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Shabbat Shalom! Thank you for having me here tonight in this storied temple. It is a 

tremendous honor to be your guest. And I wish you all a peaceful Shabbat and a restful 

weekend.  

For those of you who do not know me, I am Steve Chen. I moved to Great Neck with my 

beautiful wife, Cynthia, and our first child, Braydon, 12 years ago; and we welcomed our 

second son, Tanner, in the same year.  

As a child, I moved around a lot. Coming to the U.S. at the age of 10, I have lived in 

Chinatown; Tenafly, New Jersey, which is a very similar town to Great Neck; then to 

upstate New York; Westchester; and, finally, the city before settling here.  

I enjoyed every place I have lived. I have met a lot of good friends and made some 

lifelong friends. However, all these places felt transient to me. There was the part where I 

didn’t feel secure and grounded, and then there was the part of me where I was looking 

for the next better and bigger place. With luck and blessing, we found Great Neck.  

Being what I call “the first-and-a-half-generation immigrant,” I don’t think I can figure 

out the right words to describe the feelings of finding a home in a new land and leaving 

behind loved ones and everything that is familiar.  

The process of turning from fear, uncertainty and apprehension into a sense of 

belonging, feeling secure and hopes of building a better life is the goal of any 

immigrant family! But more than that, having a place where our kids can identify their 

origin with, this is the feeling of planting the tree of life and seeing the roots deepened.  

Great Neck is exactly the place where we can grow and flourish. This peninsula has seen 

its share of transformations from a sleepy farming community to a milling center, to the 

first home of the United Nations and now the best New York public schools and the best 

village to live in. This all happened because of the people of Great Neck!  

It is no secret that Great Neck is a community of minorities, which mainly consist of 

Jewish and Asian residents. We have a tease in our community, “wherever the Jewish 

people are, we will follow.” That’s because we have a remarkably deep respect for the 

Jewish culture—the will of the Jewish people to not only survive but to thrive. This is 

something we all want to emulate and learn from you.  



Both the Jewish and Chinese cultures are ancient ones. We may be different in some 

aspects of our lives, the food that we eat, the words we speak and the songs that we 

sing. However, we have so much more in common than what separates us.  

We all believe in hard work, dedication to family, respect for other human beings, 

helping those in need and carrying on our family names in a way where our ancestors 

would be proud. With these commonalities that we share, your community has 

welcomed us with open arms and open hearts. Temple Beth-El has been a leader within 

Great Neck in opening your doors to us, just like tonight.  

I still remember vividly back in May of 2015, when Temple Beth-El invited Professor Xu 

Xin, a renowned Judaic scholar in China, to come and speak at this temple. During his 

talk, many of us learned for the very first time that with the Silk Road, there were Jewish 

settlers that traveled to and settled in China as early as the Tang dynasty in the seventh 

century.  

And we learned about Jewish refugees being saved and surviving in China during the 

Holocaust as they arrived on the shores of Shanghai. And, even today, there are still 

Jewish families living in China. Our bonds run deep and long and will continue to do so 

for millenniums to come.  

I want to share a personal story with all of you. My children are both sitting here tonight, 

and I know they remember this well.  

Last summer, I took them on an epic seven-week trip to Europe. One of the stops was 

Germany. Because of the Holocaust education my children received in Great Neck, they 

wanted to visit a concentration camp while we were in Germany to learn of what had 

happened with their own eyes.  

So, we visited the Sachsenhausen concentration camp, just outside of Berlin. To say the 

least, it was one of the darkest things we have ever experienced. My son Braydon could 

not even finish the tour. All the horrors that took place there are beyond description; 

and to think of it, it was just a concentration camp, not an extermination camp.  

How can such evil exist? The only thing that gave us a ray of sunshine and hope was on 

our way back, on the cobblestone sidewalks near the camp, they had these bronze tile 

engravings with the names of people who survived the Holocaust, along with the time 

and place they fled to and where they eventually survived.  

As we waited for a traffic light to turn, there was a reflection of light that caught my 

eyes. We looked down and saw the names of Dr. Max Baerwald, Dora Baerwald and 



Leonore Baerwald, as they fled to Shanghai in 1940 and ultimately survived in the United 

States.  

For my children and I, that brought everything together for us. The story of resilience, 

the will to survive, the shores of safe harbors and, finally, the land of opportunities.  

With what is going on in the world today, we must come together even more than ever 

before to be united and build a wall of love and respect, a wall against hatred and 

bigotry.  

With the leadership of Mayor Rosen of Great Neck Plaza and Mayor Weinberg of 

Thomaston, the Great Neck Chinese Association (GNCA) is working with other 

community groups and leaders like Rabbi Stoller, Sephardic Heritage Alliance Inc. (SHAI), 

Great Neck Public Schools and others to form a Unity Coalition to stand together and 

combat hate. There will be more news and events to come on that initiative, please stay 

tuned.  

Furthermore, as GNCA’s annual Lunar New Year celebration preparation is in full swing, 

we will be inviting the children of Temple Beth-El to join us on stage for a performance 

during our celebration. You have heard previously from our school superintendent, Dr. 

Bossert, that one of our goals is to celebrate different cultures, and what is a better way 

to have that celebration than having children sharing and celebrating one another’s 

cultures together on a stage?  

Great Neck is truly a welcoming place for all, because Great Neckers like you have the 

true American spirit of acceptance and inclusion. We must stand united so our 

community can continue to ascend together and continue to be that beacon of peace 

and harmony, the shining jewel of New York. Only here in Great Neck, in America, are 

our stories possible.  

Thank you. May peace be upon us all! Shabbat Shalom! 


