
The Jewish Journal - August 2025 /  Av – Elul 57852 www.ocjj.net

By Rabbi Stephen D. Gold
Beth Am Shalom, 

Lakewood
www.bethamshalom.org

By Keith Krivitzky, Managing Director 
Jewish Federation of Ocean County

keith@ocjf.org
www.jewishoceancounty.org

www.jewishoceancounty.org/donate
732.363.0530

This place is too close to 
the hearts and dreams so 
many around the world. 

That’s part of what makes 
this country special. Holy.

A “Normal” Life in Israel

Israel is a wacky place. Life here just 
isn’t normal.

The crazy thing is that it feels normal 
when you are living here. But take your-
self out of this context and you realize 
that the realities and the stressors of 
everyday life are just different in Israel.

I mean…missiles on a regular basis? This 
leads to a bit of macabre humor among 
Israelis. Do you go to the shelter after the 
first warning about potential missiles? Or 
do you wait for the siren about imminent 

missiles? Or then there’s the judgment 
calls people make, such as to go to the 
shelter for Iranian missiles because they 
are big and powerful – but it’s not worth 
it for the Houthis. Their missiles are lame 
by comparison; you just need to go to a 
safer room in the house. (This reminds 
me about the old Buddy Hackett routine 
about skiing in the Catskills, nice Jewi-
sh hills, vs. Vermont, big scary Christian 
mountains.)

In Israel, this is normal, everyday chit 
chat. Except that this humor reflects the 
completely not normal real-life decisions 
about safety and well-being people here 
have to make. No wonder Israelis are 
brash and drive like maniacs…they have 
bigger issues to worry about.

I start with this because it is important to 
realize that the context here and conside-

rations about life in Israel are very diffe-
rent from those we face living in Ocean 
County or elsewhere in the West. Yes, 
we too have serious considerations and 
concerns, from antisemitism to security. 
But we don’t feel like our lives are at risk 
every day. Given that a core component 
of our work as a Jewish Federation is 
helping care for the needs of our exten-
ded Jewish family and those most at risk, 
understanding this situation is critical.  

Israelis, as a society, are suffering from 
PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) 
to one degree or another. Unfortunate-
ly…the trauma hasn’t actually ended. 
How can you begin the process of reco-
very and a return to normalcy when the 
wounds haven’t healed and the scars are 
still fresh???

That’s the real challenge today for Israe-
li society, as well as those who wish to 
help those whose lives have been upen-
ded. That’s why we are looking at head-
lines that say, “Israel’s impending mental 
health tsunami.” And why schools like 
Ono Academic College are adding pro-
grams to train more social workers and 
mental health professionals.

We can do our part as well, by conti-
nuing to support organizations that are 

helping people recover – now from Oc-
tober 7 and the 12-day Iran War (which 
some have also called the War Within 
the War). That’s why we have made an 
additional round of grants to organiza-
tions like Crossroads, which helps Anglo 
youth dealing with social and psycholo-
gical problems; to Shutaf Inclusion pro-
grams, which is hosting summer camp 
for special needs kids; and the Koby 
Mandell Foundation, which also provi-
des camps and therapy for kids affected 
by these wars. We continually look for 
other opportunities where our support 
can make a critical difference, often with 
populations or programs that do great 
work but in more niche areas. And your 
support of the Jewish Federation’s Israel 
Response efforts makes this possible.  

Will life in Israel ever be normal? Proba-
bly not…  But we can all look forward 
to a time when its citizens can lead more 
normal lives. Life in Israel will probably 
always be more intense than just about 
anyplace else. This place is too close to 
the hearts and dreams so many around 
the world. That’s part of what makes this 
country special. Holy.

But a little bit of peace and quiet would 
be a good thing. Thanks again for your 
ongoing support and partnership.

(This article is based upon my last ser-
mon  before my retirement, delivered 
on June 27, 2025,  at Beth Am Shalom:  
Reform Jewish Congregation.)

One of the most important things I 
learned was in a Catholic church. 
No, I have no intentions of stud-

ying for the priesthood in retirement, but 
I am forever grateful for this lesson lear-
ned early in my rabbinate.

I served Congregation Beth El in Tyler, 
Texas from 1989-1998. For most of 
those years, Beth El and six Christian 
congregations of various denomina-
tions conducted an Interfaith Education 
program  established  by my predeces-
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sor, Rabbi Eugene Levy. We met wee-
kly for seven weeks, rotating around 
the participants’ houses of worship. We 
conducted classes for elementary, midd-
le and high school students and adults. 
Adults met in the sanctuaries of the host 
congregations  with their  clergy  descri-
bing  the  community’s basic beliefs and 
customs.

On the day we met at the Cathedral of the 
Immaculate Conception, a young priest 
began his talk with a question: “What is 
the most important, most sacred thing in 
this sanctuary?”  Answers included the 
Cross with the crucified figure of Jesus, 
the Bible, the Bishop’s chair and the Ta-
bernacle with the consecrated host. The 
priest responded appreciatively for each 
“wrong” answer. “The answer,” he said 
as he pointed to us, “is you."

I have sought, always to remember that 

lesson and act accordingly. The congre-
gation is  neither  for  nor  about  its spi-
ritual leader; the spiritual leader must 
be for the congregation – its people – to 
lead, teach,  love and advise. While this 
distinction is obvious  (and I think most 
would agree with it),  rabbis’ egos, cer-
tainties, and determination to realize 
their vision for the congregation someti-
mes interfere with its execution. We rab-
bis do well to remember that the reason 
for our presence is “you” the people. Wi-
thout you, I could not be here. But wi-
thout me (as rabbi) you are and will still 
be a congregation.

Rest assured, Cindy and I will still be 
here, just not in the same capacity. I will 
be a Jew in the pew.

And that takes me to my  second story. 
Once, when Cindy and I were out of town 
over a Shabbat, we attended a local sy-
nagogue. Upon our return, a friend asked 
me, “how did it feel  to be in the cheap 
seats?” First, I loved it. Second, I know 
that the phrase “cheap seats” conveys the 
kind that I  get when I attend  a Broad-
way show. These seats are unimpressive. 
They do not enjoy the status of those pri-
vate box or center orchestra seats.

The situation is reversed in a house of 
worship. The pews are  the most impor-
tant seats, containing the most sacred of 
all things in the sanctuary – the people. 
That story illustrates the same lesson that 
young priest taught me many years ago.

This statement  by Maya Angelou  is ci-
ted so often that I fear it is becoming 
cliche. I do not even agree  with it one 
hundred percent, but  it  helps  me  make 
my point and conclude: “I've learned that 
people will forget what you said, people 
will forget what you did, but people will 
never forget how you made them feel.”
  
I pray that  (at  least most  of the time)  I 
made you feel that you are what is most 
important and sacred here.

The Jewish Journal is pleased to host a 
monthly Rabbi Column, rotating among 
our community’s pulpit rabbis. The views 
and opinions expressed are those of the 
writer, and do not necessarily reflect tho-
se of The Jewish Journal, the Jewish Fe-
deration of Ocean County or the author’s 
Congregation.

The pews are the most 
important seats, containing 
the most sacred of all things 

in the sanctuary – the people.


