Chronicle September 05

President’s Prose


As I write this, the temperature and humidity both hover around 95.  However, it is the last day of camp for my kids and I have already been into my classroom to begin to set it up for the school year.  The stores are full of fall clothes and school supplies.  Clearly, it is almost time to begin the new year.  


So, too, at the SJCC.  This month brings with it many beginnings.  After introducing the new weekday siddur last year, we will dedicate and begin using the new Shabbat Siddur Sim Shalom on September 10.  Rabbi Friedman will be officially installed on September 17.  Our Membership committee is hosting events to welcome those interested in learning more about our congregation.  Nursery School, Religious School, and Adult Education all welcome new students, new teachers, and new classes.  Our extensive Family Services schedule resumes.  


It is also time to renew our own commitments to the SJCC.  Sisterhood, Men’s Club, and Hazak are all asking you to renew your memberships for 5766.  Dues billings have gone out.  The Kol Nidre Appeal is on its way.  

But hopefully your commitment to the SJCC is more than financial (although we welcome your financial commitment to whatever level you can give!).  We are truly a Community, and the more time you spend at the SJCC the more it rings true.  So please, this new year, make a new commitment.  Become involved in some aspect of the synagogue.  Volunteer some time on a committee that interests you.  Get more involved with your children’s Jewish education.  Make a spiritual commitment.  We need more people to come to daily minyans – our tradition requires 10 adults to pray because we are a Community – come on your schedule, when you can.  Try a Shabbat service.  The new siddur offers many more options – more gender inclusive language, more and better transliteration.  We are also working on a full transliteration for Shabbat services to make them more accessible to those who have never learned or forgotten Hebrew.  Whatever your interest or expertise, we not only have a place for you, we welcome and need your help!  And I promise, you will get more out of it than you give.  Let’s make it a good year, a sweet year, a year of personal and community growth.

L’shana tova umetukah –

Julie Schwarzwald

Chronicle – 12/05

President’s Prose


As I write this, our dear friends and devoted congregants Pam and Richard Schlosberg are moving out of New Jersey and away from the SJCC to begin the next phase of their lives in Chicago.  Their dedication and devotion to our shul over the last many years, decades really, is far more than I can specify in this space.  They have held virtually every position of lay leadership and have been involved in every aspect of the synagogue.  In addition, Richard was our (unofficial) official historian.  Although laying no claim to the title, he was the collector of information, the keeper of the documents representing the history of the SJCC.  To my delight and surprise, he has passed the boxes and the responsibility on to me.  


What a treasure trove of material!  What an incredibly fascinating history and accounting of Jews in the Summit area!  How timely to peruse the history of our facility just as we are continuing to improve upon it.

The first document I found is a history of the SJCC written by Jacob Mantel, President, in 1954.  On June 12, 1929, the newly incorporated Jewish Community Centre of Summit, consisting of 12 families, purchased a house located on the corner of Morris Avenue and Kent Place Boulevard.  This building was remodeled and opened in time for High Holy Day services in September 1929.  The first full time rabbi, William Weiner, lived on the third floor with his family for eight years!  This house contained some classroom space (for 9 students) as well as a small chapel.  Within 20 years this building was deemed inadequate to meet the congregation’s needs, and a capital campaign took place in 1952.   Ground was broken in June 1953, as confirmed by the cornerstone by the current Kent Place entrance.  This new building contained a small sanctuary, social hall, kitchen, and several downstairs classrooms.  This original sanctuary was located in what is now Rabbi Friedman’s office.  Picture the aron kodesh, the ark, between the two panels of square windows, with the ner tamid overhead (that is now preserved in our sanctuary to the left of the bimah), and the sanctuary extending back through the current hallway and office.  Did you ever wonder why those two large Star of David windows were there?  At that time, the leadership believed the new building would suit their needs for the next 30 years.  Lo and behold, in 1966, a scant dozen years later, Jacob Mantel found himself in front of the Summit Zoning Board seeking a variance as the Summit JCC planned to build a new addition.  This addition, completed in 1967, gave us our current sanctuary, the library (formerly located in the current rabbi’s office), additional classroom space, offices, and a new kitchen.  Now the SJCC was set for the next 50 years!  Or not…  In 1995 we again realized the inadequacy of our facility.  Project Renewal allowed us to renovate the downstairs classrooms, increasing their capacity and functionality.  It also created better office space for the Rabbi, Cantor and our education professionals, beautified the library, and updated the aesthetics as a whole.  

And then, just two years ago, the opportunity to realize a 30-year-old dream of expanding beyond our current footprint became possible.  Here we are,  yet again, expanding our facility to meet our ever-expanding membership and its needs.   As I was perusing the documents in the boxes of SJCC history, particularly the Souvenir Program from the Jubilee Year in 1973, I was struck by how many of our current members were listed in the Honor Roll from 30 years ago.  I want to express my gratitude to these congregants, these friends, who have continued to support the SJCC through so many of the renovation projects and who continue to sustain us as we go forward, one more time.  Their devotion is tremendous.  Our shul’s health is dependent on their continued and ongoing support.  As in the story where the man plants a tree – not for himself, for it will reach maturity long after his time on earth is done, but for his children and grandchildren – so do these congregants create a legacy for the future. 

L’dor vador, from one generation to the next, we as a synagogue community have much to be thankful for as we move together into that future, from our long-time members to our newest members who have also given so generously of their time and their financial support.

From my family to yours, we wish you a happy and meaningful Thanksgiving, and a Chanukah full of light and joy and the possibility of miracles.

Julie Schwarzwald
President’s Prose – Jan. 06


I was fortunate to be able to attend the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism 2005 International Biennial Convention in Boston in early December.  The keynote speaker the first night was Rabbi Harold Kushner, author of, among many other works, When Bad Things Happen to Good People.  His topic the night he spoke was “What it Means to Be a Conservative Jew”.  I want to touch on two of the points he made.


Rabbi Kushner said that one of the pillars of Judaism is the recognition that life is a quest for holiness.  Mitzvot command us not only because of where they come from – God – but because of where they lead to – a separation from, and a raising above, the other animals.  All animals need to eat; keeping kosher elevates that need to something holy, an opportunity to “meet God at every meal” as we respect the laws of kashrut and say the prayers before and after we eat.  Similarly, observance of Shabbat demonstrates that we can control time rather than have it control us.  By observing that “oasis in time” we are empowered to create a day different from the rest, a time of holiness, that is beyond the capability of other animals.  


How timely that I am writing this article on the day of the 3rd annual Mitzvah Mania!  This morning so many of us in our congregation had the opportunity to engage in helping other human beings, in tikkun olam, working to repair the world.  The Religious School students were all involved in hands-on activities designed to teach them different mitzvot and to reach out to the greater community through their efforts.  Adults had the chance to learn about and contribute, financially or with the gift of time, to the charities selected by each arm of the synagogue.  


Rabbi Kushner also spoke about the primacy of community in Judaism.  He stated that, “A structural difference between Judaism and Christianity is that we were a people before we were a faith.”  It was the sharing of the exodus from Egypt that created a faith in order to articulate the lessons learned along the way.  In other words, you are Jewish because you were born a Jew or chose to become one – not necessarily because you accept a specific belief system.  This structure allows us to form congregations of people who do not believe the same thing, but can function as a family.  What a powerful concept!  I do not have to believe that if I am right you must be wrong, or that there is only one acceptable view or belief or construct for life.  We can accept one another and work toward common goals as a community.  


This concept resonated all the more strongly when, two days later at the convention, the Conservative movement unveiled its newest guidelines for incorporating intermarried families into the Jewish community.  Al Ha-Derekh, On the Path, opens the way for even greater inclusion of those women and men who have committed to raising Jewish families within our congregation.  One of the interesting points in this document and this approach is the development toward recognizing Judaism for its uniqueness.  For generations Jews have assimilated: have worked to become Americans by emphasizing the ways in which we are similar to the rest of society.  This new initiative “will emphasize the ways in which we are different from our neighbors in order to motivate the deliberate choice of Jewish living”.  Through the practice of Jewish rituals we are able to expand as a family and through the practice of mitzvot we can elevate ourselves to reach a new level of holiness.


Let us all celebrate Chanukah with the ideals of ritual and mitzvot in mind and have a truly joyous Festival of Lights.

--Julie Schwarzwald 
Chronicle Feb. 2006

President’s Prose


When we were on vacation in December we stayed with some long-time friends who are exploring becoming more Shabbat observant. They have made a commitment to travel only to synagogue on Friday night and Saturday. They are not doing laundry or cooking or shopping or engaging in work. They are trying to figure out which configuration of lights in the house to leave on for all of Shabbat. They are testing crock-pot recipes for cholent for Saturday dinner. How do they accomplish all this by winter candle lighting time? Well, one of the compromises they have made at this point is that for them, Shabbat starts when the candles are lit – and if it happens an hour late because everything else is not in place, well, that’s their custom, for now.


On the other hand, in my household we are adamant about lighting the candles at the proper time, even if we do not achieve many of the other components of an observant Shabbat. We are in different places on the continuum of observance. And perhaps even pursuing different paths within that continuum. The truly important part is that all of us are seeking some meaning within Shabbat. That meaning is going to differ because we as individuals differ – in our needs, in our desires, in our approach to observance, to spirituality, to religion.


At the United Synagogue Convention I attended a workshop run by STAR (Synagogues: Transformation and Renewal) about their Synaplex program. Like its namesake, the theater with enough movie options for everyone, a Synaplex synagogue offers a multitude of diverse programming during Shabbat. In addition to a traditional Shabbat service you might see a learner’s minyan, Torah yoga, Shabbat under the stars, wine and cheese Havdalah, a unique teen service, dramatic performance of Torah stories for all ages, Israeli dancing, Talmud study sessions – any or all of these courses, or something else new and different - spread out from Friday evening through Saturday night. 

I am intrigued by the possibilities. Imagine if every congregant could have a spiritual experience every Shabbat – accessed in whatever way is meaningful for him or her. Rabbi Silverstein of Agudath Israel in West Caldwell talks about Head, Heart, and Hand Jews – those who connect through study, those who connect through spirituality, and those who connect through acts of loving kindness. Couldn’t we then provide opportunities for every type of Jew to have an evocative Shabbat? To experience that oasis in time, that day of rest, that time of reflecting on the past week and preparing for the week ahead? 

Synaplex Shabbat struck me as one promising avenue to broaden our Shabbat offerings in order to reach more people and create a diversity of ways to connect as a community. I would like to explore the possibilities that this programming offers. If you are interested in joining a committee to investigate this further, or would like to find out more, please contact me. 

~~Julie Schwarzwald

Chronicle – President’s Prose – March 2006


When Esther first arrived at the palace of King Achashverosh in ancient Shushan, actually becoming queen was the last thing on her mind. She even refused makeup and finery to minimize her chances of selection. But, as we all know, her natural beauty shone through and won the king’s heart. Later, it was his fondness for her that spared her very life on several occasions. On each of these occasions, Esther was able to reach past her own physical comfort and indeed, to risk her life, all for the sake of her Jewish identity and her people. It is these acts that make Esther a hero to us now and it is her bravery we celebrate each Purim.


As Purim approaches in this year 5766, we at the Summit JCC have many opportunities to reach beyond our own individual worlds and commit ourselves to something greater for the sake of Jewish identity and our community. I would like to offer three possibilities that are of current importance to the SJCC.


First, the Nominating Committee is seeking candidates to run for the Board of Trustees. If you are interested, or you know someone who is (or should be), please forward the name to Jeff Vorchheimer at sjccnominate@yahoo.com, or 908-273-0042. Serving on the Board means being part of the governing and oversight body of the synagogue. It means being actively involved in one or more committees, attending monthly meetings, taking Sunday office duty once a year, making bimah announcements, and other tasks. In return, Trustees are part of something bigger than themselves. They set policy for the Summit JCC, discuss ideas to improve our synagogue, and help us to grow and flourish.


Second, the Room to Soar committee is looking for people to get involved in the next phase of planning and designing the expansion. Please see the article in this Chronicle for all the details on the new committees in formation. If you have an area of expertise or interest, we need your help. The entire synagogue will benefit from your involvement.


Third, the SJCC still has daily minyanim – every morning and almost every evening. Each minyan has a Captain who is responsible for ensuring there are 10 people present, including someone to lead the service. This is a daunting task to accomplish week after week, month after month. Yet our minyanim are an essential part of who we are as a community. In addition to permitting those who have need to recite the Mourner’s Kaddish, attending a minyan is itself a mitzvah. We have many members of our congregation who first discovered our synagogue when they needed to recite Kaddish and we had minyanim available. We also have many friendships that have developed through the continuity of seeing one another regularly once a week. Choose a day of the week and a time that works for you, and come – once a week, once a month, once a year. It all helps you to help others.

There are certainly many, many more opportunities for involvement at the SJCC that I could list. Please choose to become involved – to do something for Jewish identity and community, as Esther did so many years ago.

Chronicle – Pres Prose – March 06

What a shame it is to go to a Friday Night Service and find three people present. What has happened to the Jewish Community Center? I am surprised, amazed and aghast at the lack of cooperation the Community members have shown to a wonderful rabbi and a wonderful cantor. Forty years ago, when we had very few Jewish residents, we were always able to have a Friday night minyan.

These words come from a bulletin article written by Jacob Mantel, in 1961. Unfortunately, Mr. Mantel’s words do ring true again today. When Howard and I joined the SJCC in 1990, the Friday night service, at 8:30 PM, flourished. That was “our” service. As double-income, no kids, newly married, we would meet at the SJCC Friday night (Howard took a late train) to celebrate Shabbat. Saturday morning was about sleeping in. There were consistently 50 or more people in attendance, singing and welcoming the Sabbath. Over the years, much has changed. The emphasis has shifted to Saturday morning among our regular attendees, with Friday night dinner at home becoming a bigger priority than service attendance. We have created a whole menu of family- and child-friendly services, either on Saturday morning or earlier on Friday night. Attendance at these services is terrific, and continues to grow. As a result, our 8:00 PM traditional Friday night service is suffering, and has been for many months now. On weeks when there is no special program or bar/bat mitzvah scheduled, there is barely a minyan present. 

However, I prefer a different approach from Mr. Mantel. Exhorting and berating members does not work for me, and I doubt it would work for you. I think we need to reexamine the needs and wants of our members and provide a Friday night service that meets those. We already know our 6:30 p.m. Tot Shabbat has been tremendously popular among the families with preschool-aged children. And the 7:00 Family Shabbat once a month is working for those families with older children as well as many other adults in our community. It is time to discuss seriously how to move forward and restructure the Friday night service to make it appealing to as many congregants as possible. 

Matt Sills and the Religious Committee have already begun discussion on this topic, in concert with Rabbi Friedman and Cantor Krupnick. The intent is to implement changes in the summer or early fall. It is time to make your voices heard. If you would like to be involved in this discussion and planning, please contact Matt Sills.

--Julie Schwarzwald

President’s Prose – May 2006 Chronicle

In the haftorah read on Shabbat HaGadol, just before Pesach, Malachi lets the people know that God will help restore the Chosen People after the rebuilding of the Temple. In return, however, God has several demands of the people. One is that they stop defrauding God. God insists that they are to “Bring the full tithe into the storehouse.” In ancient as well as modern times, a tithe is defined as one-tenth of a person’s annual earnings. 

Is a synagogue a business? Is a synagogue a charity? I will go with a “rabbinic” answer – it is both, and it is neither. Our function, our mission, is to provide services to our members: religious services, programming, access to clergy, education, and so on. And it is also part of our mission to reach beyond 67 Kent Place Boulevard to the greater communities of which we are part. Yes, our ultimate aim is a charitable one. To help those within our synagogue and those without. To strive to partner with God in the creation of a “perfect” world. 

Past and present leadership of the Summit JCC have always believed, deeply and fervently, that anyone desiring membership in our synagogue should be able to attain it. That is why we request no financial information from any members or potential members. That is why anyone needing assistance paying dues has only to call the Financial Secretary and work out a comfortable amount to contribute. 

Nonetheless, our synagogue does cost money to run and to maintain. There are the salaries of our clergy, office staff, educators, custodian, youth advisors, and kitchen helpers. There are the utility costs. There is the cost of publicity to let the community know what programs we are offering. There is the subsidy to groups to run those programs. There is the cost of maintaining the building, of postage, of supplies, of the food we enjoy at oneg and kiddush. Obviously, I could go on and on. The truth is, the synagogue is also a business. Monies must be disbursed. Monies must be collected to pay for those disbursements. And at the end of the fiscal year, the expectation is that the budget will balance. 

So, how can we reconcile those two apparently divergent views? A charity would enable anyone to become a “member” with full membership privileges. A business would only allow those who can pay full freight to participate. One way the SJCC attempts to make possible both realities is through our Shomrei Kahal program: those members who so generously give above and beyond the annual “dues” help to make it possible for others to become members for less than the full rate. In addition, our regular Fundraising efforts help significantly to support the budget. The arms of the synagogue make major contributions as well.  

And yet, it is still not enough to pay for all the things we want and expect from our synagogue. Nor is it enough to pay for all of our hopes and dreams for the future. This year, for the first time, the dues and fees schedule that you will receive with the proposed budget for 2006-2007 is offering an alternative dues structure. We know that many people feel besieged by the continuing requests for money for various items that support the synagogue. For those people we are offering a single payment for the year that will drastically reduce the number of fundraising requests you receive from the synagogue. On the other hand, there are people who prefer to pick and choose which items they wish to support directly. Those people may continue on the regular dues schedule and will continue to receive the mailings from the synagogue.

Neither of these methods comes anywhere close to a full tithe, one-tenth of annual earnings, for most of us. But membership does have its privileges. As a member, you have access to our Rabbi and Cantor for life-cycle events as well as daily needs. You enjoy registration priority for the Nursery School as well as member tuition rates for both Nursery and Religious School. You need to be a member to have a bar or bat mitzvah at the SJCC. 

But membership is also much more than that. It is a personal statement that you believe in the synagogue as an institution. Even if you do not personally make regular use of the SJCC and all it has to offer, your membership makes it possible for others to do so. Your membership, at whatever rate you can most afford, helps others who cannot afford as much be able to enjoy their membership. It is a social contract – a supporting of an institution so that it can in turn support the community of which it is part. 

So I ask you, as we begin the discussion of the budget for the fiscal year 2006-2007, please reconsider what you can afford to support the Summit Jewish Community Center. We think we do great work, and with your help, we can continue to offer even greater possibilities.

~~Julie Schwarzwald
President’s Prose – Chronicle – Summer 2006


Do you remember the first time you walked into the Summit Jewish Community Center? For some of you reading this, it was only within the last few months. For many of us, it has been a substantial amount of time. For an impressive number of you it has been over 40 or 50 years since you first walked through those doors (or whichever doors there were then!). And why did we all join this synagogue? Although we each have individual reasons, the one that is heard over and over again is that we were welcomed, we were greeted, we were made to feel at home.


Membership acquisition and retention is one of our most important challenges. It cannot possibly be the task solely of the Membership Chair, or even the Membership Committee. It has to be the responsibility of each and every one of us. We need to reach out to the strangers visiting our shul, to our unaffiliated friends and neighbors, to relatives of friends who have relocated to our area. Think of it not as coercing or even persuading someone to join; rather, think of it as sharing all that which makes the SJCC our home away from home, our special place to socialize, to learn, to volunteer, and yes, even to worship.


We have several upcoming events that are designed as easy entry points for those new to our community. Please come yourselves, and please bring a friend as well, so they can share in the experience.


On Friday, August 4 we will celebrate Shabbat Under the Stars. This is the 7:00 PM Friday night service, with a twist. A casual barbeque dinner will begin at 6:00 (prospective members will attend as our guests; please contact Jessica Mehlman for details). At 7:00 we will begin Kabbalat Shabbat (please come for services even if you passed on the dinner), outside, accompanied by guitar. Then at 7:45 we will light candles and daven a more traditional Ma’ariv service, also outside. There will be tables and chairs for those who need, but everyone is encouraged to dress casually and bring picnic blankets to sit on the grass.


On Friday, September 8 we will hold concurrent services. The extremely popular Tot Shabbat will take place in the sanctuary, while at the same 6:30 start time there will be a separate Kabbalat Shabbat service on the lower level. Running these services concurrently, as we did several times this past year, enables all congregants to attend age-appropriate services and then enjoy the Oneg together in Sagan Hall. This is a wonderful opportunity for those families with young children to meet other families and enjoy a Shabbat experience, while others who prefer an earlier service can join the highly participatory , very singable alternate service.


On Sunday, September 10 it is the SJCC’s turn to offer an event for the six-synagogue Keruv Coalition, to reach out to interfaith couples and families in the area. We are holding an Activity Fair, beginning at 3:00 PM, which will showcase the wide range of Jewish experiences for the children in interfaith families. Anyone who is involved with an interfaith family is welcome to come and explore the possibilities. Children will participate in their own program so adults are free to browse and hear the guest speaker.


So, if you know someone who might be interested in any of these activities, please spread the word, invite them along, insist they accompany you to this marvelous place for this wonderful program. You ARE a vital member of our Membership Committee!

~~Julie Schwarzwald

President’s Prose – September 06


One year ago, our synagogue community and the greater community were busily collecting supplies for relief for victims of Hurricane Katrina. Today we passively worry and listen and learn about the day’s events in and around Israel. Two tragedies, but our own actions and reactions seem so very different. Why? I have some personal reflections.


Katrina was a natural disaster – no human involvement (you could argue that the condition of the levees was human error, but the hurricane itself was a natural phenomenon). The war against Hizbollah is human-based, and therefore open to discussion about whether force was justified, or in proportion, or even who started it. Probably as a consequence of the above, the media response has been very different. After Hurricane Katrina, the media were busily finding victims and reporting their stories. With the current war in Israel, however, we well know how hard-pressed we are to find unbiased, let alone pro-Israel, reporting. 


Another piece of our differing reactions is no doubt based on proximity as well. The entire country rallied around Katrina victims, collecting supplies and sending them to the Gulf coast. Everywhere one looked there were trucks ready to be filled and driven south. Obviously, this is more difficult to do with Israel. The best help we can offer right now is to send money. Somehow, that is less personally satisfying – it feels less like we are actually DOING something to help. 


However, there are some more tangible things we can do, right now, to help those victims in Israel – both the innocent lives lost to terrorists and the casualties of the soldiers fighting the war for the very survival of the Jewish state. The SJCC Israel Action Committee is offering two opportunities for each of us to become personally involved. First, Mogen David Adom is being stretched to its limits with the current situation. Since we cannot donate blood to them or volunteer our services directly, we are asking you to write a check, to make a donation that you know will go directly to helping the wounded in Israel. Second, we are also launching an initiative to purchase bulletproof vests for reservists who are currently being called to active duty, but without enough of the most protective equipment. Every penny of your donation will go directly to the purchase of these vests, to meet this specific, tangible need. Please help support these needs of our Jewish homeland in this critical time.


As we approach the High Holidays, I find myself reflecting on the Unetaneh Tokef – those words that resonate throughout the Days of Awe, “On Rosh Hashanah it is written and on Yom Kippur it is sealed: How may shall leave this world and how many shall be born into it, who shall live and who shall die….” Although we have free will, it is always tempered both by natural disasters and by the need to respond to the actions of others, such as terrorists. We do not always have choices about how our lives will end. However, we do always have choices about how we will live our lives, day by day. As the Unetaneh Tokef continues, “Your glory is Your nature: slow to anger, ready to forgive…. Whenever [the sinner] returns, You welcome him at once.” 


Let us do all we can to usher in peace in this New Year of 5767, within our families, within our communities, and within the state of Israel. May we all be inscribed for a year of health, of happiness, of peace, and of prosperity. L’shana tova umetuka.


Julie Schwarzwald

President’s Prose – November 2006

The days of our years are seventy; or even, because of strength, they are eighty years (Psalms 90:﻿10)

 As you read this, my 40th birthday is imminent. As I write this, it is Hol Hamoed Sukkot – the very middle of that contemplative period from Rosh Hashanah through Thanksgiving. Thus, appropriate times for reflection and expressions of gratitude. As I count my blessings, I find that I have 3 wonderful family members, 2 extremely fulfilling jobs (one paid, one volunteer), 1 lovely home, perhaps a dozen close, treasured friends, plus an even greater number of terrific people I am fortunate to count as friends and colleagues. 

Numbers – how we measure ourselves, our lives, against all others. My salary, the value of my house, the cost of my clothing, my jewelry, the ages and number of my children, how many activities we have each week. It is also how we assess the SJCC. What is our budget? How much are dues? How many people will come for services, for minyan? How many members do we have?

All of these are natural and normal (and normative) questions to ask. We want to know how we compare to others, personally as well as institutionally. Having already answered one personal question, I’ll answer one institutional. The number of member units at the SJCC has not decreased. It is currently around 330 member units. This number is back to where we had been a few years ago. During the last several years of transition our membership did decline, due primarily to natural attrition. With a new rabbi, remarkable nursery and religious schools, a cantor with an impressive reputation in the area, and an improved facility in our future, we are beginning to see the fruits of our labors. Over the next several years we expect to see our membership continue to rise. Our goal is to increase membership enough to help ease our finances, without increasing our numbers so significantly that we change the very nature of the SJCC itself. 

But, as any reader of The Phantom Tollbooth can tell you, numbers alone do not convey the whole story. Although the number of SJCC members has stayed fairly constant over the last many years, the demographics within have certainly shifted. The requirements of congregants have changed. With an oversubscribed nursery school and a full Hazak group, we continue to work to accommodate the desires and needs of all. The SJCC’s beginnings are rooted in the Unity Club of Summit, founded 80 years ago. Do I believe the SJCC has reached the end of her years? Not even close!

And so, as I approach the “halfway” point of my life, I am contemplating my own attitude. Is this my summit? In some obvious respects, yes. Do I intend to begin the downward slope? I think not! I much prefer to envision a plateau at the pinnacle, designed to allow for the fullest possible enjoyment of my next several decades, God willing. 

As we leave one set of holidays of giving thanks and begin to prepare for the next, I wish you and yours a Thanksgiving filled with opportunities to count – and enjoy – your blessings.

“But when can I stop [counting]?” pleaded Milo. “Never,” said the Mathemagician with a little smile, “for the number you want is always at least one more than the number you’ve got…” The Phantom Tollbooth, by Norton Juster

President’s Prose – December ‏2006‏ 

It’s easy to make a buck. It’s a lot tougher to make a difference. ~Tom Brokaw

On Sunday, December 17 every one of us will have a chance to make a real difference in the lives of those around us. Building on the success of our previous Mitzvah Mania days, the SJCC has taken the next step. First, we joined with the greater Summit community in the Alternative Gift Market/Mitzvah Mall on November 12. This program allowed participants to make choices for donations of tzedakah as alternative holiday gifts, very similar to our own Mitzvah Mania. By joining with the interfaith Summit community we were able to pool our resources and make a greater impact on the charities chosen by the different organizations. Nonetheless, we did not want to give up the hands-on portion of Mitzvah Mania developed through the Religious School over the past two years. And we wanted to increase the opportunities for meaningful activities to include the adults in the SJCC as well. And thus, Make a Difference Day was born.

Service to others is the rent you pay for your room here on earth. ~Mohammed Ali

As the gift-giving and gift-receiving holidays approach, it is so essential to think about those who are less fortunate. Make a Difference Day offers us a chance to reach out, through a myriad of activities, to truly make a difference in someone’s life, to practice gemilut hasidim, acts of loving kindness, to participate in the mitzvah of tzedakah. Religious School students will again have their own activities, within and out of the SJCC. They will need chaperones and drivers. Additionally, a new component this year is a selection of hand-on activities for the others in our community. Inside this issue of the Chronicle you will find a comprehensive listing of the opportunities for each and every one of us to Make a Difference.

We must not, in trying to think about how we can make a big difference, ignore the small daily differences we can make which, over time, add up to big differences that we often cannot foresee. ~Marian Wright Edelman

Love to knit, or want to learn? Enjoy cooking for others? Have some extra coats you would like to donate? There are so many ways you can Make a Difference. Pam Goldstein, Barbra Kogan, and their committee have been hard at work devising mitzvah activities for all ages, abilities, and interests in our congregation. On Sunday, December 17 our entire community will unite to help those who need it. Don’t miss this incredible event!

How wonderful it is that nobody need wait a single moment before starting to improve the world. ~Anne Frank

President’s Prose – January 2007

In the book Ella Enchanted, by Gail Carson Levine, a girl is given the “blessing” at birth, by a foolish fairy, to always be obedient. Whenever she is given a direct command she is compelled to obey. It quickly becomes apparent how dangerous this actual curse is. 

While I readily admit that, as a parent, there are occasions when I would not mind a little blind obedience in my house, it is certainly not how I want my children to live their lives. Do you remember the buttons people wore telling us to “Question Authority”? How fortunate we are that we are not blindly obedient to anything, and that we live in a society that allows us to question authority and form, and publicly state, our own opinions.

December was a busy month for issues of civil rights and questioning authority. First, the incident in a borough council meeting in New Providence. It was members of our congregation that approached the other area synagogues and Christian houses of worship and coordinated the effort to seek clarification and explanation of how such a comment could be made. In a packed meeting, the mayor, borough council, and over 300 local citizens heard of issues of anti-Semitism in our own backyard. As the town of New Providence moves forward to address these concerns, these citizens will continue to question authority and to monitor the progress of the council.

Second, the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards of the Conservative movement approved a new teshuva that permits the performing of same-sex commitment ceremonies and that allows for the ordination of gay and lesbian clergy. Following a traditional process of seeking valid interpretations of halacha, this responsum has opened the door to civil rights and inclusion for a number of Jews who felt previously that Conservative Judaism had nothing to offer them. At the same time, as one of three approved positions, it allows each congregational rabbi to make a determination for his or her own community. One of the greatest strengths of the Conservative movement is its refusal to seek blind obedience, and instead to identify each rabbi as the mara d’atra of congregation or institution.

I am currently teaching my 5th graders about the causes of the American Revolution. Talk about questioning authority and refusing blind obedience! These lessons resonate throughout all of history and all of our lives. It is only by thinking for ourselves and advocating for our beliefs that we can effect change. Let us embrace the opportunities given to us, and let us work to make the year 2007 one of increased opportunities for all people everywhere.

--Julie Schwarzwald

President’s Prose 

An Unauthorized (and Personal) View of Spirituality and Religion

It is said that Judaism is a religion of action, more than belief. In other words, we are meant to observe the rituals; belief in God is of secondary importance. Where, then, can you find the spirituality in Judaism? Madonna and many others are searching for it through the study of Kabbalah, mysticism. Others within our movement are experimenting with healing services designed to take a different approach to traditional observance. Still others feel that organized religion has nothing to offer for their neshama, their soul.

For me, spirituality has come out of the regular observance of traditional rituals. It is both something I seek consciously and something that takes me by surprise. I have been lighting Shabbat candles every Friday night my entire life. Growing up, after saying the blessing over the candles together, my mother would always continue to keep her eyes covered for a few extra seconds before wishing us Shabbat Shalom. When I asked her what she was doing, she said she was offering a personal prayer for the week just ended and the one to come. Yet it was not until I was a mother, lighting candles with my family, and adding my own personal prayer, that I found a moment of spirituality. Actually, that I was able to create a moment of spirituality. It has to do with the deep breath I take and release before we begin the blessing – the one that says, Shabbat is here (I’m so glad that Shabbat is here!), the workweek is over, I can take a break now. It has to do with that moment of reflection on past and future weeks. Some weeks it is easier to find that feeling than others, but when I do, it makes Shabbat that much more meaningful.

Then there are moments when the feeling of spirituality, of connectedness, of being in touch with my neshama, takes me by surprise. These moments seem to come when repetition has created familiarity, allowing me to go beyond the surface event. It has found me recently during silent readings of the Amidah. The Amidah can be a daunting prayer for anyone. So many pages, do I read it in Hebrew or is English okay, when can I sit down, why are people bowing at random times, I have no idea what to do! Whether I read it in Hebrew or English, after so many times I not only find comfort in the repetition, but the very fact that I know what I’m doing allows me to connect with the language and find true meaning in it. I experience the same feeling in Israeli dancing. There are those dances where I am spending my time and energy learning the dance and following along – and then there are those that I know so well that I can actually enjoy them and connect with those dancing with me. That, for me, is a spiritual moment. 

Personally, the spirituality happens when I have learned and practiced the rituals and continued the observance enough that HOW to do it becomes a background. But first comes the education, the learning what to do. Then comes the repeated practice, until the ritual itself has been internalized.  At that point, I am able to let go and experience the joy, the spirituality, the religious feeling, and yes, even to come to believe in God. Then I am able to let go, and feel, and experience, and be transformed. So, too, this happens during my drive to and from school each day. I drive through the Watchung Reservation, and like all commuters, the ride is so familiar that much of it passes without my being conscious of the road. In turn, I have become very conscious of the trees, of the light, and of the lake as they change seasonally. Spirituality is admiring the sunset or the fall foliage or the reflections in the water – and thinking of God at that moment of recognition of the beauty in nature.

So, what is my point here? I have heard people say that they don’t find religious services “spiritual”. I believe, and Judaism reinforces the idea, that you should come to services. Learn what the rituals are. Practice them. We are very friendly and always willing to help you find your page or follow along or explain what is happening. We’ll teach you to read Hebrew, we’ll teach you when and how to bow, to say the blessings for an aliyah – if you want to learn it, we will find you a teacher! Once you have developed the comfort, the spirituality will come. 

~Julie Schwarzwald

President’s Prose – March 2007

PURIM – That holiday when our kids dress in costumes and get treats from friends and neighbors! While true, that is, of course, not the whole story. The hero of the megillah is Esther, a woman who agrees to become queen in order to save her people. In Chapter 9 of the megillah each of the obligations of observing Purim are ordained by Mordechai and sent by Esther as a decree. These are: observing the 14th and 15th of Adar as days of feasting and joy (seudat Purim), sending gifts to friends (mishloach manot), and giving gifts to the poor (matanot l’evyonim). We have since added reading the megillah – hearing the story of Esther each year to remember her commitment to her people even at risk of her own life.

Our Purim festivities, Sisterhood’s mishloach manot program, and giving tzedakah through the SJCC make it easy to observe each of the mitzvot for Purim. But it is also important to remember and honor the spirit of Esther. Fortunately, the SJCC provides a way to accomplish this as well. The SJCC Board of Trustees is the governing body of our synagogue. This group of committed individuals each represent a different demographic within our congregation. At board meetings they bring their diverse viewpoints to the issues at hand and devise policy that will work for the congregation as a whole. Through their commitment, the Trustees reach beyond their individual identities to help form the identity of the SJCC. The Nominating Committee is currently seeking interested people to run for election to the Board of Trustees. The terms are 2 years, and each year 11 positions are open for election. The SJCC Constitution requires that 14 candidates be recruited to run for the positions. If you are interested in becoming a part of the Board of Trustees, or if you know someone who is (or should be), please forward the name to our Nominating Committee Chair, Samantha Pozner, at hickmans@verizon.net or 908-608-0096. 

And so, my fellow congregants, ask not what your synagogue can do for you – ask what you can do for your synagogue! (With apologies to JFK)  I look forward to seeing you at any of our Purim festivities! Chag Purim Sameach---
Julie Schwarzwald

President’s Prose – April ‏2007 

Kol dichfin… Let all those who are hungry come and eat with us.

With these words the Passover haggadah begins the Maggid section, telling the story. This year the Conservative movement has taken this mitzvah to heart. 

Project Reconnect is the official alumni association of the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism. Project Reconnect’s mission is to “reinvolve, reinvigorate, and reconnect the very many Jewish adults who were touched by the Conservative movement’s programs for teenagers, college students and young adults”, such as USY, Kadima, Ramah, Solomon Schechter, Nativ, and so on. As part of its mission, Project Reconnect has created Kol Dichfin, a program where synagogues around the country are opening their doors to welcome college students or unaffiliated young adults into congregant homes for seders. The SJCC is signed up on the website to welcome anyone looking for a place to enjoy a Passover seder. Please fill out your Seder Match Response Sheet included in your Passover mailing and welcome those who are in need to come and share our meals.

L’shana haba’ah b’Yerushalayim. Next year in Jerusalem!

The seder concludes with this fervent wish – that next year we may celebrate as free people in Jerusalem. Well, we can’t speak for next Passover, but we will have the privilege of welcoming in 2008 while in Israel! Please consider joining the SJCC as we renew our schedule of regular trips to Israel this December. There is detailed information elsewhere in this issue. The trip is designed to be perfect for families with children of all ages, as well as people without children, first-timers and frequent visitors, those with Hebrew knowledge and those without, etc., etc. Would we design a trip any other way?? Seriously, it will be the first visit for my children and me and I can’t think of a better group of people with which to experience and enjoy it.

From my family to yours, wishing you all a zissen Pesach, chag kasher v’sameach --

Julie Schwarzwald

 Pres Prose – May 2007 

What a relief – Pesach is over, the dishes are back where they belong, we can relax until Rosh Hashanah! But wait; there are more holidays in there. Shavuot arrives in just seven weeks after Pesach. The Jews were not ready to receive the Torah immediately after the exodus from Egypt. They needed some desert-wandering time before they were able to accept the laws and word of God. So, too, do we wait for the counting of the omer and the seven weeks to pass, until we can reenact the giving of the Torah. Pesach, the exodus from Egypt, marks the physical birth of the Jewish nation. Shavuot, the giving and receiving of the Torah, is our spiritual birth.

During those seven weeks, though, there are a number of other holidays that are recognized. In chronological order they are, Yom HaShoah (Holocaust Remembrance Day), Rosh Hodesh Iyar (the new month), Yom HaZikaron (Israel’s Memorial Day), Yom Ha’Atzmaut (Israel Independence Day), Lag Ba’Omer (the 33rd day of counting the omer, a celebration), Yom Yerushalayim (commemorating the reunification of Jerusalem during the Six Day War), and Rosh Hodesh Sivan (the new month). In addition, the first 33 days of the omer (until Lag Ba’Omer) are a period of partial mourning – no weddings or parties, no shaving or haircuts. 

What an incredible emotional roller coaster! Since Solomon Schechter Day School observes each of those days, the faculty creates different assemblies and activities for each. We’re down, we’re up – we’re joyful, we’re somber. (All while trying to cover the remaining curriculum for the year!) 

It all reminds me of our Room to Soar effort…. We have a wonderful, exciting plan to build, but we have a drainage issue we need to resolve. We think we’ve resolved it, but we’re kept waiting – for six months – beyond our control – to reach an appropriate agreement. We surveyed the congregation and held focus groups and thought we were meeting everyone’s needs, but new needs and desires arose that we have incorporated into the plans. We’re ready to file with the city of Summit, but not quite. We’re up, we’re down – we’re ready, we need more information. 

But, hopefully, hopefully, hopefully, we are truly ready for the next phase. Our Room to Soar executive committee has been meeting to discuss large issues and devise a strategy to move forward smoothly. The Legacy committee has already determined which artifacts we want to incorporate into the new building. The Design committee is reviewing the plans and interviewing the users of the space (clergy, schools, caterers) to be sure it meets their needs. 

Our goal is that, by the time you read this, plans will be in place for a congregational meeting to see a model and the final architectural plans. After that, we will invite the neighbors in to informally discuss our design. Then we will file with the city and hopefully be well on our way. We anticipate that our journey will last somewhat less than 40 years. But it has clearly been more than the “seven weeks” we had originally expected. With luck – and faith - our physical rebirth, the groundbreaking, will be a year from now – and our spiritual rebirth, the dedication of the new SJCC, will be 18 months after that. 

In the meantime, let’s be grateful our slavery of cooking three meals a day, every day, has ended for another year; and join me in looking ahead to those wonderful two days of blintzes and cheesecake!

Chag sameach-

Julie Schwarzwald

President’s Prose – June 2007 Chronicle

Guardian: a person who guards, protects, or preserves.

Shomrei Kahal: Guardians of the Congregation

Here at the Summit JCC we are very fortunate to have a number of congregants who not only pay the full dues for their category (Family, Single, Senior Couple, Senior Single), but also are able to contribute additional amounts beyond. These members are our Shomrei Kahal, the guardians of our congregation. It is thanks to their continuing generosity, year after year, that we are able to sustain the many programs and services we offer. To join this august body requires as little as $100 above the regular dues category. Many of our congregants are able to pay more than that and truly play a significant role in protecting and preserving the Summit JCC. As we look towards the new fiscal year, beginning July 1, it is our goal to expand and extend the Shomrei Kahal program – to increase participation in this worthy endeavor.

Membership in the Summit JCC is a statement that you believe in the synagogue as an institution. Even if you do not personally make regular use of the SJCC and all it has to offer, your membership makes it possible for others to do so. Nearly 20% of our members are on Special Dues because they are unable to pay the full amount. Our guardians, our Shomrei Kahal, allow everyone to benefit from the offerings of the synagogue. I hope you will consider joining this important effort for the coming year. 

On June 19 we will come together as a community to celebrate a most important anniversary. Cantor Janet Roth Krupnick has been a part of the Summit Jewish Community Center for 16 years. She has brought an incredible vibrancy and vitality to our religious services. Cantor Krupnick has created and recruited inspiring and exciting musical programming of an unprecedented diversity throughout her years. Her contributions span the continuum, from liturgy to Broadway to gospel to a cappella to next year’s Cuban Klezmer…. What an amazing talent she has for bringing the stars to us – and creating her own unique programs to star in! 

How fitting that we should celebrate Cantor Krupnick’s “Sweet 16” with our first fundraising Dinner Dance on Tuesday, June 19. Mark your calendars, send in your reply cards, dust off those fancy duds, and come enjoy the show as we entertain the cantor for a change!

--Julie Schwarzwald

President’s Prose – Summer 2007  

Ah, summer – those days when all those projects that piled up during the school year can finally be accomplished. At the SJCC we will be spending summertime designing a new and improved website. The Board held a strategy session in the spring and brainstormed many terrific ideas to try to incorporate into the new website. We have now contracted with a vendor to provide us with a dynamic, interactive website that will encourage and allow current and prospective members to get more from the SJCC. So for the leadership of the SJCC,  part of the summer will be spent completing the very detailed forms that will allow our vendor to create a site that matches the personality, identity, and needs of our synagogue. This provides a unique opportunity for reflection and self-examination. Exactly what do we want to portray and communicate about the SJCC to our members and to the rest of the world? What colors, what design will best communicate our institutional identity and personality? What items should be available on our home page, and what areas should be restricted to members?

For me, the summer months represent a time to make that same examination within my own life. In my two professional roles it is an especially meaningful time. As an educator, I use the summer hiatus to examine and reflect on pedagogy and practice. What worked last year and what do I want to change or improve for next year? What were the needs of the individual students I had last year and how well did I meet them? What will be different – or similar - about next year’s students?

As a lay leader of our synagogue, it is much the same process. There is an added pressure as I enter my third – and final – year as president. What has happened to all those lofty goals I began with? Some have been attained, some have been changed by circumstances, and some have yet to be achieved. Summer offers an opportunity to take the time to determine what my emphasis will be for the coming year – and how to make those goals a reality. July and August are also the lead up to the High Holidays. Those of us responsible for the logistics and details of our Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur services began working several months ago. It leaves me very conscious of the passage of time and the anticipation of another year in the Jewish calendar beginning. Thus, for me, summer has also become a time for spiritual renewal and personal reflection as I anticipate the arrival of Tishrei.

Some recent changes and additions that we have introduced at the SJCC are designed to enhance the process of spiritual discovery and renewal. Last June we held our first Synaplex Shabbat, with the dates set for three more Shabbatot in the upcoming year. For the months of July and August, we moved the time for Friday evening services to 5:45, with the expectation that you will join us for early davening and then enjoy a peaceful Shabbat dinner with family and friends. I hope you will take advantage of these opportunities to enhance your own personal Shabbat experience. I would also love to hear your ideas for how we can better enhance our synagogue and our communications on our new website!

B’shalom-

Julie Schwarzwald

President’s Prose – September 2007  

 The Etz Hayim chumash makes this analogy: The seventh new moon is to the ordinary new moon as the seventh day is to the ordinary day. (p. 933, notes) Biblically, Tishrei is the seventh month; Nissan, the month of Passover and the Exodus from Egypt, is the beginning of the Jewish year. I was struck by that analogy. As the seventh day is Shabbat, a time for reflection and rest and renewal, so too is the seventh month. Tishrei, of course, brings us Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur – holidays designed for the ultimate in renewal and reflection.

But the seventh month continues with more chagim to celebrate. Sukkot and Simchat Torah also occur within this month. The building of a sukkah and the obligation to live in it for seven days remind us of the shelter God provided during the 40 years in the desert. One is required to furnish the sukkah as if it were a home, and to eat and sleep there. Nonetheless, “If one suffers physical or mental discomfort in a sukkah, he is exempt from the obligation of dwelling in it” (Abraham Bloch, The Biblical and Historical Background of Jewish Customs and Ceremonies).  Additionally, the exemptions continue if one does not feel joy, or is sick, or is in an occupation that does not allow it (e.g., a traveling salesman), or in case of inclement weather, and so on. Indeed, it seems to become quite simple to avoid the mitzvah of dwelling in the sukkah, if one wishes. 

Anyone who has built a sukkah at home can readily attest to the temptation to avoid this mitzvah. No matter how close to the house and kitchen the sukkah is, it still necessitates bringing out all of the dishes, cutlery, and food for each meal – and cleaning it up after. And if one intends to sleep in the sukkah, the table and chairs have to be moved out – and often a space heater moved in! Every time one takes out a book or some work to be done, the table has to be sponged off (remember all those branches overhead). To fully observe the mitzvah of this temporary shelter requires dedication and perseverance. To use the exemption for inclement weather or other reasons becomes very hard to resist.

The same holds true for the process of creating our own new shelter at the SJCC. To participate in this Room to Soar expansion and renovation project requires immense dedication and perseverance. It is not only the co-chairs, or the executive committee, or the various subcommittees that need to be a part of this project. Every member of our community should feel the obligation to play an active role. That may take the form of making a financial contribution to the project, whether large or small, a new or a previous pledge. It could take the form of getting involved with one of the subcommittees who will need a great deal of help as we go forward. It may take the form of simply attending the Congregational Meeting on September 6 and seeing the design. It could take the form of getting involved with Membership or Publicity to spread the word about our new space. 

Sure, there are many reasons to avoid becoming involved. But the truth is, we need everyone’s help. Even the smallest donation will be put to good use as we plan and build and furnish our new space. Perhaps it will be your gift that will enable one additional piece to be included. Maybe you would like the new building to be as “green”, as environmentally friendly, as possible. We need your help. Perhaps you have a great idea for furnishing the new sanctuary, or social hall, or classrooms. Maybe you have a vision for the new kitchen. Let me know!

I promise that whatever you put into creating a new shelter, whether it is your sukkah or our SJCC, you will find opportunities for renewal. Simply the fact of having the sukkah on my deck makes me create opportunities to spend time in it. It’s a great excuse to take my work or a novel outdoors and relax. Sometimes I even “forget” to bring the telephone with me! I find the excitement of creating a new space for the synagogue to be energizing. Now that we are beyond the delay, we anticipate that the process will move forward quickly. We will begin again the process of reflection and renewal to construct our new and improved shelter.

L’shana tova tikatevu – may we all be inscribed for a good year – a year of health, of happiness, of peace, of sweetness.   Julie Schwarzwald 

President’s Prose – October 2007 

I am writing this article with my right leg propped up on the desk. A few weeks ago I was pouring grape juice for the kids to enjoy on the bimah with Cantor Krupnick at Friday night services. As I turned to leave the bimah I tripped and stumbled my way down the steps. Not my finest moment. Perhaps worthy of submission to America’s Funniest Videos – if only we could have filmed on Shabbat! My leg/foot/ankle hurt quite a bit Friday night, but gradually seemed to get better over the weekend. As the following week was the last week before school, I kept to our family plans and we had some lovely day trips, including traipsing around Liberty Science Center and Six Flags. By Labor Day weekend, I knew I was in trouble. Finally, I got myself to the orthopedist to discover it is “only” a sprain, and should heal in a few months. The good news is there is no need to curtail my activities (since I cannot possibly avoid driving or steps). The bad news is it will hurt for quite a while. 

But I have to wonder – what exactly is God’s message to me, when I injured myself while helping the cantor prepare to chant kiddush on the bimah at Shabbat services? Often, an easy answer would be that it is a warning to slow down, to enjoy life, to stop and smell the roses. However, this was at the end of summer. And a very relaxing and rewarding summer it was, too. I had actually completed my list of tasks, read countless books, had both kids at sleep-away camp simultaneously… I don’t believe that was the message. 

Perhaps it was a suggestion that as I get older my body needs more care. Given that I had not suffered a serious injury since kindergarten, until two years ago when I cracked a rib, then this ankle sprain, there might be something to that. Nonetheless, I’d really like to believe that 40 is the new 30. 

Perhaps the incident was not a message to me at all, but to my family: that Mom needs a little more help around the house. Summer is over; it’s time to resume those chores. And maybe add a few more to the list.

Or maybe, just perhaps, God was simply indicating that it’s time for a new bimah. If so, that message has been received loud and clear! Our Room to Soar project has finally moved out of its holding pattern and after meetings with the congregation and the neighbors, we are ready to submit all of our documentation to the city of Summit. We are hopeful that it will be steady, forward progress from this point on.

Regardless of God’s role in all this (the saying “Man plans, God laughs” comes to mind), I am truly thankful that it was not more serious. And so I will take it a little easier for the next few months. What is the moral in this story? I don’t know. Look before you leap? No good deed goes unpunished? With age comes wisdom (but maybe not grace)? As we approach the end of this holiday season, I often find that I am left with more questions than answers. But I have noticed that the questions I am left with are far more meaningful than when I began. It is the journey and the process that frequently yield more valuable information than the answer itself. 

B’shalom-

Julie Schwarzwald

President’s Prose – November 2007 

At its September meeting the Board of Trustees established three major objectives for the year 5768. At the October meeting, the trustees each selected a goal to work on and the groups convened for a brainstorming and planning session. Here are the results.

First, we are striving for a net increase of 10 new member families by the end of the year. Although much of the work toward achieving this goal falls on the shoulders of the Membership Committee, the responsibility rests with all of us to let the community know what a wonderful synagogue we have. The Board group working on the goal has created a list of steps to begin this process. Their first task is to develop a larger membership committee to make this all possible. Another important piece is working on the retention of existing members. Although most of the resignations are for reasons beyond our control, there are always some that we could have retained, “if only…” This group will also work to reach out to sources of potential new members that have not previously been utilized, including hospitals, realtors, newcomers’ clubs, and so on. They have a key goal of increasing our publicity including more photographs and press releases highlighting events associated with our synagogue. Personal contact also plays an important role in recruitment and retention, so the group would like to pair current members with prospective members and establish relationships early in the process. Concurrently, the Membership Committee is holding its own strategic planning session and implementation meeting. The work of the trustees and the follow-up from the committee will hopefully begin a strong process of recruitment and retention.

The second goal is to increase the average attendance at Friday night services to 25. In spite of efforts to adjust the time of Friday night services to meet expressed desires, on a weekend with no programming it is often difficult to get a minyan for Kabbalat Shabbat. The Board group working on this goal recognized what does bring in congregants on a Friday night: dinner and programming. In addition, they have set the next steps of surveying the congregation to get a true picture of what time works best for a Friday night service – or if a variety of times will offer something for everyone. They will also examine possible changes to the existing service, whether it is a different musical style or discussion sessions or creating programs. This group will investigate offering frequent congregational dinners, as well.

The third main goal is to identify at least 10 congregants with leadership potential and offer training to them. Recruiting and developing new leadership talent is essential to the survival of any institution. The trustees working on making this goal a reality are going to reach out to all areas of the synagogue to find individuals who are ready and interested in learning more about effective leadership. The group will bring in outside experts for training. They plan to establish a mentoring program and institute more and better recognition programs for those who do take on leadership roles at the SJCC.

The successful completion of each of these objectives will create a stronger, more vibrant SJCC for the years ahead. At the next Board of Trustees meeting on Tuesday, November 13, we will begin the implementation of these strategic plans. Board meetings are always open to the entire congregation. If you would like to join us and participate in any one of these groups, please let me know. Your contribution is always most welcome.

B’shalom-

Julie Schwarzwald 
President’s Prose – December 2007 

How many emails do you receive each day? Do you receive them at home and at work? How many of those emails do you delete without even looking at them? 

Our SJCC office began receiving a number of complaints about the volume of global emails that were being circulated each week. Over the summer we attempted to address the problem by attaching as many global emails as possible to Rabbi Friedman’s weekly d’var Torah, “The WORD”. In the early fall the Board of Trustees voted to have this become SJCC policy.

The Global Email Policy, as approved by the Board of Trustees, seeks to limit and control the number of global emails in order to create more meaningful communication with the congregation. All reminders of SJCC events may be included with “The WORD” global email that is sent on Thursdays. These reminders must occur close to the date of an event or the registration deadline. An attachment flyer or registration form may be included. In addition, all information regarding the Conservative movement may be included with “The WORD”. 

Global emails will be sent out on other days only in a few select instances where the information cannot wait until Thursdays. Announcements of a death that is of interest to the SJCC community will be sent out immediately upon receipt of the relevant information. Similarly, birth announcements will be sent out immediately upon receipt of the relevant information. In both these cases, timeliness is a crucial factor, whether for a funeral or shiva, or a bris or baby naming. Additionally, any emergency needs of SJCC members that cannot wait until the Thursday distribution will be sent out immediately.

There are always many requests for items of information to be sent out on global email. These have included: items for sale or donation, reports of what one’s children are doing, events occurring within the greater community, and so on. In order to limit the amount of email the SJCC sends, to encourage people to read the few that do go out, these are no longer included as global emails. However, they will have a place in the near future.

Once our new website is online, instead of “The WORD” and announcements, we will send out a weekly e-newsletter. This e-newsletter will arrive as an email but will graphically match our website. It will contain brief descriptions of upcoming events with links to the relevant forms on the website. In addition, there will be a members-only section of the website where we will be able to offer unused items to the SJCC community, brag about our family members’ accomplishments, draw attention to causes of importance to the community but not directly part of the SJCC, and so on. 

In the meantime, if you would like to publicize an event, please make sure to send your announcement and all relevant material (flyer, registration form) to office@summitjcc.org by Wednesday afternoon. We will be sure to include it with “The WORD” and send it out to the SJCC email list.

B’shalom,

Julie Schwarzwald 

Pres Prose – January 2008 
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What you see above is a hekhsher, but it is one you have probably never seen before. This is a new hekhsher, created by the Conservative movement. It is the Hekhsher Tzedek, the “justice certification”. In the words of Rabbi Morris Allen, “We should not be eating food that has been produced in a way that has denied the dignity of the labor! We should not be more concerned about the smoothness of a cow’s lung than we are about the safety of a worker’s hand.” After the horrors of the Agriprocessors slaughterhouse in Postville, Iowa were revealed in The Forward in May 2006, a committee was formed jointly through United Synagogue and the Rabbinical Assembly. Their own investigation found not only inhumane treatment of the animals during the slaughter process, but also inhumane treatment of the workers employed by the plant. 

Traditionally the ruling of whether or not food is “kosher” has dealt with the methods of slaughtering and/or processing foods. As Rabbi Allen says, “The intent of kashrut is to not only make us aware of the product, but also the process to get there.” However, if this process results in the exploitation of workers, often immigrant labor, then perhaps the food is not truly kosher, or “fit to eat”.  Hekhsher Tzedek proposes a new system. Hekhsher Tzedek certification is intended to be granted to already designated kosher products, “reflecting production benchmarks consistent with Jewish ethical standards”. Producers of kosher food need to adhere to standards in five separate categories to be eligible: wages and benefits; health, safety, and training; product development (including animal welfare); corporate transparency and integrity; and environmental impact. Once companies have been satisfactorily evaluated they may choose to include the Hekhsher Tzedek on their products. There is no charge to the companies to undergo the evaluation process or to be permitted to use the hekhsher.

Jewish values must play a role in all aspects of our lives. It is not enough anymore to “keep kosher” and only eat hekhshered products. We are increasingly aware of the origin of all products we come in contact with, whether it is purchasing fair trade coffee, or not purchasing harmful products from China, or buying organic produce, or wearing natural fibers, and so on. Social justice is an integral part of Judaism. Business ethics are a vast area of study and discussion throughout Jewish sources. The Hekhsher Tzedek committee discovered that slaughterhouses primarily employ immigrant labor, many of whom do not speak English. The training offered consisted of a 2 hour video, in English, followed by a first shift working on the floor. Although health and other benefits are part of the offered package, workers need to “opt in”, or ask for coverage and benefits. Hard to do if you can’t read or understand the contract. Judaism consists not only of ritual commandments, but also of clear ethical commandments. If a company meets the ritual demands of kashrut but not the ethical ones, can its food truly be considered “kosher”?

So, when will you begin to see this hekhsher on kosher products? Hopefully, in about a year. The process began in September 2006 when the initial joint committee visited the Agriprocessors plant and detailed the abuses towards animals and humans they observed. Recently the committee received a $50,000 grant from The Nathan Cummings Foundation to continue their work. Now the standards and evaluation process are being refined and plans are underway to begin working with companies to produce the first products proudly bearing the Hekhsher Tzedek. If you would like more information, look into Rabbi Allen’s blog, rabbimorrisallen2.blogspot.com. 

You shall not abuse a needy and destitute laborer, whether a fellow countryman or a stranger.




Deuteronomy 24, verses 14-15

B’shalom-

Julie Schwarzwald

President’s Prose – February 2008 

In case you missed it, the SJCC has resumed its regular trips to Israel! I was extremely fortunate to travel to Israel – for my first time – with 36 other congregants, relatives, and friends. It was an amazing, incredible, unbelievable trip in so many ways. I realized today that I now listen to the news differently. I will read the Chumash differently – especially after hearing our superb guide bring the words to life as we drove through/walked on/passed by places discussed in various parashot. I could go on and on and on and on… but as we were beginning our last day, in Tel Aviv, I realized I did not want to share only my story. So, as we were all waiting to board the plane home at 11:00 PM, I asked each of my travel companions to write down one thing they gained from the trip – serious, silly, emotional, or practical - from the 4 year old to the 81 year old. It is my proud pleasure to present to you “Insights from Israel, 2007-2008”, in no particular order.

· Today a friend asked what part of the trip I liked best and I replied that every place we visited offered something different and each provoked different feelings.  Jerusalem brought the biblical stories to life:  The Dead Sea for relaxation, Masada for the story that it tells (as well as the awesome views,) the Golan Heights and the history of the clashes that took place (and continue to take place) between Israel, Lebanon and Syria, and I could go on and on about each and every place that we visited.

· We found the trip an intensely moving and spiritual experience. The beauty of Israel coupled with its historical grandeur created feelings well beyond exhilarating. We were pleased, and somewhat surprised, that such a diverse group of individuals got along so well.

· Seeing 37 different people connect to the Land of Israel in 37 different ways – with everyone falling in love with the place.

· When we were in Rome it was the oldest place we had visited; more recently we were in Greece, which was even older, and now with Israel we have visited the oldest civilized place that contributed to our culture. 

· It was wonderful for us to see the streets so alive with crowds of vibrant young people everywhere! What a difference from our last trip in 2001, when everything was so somber. Also to see the building and growth which has taken place ---the beautiful new airport replacing the outdated structure that was there previously, the sophisticated new building at Masada where there was once just a shack. Of course, the pull of Jerusalem and all our history surrounding it remains as compelling and emotionally charged as ever.

· The older the place is you are visiting, the more pictures you wind up taking.
· My granddaughter really connected with Israel and on many occasions said all the stories she had head about Israel came alive for her. I believe she is more connected with her heritage then before. It is very important for children to visit Israel - I believe it has a profound and lasting effect on their commitment to Judaism.

· Brought to life thousands of years of history.

· Throwing rocks in the sea.

· Everywhere you go In Israel there are multiple stories – layers – this era, that people, this battle, that king, from the Bible, from the War of Independence, you name it. Plus, the bread is really good!

· I finally felt completely comfortable, understanding everything, Shabbat morning in the Masorti synagogue – until the d’var Torah which was, of course, completely in Hebrew.

· Connections and closeness to my culture of Judaism.

· I liked the dig.

· McDonald’s at the Dead Sea. Officially the “lowest McDonald’s on Earth,” for me it was new McDonald’s low. A lone American trapped in a maelstrom of Israeli teenagers, desperate to order from a kosher McDonald’s with such exotic tastes as the Easy Royal and the McKebab. An inability to get a single word in, even after 30 minutes of waiting. The eventual decision to retreat from the battle in order to not miss the bus. A lesson indeed on the people of Eretz Israel. A very crazy lesson.

· Exciting but tiring.

· Sfat – Visiting the “Ashkenazi”, “ARI” synagogue that was constructed and laid out almost precisely the same as the Sephardi synagogue in St. Thomas, USVI. Excavations of Beit Shean – multiple layers of civilization and excellent examples of Roman period as well as Byzantine period. Davidson excavation of Southern Retaining Wall in Ir David provided a very impressive demonstration of “feet on the Land”, including possible rooftop terrace of Bat Sheva, just beneath King David’s palace.

· It was really cool when we went to the archaeological dig.

· When traveling to the Golan Heights, stay off the bumpy roads. The reason is you’ll throw up. Trust me, I did it… twice. [Julie’s note: Choosing not to read while riding on a bus might also avoid this problem.]

· It seems like a clever idea to ask “Kama?” (“How much?” in Hebrew) until they also answer you in Hebrew and you realize numbers are not part of your vocabulary. 

· One of the most interesting speeches was delivered by Colonel Lehrman when he said that the term Middle East is a “western” construct. We should instead change the terminology to “Western Asia and the Mediterranean Countries.”

· An excellent, exciting, adventurous, educational, wonderfully enjoyable trip!

I couldn’t have said it better myself! Many thanks to my traveling companions for sharing their insights. Rabbi Friedman and I are already planning the next trip… in 2 to 3 years. Please consider joining the SJCC as we journey back to Eretz Yisrael. It is truly a life-changing experience.

B’shalom-

Julie Schwarzwald 

President’s Prose – March 2008

This is the time of year when all areas of the SJCC begin to recruit volunteers to help in 2008-2009. Sisterhood, Men’s Club, and the Board of Trustees are all looking for new officers and board members. Committee Chairs are looking for new committee members, or for committee members to step up to be Chairs. The SJCC has always been volunteer-driven. Although we have the hardest working paid staff of any synagogue anywhere, so much of the program planning and implementation is handled by those who give freely of their time.

Volunteers don’t get paid, not because they’re worthless, but because they’re priceless. 


– Sherry Anderson

We make a living by what we get, but we make a life by what we give.









- Winston Churchill
Your talent is God's gift to you. What you do with it is your gift back to God. 









- Anonymous
Volunteering is not a choice, it's a responsibility. 



- Ashley E. Hyder

Volunteers do not necessarily have the time; they just have the heart. 








- Elizabeth Andrew

When you are called and asked to volunteer this time, won’t you please say yes? Whether it is for a small task or a large job, you are being asked because we believe you can do it, we are there to help and support you, and we know you will receive far more than you give. Trust me, it’s worth the risk!

B’shalom,

Julie Schwarzwald 

President’s Prose – April 2008 

Several years ago, when Ilene Radin was Sisterhood President, she shared a demonstration in a speech that has stayed with me ever since. For those of you who missed it the first time around, and those of you who have forgotten it, I’d like to share it again. 

Imagine an empty jar, and 3 containers: one with large rocks, one with small pebbles, and one with sand. Now imagine pouring those materials into the empty jar. You can start with the sand and the pebbles, and quickly fill the jar, but you will discover that there is no room for the large rocks. However, if you put the large rocks in first, then next the pebbles, and finally the sand, you will find that there is room for the smaller materials to make their way in amongst the crevices and spaces around the large rocks.

What do these materials represent? The large rocks are the most important parts of your life: your family, your friends, your health, your faith, your dreams, your goals. The pebbles would be your necessary daily tasks: work, carpool, important errands. The sand represents all of those little tasks that somehow end up filling our time each day without adding to the quality of our lives.

And the moral of the story? If you don’t put the big rocks in first, you’ll never get them in at all. It is all too easy to fill our time with a thousand small, mundane activities. As each week begins, we have before us 168 hours to use in any way we wish. If we begin by scheduling the big rocks, then there will be time to fill in all of the pebbles and sand. If, however, we focus on the sand, then we quickly run out of time and space for the big rocks. 

So, as the next week begins, plan for the important pieces of your life first. Make time for family. Make time for spiritual renewal. Make time for pursuing your goals. 

Passover is one of the four New Year celebrations in the Jewish calendar, and is known by many different names. Two of them are Chag Ha-Aviv, the Festival of Spring, and Z’man Cherutainu, the Season of Freedom. Let’s make this the year that we recognize and take advantage of our opportunity for spring rebirth of our priorities and freedom from the slavery of the sand of our lives.

From my family to yours, wishing you all a zissen Pesach, chag kasher v’sameach --

Julie Schwarzwald

President’s Prose – June 2008  

“May the blessings of heaven – kindness and compassion, long life, ample sustenance, well-being, and healthy children devoted to Torah – be granted to all members of this congregation…. May you be spared all distress and disease…. May God… bless this entire congregation… along with those who unite to establish synagogues for prayer, and those who enter them to pray, and those who give funds for heat and light, and wine for Kiddush and Havdalah, bread to the wayfarer and charity to the poor; and all who devotedly involve themselves with the needs of this community and the Land of Israel.” –excerpted from Siddur Sim Shalom, p. 148, Prayers for the congregation and for those who serve the community

When I accepted the challenge to become president of the SJCC three years ago, I knew pretty well what the job entailed. I had been a vice president for 7 years and was aware of the expectations of the position. What I was not prepared for, however, were the emotional responsibilities that I found in the job. Along with the rabbi and the cantor, the congregational president gets “the call” - about births, deaths, illnesses, good news and bad, everything that affects members of our congregation. It quickly took on a personal meaning, whether I was personally close to a particular congregant or not. As one of the first in the congregation to be notified, it became incumbent on me to decide how to react. In most cases Rabbi and Cantor took the lead public role – there was nothing for the president to do. Nonetheless, I quickly found myself attending funerals and making shiva calls, sending Torah Fund cards, checking on people’s welfare when I saw them in shul. Reading the “Prayer for the congregation” became truly a prayer each Shabbat morning. 

And so, as I type my final President’s Prose, I find there is much relief – and much regret. I believe we have accomplished many terrific things these past 3 years, but I have a long list that we did not yet begin. Some changes happened quickly, others are only beginning the transition. Many were easy, but some absorbed far more time than I would have anticipated. Some were successful; others required further adaptation. It was all so typical of a term of office, and yet so different when it’s your own!

While I cannot say I have enjoyed every minute of being president, I can truthfully say each minute was incredibly rewarding, and no two minutes were the same. So now, wishing I could rise off into the sunset, but realizing that at the SJCC our past presidents are never allowed to rest on their laurels, I will say, simply, l’hitraot.

B’shalom,

Julie

