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INTERVIEW WITH REBECCA ALPERT 

INT: Today is February 26, 1999. My name is Sally Benson Alsher and I'm here with Professor 
Rebecca T. Alpert, professor at the Department of Religion at Temple University. Rebecca, tell 
me where you were born and when. 

REBECCA: I was born in Brooklyn, New York, in April 1950. 

INT: Tell me about your grandparents, staring with your paternal. What do you remember about 
them? 

REBECCA: My paternal grandparents were both deceased when I was born. I was named after 
my paternal grandmother. I knew almost nothing about them. My father was fairly quiet about his 
family, but I do know it was a large, blended family that came over from Russia. My father was 
born here in 1905 and he had a couple of siblings who were born here, so I would date their 
immigration around 1890, the late 1890's. They lived in Borough Park, Brooklyn. My 
grandfather was in the fur business. My grandmother was a tough cookie, as far as I know. She 
had a really mean face is what I remember from looking at her picture as a child. 

My maternal grandparents-I also did not know my maternal grandfather. His name was 
Aaron Oser, and he immigrated also from Russia. He was not born here. His family came over 
when he was a child. He was part of a family business called Oser Brothers Printing, which was 
here in Philadelphia. He was a Philadelphia resident for all of his life. He died in the 1930's. My 
grandmother, my mother's mother, Lena Oser, was actually born here. She was raised in an 
orphanage in Cleveland, Ohio, Evansville, Indiana: and then later moved to Cleveland, Ohio, and 
then later to New York and then later married her husband, Aaron, and raised my mother and 
seven children here in Philadelphia. My mother was the youngest. I knew my grandmother as a 
child. She never worked outside the home. She was of German ancestry. She had kind of a 
reform bent, although was never involved in synagogue life in particular. She was actually a 
significant figure in my childhood. 

INT: How? 

REBECCA: She lived across the street fiom my family in Brooklyn for most of my early 
childhood. She died when I was thirteen. She used to talk to me a lot and pay a lot of attention to 
me, and she'd cook, bake cakes and just be there for me in a way that my parents generally 
weren't. She was a very special person in my life. 

INT: What languages did she speak? 

REBECCA: She spoke a little Yiddish, not much. She was born here and she spoke mostly 
English. She knew some German. She knew some German songs and things, but mostly she was 



a native English speaker. 

INT: Your mother was close to her? 

REBECCA: My mother was close to her. My mother was the youngest child, and when my 
grandfather died, my mother was left caring for my grandmother and married relatively late in 
those days. My mother was thirty-five before she married, and lived with my grandmother in 
Philadelphia, and they subsequently moved. Two of my mother's sisters had moved to New 
York, to Brooklyn, and so my mother and grandmother moved to Brooklyn to live with one of 
those sisters, and that was how my mother met my father. 

INT: How did she meet him? 

REBECCA: My father's brother lived across the street from my mother's sister, and they were 
introduced. My father lived in California for most of his life. He had grown up in Brooklyn and 
didn't really finish school. He didn't have much of an aptitude for school and decided, actually in 
the early Thirties, that he wanted to move on. He was the youngest of about thirteen, I think, if 
you add up all these blended brothers and sisters. He picked up and he left and he moved actually 
to Pittsburgh for a while. He ran a dog kennel. This is in the Thirties. And then he moved to 
California, Southern California, and set up a fur business in Southern California. One of the very 
few things I knew about him was that he did very well. He made coats for movie stars. He lived 
out there until the war, World War II. He was drafted. He was in his early forties. He was 
stationed in Northern California, and when he came home, this woman that he had married many 
years before had left him for another man. She wasn't Jewish. Those were significant facts of my 
father's life. So he came back to Brooklyn, basically brokenhearted, and went back into his 
father's fur business, but I don't think he ever really emotionally recovered from that experience. 
He married my mother, one would say, on the rebound. He was forty-four and she was thirty- 
five. They had me almost immediately thereafter, nine months, nine days. 

INT: What else do you remember about him? 

REBECCA: What else do I remember about my father? 

INT: Yes. 

REBECCA: My father died when I was thirty-four. I was pregnant with my second child at that 
point. He was a fairly quiet man. In hindsight, he was fairly depressed most of the time. His 
business did not do terribly well. He was in business with two of his brothers. They cheated one 
another and didn't get along. Finally, his business went bankrupt. He started working for his 
nephew, and that was sort of a story of a guy who had first, a fair amount of money that he just 
left in California, and then a high quality of labor. He made bourgeois coats. He made Persian 
lamb coats for a middle-class constituency clientele. He didn't do fabulously but he did well. At 
least he was working-he was creating styles and models. I think he had some satisfaction from 



his work, but when the business went under and he started doing piecework for his nephew who 
had started laying him off over the summers, I think all of that ... and I was graduating from 
college. I think all of that sort of brought to bear on a serious depression, and he became 
seriously depressed and made a series of suicide attempts, I guess when I was in my early 
twenties. So the period from when I was in my twenties till his death when I was in my mid- 
thirties-he really was not there. He was hospitalized and we'd go visit him. There really wasn't 
much contact, so I really didn't know him as an adult, and certainly in my younger years he was 
sweet and kind. I grew up in a family that I guess today would be called working class in terms of 
its financial ... My mother went back to work when I was eight years old because there really 
wasn't enough money coming in from my father's business, which was a terrible shame, a shame 
and an embarrassment for him. We didn't have a lot of money but we certainly had Jewish ... it 
was a Jewish working class home, which meant there were* all these middle-class pretensions. 
I got dancing lessons. We couldn't afford piano lessons, but I was sent to camp. I was sent to 
religious school at my own insistence. My parents were not at all involved in religious life. It was 
something that I wanted and asked for. My mother particularly went back to work in order to 
send me to summer camp and get me the lessons that she wanted me to have. It was very clear to 
her I was going to Brooklyn College and it was going to be free and I was going to be a teacher 
and I was going to get out of. ..move up the ladder in a way that she wasn't able to. My mother 
was very intellectually oriented. She went to Girls' High, which was something she was very, 
very proud of. She got a two-year scholarship to Temple and went to business school here, but 
then couldn't ever finish and had to support her mother, and wound up sort of living ... basically 
living through me, wanting me to be something that she couldn't aspire to. My father, I think, 
had no aspirations. I never got any sense that he had any aspirations for me. You know, I should 
be a good human being. If I misbehaved, he had a pretty strong temper and I would fight a fair 
amount with him. I guess those are basic memories of my childhood. More I could give you if 
you ask for more. 

INT: What was your most favorite moment? 

REBECCA: My favorite moment as a child? 

INT: Favorite memory? 

REBECCA: I have very nice memories of doing crossword puzzles with my mother and 
spending time with her. I had a good relationship with my mother as a child. We used to talk a 
lot. I have very strong positive memories of that. 

INT: What were some of the other values and ideas at home? 

REBECCA: Education was probably the strongest value that I got, particularly fiom my mother. 
It was very important to do well in school. They liked it that I did well in school. I got a lot of 
pleasure out of doing well in school. There were certainly basics-you don't cheat, you don't steal, 
you don't lie. Sort of basic, Western ethics came through very, very clearly. 



INT: So they weren't very spiritual in the sense that- 

REBECCA: They were not at all spiritual. They weren't interested in ... My father thought 
Judaism was stupid basically. He left it very clearly in his will that no Shiva should be observed 
for him. He thought all of those things were superstitious. My mother had some respect for 
Judaism, but it was very clear to them, particularly to my mother, that working class people were 
not welcome in synagogues, that synagogues were for people with money who could make 
contributions. The one thing my mother knew was that when I got involved in the synagogue, 
and I was talented and eager and interested, so I would be asked ... it was a reform congregation. 
There were no bar and bat mitzvahs at that point, but I was asked to read fiom the Torah at a 
Friday night service. My mother knew that she was obligated to make a financial contribution to 
the synagogue because of that. Nobody told her, but this is something she both knew and 
resented. Sort of felt like you had to pay for honors. That was very clear to her that that was the 
message, and that if you didn't have nice enough clothing, you shouldn't show up on the holiday. 
So there was a lot of negative ... I got a lot of negative messages. My mother's family ... my mother 
had one sister whose husband was very orthodox-well, not very orthodox. He was brought up in a 
very strictly orthodox home, and he had some positive feelings left over fiom his orthodox 
upbringing, although he was ... he was a butter-and-egg man. He was a food distributor to the 
Holland America Lines, and one of the things that he distributed was seafood, shellfish. There 
was no question. There was no k a s h t  in the home, but there was a sense of a real passion. He'd 
take that old Maxwell House Hagaddah and he'd just recite it. I have good Pesach memories 
from that part of the family. My parents just said that was what ... it was very nice and they were 
perfectly happy that I found that meaningful and they liked it that I sang at the Seder and all those 
things. 

INT: What were holidays like then? 

REBECCA: Well, you know, Brooklyn schools-I had off. If I wanted to go to synagogue I would 
get on the bus and go to synagogue. There was no ... my grandmother occasionally lit Shabbat 
candles. My mother would do that with me, but that was the only Shabbat observance. There was 
no special thing for Friday night. I didn't even know people observed Saturday. After all, it was a 
reform upbringing. The High Holy days-I went to synagogue. My parents didn't go. They 
dropped me off. I'd go, and they'd pick me up. So I didn't really have a spiritual life. But you got 
to remember that growing up in Brooklyn, there's just essence of Judaism. It's in the air that you 
breathe, and so there was a kind of a Jewish identity that I think people who grow up outside of 
New York or Jerusalem just don't really understand. It's just basic. It's very, very basic. My 
parents didn't have much of a sense of interest in Judaism. It was just around me. 

INT: How did you get interested? 

REBECCA: Actually, I had a fifth grade teacher, fourth and fifth grade teacher, who was a very 
religious, African-American woman, who loved me very much and said, "Why aren't you 
religious?" It spurred me on to ask my parents to send me to Hebrew school. It really did come 



out of that. I was very entranced. I went to a reform ... I went to Sukkot services at a reform 
synagogue, I guess when I was in fifth grade. I was very taken with them. I found that I liked the 
environment. I liked the ... it felt holy. Spiritual wasn't a word people used really prior to the 
1 97OYs, so there was a kind of a holiness about it, a kind of an air of connecting to God. I always 
had a sense that, as a child particularly, that I could talk to God. 

INT: Where did that come fiom? 

REBECCA: Beats me. I really don't know. I don't know. I don't know if it was just in the 
environment of the synagogue or maybe it was my grandmother's influence, but if it was, it was 
purely subliminal, I could assure you. It wasn't a conscious thing. But prayer was something that 
just made sense to me. You have to talk to somebody, right? They didn't send kids to therapists 
back then. I didn't need one. I was just a good child. The summer camp that I went to was a camp 
that was sponsored by Federation in New York. They had Shabbat, which meant you wore white 
clothes, and they had tablecloths at dinner and you had chicken soup. So there was some ... also, 
just a sense of connection there, a sense of comfort and belonging. 

INT: What were holiday dinners like? Did they do dinners? 

REBECCA: No. Pesach we went to my uncle, my aunt and uncle's house, so that was every 
year. I knew Passover was very special and there were always Seders, and his extended family 
and some of my Mom's extended family. But no, there were no special dinners for any other 
holidays. 

INT: Did you have sisters and brothers? 

REBECCA: I'm an only child. 

INT: What about extended families who you felt maybe had an impact on your life. 

REBECCA: I think my aunt and uncle certainly had an enormous impact on my childhood. They 
lived very, very close by. My mother had another sister who was married to a doctor who was my 
doctor as a child, and I enjoyed being in their home as well. I was close with them. My mother 
was the youngest, and so the children of her sisters were in their teens and college years when I 
was a kid, so a couple of them were actually significant to me as a child, although I wasn't close 
in age to any of them. 

INT: What kinds of things did you do for fun when you were growing up? 

REBECCA: In my early childhood, I used to play with figurines. I played with little statues of 
the presidents of the United States and baseball players, and had imaginative conversations with 
them. It was as close as I came to dolls. I used to also love baseball and I had a wonderful-from 
the time I was five until the time I was about eleven-had a great collection of baseball cards. I 



REBECCA: I think it was just in the air. 

INT: What were some of your goals or aspirations growing up? 

REBECCA: I don't think I had very many. I think girls weren't really encouraged to have goals 
and aspirations. My mother wanted me to be a teacher. I didn't really have very much interest in 
doing that. I wasn't sure what I wanted to do. I had some lingering thought that maybe I'd want 
to be a rabbi, because I liked the job that my rabbi did. But I don't think that that was really ... it 
was kind of on the side. I didn't know what I was going to do. I knew I was supposed to go to 
college and I don't think I thought much beyond that. 

INT: Tell me a little bit more about your neighborhood. It was homogenous? 

REBECCA: When I lived in Clinton Hill, it was mostly African-American. It was a working 
class neighborhood, near Pratt, Pratt College. The kids were nice, but there wasn't anybody much 
around me. They lived sort of far away actually. I lived very close to the school and a lot of the 
kids came from farther away. 

INT: There was no discrimination. It was homogenous. 

REBECCA: There was no anti-Semitism. There were a lot of Catholics that lived in the 
neighborhood and they sent their kids to Catholic school so 1 didn't really know them. But no. I 
never experienced anti-Semitism until I was thirteen years old, and I was on a trip. My camp had 
sponsored a trip West, and we camped out. It was very nice. It was definitely a highlight of my 
life, this summer going on a tiyul at some park. And one of the stops that we made was in 
Missouri, at a swimming pool, and we were not permitted ... we were allowed in and then we were 
thrown out of the pool because they found out that it was a group of Jews. Somebody actually 
asked several of us if we had horns. It was really the first time that I had ever even...we had to get 
debriefed from this, because we were all New Yorkers. We just didn't get it. That was quite an 
eye-opening experience. I'm actually teaching my Holocaust course right now, and part of what 
we're focusing on is the early prohibitions against Jews in swimming pools, and it just kind of 
really h t  a nerve when I was teaching it this month. 

INT: Who were some of your other role models when you were young? Did you have any, 
besides this teacher? 

REBECCA: The teacher was important. I had a cousin that I was close to. I don't know that she 
was really a role model, but she was a kind human being who had a good sense of humor and I 
admired her. She was nine years older than I was. It was very clear to my mother that I was ... she 
wasn't so bright. She's a really nice person but she wasn't really bright. For my mother, being 
smart was really what you were supposed to do. And in high school I had a few teachers who 
were important to me. I had a Social Studies teacher in seventh grade who I wound up 
babysitting for, and she was a very, very fine person who also gave me an opportunity. I studied 



about Israel and other sorts of things with her. And I had a geometry teacher in tenth grade and 
we became very close. She was a little bit older than my mother and just somebody for me to talk 
to. 

INT: So what other advice or people inspired you to become an active participant in the Jewish 
community as you did? 

REBECCA: I guess ... when I went to college, I decided to major in religion. I decided to major in 
religion. I think most people choose majors in college when they don't ... in those days, when you 
weren't being forced to figure out what you wanted to do with the rest of your life immediately, 
which I think is an unfortunate circumstance in the contemporary world. You picked a major 
based on the course you liked the best, and I took a Hebrew Bible course with a man named 
Theodore Gaster, who's a brilliant Old Testament scholar, and really insightful and witty. I 
thought this would be a neat thing to study, so I took another-I took a couple of more religion 
courses and continued to like not just Jewish studies, but also studying about Hinduism and 
Buddhism and Confucianism and Islam. I just found that very interesting to me and I wanted to 
learn more about Christianity because I didn't actually have a lot of. ..My early childhood I didn't 
spend in a Jewish environment, but the other part of my childhood I did. (Tape shuts) 

INT: You were talking about becoming a religion major. This was at Barnard? 

REBECCA: This was at Barnard. I became a religion major, and then my junior year I decided 
to go to Israel and really learned that in Israel I was an American more than anything else. When 
you haven't traveled out of the United States, you discover how much of your identity is based on 
that. I was not really a Zionist. I wasn't brought up. I was brought up in a reform context, and 
Zionism just wasn't in the picture in the Sixties in reform synagogues. I found some of the 
passionate Zionism really off-putting. I was there in 1969 when everybody was ... this was a 
period of intense xenophobia in Israel, and I was violently opposed to the Vietnam War, and 
there are all these guys carrying guns around. I didn't exactly fit in Israel. I liked the studies. 
There's a wonderful historian of Chinese religions and a really great guy who was doing 
apocrypha. I enjoyed my studies. I enjoyed a lot of the people I met, and I loved the country. I 
loved it physically. It's just a magnificent place. I loved the archeology. I loved taking archeology 
courses. So I was still very much enticed by the environment. It was clear to me that there was a 
lot of stuff I didn't like. There was also a lot that I did like. When I was in Israel, I actually got 
involved in a relationship with a man who wasn't Jewish, who really encouraged me to think 
about the rabbinate, who really started encouraging me to think about careers and what I wanted 
to do. It was that year-I guess it was 1970-when Sally Priesand ... there was an article about her in 
Newsweek that said that they were going to ordain her as a rabbi. So a lot of those old thoughts 
sort of started to click together and I thought well, what do I want to do with this religion major? 
I want to ground it in my own tradition and I think I might be really happy doing that, going to 
rabbinical school. 

The truth is, when I was a senior in high school, I went along with NFTY to Hebrew 



Union College in Cincinnati on a trip, because they have these trips there. This was 1967, and 
they got in the front of the room and they said, "Okay, all the boys who are interested in going to 
rabbinical school should come with us at three o'clock. We're having a meeting." So I had not 
really good feelings about training as a reform rabbi. Some little things that Sally said in that 
article was very telling. She said, "I have to be the best. In order to make it, I have to be the best," 
and I thought that this is not a world I want to get into. I'm not a competitive ... competition, you 
noticed, was not one of the values that came up in my childhood. I basically was focused much 
more on cooperative learning models and just being in the world. I didn't really want to compete 
and I didn't want to have to be the best. While I was in Israel, curiously enough, one of the other 
students there said, "Have you heard about the reconstructionist movement?" I had heard about it 
actually. My aunt and uncle subscribed to the reconstructionist magazine, but that was all I knew, 
was that there was this magazine. She said, "You might really find this very compatible." So I 
looked into it, and discovered that in fact it really was a lot what I was looking for. When I was 
back in New York, I started reading Kaplan. I thought-these ideas-these are really interesting 
ideas. These services-they were lively. It's not just organs and choirs and stuff. There's some real 
passion here. I didn't know it even existed. And so I got very, very interested in 
reconstructionism, and went to see Ira Eisenstein, who was the president of the movement at that 
point, and he picked up his own telephone, and I thought, this is the place I want to be. It just 
feels like home. I went to rabbinical school. I came down to Broad Street, and I liked the ... 

INT: How did you get from New York to here? 

REBECCA: That's how I got from New York to here. I was finishing my senior year of college 
actually. The answer to that is I took the train. But when I was finishing up at Barnard, I wrote a 
senior thesis with a woman named Elaine Pagels, who was actually ... a very prominent scholar of 
New Testament, and she encouraged me too to go into rabbinical school. And one of the things 
that I liked about-(end of tape 1, side 1) It was an exciting proposition to be able to not to have to 
choose, and again, I wasn't real observant. So that well, I'll get a Ph.D., I'll become a rabbi and 
then I'll figure out what I want to do with my life. And it also felt-it felt like I kind of was 
keeping a foot outside the Jewish world, and what appealed to me about Reconstructionism is the 
idea of living in two civilizations, and continuing to study other religions, because I was also 
very interested in that. So I graduated from college and moved to Philadelphia. 

INT: Were there women doing that at that time? 

REBECCA: There was woman at RRC. She was Sandy Sasso. She's two years ahead of me. 
And there was another woman in my class. That was it. 

INT: How did that sit with you? 

REBECCA: It was fine. I liked being with the guys. I liked them. They were neat people. It 
probably helped a lot that I got married to one of my fellow students immediately, because it took 
the pressure off. I wasn't an object anymore. I was kind of. ..I was taken, and so I was less 












































