
Lisa Berelson has taken the leap.  “Over the past few High Holidays I have found 
myself dipping my toe into Temple Hillel B’nai Torah’s water very, very slowly. “  
Then, in September 2016, she completely immersed herself and joined.  Lisa is clear 
and firm, her voice full of resolve, as she shares how becoming a member has 
changed her life.  Her new mantra is, “Yes, I will embrace this.”  Membership in HBT 
is the culmination of her search for community that she never really had. It fulfills a 
long held yearning - “my need to be with like minded people.”  It has brought her 
spiritual and political energy and clarity. 
 
Rabbi Penzner’s words, after Donald Trump’s election, connected with a need deep 
inside Lisa:  “I had been looking for a community that shared the same values I hold 
on a progressive liberal bent but that also fulfilled my desire to reconnect to my 
Jewish roots.  After the election, when the rabbi said, ‘Let’s hold a shiva,’ her words 
seemed to speak directly to me.  All is under siege now.”  For Lisa, the manner in 
which our rabbi thinks about issues and then educates people, “bringing them out of 
the dark,” is “the essence of Judaism.”   
 
From a Jewish perspective, Lisa is drawn towards social action.  “I am not an activist 
per se.  I am not religious.  Yet, I find myself crying out for Justice. “ Lisa is activating 
the tikkun olam spark inside of her.  Issues that really speak to her, and which have 
been embraced by the HBT community, include: maid wage increases, civil liberties, 
women’s rights, racial issues, the environment, and world peace.   
 
Lisa’s early years were spent with her younger sister and parents in the relatively 
small industrial city of Bristol, Connecticut.  She and her family belonged to the 
small local Conservative synagogue, which did not have a strong sense of 
community.  Her paternal and maternal grandparents immigrated to the United 
States from Russia and the Polish border. Lisa was very close to her maternal 
grandfather, who, around 1917, escaped on land from Russia to Palestine, in what 
could only have been a very arduous journey.  She recently discovered papers 
documenting his passage from Palestine to the United States, via Syria, in 1923. He 
arrived at Ellis Island on the ship, The Constantinople.  Tragically, his parents and 8 
out of 9 siblings did not survive the war.  
 
After leaving Bristol, Lisa relocated to Boston, searching for life in a larger city.  Over 
the ensuing years she lived in France and Newton and then moved to West Roxbury 
in 2006.  For the past four years she has lived with her partner, Chris, a talented 
acoustic guitar player, who works in the food industry.  He is a non-practicing 
Catholic. While he is not interested in joining the temple right now, he has 
accompanied Lisa to services several times, respects her embrace of her Jewish 
heritage, and supported her decision to join HBT. 
 
Lisa and Chris met at swing dance classes in Boston.  Several years before, she had 
volunteered for the MIT Ballroom Dance Club.  In exchange for her volunteer 
contributions, the group welcomed her into its dance classes at no charge.  Swing 
dance, particularly in the Lindy style, gave her uplifting energy and enjoyment.  



Since her time as a volunteer, difficulties with back pain have intruded and Lisa 
shares that she dances “a little less often and with more reserve than before” – but 
she still can be seen twirling on the dance floor.  Her strong love of dance comes 
from her father, who was a dance instructor in the 50’s and met her mother in a 
‘Dirty Dancing’ style summer retreat. 
 
Lisa has travelled widely and would love to travel again in the future, hopefully to 
Israel.  “I do love learning new cultures and I am a language enthusiast.”  In addition 
to living in France for two years, Lisa has traveled to Spain, Italy, Australia, New 
Zealand, and Honduras.  Her favorite travel destination was New Zealand.  Her voice 
brightens and gains cadence as she speaks about the “gung-ho” attitude in New 
Zealand regarding a national feeling of protection towards nature, biodiversity, and 
the agricultural economy.  She describes the parks in New Zealand as unbelievably 
beautiful – “botanical gardens in huge open parks that are just gorgeous.”  Her love 
and awe of nature is boundless and vibrant. 
 
Lisa describes herself as an avid reader who has a particular passion for the New 
Yorker magazine.  “I love that the magazine does in-depth research and looks at all 
the complicated sides of the issues they write about.  I absorb every article.”  She 
places tremendous value on staying informed.  She is on an inner journey, sharing 
during our interview anecdotes that reflect both her humanitarian values and her 
increasing self-awareness. “As a white person I now get racism.  It is really, really 
bad.  Misogyny and racial issues – state by state, we have to turn things around.”  
She sees her decision to join the temple as a way to become more socially and 
politically engaged.  As a member of the congregation, she sees a future where 
belonging to a community will increase her engagement in social action and her 
Jewish heritage. 


