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   Regular Shabbat attendees would no doubt be surprised to learn 
that neither Leigh nor Leslie Dolin were steeped in Jewish 
learning throughout their lives; rather, as secular Jews, they began 
to fully embrace their Judaic studies only as adults, when their 
son Boris, then in middle school, expressed a desire to have a bar 
mitzvah. Fast forward several decades: Boris, now 42, is the rabbi 
of Congregation Dorshei Emet, a large Reconstructionist 
synagogue in Montreal, and the impetus for his parents’ move to 
the East Coast from their home in Oregon. 

   Leigh, 73, grew up in the Bronx, the son of a chemical engineer 
and a junior high school guidance counselor. He had one sibling, an older brother. His Orthodox-
raised father “gave up on Judaism,” Leigh says, when he came to the US from Lithuania; his 
mother’s family was US-born and secular. They lived in a Jewish neighborhood, but their 
children had a minimal Jewish education. Tutored by a rabbi, Leigh did have a bar mitzvah. 
After graduating from the Bronx High School of Science he enrolled in the pre-med program at 
Columbia University. “I wanted to be a doctor since I was six years old,” he says. But he had 
other interests as well: “I was one of very few pre-meds who majored in Russian.”    

   Leslie, 74, was born in Clayton, Missouri, a city of about 16,000 bordering St. Louis, the eldest 
of three children of a salesman and a stay-at-home mom. Her father had an Orthodox background 
but wasn’t comfortable with orthodoxy. The family joined a Reform synagogue. Aside from 
maintaining their identity as Jews, they came no closer to Jewish tradition, practice or learning. 

   Leigh and Leslie met at a college ‘mixer’ in the fall of 1964, when she was a freshman at 
Barnard and he a sophomore at Columbia. They had their first date that December at Columbia’s 
annual Yule Log ceremony, celebrated in honor of Clement Clarke Moore, Class of 1798.  
Moore, a professor of literature and seminarian, was a famed alumnus and author of A Visit from 
St. Nicholas (T’was the Night Before Christmas). “The yule log was lit by a Columbia professor 
of philosophy,” Leigh says with a chuckle, “who was also an ordained rabbi.” 

  The Dolins were married just one day after Leigh’s graduation in 1967. He attended the 
Downstate College of Medicine in Brooklyn, part of the SUNY system, while Leslie finished her 
last year as an undergraduate. Having majored in Asian Studies, she went on to earn a Master’s 
at Columbia in Chinese Literature. One year into her PhD she stopped, noting, “I learned that 
there were no jobs for a PhD in Chinese Literature.” She found work at the United Nations as a 
salesperson in the UN Gift Shop. “It was a low-status job but I met interesting people and the 
UN had a fabulous Christmas party,” she says. Leigh earned his medical degree in 1971 and did 
his internship and first year residency in Brooklyn and final year in Tucson, Arizona, where their 
daughter Jessica was born. 

   Leigh’s subsequent service in the US Air Force took the Dolins to Japan for three years. Based 
outside of Tokyo, they got to travel throughout the country and to Hong Kong, Singapore, Nepal, 
Bali and elsewhere in the area. Leslie taught English as a Second Language and was attracted to 



ikebana, the Japanese art of flower arrangement – specifically to Sogetsu, a modern take on that 
ancient art. As she noted in an interview in the late ‘80s: “At first I studied ikebana because it 
seemed like an interesting thing to do in Japan, but it wasn’t until I did it for a while and went to 
a couple of exhibits that I really understood how meaningful it could be. Ikebana changes one’s 
perception of nature. It helps us to notice the details, the individual branch or leaf, the perfect and 
imperfect flower. The seasonal nature of ikebana is a constant reminder that life always changes 
and that nothing lasts forever.” Having earned her teaching license in Sogetsu, Leslie has 
conducted workshops, given demonstrations and provided flower arrangements for many events 
for over 30 years. 

   When Leigh’s commitment to military service ended, he and Leslie had to decide where to 
live. Ruling out the East Coast, they weighed two interesting offers Leigh had received from 
Oregon, one in Portland and one in Astoria, a small port town overlooking the Columbia River, 
surrounded by forests and a stone’s throw from the Pacific. They chose Astoria and settled in for 
ten years, from 1977 to 1987. Their second child, Boris, was born there in 1978. 

  In addition to practicing internal medicine at the Astoria Clinic, Leigh wrote newspaper articles 
about medical subjects and hosted two radio shows – one where he discussed medical issues and 
another where he played rock music. “I was known as the ‘Rock Doc,’ he says. Leslie taught 
Sogetsu, Chinese culture and ESL at a community college, and served on the School Board. 
Since there was no formal Jewish community there, an ad hoc group got together for holidays. 
Their community seders eventually attracted 70 people. 

   In 1987 the Dolin family moved to Portland. They did not connect with a synagogue there until 
Boris, then a middle school student, decided he’d like to have a bar mitzvah. They joined Beth 
Israel, a Reform synagogue with a charismatic associate rabbi, Ariel Stone, who has been 
described as “an exceptionally knowledgeable teacher of Torah and a recognized scholar of 
Jewish mysticism.” Both Leigh and Leslie immersed themselves in Torah study with Rabbi 
Ariel, who left for a two-year fellowship in Jerusalem in 2001. Missing her leadership when her 
contract was not renewed, a group of 14 former congregants of Beth Israel, including the Dolins, 
contacted her to say that they would start a new synagogue if she would return to serve as their 
rabbi. Congregation Shir Tikvah was founded in 2002, with both Leigh and Leslie on the 
founding board. Leigh served as president for two years. Rabbi Ariel still leads the congregation, 
which has grown to serve 180 members. 

   Leslie, who was teaching middle school math in Portland and Eugene, continued teaching 
classes in Sogetsu, edited the quarterly Sogetsu News and served as Portland branch director in 
1986. She also was an avid sewer. After the death of her father she used his ties to create a tallit, 
which was widely admired and landed her an interview and photo in Lilith Magazine. Leslie 
made several other tallitot, only for family and friends, and only from fabric that held special 
memories, and she also created new Torah covers for the synagogue’s ark, a project that took 
three years from design to completion. 

   Jessica Dolin was small but fiercely athletic as a child. Her ‘offbeat personality’ was evident in 
high school and in her first year at Evergreen State University. But a psychotic break in her 



sophomore year led to a diagnosis of bipolar disorder, also known as manic depression. From 
that time on, both Jessica and her family dealt with her extreme mood swings. She and Leigh co-
authored a book, The Holy Book of Illusion: A Journey Through Mania in 2002. Sadly and 
unexpectedly, after having the disease under control for four years through medication, 
counseling and effort of will, Jessica took her own life in 2003. She was 29. The tragedy 
devastated family and friends. Overcome with grief, Leigh says, “Shir Tikvah saved our 
lives….If you ever doubted the value of a congregation….” 

   After high school Boris attended the University of Oregon, where he was active in Hillel and 
led services with his guitar. Intending to earn a Master’s in Jewish Education, he continued his 
studies at the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York. Half-way through, he decided he really 
wanted to be a rabbi. After receiving his degree, Boris married Sarah, a fellow educator and 
community leader whom he’d met on JDate, and went on to study at the Reconstructionist 
Rabbinical College in Philadelphia. He and Sarah are the parents of three children, Elijah, now 
11, Ezra, 8, and Nehama, 6. Over the years Boris served as rabbi and educator in Conservative 
and Reconstructionist congregations in Oregon, Florida, New Jersey and Pennsylvania, and for 
one year he led a multi-congregational community in Poland working to help rebuild Jewish life 
there. Since June of 2016 Rabbi Boris has been the spiritual leader of Dorshei Emet, a 450-
member Reconstructionist congregation in Montreal.  

   Leigh retired in 2007 at the age of 62. During his long career he was recognized as an 
outstanding physician, speaker and writer. A significant portion of his practice in Portland was 
devoted to the care of transgender patients; he was president of the Oregon Medical Association 
in 1994 when the Death with Dignity legislation was enacted; he continued to serve on the OMA 
Board of Trustees and its legislative committee after retirement, and was also an active member 
of Physicians for a National Health Program. In addition, indulging a long-held fantasy of 
returning to college to resume classes in Russian, he was a student of Jewish Studies and Russian 
at Portland State and Reed College in Oregon until he and Leslie moved east in 2018 to live near 
their son and his family.  

   Since the Canadian government limits visits to Canada to six months, the Dolins maintain two 
residences – one in Montreal, where they live from Passover through High Holy Days, and one 
beginning after Yom Kippur in South Burlington (giving new meaning to the phrase ‘going south 
for the winter’). They do try to come down from Montreal for a month every summer with their 
grandchildren to get them out of the city. 

  Restrictions during the current health crisis prevented the Dolins’ shift of residence this year, 
but they are enjoying bike rides through their neighborhood and on bike paths in the area, 
reading, watching Netflix and learning French. Leslie sews, knits, and is also into Zoom, where 
she takes classes and helps her grandkids with math. On Shabbat they attend Rabbi Boris’s 
virtual service conducted in his synagogue, which is otherwise empty. It’s strange to see him 
there all alone, Leigh says. 

   Here in Burlington the Dolins really like Ohavi Zedek, where they’re comfortable with 
Saturday morning services and Torah study. Leslie has leyned Torah and Leigh has chanted 



Haftorah from time to time. Not having belonged to a congregation with a cantor, they 
appreciated Kochava and are grateful for Cantor Steve. And they are in tune with Rabbi Amy’s 
embrace of diversity, community involvement and commitment to tradition, as well as to change. 
As Ariel Stone, their former rabbi and mentor, said about applying ancient teaching to 
contemporary times, “We don’t have to invent anything. We only have to look at the Torah, the 
authentic, timeless center of Jewish life.” 

                                                                                                                             
~ Judy Hershberg 


