty-two years, is a 

graduate of the University of Cincinnati where he was elected to Phi Beta Kappa and was ordained by the Hebrew Union 

College-Jewish Institute of Religion. Rabbi Danziger is a past president of the Central Conference of American Rabbis. He 

was a faculty member of Rhodes College for thirty years retiring in December 2019. Rabbi Danziger continues as a 

congregational rabbi serving Temple Adath Israel of Cleveland MS monthly and for the High Holy Days since 2001. 

Rabbi Lucy H.F. Dinner, Senior Rabbi at Temple Beth Or, Raleigh NC Rabbi Dinner actively serves the community, locally, 

nationally, and internationally. She is a member of North Carolina’s Martin Luther King Commission, on the national 

board of the Repairers of the Breach and has served on the executive board of Rise Against Hunger. Rabbi Dinner 

graduated from the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill with a degree in Public Policy Analysis, she received her 

Master of Arts in Hebrew Letters, and was ordained at the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion in 

Cincinnati. 

Marci Dollinger, educator from Los Angeles CA, received her undergraduate degree from Brandeis University and a 

master’s degree in education from UCLA. She served as the charter first-grade teacher at both Temple Israel of 

Hollywood and Temple Beth Hillel, North Hollywood, and she taught on the faculty of Brandeis Hillel Day School 

(Brandeis Marin).  She is an alumna of the Wexner Heritage Program and AABGU’s Zin Fellows Leadership Program. 

Marci currently serves on the boards of Jewish Family and Children’s Services in San Francisco, the American Associates 

of Ben Gurion University, and URJ Camp Newman.  

Rabbi Lisa Eiduson, Rabbi of Congregation B'nai Torah, Sudbury MA, joined as rabbi after serving as Rabbi/Educator at 

Temple Beth Avodah in Newton MA for the previous 12 years. Rabbi Eiduson received her BA in Religion and Jewish 

Studies from Boston University, her ordination from HUC-JIR in Cincinnati, and a doctorate in Education from 

Rabbi Edward P. Cohn, Emeritus Rabbi at Temple Sinai, New Orleans, LA received his B.A. with honors from the 
University of Cincinnati in 1970, his Master of Hebrew Letters degree from Hebrew Union College – Jewish Institute 
of Religion in 1974, and his Doctor of Ministry degree from the Saint Paul School of Theology in 1984. Before 
coming to New Orleans, Rabbi Cohn worked for congregations in Georgia, Missouri, and Pennsylvania. Rabbi Cohn 
served as Senior Rabbi at Temple Sinai from 1987 to 2016 and remains active as Rabbi Emeritus.



 
 

Northeastern University in Boston. After ordination, Rabbi Eiduson served Reform congregations in Cincinnati, Ohio, 

Buffalo, New York and Cleveland, Ohio before returning to Boston. Rabbi Eiduson was an Adjunct Faculty member at 

Xavier University in Cincinnati and at the State University of New York at Buffalo. She currently has a faculty 

appointment at Emerson College in Boston within the Marlboro Institute for Liberal Arts and Interdisciplinary Studies. 

           

           

           

             

            

     

     

                

                  

                 

              

                 

Rabbi Lewis H. Kamrass is the Senior Rabbi of the Isaac M. Wise Temple of Cincinnati OH, where he has spent his entire 

rabbinate of thirty-five years. Rabbi Kamrass is a Phi Beta Kappa, summa cum laude graduate of the University of 

Georgia in sociology and psychology, with a master of Hebrew Letters and rabbinic ordination from Hebrew Union 

College-Jewish Institute of Religion, as well as recipient of an honorary Doctor of Divinity degree. He served for 25 years 

as an Instructor in the Theology Department of Xavier University and as adjunct faculty at HUC-JIR. 

             

                 

                     

                    

                  

                

                

          

                 

        

       

          

    

Michael Hunter Ochs, American composer and songwriter, Franklin TN songs have been recorded by musicians like Josh 

Groban (In Her Eyes) and have received Song of the Year (On My Knees) honors from the Gospel Music Association and 

the Nashville Songwriters Association International. Michael’s music has been attached to feature films and TV shows 

(Downsizing, My Super Ex-Girlfriend, The Terminal, and The Simpsons. In addition to his success in the world of pop 

music, Michael is recognized as one of the most respected creators of contemporary Jewish music. He has served as 

Composer in Residence at Congregation Micah in Nashville, TN since 2000 and East End Temple in New York City since 

2017. Many of his compositions have become essential threads in the fabric of the Reform Jewish movement.  

Rabbi Ari Lorge, Rabbi at Central Synagogue, New York NY grew up in Skokie, Illinois, and graduated Phi Beta Kappa 
from the University of Wisconsin at Madison. He received his ordination at Hebrew Union College–Jewish Institute 
of Religion (HUC-JIR) in Cincinnati Ohio. Rabbi Lorge serves as co-chair of the Jewish Women International’s Clergy 
Taskforce to end domestic abuse. He is also co-founder of Reyut, which runs programming focused on healthy 
relationship education.

Rabbi Daniel H. Freelander, immediate past President of the World Union of Progressive Judaism, New York NY, served 
the North American Union for Reform Judaism (URJ) as a staff member for more than 30 years. As a NFTY Director, 
UAHC Regional Director, North American Director of Programs and URJ Senior Vice President, he provided vision and 
management to dozens of programs and projects, including URJ Biennial conferences, music and worship initiatives 
and publications, camping and Israel programs. A gifted musician, Freelander is well known for lecturing on trends in 
Reform synagogue life. Together with Cantor Jeff Klepper, he has composed dozens of popular Jewish melodies 
including the well-known “Shalom Rav” and “Lo Alecha.”

Rabbi Rick Jacobs, President of the Union for Reform Judaism (URJ), spent 20 years as a visionary spiritual 
leader at Westchester Reform Temple (WRT) in Scarsdale, New York before coming to the IRJ. Before that, he 
was the rabbi of the Brooklyn Heights Synagogue. Rabbi Jacobs has studied for two decades at Jerusalem's 
Shalom Hartman Institute, where he is a senior rabbinic fellow. Rabbi Ja cobs was ordained as rabbi by Hebrew 
Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion in New York where he had also earned his M.A. in Hebrew Literature.

Rabbi Kenneth A. Kanter, Rabbinic Director for Roots of Reform Judaism, Cincinnati OH, served as faculty member, 
Associate Dean and Director of the Rabbinical School at Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion in Cincinnati 
for 15 years before coming to RRJ. He received his B.A. in Jewish and American History from Harvard, his M.A.H.L. and 
ordination from (HUC-JIR), and an honorary Doctor of Divinity. Prior to his work at HUC-JIR and now RRJ, he spent 
twenty-six years as a congregational rabbi, serving as founding rabbi of Congregation Micah in Nashville, senior rabbi of 
Mizpah Congregation in Chattanooga, and assistant rabbi of Ohabei Sholom in Nashville. Rabbi Kanter is an 
internationally known lecturer and author of books, journals, and articles focusing on the Jewish contribution to 
American popular music from the 1840’s to the 1940’s.



 
 

              

         

            

        

          

         

             

          

            

            

          

         

           

        

               

          

          

           

 

Lisa Silver, Music Director/Cantorial Soloist at Congregation Micah, Nashville TN, a classically trained violinist, has been 

an in-demand studio musician and singer for over 45 years. She has been awarded over 20 gold and platinum albums for 

her contributions as a background singer and violin/fiddle player to thousands of recordings by hundreds of major 

recording artists, and her voice has been heard on many TV and radio commercials. Lisa has enjoyed a long career as a 

respected, Grammy-nominated songwriter. Several of her Jewish songs have been published in Transcontinental Music 

Publications Complete Jewish Songbook for Children, and the Nigun Anthology. 

Rabbi Joel Simonds serves as the Executive Director of the Jewish Center for Justice. He is also the Rabbi for the 

Synagogue on the HUC-JIR Campus and for University Synagogue, both in Los Angeles.  From 2015-2017, he served as 

West Coast Legislative Director for the RAC. Rabbi Simonds received a BA in Religious Studies at UC Santa Barbara, and 

an MA in Hebrew Letters and rabbinic ordination from Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion in Los Angeles. 

Rabbi Beth Singer, Richard and Rhoda Goldman Senior Rabbi at Congregation Emanu-El in San Francisco, CA was 

ordained at Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion. She earned her undergraduate degree from Pomona 

College. Before going to Emanu-El in August 2013, Rabbi Singer served as Temple Beth Am’s Co-Senior rabbi in Seattle 

for sixteen years, and prior to that, at Temple de Hirsch Sinai in Seattle, and Westchester Reform Temple in Scarsdale, 

New York.  Rabbi Singer’s overall goal is for each congregant and family to find a place to call home at Emanu-El. 

             

         

           

            

             

              

         

Rabbi Keara Stein, Director of Congregational Learning at Temple Beth Hillel, Valley Village CA is an Arizona native. She 
was ordained at Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion in Los Angeles after receiving her M.A in Hebrew 
Letters, completing a Rabbinic Student Interdenominational Program, and earning a B.A. in Religious Studies from 
Willamette University in Salem, Oregon. In her role at TBH, Rabbi Stein is responsible for the operation of the 
Religious School, adult and family education, and oversight of Judaic and Hebrew curriculum, and instruction in the 
Elementary School. Before joining TBH, Rabbi Stein worked in Development at the Jewish Community Center in 
Silverlake and prior to that, served as Rabbi for Temple Beth Solomon of the Deaf and Director of InterfaithFamily.

                 
                 

                 
                     

                    
                      

                

Rabbi Sally J Priesand, Rabbi Emerita at Monmouth Reform Temple, Tinton Falls, NJ received a Bachelor of Hebrew 
Letters and a Bachelor of Arts degree in English from HUC-JIR and the University of Cincinnati in 1968. She was
admitted to HUC-JIR's rabbinic school and received a Master of Arts in Hebrew Letters. Rabbi Priesand was the first 
woman to be ordained a rabbi in the United States on June 3, 1972 at Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of
Religion in Cincinnati, Ohio. She also holds an honorary Doctor of Humane Letters degree from Florida International 
University, and an honorary Doctor of Divinity degree from HUC-JIR.
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Rabbi Tarlan Rabizadeh earned a B.A. from Boston University and her M.A. in Jewish education from the Rhea Hirsch 
School of Education at Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion in Los Angeles. She received her second M.A. in 
Hebrew literature and was ordained at HUC-JIR in New York. She is currently teaching high school at her alma mater, 
Milken Community in Los Angeles. Rabbi Rabizadeh has a passion for bridging two worlds in her teaching: the wisdom of 
the liberal Ashkenazi Jewish world and the Mizrachi Jewish world, especially her own Persian traditions.



 
 

Rabbi David Stern, Senior Rabbi of Temple Emanu-El, Dallas, Texas, joined Temple Emanu-El in June of 1989, serving as 

Assistant and then Associate Rabbi until his appointment as Senior Rabbi in August 1996. Rabbi Stern attended Hebrew 

Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion at its Jerusalem, New York, and Los Angeles campuses, receiving his rabbinical 

ordination in 1989, his M.A. in Jewish Education in 1988 and his M.A. in Hebrew Letters in 1986. He also received a B.A. 

with high honors in English from Dartmouth College, graduating Magna Cum Laude and Phi Beta Kappa in 1983.  

       

             

        

            

             

             

           

Rabbi Dr. Lance J. Sussman, Senior Rabbi at Reform Congregation Keneseth Israel (KI), Elkins Park PA is the eighth Senior 

Rabbi of KI. Rabbi Sussman is Chair of the Board of Governors and Professor of Jewish History of Gratz College, serves as 

Senior Scholar of Roots of Reform Judaism, and was a past national Chair of the CCAR Press. He is an active member of 

the Academic Advisory and Editorial Board of the American Jewish Archives (Cincinnati). Rabbi Sussman graduated with 

a BA in Religious Studies Franklin and Marshall College in Lancaster PA and received a MA in Hebrew Letters and was 

ordained as a Rabbi by Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion (HUC-JIR).  After ordination, Sussman 

remained at HUC-JIR where he earned a Ph.D. in American Jewish History.  

Ruth Ellen Weisberg has had a long and distinguished career as both artist and educator. She received her BS in Design 

and MA in Art from the University of Michigan. As an artist, she works in painting, lithography, and drawing participating 

in over 80 solo and 190 group exhibitions at institutions ranging from the Norton Simon Museum to the Whitney 

Museum of American Art. Her work is included in the permanent collections of 60 major museums, including the Art 

Institute of Chicago, the National Gallery (Washington, D.C.), the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the Whitney 

Museum of American Art. She is particularly interested in incorporating Judaism and Jewish themes in her work, and 

also explores issues surrounding women artists and feminism. Weisberg began teaching at USC's School of Fine Arts in 

1970 and was named Dean of the School of Fine Arts in 1995 (retiring from that position in 2010).  

Rabbi Deborah Zecher – Rabbi Emerita of Hevreh, Great Barrington MA served as the rabbi and leader of music for 22 

years.  She also served congregations in Scarsdale, NY and Germantown, MD as well as chaplain at American University 

and Williams College.  Rabbi Zecher served on the boards of Reform movement organizations, HUC-JIR, URJ, and CCAR. 

Upon her retirement in 2014, she embraced a new chapter as a cabaret singer where, to her own astonishment, she has 

found ways to incorporate Jewish learning into her cabaret shows.  Her debut show ON PURPOSE was nominated for 

Best Debut by Broadway World and the Manhattan Association of Cabarets.  Her new show Jewish Caroling:  The Music 

of Carole King, Carole Bayer-Sager and Carolyn Leigh will premiere in the fall of 2021 (God willing).   

          

         

        

          

        

        

     

Scott Stone, a television producer and owner of Stone & Company Entertainment of Los Angeles CA, started his first 
production company, SamStone Productions, just one year out of USC. A year later he sold the company to start-up 
TV syndicator. Since then, Stone has stayed in continuous production running three successful companies: Stone 
Television, Inc. (1988-1990), Stone Stanley Entertainment (1990-2004), and Stone & Company Entertainment (2004 - 
current), creating nearly 2500 episodes of television and specials airing on 28 different networks, making him one of 
the most prolific producers in television. In his spare time, is an Adjunct Professor at his alma mater, the USC School 
of Cinematic Arts, the President of Temple Emanuel of Beverly Hills, and dad to his two teenage sons.

Dr. Gary P. Zola, Gary Phillip Zola is the Executive Director of The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish 
Archives (AJA) and Edward M. Ackerman Family Distinguished Professor of the American Jewish Experience and 
Reform Jewish History at Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion (HUC-JIR) in Cincinnati, Ohio. The AJA is 
the world’s largest free-standing research center dedicated solely to the study of the American Jewish experience. He 
received both his rabbinical ordination (1982) and his Ph.D. in American Jewish History (1991) from HUC-JIR. 
Professor Zola became the AJA’s second director in 1998, succeeding his teacher and mentor, Professor Jacob Rader 
Marcus (1896-1995), the prodigious scholar who first defined the field of American Jewish history.


