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Secularism in a House of God: Uniqueness of Sixth & I Synagogue
	For my final project, I focused on a historically famous synagogue in Washington, DC, Sixth & I, which is located in Chinatown. I was initially intrigued by the synagogue because not only do three sects of Judaism share the building as a house of worship, already unusual in itself, but the building is also used as a venue for secular events, as well. They have hosted lectures and discussion sessions with countless scientists, authors, political analysts, and other professionals, and have been the venue for concerts for singers such as 30 Seconds to Mars, Adele, and Idina Menzel, all of which are secular bands, and all of which are present in American mainstream pop culture. I have never heard of a house of worship that allowed for such flexibility.
	I ventured to the actual building on three separate occasions. The first trip was on a private tour, where I went inside the building and received a tour of most of the general history behind it. The building was once called the Adas Israel Congregation, a Conservative Jewish congregation, who constructed the building in 1908. For decades, Sixth & I was the main center of Jewish life in Washington, DC until the congregation moved to a larger space on Connecticut Avenue in 1951. The building was sold to an African Methodist Episcopal congregation, who owned the building until they too moved to a larger space in 2002. 
The building was pitched by relators as being a ‘great space for a nightclub’, and was almost bought by a prospective nightclub owner with all intentions of converting it, but ultimately the building was saved by three men, Shelton Zuckerman a developer associated with the Jewish Historical Society of Greater Washington, Abe Pollin, former Washington Wizard owner, and Douglas Jemal, another real estate developer. Together, the three bought the building and saved it, recognizing the urgency to preserve artifacts of Jewish faith and culture. They redesigned the building to make it look as much like the original as possible, and it was rededicated in 2004. 
All three of these men came from different sects of Jewish culture, but they knew that preserving the building meant banding together, and so this shows in their programming. Therefore, the building doesn’t even have one set tradition of Judaism they strictly follow, which usually is not the case for religious institutions, which do tend to be one sect or branch. For example, a Conservative Shabbat service may take place at 9 AM on a Saturday, but then at 11:30, a Reform youth group may meet up on the same day, and a Progressive Bar Mitzvah is going on in another room.
In addition, they knew that they could not just cater to the Jewish community if they wanted the building to survive. By allowing secular events and hosts to come in, they generate more money from the rest of the general public, thus allowing them to preserve the building as a temple, but they also do not turn anybody away based on their beliefs, or who they are as a person, so it is also a place of sanctuary for all those who need it.
	I did have a few challenges trying to conduct research for my paper, however. While my tour guide was happy to tell me in person every detail behind the building and all of its history, he was a bit reluctant to let me record him. He just told me that everything I needed to know would also be on the Sixth & I website, so recording him would just be redundant. He even seemed reluctant to reiterate his answers over email, for the same reasons. I was disappointed, but perhaps he was worried I would take his words out of context, and/or make it seem like he spoke for the entire synagogue. I recognized that as just a pitfall in fieldwork, but from there I decided to broaden my target interview group. Instead of restricting myself to interviewing those who are directly hired by Sixth & I, why not work with somebody who actually works at the events and handles the music, directly?
	I managed to get an interview with one of the subcontractors at Sixth & I, Trevor Higgins, who works for Sixth & I under Potomac Sound, and has worked on gigs at the venue since around 2007. He does the audio and sound for many of the events, but on one occasion, he even made made a Torah ark by hand for the synagogue. The original one had broken down, due to it being from an IKEA, so Trevor, also being a woodworker, offered to construct some, simply because he liked the synagogue and its people so much. His exact quote in the interview was, “There’s a couple of things I think they do really, really, well. The programs that they do for the twenty-somethings and thirty-somethings, the sort of hipness and diversity of their staff, and they have a really good retention. I’ll see the same people for three, five, seven years, and that speaks a lot for how well they take care of them.”
Trevor isn’t Jewish, but the rabbis didn’t care; they were more than happy to have Trevor work on the arks on their behalf, because they had known him for years and maintained a close relationship with both Trevor and all of their contractors. This is another example of Sixth & I’s inclusivity, for if they restricted who would create the arks to just Jewish woodworkers, they might have had to wait months if not years for new ones, they might have had to outsource and risk the arks getting damaged in the shipping, it would have costed them, most likely, and overall it just would have been more difficult to get them. By allowing opening their doors to secular events, they needed a large sound crew to accommodate them, allowing Trevor to even be able to know of the issue in the first place, and by maintaining strong relationships with those outside of their community, they got some new arks for free, and by somebody who really cared about the project. Overall, inclusivity did nothing but help Sixth & I.
Repeatedly journeying to Sixth & I and back, learning about its history especially helped me while working on my review essay, where I discussed three different genres of music that in some way adapted or changed, and yet by allowing the change to happen, it also saved all three of those genres of music and introduced them to a new audience, one that never would have found these styles on their own until it was revived. I feel like the history of Sixth & I is another example of that, for by reviving the synagogue with a blend of all kinds of Jewish faiths and secular culture, it allowed the building to survive and maintain its still very Jewish identity.
Overall, I had a lot of fun and learned a lot about Sixth & I while working on my project, and I have every intention on going back to talks and lectures at Sixth & I, because I like this community that much.
