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Making KMS More Inclusive 

 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Tzav--Zachor, 5774 

 

In this week’s issue of The New Yorker magazine, Anthony Lane reviews a film entitled 

“Enemy”.1 directed by Denis Villeneuve and starring  Jake Gyllenhaal2 ---TWICE as the reviewer 

puts it (he plays two characters throughout). The film explores the concept of a doppelganger 

(literally a "double goer"), a paranormal double of a living person.  Gyllenhaal portrays two 

uncannily identical residents of an unnamed Canadian city, who are both the same and 

different.  

 

I had a “doppelganger” experience this past Shabbat, not so much in terms of a specific 

person, but rather a shul, when I fulfilled our “home-and-home” series with Congregation 

Sha’arei Tefilla in Newton Center, MA. R. Binyamin Samuels came to KMS last July, and in the 

spirit of Rabbi-swapping, I returned the favor last Shabbat.  I had heard that this congregation 

was similar to KMS in many respects, and found that to be eminently true, allowing me to feel 

very comfortable and at home, despite being 435 miles north—this winter, snow and ice are just 

not an issue. 

 

But there was one aspect of the physical shul that immediately struck me as different.  

One cannot help but being struck with a realization upon walking into the sanctuary that great 

thought had been given regarding how to make the synagogue building welcoming to those who 

had trouble walking and even individuals who were confined to a wheelchair. In front of the 

main sanctuary, two large railed ramps lead up to the Aron Kodesh, making possible for 

everyone, from both sides of the Mechitza, to easily access the Sifrei Tora and the Lecturn.  

Once you notice those major ramps, you are not surprised to see another, more subtle ramp 

leading to the Shulchan from which the Tora is read. Upon asking about these particular design 

elements, I was told that, additionally, the floor of the sanctuary is pitched downwards so that 

someone in a wheelchair will be able to reach his place with greater ease.  

 

After Shabbat, I sought out Shaarei Tefilla’s website, and it confirmed a conscious 

emphasis that, in my view, we have not sufficiently addressed at KMS. On the shul’s homepage,3 

beneath a welcoming message from the Rabbi, the following appears:  

 

                                                           
1
 The trailer can be found at http://www.imdb.com/title/tt2316411/  

2 The actor’s name is pronounced Yillenhulleheh. He informs us of this in a YouTube video:  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j3GN_YQKR1k 
3
 http://www.shaarei.org/ 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paranormal
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt2316411/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j3GN_YQKR1k
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On January of 2014, the Orthodox Union recognized our synagogue as 

a Hineinu Synagogue, an exemplary national model of communal inclusivity. Our 

Shul’s inclusivity statement follows: 

We are excited to partner with the Hineinu initiative of the Orthodox Union.  
At Shaarei Tefillah, we pride ourselves on our warm, welcoming Modern 
Orthodox community...  
However, we have learned over the years that creating an inclusive 
environment requires more than good will.  A sincere call for inclusivity must be 
conveyed not only with greetings and invitations, but must be expressed 
through architecture and access, signage, wordage and programs… 
Joining the Hineinu initiative is our way of continuing to respond to this Divine 
call and charge of Hakhel, of inclusivity. We sincerely hope that by stepping up 
to say “Here We Are,” we will inspire other Shuls to do likewise and invite those 
who have previously felt without community to join us with their own 
“Hineini — Here I am.” 
 
Having never heard of the Hineinu program of the OU, I in turn looked for additional 

information and came upon the following press release:    

Yachad Announces Hineinu, A Partnership for Inclusion 
OU Staff  

November 11, 2013 
By Stephen Steiner 

 
Yachad, an agency of the Orthodox Union, has embarked on Hineinu: Jewish 
Community for People of All Abilities, the latest initiative in its goal of bringing 
full Inclusion in Jewish life to those with disabilities. Hineinu (“We are here”) is 
the first-ever formal combination of human rights and disability professionals 
from each of the four religious streams, sharing resources, support and 
direction in order to increase disability Inclusion in our synagogues for people of 
all abilities. In order to actively and systematically increase disability Inclusion at 
the synagogue level, the Orthodox Union is partnering with the Conservative, 
Reform, and Reconstructionist movements… 

 

Thinking about the issue of inclusion of individuals with special needs within our shul 

community in light of Parashat Zachor, I am reminded of an interesting insight offered by R. 

Norman Lamm4 in the name of the Chidushei HaRIM. One can pose a question regarding the 

terminology of the Mitzva to remember what Amalek tried to do to the Jewish people: 

 

Devarim 25:17-9 

Remember what Amalek did unto you by the way as you came forth out of 

Egypt; how he met you by the way, and smote the hindmost of you, all that 

                                                           
4
 Festivals of Faith: Reflections on the Jewish Holidays, ed. David Shatz, OU Press, New York, 2011, p. 201. 

http://www.ou.org/blog/author/oustaff-me/
http://njcd.org/
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were enfeebled in your rear, when you were faint and weary; and he feared not 

God. Therefore it shall be, when the Lord thy God has Given you rest from all 

your enemies round about, in the land which the Lord your God gives you for an 

inheritance to possess it, that you shall blot out the remembrance of Amalek 

from under heaven; you shalt not forget.   

 

While one can control what one remembers by engaging in practices and surrounding oneself 

with symbolic reminders, forgetting is very difficult to control, and therefore should not be 

subject to being defined as a prohibited transgression. R. Yitzchak Meir innovatively 

distinguished between different types of forgetting.  

 

…the kind of forgetfulness that implies an emptying out of the mind, the 

catharsis of the heart of its most basic spiritual principles, of the very props of 

identity. And this kind of Shikecha (forgetting) is contingent upon Ga’ava 

(arrogance); it is forgetfulness which has its roots in man’s arrogance. When a 

man’s mind is preoccupied with himself, he has little place for what is really 

important—and he forgets it. Hence we read (Devarim 8:14) “And your heart 

will be lifted up, and you will forget the Lord your God, Who Takes you out of 

the Land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.” 

 

Even if it is typical that those with special needs are remembered and cared for primarily by 

those to whom they are closest, I don’t believe that a synagogue community can legitimately 

forget/ignore some of its members who are in great need of assistance and empathy. Individual 

participants in shul activities will hopefully be guided and inspired to enhance their own 

sensitivities by the priorities set by the shul. If we are Commanded to remember and not forget 

the negative things that Amalek did , it should go without saying that we must strive to 

remember and not forget our responsibilities towards one another, particularly those who are 

most in need of our support. 

  

I have always been proud of KMS’ efforts in the area of addressing members of our 

community who have special needs.  Our Special Needs Committee, led over the last several 

years so ably by Matt Levitt, has helped many families in our community to feel more 

comfortable and included In the shul’s many activities. Special film nights, like our showing of 

Praying with Lior,5 the biopic about Temple Grandin,6 and last year’s Silent Games7 followed by 

heartfelt discussions as well as a youth-led demonstration  of how various disabilities manifest 

themselves, made deep impressions on the large numbers of people from our community  who 

participated, including myself.  

                                                           
5
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B14tlmbE4TE  

6
 http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1278469/  

7
 http://embassies.gov.il/washington/events/Pages/Silent-Games-at-ReelAbilities-Film-Festival.aspx  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B14tlmbE4TE
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1278469/
http://embassies.gov.il/washington/events/Pages/Silent-Games-at-ReelAbilities-Film-Festival.aspx
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But my experience last Shabbat,  and in turn what I have discovered regarding the 

Hineini program and other Yachad initiatives, has convinced me that it is time to take the next 

step in trying to sensitize people in our community about inclusiveness. In an online pamphlet 

that I was able to download,8 entitled, “Disability Inclusion: Resource Guide for Rabbis”, some of 

the following suggestions which do not necessarily require significant financial investment, but 

nevertheless reflect an overall attitude, were made: 

 

a)  Post appropriate signage indicating the location of your inclusion entrance, disability 

friendly restrooms and how to get to them;  

 

b)  Lower the box of Kippot so that everyone, including people in wheelchairs can reach 

them;   

 

c)  Place cups by the water fountain to make drinking water more easily available; 

 

d)  Make plastic magnifying sheets available for use with Siddurim and Chumashim. 

These can easily be sewn into a book’s cover so it can be placed over the pages as an 

easy  and cost-effective way to provide for those who need large-print books; 

 

e) Create a board-level committee or task force on the inclusion of people with 

disabilities; 

 

f)  Have the congregation adopt a statement on inclusion. 

 

Rabbi swaps are interesting for congregations and rabbis. When they can lead to greater 

sensitivity and inclusiveness in our overall community, they become truly significant and 

incredibly worthwhile.  

 

 

                                                           
8
 http://www.ou.org/community/files/2013/10/Hineinu.pdf  

http://www.ou.org/community/files/2013/10/Hineinu.pdf

