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Why? Oh Why? Oh Why?
by Harold Londer, Madrikh Emeritus
Reprinted from November 2011 Illuminator Archives
Editor’s Note:When we select one of Harold’s articles from prior times, we often seek one that echoes our
concerns today. Today we face a pandemic that seems as if it comes from another time. Aren’t we supposed to
have answers in a modern society? Why are some communities, some families affected so cruelly? Even the
science eludes us as we search for a vaccine to allow us to live our lives once again in safety.
A plane crashes in the jungle. One hundred and twenty
dead bodies are carted away. The plane is crushed
beyond recognition. The next day, a whimper is heard
in the smashed fuselage. A frail, frightened, thin,
seven-year-old girl is pulled from the wreckage. She is
alive!! WHY? A miracle, of course!

who . . .deserve it? And why is this successful attorney
selected to win the lottery?

The human tendency to ask “why" probably dates to
prehistoric times. Why does the sun rise? Why does
the rain fall? There must be a reason! For eons, for
millions of people, the answer has evoked the will of
God. So simple, so undeniably straightforward, so
universal, and so comforting.

And yet, I believe that the answer may just be, in
many situations, that there is no “why.” The
Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle and Chaos Theory
suggest that for many questions there is no
explanation. We do not know where a leaf dropped at
the top of a waterfall will end up, or how long we will
live, or how we will die.

Jesse Bering, in a quirky little book, The Belief
Instinct, argues that the tendency to believe is a
universal human trait, which has evolutionary
advantages. Those who believe fit better in a
A cancer patient looks at her oncologist? How could I community, yielding more protection against the
hazards of the world, than those who are isolated.
get cancer? I don’t smoke. I eat a healthy diet. I
exercise. My mother lived into her 90s! WHY did I get Activation of “God concepts” undermines the
anonymity of the situation and cures selfish behavior.
cancer??
It doesn’t matter if the idea is true or false.
A lottery winner, an attorney, is interviewed by the
Must there always be an answer? Is there always a
local television station. Fifty million dollars! “A
why for everyone’s experience? We are taught to
miracle,” says the lucky man. Millions see the
believe this. If not a theistic answer, there must be a
television interviews and with a furtive glance to the
scientific answer.
heavens, ask... WHY NOT ME?

Why was the girl saved? God intervened. Why did you
get cancer? It was God’s will and mortals like us
cannot understand God’s actions. Why did the lottery
winner win? He and his family had prayed for this for
years. God has answered their prayers!
And why did God allow the crash in the first place?
Why, if he could do so didn’t he save others on the
plane? Why not dole out the pain of cancer to those

For many this idea is frightening. The idea that there
is no controlling force in the world, no answer to all of
these “whys.” But I hate the idea of determinism. I
reject the idea that a God is deciding what I will eat
this morning or whether the Vikings will win today’s
game. For me the joy of life is randomness, its
unpredictability, and its uncertainty.
— edited for length
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This pandemic and the general slow-down of our activities is a great opportunity to
reflect on where we are as a congregation and think about where we want to go next.
We are small, but holding our own with a critical mass of committed members. We
have newer members and families joining regularly and committing their energy
when they can. We are a thoughtful bunch, with excellent programs and discussions.
Our members have many talents and are active on a range of social justice activities.
We have a member becoming our rabbi!
We’ve had technical challenges using Zoom, but we’re making progress with each
event. The Passover Seder was our third congregation-wide program over Zoom and
it flowed well. I’ve learned informal time is as important as formal programming.
I’m not a big fan of meetings, but I think Zoom meetings can work well! Our April
26 Leadership Team meeting had 39 participants! We talked with Eva about her
rabbinic training and increasing responsibilities. Then we had small group
discussions about priority activities for the coming year — ideas that were raised at
our January Leadership Team meeting. The poll results about these ideas are below:
With the pandemic in mind, we selected our top priorities:
Activity for coming year
Organize quarterly potluck dinners or Havdalahs focused on social
justice issue, films, speakers.
Strengthen post B'Mitzvah engagement with teen-centered social
justice or service opportunities.
Emphasize recruitment through our existing avenues of cultural Judaism
-- where cultural Jews live and participate.
Organize more casual gatherings like KOEDS, Christmas at the Chinese
buffet, Twins/Saints games.
Engage our own members in using their own social media networks to
share about our programs and about Humanistic Judaism.
Try unconference model on a Sunday. Maybe around Shavuot?
Extend caring circle to tracking and sending cards for happy events such
as birthdays, graduations.
Offer more public-oriented classes about Humanistic Judaism.
Organize child care for toddler and preschoolers at Sunday programs.
Make newsletter more dynamic so people can more easily access
specific articles.

Number of
votes

Percent (of
33 people)

17

51.5%

17

51.5%

15

45.5%

13

39.4%

9
7

27.3%
21.2%

5
5

15.2%
15.2%

4

12.1%

3

9.1%

After the poll, we split into small group discussions about the top five. The energy in
the groups was great! Some of the ideas raised . . . older kids mentoring younger
kids for B’Mitzvah, cooking classes for youth, cooking classes for adults, connecting
better with SHJ’s Youth Conclave, quarterly events like yoga, book clubs, Jewish
trivia contests, Netflix watch parties, virtual game nights, online Reader’s Theater of
relevant plays, Yiddish lessons, using spaces like Common Roots where secular Jews
hang out, training members to be better social media users, and more linkable
material to make it easier for members to share.
Acting on all these great ideas will be challenging. We may not get to all of them in
the next year, but I am hopeful that we will keep moving forward in spite of this
pandemic. Thank you for your energy and enthusiasm for our community!
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Or Emet Annual Meeting
A CALL FOR ACTION!
The Nominations Committee needs to present a recommended slate for election to Or
Emet’s 2020 - 2021 Executive Committee. The election will be on June 7 at our
Annual Meeting.
The offices of president, vice-president, and treasurer are elected annually. The
two at-large members of the Executive Committee serve two-year terms and are
elected in alternate years. The Executive Committee meets monthly at a time agreed
on by its members.
This year, we need candidates for president, vice-president and one at-large position. The task is to find
nominees who have the necessary skills and are willing to serve the congregation in leadership positions. We
are asking Or Emet members to find the time to serve our community and to attend to matters that support Or
Emet’s spiritual and intellectual life.
Please contact anyone listed on the nominating committee below if you are interested or someone you know is
willing and able to be a board candidate.
Current slate of candidates
President: open
Vice President: open
Treasurer: Sharon Miller
At Large: Carrie Dickson
At Large: open

Nominations Committee Members
Seth Fine — sethmfine@gmail.com
Arty Dorman — arty@oremet.org
Gwyn Leder — gwynleder@comcast.net
Rich Sonenblum — rich.res@gmail.com
Natalie Rosinsky — rosinsky.natalie@gmail.com
Sergei Rakhmanov — srakhmanov@gmail.com

OR EMET ANNUAL MEETING OFFICIAL NOTICE
Sunday, June 7, 2020 | 10:00 am – 12:00 noon
ZOOM MEETING
Agenda includes:
— President’s remarks
— Financial report with 2020-2021 budget
— Committee reports
— Volunteer recognition and recruitment
— Election of 2020-2021 Officers and At Large Executive Committee Members
~~~~~~~~~~~
~~ The usual picnic will be a Zoom menu full of celebratory fun for all ages ~~
The fun will include a scavenger hunt, trivia game, and a virtual picnic.
Let’s celebrate by sharing favorite family recipes and answering an assortment of questions.
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Jewish Cultural School Update
by Arty Dorman
Director of the Or Emet Jewish Cultural School
This year’s Jewish Cultural School has tested our
ability to be flexible working together to maintain our
vibrant community and a rich educational program for
our children. After our February monthly JCS session
was cancelled due to a heavy snowstorm, we bounced
back in March with an altered schedule. It included an
opportunity for our 6th and 7th graders to participate in
the adult program on “Issues and Advocacy for Jewish
GLBTQ+ Identity,” a Purim Carnival for the rest of our
students, and a fabulous performance for all ages of the
“Purim Spiel” by Judith Eisner’s Klezmorim, an hourlong program melding lively music, singing, dance,
masks, and puppets. The occasion was topped off by
delicious homemade hamentashen, from my kitchen
and that of Anne Handley.
A week later, public gatherings began to be cancelled
in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Our Jewish
Cultural School would not be able to meet at Talmud
Torah of St. Paul. Undaunted, the teachers transferred
lesson plans and activities to Zoom, with near perfect
online attendance at our April session. Using Zoom’s
breakout room function, we were able to still convene
with a welcoming song, the Alef-Bet and the
Children’s Blessing, led by Sarah Berman Young, with
piano accompaniment pre-recorded by Johanna Lester.
Each teacher emailed breakout group materials to
families in advance and used resources appropriate for
age groups. Littles teacher Josh Kaplan used an excerpt
from Shalom Sesame, the Israeli version of Sesame
Street; Middles teacher Colline Roland shared a
Passover episode of Shaboom!, another Jewish
learning resource; Juniors teacher Renee Dorman used
a video about Anne Frank to set the stage for
comparing her isolation in hiding from the Nazis to the
experience our students are having of sheltering in
place; and B’Mitzvah teacher Eva Cohen drew
comparisons between Jewish biblical law, the laws
established in ancient Babylon under the Code of

Hammurabi, and American law, from the perspective
of ethics and justice.
The May JCS and the final session, on June 7 — a
make-up date for the snowed-out February session —
will be Zoomed. While we miss the warmth of being
together in the same room, the teachers’ efforts, our
students’ enthusiasm, and the wonderful technology
enable JCS to remain a valuable opportunity for
learning and community connections.
Another note of celebration was the absence of
teacher Eva Cohen from teaching duties in March.
Why celebrate an absence? Because Eva and her
husband Jack Spencer had just welcomed their first
child, Freyja Devorah Cohen, on February 26. Eva’s
substitute teacher for that session was JCS alumnus
Sam Wegner. Sam, son of Barbara Weisman and Tom
Wegner, attended JCS through his B’Mitzvah, about
ten years ago. In 2018, after graduating from
Middlebury College, he returned to the Twin Cities
resuming his place with Or Emet, speaking at High
Holiday Services and delivering an excellent Shabbat
program on his experience entering the non-profit
work force. Sam will substitute again for Eva in June,
freeing her up to take part in the Or Emet Annual
Meeting. It is a double joy to welcome new life to our
community, and to see our youth come full circle and
engage as adults.
Lastly, a hearty thank you to parents who completed
the 2020 JCS Parent Survey. A full report will be
provided at the annual meeting, but some of the
findings are a high level of satisfaction with Jewish
Cultural School and our teachers; interest in more
opportunities for parents to be directly involved in
their children’s classes; an affirmation of the value of
including Hebrew language in our curriculum; and a
desire to see a program for youth in the postB’Mitzvah years.

For more information about Or Emet’s Jewish Cultural School, visit the School Blog on the Or Emet website oremet.org.
To visit and/or for JCS-related questions, concerns, feedback, suggestions, contact Arty Dorman at school-1@oremet.org
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Social Justice/Social Action Committee Update
From the Ground Up
Claire Press and Gwyn Leder, Social Justice/Social Action Co-Chairs
Impact of COVID-19
COVID-19 and the stay-at-home order have curtailed our volunteer involvement with Second Harvest and
Listening House.
St. Stephen’s dinners
On April 25, we provided a meal for the men at St. Stephen’s shelter but couldn’t
be there because of COVID-19. Our members continued to step up to the plate
and all the courses were collected and dropped off to be served to the men by
staff. Thank you to Arty for picking up all the donations, and delivering them. Or
Emet’s next dinner at St. Stephen’s is on June 27 and we will be planning
subsequent dates.
Minnesota’s Stay-At-Home order — how can someone stay home when they don’t have a home?
To this end, St. Stephen’s has temporarily created a safe refuge for unhoused people 24/7 in their shelters.
For these expanded operations, St. Stephen’s urgently needs additional donations. To donate online visit
ststephensmpls.org or call 612.879.7636 or send a check to St. Stephen’s Human Services, 2309 Nicollet Ave.,
Minneapolis, 55404.

For 10 years, Or Emet has collected personal care items for clients at Listening House, a facility for homeless
people. Due to COVID-19 restrictions, our collection is on hold — Listening House is open only by
appointment and no longer accepts in-kind items. The exception is new items on their Amazon Wish List and
masks — for information about face mask donations call Listening House at 651.227.5911.
Expanding our Support
We are considering expanding our Social Justice projects. When the men at St. Stephen’s reach the goal of
getting their own place, they need assistance in setting it up. To assist in this effort, we will put together a
“starter kit” with household items to ease their transition.
We also want to actively commit to work with the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS)
Welcome Campaign. HIAS supports refugees and individuals seeking asylum. Discussions
on what that will entail will be taken up with the committee.
Or Emet was a National Day of Reason co-sponsor, and Richard
Logan was a presenter at the Minnesota Day of Reason on May 7.
The event stands up for secular lawmaking and policymaking based
on science, reason, and evidence. Day of Reason raises awareness
that social justice and social action need not be conflated with
religion, but stem from an ethical and reasoned awareness of our
role as individuals and our responsibilities as a community.
Richard Logan

Or Emet members are welcome to join the Social Justice/Social Action Committee, and/or offer input on activities and
issues that we address. Contact Claire Press at clairehpress@aol.com or Gwyn Leder at gwynleder@comcast.net to
become involved.
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Passover 2020
Compressing Time and Space
by Susan Weinberg
This year represented Or Emet’s first virtual Seder, a historic event for many who never imagined a Seder in this
form. And yet, perhaps a virtual Seder isn’t as unusual as we might think.
What exactly does virtual mean? The word first appears in the mid-15th century meaning “being something in
essence or effect, though not actually or in fact.” In our common vernacular it is kind of there, but not really, at
least in the traditional sense. In 1959 the definition was updated for computers to mean "not physically existing
but made to appear by software.”
But the concept of “virtual” existed long before there was a name for it. In fact, it was present at Mount Sinai for
the original covenant that was presented to the Israelites. That covenant specified that it also included those who
were not present, those who had yet to come into being. (Deuteronomy 29:13-14). When we retell the story, we
are told that we are to imagine that we too were present at Mount Sinai. What could be more virtual than that?
So how do we compress time and space, hurtling back in time to Mount Sinai? When I walked through a Paris
graveyard, I had the odd feeling that time had been compressed, linking those from different periods together in
the common space and time of death. Most often we compress time in story. Think of all those books that have a
speaker from an earlier period interlaced
with someone from the present. At Passover
we do that as well. We retell the story of the
Exodus and look for echoes of that
experience today. We talk of refugees and
immigrants, today’s strangers in a strange
land. And this year we talked of new plagues
as well as old. This year we compressed
space as well as time, pulling in family and
friends from around the world, each home
with its own Seder joining together.
We have layers of virtual experience, from the original experience on Mount
Sinai which encompassed us virtually, to the retelling of the Exodus story and its implications for today’s world,
and now cyberspace which joins us all together in a common space. We are creating a new experience in our
history, but one which also holds echoes of the past.
Yes, this day is different from all others,
For we can't celebrate with our brothers,
But as Jews we have learned to survive,
Social distancing hopefully keeps us alive.
Have a glass of wine.

Passover 2020
by Alan Miller
We sat down for our annual Seder,
Where's everyone, will they be here later?
Look around, though they're not in the room,
We are all still together with Zoom.
Have a glass of wine.

Elijah can still sip his wine,
But the door must stay closed, and that's fine.
We have faced many threats through the years,
But our strength overcomes all those fears.
Have a glass of wine.

The items which adorn Pesach's plate,
Look normal, yet we can relate,
To the unique circumstances this year,
It's not Egyptians, but Covid we fear.
Have a glass of wine.

If we drink more than four, let's be blunt,
It is not such a terrible affront.
So sit back and again raise your glass,
And remember that this too shall pass.
Have a glass of wine.
L'Chaim!
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Dayenu
by Eva Cohen
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I'm proud that Or Emet responded quickly and decisively to the public health threat posed
by COVID-19 without cancelling a single event. We pivoted immediately to providing
services and other programming online instead of in person, something that we have never
done before. Our president, Scott Chazdon, has provided terrific leadership around this. He
has done much work to manage the Zoom/technological end of things and to support me
and others in learning to use this platform. Johanna Lester and Sarah Berman-Young have
also been wonderful in adapting to the challenges of providing music and leading singing
online.

This is a hard and scary time, and I feel a responsibility to do as much as I can to help offer
inspiration, encouragement, perspective, and positive meaning through our virtual ritual
activities. I want our collective participation in these rituals to provide a sense of connection with each other and
with the broader world of people struggling right now. I want us to feel the power of community and of our
potential to make a positive difference in the world — to enact tikkun olam — even as we're keeping physical
distance from others. This distancing is in fact literally part of how we're doing tikkun olam — healing the world
— right now.
Because of the limitations imposed by different internet streaming speeds, we can't sing or read together in
unison over Zoom. This can make it harder to feel like our rituals are communal and participatory. I really
appreciate seeing people's mouths moving while their audio is on mute, though — it’s a reminder that we are
speaking and singing together, even though we can't hear it. It was also wonderful to sing "Dayenu" all together
in our unmuted glory with Amy Stubenhaus during the Seder. The raggedy beauty of that sound spoke to the
strangeness of this moment. If we only have each other — Dayenu!
Seeing Or Emet faces and hearing Or Emet voices online really does provide a
feeling of community. To quote Don Larsson, it's not quite as good as the real
thing, but it's a very acceptable substitute.
A benefit to online service and program delivery is the flexibility — it’s easy to
mix things up and incorporate new liturgy and other content without being tied to
pre-existing printed materials. Online activities also remove barriers to
participation based on health, distance, et cetera, and are very affordable to host.
When we are able to gather in person again, I plan to continue to provide some
additional services and programming every year online to promote access and offer cost-effective opportunities
for outreach.
Lighting Shabbat candles for the camera is stressful! I burned my thumb during our April Shabbat service.
Luckily, the wound has healed.

Pandemic
What if you thought of it
as the Jews consider the Sabbath—
the most sacred of times?
Cease from travel.
Cease from buying and selling.
Give up, just for now,
on trying to make the world
different than it is.
Sing. Pray. Touch only those
to whom you commit your life.
Center down.

And when your body has become still,
reach out with your heart.
Know that we are connected
in ways that are terrifying and beautiful.
(You could hardly deny it now.)
Know that our lives
are in one another’s hands.
(Surely, that has come clear.)
Do not reach out your hands.
Reach out your heart.
Reach out your words.
Reach out all the tendrils
of compassion that move, invisibly,
where we cannot touch.

7

Promise this world your love–
for better or for worse,
in sickness and in health,
so long as we all shall live.
by Lynn Ungar
posted on the Guthrie
Theater’s website

My Journey to Becoming a Rabbi — Eva Cohen
The last few months have been ones of transition and change for me — even pre-pandemic. In
January I graduated from the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities with a master’s degree in
Classical and Near Eastern Studies. My focus was on Hebrew Bible, the ancient Near East and
ancient Judaism. While I am sad there will not be an in-person commencement ceremony, I am
proud to have earned this degree and grateful for the opportunities I had.
Eva Cohen

In the final week of my master’s program, I completed an oral exam focused on my two
master’s portfolio papers. I had an opportunity to present and answer questions about my research on
(1) connections between the story of King David, his murder of Bathsheba’s husband, and the titling of one of
the psalms, and (2) a metaphor in the prophetic Book of Nahum describing the ancient Assyrian empire as a
‘harlot and a sorceress,’ revealing some fascinating information about Judean thoughts on gender, magic, and
resistance to colonial domination. In addition to my fall semester coursework, I also served as a teaching
assistant for an introductory course on the Hebrew Bible. I appreciated the chance to help students develop
writing skills and critical thinking about religious texts.
My coursework for the International Institute for Secular Humanistic Judaism’s (IISHJ) rabbinic program is still
ongoing. I am enrolled in a Modern Jewish History distance-learning course with Rabbi Adam Chalom —
which was conducted over Zoom before the adoption of social distancing measures, putting it ahead of the
curve! I have taken half the classes required, in addition to the master’s degree I just completed, for an IISHJ
rabbinic degree, and am finishing papers for some of those classes this upcoming summer. I will continue to
take IISHJ classes online through the next academic year. In the fall I will start developing my plan for the yearlong rabbinic internship that is also an ordination requirement. The shift of SHJ congregations to online services
and programs makes it easier for me to shadow, collaborate with, and undergo supervision/observation by
rabbis in our movement who are located in other places. Based on my understanding of when courses will be
offered, I should be on track for ordination in 2022 if not earlier.
We are now at the close of my third year as Or Emet’s ritual leader. The last couple months have been a
whirlwind — I gave birth to my daughter, Freyja, at the end of February, and began working with the Or Emet
team shortly afterward to move services and programming online. In this challenging time, I am grateful that
my family is healthy and that we are part of a loving and supportive Humanistic Jewish community. There has
been a learning curve involved in figuring out how to lead Shabbat services, the Passover Seder, and JCS
classes over Zoom, but I am trying to ensure that these ritual and educational experiences are engaging,
meaningful, and offer a sense of community and continuity in the midst of uncertainty. As we look to the
coming year and I take on added congregational responsibilities — including providing more pastoral care — I
will strive to continue to serve all of you in a way that promotes your sense of positive meaning, connection,
and Humanistic Jewish identity.
Editor’s note: Eva teaches the B’Mitzvah prep class, coaches the candidates, and officiates at the B’Mitzvah services.

2020 B’Mitzvah Update
Or Emet B’Mitzvahs in the World of COVID-19
COVID-19 presents some uncertainty for those who would normally be celebrating a B’Mitzvah this year. Our
three B’Mitzvah candidates for 2020 are Eliana Jurgemeyer, Sascha Katzung, and Gaian Geldner. As we do not
yet know when it will be safe to have a more traditional B’Mitzvah event, families are watching the guidance to
decide whether to postpone into 2021 or go with a modified event later this year.
Thus far Eliana's family has rescheduled their B' Mitzvah for June 12, 2021. Sascha's B’Mitzvah is scheduled
for August 1 this summer, but Sascha’s family is still considering whether they will reschedule, host an online
event, or proceed on that date. Similarly Gaian's family is also weighing a possible event in the fall or
postponing. We will keep you advised of plans as the crystal ball becomes clearer!
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Or Emet Member News
Diane Walkoff began serving as Or Emet's public relations assistant in mid-February. She
helps promote Or Emet's events through press releases, social media and online event
calendars. An Or Emet member for the past eight years, Diane has enjoyed this new role as it
has enabled her to interact more extensively with other members while also contributing to the
congregation in a meaningful way. In addition to her new PR role, Diane continues to help
coordinate room reservations at the Sabes JCC for Or Emet's services and programs.
Diane and her husband, Steve Drucker, moved to Eau Claire, Wisconsin, from Boston in 1998
after Steve was hired as a chemistry faculty member at UW-Eau Claire. At the same time,
Diane joined the staff in the university's communications office. While Diane holds a psychology degree from
Tufts University, she credits her two-plus decades at UW-Eau Claire with developing PR writing and editing
skills.
The Or Emet community holds a special place in the Walkoff-Drucker family's lives. After searching for a
congregation that aligned with their family's values and beliefs while also providing educational opportunities
for their children, Or Emet proved to be an ideal fit. Diane, Steve and their children, Ben and Athena, have
developed deep connections within the Or Emet community through the Jewish Cultural School, Ben's 2013
B’Mitzvah preparation and celebration, and Or Emet's many meaningful events.
While the pandemic has put a damper on some of Diane's favorite hobbies, she has appreciated her ability to
participate in many of Or Emet's recent events through online access. She looks forward to her continued
involvement with the Or Emet community, both online and in person.

Society for Humanistic Judaism News
Transitions
by Richard Logan, immediate past-president of the Society for Humanistic Judaism
Upon concluding four years as SHJ President I noted how much I learned — about Judaism,
about Humanistic Judaism, about the brilliant and brave humanist Rabbi Sherwin Wine, the
history and good works of SHJ over half a century, seeing our nonprofit show how to be a
good example of positive citizenship in civil society, and about the Jewish culture on which
Rabbi Wine founded Humanistic Judaism.
My introduction to Humanistic Judaism was Or Emet circa 2006 and the vital community of
warm, caring, and smart people Carol and I found there. It was also this Methodist minister’s
son’s honor to be Or Emet president for a few years and Or Emet’s representative on the SHJ
Board before becoming president of SHJ. I learned a lot about Humanistic Judaism through Or
Emet and that was a big help at the SHJ level. As I concluded my term as SHJ President, I told all of SHJ:
“There is no person on the SHJ board or in congregation leadership or in the real work of SHJ and our
communities or movement, who has not overextended her- or himself at some point for the rest of us.” So,
thank you Or Emet! You too are a great example of civil society founded in the values of Jewish culture at a
time when that is sorely needed for the world well beyond our Jewish, humanistic, and secular ones.
Our movement and the Society and its members have a bright future, because we have so many able volunteers
at all levels, because we are becoming better known thanks to several new initiatives, because SHJ has just
gotten a grant to undertake a new marketing effort, and because there are growing numbers of secular Jews for
whom we are the organization best suited to provide meaningful Jewish community. We have also shifted a little
to becoming more of an activist organization and that could not be more fitting in our troubled time, nor more
appropriate if we want to be better known. It might also be that secular Jews will be a little more interested in
Jewish community, or at least Jewish engagement, in the new world that comes after COVID-19.
Here’s to a bright and Jewishly meaningful future for us all!
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What’s in a Pronoun?
by Scott Chazdon
Our March 7 program challenged us to re-think gender. It was also our Purim celebration, a
holiday in which it is customary to dress up in costumes representing the core players of
the Esther story, occasionally cross-dressing to do so. We were blessed to have Judith
Eisner’s Klezmer group perform the Megillah for us, with several members in full attire.
We also welcomed great speakers for our adult program on LGBTQ+ advocacy, which our
B’Mitzvah students attended — Jayce Koester, J-Pride program coordinator at Jewish
Family and Children’s Service of Minneapolis, and Noam Sienna, Jewish educator, artist,
doctoral candidate, and author of A Rainbow Thread: An Anthology of Queer Jewish Texts
from the First Century to 1969.
The program began with Jayce asking us to talk in small groups about our own gendered biographies. We were
challenged to think about how we gained our understanding of masculinity and femininity. Jayce then provided
an overview of the importance of gender pronouns and shared a resource from Keshet, a national grassroots
organization working for the full equality and inclusion of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer Jews in
Jewish life. Here’s a great excerpt from that resource:
On the most basic level, using people’s correct pronouns is about kavod (respect). In the same
way we ask people’s names so we can refer to them correctly, using people’s pronouns is about
honoring them as a person. As Jews, we are tasked with loving our neighbors and strangers, as
we were once strangers in Egypt. In a work or learning environment, people can’t be productive
and fully present if they feel ignored, invisible, and disrespected. Sharing, asking, and using
correct pronouns helps maintain shalom bayit (peace in the home) by contributing to an
environment where everyone can be comfortable and safe.
Jayce identifies as transgender, preferring the “they” pronoun, and was incredibly patient walking us through
our concerns about pronouns, especially the often-mentioned complaint that “they is plural.” Jayce’s response:
“If you saw a suitcase left unattended at an airport, you’d likely say ‘someone left their
suitcase over there.’ “
Noam Sienna then took us on a journey through Jewish history. His 2019 book, A Rainbow
Thread, includes 120 excerpts from original historical sources that illuminate the wider
spectrum of gender and sexuality in Jewish culture. One memorable excerpt he shared, so
fitting for Purim, was about Mordechai, who was described in the Book of Esther as having
nursed his cousin Esther when she was orphaned. Sienna doesn’t assume this means that
Mordechai was transgender, because he prefers not to apply current terminology to the past,
but he does want to think about the ways that Jewish culture has long been open to the idea
that gender is malleable.
We ended the session with a vote asking our members if they support creating a space for gender pronouns on
our Or Emet name tags. The vote passed unanimously, and when we once again get to meet face-to-face, we’ll
provide the labels for members to begin (optionally) doing so.
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The Pandemic as an Accessibility Equalizer
by Dori Frumin Kirshner, Meredith Polsky, and Rabbi Lauren Tuchman
This article was published in the May 15, 2020 eJewishPhilanthropy and
provides a relevant perspective on access to the communal experience.
There’s a teaching from Pirkei Avot (1:4) that instructs
us, “Let your home be a meeting place for sages.” This
2000 year old compendium of Jewish wisdom
probably never envisioned teachers and students,
rabbis and congregants, counselors and campers being
invited into one another’s homes via Zoom, sharing
knowledge and support through rows of boxes on a
computer screen. But in the weeks, and now months,
since the start of the Coronavirus Pandemic, this is
exactly how our homes have become “meeting places
for sages.”
Indeed, we have witnessed virtually (no pun
intended!) the entire Jewish communal world pivot on
a dime. We have seen our synagogues, religious
schools, Jewish day schools and early childhood
programs, in some cases in a matter of hours,
transform their sacred spaces into online experiences
that prioritize accessibility and human connection over
most everything else. We have been awed by the
resiliency of adults and children alike as we all adapt
and respond to an entirely new (albeit temporary)
reality of social distancing and stay at home orders.

the frontlines fighting the virus; still others have
become ill and/or have lost loved ones at an alarming
rate. But in other significant ways, this pandemic has
become “the great equalizer” of accessibility issues
that just a few months ago rested solely on the
shoulders of people with disabilities and those deeply
rooted in the work of inclusion.
While most of the world is flexing a new muscle,
replete with the exhaustion and soreness that
accompanies a new workout, the disability
community holds deep wisdom about innovation and
adaptation. It is this community that has been “flexing
this muscle” for years, having to “figure it out” in a
largely ableist society that has – up until now – been
quite slow in responding to diverse needs and
abilities.
Now, we are all faced with access issues, whether
with virtual school, online meetings or even a remote
Passover seder. Together, we have discovered new
ways to experience ritual, to enhance customs and to
ensure that everyone is included.
Why did it take a pandemic?

We have seen rabbis give comfort to mourners who
they cannot physically sit with, congregational school
leaders leap into a world of apps that had previously
eluded them, and Jewish day schools immersing
themselves in project-based learning. The Jewish
community is planning virtual celebrations with great
intention, connecting families who previously had not
met in brick and mortar buildings, and even seeing a
rise in participation in spiritual engagement
opportunities.

The need to adapt has been amplified over the past
eight weeks, as 100% of people are experiencing a
collective access challenge. We are discovering
something that the 20% of people with disabilities,
often excluded or marginalized, have long known:
accessibility and inclusion are not luxuries. They are
not to be considered only “if we have extra funds,” or
as an “add-on” after a program has already been
developed. Indeed, our entire Jewish community is
enriched when everyone can participate in relevant
and meaningful ways that are designed to be
accessible.

To be sure, our experiences – even in the Jewish sector
– have not all been uniform. Some of us are managing
previously unknown financial hardships; others are on

The Pandemic as an Accessibility Equalizer is partially reprinted due to space limitations.
Read the rest of the article on eJewishPhilanthropy at http://shorturl.at/oBO16.
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Simchas and Tsuris (Joys and Concerns)
Eva Rose Cohen and Jack Spencer welcomed their daughter Freyja Devorah Cohen on February 26.
Freyja is the first grandchild for both Eva’s and Jack’s families.
While new parenthood in the age of COVID-19 presents many
challenges, and Eva and Jack are sad that Freyja has not been able
to visit in person with her grandparents, other family, or friends,
they enjoy spending lots of quality time with Freyja at home.

Ian Zukor
is graduating from Wayzata High School and will attend the University of Vermont in the fall.
Ian has been a teacher’s aide in Or Emet’s Jewish Cultural School for the past two years and
also participated in the Leadership Team.
Ian Zukor

Rachel Springer
is graduating from Southwest High School in Minneapolis and will attend Columbia University
in New York. She participated in the Or Emet Leadership Team and also provided the impetus
to transition from disposable to compostable tableware at Or Emet events.
Rachel Springer

Hannah Fox
is graduating from Southwest High School in Minneapolis and will attend Case Western Reserve
University in Cleveland. Hannah will study biological sciences and premed with a minor in
Spanish. She will be on the volleyball team.
Hannah Fox

Eva Cohen
graduated from the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities with a master’s degree in Classical and Near Eastern
Studies in January. Her focus was on Hebrew Bible, the ancient Near East, and ancient Judaism.
Kai Dickson’s project Hubble Space Telescope: Looking to the past for insights to our future earned an
Honorable Mention award at the Minnesota History Day state competition. Kai is an 8th grader at Parkview
Center School in Roseville.
David Fox recently returned home after being discharged from a lengthy series of hospitalizations
and stays in rehab care units.
Caring Circle
Submitted by Faith Oremland
Or Emet offers support to those facing challenges during COVID-19. We have
members willing to bring food and other necessities to those of our congregation who
cannot obtain these supplies any other way. Contact Scott at president@oremet.org.
We are committed to staying in touch with members via phone, especially those who
live alone. Caring Circle continues to send out cards to members in times of illness,
loss, and crisis. Contact Faith at faitho711@aol.com to inform her about member needs.
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Programs and Special Events | June - September 2020
The Annual Meeting, and celebratory fun will happen via Zoom —
Watch your inbox for Zoom registration information.
Sunday, June 7
Jewish Cultural School (snow day makeup) at 10:00 am
— meets concurrently with Annual Meeting
Annual Meeting and Election of Officers 10:00 am - 12:00 pm
— additional information is on page 7
Following the Annual Meeting
— let’s celebrate by coming together for a scavenger hunt, trivia game, and virtual picnic — on Zoom.
Bring a favorite recipe to share and prepare to guess answers to an assortment of questions for all ages.
Saturday, June 27 and Saturday, August 22 | 7:00 - 8:30 pm | St. Stephen’s Shelter dinner
In the spirit of tikkun olam, Or Emet will provide food and staff will serve dinner to shelter guests.
COVID-19 will likely continue to restrict our involvement. Watch your inbox for signup details.
Saturday, August 29 | Havdalah and picnic | 4:30 pm start | 5:30 service followed by picnic and s’mores
Crosby Farm Park 2595 Crosby Farm Rd, St. Paul
COVID-19 may require changes. Watch your inbox for signup details.

Donations

Healing wishes for David Fox —
David and Joan Barnett
Where most needed —
Dave Zukor and Sarah Waite
Steve and Faith Oremland
Paul Petzschke and Janet Mayer

In celebration of births —
Freyja Devorah Cohen daughter of Eva Cohen and Jack Spencer
granddaughter of Molly Wilbur-Cohen and Barry Cohen
Steve and Faith Oremland
Paul Petzschke and Janet Mayer
David and Joan Barnett
Richard and Carol Logan
Noah Henry Brisson-Garrett, grandson of Janet Mayer
David and Joan Barnett
Richard and Carol Logan
In memory of —
Joe Sonenblum, Rich Sonenblum’s father
Rich Sonenblum
David and Joan Barnett
Jim Logan, Richard Logan’s brother
Arty Dorman
Paul Petzschke and Janet Mayer
David and Joan Barnett
~ May their memories be a blessing ~

Grant from the Minnesota Historical Society
from State of MN legacy funds for Or Emet oral
history project
Grant from the Minneapolis Jewish Federation
“to deal with COVID-19 pandemic ramifications”
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High Holiday Services at Or Emet
2020 | 5781
High Holiday Services (except Tashlich) are at the Sabes Jewish Community Center.
4330 South Cedar Lake Rd, St. Louis Park
Location may be affected by the COVID-19 situation

Rosh Hashanah Tashlich Service and Potluck
Saturday | September 19 | 10:30 am | location TBA

Kol Nidre Service
Sunday | September 27 | 7:00 pm
Yom Kippur Service
Monday | September 28 | 4:00 pm
Break-the-Fast Potluck
At conclusion of the Yom Kippur service

250 Turners Crossroad South
Apt 324
Golden Valley, MN 55416

Rosh Hashanah Service
Friday | September 18 | 7:00 pm
Oneg following the service

