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        T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS        T H U RS DAY, J U N E  20, 20 1 9    B5

Allie Egrin   Hillel president and senior, GVSU

Editor’s note: This is the first in a series of 
insights from area college students based 
on talks they gave at this year’s Abrahamic 
Dinner. Allie Egrin is a senior at Grand Val-
ley State University studying marketing and 
dance, with a minor in French, and served 
as the president of Hillel, a Jewish campus 
organization. Her involvement in student-led 
organizations has sparked her passion for the 
nonprofi t world and interfaith dialogue. After 
graduation, Allison plans to develop further 
her skills as a professional in the Jewish non-
profi t world.

Growing up in metro Detroit kept 
me sheltered from the reality of being a 
minority and, quite frankly, allowed me 
to take my Jewish religion and culture for 
granted. “You don’t know what you have 
until it’s gone” is how I would describe my 
relationship with Judaism. When I decided 
to attend Grand Valley State University, my 
mom alluded to the culture shock I would 
experience when I moved here. She would 
just look at me and say, “It’s ... diff erent. It’s 
defi nitely going to be diff erent from here.” 
As a naive 17-year-old eager to start col-
lege and experience freedom and change, 
I would just nod and reply innocently, “Yep, 
college will be diff erent from home!”

It wasn’t until campus life night, which 
is when students can walk around for a cou-
ple of hours learning about all of the stu-
dent organizations and clubs available on 
campus, that I fi nally realized what she was 
referring to. I remember so vividly pass-
ing tables labeled “campus ministry,” “ice 
cream social for Christians,” “a Christian 
soccer club,” and the list goes on. My new 
close-knit friend-group was composed of 
all Christians and then me, the new “token 
Jew.”

This was a new concept for me. I grew 
up in a very diverse area, with a very large 
Jewish community. There are numerous 
Jewish delis and bakeries, a plethora of 
synagogues, and in seventh grade every 
weekend someone was having a bar or bat 
mitzvah, which the entire grade attended, 
Jew and non-Jew alike. Half of the school 
would be missing on Jewish holidays, and 
teachers would avoid assigning homework 
to acknowledge the Jewish students and 
our holidays. Everyone knew at least a little 
bit about Judaism, and it was a rarity to be 
somewhere in public and be the only Jew.

SOMETHING WAS MISSING
Back to freshman year, however: My new 

friends had some diff erent place or event to 
go to just about every day of the week. Sun-
days, they had church in the morning, a 
gathering at night, a pro-life group Monday 
nights, a Bible study Tuesdays, etc. They all 
knew so many people on campus because 
of their involvement with Campus Minis-

try, which has about 1,000 active students. 
During that fi rst semester, I really felt like 
something was missing for me.

I joined Hillel, although it was incredi-
bly small at the time — I think maybe six 
students, including the board members. 
The sense of community all of my Chris-
tian friends had, that I didn’t, made me 
feel incomplete, and a little isolated. At the 
time, I couldn’t see how obvious it was that 
what I was lacking and craving was a strong 
Jewish community on campus. Since I had 
previously taken it for granted and not fully 
embraced this aspect of my identity, I didn’t 
automatically assume what I was missing 
was my faith and people who shared similar 
beliefs as me. It wasn’t until the semester 
break in December, when I traveled to Israel 
on my birthright trip, that it hit me — I was 
longing for my Jewish community.

At the end of my freshman year, I was 
eager to join the Hillel board, and help work 
towards my goal of not only building a Jew-
ish community for myself, but also for the 
other silent Jewish students who were feel-
ing the same way. At the beginning of my 
sophomore year, I served as Hillel’s vice 
president and there already was a drastic 
increase in Hillel members. My few Jewish 
friends and I were so excited for this growth 
and our potential. After a year of yearn-
ing and questioning whether to even stay 
at Grand Valley, there suddenly was a glim-
mer of hope. I had made so many new Jew-
ish friends, there was an increase in Hillel 
events, I was connecting more with Juda-
ism, and I was suddenly in a leadership 
position, gaining new skills. I was becom-
ing this person I would have never expected 
of myself — “a leader.”

Truthfully, I was starting to fi nd my pur-
pose. I was beginning to fi ll all of my free 
time with “Jewish” things, spending time 
with my new Jewish friends, and talking 
about Judaism. I attended several confer-
ences that year across the country, gaining 
even more leadership skills, meeting other 
students from all over North America, and 
was homing in even more on this newfound 
passion.

I began focusing on connecting Hillel 
with some of the other faith-based student 
organizations, especially Campus Ministry. 
A friend from freshman year was starting a 
Bible study which they were calling “wine 
and the word.” I half-jokingly said, “If you 
study the Old Testament, I’m in!” Surpris-
ingly enough, they said yes, and I was now 
part of a Bible study! I had no idea what to 

expect, but it turned out to be such a ful-
filling and meaningful part of my week. 
Being able to gather with some of my clos-
est friends once a week to openly discuss 
our struggles, our needs, our G-d, and pray 
for one another was incredibly genuine and 
uplifting. They would ask me about my per-
spective and opinions on diff erent stories 
and passages, as well as sharing theirs.

This space to learn from one another, 
support each other and gain a better under-
standing of our respective faiths not only 
strengthened our friendships, but also 
strengthened my Jewish faith. I realized 
that this is the type of work I want to do 
for the rest of my life. Nothing fulfi lled me 
more than working for and with the Jewish 
community. As I was growing in my Jewish 
identity, Hillel had grown from six mem-
bers to a solid 50.

WE CAN ALL BE OUR OWN ESTHER
This year, I have the privilege of teaching 

third and fourth grade at the United Jew-
ish School at Temple Emanuel, in Grand 
Rapids. Being able to share my knowledge 
and passion with those young children is 
not only challenging, but also unbelievably 
rewarding and inspiring.

We recently started talking about the 
upcoming Jewish holiday, Purim, which 
is told through the Book of Esther. As we 
were discussing the mitzvahs, good deeds 
or commandments, of Purim in the fourth 
grade class, I asked them if they could think 
of a time that they were “Esther” in their 
own lives. For those of you unfamiliar with 
the story, I was asking them for an example 
of them standing up for themselves or their 
beliefs. Eventually, one student said one 
of her peers had written something mean 
about Jews on the whiteboard, and she 
immediately told her teacher that she was 
Jewish and felt uncomfortable. The class-

room conversation then shifted to how they 
felt being a minority at school and times 
that they had to explain Judaism to their 
peers.

Another student compared herself to 
Esther “wearing a mask” when she hides 
her Judaism in order to avoid the questions. 
Hearing about Jews, or anyone for that mat-
ter, hiding their identity always saddens 
and worries me. I told them while it may be 
easier to hide our Jewish identity, it is vital 
that we are proud of who we are.

I can relate to my  fourth grade students. 
Being bombarded with questions all the 
time about Judaism can become over-
whelming and exhausting. I often have a 
hard time answering, as I am not a rabbi. 
However, I always try to answer people’s 
questions, because I realize the importance 
of sharing my culture and religion with oth-
ers. I told my students that while it may be 
easier to avoid these constant questions, 
they are in fact changing the world every 
time they take a minute or two to explain 
why they don’t celebrate Christmas, or why 
they go to synagogue rather than church.

I continued saying, “Think of the hate 
and violence in the world.” One girl inter-
rupted me, “because of religion!” I said, 
“Exactly. People are fi lled with hate because 
they don’t understand. They don’t know 
things that are different from them and 
what they are used to. So taking the time 
to explain something as small as why you 
don’t have a Christmas tree in your house, 
they now know a little bit more than they 
would have if you hadn’t explained it to 
them. Educating your friends now while 
you are still young will help them be more 
open-minded and accepting when they’re 
older.” Another girl interrupted me energet-
ically, “I get it now!”

I challenged them to invite their friends 
over for a Shabbat dinner, to a night of 
Hanukkah, to their future bar and bat mitz-
vahs, to continue answering their ques-
tions. I challenged them to embrace their 
inner Esther and change the world one 
question at a time. We can all be our own 
Esther within our own faith, culture, race 
or gender.

I believe that education is our greatest 
tool in reducing bias and hate. It is imper-
ative that we share our beliefs with other 
people so as a society we can be more 
understanding, open-minded and accept-
ing. I challenge you to invite your friends 
to celebrate your holidays with you, bring 
your traditional foods to work to share and 
continue answering all questions, no mat-
ter how redundant they may seem to you.

Keep asking others questions. Stay curi-
ous and open-minded. Continue changing 
the world one question at a time.

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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Listening to new voices: GVSU Jewish student speaks

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Part two of last week’s ques-
tion (for Christian responses, 
see last week’s column), “What 
does it mean to be part of a reli-
gious community?”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister at All 
Souls Community Church of West Mich-
igan, a Unitarian Universalist Congre-
gation, responds:

“I often hear people say ‘I am spiritual 
but not religious.’ The statement seems to 
be saying that being religious is somehow a 
bad thing. I understand where this is coming 
from, because organized religions, includ-
ing my own, have done things to cause faith-
ful people to leave the church. But to be hon-
est, when someone says to me, ‘I am spiritual 
but not religious,’ I also hear, ‘I would rather 
practice my spiritual beliefs by myself rather 
than do it in community.’ I hear the word 
spiritual to mean the individual and the 
word religious to mean community.

“Most human beings have a spiritual side, 
a passion, a way of grounding ourselves, 
a way of inspiring us to be our best selves. 
Cultivating our spiritual side can improve 
the quality of life. Being spiritual is a good 
thing. As a Unitarian Universalist, I would 
defi ne a religious community as a gathering 
of individuals who practice their own spiri-
tual beliefs in community. Our UU religious 
communities are there to offer support to 
one another, to encounter the shared expe-
riences by being in worship together, to wit-
ness each other’s life and rites of passage, 
and to create a welcoming community where 
all people feel that sense of belonging.”

Fred Stella, the pracharak (outreach 
minister) for the West Michigan Hindu 
Temple, responds:

“This is a question that many Hindus are 
asking today due to the interest many West-
erners are showing. Thousands of Ameri-
cans are infusing their spiritual lives with 
elements of Hindu practice. These include 

hatha yoga, meditation, shastra vidya (scrip-
tural study), the guidance of a guru, sacred 
dance, ayurveda (ancient health practices) 
and a more Hindu understanding of divin-
ity. While we welcome this interest, we know 
that so many of these seekers have no desire 
to join a temple or formally embrace Hin-
duism. For some, the concern is a hesitancy 
to identify with any organized religion — 
regardless of the fact that Hinduism is the 
most DISorganized major religion on the 
planet.

“While I would never attempt to persuade 
people that the path they are on is wrong, I 
have no issue with saying that without com-
munity, spiritual growth is extremely dif-
fi cult. In part, it is exactly because of those 
things that can drive us crazy when we 
gather in formation. The clashing of egos, 
poor decisions from the top, challenging or 
quirky members and all the rest can, if we let 
them, temper us, encourage us to be patient, 
forgiving and, most important, to give of 
ourselves to a cause much greater than our 
individual needs.

“While there are cave-dwelling hermits in 
the Himalayas sequestered from society, the 
vast majority of Hindus are called to work 
together and inspire one another.”

My response:
Historically, Jews were largely not wel-

come in the majority Christian society. 
Therefore, Jews created tightly knit social 
groups within their religious institutions 
for men, women, couples, young adults and 
children; we created country clubs to play 
golf and hospitals where Jewish doctors 
could practice. The Jewish Federation sys-
tem functioned as a kind of Jewish United 
Way, to support poor Jewish communities 
around the world, and eventually to sup-
port the emerging state of Israel. The affi  lia-
tion rate at synagogues was high; an individ-
ual who chose not to affi  liate typically was 
rejecting a Jewish identity in favor of a path 
of assimilation.

Beginning in the 1970s, as barriers 
to the surrounding society crumbled, a 
do-it-yourself Judaism began to emerge. 
This trend accelerated as we approached 
the 21st century, as the internet age enabled 
anyone to access everything they needed to 
be as Jewish as they wanted, without the 
need to join a formal community. Today, 
synagogues cannot rely on the desire to be 
buried in a Jewish cemetery or to celebrate 
a bar or bat mitzvah as suffi  cient induce-
ments to join. They need to create religious 
communities that draw people in with 
compelling reasons that being a part of this 
institution will be socially and spiritually 
engaging.

First and foremost, a religious commu-
nity must be a place of learning. People com-
ing from all different kinds of Jewish and 

non-Jewish backgrounds need to fi nd a safe 
space in which to ask questions about Juda-
ism and explore answers. A Jewish religious 
community understands that ours is not a 
monolithic tradition in which there is one 
defi nite answer to every question, but rather 
that we continue to explore and learn all our 
lives.

Second, a religious community comes 
together to challenge, to celebrate and to 
comfort. “Comfort the afflicted and afflict 
the comfortable.” Although Finley Peter 
Dunne originally said this about the role of 
newspapers within society, it applies well 
to religious communities. It challenges its 
members to learn and grow in their reli-
gious practice, character and faith. And just 
as it celebrates its members’ joys, it comforts 
them at moments of sorrow.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Religious community brings comforts and challenges

Allie Egrin is a senior at 
Grand Valley State Univer-
sity and served as president 
of Hillel, a Jewish campus 
organization.

A fi nished hamantaschen, with strawberry 
fi lling, made at Lucy’s Sweet Surrender 
bakery in Shaker Heights, Ohio. The haman-
taschen is a traditional pastry made for the 
Jewish holiday of Purim.    Advance Local fi les
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