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issues, I believe strongly in equal rights
and that women have the right to choose.
On gay and lesbian issues, I think we’re
all God’s children and each of us should
be able to live our life with the same
rights as anyone else. It’s the same for
anyone with special needs. All human
beings deserve to be treated with dignity.
I also got involved at the Religious
Action Center on the administrative level,
helping to renovate the RAC. And it was
then that I realized that everything had
come full circle. RAC Director Rabbi
David Saperstein’s father, Harold, served
as rabbi for thirty-five years at Temple
Emanu-El in Lynbrook, New York. Now
here I was, a serious Reform Jew like the
grandfather I’d never met. While Reform
Judaism essentially had skipped a generation, it’s now back in my family, going
from strength to strength.
Still, I’ll be the first to admit that I’m
not the best educated or the most knowledgeable Jew. I’d like to be more Jewishly literate, but retaining what I learn
is a challenge for me. What does come
easily, instinctively, to me is understanding people. I tend to wrap my arms
around people. I could be working with
you for a day or two and I’ll know your
soft points, your interests, your personal history. And throughout my life I’ve
used that to help others.
What are your interests and hobbies?
Number one—and the thing I’m really
good at—is flying. I pilot a six-seated
twin-engine Beechcraft Baron plane. It’s
nothing fancy, a rather simple airplane,
but I love it. I’ve flown all over the country, sometimes to Biennial conventions.
I also like skiing, hiking, and biking,
which makes me sound more athletic
than I am. As a kid I was the last guy chosen to play basketball or baseball because
whenever a ball was coming toward me,
I invariably turned away.
You’re very comfortable talking about
your deficiencies.
I’m comfortable with myself. I’m not
embarrassed by what I can’t do. I just
recognize what I can’t do and make sure
I understand what I am good at. That’s
what helped me become chairman of
the board. Remember, I didn’t join this
organization as an insider. And it shows
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you that anyone can move up. Anyone
can find his/her Reform Jewish commitment, be a responsive citizen, act on
social values, and succeed.
One of your strengths is business. And
you’ve channeled your success in real
estate to affordable housing.
Yes. We have a social obligation in this
country of ours to help those who are less
fortunate, whether they’re Jewish or not.
I’m now chairman of the Community
Development Trust, a private entity owned
by financial institutions dedicated to the

ownership and financing of affordable
housing throughout the United States.
You’ve sold the WNY business.
Yes, six years ago, when I was 55. I wanted to do other things—a lifestyle change.
Life’s too short. I wanted both to play a
little bit and to give back—to my community and temple, and of course to the
Union. Now as chair, I have the pleasure
of working with extraordinary lay and
professional leaders. It’s important to be
happy, make your dreams come true—
and not forget your social obligations. ■

“…an excellent
on-the-ground,
day-to-day view
of life in Israel…
eye-opening
in details large
and small…”
—PUBLISHERS
WEEKLY
“Everyone who cares about Israel’s survival as a democratic
Jewish state... will benefit from reading this well-written
diary of Werner’s fascinating experience.”
—ALAN M. DERSHOWITZ,
Professor, Harvard Law School
“…a continually insightful and compelling tale...
sort of a ‘City Slickers’ with a Jewish twist
that will tug at the heart of any committed Jew.”
—RABBI JOSEPH TELUSHKIN,
Author of Jewish Literacy and A Code of Jewish Ethics
“All those interested in the reality of Israeli military life
and the challenges facing modern-day Israel…
will find this book inspirational.”
—RABBI DAVID ELLENSON,
President, Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion
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