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From the Rabbi
 When I was in rabbinical school, Pam and I lived for four years in 
the Riverdale section of the Bronx — a beautiful, leafy neighborhood 
with a substantial and diverse Jewish population. Within a short walk 
of our apartment there were a wealth of synagogues: several Orthodox, 
unaffiliated, one Reform, and one Conservative. Wanting to live as 
active and varied a Jewish life as possible, we made our way around the 
community. However, the synagogue where we found ourselves most 
often was Conservative Synagogue Adath Israel of Riverdale, CSAIR (because for 
some reason all synagogues ultimately go by their initials).
 There are likely many factors involved in that choice, but one rises above all the 
rest: Irene. “Who is Irene?” you may ask. Irene was a member of the congregation 
who was there virtually every time we went, and without fail, welcomed us warmly. 
She remembered our names, asked about my studies and Pam’s work, and always 
made sure that we felt at home at CSAIR. She was not on staff, and I don’t think 
she was a member of the Board. She was simply the most welcoming person 
imaginable, and that made all the difference to two twenty-somethings looking 
for a place at shul. In point of fact, I remember her name 25 years later because 
Pam and I wanted to make sure we would recall her name on each subsequent 
visit, so we assigned her the pneumonic device “I Readily Engage New Entries.”
 This issue of The Prophet is centered on the theme of Welcoming, and I 
hope you will enjoy reading the articles contained within these pages. I share 
the story of Irene at CSAIR because I have seen so many members of Temple 
Isaiah who fill this same role — actively engaging newcomers, making sure they 
aren’t sitting alone, offering a prayerbook, explanation, or a kind word. As far as 
I’m concerned, in the ideal synagogue, Irene’s role is the job of each and every 
member of the congregation — to welcome the stranger, as our Jewish tradition 
puts it “HaChNaSaT OrChIM.”
 The Talmud (Shabbat 127a) has a fascinating statement: “Welcoming Guests/
Hospitality is more important than greeting the Divine Spirit.” The principle is 
based on an incident in Torah when God is speaking to Abraham and suddenly 
Abraham, seeing three strangers approach his tent, pauses the conversation with 
God and runs to greet them, and welcome them into his tent. The “strangers” turn 
out to be the very same angels who will announce the miraculous conception and 
birth of Isaac, but at the moment Abraham sees them, they are simply people 
wandering in the desert in the heat of the day. Taking stock of which was more 
important, direct consultation with God or meeting the potential needs of total 
strangers, Abraham shows us the ultimate value of providing hospitality.
 While we can’t all be like Abraham and Sarah, we can aspire to emulate their 
model of welcoming. It is said that their tent in the wilderness was open on all 
sides so that whoever was coming from any direction would know that they had 
arrived at a place where they were welcome. In our modern context, this takes the 
form of a warm smile, a genuine and interested question, an offer of a chair, or any 
number of simple acts of kindness.
 In the last few days, I have been fortunate to participate in and witness the 
welcome that has been rolled out for Rabbi Amanda K. Weiss, our new Assistant 
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by Rabbi Daniel Plotkin, RJE
Based in part on an email interview with Rabbi Weiss, conducted by Alex Hoffman
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 It is always a special moment in the life of a 
congregation when it can welcome a new full-
time Rabbi. For Temple Isaiah, welcoming our 
newest Rabbi is even more special because it 
is a marker of our growth as a congregation, 
and the diversity of our membership.
 On July 1, we formally welcomed Rabbi 
Amanda Katherine Weiss into our Temple 
Isaiah family. Rabbi Weiss is coming to 
us directly from her May ordination at the 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of 
Religion in New York, but she’s far from new to 
serving the Jewish people, with more than two 
decades of experience in Hillel, synagogue, 
and chaplaincy work prior to her ordination.
 Rabbi Weiss grew up attending Temple 
Beth El in Spring Valley, NY (now part of the 
Reform Temple of Rockland) and was a full 
participant in the junior choir, youth group, and 
made it all the way through post-confirmation. 
Her love of Jewish learning continued in college 
with her BA in Judaic Studies and Psychology 
from George Washington University, and a 
Masters in Jewish Non-Profit Management 
from Gratz College.
 During her work and study in the Jewish 
community, following her college graduation, 
she was drawn to the rabbinate by her “desire 
to help uplift meaningful Jewish life that was 
accessible, resonant, and relevant,” and a 
conviction that when someone says they 
aren't “Jewish enough,” it is an opportunity 
to engage that individual deeper into their 
Judaism, not just an expression of resignation 
or disconnection.
 Having graduated college in 2008, Rabbi 
Weiss landed a job that she promptly lost in 
the Great Recession in the winter of 2009, 
like so many of her cohorts. Along with a 
part-time job, she took advantage of a study-
stipend opportunity at the Drisha Institute 
in New York, where she quickly advanced 
in her study of Torah commentary, Talmud, 
Biblical grammar, and more. She was also 
the only Reform Jew there, which led to many 

interesting conversations with those from 
more traditional backgrounds. She befriended 
individuals who are now Conservative Rabbis, 
and those who were among the first to take 
on the title of Maharat (a term used in the 
Orthodox world for women who have the 
knowledge and skills to serve in a clergy role).
 As the economy improved, so did Rabbi 
Weiss's choices in serving the Jewish 
community. She served in the Hillel world, 
first at the University of Oregon, where 
her outreach efforts helped establish what 
would become an independent Oregon 
State University Hillel, and then as assistant 
director of Cornell Hillel. In both roles, she 
focused on the idea of engagement, helping 
Jewish students find their place in Judaism, 
as a personal practice, and within the Jewish 
community. “Empowering others to connect to 
Judaism on their own terms and in their own 
time, enabling an expansion of ways to ‘do 
Jewish’” was a guiding force in Rabbi Weiss’s 
interactions with students.
 In the heart of the pandemic with regular 
avenues of engagement closed off, especially 
in New York City, Rabbi Weiss worked hard to 
find other ways to connect. One of these ways 
was her podcast, “Drinking and Drashing: 
Torah with a Twist” which she did with her 
close friends Gabe Snyder (on-air talent 
with her, and about to serve as the student 
cantor at Beth Shalom in Annapolis) and Edon 
Valdman (editor and producer). This podcast 
was originally a weekly gathering of the first-
year Rabbinical, Cantorial, and Education 
students in the 2018–19 HUC-JIR year in 
Israel class. “With a push towards creating 
connection between students, faculty, and text 
in an informal setting, ‘Drinking and Drashing’ 
was born, as I along with Education student 
Julia Bennett (‘21) hosted dozens of students 
and faculty members weekly as we gathered 
round the table (or the living room), and found 
ways to connect to the weekly parsha.”
 During Rabbi Weiss’s rabbinic education, 
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she found both her greatest challenges and rewards in her two summers of pediatric 
chaplaincy in the New York Presbyterian medical system. “During that time, I learned 
what it looked like to accompany families through their most challenging and celebratory 
moments. I learned how to hold conversations and shape relationships in liminal spaces. 
Most importantly, I learned how to lean into the unique needs of the pediatric population and 
how presence can often be the most important part of a meaningful encounter.”
 Outside of her deep and enduring love for 
Judaism and making connections through Jewish 
learning and community, Rabbi Weiss is an avid 
consumer of popular culture including books, 
movies, music, and Broadway musicals. Her tastes 
are quite broad including such works and artists as 
(books) The Prophet by Kahlil Gibran, Lucy Kinsley’s 
graphic novels, (musicians) Audra McDonald, Lizzo, 
Elana Arian (who was our artist-in-residence at TI 
last year), Barenaked Ladies; (movies) The Princess 
Bride, The Blind Side; (Broadway), Sunday in the 
Park with George, In The Heights, Les Misérables, 
current favorite Shucked; and (TV) Boston Legal, 
Ally McBeal (credit to her lawyer parents for her TV 
tastes).
 As if that weren’t enough to occupy Rabbi 
Weiss, she also loves to roam dog parks with her mini-Bernedoodle, Tekiah (giving TI a trio of 
rabbinic dogs with Jewish names!), but she also loves being with her nieces (who live in DC), 
playing piano, baking, and sketching. Rabbi Weiss also likes to seek out the best ice cream 
wherever she is and recommends the Chocolate Room in Brooklyn (this writer has already 
recommended The Charmery at Merriwether, but Rabbi Weiss welcomes all suggestions).
 As Rabbi Weiss integrates herself into the Temple Isaiah community, you can expect to 
hear classes and sermons peppered with pop culture references, and to see her accompanying 
our guitar-playing rabbis and educators on her djembe drum. You can also expect to see her 
spending plenty of time with our teens and young adults in the TI community, while also 
partnering with Rabbi Axler on providing pastoral care and officiating life cycle events for 
our diverse TI Community.
 Rabbi Weiss will truly be a gift to our community, and this is best exhibited in the closing 
paragraph of the vision statement she submitted to the TI search committee, at the beginning 
of the interview process:
 “Lamah zeh anochi? Why is this for me? As a rabbi, I am a sharer of stories, a teacher of 
tradition, an encourager of examination, a liaison to learning, and a community connector. 
Judaism — when shared and created meaningfully with the Jewish people — generates an 
accessible, relational, and resonant environment. As a rabbi, this is my gift to give: to uplift 
the Jewish people’s voices, to highlight the significant shared and shapeable elements of 
Judaism, and to introduce and reinforce feelings of belonging and ownership for Jews of all 
ages and stages, wherever they stand on the path of Jewish life.” 

Temple Isaiah will hold a number of events to help welcome Rabbi Weiss  
into the community and to help her get to know our members. 

Rabbi Weiss will be present at Temple Isaiah Friday night services throughout August, except on 
August 18. On Saturday night, August 19, she will join Rabbi Axler for a Shabbat Havdalah for our 
vacationing TI members. On August 12 at 10am, we will hold a special Shabbat & Schmooze to 
welcome Rabbi Weiss formally. Also, save the date of the Shabbat of January 19–20, 2024 for Rabbi 
Weiss’s formal installation as a Rabbi of Temple Isaiah.
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by Rachel Petroff Kessler, RJE
TI's New LGBTQIA+ Initiative

 Temple Isaiah is committed to being a vibrant and inclusive congregation. One 
of our core values, kehillah, community, reminds us that we celebrate participation 
from everyone, and their unique individuality, to create a sacred community. We 
continuously strive to be “diverse, accessible, and inclusive.” 
 We know that words aren’t enough, so we have been working to put these 
values into action. In recent years, one of the areas where we have put our efforts 
is increasing our commitment to LGBTQIA+ inclusion. Temple Isaiah is honored to 
have been a presence and sponsor of the Howard County Pride Festival since its 
inception. Last month we held our first Pride Havdalah and welcomed author Ron 
Goldberg, who read an excerpt from his award-winning book, Boy with the Bullhorn 
and shared how his Judaism influenced his activism with ACT UP during the AIDS 
epidemic.
 Thanks to the generosity of an anonymous donor, the Temple Isaiah Board of 
Trustees recently approved the creation of the Randi Leshin Fund for LGBTQIA+ 
Equity + Equality in Jewish Life to further our work in this area, and to honor Randi’s  
z"l passion for ensuring that all, regardless of their sexual or gender identity, can 
bring their fullest self to our community. 
 This fund will support participation in community programming, like being 
present at Howard County Pride, and programming here at Temple Isaiah. Funds may 
be used to support the acquisition of materials, host outside scholars, or organize 
events and programming that promote a culture of welcoming and inclusion within 
the congregation. It will also be available to provide scholarships for youth pursuing 
opportunities for LGBTQIA+ community and events.
 Our tradition teaches us that every human is created B’tzelem Elohim, in God’s 
image. We believe that celebrating the diversity of humanity gives us a glimpse 
of the Infinite Divine, and enables us to bring the world closer to complete repair. 
At a time where the rights of transgender and other queer individuals and their 
families are under attack, we loudly and proudly affirm that all are welcome here. To 
contribute to the Randi Leshin Fund or learn more about how you can support our 
work in this area, visit templeisaiah.org/who-we-are-our-mission-and-values/
donations/. 

"Community" Means EVERYONE
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SEXUAL ORIENTATION
 | STRAIGHT (adj): A person who is primarily 

emotionally, spiritually, physically, and/or sexually 
attracted toward persons of a different gender. 
This is another term for heterosexual.

 | HOMOSEXUAL (adj/n): A person who is primarily 
emotionally, spiritually, physically, and/or sexually 
attracted toward persons of the same gender. 
Some LGBTQ+ elders self-identify with this term. 
However, based on a pathologizing and oppressive 
history, it is widely considered outdated and is not 
widely used.

 | GAY (adj): Describes a person who is emotionally, 
spiritually, physically, and/or sexually attracted 
primarily to members of the same gender. (Often 
used by people who identify as men, though others 
in the LBTQ+ community may also identify as gay.)

 | LESBIAN (n/adj): Often describes a woman who is 
emotionally, spiritually, physically, and/or sexually 
attracted primarily to women. 

 | QUEER (adj/v): 1) A term used to describe a sexual 
orientation that is not straight, without indicating 
the genders of the queer person or the people they 
are attracted to. Some people identify as queer 
because it doesn’t reference gender, and some 
people prefer queer because it can expansively 
include attraction to people of a range of genders. 
2) An umbrella term used by some to describe 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people. 3) 
Historically and currently used by some as a slur 
targeting those perceived to transgress “norms” of 
sexual orientation and/or gender expression, but 
for others, a word that has been reclaimed as a 
positive and affirmative part of their identity.

 | BISEXUAL (adj): Describes an individual who 
is emotionally, spiritually, physically, and/or 
sexually attracted to more than one gender. 
 
 

 | PANSEXUAL (adj): Describes a person who is 
emotionally, spiritually, physically, and/or sexually 
attracted toward persons of all gender identities. 
Can sometimes be used interchangeably with 
Bisexual.

 | ASEXUAL (adj): An umbrella category describing 
those who experience little or no sexual attraction. 
Identifying as asexual does not preclude any 
behavior, including dating and sex. Often 
abbreviated as Ace, asexual can also refer to the 
Asexuality Spectrum, which describes the range 
of experiences related to attraction. 

GENDER IDENTITY
 | TRANSGENDER or TRANS (adj): An umbrella 

term for anyone who knows themself to be a 
gender that is different from the gender they were 
assigned at birth. Some trans people may have a 
gender identity that is neither man nor woman, 
and for some people their gender identity may 
vary at different points in their lives. 

 | CISGENDER (adj): A term describing anyone 
who knows themself to be the gender they were 
assigned at birth. Antonym of transgender. 
Cisgender has its origin in the Latin-derived prefix 
cis, meaning “on the same side.”

 | NONBINARY (adj): A gender identity that 
specifically rejects the notion of binary gender.

 | INTERSEX (adj): A general term used to 
refer to people whose bodies defy a common 
understanding of sex as a simple male/female 
binary. Intersex continues to be widely accepted 
as an umbrella term referring to biological diversity 
affecting sexual and reproductive anatomy.

 | + (PLUS): These are some of the most common 
English terms used in the local and national 
LGBTQ+ communities. There are many others, and 
more are created every day. It is always best to 
ask individuals and communities what terms they 
use, and what those terms mean to them.

https://www.keshetonline.org/resources/lgbtq-terminology/

Not sure what LGBTQIA+ stands for?  
Here’s a quick rundown, courtesy of Keshet:
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 If you’re one who believes in signs, then the signs leading me to Judaism have been dotting the 
landscape for some time. 
 My father was a country boy from small-town Indiana, raised Methodist. He enlisted in the Navy on 
his 18th birthday, his desire to see the world stronger than sticking around to graduate high school. See 
the world he did, and he was eventually stationed in Key West, Florida. 
 My mother was one of four beautiful Cuban-American daughters from Key West who were raised 
“High Episcopalian,” my mother’s code for Catholic without the Pope. She met my father in Duffy’s 
Tavern; he and his Navy pals had a band that played there when they were in port. She liked the look 
of “that fat, bald sailor” and they were married in 1962, a second marriage for both. 
 It seems unlikely, coming from such conventional religious traditions, that my parents started seeking 
deeper meaning and by 1973, we took weekend trips to Miami to stay at an ashram connected to an 
Indian guru, and attend their holiday events (if you’ve never experienced an Indian Holi festival, they’re 
a BLAST). Ira, a resident of the ashram, told me stories from the Ramayana and I drifted off to sleep 
with Rama, Sita, Laksmana, and the noble monkey king Hanuman dancing in my head. 
 A move to a commune in San Antonio, Texas followed but it wasn’t a great fit for our family. 
Disillusioned with commune life, we moved back to Florida where we lived non-Christian, vaguely 
Eastern-tinged lives.
 A high school boyfriend invited me to church with his family and trying to score points with his 
parents, I went along. I wasn’t prepared for the Church of Christ’s fervor and when they sang a song for 
“all ye non-Christians come up and be saved,” and everyone turned to look at me, I smiled and feigned 
ignorance. Christianity made little sense to me and since I had somehow forgotten that you could 
actually CHOOSE a religion that spoke to you, I just declared myself a Naturalist and said I felt most at 
peace wandering in the woods with my camera.  
 Another high school boyfriend bought me a Styx album for Christmas but it wasn’t till some weeks 
later that I realized he was Jewish. One weekend I was hanging out at a friend’s house when I said to 
no one in particular, “I think Ian’s Jewish.” My friend and her mother looked at me and laughed “YOU 
THINK?” In retrospect, it was naïve of me to not notice but my parents raised me to be open minded; 
categories like race and religion weren’t tags that I attached to myself or other people, so they had little 
bearing on my assessment of someone’s value as a human being. 

Following the Signs
by Raya Kridel
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 Fast forward to 1992. I was working on an MFA 
in Filmmaking from Florida State University, based in 
Sarasota, and a group of Brandeis alumnae contacted my 
film school for someone to lead a weekly film discussion 
group for them and their husbands. I was hired and 
every week I’d choose a film currently in theaters for 
everyone to see, and the following week, we’d discuss it. 
The women were wonderful, and they said several times 
that I “had a Jewish sensibility.” I didn’t know what that 
meant but I took it as a compliment.  
 At some point, I discovered that the “chhhhhh” in 
Yinglish was a piece of cake, a skill/quirk I was pretty 
proud of for no particular reason. Perhaps another sign 
of what was to come on my journey?
 It wasn’t until I met a nerdy about-to-be-doctoral 
student in Rabbinical Literature that I really started to 
learn about Judaism. I liked this guy and I wanted to know 
more about what he was studying; finally, things started 
making sense. Looking past the patriarchal veneer 
of Orthodox Judaism, the role of women in the family 
and society was encouraging. I asked more questions; 
he happily answered them. I somehow felt like I would 
have more agency in the Jewish world than I ever had in 
the Christian one and as our relationship became more 
serious, I remembered the long-forgotten concept of 
CHOOSING. Marriage was decided on alarmingly early 
(I asked, he said “Sure”) and the idea of converting to 
Judaism became the flagstones beneath my feet. 
 When I told his mother that I intended to convert 
to Judaism, her reply was, “Why? Everyone hates us.” 
Apparently, this wasn’t much of a deterrent because I 
contacted the Reform synagogue in town to ask about 
classes. Rabbi W. held conversion classes in conjunction 
with Rabbi S., Director of the campus Hillel. I attended 
for a while, but I wasn’t quite impressed with Rabbi W., 
who seemed disinterested in answering my questions. 
Unfortunately, it was the only game in this university 
town, so I cast my net farther afield and checked 
the websites of all the synagogues in the (relatively 
close) Midwest capital. There was one each of several 
“flavors” to choose from: Orthodox, Reconstructionist/
Conservative, Sephardic, Reform, and Conservative. My 
nerdy about-to-be-groom grew up in a Conservative 
synagogue, so I looked a little closer at their website. The 
friendly face of nebbishy Rabbi B. seemed welcoming 
and I was impressed by their description of Jewish life, 
where babies laughed, and toddlers toddled down the 
aisles during Shabbat services. It sounded like something 
I could get behind, so I contacted the rabbi about classes. 
For nine months, I drove with my groom-to-be to the 
state capital every Sunday morning for two-hour classes, 
where the rabbi talked about everything and anything 
Jewish, while I took notes. 

TOP LEFT: Mom's high school graduation portrait, 
age 18. TOP RIGHT: Dad's Navy enlistment portrait, 
age 18. MIDDLE LEFT: Mom and Tia Emma, Key 
West beauties. MIDDLE RIGHT: Wedding, April 
1962. MIDDLE: Dad nearing Navy retirement, late 
1960s. BOTTOM: High school senior portrait. 
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 And, I read. Choosing a Jewish Life and Living a Jewish 
Life, both by Anita Diamant; To Be a Jew by Rabbi Hayim 
Halevy Donin; The Synagogue Survival Kit: A Guide to 
Understanding Jewish Religious Services by Jordan Lee 
Wagner. When my parents’ friends and extended family 
asked how they felt about me converting, they said that 
they totally got it. They did their own spiritual searching, 
so they didn’t begrudge me my own search; whatever 
made me happy. It definitely helped that they adored my 
nerdy groom-to-be.
 All this while, I planned our wedding and as the date 
grew closer, it somehow slipped my mind to actually 
CONVERT. I felt Jewish; I thought Jewish; I did Jewish, 
but completely forgot to make it official until I received a 
not-so-gentle email from my future in-laws two weeks 
before I was supposed to walk around my groom seven 
times. In a panic, I contacted the nebbishy Rabbi; he 
quickly arranged a beit din and booked the community 
mikveh. On a cold Monday morning, I made the drive by 
myself, met with the beit din for a Q & A, then dunked and 
yelled the blessings through the walls so they could hear 
me. I took the Hebrew name I chose, Ma’asiyah Esther 
bat Avraham v’ Sarah, the bow that held together my 
hope to be a storyteller, and an homage to Estella, the 
grandmother who died decades before I was born. I don’t 
know if it was the sense of satisfaction from completing 
my studies or the relief of “getting in under the wire” 
before the wedding, but afterwards on the bimah as we 
completed the ritual, I bawled my eyes out. 
 I was Jewish, as authentic and “kosher” as anyone 
born and raised as a Jew. And, we were married. 
 We decided to leave the quaint college town and 
a year later moved to the Midwest capital, joining 
the synagogue of nebbishy Rabbi B. I accepted the 
position as the Program Director at the Bureau of Jewish 
Education and thus began my two-decade employment 
in and work with Jewish communal organizations. Even 
when I started a small design firm, my company name 
was Jewish (alephMEDIA) and the majority of my clients 
were Jewish organizations and business owners. The “ink 
wasn’t even dry on my Jew card,” as my mother-in-law 
put it, and I was on the synagogue Board and Sisterhood 
President. 
 My nerdy husband eventually became a rabbi; the 
idea of being a rebbetzin was completely unimaginable to 
my younger,  commune-dwelling self, but life sometimes 
takes a quirky turn. 
 In every encounter, and in every sphere, I was 
welcomed. No one ever mentioned that I had converted, 
questioned my right to be there and be involved, and 
quite often, expressed shock when it came up that I 
wasn’t “born Jewish.” The Jewish community embraced 
me, and I embraced it. I was home. 

TOP: In the middle of Rabbi B. reading the ketubah 
in Aramaic, "Bloomington, Indiana" in English 
made everyone laugh. 2ND FROM TOP: You know 
the dance... MIDDLE LEFT: Mom and Dad at our 
wedding. MIDDLE RIGHT: With nerdy husband at 
my first family Bat Mitzvah. 2ND FROM BOTTOM: 
Visiting a school in Akko on a Federation trip to 
Israel. BOTTOM: Test driving an electric car at 
Better Place, Ramat Hasharon, north of Tel Aviv. 
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 We always say that we are a welcoming place, a house 
of worship that allows anyone in, no matter what their 
specific needs are. It is easy to say these words, anyone 
can say them, but we at Temple Isaiah believe what we 
say. When the original building committee met all those 
years ago, they put in place what, at the time, was state-
of-the-art accessibility features, such as:
1. Hearing assisted devices for anyone who needs them.
2. Handicapped stalls in the restrooms.
3. Ramp to the bimah in the Sanctuary.
4. Ramp from the parking lot near the front doors.
5. Handicapped parking spaces.

 We have just completed our renovation and are proud 
of what we have accomplished, setting us apart from the 
other congregations. We have installed a companion care 
restroom with a shower. This will allow anyone that has a 
caregiver access and privacy for their personal needs. We 
have installed mezuzot at a height that is accessible 
for all. If you haven’t seen them, you will notice them 
on the entry to both the Sanctuary and the Chapel. We 
have installed a lighted path in the rear of the building, 
making it easier for anyone to get to the outdoor worship 
space, even if you are using a wheelchair, a walker, a cane, 
or are just unsteady on your feet. We have upgraded and 
updated the sound enhancement system.
 Over the past few years, we have worked diligently to 
make sure cost isn’t a barrier to membership. For those 
that truly can’t afford regular-priced membership dues, 
we have a system in place to help so that anyone who 
wants to can be a member. 

by Shelley Engel, FSA
YOU!We Welcome
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Temple Isaiah

and Welcomed Us In!
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by Michelle & Howard Lurie
 From the moment we attended our first Temple Isaiah Shabbat service, we felt welcomed 
by the clergy and congregants. This feeling prompted us to become members the following 
week.
 By week’s end, we received an email from the Sisterhood welcoming us to TI and inviting 
me to their next event. This welcoming email was followed by a New Member Basket delivered 
to our home. The extra effort put forth by a congregant to deliver the basket and chat with 
me was a special touch that did not go unnoticed. Due to this warm “welcoming feel,” I joined 

the Membership Committee and now I 
deliver the New Member Baskets. It’s my 
small way to pay the kindness forward!

Within the first few months of joining, 
we attended our first Temple Isaiah High 
Holy Days Services in the Covid-era. We 
had been members of another synagogue 
for almost 25 years and were a bit worried 
about being a part of a new community, 
especially at this time of year. Despite not 
having attended High Holy Day services 
in two years, we felt totally comfortable 
walking into the Wilde Lake High School 
Auditorium and praying with our new 
community. 

I'm not sure how he did it, but Rabbi 
Axler continued this TI welcoming feeling when he wished us a “Happy Anniversary” at 
a Shabbat service the week after our anniversary. How did he know or remember and 
honestly, we hadn’t been to services in a few weeks! As he walked past us on his way to 
the bimah, he leaned in with this greeting. This isn’t something we’ve felt once or twice — 
we are continually made to feel welcome within the TI community. Early on, we recognized 
some congregants from places outside of TI and they quickly came up to us to say hello and 
welcomed us to Temple Isaiah. We have made many new friends, some that we initially 
met when Rabbi and Pam Axler hosted a New Member Havdalah at their home. We love to 
attend Shabbat services and programs, knowing that someone will greet us with a warm 
smile and knowing that we have many friendly faces to catch up with.
 Our cousin and his family belong to Temple Isaiah, and it has been so nice to share 
Shabbat and Holiday services with them, or to attend programs together. Now we are 
all a part of the TI family and not just visitors to celebrate a simcha with. Howard’s Mom, 
Diane Lurie, moved to Maryland recently and joined Temple Isaiah after attending services 
and programs with us. She didn’t join just because we were congregants, she felt the TI 
“welcoming feeling” also!
 We love how the synagogue and Board keep us updated with the weekly “What’s 
Happening” email and the quarterly Prophet Magazine with its engaging stories. The depth 
and breadth of programming holds something of interest for each of us. The connection we 
felt with Rabbi Axler, Rabbi Plotkin, the clergy and staff, the Temple Isaiah congregation, 
friends, and family prompted us to be a part of the recent building expansion. We wanted to 
cement our new relationship. Temple Isaiah is our new spiritual home and we are so happy 
to be welcomed in! 

Opened the Door
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by Jessica Tropp Cade
 We are the Cades — an interfaith family who has found 
our spiritual home at Temple Isaiah. 
 I grew up in a Reform Jewish family outside Philadelphia.  
My father was raised in a Jewish family; my mom grew up 
Episcopalian and converted to Judaism before my parents 
were married. 
 Scott grew up in a Catholic household in Eastchester, NY. 
Both of us grew up with our religions being an active part of 
our lives, something which we both enjoyed.
 Scott and I met at Johns Hopkins and got married in 
February of 1996. We have five children, who range in age 
from 11–26. Our first child, Cooper, was born in 1997 and we 
joined Scarsdale Synagogue, Temples Tremont and Emanu-
El (NY) in 2006 when Cooper started Hebrew School. We had not really had a serious discussion about 
religion, but Scott honored my wishes to start us on this journey. I have always considered it a gift that 
Scott supported our children being raised Jewish. It has always been important to me that the Temple we 
are part of makes Scott feel not only welcomed, but an important part of the faith of our children. 
 Since then, there have been endless opportunities for participation as a family, whether that be one of 
us, some of us, or all of us. Regardless of how many of us choose to be part of something at TI, we know 
that all of us are welcome. I can specifically remember after hosting a Kulanu Tu B’Shevat Parent Soirée, 
another interfaith family thanked us for making them feel so comfortable. They were thrilled to see other 
families that looked like theirs. 
 This past March, Scott and I were able to join Rabbi and Pam Axler and a group of other TI Members 
on what was our first trip to Israel.
 Temple Isaiah has continued to be an open and accepting sacred place. I continue to see that today 
as a member of the TI Board, which has non-Jewish members. There are many phrases you could use, 
but when the Temple Isaiah community says it’s an inclusive congregation, that’s what we are and I am 
proud to be a part of it. 

An Interfaith Family
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by Alisha Rovner  
and Marcy Burkom

 Becoming a Bar/Bat/B’rit Mitzvah marks the culmination 
of a journey of education, preparation, and practice, but it also 
marks the beginning of a life of participation and belonging in 
the Jewish community. One of the most important parts of the 
preparation, the part that sets up an individual for a fulfilling 
Jewish life beyond the learning of prayers and recitation of 
Torah and Haftarah portions, is the Mitzvah project. Yet coming 
up with and performing a Mitzvah project can be daunting for 
just about any preteen and their perplexed parents. 
  Historically at Temple Isaiah, there was little in the way 
of strict guidelines for what the Mitzvah project would entail 
or what timeline was required for it. The open-ended nature 
of the project allowed for individuals to find meaning in their 
efforts, but it also introduced a risk that the student might, 
instead, perceive their project as tedious and excess work, a 
task without a connection to their everyday life. 
  To combat that risk, Rabbi Craig Axler has been reimagining 
the Mitzvah project as an experience that sets up a foundation 
for students to incorporate the practice of mitzvot regularly in 
their lives. Rabbi Axler believes that in order for the Mitzvah 
project to be a meaningful experience, it should be customized 
to meet the needs of individual students. With that guiding 
principle, he and the Temple’s Director of Lifelong Learning, 
Rachel Petroff Kessler, explored what other synagogues 
were doing for their Bar/Bat/B’rit Mitzvah projects. Taking 
inspiration in particular from Temple Sinai (Stanford, CT) and 
Shaarei Kodesh (Boca Raton, FL), they developed what has 
become Temple Isaiah’s Mitzvah Journey. 
  Over the past year, the Mitzvah Journey has been 
introduced to Kulanu students at Temple Isaiah during their 
5th and 6th Grade Shabbatons. The students are provided 
with a Mitzvah Journey Journal that organizes Jewish mitzvot 
into six categories: 
 

1. Ethical/Environmental Mitzvot at Home 
2. Ritual Mitzvot at Home 
3. Mitzvot in Your Community 
4. Mitzvot in Relation to Others 
5. Mitzvot in Temple Isaiah 
6. Mitzvot of Jewish Learning 

 
 Throughout their journey, students select 12 mitzvot that 
are personal and meaningful to them. They perform these 
chosen mitzvot and record their activities in their journals 
over the year or two prior to their Bar/Bat/B’rit Mitzvah. For 
each mitzvah performed and recorded, the student writes 

Making
Memories
out of
Mitzvahs
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a reflection on how the activity was 
important or meaningful to them. 
  Rachel Petroff Kessler has pointed 
out: “Many of the things in the journal 
are things that students are already 
regularly doing, but the students may 
not have even thought about them 
being mitzvot” prior to completing this 
project. 
  Some mitzvot that Kulanu students 
have conducted this year include 
learning to bake challah, making 
blankets for Project Linus, cooking 
dinner for the Grassroots Shelter, 
learning Hebrew in Duolingo, and 
collecting money for Camps Airy 
& Louise scholarship funds. Maizy 
Burkom, a rising 7th Grader who 
learned to bake challah under the 
leadership of Alisha Rovner and Lisa 
Gerber, said of her experience, “Baking 
challah with my friends was fun, but 
knowing that it’s a mitzvah makes it 
more special and meaningful.” 
  Once students have completed 
their 12 mitzvot for the Mitzvah 
Journal, they are asked to think about 
an extended “Mitzvah commitment” 
that they would like to make beyond 
their 7th Grade year. The students 
each meet with Rachel Petroff Kessler 
approximately three to six months 
prior to their Mitzvah date, to share 
their experiences in performing their 
mitzvot and discuss how they might 
continue incorporating these and 
other mitzvot in their future lives. 
  The nascent Mitzvah Journey 
program at TI has been well-received 
by students and parents. Rachel 
Petroff Kessler commented, “The 
fact that it’s so open-ended is both 
wonderful and challenging. People like 
it. It’s a chance to try new things and 
honor things they are already doing…
and a chance to think about a project 
that is personally meaningful.” 

TOP: Maizy Burkom and Piper Brooks learning to make challah. 

BOTTOM: Abbey Blam and Shira Magden making a blanket for 
Project Linus at Temple Isaiah, during Good Deeds Day. 
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TOP: Maizy Burkom, Abbey Blam, Shira Magden, and 
Lily Zohlman cooking dinner for Grassroots Shelter. 

TOP RIGHT: Abbey Blam, Lily Zohlman, and Shira 
Magden making challah.

BOTTOM: The friends outside Grassroots after 
delivering dinner. 

BOTTOM RIGHT: Abbey Blam and Maizy Burkom 
delivering dinner to Grassroots.
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Who’s Who      Temple Isaiah@

Name: Leor Bleier
Family: My wife Leslie, Percy the cat, and 
Mishmish the dog
Hometown: Levittown, NY till age 9, then 
Ra'anana, Israel
Something Your Might Not Know About 
Me: I love to play video games!
Position at Temple Isaiah: Hebrew 
Through Movement teacher
Worked Here Since: September 2021
Parents and Students Can Come to Me if 
They Need: Anything, I'm always happy to 
help!
Why I love being at TI: Everyone in the 
community is so nice! 

New and Returning 
Members!

Joshua & Katie Fink 
Abigail and Naomi

Barbara Frederick

Samantha & Joe-Albert Henry 
Carmen, Maya, Lila, and Julianna

Jeffrey & Miriam Kahn 
Asher and Bennett

Benjamin & Lauren Kleinman 
Nathan and Jenna

Rebecca & Christine Lane 
Grayson and Evelyn

Greg Perlstein & Lauren Statman  
Evan and Audrey Perlstein

Michael Raderman

Tina Ross

David & Daniela Sharfstein 
Kaleb, Alana, and Samantha

Jane Wettstein

Rachel Zinn & Joseph Lewis

...continued from page 3

We're looking for writers  
for the next issue!

If you have a creative hobby or are lucky enough 
to be able to express yourself through your  

work, we'd love to have you contribute to the 
October issue, "Express Yourself." Email  
Raya@templeisaiah.org with your idea. 

Rabbi. I look forward to every member of this 
congregation’s opportunity to welcome Rabbi Weiss, 
and to be drawn into conversation and a relationship 
with her. We eagerly anticipated her arrival, and that 
moment has now come.
 I hope that you are enjoying a slightly slower pace 
of life in these summer months and I look forward to 
greeting you soon, whether it is at the synagogue, in 
the community, at summer camps, the pool, the beach, 
or anywhere we see each other. 

L’Shalom – With Blessings Towards Peace,  

  Rabbi Craig Axler
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Preschool Update
TIPS Summer Fun Club is on a roll this summer! 

 Our TIPS preschoolers are loving the new rubber Jelly Bean mulch on the 
playground during our Summer Fun Club. Our summer preschool program 
meets on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays and is staffed by our 
beloved TIPS teachers, as well as local college students and teens. They love 
creating messy art, playing in the sandbox, and running through the sprinkler. 
Each week has a special theme. So far, we’ve had a Beach Week, Red, White, 
& Blue Week, Fish Week, and Fruit Week! Another highlight is Jump Bunch on 
Thursdays with Coach Brittany. The students love dancing, jumping through 
hoops, and playing with sparkly pom poms. We are all enjoying summer at 
TIPS! 


