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YOM KIPPUR MORNING 5786/2025:

Crossing Over into a New Era
Rabbi Andrea London

In our Torah portion for this Yom Kippur morning, Nitzavim, we find ourselves standing on the
eastern side of the Jordan River, listening to Moses' final words as he prepares to leave the
Israelites and ascend Mount Nebo where he will die. This is a moment of profound transition—a
crossing of thresholds both literal and spiritual. The people who had wandered in the
wilderness for 40 years have died, and now the next generation is about to enter the Promised
Land but without the leader who had guided them through their most formative experiences.

Moses reminds the people that they must now take responsibility for their future. He will no
longer be with them. This is a re-covenanting ceremony, in which the people recommit
themselves to God’s laws as laid out in the Torah and prepare for a new phase of their
communal life in the promised land.

Like the Israelite community in Nitzavim, Beth Emet is at a crossroads today. Some of its most
beloved and consequential leaders, Bekki Kaplan, Kathy Kaberon, and Marci Dickman, have
retired from their professional roles after many years of devoted service to our community. And,
as you may have heard, | will soon be following in their footsteps.

| think it behooves us, therefore, to take stock of where we are and where we are headed. |
want to begin that conversation today by recalling just what an exceptional community Beth
Emet has been over the past 75 years.



Our Own History of Boundary Crossing

When Rabbi David Polish founded this congregation in 1950, the Second World War and the
Holocaust had ended only five years before, and the State of Israel was just two years old. Many
of you know the story of how the congregation came to be. As the story has been told, Rabbi
David Polish had been barred from entering his own congregation one evening when he told
them he was going to preach a pro-Zionist sermon at a time when the Reform Movement had
yet to embrace the establishment of a Jewish state. A small group of Rabbi Polish's followers
worshiped with him in a nearby theater and decided to create a new synagogue, Beth Emet,
"the house of truth." Like Abraham, the first lvri—Hebrew—boundary crosser whom | spoke
about on Rosh Hashanah, Rabbi Polish was challenging the norms of his day.

He chose to call Beth Emet “The Free Synagogue.” Following the model of the Stephen Wise
Free Synagogue in New York City, which Rabbi Polish admired, Beth Emet would be a
congregation where rabbis would have the freedom to speak from the heart without fear of
retribution.

A Legacy of Pushing Boundaries

That foundational principle has defined Beth Emet ever since. When Rabbi Peter Knobel, of
blessed memory, served on this pulpit, he continued to instill in our community this value of
open discourse and dialogue. In my early days, Rabbi Knobel would share stories about how he
would pull out the Beth Emet bylaws, in which freedom of the pulpit was enshrined, whenever
he or Rabbi Eleanor Smith preached a sermon that people disagreed with. Rabbi Knobel would
tell people that we should talk about our disagreements, but never prevent the rabbi from
speaking their conscience. This has remained core to the Beth Emet ethos.

Beth Emet has been unconventional in other ways as well:

In 1958, the congregation invited a young Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. to give a lecture when
many venues were reluctant to host him. Because no hotel in town would accommodate Dr.
King and his entourage, they slept in the house that once stood on this property.

In 1982, Beth Emet hired Cantor Jeff Klepper, who would become the preeminent folk cantor in
the Reform Movement, well before his style of participatory worship had become
commonplace. In the 1980s, Beth Emet began experimenting with creative liturgy and added
the foremothers to the Amidah prayer when this was eschewed by many Reform congregations.
And Rabbi Knobel was instrumental in the creation of our new Reform Movement prayerbook,
Mishkan T’filah.



Rabbi Knobel also was one of the founders of Connections for the Homeless in 1984, holding an
all-night prayer vigil at Lake Street Church so that homeless people would have a place to sleep.

During the Guatemalan refugee crisis of the 1980s, Beth Emet declared itself a sanctuary
congregation. In 2017, we recommitted to being a sanctuary community.

We established the Beth Emet Soup Kitchen in 2002, which continues to be a model of
hospitality and caring for synagogue soup kitchens across the country.

Over the years, our youth have participated in significant service trips, including assisting
Hurricane Katrina victims in 2006, joining Second Baptist Church on a civil rights journey in 2013
to understand how racism functions in our country and a border immersion experience in 2017
to understand our broken immigration system and the people impacted by it.

We have also been leaders in the Evanston reparations movement. Along with other Evanston
congregations, Beth Emet helped raise $1 million to repair the damage caused by systemic
racism.

During the 1990s and 2000s, Beth Emet invited Palestinian and Arab speakers and Jewish Israeli
peace activists when much of the establishment Jewish community still eschewed any
discussion of Palestinian rights. We have heard from Palestinian scholars such as Rashid Khalidi
and Sari Nusseibeh, revered Israeli journalist Haim Yavin, who showed us his groundbreaking TV
documentary about the persecution of Palestinians in Hebron, and other outspoken journalists
such as Peter Beinart and Gershom Gorenberg, and Israeli human rights lawyer Michael Sfard,
who challenged us to confront the corrosive character of Israel's military occupation of the West
Bank—for both Israeli citizens as well as West Bank Palestinians, who have no citizenship rights.
We've heard the prophetic voices of Rabbi Arik Ascherman of Torat Tzedek, Rabbi Jill Jacobs of
Truah, and Rabbi Hanan Schlesinger of Roots, all of whom are working assiduously through a
Jewish moral lens and against heavy odds to uplift the dignity and rights of Palestinians. | know |
am overlooking many of the powerful voices that have challenged us and made us a community
motivated by a commitment to social justice.

And over the last 10 years, we’ve combined with two other congregations, Temple Menorah and
Temple Judea Mizpah, adding to our congregation’s vibrancy.

Responding to Crisis with Our Values

After October 7, 2023, when all of us were traumatized by the Hamas massacre and
hostage-taking in southern Israel, our community faced new challenges. As Israel’s leadership
committed itself to destroying Hamas, the Jewish community became riven with divisions, and
there were tensions between the Jewish community and non-Jewish community. At Beth Emet,
we responded by creating listening circles to hear one another's opinions, pain, and concerns.



The interfaith community in Evanston came together to host multi-narrative learning sessions
about the history of the Middle East led by Drs. David Myers and Hussein |bish and to hold
facilitated discussions about events in the region. As a community, we read Colum McCann’s
2020 novel Apeirogon, based on the true story and relationship between a Jew and a
Palestinian, each of whom lost a daughter in the conflict. We hosted members of the Parents
Circle Family Forum, an organization that represents Jews and Palestinians who share their pain
at losing loved ones to the conflict, and Standing Together, an organization of Israeli Jews and
Palestinians working toward an equitable society, an end to the Israeli military occupation of the
West Bank, and an end to the Gaza War.

During a time of immense grief, we also found a way to turn that grief into support for Israelis
struggling to recover from the Hamas attack.

We built a relationship with Kibbutz Kissufim, which faced terrible losses on October 7, raising
$250,000 for youth psychotherapy and programming for older folks, and we brought seven
members of the kibbutz to Beth Emet last Sukkot to give them a much-needed reprieve from a
year of displacement and trauma.

Last year, we explored the theme of Machloket I'Shem Shamayim—Arguments for the Sake of
Heaven—learning how to have productive conversations across lines of difference, culminating
with an intergenerational conversation about Israel-Palestine.

This has not been easy. We have differences of opinion among us, and certainly people have
disagreed with me. Some have felt | was too quick to criticize Israel while others have
complained that | was too sympathetic to Israel and insufficiently outspoken in condemning the
Gaza War. Yes, we really do have that broad range of views within our congregation. | suspect
that’s how Rabbi Polish would have wanted it. | also believe we have worked productively as a
community to embrace our diversity and to learn from one another. Beth Emet has always been
a place open to learning and growing even when it means struggling. We have not shied away
from this.

The Broader Context of American Judaism

Beth Emet's 75-year history has unfolded against the backdrop of major trends in American
Jewish history: the suburbanization of Jewish communities , support for the State of Israel and
Holocaust education became central pillars of American Jewish life.

During the 21st century, however, the American Jewish community has begun to question these
pillars. Many have maintained that remembering the Holocaust, supporting the State of Israel,
and assimilating into suburban America were insufficient as a foundation for vibrant Jewish life
here.



Today, we are in an exciting period of innovation. One innovator has been the Institute for
Jewish Spirituality, which was founded to address what many perceived as the aridity of Jewish
spiritual life. IJS has tapped into Jewish meditation, Hasidism, and mysticism, among other
sources of inspiration, to enliven and deepen spiritual life for Jews. | became involved with the
Institute 25 years ago and have found its teachings and practices enriching and transformative,
as has Cantor Young.

Speaking of Cantor Young, she has been one of the dynamic leaders nationally in innovating
around worship. A prime example is her Soul Spark worship model, which is at the forefront of a
movement to deepen our spiritual life. Beth Emet’s Tikkun Middot program, which has touched
the souls of many people at Beth Emet, has also been nurtured and supported by the Institute
of Jewish Spirituality.

Innovation and Authenticity

Other organizations reinvigorating American Jewish life include SVARA and Hadar, both
committed to traditional Jewish learning in a modern Jewish context, with Hadar also
supporting the development and dissemination of new Jewish music.

There are so many examples of innovation and experimentation in the Jewish world today, and
there is one model that should determine our path at Beth Emet. Every community is unique
and needs to find its own way based on its history and the profile of its membership. We have
much to be proud of at Beth Emet, but part of our legacy is that we are continuously evaluating,
innovating and experimenting. | know that will continue.

Over the past few years, our Lifelong Learning Advisory Group has been conducting focus
groups about education at Beth Emet, looking at creative educational models, and
implementing changes in our educational programs. In addition to Soul Spark, Cantor Young has
introduced Shir Shabbat, a lively worship experience that includes many musicians and youth
singers.

The Challenge Before Us

One of the most celebrated and widely debated recent works of Jewish nonfiction is Joshua
Leifer’s Tablets Shattered: The End of an American Century and the Future of American Jewish
Life, which we dipped our toes into as part of our Arguments for the Sake of Heaven
programming last year. (By the way, that program is being used as a model by congregations
across the country). While I've been speaking about the tremendous creativity we are seeing in
Jewish practice, Leifer’s book has commanded attention because of his no-holds-barred critique
of almost every variant of Jewish communal life in 21st century America.



Leifer contends that over the past hundred years, the pillars of American Judaism have been
Americanism, Zionism, and Liberalism. Each of these pillars brought both gifts and losses to the
Jewish community. With Americanism, came upward mobility and assimilation into American
society, but what was lost were older forms of rich Jewish life, language, and cultural memory.
Zionism in Leifer’s view, provided a unifying framework for American Jewish organizations, but,
as Leifer—who, by the way, now lives in Israel—-argues, Zionism as a pillar of American synagogue
life also created a "moral myopia," substituting "an ancient ethical tradition of divine
commandment with the profane imperatives of a modern nation-state."

Liberalism strengthened personal choice, but also gave primacy to a capitalist culture that
sacralized self-expression and self-gratification at the expense of sacred obligation.

With the breakdown of these three pillars, Leifer contends that there are currently four paths
forward for American Judaism, each offering both promise and peril:

The Dying Establishment — Here Leifer critiques legacy Jewish organizations such as the Jewish
Federations and the Anti-Defamation League that have focused on building affiliation through
monetary contributions. The strength of these institutions has been their ability to mobilize
resources and political influence. Their weakness is their increasing disconnection from the lived
concerns of emerging generations, who care more about climate change, economic equality,
and social justice than traditional Jewish institutional priorities.

Prophetic Protest — Leifer lauds Jewish engagement in protests concerning racialized violence,
oppression of immigrants, and human rights abuses by Israel. He sees these Jews as animated
by the prophetic tradition's call for justice and willing to risk arrest for their values. His critique:
while these activists embody Jewish ethical teachings, they often lack coherent commitment to
religious observance and ritual life. Their strength is moral clarity; their weakness is
disconnection from Jewish spiritual practice.

Neo-Reform — This path brings secular politics directly into the synagogue, with congregations
becoming centers for political organizing and social action. While this approach makes Judaism
relevant to contemporary concerns, it too risks reducing Jewish life to political activism and
losing the transformative power of spiritual discipline.

Separatist Orthodoxy — Leifer sees this as the only truly thriving path in America today because
it defines itself in opposition to mainstream American culture rather than accommodating it.
Orthodox communities maintain high retention rates, strong bonds, and clear religious
expectations. Their weakness: separatism can devolve into chauvinism and insularity, potentially
abandoning the Jewish calling to be "a light unto the nations."

These four paths reveal both the vitality and fragmentation of contemporary Jewish life. Each
offers something essential—institutional capacity, prophetic courage, political engagement, or



spiritual depth—yet each also falls short of a complete vision. The challenge before us is not to
choose one path but to forge a synthesis that honors our tradition while addressing the urgent
needs of our time. Can we build Jewish communities that are both spiritually grounded and
socially engaged? Can we maintain strong Jewish identity while remaining open to the world
beyond our walls? Can we create institutions that serve not just individual convenience but
collective purpose? The future of American Judaism depends on our willingness to learn from
each path while transcending the limitations that keep them separate. We must become
communities that are deeply Jewish and broadly human, rooted in tradition yet responsive to
the call of justice that our tradition demands.

Given this analysis, I'm left with some fundamental questions for our community: How do we
continue building Beth Emet as a community where people remain committed to one another
and find genuine purpose in Jewish tradition and practice? And how do we do so with integrity,
prioritizing communal obligation and responsibility over personal convenience?

How do we create a congregation that simultaneously nurtures our internal bonds while
dedicating itself to living our values in the wider world?

And how do we accomplish this across generational lines, honoring our different perspectives
and diverse ways of engaging with congregational life?

Can we live together with our differences on Zionism and Israeli-Palestine, or are these
differences of opinion too fundamental to coexist within the same synagogue? A recent article
in The Forward suggests we are not alone in this challenge. In New York City, schisms have
emerged in numerous Jewish prayer groups over attitudes toward Israel. One group banned the
wearing of keffiyehs during worship—yes, Jewish worship, prompting others to challenge the
wearing of military dog tags engraved with messages about Israeli hostages in Gaza. This raises
a serious question: How do we engage around Israel-Palestine in ways that are respectful and
honest and that allow us to worship together and remain a cohesive community?

Our Covenant Moment

This is our challenge and our charge. Like the Israelites in Parashat Nitzavim, we stand at a
threshold, preparing for a new phase of our communal life. It is incumbent upon us to pause, to
assess where we have been, and to commit to building a community of care, moral depth, and
intellectual integrity. We must also challenge ourselves to continue growing spiritually and to
face challenges forthrightly and honestly.

There is not one clear path forward; we must engage with openness and integrity with the
guestions about who we want to be as a community. If the Beth Emet community embraces the
challenge, the path forward will emerge.



The journey will not always be easy, but it will be meaningful and transformative if we work
together with intention and purpose.

On Rosh Hashanah, | spoke about Abraham, the first lvri—the one who crossed over from Ur to
stand with God and on the side of morality, honestly wrestling with the challenges he faced.
Last night | explored how we are also people who cross the line and transgress—commit
aveirot, sins—from the same root as Ivri.

We are Abraham's descendants, continuing the journey he began thousands of years ago,
grappling with what it means to be Ivrim—imperfect people who transgress, yet also boundary
crossers called to live lives of blessing. We are the inheritors of Rabbi David Polish, who founded
this congregation by challenging the conventions of his day, and of Rabbi Peter Knobel, who
continued in his footsteps, upholding Rabbi Polish's spirit of innovation, intellectual integrity,
and moral courage.

Gratitude and Hope

My 25 years at Beth Emet have been filled with joy, challenge, and growth. We have struggled
together, made mistakes, deepened our relationships with one another and with Jewish
tradition, and explored how our heritage can guide and fortify us on life's journey. These High
Holy Days, my last as your senior rabbi, are a bittersweet moment for me. | am confident that
Beth Emet has a great future ahead because it will meet the next stage of our congregation's life
thoughtfully and with integrity. | look forward to continuing my engagement with this
community as rabbi emerita.

As we cross this threshold in our congregation's life, may we look to Abraham and Moses,
Rabbis Polish, Rabbi Knobel and so many others in our tradition who struggled to heed God's
voice and do that which is right, just, loving and community-building.

| feel blessed to have been with all of you during the past quarter century of our congregation's
journey. Thank you for sharing your lives and insights with me as we have worked together to
bring Jewish teachings to bear in our lives and in our world.

In Genesis 12:1, when God calls Abraham with "Lech Lecha"—go forth—God promises to show
him the way forward, asher areka. Like Abraham, who started our communal journey, and like
the Israelites standing on the border of the promised land, we find ourselves at a threshold,
called to journey into an unknown but promising future. As Beth Emet crosses into its next
chapter, may we continue building a community anchored in faith, justice, and truth. May God
guide us on the path toward blessing—for ourselves, for our neighbors, and for all who seek
meaning and purpose in this sacred work we share.
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