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Rabbi Everett Gendler Reflects on His (and Our)
Jewish Life in the Berkshires
Author of Jews for Universalists talks about nature, tradition, and letting
go in retirement
By Albert Stern
GREAT BARRINGTON – The
Berkshires has long been a
place where people have built
domiciles that announce, “We
made it.” But even in a region
abounding in dream homes,
the residence of Rabbi Everett Gendler and his wife Mary
stands out by saying “We
made it” in an entirely different way.
The house is sited near
Monument Mountain on
a stunning property that
sprawls from the road past a
hayfield, down to a creek and
then nearly to the top of a
forested hillside beyond – “paradise,” says Rabbi Gendler, a
characterization that is impossible to argue against. But it is
not a Gan Eden fashioned by
an Almighty hand. Both Rabbi
Gendler, a pioneer of Jewish
environmentalism, and Mary
have worked on the land for
close to 40 years. For the first
19 years they owned it, the
Gendler family spent summers
living in a pop-up trailer and
bathing in the stream. The
previous owner, says the rabbi, “had cut down everything
thicker than a toothpick,”
leaving a blank canvas upon
which the couple could realize
their personal vision for their
homestead. Following organic
gardening principles, Rabbi
Gendler planted trees and
tended a large vegetable garden, while Mary landscaped
the grounds and cultivated the
flower gardens and fruit trees,
a division of labor he says was
aimed to ensure both shalom
bayit and shalom gan.
After Rabbi Gendler’s retirement as a congregational
rabbi and Jewish chaplain at
Phillips Academy in Andover,
MD, the couple set to work
on their Berkshires home.
Moving through the abode as
Rabbi Gendler led me to his
study on a lower floor for our
interview, I was struck by the
number of discrete seating
areas throughout the house.
(Later, Mary Gendler would
show me similar “rooms” she
devised out of doors.) Some
take advantage of a mountain
vista or a garden view, but it
took only a bit of imagination
on my part to recognize that
each area had been fashioned
by the Gendlers to have a
specific identity. It instantly
comes through that the couple
took care to imagine the life
that would be lived in the
rooms, had imagined the way
the natural beauty surrounding the house would work on
the feelings and perceptions of
the people inside it, and had
then provided surroundings in
which those experiences might
unfold.
No doubt these impressions
were in part a product of my
immersion in Rabbi Gendler’s
essays, collected in a volume
titled Judaism for Universalists. His home made me think
that he and Mary have made
real a passage from his 2001
essay “Through the Zen Garden of the Hebrews,” in which
he describes the Zen garden as
representing “the persistence
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“At retirement, every interRabbi Gendler’s achievements
failure of Judaism to compreest, every set aside impulse is
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Gendler in his study
vibrations we can tune into.
“If we can take those fresh
invitations to expand our horizons, and we bring the fullness of ourselves – and I don’t
mean that as an abstraction
– I mean whims, fantasies,
impulses, fleeting notions.
Yes, the mind is a monkey, a
mischievous monkey. Capture
any one of those fantasies that
traipse across your awareness.
Follow it out. What does it
yield? [Retirement] is an opportunity to re-appreciate and
reabsorb the fullness of the
‘tzelem Elohim,’ the divine image, the richness of our divine
endowment. People discover
talents they have forgotten
or that they didn’t know they
had.
“What was once a distraction now is a lead, an intimation, possibly a fresh discovery
– wow! That, with the support
of these divine surroundings,
we blossom afresh.” As he put
it in a 1997 essay “Not Tired,
Merely Retired”: “Turning 65
became a signpost, not a stop
sign.”
Now 87 years old and dealing with nagging health issues,
Gendler says, “As I slow down,
life speeds up,” and krechtzes
a little about the 3 month winter “galus” (exile) to Sarasota
that he is now forced to take
to escape the harsh Berkshires winter. He is working
on translating the work of his
“shtetl rabbi,” having picked
up the project after 60 years,
and is also planning to return to India next fall for the
10th anniversary of the Active
Nonviolence Education Center.
As active as he remains, he
also stresses the importance of
acceptance.
“It is important to let go
in any directive sense,” says
Rabbi Gendler on the stage of
life he is experiencing. “On the
other hand, mentally, preserve
it all. It is now recorded and
sealed – and so it was. Savor
it. Appreciate it. It was imperfect…by definition. All of what
we do is imperfect. But it was.
I think it is possible to let go
and retain. It seems to be the
case. Yes.”
Judaism for Universalists
is published by Blue Thread
Books, and is available for sale
at jewishcurrents.bigcartel.
com, Amazon.com, and other
outlets.

