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“We came home after crashing the Hillel B’nai Torah family picnic that evening, and 
I told my husband, Mark, that I had found a Hebrew School for our son, Eli.  Mark 
and I never expected HBT to become as important to our family as it has.  We were 
looking for a Hebrew School and we have found our spiritual home.”  Rachel 
Nenner-Payton is telling me how her family – Rachel, Mark, and their children, Eli, 
who just celebrated his 8th birthday, and Ava, age 3 years – have already become 
highly engaged in community life since joining the synagogue last year. 
 
Rachel shares that she was raised as a secular Jew.  “I was culturally and ethnically 
very connected to my Jewish identity, but had no temple community or religious 
education.  As an adult I became deeply spiritual and connected to God but could not 
find a way to link my spirituality to Judaism.”  For years she intermittently searched 
for a synagogue but would often leave services feeling “more isolated than 
connected.” Mark, Rachel tells me, was raised Catholic, “which wasn’t a good fit for 
him.” The couple always knew that they would raise their children as Jewish in a 
Jewish home, although they didn’t know in advance what that would mean or how 
they would do it.  It was the question posed by Eli, (at the time just 6 years old), one 
late summer afternoon after he had returned home from Camp Grossman, that 
nudged them to enroll him in the Chaverim School.  With pressing urgency, Eli asked 
his parents, “Why do all of the other kids at camp know so much more about being 
Jewish than I do?”  Rachel pauses in her retelling of the story. “It was an excellent 
question!” 
 
Rachel is employed as a social worker at Yad Chessed, a social service agency 
designed to assist Jewish individuals and families in Massachusetts, by providing 
emergency financial assistance “while working to preserve the dignity of each 
individual client.”  Mark is a chemist at Barclay Water Management, an industrial 
water treatment company in Newton. He also has a deep interest in Oriental rugs 
and has a small Oriental rug business. 
 
Mark’s family relocated to Roslindale from Missouri when Mark was a teenager.  His 
father, an engineer, was hired to help repair the Tobin Bridge.  Mark also worked on 
the project.  Rachel was raised on the Upper West Side of Manhattan.  Her father 
came from a religious family; her mother from a Communist family.  Laughing at the 
memory, Rachel recalls one of the few times her family attended services; it was 
after her paternal grandfather died and her mother “snuck us out” of the services to 
a Chinese restaurant for wonton soup.  Her father and his partner, Alice, who 
currently live in Manhattan, recently joined the Nenner-Paytons at an HBT Shabbat 
dinner.  Tears welled up in her father’s eyes as he noted how overjoyed his parents 
would have been to know that their granddaughter had joined a synagogue. 
 



This fall, Eli entered 2nd grade at the Sumner Elementary School in Roslindale as 
well as the Bet class at the Chaverim at HBT.  Rachel describes him as a joyous, 
smart, inquisitive and very physical child.  “He never stops moving. He is a blur 
running around HBT. “ He loves science and “loves being Jewish.” Each Christmas 
season, Eli keenly feels the social pressures of being one of but a few Jewish 
students at his school.  His emotional discomfort is one factor that keeps propelling 
Mark and Rachel to seek out ways to strengthen their Jewish family identity. 
 
Ava just turned 3 years old and attends Little Voices, a full-day preschool in Hyde 
Park. This fall, much to her excitement, she entered the Paparim class at the 
Chaverim School.  She loves going to “Sabbat Shalom School” and, much to her 
parents’ delight, is the only Caucasian pupil in her class.  She is “funny, a spitfire and 
has quite a strong personality for a three-year-old.  She likes to hide (especially at 
HBT) and Rachel is often frantic, searching for her throughout the Synagogue. She is 
not at all shy about what she wants.”  Ava goes to Kung Fu class with Eli, loves the 
color purple, is musical, and often proudly exclaims that she is a “big girl.” 
 
In just one year the Nenner-Paytons have already become very involved in temple 
life.  They attended the Shabbaton this past spring on the beach in Cape Cod and 
came home with a “wonderful, handmade challah cover – one of our first Jewish 
ritual objects.”  They have participated in the Shabbat Dinners program, hosted 
Ava’s Parparim class for Shabbat dinner, and took part in the HBT membership 
ambassador training. Rachel is the Facebook contact at HBT and enjoys “hodge-
podging around with Benita on Facebook.”  She hopes to get younger members 
interested in having photos of their activities posted on the temple’s Facebook page. 
 
“Our happiness about being a part of HBT comes from the simple fact that our 
Jewish family can come together at the temple with other Jewish families, while 
establishing our own family’s Jewish traditions and rituals.” The egalitarian nature 
of the HBT community also resonates with Mark and Rachel: “There is no posturing 
and everyone is real at HBT.”  Rachel closes our interview by sharing, “As older 
parents, before we joined HBT, I was feeling very isolated with young children and 
was finding it very challenging to take care of myself.  I needed to find someplace 
where my family and spiritual and social needs could be met in one spot.  HBT has 
done that for me and my family.” 
 
 
 


