“Quick, hide the menorah! Your father’s pulling up in the driveway.”

Throughout the homes of American Jews, no family celebrates Hanukkah in quite the same way
as another. The beauty of our people lies in the diversity of Jewish practice and observance. For
me, as the child of a mixed marriage, Hanukkah was celebrated in a way that looked very
different from my peers — and in many ways, it became the defining experience of my Jewish
identity.

While many interfaith families in America compromise by celebrating the religious traditions of
both parents, such had not been the case for the Falco family. Instead, my father insisted upon
sending my brother and me to monthly Christian education classes and occasionally demanded
that we attend mass with him on Sundays.

Meanwhile, my mother revealed to me at a very young age that, since | was born to a Jewish
mother, | am a Jew, and that nobody could take that away from me. When my father was away
for work, she would teach me the stories of our people. The stories of Jewish triumph in the face
of persecution resonated deeply, and | understood that, like those who came before me, | too
would need to take my identity into my own hands.

Armed with The lllustrated Bible for Jewish Children and a reading light quietly slipped to me by
my mother one Chanukah night, | began to educate myself about our tradition in secrecy. As my
father would pull up into the driveway late at night, | felt like a modern-day Converso as we
stashed the menorah from the windowsill and pretended to decorate the Christmas tree. Later, |
would crawl into bed, and my father would come into the room telling me to say my prayers with
him. Something was wrong; these weren’t my prayers.

These could have been my prayers, though; | chose for them not to be. My father died shortly
after | turned 12, and his death was as tragic for my family as it was liberating. We finally had
the chance to live openly as Jews, and | finally had the opportunity to embrace who | knew |
always was.

Choices are not always easy to make, and harder still to put into practice. The embrace of my
Jewish identity was an active and conscientious decision. It led me on a path of Jewish
exploration and discovery across the denominational spectrum, ultimately culminating in my
return ‘home’ to Reform Judaism. Along that path, | became intimately familiar with the needs of
Jews seeking a spiritual home — needs that influence whether a person engages in the Jewish
community.

The flexibility of 21st-century American life and the options available to us as Jews inspire
innovative creativity in how we express our tradition. Our multicultural milieu compels us to
harmonize the practices and teachings of tradition with the prevailing trends of the dominant
secular culture, as we constantly (and often unconsciously) determine how we, as Jews, fit into
the greater picture of American life. These determinations are the daily decisions that, taken
together, form our character and give shape to who we are.



Choice has always guided who | am. My story, like so many others, is one of forging a path. |
know how the decisions we make can shape a life — the richness and fulfillment they can bring,
as well as the loss that often accompanies them. Having dedicated my life to the American
Jewish experience in capacities both personal and professional, | am committed to helping
others embrace their Judaism with enthusiasm, confidence, and pride.

Over the past three years serving as the Assistant Rabbi at Temple Shaari Emeth, | have come
to understand that the essence of rabbinic leadership lies in presence and relationships. | have
stood beside families in their moments of grief, celebration, and transition; | have shared in
holiday moments that knit generations together; and | have walked with congregants in their
search for meaning and direction in their lives. | have seen the wonder and excitement on
people’s faces when familiar texts illuminate new insights and reveal deeper truths. Each
instance has reinforced for me that Jewish community flourishes when people feel authentically
seen, supported, and spiritually nourished.

These experiences have deepened my conviction that a rabbi’s task is to weave a sense of
connection, resilience, and purpose into the fabric of communal life. As | take this next step, |
am eager to foster communities where compassion guides our actions, where tradition informs
our choices, and where every individual feels called into the sacred project of Jewish
peoplehood for generations to come. Now, | continue this work, ready to sustain that future with
vision and joy.



