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My story of The Kitchen begins in Sudbury, Massachusetts (or before that as I am aware 
that the work I am doing to bring Torah into the world in different ways has gone on in 
every generation). 

Sometimes, people prize innovation or an alternative approach to building Jewish life so 
much, they forget that people have been ‘innovating’ for a very long time. So I don’t like 
the word ‘innovation’ for our work, I prefer ‘translation.’ 

I specifically like the word translation because it requires that we figure out what we are 
translating (translation doesn’t allow for generalities) and it requires us to be rigorous 
about the question, “Who are we translating for?” That is, I might wish I was translating 
for someone in Prague in the 1800’s or Tel Aviv in the 1960’s, or some other 
romanticized time and place but if I am honest, I have to see who I have in front of me. 
But I am getting ahead of myself. 

My story begins in Sudbury because my father was already the rabbi for alternative shul 
in the 1970’s that was already engaged in egalitarianism, retreats, participatory 
davening, serious torah, and progressive politics. These are things that many of us take 
for granted now but were harder to find in many communities back then. 

I didn’t know they was rare. This was my normal. And it was my understanding that this 
experience is typical, this is what it is to be Jewish. 

Fast forward. I went to Rabbinic school, I worked in Hillel (Stanford). We had 3 daughters 
in five years. My husband was a congregational rabbi in a large congregation, I was 
offered a part time position at the same place and I gratefully took it. 

One day, I was in shul and I remember explicitly because my youngest was finally two 
and all my children could sit and color for a moment and I was able to have a complete 
thought for the first time in a very long time.  

And when I had this moment to think I realized with dismay (my life looked really good on 
paper, after all we were two rabbis working in the same place) that even though the 
people in this place liked what was happening (and these were good people), it was not 
mine. Not only that, I could not think of an existing place where we would fit. 

And the irony I experienced in that moment—I’m a rabbi, my husband is a rabbi, there 
was no shortage of hours dedicated to the Jewish people -- and I could not give my own 
kids the Jewish life I wanted to give them, that irony was more than I could take. 



And I thought, “If I am totally committed Jew and this experience is a major disconnect 
for me, what is it like for those who don’t have my buy in?” Is it any wonder they do not 
show up? What would it take to reach more of us? Essentially, these questions were the 
beginning of The Kitchen. 

I did not realize it at the time but I was seeing what The Pew Study would come to 
validate. 90% of Gen X is unaffiliated in San Francisco, and it is probably way more now. 
There are 70,000 Jews and about 4 synagogues with over 200 households, 5 if you 
count The Kitchen. You do the math. 

I had a strong personal motivation but soon realized this was a problem that went far 
beyond my own needs. I started to ask: What would it look like to deliver substantial 
Torah to many more people in San Francisco in this time? 

The earliest series of my ideas were simply about removing the barriers (cultural, 
financial, real or perceived barriers around inclusion) so that more people could get at 
the heart of the experience. And then we worked at making that experience as powerful 
and current as we possibly could. From my childhood and from seeing camp, the 
Brandeis Collegiate Institute, Jerusalem, I had a feeling for what I wanted to build. I kept 
saying, “We have these models of things that are working, let’s try to do something like 
that.” 

And then when I looked around online, I realized that in the seven or so years I was 
covered in babies the Jewish world had changed. I saw the IKAR website, Kavana 
(Seattle), and thought, “These people are speaking my language.”

So I took my own money, got on a plane and went to meet Rabbis Sharon Brous and 
Rachel Nussbaum in Seattle asked them how to start. I had no idea what I was getting 
into. Because at our first Shabbat, the minute we opened our doors for Jewish 
experiences in San Francisco, we had 150 people, almost all Gen X, Millenials -- and 
now we are year seven, 300 paying households (remember, to get people in San 
Francisco to admit organized religion is a value, let alone to get them to pay for it is a 
steep climb). We have many many more who come and don’t pay, we literally serve 
thousands a year. Most importantly, I simply can’t imagine where else these people 
would go. 

Looking back, we started with a five premises that I can now articulate. I thought I would 
share a few of these with you. 



Discussion Questions: Introduction

1. Why does Rabbi Kushner prefer not to 
use the word “innovation” to describe 
what she does?

2. What niche did Rabbi Kushner want 
The Kitchen to fill for her and her 
family?  To whom did she think this 
mission would appeal to?



This is so foundational but it deserves to be said. The Kitchen started with the belief that 
Jewish religious experience can transform. It can change the trajectory of people’s lives, 
it can build countries, it can be a great force for tikkun in the world.

So like many, we believe that we do not sit shiva or argue over the meaning of torah or 
light Hannukah candles or give tzedakah because of social pressure (non existent in San 
Francisco) or it makes our parents happy (many of our people were raised with nothing 
or in another faith), we don’t pray or respond to community because we want to be 
accepted or polite, we do this because it is literally a matter of making our lives and the 
lives around us mean something, of cultivating an Eden for ourselves, for our cities, or 
finding a way to leave Egypt, or discovering a Sinai. 

In other words, the Jewish code (the content, the experiences, the rituals, the stories, the 
Torah) is more than good (even if it has some bugs). It’s the hardware (the vehicles by 
which we transmit it all, what the for-profit world calls the delivery system) that I believe 
is past ready for an update. 



Discussion Questions: Premise 1

1. What does Rabbi Kushner see as the 
central reason people choose to 
engage in Jewish life?

2. If Jewish content does not need 
updating, what does Rabbi Kushner 
argue does need updating?



In order to understand why this is central to us, you have to understand that in San 
Francisco many people have never experienced what I would consider a normative 
Shabbat. They are illiterate when it comes to many kinds of Jewish practice. 

One of our early premises was that we needed to stop explaining, ‘Why Judaism is 
important,’ or making websites where you go to read about being Jewish, or watch other 
people being Jewish, and simply just get more people to do more Jewish stuff. We had 
to get our people to learn, practice, do. That is the only way they will feel at home, how 
they will come to own their Jewish lives. 

So at the Kitchen, on a basic level, we create and help other people to create Jewish 
experiences, communal and personal. 

In the experiential model, teachers (mentors, models) are critical. The other people are 
critical. Think of how it works in a camp or a classroom: The counselors and cabinmates 
make or break the experience. No website, no building, nothing can take the place of 
teachers, the people in defining an experience. 

We also assume that for anyone to experience Torah means someone needs to show us 
how it is done or to set the stage for us to try it. It means we have to be very thoughtful 
about how someone is going to perceive this experience, the culture of The Kitchen. 
Beyond being friendly, we assume we will need to acclimate them to the rules of how 
play in Jewish-land. 

So we started with Shabbat, t’fillot, and we always offered a great program for kids, 
followed by a big meal, with vegetarian food by different up and coming places in San 
Francisco. Then we added holidays: a giant sukkah for 200 in an urban garden in the 
Mission or in front of the Conservatory of Flowers in Golden Gate Park, or Purim + 
Kareoke in Chinatown. We were doing traditional things in unexpected, evocative places. 

Then we added incredible Torah. I wanted our people from an early stage to have 
exposure to mind blowing teachers, so we have brought Rabbi Ed Feinstein, Rabbi Brad 
Artson, Rabbi Larry Hoffman, Avivah Zornberg, Rabbi Yitz Greenberg, Rachel Korazim, 
Rabbi Donniel Hartman, and Peter Beinart over the course of two years. I call this 
approach, “poor man’s Wexner,” because the aim is the same, to create Jewish leaders, 
albeit with a larger target group. 



And now we have a new partnership with Glide Memorial Church – a juggernaut of social 
justice, a place that feeds hundreds of thousands of people, offers one million clean 
needles annually, not to mention legal services, and programs that support fighting 
domestic violence and addiction. This is a huge step for us, and we are sending 
hundreds of our people to build relationships, to experience serving a meal or connecting 
with people in the Tenderloin. 

These are all first hand, substantive experiences designed to connect someone to the 
larger Jewish project. We assume that our people might not know being religious or 
Jewish is infinitely valuable or relevant when they first come to us but we should not 
penalize them for this. 

Consider Moshe approaching the burning bush. Maybe you remember the story: Moshe 
experiences something and undergoes a transformation. 

What does Moshe do in this passage? He Stops, sees, reflects. He is even self aware, 
he says to himself – “I will turn aside.”  The Tanhuma says, even the stopping is enough 
for God!   But then Moshe does something else: Moshe asks “Maduah?” / “Why?” “Why 
doesn’t the bush burn up?” 

And as soon as Moshe asks, “Why?” “Why is it this way?” I believe Moshe implicitly 
allows that it could be another way. That question, that ability to imagine more than one 
way is the beginning of his freedom. I call this moment God’s one question interview. But 
the catch is that God has to get Moshe to ask the question. 

As soon as Moshe asks, “Why is it this way?” God says, “You’re hired!” becuase God 
was looking for the one who could conceive that it could it be yet another way. I think 
God is looking for the one who will be ready to allow for the biggest questions and so are 
we. 

I also think Americans are like Moshe in the mindset of having been raised in Pharaoh’s 
palace. And the palace is a distracting, self referential, disorienting place. It is very easy 
not to see out. 

So, we believe at The Kitchen our job is to show the people who come, through eye and 
soul catching experiences, in places and ways that they can find or access, that there is 
a possibility beyond their current reality. Our job is to get them to move away from the 
question, “What will I get out of this Jewish thing?” “What’s in it for me?” to their version 
of “Madua?” / “Why?” “Could there really be another way?” And importantly, “What is my 
role in making that way happen?”



Discussion Questions: Premise 2

1. What are the most important 
components of the experiential model 
of Jewish life?

2. How does Rabbi Kushner use the story 
of the Burning Bush to identify a key 
question that leaders need to ask 
about every aspect of Jewish life?



The most radical piece of how we frame who participates in these experiences is based 
in the fact that identity has changed in San Francisco. We are in what scholars are 
calling a post-pluralistic moment. 

The assumption used to be that you had a single cohesive identity, more or less, and 
your family was from the same identity group, but you could be friends with others in 
another circle from a different background. Now, however, it is easy for a nuclear family 
to have two or three versions of religion or belief in their nuclear family. This is common. 
My response to this culture is to shift everything from who “Is Jewish” to who wants to 
“Do Jewish” now. 

We have a series of cards that try to anticipate the big, unspoken questions that people 
have when they walk in. Questions like, “What if I don’t believe in God?” “What if I don’t 
know any of this?” 

And our card on “Doing Jewish” says: 

• What if I’m not Jewish? 
• We say: Let’s put it this way. You can be a direct descendant of Moses and if you 

don’t want to do anything Jewish, we can’t really do much with you. By the same 
token, you can be Santa Claus and if you are willing to get on this Jewish train 
and see where it goes, by all means hop on. 

Why do we frame it this way? It stems from our belief that a willingness to participate, to 
experience is ground floor, a non-negotiable. 

Also, by shifting the first conversations away from, “Are you really Jewish, are you 
authentic?” we can then begin with a more interesting series of conversations: “What are 
you willing to do, where do you want to go?” 



Discussion Questions: Premise 3

1. What does it mean for The Kitchen to 
shift from who “Is Jewish” to who wants 
to “Do Jewish”?    

2. What are your reactions to this idea?  
Do you agree with it?

3. What does Rabbi Kushner identify as 
the non-negotiable starting point of 
Jewish life?



We perceived that one of the barriers to participation in Jewish communal life was that 
there were too many institutional hoops to jump through in order to try something or to 
participate. 

So when it comes to off the street requests, new people (and we have tons of new 
people), we have a culture of, “Say yes first.” We start with the belief that whatever this 
new person wants to do Jewishly has inherent merit, we always have the conversation, 
we bend over backwards. I believe in the name of protecting our establishments and 
institutions, not to mention our dignity, many rabbis and Jewish professionals, myself 
included, have ruled out too many people whose intentions are actually good. We are 
instead legislating for the lowest common denominator. 

My fictitious example would be the family who comes to me and says, “We want a 
private Bar mitzvah in Barbados. In six weeks.” Before, in my old mind set, I would have 
thrown them out of the office. Now, I always have the conversation. Correct me if I am 
wrong, but they are not asking to buy a handgun, they are asking for a bar mitzvah. My 
job, our job is to translate that desire into something far beyond what they thought they 
could “get.” 

My mantra now is, “Dignity does not get us where we need to go.” If a ChaBaD rabbi is 
secure enough to drive around with a sukkah in the back of a pickup truck, Maybe I can 
try to teach someone to read Torah in less time. Maybe it will not in fact be possible but I 
try to live by the idea if someone gives me a little opening in the doorway, I try to see 
how I can open it further. I think this approach is what is called for in this time and place. 

This concept of starting with yes or leading with love also includes the tone in our web 
and materials. It is worth noticing that we pay close attention to the cultural cues around 
our materials. I make my staff crazy with this. Food has to be as delicious and interesting 
as the food you would go to an SF restaurant to get. Space might change all the time but 
it has to feel “Kitchen.” There is a cultural through line that very purposefully reads 
current and relevant and (hopefully) delightful. 

We have a branding strategist for all web and e-mail. In the beginning, I worried a lot 
about not sounding rabbinic enough on the e-mails. But after arguing with my strategist, I 
had to concede that while there were a lot of probably beautifully composed official and 
or rabbinic sounding e-mails out there, many ended up in the trash because of what 
e-mail has become. So we keep things to a few sentences and I save my deeper Torah 
for Shabbat. On email, we keep most things “irreverently reverent.” 



Ultimately, we created a voice for The Kitchen that is very similar to the way we all talk to 
one another. It actually takes more work to make something sound less official, but by 
doing this we are communicating implicitly and constantly that you don’t have to check 
your regular day-to-day self at the door to be a part of Jewish life. 

To that end, we named the project The Kitchen. Why? First because it is a little 
subversive. We wanted to show that religion is not only awesome and imposing like a 
cathedral it is also familiar and comfortable. Also, the Kitchen is where real 
conversations happen, it is where we roll up our sleeves and get to work together and, at 
least in our experience, it’s where everyone wants to be when there’s a party.  



Discussion Questions: Premise 4

1. Explain The Kitchen’s philosophy of 
“Say yes first.”   

2. How does this idea challenge the way 
that we are accustomed to thinking 
about the role and purpose of our 
institutions?

3. Why does Rabbi Kushner call her 
community “The Kitchen”?



Premise 5: High content AND what is called innovation (branding, 
delivery system) go together, it’s not one or the other. These are pitted 

against each other all the time but it is a false dichotomy. We are 
translators, and bringing heaven to earth and earth to heaven is our job. 

If we speak to the people but don’t bring them torah, we are not doing our job. If we 
speak a lot of torah but no one can relate to it, we are not doing our job. Our job must be 
to connect one to the other. 

When I started building the Shabbat service of The Kitchen, both my father and my 
husband (who are rabbis) told me repeatedly it was too much. Too much Hebrew. Too 
much. They said, “You will overwhelm them.” “They will not come back.” They were, I am 
happy to say, both wrong at the same time. We keep adding more prayers (our new 
prayerbook will have musaf for Shabbat morning) and more people come. 

Yes, we pray in Hebrew, lots of it, but we have the entire book transliterated, every single 
word, we have the whole service on sound cloud, and we offer explicit encouragement 
and help for newcomers at every single service verbally and in our materials. The prayer 
books are designed to be visually inviting, colorful, and even accessible for someone just 
starting out. 

Too many Jewish places are either rich in content but basically feel like guarded 
fortresses to the uninitiated or they are welcoming but once you’re in, there is nothing to 
be found. 

I believe that when Gen Xers are voting against many Jewish institutions with their feet, 
they are not voting against Torah or Jewish experience, I believe they are voting against 
those places that have a culture and a formality that is not in keeping with the way we 
now interact with the world. To say that the Pew findings mean that the younger 
generations don’t want Torah would be like noting that people don’t wear hats and 
gloves any longer and concluding that they don’t want clothes. 

Too often, the first thing that people say has to go, the first solution is to forgo content. I 
wholeheartedly disagree. The content, the Torah, the experiences, this is all we have! 
And, I also believe that the content will often need to be translated in a new way. 



Discussion Questions: Premise 5

1. What is the one job that Rabbi Kushner 
argues every Jewish leader must do to 
bring others closer to Judaism?

2. Why does Rabbi Kushner reject the 
idea that younger Jews do not want 
Torah?



I want to close with a final text, an image. After the akedah / the binding of Isaac, it is, to 
say the least, a tense moment. And Torah says, “V’yisa avraham et einav v’ya’ar,” / “And 
Abraham lifted up his eyes and saw,” “V’hineh,” / And what do you know? Avraham sees 
a ram. 

We understand the moment: God asked Abraham to sacrifice his son and then retracted 
that request. Everything but everything is out of balance. Nothing has been as it was 
before. God and Avraham, Avraham and his son, everything. What is needed now, 
besides infinite number years on the couch each for all involved, besides 2000+ years of 
commentary, is a signal that life will go on, something to remind us all the relationships 
will have a chance to be repaired, even if they are vastly altered, something to remind us 
that this is not the end, it is a defining moment of a new beginning. 

“V’yisah Avraham et einav va’yar” / “And Avraham lifted his eyes and saw.”

Now some say God stuck that ram there, that the ram was waiting from the beginning of 
time for Avraham. But I don’t think so. No, the point dafka is that Abraham himself 
imagined the solution. “Achar” it was out of reach for him until just that moment. 

Avraham looked up, he saw the ram, just any old ram, but he imagined that ram as a 
bridge to the way things could be, as a bridge back to some kind of a relationship with 
God, maybe even his son. You see, God did not ask Abraham for another sacrifice at all 
at that moment, God had already declared the trial was over! Most people would have 
just run away! But Avraham took that disorienting moment and used whatever was 
around (“Okay, there is a ram, let’s work with that…”) and imagined and improvised that 
deeply unstable moment was into something else, a watershed, a promise, a marked 
time, a prayer. 

This is Avraham’s spiritual genius, to not accept what is at face value, not even to cling 
to what he thought was going to happen or its after-effects, but in real time to improvise 
and construct from whatever is around, and this is one of his gifts to us. 

And I believe this is our work too, to do this improvising and constructing, no matter the 
moment, no matter how confused we might be about the present or the future, no matter 
what is around, we must work to build a bridge from the people, from this time and place, 
back to God. 



Discussion Questions: Conclusion

1. How does Rabbi Kushner use the story 
of Abraham and the ram as a paradigm 
of what it means to re-invigorate 
Jewish life in this moment? 

2. What is one argument from Rabbi 
Kushner’s essay that inspired you?  

3. What is one aspect of her essay that 
challenged you?    

4. What is one next action you would 
hope-to-do in your congregation as a 
result of reading this essay?


