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Name Three Positives 
Rabbi Dr. Mark Goldfarb   |   Temple Beth Ohr, La Mirada

Who Am I?  
Nelli Greenspan    |    Director of Admissions and Marketing, Hebrew Academy of Orange County

When our 
c h i l d r e n 
w e r e 
y o u n g e r 
and we 
gathered 
as a family 
a r o u n d 

the dinner table (before 
having to leave for evening 
meetings or events), Deb 
and I engaged them in a 
recap of the day. We asked 
our children to “name three 
positives of the day.” Some 
days, the responses came 
fast: “I made a new friend.” 
“I got an A on my project.” “I 
understood a complicated 
topic the teacher was 
explaining.” Other days were 
more difficult: “My friend 
helped me when I dropped 
my books.” “My teacher 
took the time to help me 
understand my mistake on 
the test.” “I’m home having 

After almost 
16 years of 
living in 
the U.S., I 
received my 
citizenship. 
Then I 
discovered 

that when someone asks 
me who I am, I hesitate, not 
knowing how to answer. Am 
I an American Jew, Israeli-
American, Israeli-Sephardi...
and in what order?

Identity confusion is 
very common with many 
immigrants and specifically 
Israelis. This is regardless of 
someone’s reasons for leaving 
Israel. Israelis tend to create 
their own ”mini Israel.” We 
work very hard to surround 
ourselves with Israeli friends 
who speak the same language, 
without worrying about the 
accent or being misunderstood. 
We listen to Israeli songs, stay 
up-to-date about the news in 
Israel, and learn how to cook 
authentic Israeli recipes. 

There are two questions 
here: Is this enough to 
strengthen our identity and 
pass it on to the second 

dinner with my family.” 
These pandemic days have 

challenged us all greatly. We 
have had to learn to do things 
differently and do work anew 
– online or with limited 
employees on hand, adding 
stress to our lives. Some of 
us saw our jobs disappear 
through no fault of our own!

When we try to escape 
these pressures through TV, 
YouTube, or social media 
outlets, we get hit with all 
the terrible things going on 
in the world! Flooding along 
the US Gulf Coast. More than 
200,000 Americans dead 
from COVID19 – a disease 
originally predicted by our 
government leaders to be 
less serious than the flu. A 
mass shooting in Rochester, 
NY. The death of Justice 
Ruth Bader Ginsburg — a 
stalwart supporter of the 
rights of women, minorities, 

and reproductive freedom. 
The deaths of George Floyd, 
Breonna Taylor, and others 
that give rise to questions 
about racial justice in our 
society. The peaceful protests 
of those deaths, which turned 
violent. The anger and 
frustration of citizens spilling 
over into acts of violence 
against others. 

It would be easy for us to 
descend the slippery slope 
of cynicism and self-pity. 
We might feel ourselves 
entitled to cry out like the 
Prophet Isaiah, “Woe is me! 
I am undone!” Though our 
individual memory might be 
short, our collective memory 
as Jews and as humans 
spans generations. Standing 
at this point in history, 
we have the advantage of 
perspective. Looking back 
over human time, one harsh, 
indisputable reality presents 

itself: Life is uncontrollable. 
Our ancestors lived during 

times of great uncertainty 
and upheaval of social 
order. Families, communities, 
cities, and countries, were 
often devastated by wars, 
epidemics and pandemics. 
Families routinely mourned 
the death of young children 
and parents often faced the 
then unknown terrors of 
polio. How did they face their 
uncertainty given the absence 
of medical technology and 
resources that we now have? 
How did they persevere 
through those calamities? A 
look into Jewish liturgy and 
tradition is most telling. 

Given all that the Jewish 
people have experienced in 
this world, one might expect 
our liturgy to be filled with 
expressions of grief, loss, 
anger, and questioning. On 
the contrary, almost all of 

Jewish liturgy is filled with 
expressions of gratitude: I am 
grateful to be alive, grateful 
for what health I do have, 
grateful to be a sentient being, 
grateful for creation, and 
more. The very name of our 
religion, Judaism, and what 
we call ourselves, Jews, comes 
from the name of Judah. The 
meaning of the name of Judah 
is “one who gives thanks.” 
We even have a holiday set 
aside for the sole purpose 
of expressing gratitude: the 
holiday of Sukkot. 

Life will always be filled 
with uncertainty. So let us 
express gratitude for the 
certainty we know in this 
moment. For that is truly 
the only control we have in 
life – we choose how we will 
respond. 

Are you able to begin and 
end your days by naming 
three positives?

generation born here, who 
sees itself as American first? 
Are we ever going to be part 
of American society and 
adopt it as our own?

To be able to share my own 
twist on these questions, I 
will use my personal story. 

I moved here a year after 
my father passed away. I was 
a Hebrew and Judaic studies 
teacher in Boston with the 
plan to save some money for 
one year and travel to South 
America, my dream trip.

I quickly realized that it 
is so easy to get lost here if 
you don’t belong to a Jewish 
community that accepts you 
the way you are with your 
heavy accent.

After three years, I moved 
to Miami to pursue my 
Master’s Degree in Jewish 
Education and Jewish Studies 
in English. While working 
in another Jewish School, I 
realized that I was about to 
lose the Israeli in me -- the 
sense of humor, the warmth, 
the passion and free-spirit 
and everything else that 
distinguishes us from others. 
So I surrounded myself with 

Israeli friends only. It was 
so easy to celebrate holidays 
together even though we used 
different traditions. You learn 
to accommodate them all. I 
still thought that I was going 
back home, to Israel.

Only when I moved to 
California to be closer to 
my sister, my only sibling 
here, then got married to an 
American Jew, and had my own 
kids, did I realize that it’s time 

to admit that my life is here. 
As an ambassador of Israelis 
and a Zionist, I have a big 
responsibility – to strengthen 
the connection between 
Americans and Israelis. 

But there was something 
else that changed in me – I 
realized that I took for granted 
being Jewish and growing up 

surrounded by Jewish buzz. 
Now I have to be the role model 
for my children and bring all 
this Jewish pride into my own 
home - and not just for the High 
Holidays and Chanukah, but 
Shabbat, Independence Day, 
Memorial Day, and more. 

When my kids come home 
from the Hebrew Academy 
singing the same songs that I 
grew up with, they have more 
information and facts about 
Judaism, but I realize it’s 
not enough. As a family, we 
decided to get more involved 
with the local community, 
Israeli community, and the 
American community by 
recruiting the entire family 
to volunteer at the Israeli 
American Council Orange 
County’s celebration for 
Yom Ha-Azma’ut, or taking 

classes from the Israeli-
American Council on how to 
become a better leader, while 
my kids are watching me and 
participating in the class.

Volunteering in the Jewish 
Israeli communities only 
helped me see the beauty and 
the richness of both cultures. 
My message is this: Israelis, as 

long as you live in America, 
give it a chance. Americans, 
don’t judge us too quickly. We 
might still have a heavy accent, 
and we might sometimes be 
too loud, but we know how to 
hug, and step up to help when 
you need us, without the need 
to schedule a month away. We 
are decision-makers (Israeli 
Defense Forces Training – we 
are all “commanders”).

For my fellow Israelis, open 
up to the community around 
you, volunteer, and donate 
when you can. Google can 
teach our kids the definition 
of kindness, but only we can 
model it. Speak in English 
when you are around non-
Hebrew speakers, be more 
sensitive to them and don’t 
criticize them because you 
have to schedule with them in 
advance for a cup of coffee. It is 
a good thing: you will never be 
double-booked this way. And 
to all the Jewish organizations 
we have around us, you are 
the core of keeping us as one 
nation. Make sure you listen 
to the Israelis. They want to be 
part of you. We are one.


