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1Tell me a bit about your personal history. 
Where were you born? Where were you 

educated? What was involved in your career 
development?

I was born in Tangiers, Morocco, in 1955. 
We came to Canada when I was just under two, 
the youngest in my family. We are Spanish-
Moroccan Jews with hundreds of years of his-
tory in Morocco and before that derived mostly 
from the Iberian peninsula/Spain. There’s some 
Italy in there and some Persian as well. 

I grew up in Toronto, first in the Kensington 
Market/Regent Park areas. We moved about 
seven times in eight years. There are four sib-
lings. We went through a lot of stuff making 
our way through the minefield of being an 
immigrant. 

What did your folks do?

My mother and father met at the Jewish 
Hospital in Tangier and he sort of managed the 
place and she was a nurse there. When we came 
to Toronto, she had credentials as a nurse and 
worked at Mount Sinai. He had no credentials 
and so ended up as a Nursing Assistant and did 
that for most of his life. My mother eventually 
ended up at OHIP as a manager for Hospital 

claims. Both had good Union jobs – thank God. 
So we weren’t poor. 

We eventually moved to the last street on 
the West side of Forest Hill which was an inter-
esting cultural clash because we were working 
class in an upper-middle and upper class neigh-
bourhood and we were Sephardic Jews while 
most everyone around us were Ashkenazi Jews; 
so we were Jewish but not their Jewish, and we 
were Forest Hill but not of Forest Hill. 

Tell me a bit about your education back-
ground and career.

I started off in show business playing in 
rock bands, stand up comedy, acting, directing, 
etc., and whatever else I had to do to make a liv-
ing. In my late twenties I realized I didn’t really 
like this life; it was too precarious for me. My 
sister was in journalism school at Ryerson so I 
audited some courses and I realized I quite liked 
journalism. And then a friend of mine from my 
stand up days was managing CKLA Radio at 
Ryerson so I convinced him to make me the 
news director because my sister advised me that 
if I wanted to get into Ryerson, I needed to dem-
onstrate that I had some practical experience. So 
I worked at the Ryersonian writing articles and 
not knowing what I was doing. I eventually got 
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into Ryerson’s journalism program and before 
I even finished, my broadcast teacher, Stuart 
Maclean, who was producing Sunday Morning 
on CBC, asked me to co-produce a Christmas 
TV special with him. So I was a year short of 
finishing my degree at Ryerson when I was of-
fered media broadcast opportunities. So Stuart 
deprived me of my degree. 

Nonetheless, I went to Winnipeg to work at 
CBC radio. Stuart told me there was an open-
ing for a researcher. And I had never been to 
Winnipeg and there was no Internet at the time. 
So I went to the CBC archive library and I asked 
somebody how to prepare a host for an interview 
and they gave me the format. I came into the in-
terview for the position prepared and got the job. 
I came back to Toronto af-
ter two years in Winnipeg 
on air. And so I worked on 
air in radio and television 
as a host and producer for 
about 21 years. 

And when did Midday 
happen?

1989-1991. The peo-
ple who were running it 
did not particularly like 
the fact that as an enter-
tainer, I was coming in 
to host a news show. But 
Valerie (Pringle) and I 
had a great chemistry on 
air and had a great time 
doing the show. It was 
fun to do and there were 
times to be funny and 
times to be serious. We 
covered the first Gulf 
War and I was well-versed in that topic. And 
I think that’s when those who took a chance 
hiring me realized that we could do serious 
journalism. We ended up doing a very nice 
job as journalists. From there I left and did 
documentaries and worked at Queen’s Park 
getting into political communications with 
the Green Party and from there, I ended up 

here (Sheridan College) as the Advisor to the 
President (Jeff Zabudsky). 

2. You mentioned that your wife, Cortney 
Pasternak, is a Humanist? Was she religious 
at one time?

Cortney’s also a Humanist Officiant. 

Was she religious at one time?

No. She was raised in a secular home. 

3. Do you consider yourself to be a religious person?

Yes. I am a progressive religious Jew. I 
am also in the midst of 
becoming a Jewish spiri-
tual director in a discipline 
in Hebrew called Hash 
pa’ah. The Christian dis-
cipline of spiritual direc-
tion is articulated very 
well with Augustine, but 
the Jewish spiritual move-
ment has grown over the 
last twenty-five years and 
has become pretty active. I 
do peer group supervision 
in a spiritual context and 
personal supervision or 
companionship for people 
who want to locate God on 
a personal level and those 
who have no belief – I’ve 
counselled people who 
are atheists. So it doesn’t 
really matter what a per-
son’s beliefs happen to be. 
Everyone has questions of 

meaning and it’s really about creating a sacred 
listening environment for people however that 
manifests itself. 

How much of it has to do with your under-
standing of the Torah and is it in any way a 
requirement for you to know Talmudic Law 
for your discussions?
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It’s important to have an understanding of 
Torah. The depth to which that is used in sessions 
would depend on the depth of religiosity of the 
person you’re dealing with and it is part of the 
curriculum for us to develop deep ecumenism. 
Right now I just finished a book on Christian 
renewal. So, renewal itself is about taking the 
tradition of a faith and finding ways to renew 
those traditions and customs and reinvigorate 
them to better understand 
their meaning and rel-
evancy. I’m also finishing 
a book on Sufism, Islam, 
and I’m reading another 
book by Matthew Fox who 
is a former Franciscan fa-
ther who was excommuni-
cated during the height of 
the Liberation Theology 
movement because he 
thought the Catholic 
Church had become one of 
Jesusolitry. And he want-
ed a focus on Creation 
Spirituality – that the won-
der and awe of creation is 
the point of the spiritual 
practice. That you’re try-
ing to access the universal 
with specificity. So there is 
orthodoxy and orthopraxy. 
So you’re trying to situate 
yourself in a world where 
people need to find some 
grounding that allows me to understand my life 
and the phases of my life as I live through them. 

As a Pyrrhonian Skeptic, I’ve learned to live 
relatively at ease with my uncertainty. Do 
you find something compelling in you that 
wants something more?

Well, I think that it’s important to differenti-
ate between faith and belief. So I’m not much on 
belief because, like you, I’m quite comfortable 
with being confused. There is a lack of humility 
on my part if I have belief. So faith is misunder-
stood as certainty in a lot of cases and for me, 

faith is an inquiry. It’s like saying “It could be 
this or it could be that, but on the other hand….” 
If I don’t walk down a road, I’m not going to 
know what’s on it. So faith to me, is a leap. I feel 
there is an over-dependency on rationale and 
on the so-called scientific path. This is not to 
say that I don’t believe in science and the tools 
of science and discovery and inquiry. I totally 
believe in them 100 percent. I’m talking about 

the notion that life for 
me has to be part rational 
and part mystery. You re-
ally have to have a healthy 
sense of mystery, and the 
exploration of mystery 
is the faith path. That’s 
how I see the exercise of 
it. And the other aspect of 
faith is community. I see 
a great benefit in a group 
of people coming together 
using non-rational tools 
to navigate the world. It’s 
not rational for an ortho-
dox Christian clergy to 
swing incense and walk 
down an aisle in a church. 
What I love about the 
Torah is that I see it as an 
internal journey not an ex-
ternal account of record. 
The Bible is a mess. It’s a 
horrible narrative which is 
all over the place because 

people are a mess, they’re a horrible narrative 
and are all over the place. And every week you 
get an opportunity to understand the narrative 
on a personal level. 

Right, so it doesn’t matter so much about his-
torical accuracy but narrative context?

Right, for example, at the Red Sea, the 
Egyptians are coming – the Egyptians represent 
us as well – that is, the darker side of ourselves. 
When Moses has a choice between letting the 
Jewish slave die as he’s being beaten, or killing 
the Egyptian, he has to make a choice. That is an 
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internal conversation that we all have. Am I go-
ing to have the Egyptian win this part of my life 
or am I going to stand up for this part of my life? 
It’s an opportunity every week in a cycle that 
repeats itself every year of story-telling for us to 
extract a piece that’s relevant to our lives. When 
I gave a D’var Torah (or sermon) at my syna-
gogue recently, I talked about the crossing of 
the Red Sea and how the people began to revolt 
against Moses for bringing them to the desert 
only to be killed by the Egyptians; they would 
have preferred to have remained as slaves than 
face death. Right away you have to deal with the 
idea of what is it that we enslave ourselves with 
and how much do we actually want to be free 
because freedom is a responsibility point. 

So as Dostoevsky noted, people can only han-
dle so much freedom?

Right, so Moses goes to pray to God for di-
rection while his people are in doubt and chaos. 
While he’s doing this, his brother’s brother-in-
law named Nochsun, just slips into the water and 
starts walking until the water is all the way up to 
his nose. He doesn’t stop even when the water 
could have drowned him – that’s faith because, 
logically, you should stop or you’ll drown. In 
the mean time, what Moses hears from God is: 
“What are you talking to me for? Look at that 
guy!” And he turns around and says: “Let’s go!” 
I could care less whether it was high and low tide 
in the Red Sea. What matters is whether or not 
we have the faith to walk through it. Religion to 
me, offers a template from which to work. 

Spirituality and religion are not the same 
thing. Which is why my wife is a spiritual per-
son as a Humanist and I’m a spiritual person as 
a practicing Jew. We’re both Jewish, culturally, 
but both of us are engaged in spirituality which 
is a relational point, not an intellectual point. It’s 
about being in a relationship with this world. So 
to me, a humanist has a completely understand-
able spiritual path. If you have an ethical point 
of view towards the world, and if you find a 
way to enrich that point of view, fine. If you say 
you’re a Humanist and do nothing about it, you 
don’t deepen the practice in any way, or con-

template or reflect in a way that’s consistent; 
that’s a muscle that can’t develop. If my wife 
augments her spirituality with meditation prac-
tice and mindfulness practice, that’s all part of 
engaging and reinforcing her humanist values.

Is she a secular humanist?

Yes.

So she doesn’t believe in any gods or spirits 
or anything of that sort?

When she marries people, she doesn’t use 
the word ‘God’ in any way. 

But she would differ in terms of what you call 
‘spirituality’ than you?

Yes. I’m very comfortable using the word 
‘God’ but for her, she doesn’t see that as being 
part of the exercise. 

OK, so ‘spirituality’ in her estimation is what 
I might call one’s ‘systemic self’ i.e. her ca-
pacity for getting in touch with some of the 
various systems – biological and cultural – 
that surround us everyday?

Um, to a degree. I also think that for some 
people, spirituality is an inter-relation thing. It 
is only animated by being engaged with others 
and the world and the living beings in it. 

4. How did you and your wife decide you were 
going to raise your kids? In a purely secular 
manner? With both a religious element and a 
secular aspect?

When you’re Jewish in a non-Jewish world, 
which we are, you have another decision to 
make: how do you keep alive and relevant for 
your children, that part of who they are? So a 
friend of mine just came back from Israel. She 
has been many times. And she told me she only 
went to synagogue twice in the nine weeks she 
was there because she was in her dominant cul-
ture which was always around her. On Fridays 
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at 3:00 p.m., everything stops. But up until then, 
there’s a frenzy in Israel. It’s a country that is 
75% secular. But on Fridays at 3:00, it’s Sabbath. 
And it will remain that way until Saturday night. 
Here, you’re immersed in a Christian culture. 
Even a humanist who was raised in a Christian 
culture would not need to look very far to see the 
influences of Christianity on our culture. When 
you’re a non-Christian, Christmas is like a tsu-
nami which overwhelms you. If you’re in Israel, 
Christmas doesn’t exist. There are no lights, no 
sales, no Santa Claus. Bethlehem on the West 
Bank is a bit different though, because you have 
Christian Palestinians. With our children, my 
belief is you give them what you are and where 
you’re from, and you give it with pride. Ours is a 
Jewish house because we are both Jewish raising 
two kids. But from her Humanist perspective and 
my religious perspective, we have maintained a 
Sabbath tradition where we invite people to our 
house very often in a year – Shabbat. We gather 
people together and talk in a meaningful way 
about things. We then sit for a meal, light the can-
dles, do a blessing over the candles, ask everyone 
to give a blessing of anything they want – which 
is transformative. And it’s not as though they’re 
all Jewish. They come from very diverse back-
grounds. But it transforms the room because you 
made a sacred space and sacred is not the pur-
view of the religious – the sacred is everywhere. 
So anyone gives a blessing about anything. And 
by the time that night finishes, people are really 
grateful that they’ve been together. 

So it’s like miniature versions of Thanksgiving 
every week?

Yes. So Heschel1 writes beautifully about 
the Sabbath. To him, a Jew makes an architec-
ture in time, not in physical space. And religion 
is based on the home, not the church. We’re a 
portable people because it’s always a rental; 
you’re going to have to move on. Like this is 
going really well right now. But in Europe it’s 
already starting to fall down again – to be a Jew. 
The Diaspora gives you great gifts and great 
burdens. So you have to make a conscious de-
cision to either keep this alive or just let it go. 

My kids are Jewish, but they can do whatever 
they want with it. They can become Buddhists 
– the largest proportion of Buddhists in North 
America are Jews. It’s called Jew-Bu for a rea-
son. With Buddhism, you can attach it to your 
own faith and lose nothing; it’s not theistic and 
you don’t have to get kosher with it. 

In every faith tradition there is both a medi-
tative and a mystical path. For a lot of people, 
where they meet now is on the grounds of their 
mystical faith. So the God-thing is where I stay 
on the boat, and my wife stays off. 

5. Are there elements of both your belief sets 
which overlap? If so, which?

I think our meeting ground is Shabbat. The 
sense of intentional community is important 
as well. She comes with me to synagogue not 
because she wants to but because she finds my 
synagogue to be quite comfortable. When she 
was younger and went to Big Box synagogue 
with fancy hats and everything, she couldn’t 
stand it and never went. And you are what you 
are. You’re from your culture. 

I would imagine there are similarities in com-
mon values between the two of you?

I believe there’s a considerable influence from 
the Ten Commandments to how many of us act in 
society today. Many codes of conduct and forms 
of law were derived from the Old Testament. 

Well, mine aren’t. I think for a living and 
when I think about some of those command-
ments, they don’t really measure up in terms 
of my ethical code of conduct. 

When it comes to my values, I have a lot 
of trouble figuring out whether these are genu-
inely mine or whether they were enculturated in 
me. This you do; this you don’t do. But I sense 
a bit of prejudice on your part against the Ten 
Commandments?

Well, I was raised in a Catholic household and 
saw them as largely prohibitive and limited. 
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With our teaching, we saw them as largely 
pro-active; not so much what you shouldn’t do 
but what you should do. Remember, they’re not 
all prohibitive; I think there are 6 command-
ments prohibitive and 4 that are pro-active like 
honouring your mother and father. 

I think it’s more like 8 to 2 prohibitive; keep 
holy the Sabbath and honouring your par-
ents. But the rest are basically don’ts. And 
some of them are just patently absurd like 
not having false gods before me…

I don’t find that absurd. 

Well, show me a true god and I won’t wor-
ship any false ones.

Show me love. Can you prove it?

Sure. It’s a neurochemical reaction within 
your brain. 

No, that’s what gets stimulated when you’re 
in love but what is love? 

A neurochemical reaction within your brain. 

I don’t see it that way at all. 

Of course not.

I’m into the mystery. 

And I’m a materialist.

So for me, the mystery says there are un-
knowables, but we live by them. 

I’m not saying love isn’t a ‘good’ thing. Just 
that it might not be what the mystics and the 
poets and the transcendentalists believe it to 
be. But that’s OK. If it turns out to be nothing 
more than a neurochemical reaction in your 
brain, so what! It’s still a great experience. So 
let the poets and musicians sing its praises; we 
can still celebrate it as a wonderful experience 
– maybe the most wonderful experience. 

Some people can mistake love for all sorts 
of things like dysfunctional closeness. There are 
a lot of things that are just unknowables and you 
have to find a way through. 

OK, but the term ‘skeptic’ comes from the 
Greek skeptikos which means ‘inquirer,’ So 
when someone talks of love, I don’t just ac-
cept that it’s an unknowable thing; I’m go-
ing to try to understand it better to see if I 
can determine what is at the basis of such a 
powerful human (and animal) emotion. And 
by doing so, I do not intend to, in any way, 
cheapen it; I just want to try to understand it 
as best as I possibly can. For example, if we 
were to look at the mental state of psychopa-
thy and those afflicted with it, we can better 
understand their difficulties with empathic 
love by using comparative anatomy to better 
understanding marked distinguishing dif-
ferences between them and most others who 
are capable of this human capacity. Then we 
can quantify capacities for empathic love and 
consideration and come to know this part of 
the human condition better so that we can, in 
turn, attempt to deal with it according to our 
human-devised ethical systems. I’m more in-
terested in a bottom-up understanding of hu-
man behaviour than a top-down one. 

See, God to me is the interesting concept 
here because you can always ask anyone what 
they think ‘God’ is, and their answer could be 
that it’s nothing. Or they can say something 
profound and interesting that makes me really 
think about stuff. I tend to see God not so much 
as an externalized notion or destination, but a 
process; it’s more of a verb. It’s ‘God-ing,’ But 
in that process is the notion that if we are the 
ocean, we are a drop within it, and within each 
drop, is the ocean. And that is the ‘God relation-
ship.’ This is like a microbial version of the uni-
verse where everything is microcosmically at-
tached and connected to the thing that is smaller 
to the point of nothingness. But there is a star-
dust there that we all are and that is reconstitut-
ing. For some people, when you’re in nature the 
God reception is better than in urban settings. 
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In materialistic terms, someone like E.O. 
Wilson might refer to this as ‘biophilia.’ 

Right. Making yourself available and 
present, which is the point of prayer. The 
point of prayer is not to shout out and talk to 
this guy. The point is to make yourself avail-
able to the everything and nothingness of life. 
To me, that is the God image that my wife can 
live with. 

I tend to see things in terms of the T-HIP 
Law  (Tolerance-Harm Inverse Proportion) 
when it comes to understanding the value of 
human behaviour.  I can tolerate people’s 
most wildly fantastic beliefs with the pro-
viso that they do not generate actions which 
cause harm. So people are free to believe in 
whatever they want; however, this comes 
with the condition and exception that, when 
put into action, such beliefs do not unneces-
sarily harm other people or other species. So 
my degree of tolerance is very high for any-
one whose beliefs generate very little harm. 
However, once the harm of their belief-gen-
erated actions begins to rise, my tolerance 
begins to dip. And if at some time, there is 
an intersecting point, then I believe that I 
am justified to act out against it. 

That’s why belief can cause more trouble. Faith 
can cause less trouble because it doesn’t require that 
I need you to believe what I believe. So I can live 
with a Humanist.

But hang on, now. ISIS wouldn’t agree with 
that. And there are billions of people in the 
world who live by faith, and some of them 
are quite dangerous i.e. it’s their Yahweh or 
the highway2. 

But they’re not doing faith; they’re doing belief.

Oh, see where I come from in Philosophy, 
belief is much stronger. I have a belief that 
the liquid in my water bottle is water and 
not vodka. I have a belief in this; not faith 
in this. 

Right. But there’s where the danger is. 
Because now you’ve solidified your opinion 
and your thought. 

Yes, but only because of specific laws of 
chemistry, physics, empirical observation, 
and so on, that allow me to consistently iden-
tify matter in this way. 

No, only because of the label on your water 
bottle. I may have put vodka in there without 
your knowledge.

No, it’s because of my experience. I did the 
empirical testing necessary for me to make 
the determination that it is, indeed, water. 
And that’s belief, not faith. 

I would argue that that’s neither belief nor 
faith; that’s just good old fashioned science. I 
think faith is something a person has as an in-
ternal that does not require others to be beside 
them. Belief is something that puts you into a 
dualistic relationship i.e. “I believe this to be 
true or false.” Faith doesn’t require that type 
of certainty. Faith tells us that something is go-
ing on and I will be available to that mystery 
and I will conduct myself in as compassionate 
a way as I can because I believe (as a Humanist 
would) in the ethical value of that, but I’ve got 
to stay in a position where I am available to 
whatever truths and experiences arise. So to 
the person of faith, the question is not Where 
is God? – that is a question for a person of ra-
tionality. If you can’t show me God, then God 
does not exist. Really? You’re smart enough to 
know this? Because I’m not. With faith, you’re 
just making yourself available to whatever the 
experience can be and putting yourself in a po-
sition to practice and strengthen your ability to 
be present. 

In some ways, this appears to echo the idea of 
‘epoche’ in ancient skepticism in which one 
suspends belief on specific aspects of their 
experiences. 

So my faith is in the journey. So I’m like you. 
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If I had a belief, I would constantly want to prove 
or disprove my thoughts. I don’t care to prove or 
disprove anything. I’m just on a journey and I 
have faith that there is a journey.  

6. Can you conceive of events that might make 
you reconsider your current world view?

Always; that’s the beauty of it. When I see 
my wife practicing Buddhism, I think about 
how much I love Buddhism and could be just as 
happy doing that. When I see people of my re-
ligion speaking abusively, and painfully, I won-
der what they have done with my religion. Who 
are these people? Personally, I look at myself as 
just dirt-ball stardust. 

So why wouldn’t you be more of an ascetic 
then? Or a Pyrrhonian skeptic? And admit 
your ignorance? And in so doing, abandon 
your Jewish ethnicity?

I don’t do this because I believe a person 
must take an active role in creation. 

OK, but a skeptic is zetetic i.e. they continue 
their inquiry even after they realize the ex-
tent of their ignorance regarding metaphysi-
cal matters. 

The Jewish faith is an engaged faith. It en-
gages with community and society. In Judaism, 
the word is ‘kuvvanah’ – everyone has this in 
their religious practice. It refers to your inten-
tion. What is the Jewish intention everyday 
one wakes up? To be useful and to be good. A 
Humanist has that. So to do that, one must en-
gage the world and take their chances. 

For Humanists, it’s compassion guided by reason.

Yes, but through action. That is, the acting 
out of compassion.

Correct. It’s not simply cerebral but practi-
cal and pragmatic. 

Yes, that’s right.•

Notes

1. The Sabbath by Abraham Joshua Heschel. 
Douglas and Macintyre, 2005.
2. Thanks to Stephen Colbert for this term.
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