Dr. Jonathan Porath

REMINISCENCES OF GENE
I first met Gene more than 35 years ago, when I was a young rabbinical student at the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, in New York City. Rumor had it that Gene was the favorite student of the head of the Seminary, Professor Finkelstein, so I assumed he would be a remote and scholarly type. Nothing could have been further from the truth. Gene was the most accessible person I ever knew. He loved people. He loved to challenge them and himself. Questions, questions, questions. That is what obsessed him. How to see things from a new and different vantage point.
He was a wonderful teacher. Once, when we were in Omsk at a pre-High Holiday seminar, Gene introduced his lecture on the subject of each person finding his or her own way and own path through Jewish knowledge. "There are different Biblical books for different people" he said. "For those who have questions, doubts, hesitations and search their souls--study the Books of Ecclesiastes (Kohelet)." Everyone had a place within the Jewish people. No one was to be excluded because of his personal questions.
Gene invented a concept which we still use today and which has gained wide acceptance. He spoke of the Jews of the Former Soviet Union as being "Post-assimilationists". They had gone from pure belief more than a century ago, to total rejection (due to the pressure of the regime), and were today whatever they wanted to be. They (post Soviet Jewry) would define who they are and no one else had the right to define them. He believed with all his heart and all his soul in the Jews he met in the FSU and deeply loved them.
We used to play football together, me and Gene! Back then, more than 35 years ago, during Rosh Hashana, Gene was the "extra rabbi" in my father's synagogue near Washington, DC. After services we would go out to the park behind my parents house and kick a football. Imagine, me, the young rabbinical student and the rabbi's son, and Rabbi Eugene Weiner, welcoming the New Year with a game of sports, just like old friends.
That was Gene's uniqueness. He knew by intuition and from the heart, how to treat every person he knew like a old friend. And we felt his friendship, and now it is gone.
That's the kind of man Gene was, and we will sorely miss him.


