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Genesis, Exodus, and the December Dilemma 
By Rabbi Daniel Aronson 

Ever heard of the December Dilemma? The 
" d i l e m m a " comes in many forms but, in general , re­
lates to the quandary in which Jewish parents find 
themselves when their children - whether of one 
Jewish parent or two - express a desire to celebrate 
Christmas. Feel free to Google "December Di­
lemma. " You'll find no shortage of perspectives on 
how to address the various issues involved. You might 
not like any of them, but you will certainly have your 
confl icting feelings val idated by the sheer volume of 
responses you f ind. 

I'd like to a d d my own thoughts on the issue, 
thoughts that arise from on uncommon occurrence 
in the Jewish calendar. The same phenomenon that 
led to Chanukah beginning on Thanksgiving this year 
has also given rise to our finishing the Book of Genesis 
on the Shabbat of December 14 and beginning the 
Book of Exodus immediately thereafter. While w e will 
finish Genesis a n d begin Exodus in December twice 
over the next ten years, this year Shabbat Exodus oc­
curs earlier than ever (or almost ever). 

"What is so special about finishing Genesis and b e ­
ginning Exodus so early in December? " you might 
ask. G o o d question. The answer lies in the very differ­
ent experiences of the Jewish people between 
Genesis a n d Exodus, differences that help shed light 
on the December Di lemma. The focus of Genesis is 
on the origins of the Jewish "family," as it were, going 
all the w a y bock to the first humans. The focus of Exo­
dus, on the other hand, is on the formation of a Jew­
ish national identity arising first from the Exodus from 
Egypt a n d then from receiving the Torah at Mt. Sinai. 
The former narrative invites us to apprec iate our con­
nectedness to all of humanity; the latter has us em­
brace w h a t makes us unique or particular a m o n g all 
peoples. 

When my daughter Katie expresses Christmas envy, 
I remind her of two things. First, w e have family and 
friends whose joy in Christmas w e c a n share even if 
w e don ' t celebrate the holiday with them. While liv­
ing in Philadelphia, w e would gather with my Chris­
tian sister-in-law's family to open gifts, shore a meal 
a n d enjoy being together as a family. It gave my wife 
Beth a n d me much pleasure to see Katie playing with 

her cousins, and w e happily e m b r a c e d this t ime to­
gether with our loved ones. As for Katie, she apprec i ­
a t e d that her cousins, aunt, uncle, a n d grandmother 
ore Christian a n d , therefore, celebrate Christmas, 
and that w e could shore their joy in the season even 
though our faith and practices are Jewish. 

Second, w e have much to be proud of a n d many 
opportunities to celebrate as Jews. Yes, w e have 
Chanukah, but w e also have other great holidays -
Purim, Sukkot, Passover, and Shavuot - to name but 
a few. We also have Shabbat, which is a holiday in 
itself that comes e a c h week! As a parent, I avoid my 
daughter 's temptat ion to c o m p a r e Chanukah a n d 
Christmas a n d to establish one as better than the 
other. The two are different, plain a n d simple, a n d 
have special meaning for those w h o celebrate 
them. We c o n thoroughly love our own traditions 
without feeling the need to put other traditions 
d o w n . 

The story of the Jewish people in Genesis teaches 
that w e are forever linked to our ancestors A d a m 
and Eve, Noah, and Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, 
Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah. True, when our 
patriarchs a n d matriarchs received the Divine prom­
ise to be a great nation a n d to inherit the land of Is­
rael, they did separate themselves from their family 
members and others whose destinies a n d relation­
ships with G o d differed from their own. At the end of 
the day, though, Abraham was much aggr ieved 
over having to send Ishmael away with Hagar a n d , 
for what it's worth, Isaac and Ishmael were still broth­
ers as were J a c o b and Esau. The lesson from Genesis 
for us in December is to remember that all of human­
ity is interconnected and that, for better or for worse, 
family never really ceases to be family. 

Exodus counterbalances Genesis by exhorting us to 
remember w h o WE ore as a people, to remember 
what it is that G o d expects of US. This message hardly 
negates what w e learned from Genesis. Rather, e m ­
bracing our particularism c a n enhance our sense of 
the universal. We ore a great people with much to 
be thankful for. Other peoples hove their own great­
ness. Knowing who w e are a n d being confident in 
our own identity frees us up to experience joy in 
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othe r p e o p l e ' s happiness . In D e c e m b e r , w e should 

a c k n o w l e d g e t h a t w e h a v e a s e p a r a t e set of t rad i ­
tions a n d t e a c h i n g s a n d b e p r o u d of w h o w e a re , 
w h i l e also b e i n g present to our non-Jewish relat ives 
a n d fr iends as t h e y p r o c l a i m w h a t is m e a n i n g f u l to 
t h e m . 

This year , t h e D e c e m b e r D i l e m m a is a t t e n u a t e d b y 
t h e ear ly c e l e b r a t i o n of C h o n u k a h . Still, the jux tapos i ­
t ion of our read ings of Genesis a n d Exodus p r o v i d e a n 
i m p o r t a n t p e r s p e c t i v e for those years w h e n t h e 
" d i l e m m a " is felt m o r e a c u t e l y . E m b r a c i n g Judaism 
a n d h e l p i n g o the r p e o p l e e x p e r i e n c e joy in t h e sea­
son of l ight is no t a n " e i t h e r / o r " p ropos i t ion . It is " b o t h / 
a n d . " W e a re b o t h p r o u d t o b e Jewish a n d e a g e r to 
inc rease t h e joy of l o v e d ones of o ther faiths. 

It is m y h o p e t h a t as y o u a n d your fami ly m a k e your 
w a y t h r o u g h the darkness of D e c e m b e r , t h e t e a c h ­
ings of our Toroh will h e l p l ight your w a y . 

With blessings. 

Doctors without Borders 

Herb a n d Ruth Asc hkenasy ' s d a u g h t e r . Dr. Miriam 
A s c h k e n a s y , is serving in t h e Phil ippines as a m e m b e r 
of t h e In te rnat iona l E m e r g e n c y Physicians. She a n d 
her g r o u p a re o n the is land of Leyte, p r o v i d i n g e m e r ­
g e n c y m e d i c a l t r iage t o those w h o w e r e so seriously 
a f f e c t e d b y t h e r e c e n t t y p h o o n . M i r iam s e l e c t e d a n d 
is in c h a r g e of a t e a m of f ive docto r s . The t e a m ar­
r i ved o n M o n d a y a n d will r e m a i n until D e c e m b e r 8'^ 

M i r iam has se rved o n o the r missions w i th t h e In terna­
t iona l E m e r g e n c y Physicians g r o u p . M i r iam is a n ex­
a m p l e of those w h o put their o w n lives o n h o l d to 
h e l p others. W e a t 
T e m p l e B e t h 
Sho lom are im-| 
m e n s e l y p r o u d 
a n d s e n d prayers 
for her, a n d all 
those in t h e Philip­
pines, t h a t t h e y 
m a y k n o w t h e y j 
a r e t h o u g h t of i n ! 
Sa lem, O r e g o n . 

Religious School News 
By Cassidy Weisz, Youth Education Director 

The students of our Religious School h a v e b e e n 
lea rn ing a lot this y e a r thanks to t h e w o n d e r f u l stu­
dents a n d t e a c h e r s . Amy Maltz's class has b e e n 
lea rn ing a b o u t Noah ' s Ark a n d C h o n u k a h . Kathi 
Shuirman's class has b e e n lea rn ing a b o u t Israel, Friday 
n ight services, a n d t h e Tower of Babe l . Bob Hector's 
class has b e e n lea rn ing a b o u t Jewish A m e r i c a n His­
tory. 

Please save t h e d a t e for our m o c k n a m i n g c e r e ­
m o n y of the PreK-lst class o n Sunday, D e c e m b e r 15*̂  
a t 11:30 a m . Each doss will b e p a r t i c i p a t i n g in t h e 
c e r e m o n y in s o m e w a y , a n d t h e n w e will h a v e s o m e 
nosh a n d mus ic to c e l e b r a t e this joyous o c c a s i o n . All 
a re w e l c o m e t o a t t e n d ! 

D e c e m b e r Religious School C a l e n d a r : 
D e c . 1- No Religious Schoo l , b u t p l e a s e a t t e n d t h e 

C o m m u n i t y H o n u k k o h Party a n d Latke 
C o o k - o f f a t 5:00 p m 

D e c . 6- K a b b a l o t Kids a t 5 :45pm w i t h R a b b i 
Aronson f o l l o w e d b y t h e C o m m u n i t y Pot luck 

D e c . 8 - Religious School 
Parent B'nai M i t zvah m e e t i n g a t 11:15 a m 

D e c . 15 - Religious School 
Baby N a m i n g C e l e b r a t i o n a t 11:30 a m 

D e c . 22 - No Religious School 
D e c . 29- No Religious School 

Spinning in Space 

Jewish as t ronaut D a v i d 
Wolf, w h o spent four months 
in 1997 a b o a r d t h e s p a c e 
s tat ion Mir, w a s in orbit dur­
ing H o n u k k o h . A l t h o u g h he 
c o u l d n ' t l ight his m e n o r o h 
d u e to t h e d a n g e r of fire in­
s ide t h e o x y g e n - r i c h a t m o s ­
p h e r e , h e w a s a b l e to spin his d r e i d e l . Because of 
zero grav i ty , h e r e p o r t e d t h a t it tw i r led for a r e c o r d 
hour a n d a half until it spun a w a y f r o m h im. He f o u n d 
it a f e w weeks later stuck in a n air filter. He est imates 
t h a t t h e d r e i d l e spun a b o u t 25,000 miles. 


