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FINDING THE DIVINE 
 
 
by Leah Wolff-Pellingra 
 
Every person finds the Divine in his or her own way. Each of us must struggle and strive to find our path. 
Truly, we are Israel: the ones who wrestle with God. 
 
As a cantorial soloist and educator, it is my privilege and joy to share my path with others. I invite my 
students to question and to seek answers by showing them that I do the same. I work to give them tools 
that they can use throughout their lives. Their journeys to their own relationships with God do not end 
when they leave our schools. They will do as we do, finding their own paths throughout their lives. When 
we create joyful Jewish memories, when we give our students permission to question and to “wrestle” 
while they are young.  We give them the strength to find their own way. 
 
I have been teaching in Religious Schools for 16 years. That is to say, I began when I was 13 years old. I 
was my father’s aide in his music classroom. He had been the songleader for CNYFTY (Central New York 
Federation of Temple Youth), and those songs became the music of my childhood. I attended Eisner 
Camp and Kutz Camp, and those songs became the music of my heart. At the age of 16, I began to teach 
the music class on my own and continued to do so through my college years. I attended the University at 
Albany, led the Reform minyan on campus during my time there, and graduated with a degree in Vocal 
Performance and Jewish Studies. 
 
I now belong to, sing at, and teach in the congregation where both my father and grandmother served as 
music teachers, where both my parents and my husband and I were married, and where my daughters 
were named: Congregation Gates of Heaven in Schenectady, NY. My grandparents are refugees from 
the Shoah, and it is a powerful thing to be raising our daughters in a place where their family has roots. 
Additionally, I work as a cantorial soloist at B’nai Sholom Reform Congregation in Albany, NY, and I serve 
as High Holy Day Cantorial Associate and Repertoire Consultant at Congregation Berith Sholom in Troy, 
NY. I live the pieced-together working life of a Jewish professional and I am proud to be doing what I 
love.  
 
It is unfortunate that more young parents with young children are not involved in synagogue life. Too 
often, entry into synagogue life is based entirely on entry of a family’s children into Religious School. The 
financial strain of membership, and the time restrictions involved in being the parents of small children, 
put participation in a congregation beyond the reach of many. At Congregation Gates of Heaven, we are 
working to build programming that will bring young families into our congregation. Our Bonim L’Atid 
leadership program integrates young families into the synagogue by building community and social ties, 
while instilling the idea of synagogue affiliation as a vital part of Jewish life. Our weekly Bagels and Blocks 
playgroup has grown into a Women’s Torah study. We look at the weekly parasha from a mother’s 
perspective, while our preschoolers wreak havoc and our smallest ones nurse and rest in our arms. 
 
As we begin this NewCAJE conference, I am not yet 30 years old. I am at the beginning of my own path 
into Judaism and connection to the Divine, and I am enjoying the journey. It is my hope to somehow 
make a difference in my small corner of the world. I believe that the future of Jewish education begins 
when we give our students permission to seek their own answers. We are Am Yisrael, and, as a people, 
it’s our duty and our privilege to wrestle with the Divine. Thank you for the opportunity to come and learn 
with you. 
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