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We are lucky to live in a community full of outstanding writers and creators at Temple Beth Am. For
some time now, we have craved a vehicle by which we might share heartfelt reflections brought
about by an environment of change and challenge.
Born of pandemic-fueled innovative spirit, we are proud to introduce this inaugural edition of
The Beth Am Review, themed for the high holy day season. We thank the contributors to this issue,
who responded to our prompts about this season of awe with a generosity of spirit. We also thank
Liat Chesed, the designer of this journal, for her aesthetic sense and her willingness to throw herself
into the revision process with us.

By Joyce Wright
May we merit many more healthy seasons of writing, reading, and learning together.
Photographs by Mark Halberg
Shanah tovah,
Mia Pardo, Annie Spar, and Rabbi Cantor Hillary Chorny
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REFLECTIONS ON LAST YEAR:
THIS TOO SHALL PASS
BY GABRIELLE KAUFMAN
In the early days, the toilet paper hoarding,
sourdough loafing, zoom wine and cheese dating
days, I struggled to find the creative thing that
would be my thing. Pinterest porn unabashedly
displayed the achievements of those who were
winning at this lockdown. No chocolate chips? No
problem. Those over achievers harvested their
own cocoa pods and milked their own cows. I even
made mimosas out of oranges from our tree and
champagne left over from New Years Eve 2015.
But, those ingredients and that spark soon ran
out.
In a brief moment of inspiration, I took to my
driveway with a pack of chalk and scrolled in curly
letters, “This too shall pass.” These proud words
were to invite my neighbors to share in my
positivity. It was a rallying cry, “Hey people, we can
DO this! Sí se puede!” I took a photo of the
masterpiece to prove on Instagram that I was also
winning at this thing. The heart clicks from my half
dozen followers confirmed it too.
Today, months after the warm hug of optimism
has faded like the now barely legible words
beneath my car, I feel a weariness that is hard to
compartmentalize or subdue with a buttered,
crusty slice of bread. As a therapist, it is my job to
hold the anxiety and depression of those in my
care. I’m showing up. At least, I’m trying to show
up. The fatigue is real. And it seems apt that the
remaining words on my driveway now read, “hall
pass.”

I am worn thin by the gnawing contagion
stressors that haunt my clients and those around
me. These are worries I am unable to soothe. My
own fears about the academic, social and
emotional atrophy I witness in my children,
permeate my days and keep me up at night. And
whereas I used to feel hopeful about change, I
am now achingly depleted by the glaring racial
hatred and disparities afflicting our country and
the deep division of a government more
concerned with its image than in protecting its
inhabitants. I am troubled by the needless loss
and death in the world. And, I miss hugging my
mother. What happened to the inspiration and
creativity of those early days? It all seems like a
distant, washed out memory.
This too shall pass.
The words swirl in my thoughts like the memories
of the Yeshiva girl ring I once wore that bore
inscribed in Hebrew, Gam Ze Ya’avor. Oddly
poetic, I lost that ring long ago.
The good of this moment, the unexpected time
with my daughter home from college because
there are no in-person college courses - this will
pass. The reunions with college friends around
the world, connected by a global trauma - they
too will phase out. And the ease of Los Angeles
traffic has already begun to return to its prepandemic clog.
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And on happier days, I remind myself that the
isolation and constant fear of this era will also
fade. While the timeline of a vaccine is unknown
and the treatment of this virus is inexact,
scientists will prevail. Students will return to
physical school. The death toll will fall and the
acuity of this illness will ease. I believe in science.
I also believe in resilience. When we cannot show
up for funerals in person, we join with our loved
ones on Zoom. And b’nei mitzvahs, and
graduations, and weddings continue to bring us
together in creative and meaningful ways that
remind us both of what we are missing and how
we are adapting. And as we enter the days of Awe,
I know my community will gather, somehow.
Though, I do miss the hugs.
Gam Ze Ya’avor.
I do not know how or what our next year will hold.
But, I desperately need to believe that this too
shall pass. It is time for me to re-inscribe the
words. Commit to a new year. Bring out more
colorful chalk and claim hope as my own even
when I don’t know for sure it is there.

1 TISHREI 5781

My Life in Six Words
Still flexible after all these years.
Love and support:
family, friends, community.
Constancy of change
rejuvenates and refreshes.
Great wife, great kids, so grateful.
Had lymphoma-- blessed with
second chance.
Grateful for life; feeling the
distance.
Revolution, Immigrations. Built
Family and Career.
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WHY CAN’T WE?
By Ariel Hopenstand
I'm surprised the sky isn’t yellow.
While the city below is frozen.
I’m surprised the trees aren’t purple
While the city is blue.
I’m surprised doors open
While shops cannot.
I’m surprised the fish in the ocean can group together
While we cannot.

A LONELY COMET
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GRANDMAMA'S LEMON
By Adena Hopenstand
A girl listens to grandparents’ stories:
Tales of survival with despair in war.
The Holocaust with death and much gore,
Away from camps, in Siberia, far.
Arrested, all she could manage to take
Were his medical tools, vet license, and
A single fruit--a lemon--for health’s sake.
Eight years hence, missing Grandmama’s hand,
I shop in the market with shelves laid bare,
Ravaged by all who will shelter in place.
A pandemic declared, how will we fare?
I see lemons, and then think of her face.
Will these lemons tucked away keep us safe?

By Ariel Hopenstand

A lonely comet shooting through space,
The only one for miles.
Past Neptune, Uranus, and Saturn,
He has seen beautiful wonders, but he has no one to share them with.
Past Jupiter, Mars, straight towards Earth.
As he entered the atmosphere, he catches fire.DETAIL >
He was shrinking.
He was dying.
Friendless.
On Earth, a young child makes a wish upon him.
With the last of his strength, he grants the child’s wish.
And dies…
Finally with a friend.

Kenya #2 by Deborah Blum
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My Life in Six Words
I have been blessed with enough.
In search of authentic experiences everyday.
Worked hard. Worried. Never stopped striving.
Hope for best--trust but verify.
I dreamed to live in Israel.
Love. Be Kind. Heal. Peace. Hineni.
Life appreciated, a life worth living.
Bad Buchau Synagogue by Deborah Blum

You are holy--today, yesterday, tomorrow.
All in all, I can’t complain.
I’ve known life. Love. War. Poverty.

KOL
NIDRE
By Rabbi Diana Cohen

The first time I ever heard Kol Nidre, I knew I had heard it before. Even without understanding the words, it was
mine. It evokes an ages-old memory of vulnerability, of insecurity, of unreasonable demands placed on our
people, and the liturgical solution to what was being required of us. “We are being forced, God, to make vows we
do not hold and which we will not keep. Only You know our hearts reject these vows.”
For years, I would stand and hear the mournful notes of the declaration of nullification of vows, and I would think
back to those for whom the words had real meaning, from the Jews of Inquisition Spain to the Jews of medieval
Europe to Jews hiding in Nazi Europe. The message I have always heard is –
“Holy One, it is beyond our ability to know what the coming year will bring. Will it be a year of life and blessing?
Or will we be oppressed and sent out to flee and wander? What will be required of us? Only You can discern the
future. Know that the choices we make will be for life. Forgive us for the words and deeds we may be forced to
embrace, for our sake and the sake of our children. And for the sake of Israel and Your holy name.”
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FREEDOM: A ROSH HASHANAH
REFLECTION
By Yoni Kollin
How do I put together the two?
My Jewish identity and my gender identity.
They’re both such a big part of my life and I can't help but feel
they've been battling it out for centuries.
I was born and raised Jewish, still growing up Jewish, living my
life Jewish, waking up Jewish, sleeping Jewish, eating Jewish,
being Jewish.

I realized that I was a violet child. Sorry. I realize that I am a
violet child. A child not on the binary, a child of wonder and
mystery.
I use they/them/their pronouns now and I identify as
nonbinary.

And I’ve felt so aligned with my Jewish identity, especially since
coming out of the closet as gay when my family embraced me I
was so overjoyed and filled to the brim with hope.

Hebrew is only made up of masculine and feminine words.
How do I feel comfortable in my own language?
How can I feel comfortable when I clearly don't belong?
Maybe I'll use both male and female forms of Hebrew
depending on how I feel.
Yea, that sounds like a plan, or at least a step towards the
future.

Hope (noun) 1. a feeling of expectation or desire for a certain
thing to happen.
I identified as a boy. I used he/him/his pronouns. And for a
while that works for me.
Don't get me wrong, I always knew I was more feminine than
masculine. I loved wearing dresses, painting my nails, beating
my face, in general just looking like a queen.
But I knew when to separate the two.
I would only be fem for carnivals or holidays that allowed me to
wear costumes such as Halloween or Purim.
Growing up in a society where boy is blue and girl is pink took
its toll on me.
If I was to wear a dress, it would be indoors or I’d be wearing it
for a drag performance.
Society would not allow me to wear a dress. It would not allow
me to be pink. Because pink on a boy isn’t normal.
Blue is for boys and pink is for girls.
Blue is for boys and pink is for girls.
Blue is for boys and pink is for girls.
You can't have it any other way.
That's what Society dictates and that's how I saw the world for a
long time.
I was a boy eternally being blue, until one magical day at a camp
I would forever love, I learned that I could be a polka dotted
boy. Not an ordinary, Society normal boy, but a boy that was
me.
As Time went on, I started seeing Blurred Lines. I had spent so
much time questioning myself in society because being a polka
dotted boy just wasn't enough.

But wait.

A compromise of sorts.
Men in the Jewish Community are expected to wear a
kippot on their heads.
I am biologically male, but I'm also non-binary. I don't
identify as male.
I am not a boy.
At least not a full boy. And I'm also not a girl, at least not a
full girl.
I'm a little bit of both, and a little bit of neither.
So do I wear a kippah to make the people around me feel
comfortable, or do I choose when I want to wear one
based on how I'm feeling?
I'm leaning toward the second option, the option that
makes sense in my head, in my mind, in my body, in my
heart, and in my soul.
My identities used to be parallel to each other but I found
a way to make the impossible possible.
I found a way to make the parallel perpendicular.
I found a way to find myself.
I found myself a way to be free.
Free (adjective) 1. not under the control or in the power of
another; able to act or be done as one wishes.

I am free.
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Teshuvah--Set Yourself Free
By Amanda Griffel

A Tragic Death
BY SUZANNE WEISS MORGAN

Your death is the colossal collapse of a valued life
A take your breath away moment
Ripped from the headlines
From family and friends
Excruciating separations
We must grieve you as our own
For you could be.
We will pull ourselves through this extraordinary crisis
In time
Breathe into that hope
Now
For our future
© Suzanne Morgen

Notes of Kol Nidre
BY SUZANNE WEISS MORGAN

Notes of Kol Nidre
Memorized over years
Embedded deeply in my soul
They connect me with the collective consciousness
of the Jewish people
Past, present, future
Every year
My eyes close
My heart opens
And the notes flood my senses
Ascending and descending
Like a powerful, hypnotic wave
I am comforted by the beautiful familiarity
Grateful for the God given reprieve
And the magnanimous opportunity
To become my best self in the year ahead
© Suzanne Morgen

On Rosh Hashanah before the sounding of the shofar we
sing the words, 'from the narrow place I called to G-d, who
answered me with expansiveness.' Note that our breath
within the shofar follows the same path. It begins at the
narrow end of the shofar, a place of tightness and
constriction, and emerges at the wide end, a place of
openness and expansiveness.
Now more than ever, we live our lives with a constricted
sense of what is possible. We move within the narrow
limits set by choices that we made long ago, or by
circumstances that we never chose at all. Real change,
teshuvah, begins with the realization that we have more
freedom than we thought, that we need not remain trapped
by the status quo.
In the act of teshuvah, we move from the narrowness to
expansiveness, like our breath within the shofar. Also like
that breath, teshuvah gives voice to our deepest longings
and aspirations. In seizing our freedom, we unlock our
hearts. We find our truest self-expression. May this
season of teshuvah help us all find our freedom.
Shanah tovah.

My Life in Six Words
Ate without stopping throughout the Pandemic.
Wanted nothing more than to read.
Blessed Life. Wonderful parents. Wonderful children.
Didn’t know how strong I was.
Much to grow, life too short.
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Unetaneh Tokef--Tipping the Scale
By Denise Berger
Every Friday there’s a Shabbat Shalom text from Lindy, often before I wake up. She’s been sending them “religiously”
for just about two years. The first text came as I was beginning to mourn for my Mom. Leaving the shiva visit, Lindy
said “You’ll be hearing from me” and gave me a hug. I awakened a few days later to a Shabbat Shalom text with a little
heart emoji and figured this must have been what she meant. It was nice. I sent a quick text back and went about my
day.
The next week there was another text. The week after that there was another. And so on. By now our texts are part of
my Friday routine, a scheduled smile in my week. When the cat jumps into the dryer as I’m doing laundry, I plan to
send Lindy a picture. When the house painters decide to cover all the windows and doors with sheets of plastic so I’m
essentially sealed inside, I know that by the time I send a recap to Lindy it will seem funny.
I’ve always been a person who has super close friends. Lindy and I are not super close, so this form of friendship was
new for me and an unexpected gift. Sending a text to Lindy is the behavioral equivalent of getting dressed and doing
my hair; I don’t know her well enough to greet her in my emotional pajamas. Especially while grieving, behaving like a
normal person felt just as therapeutic as being able to curl up in a ball and cry; it kept me connected to the part of
myself that was still functional and gave me something to build upon.
The texts from Lindy also reassured my heart in a way that even my very closest friends could not. I tend to totalize
my feelings. Most of the time this is great, because my nature thankfully tends towards the optimistic. But in the loss
of my Mom, feeling like love left the world, it would have been natural for me to totalize that feeling as well. When
surrounded by dear close friends, depression could easily have rationalized that they are exceptions, that the world is
inherently cold and dark and I just got lucky with these individuals. Lindy’s texts didn’t allow that. Lindy’s texts are
typed by Lindy’s fingers, and sent through Lindy’s phone, but they are messages from the universe, paper airplanes
from G-d reminding me that the world is good.
Were Lindy simply doing this out of sympathy, it would have been appropriate for the texts to stop after the unveiling
of my Mom’s grave. The official period of mourning had ended. The texts didn’t end. The paper airplanes from the Gd now trail banners, joyfully proclaiming that
the>goodness of the world is consistent, steady, reliable, and
DETAIL
unending.
I think of the back and forth section in the Unetaneh Tokef prayer: “Who will be at peace and who will be troubled;
who will be serene and who will be disturbed; who will be tranquil and who will be tormented." It feels like there’s a
tipping point, where one thing can make the difference which way we go. Without this amazing chesed--kindness-from Lindy, I could easily have found myself in languishing Column A.

My Life in Six Words
Lowered expectations, finding small joyful
moments.

I am woman, hear me roar!
Hashem gave me a beautiful family.

Happy. But not yet fully content.
Mother. Grandmother. Wife. Daughter.
Lawyer. Thankful.

Despite diagnosis, blessed. Loved. Laughing.
Grateful.

TEMPLE BETH AM
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A DIFFERENT KIND OF RESOLUTION
By Andrew Wallenstein

The High Holidays aren’t as readily associated with
making resolutions as they are with the secular New
Year’s Day. But when Rosh Hashanah comes around,
I try to find at least one pledge to make to myself to
better my life in the months ahead. 5781 will be no
exception, though this is no ordinary year.
That’s because the pandemic has disrupted so much
of the daily routines we used to take for granted.
And as much as I’d like to tell myself that I will once
again pick something of importance to me
personally to do differently, there’s this nagging
sense that this time around I can give myself a pass.
Life is challenging enough these days as it is, I reason
with myself. Don’t go making things more difficult.
Frustration comes to me all too easily than it ever
has before. I pine for the simpler times that don’t
seem all that long ago. What’s worse is not knowing
when our world will seem normal again as the virus
drags on with no clear end in sight.
No wonder negative thoughts of all kinds keep
circling in my mind with stubborn persistence:
I wish I wasn’t cooped up in my home all the time.
I wish I didn’t have to wear a mask whenever I
manage to leave my home.
I wish my son didn’t have to experience school
through a computer screen.
I wish I didn’t have to experience Rosh Hashanah
through Zoom instead of Temple Beth Am’s
beautiful new sanctuary.

What I’m going to try my damndest to do in 5781 is
to counter the self-inflicted negativity that comes all
too easily to me with a conscious effort to count my
blessings with equal intensity. To look on the bright
side when darkness closes in.
For example: Yes, I resent being housebound all the
time. But I’ve got to train myself to acknowledge in
the same breath how lucky I am to get so much
quality time with my wife and son.
Another one: Yes, I hate that my son has to learn
through a computer. But I see how effectively
technology connects him to his friends and
teachers, so I’m grateful he has that to keep him
happy.
And as much as I’m tiring of Zoom, which is no
substitute for
being at Temple Beth Am in the flesh, at least Zoom
connects me to the very
things I would miss most on the High Holidays: the
words of the rabbis from the
pulpit, the niggunim from the chazanim.
I’m sorry my family won’t be in the same room as our
Beth Am family, but I’m happy to connect with
everyone here via the written word in a
way that face-to-face interaction can’t achieve. I
must take pleasure in what is possible instead of
dwelling on what’ impossible.
Shanah Tovah umetukah to everyone.

And so on and so on.
This list of wishes remind me of the Al Cheyt prayer
from the High Holidays liturgy. They may not be a
litany of confessed sins, but in a way, they feel to me
like sins. Negative thoughts feel wrong because as
frustrating as pandemic life can be, I know there is
so much to be thankful for, which makes me feel
guilty.
And that’s when the resolution comes in.
Photograph by Anne Spar
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By Donald Vanderweit
One huge benefit of me living in Los Angeles for so
long is that I consider myself to be "jus soli" an
expert on screenplays, in much the same way that
all the people in Sonoma County are wine experts
and all Coloradans are Black Diamond skiers. Of
course, I'm not really an expert, but I do find
myself casting a discerning eye toward the things I
am watching. In particular, I have become a bit of
a snob about character development. If I am
hooked on a series or a movie, I really pay
attention to changes in the main characters. Are
they fundamentally different people at the end
than they were at the beginning? Or did they
seem exactly the same; perfect (or imperfect)
going in and coming out?
As we study different stories in the Tanakh, I can't
help doing the same thing. And what a range of
characters to study! Mostly male characters, I
grant, but still there is a lot to work with. They run
the whole gamut. On one end of the spectrum we
have people who won't change. I'm thinking of
characters like Job who stubbornly, famously,
incredibly did not change one bit, even after
getting boils and poverty and who knows what. Or
Pharaoh, who didn't change, even when the story
set him up for a big transformative Grinch-like
moment. Then there are a slew of characters who
change once, and usually only because G-d gives
them a good slap. So many in this category:
Balaam, Jonah (love that plot twist), even Lot's wife,
although things didn't go well for her. That's great,
but not a big stretch; it's a rare individual who
would not be changed by an encounter with a
talking donkey. Give me Ruth any day.
So, forgive me if I dismiss these one-hit wonders,
and move on to the characters who really grow.
Joseph, whose story arc looks like a cardiogram,
up and down, in and out of trouble, only to find his
peace in reuniting with the family that he loves
and misses.
David, who has the courage and the smarts, but
sometimes can't seem to get out of his own way.
But in terms of plot twists, no one beats the big
guy, Moshe Rabbeinu.

Let's count it down: right after he is born, they put him
in a river and he is adopted by a new family. He is lined
up to be Mitzraim royalty, but he kills an overseer, and
he has to hide out as a refugee shepherd. Then the
burning bush...it just goes on and on. Finally, right when
he is thinking about a retirement condo somewhere on
the outskirts of Jerusalem...nope, sorry, that whole rock
thing. You didn't think it was important at the time, but
now that it's too late, you know better. So, the story
changes, but does he change? I think he does. Look at
his relationship with Yitro. At first, Moses seems to
dismiss him, but later he learns that Yitro is a pretty
smart guy with a lot of leadership experience. And
Moshe's relationship with G-d changes as he comes to
learn his own role in the story. Every time he runs into a
challenge, win or lose, Moshe learns from it.
Why am I telling you this? Because this has been a year
of changes for us, probably the biggest year of changes
most of us have seen. If 2020 held a prom, the theme
would be "Don't Count On It." And we find ourselves
like Moshe, a guy who has a plan one minute, only to
see in the next minute that the plan, well, it's just not
going to happen.
When I look at the life of Moshe, I see two things. One
is, the guy who stood up for the slave and killed the
overseer is somehow, basically, the same guy who stood
up to Pharaoh, and, later, stood up to G-d. And he did
that because of the other thing:his love for his people.
When everything was up in the air, he had this one thing
he could cling to. He knew that the purpose of his life
was to lead his people and make them into a nation.
We have been at this Covid thing for six months now,
and it is a rare person who can say that he or she is the
same person having gone through it. How do we go
on? Like Moshe Rabbeinu: know that you carry your
strength with you: what made you strong then is what
will make you strong now. And stand with your people.
It may be three people, it may be dozens, or it may be
millions, but find the people that you love and watch
over them. And we will get through this, and someday
we will all marvel at the development of our characters.

TEMPLE BETH AM
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WALK BESIDE ME
AMANDA GRIFFEL

By Adinah Singer-Frankes

It feels really easy to blame our lives right now on God. Racism, a global pandemic, fires and what seems to be a new
issue every single day. The damage seems divine in nature, impossible to have been aided by a fellow human being.

In search of answers, I turn to a poem that is read throughout Yamim Noraim called “Ki Anu Amecha: We Are Your
People.” Written in a pattern, each line in the poem uses a different metaphor to depict our relationship with God.
Every depiction is very hierarchical, with God depicted as being this greater, more powerful figure, while we are
always below her. However, in the last stanza, we are described as god’s loving friend, and her beloved companion.
I love this last line. It implies that we, God and us, are equals and experiencing everything together. God is eternity
and the everlasting. God is every living thing, every connection, every experience. Therefore, everything that happens
to us is also happening to God.
In the last couple of months, the thing that I have missed most is hugs. Hugs are a way to show beginnings and
endings. This past semester, I was in Jerusalem on Ramah Israel’s semester abroad. For weeks I was meeting new
people in new places with new intentions. Hugs were an important part of everything I did. Up until the very
beginning of this isolation, the end of that adventure, hugs are what kept me happy.
I miss the feeling of approaching a close friends house knowing you’re going to get a big hug when you come inside.
The feeling of embrace after seeing a community member on a walk. Not only do I miss this connection, I am now
afraid of it. Giving someone a hug is more dangerous than telling someone your gmail password. But missing hugs,
longing for embrace is not an issue that I am experiencing on my own. This is happening to every single one of us.
Everyone knows someone who knows someone who… and on and on. No one is above, no one is more powerful. We
are together the beloved companion and loving friend that HaShem embodies living this reality. Turning to the words
and ideas in Ki Anu Amecha gives me hope during this moment in the Jewish calendar of reflection inside of a year of
abrupt and disquieting change.

My Life in Six Words
Amanda Griffel
Youthful Dreams. Most Fulfilled.
Some surprises.

Loving parents. Wonderful children.
Meaningful work.
Learning to compassionately accept
myself/others.
Happy healthy family. What else
matters?
Lost a child, blessed with more.
The truest love are grandparents
hugs.
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Honen Dalim—Rebirth and Renewal
By Diane Herman
As Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur approach, our thoughts turn

Plus, coming in almost as Deus Ex Machina:

inward toward our personal heshbon nefesh (spiritual

Elias, a religiously observant Peruvian Jew who lived in

accounting) and renewal. For those of us who live in a vibrant

Washington, D.C. and was in Maputo for only a few weeks

and organized Jewish community, we don’t generally consider

as a consultant. He stepped in to help layn Torah.

the heshbon nefesh and renewal of our community.

Marina, a Portuguese academic (with several books to her

But for the

tiny, more than one-hundred year-old community of Honen

credit) whose field is Portuguese Jewish communities. She

Dalim in Maputo, Mozambique in southern Africa, Jewish

arrived as an anthropologist to study our community and

community, both physical and spiritual is not something you take

instead found herself a participant in the festivities (though

for granted. One step in the community’s renewal (well actually

she’s not Jewish), as well as spending all day on Friday

two steps, as you will see) happened shortly before the Yamim

cleaning the shul to get it ready for the Bar Mitzvah. But

Noraim in 2012. On August 25 the Honen Dalim community

more on that below.

celebrated the first Bar Mitzvah in at least 50 years when Jewish
life came to a halt in Mozambique. I was part of the community

Why was this such a miraculous event? If you had stepped into

at that time and here is what happened:

our little shul the prior April, before we began the restoration
work, you would have come into a building whose roof was

·

The cast of characters:

ready to fall in on our heads. The shul was built in 1926, and

Jordan—the Barmi—that’s South African Jewish-speak for Bar

except for some cosmetic work done 3 years prior for Juliana’s

Mitzvah Boy

Bat Mitzvah (a Maputo first-ever event), it had probably not had

Natalie and Avalar—the parents—Natalie, who hails from

much work done to it. In fact, at independence, when religion

Johannesburg and Avalar who is Portuguese/South African.

was basically outlawed by the Marxist government, most of the

Gaby—brother of the Bar Mitzvah—who had his own Bar

Jewish community left Mozambique and the building became a

Mitzvah the following year

warehouse for the Red Cross next door. Only the intervention of

Family and friends of the Bar Mitzvah who came from near

a Greek (not Jewish) businessman and an Israeli doing relief

and far—Natalie’s parents from Ra’anana, Israel, her sister

work during Mozambique’s long Civil War kept the building from

from San Diego, California. A friend from England. Lots of

being razed to make room for a parking lot.

people from South Africa.
Friends of the family from Maputo.

In December 2010, not knowing how we would raise the
$45,000 that we thought the restoration would cost, but with

And of course, our own tiny Jewish community:

faith that somehow we would find the resources, Andrew

Larry, chief cook and bottle washer of our community (lay

ordered the trusses that would duplicate and replace the unique

leader, teacher, treasurer, chief fund raiser) taught Jordan

beam structure that was holding up the roof in the interior of the

to read the Maftir and Haftarah at weekly lessons, and he,

shul. The roof came off in April 2012 and our community’s

of course, led the services.

regular Friday evening Erev Shabbat services continued for

Diane (me) taught Jordan to read Hebrew and helped him

months in our living room. Not a moment too soon. We found

with his Dvar Torah.

that every bit of wood inside needed replacing as it was termite

Ian, who hadn’t read Torah in about 30 years, took over

eaten. The “wood” we thought was holding the panes of glass in

some of the layning responsibility.

our two Star of David windows was actually only glue. As the

Andrew, AKA Bezalel, the Builder (the name he took at his

reconstruction continued, we discovered one problem after

conversion) who, as a professional construction manager,

another. The walls and floors were weak and wouldn’t support

oversaw the restoration of our shul, and who took on the

the new trusses that were made of heavier wood than the

task as though he were building a cathedral.

originals.

Jose, the electrician responsible for the new lighting in our

engineering firm working professionally with Larry in his “real”

shul. (He donated his labor for the electrical work, as did

job told us we needed to add columns to support the beams.

most of the other tradesmen working on the project.) He

The projected costs of the project grew and grew until they

was a Portuguese Jew, living in Maputo, who had reached

were about triple our original estimate.

Both the walls and floor needed to be reinforced. An

the age of 60 without ever having been to a synagogue
service (even though he had worked in Israel for a time). He

Of course the work had to be finished in time for the Bar

was in the shul for this momentous occasion and remained

Mitzvah. The deadline loomed. On Monday of that week there

for years as part of the community.

was still major work going on.
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We knew that Friday a massive cleaning job would be

From the moment she introduced “the Barmi,” to orchestral

necessary.But as Friday dawned the workers were still

horas, trains around the room, and Bratslav bouncing to the

painting, doing electrical work and other tasks.

strains of Rabbi Nachman music, she kept the dancing going

At the same

time, Marina and others were cleaning. Only at 3:00 on

till nearly midnight.

Friday afternoon (with the paint still tacky) was the building
ready for bringing in chairs, bookshelves, and the Sefer Torah

In many ways, this event represented was a new beginning

on loan from the South African Board of Jewish Deputies. But

for Honen Dalim. A few weeks later, the community joined

wait! What about the Torah reading table that Dvora had

together to celebrate Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur in the

commissioned from a local artisan in memory of her sister?

newly renovated building as it has every year since. New

(You have to understand the only furniture that the

holiday traditions were possible with the acquisition of a

community owned was 25 plastic chairs and a bookshelf.) It

sefer Torah. Old traditions continued as the second night

was supposed to be delivered earlier in the week. At 3:00, it

potluck Rosh Hashana dinner was attended by the entire

still hadn’t arrived. 4:00… 4:30 … Finally at 5:00 the table

community.

arrived.
This year our routines, personal, public, and religious have
At 6:00, with about 75 people in attendance, I welcomed the

been turned upside down as the pandemic has shaken our

assembled guests as Secretary of the community-- Honen

lives beyond recognition. The coming celebrations of the

Dalim, the Jewish Community of Mozambique. I looked

High Holy Days will be changed dramatically from previous

around, incredulous at the scene before my eyes. A jewel of

years. But the example of the rebirth of the Honen Dalim

a building and a minyan, well, lots more than a minyan, to

community in its historic building reminds us that communal

begin the festivities.

and personal renewal is possible. It remains for us to make
that happen here when the pandemic is behind us.

Services began and I can say, because I heard it from so
many of the guests that our Erev Shabbat services in Nusach
Maputo were a huge hit. We had the chance, as Larry said,

My Life in Six Words

to test the roof for the first time as our voices joined
together in the Shabbat melodies that were familiar to most
of the worshippers, no matter where they had come from.
And that, for me, was the second miracle of the day—the

Sought God. Transformed self. Now-chocolate.

amazing feeling of being part of a connected community of
Jews from around the world, come together for this

Lots of experience. Living life fully.

milestone event.

The rest of the Bar Mitzvah went off smoothly. On Shabbat

Strove for healing. Today fully alive.

morning, with about 125 people or so crowding into our little
building, Jordan did all of us proud with his layning of Maftir,
recitation of the Haftarah, and a Dvar Torah delivered with
confidence and style. Probably Avalar, Jordan’s father
summed it up best when he addressed Jordan, “Jordan, I may
not be Jewish, but I know a good Bar Mitzvah when I see
one!”

The party on Saturday night was fantastic. Held in a tent at
Natalie and Avalar’s home, I had to keep pinching myself to
believe that I was in Maputo. The party was like every other
Jewish simcha I have ever been to.

(Well maybe not the part

where we sang the Mozambican national anthem and

Out of darkness discovered abounding
light.
Singing. Sharing. Teaching. Caring.
Writing. Daring.
Life lived fully; never enough time.
Incredibly lucky and blessed beyond
belief.

Hatikvah.) The fabulous DJ/singer accompanied by a
guitarist and karaoke computer was imported from the
Joburg Bar Mitzvah scene.

Educator. Protector. Leader. Father.
Son. Jew.
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Who Will Be Remembered?
BY MARGALIT ROSENTHAL
Barely six months after my father suddenly died at the
age of only 66, I was expected to sit in Rosh Hashanah
and Yom Kippur services 5780, to listen and accept
 ו ּבְ יוֹם צוֹם ִּכ ּפו ּר י ֵָח ֵתמו ּן,שנָה י ּ ִָכ ֵתבו ּן
ָ ּ ׁ ַֹאש ה
ׁ  ְ ּבר, that his fate had
been written and sealed the previous chagim. That he
didn’t do enough tshuva, tefilla, or tzedakah to
overturn the verdict.
After another year of unnecessary and horrific gun
violence in America last year, various interpretations
and alternative versions of Unetaneh Tokef were
already flying around.
Rabbis were scrambling to provide spiritual comfort
after so much tragedy. Poems and sermons evoked
imagery of recent events--I found none that gave a
spiritual reason “why.” My rabbi could not engage in
the conversation. He was gone. I listened, I read
sermons, but I failed to hear an interpretation that
rang as true as my father’s--my rabbi’s--humble words
about the awful and unexplainable –“Sh** Happens.”
Spiritual comfort via holiday sermons or liturgical
interpretations weren’t really going to cut it for my first
chagim without him.
Growing up in a shul, the holiday liturgy and music
was the haunting, minor--key soundtrack for the
annual game of “Who Showed Up?” Bingo and the
always--entertaining running commentary from the
family who sat behind us. The logistics of the services
changed over our nearly 30 years at our shul: From a
crowded sanctuary + social hall combo with hundreds
of chairs on elevated risers, accompanied by a robed
choir and long and formal sermons; to a less crowded
room with a vocal quartet, cantor, and shorter
sermons; to, finally, a less crowded sanctuary,
volunteers, and efficient sermons (or text study) that I
had the privilege of reading and editing in advance.
Though the setup changed, some things always
remained, like the British--accented quips from
behind my seat and the most traditional melodies. As
the size of the crowd decreased, the formality melted
away, and the soulfulness, intimacy, and engagement
grew. The days became more meaningful. ו ּ ְנ ַת ּנֶה ּת ֶֹקף
Let us now relate to declining synagogue attendance.
 ו ִּמי בָ אֵ ׁש, ִמי בַ ּ ַמיִםWho by cruise vacation, and who by
work deadlines.  ו ּבְ ׁשוֹפָ ר ּגָדוֹל י ּ ִָת ַקעAnd the great shofar
will sound for those who are intent on listening.

Last year, I tried to listen. I tried to focus on the liturgy,
to find some kind of new spiritual weighted blanket
that I had never before owned. I sat alone, clutching
one of my father’s tallit gadol around me in spite of the
September heat and lack of A/C. With tears running
down my cheeks, I made myself as small in my chair as
physically possible, hoping nobody would notice me. My
“I’m not here to make friends” vibe I had been carrying
throughout the previous six months at shul. I searched
through the words of Unetaneh Tokef, and I my hands
reached out to grasp.
Nothing. Not anger or despair, not pessimism or angst. I
couldn’t experience a crisis of faith because I had never
been a person “of faith.” Unsurprising. Jews aren’t
exactly known for constant blind faith (see: Moses).
For the next six months after the chagim, I kept
thinking about Unetaneh Tokef, still trying to grasp a
feeling or something to believe, fully acknowledging
what I don’t. I went to minyan nearly every day for a
year. I continued coming to Shabbat morning services. I
struggled. What might be written and sealed in Sepher
Zichronot, in the Book of Remembrances? Is death in
this piyyut a metaphor? What is destined, if not life and
death?
Maybe it’s faith. Or hope. Or optimism. That might make
sense, since the good acts you perform to overturn your
fate would likely naturally lead you to be more
optimistic, similar to prescribing exercise for someone
unhappy, knowing the endorphins will make them feel
happier. Fake it ‘till you make it.
Or is what’s destined simply memory itself? The
memory of you. Whose memory will live and whose
memory will die; whose memory will fade after a long
time and whose before its time. Teshuva, tefillah, and
tzedakah will help ensure the memory of who you are-who you were--is protected and sealed for the year,
regardless of what happens to your physical body. The
way you lived your life was good, and therefore the fate
of your memory is protected.
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ALYSE AND KURT
BY DEBORAH BLUM
I can almost see her now, Alyse, in a gown flowing down
past her knees, but not touching the floor, that would
have been too turn-of-the-century. No, in the 1930’s,
when they met, the style was casual elegance, and she
– a dancer and singer, who had been to finishing school
in Hungary, and had a degree from Northwestern
University – knew something about style.
Alyse’s mother, Irene, a wise woman, had studied law
but then decided not to practice, because she really
didn’t need to, since her husband was a brilliant doctor.
A bit of a wild woman, Irene married the brilliant doctor
after he followed her down the street, or so the story
goes. She was already married to a Jewish inventor, also
Hungarian, but wasn’t happy. He was troubled, and
never received credit for inventing warming plates used
by restaurants, or so the story goes.
So, Alyse grew up in Chicago with a Protestant
stepfather, still immersed in the Hungarian community,
but now with two half-brothers, in addition to her sister.
She never thought about that she was actually Jewish.
She went to Sunday school.
But somehow her soul knew. Or her soulmate knew.
Because one enchanted and fateful evening, Kurt
Laemmle went to the party where Alyse was singing.
She was the entertainment, not an invited guest. He
couldn’t take his eyes off her. It wasn’t just her voice,
though that was incredible – a high soprano, it was her
smile, most of all, that drew him in.At the end of the
evening, when Alyse and the Hungarian violinist, who
had accompanied her, were packing up, Kurt convinced
his friend to talk to her and ask for her phone number.
Kurt was too shy and Alyse was too … something…it was
just better this way. This way he wouldn’t hurt her
feelings, if he really didn’t like her personality after all.

They went on a double date and Kurt’s friend, Ralph,
and Alyse didn’t seem to have much to say to one
another. When Ralph got up to buy more cigarettes,
Alyse and Kurt slid closer to each other and began
sharing details about their lives. Alyse told him about
her mother, who was strict and told her what to do all
the time. Kurt shared that he was working at Universal
selling films, and getting tired of it.“Time to be my own
boss soon,” he said, taking a swig of whiskey and soda.
She laughed and he saw a speck of red lipstick on her
white tooth in the dim light. Sitting at a booth, as the
band played, music washed over them. The dates all
morphed into one in his mind when he looked back.
So many times, they went out dancing or to a movie,
just the two of them.
Then, Kurt found out Alyse was engaged. She hadn’t
told him at first and then she did. She said that she
couldn’t go out with him anymore; she was sorry. She
was waiting for a man named Shandor to get his visa
and arrive from Budapest. She met him when she was
in Hungary the year before at finishing school. They
were engaged, she said.
But Kurt checked Alyse’s slim fingers and saw no ring.
He heard a moment of hesitation in her voice when
she said Shandor’s name. Was this another one of
those things her mother told her to do, and she did?
Marriage wasn’t like that. Not in America. Not even in
Germany, where Kurt was from. So, he persisted. He
asked if they could continue going out as friends. He
was an honest man. She was such lively company, a
dancer, a professional. In addition to singing, she
taught modern dance at a small school she had
created herself. Her mother hadn’t wanted her to
pursue an academic career after she graduated from
Northwestern at nineteen.
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Alyse and Kurt had fun. The Drake Hotel. Others too.
Chicago was a lively place with the big bands of jazz and
swing. Kurt didn’t drink much, but he worked hard
during the day, and he liked to listen to music at night.
He wasn’t as good a dancer as Alyse, but she was
patient and didn’t seem to mind if he stepped on her
toes once in a while.
Then, one night, after months had flown by, Kurt asked
about Shandor and Alyse told him Shandor was having
problems getting a visa. A few days later, Alyse’s
stepfather asked if she wanted to go to the movies with
him and his teenage sons and Alyse replied, “No, I can’t.
Kurt’s going to call.” Her step-father raised an eye-brow
and said, “Ah, hah!” nodding to himself. A light went on
in Alyse’s brain, I’m in love with Kurt.
Later that evening, when Kurt called, Alyse tried to act
nonchalant, but something had changed in her heart.
She realized she would be happy with him. They
enjoyed each other’s company. He made her laugh with
his silly jokes, was polite yet not too proper, and had
good manners but didn’t take himself too seriously.
The next time Kurt asked again if Shandor was coming,
Alyse shrugged and said, “I don’t know…I haven’t heard
from him for a while. He stopped writing.”
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Alyse knew this was not true; Kurt was not wealthy. He
was getting by on a salesman’s salary. His father’s first
cousin, “Uncle Carl,” the President of Universal
Pictures, hadn’t even wanted to pay him as much as
the other salesmen, because he was tired of being
accused of nepotism.
Kurt told Alyse of the time he met Uncle Carl for
dinner and the Old Man (that’s what the employees
called him) complimented Kurt on his warm coat. “It’s
not on the salary you pay me!” Kurt replied. “I brought
it with me from Germany.”
Then, Uncle Carl raised his salary to what other
salesmen earned, but asked Kurt to provide
information about Kurt’s boss, the Chicago branch
manager. Kurt didn’t feel comfortable doing this, so
Uncle Carl offered Kurt the position of Universal
Branch Manager in Indonesia. Kurt loved to travel, but
he was not interested in moving to Indonesia,
especially not as a single guy.
Kurt had planned to work at his father’s oil factory in
Stuttgart, Germany, after spending a year in the
United States learning about the oil business. But he
couldn’t find a job in the U.S., due to antisemitism.

Kurt had planned to work at his father’s oil factory in
A lot was happening. It was 1936. Nazis had taken over Stuttgart, Germany, after spending a year in the
Germany. Jews were losing their rights. Hitler was
United States learning about the oil business. But he
shouting that the Arian Race needed land and planned couldn’t find a job in the U.S., due to antisemitism.
to rid the world of Jews. German Jews streamed into the Uncle Carl’s offer to work at Universal introduced him
United States as fast as they were allowed, which wasn’t to a business he ended up liking better than oil. He
very fast. Everyone was worried.
arrived in 1931 and when Hitler was appointed
Chancellor in 1933, he decided to stay in the US for
good.But after Kurt declined Uncle Carl’s offer to head
Alyse called Shandor’s family in Hungary. They said
one of Universal’s worldwide branches, he no longer
Shandor had gone to Paris. Alyse’s mother asked who
had a job at Universal. But he had learned about film
she was calling in the middle of the night and Alyse
distribution – he could manage movie theaters. He
said, “Shandor…you think he’s okay?” Irene rested a
located a theater not far from Chicago, in Lowell,
hand on her daughter’s and said, “Let’s hope.”
Indiana – the Ritz – that became his first theater.
Later, Kurt moved to Los Angeles, partnered with his
Later, her mother brought up Kurt, “I suppose you can
brother Max, and their chain of movie theaters
go with the rich Laemmle now.”
became Laemmle Theaters.
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Kurt asked Alyse to marry him. Luckily, she agreed. They
were married October 31, 1937 at Chicago’s Sinai
Congregation in the Rabbi’s study. Uncle Carl, Alyse’s
family, and a few of Kurt’s relatives attended the
ceremony and reception, but Kurt’s parents, Sigmund
and Alice, did not come from Germany. Instead, they
sent the newlyweds tickets to visit them.
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Alyse answered the heavy door and stood staring at
two Gestapo men in crisp uniforms and shiny shoes.
“Guten Tag, meine Herren,” she said, in her best
German, silently taking a breath.“
Madam, is the owner of the house, Mr. Laemmle,
here? We need to speak to him at once,” they said in
English. How did they know she was American?
“No,” she said, hoping they could not hear her heart
So, Alyse and Kurt sailed on the Isle de France to Le
pounding in her chest.
Havre in mid-January, 1938. After a romantic stop in
“Tell Mr. Laemmle to report to the police station as
Paris, they travelled by train to Stuttgart. Kurt’s parents soon as possible…to fill out papers.
and grandmother, Hermine, lived not far from the
”“Yes,” she said and closed the door.
factory they owned and managed, an oil and grease
She stood, shaking. Breathing. In. And out. Like when
factory. Not very glamorous, but someone had to make she was dancing on stage or singing. You had to plan
lubricants for all those German machines.
each move carefully. With these Gestapo men. No
wrong moves. No sudden turns. You might fall and
Kurt’s brother Max arrived from Paris, with his wife and trip. And that would be the end of you.
young son, and the family went on a vacation to St.
She called the factory. The secretary answered. The
Moritz, Switzerland. They received special permission
Laemmles were leaving for lunch. Alyse insisted on
from the Nazis to travel out of the country. Kurt tried to talking to Kurt. “Listen carefully,” Kurt said, when he
get his father, Sigmund, to talk about leaving Germany
came on the line. “This is what you do. Take the silver
permanently, but Sigmund, a World War I veteran, was
and the cash from bottom drawer of the Ulm shrank,
loyal to Germany and believed he would be safe. Plus,
you know, the cabinet from Ulm?"
he didn’t want to give up his wealth. They skied with the “Okay…yes,” Alyse said.
Spring sun shining on the snow covered peaks and no
“Wrap it in my underwear and undershirts.”
Nazis around.Back in Stuttgart, Kurt went to the
“Okay?”
American Consulate and filled out the necessary papers “Then…we need something to carry it. You need to
for his parents to be allowed to leave Germany, if and
take it ...”
when they finally made the decision. He signed
“The suitcases,” Alyse said. “What about them?”
affidavits of support for his parents and grandmother,
“Okay. Take them to the train station. Put them in the
listing his job in the US, and other information to prove lockers and keep the ticket. They may come back, so
he could support them.
hurry.”
“Okay,” Alyse said, about to hang up, her heart
Kurt did all he could for his parents. Everyone said,
pounding.
once Germany declared War, the boarders would be
In a different tone Kurt said, “I wish I could help but
sealed.
they might follow us. I hate putting you through this!”
Breath, Alyse told herself.
That week, Kurt and his father were at the factory.
“When will your parents leave?” she asked, knowing he
Hermine was napping, and Kurt’s mother was out
didn’t have the answer.
shopping. Alyse was reading on the balcony, when she
“I don’t know…but this will help…I love you!” Kurt said
heard the doorbell ring. The apartment was on the
and hung up.
second floor. How did anyone manage to get up here
without ringing the downstairs bell?
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Alyse followed the plan they made together. Hermine
woke up and watched from her rocking chair. Kurt’s
mother, Alice, returned and showed Alyse where more
cash was stowed. They wrapped engraved silverware, a
wedding present for Alyse and Kurt, the soup spoons
and salad forks, in Kurt’s underwear. Good thing he had
a lot of white undershirts! Alyse stuffed rolls of cash
wherever she could between cotton lumps.
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That night, Alyse and Kurt whispered in the spare
bedroom. “We will leave on separate trains tomorrow,”
Kurt said. “You will take the cases. If they stop you, you
have an American passport, so you will be okay. We
will meet in Basel, Switzerland. We can travel from
there together.”
Alyse nodded. “And your parents? Your
grandmother?” Kurt sighed, “The papers are at the
consulate. What more can I do? I hope they leave
soon.” His shoulders hunched over, as they sat on the
side of the bed. The building was quiet. Everyone was
sleeping. She took his hand, and said, “It will be okay.
Let’s get some rest. We have a big day tomorrow.”

The cases were heavy. Alyse walked down cold streets
to the train station. If anyone asked, she was an
American tourist returning to Chicago and had a train
to catch. She had her American passport with her just
in case.
Evening commuters filled the train station. She located
two empty lockers in the corner, put the cases in, and
then exchanged two keys for two paper tickets with
locker numbers on them. You could put whatever you
wanted in a locker and no one would know. All you had
to do was not lose the ticket. She put them in her coat
pocket and closed the flap. She hadn’t brought a pocket
book; it was too much to carry.Without the cases to
carry, Alyse walked back quickly. She thought of Chicago
and looked forward to returning there with Kurt to start
their new life together.
Back at the Laemmle apartment, there was an odd
commotion. Kurt’s parents and grandmother were
talking all at once. “What is going on?” Alyse asked,
breathless. “Is there any dinner left?” She plopped
down in a chair. “My American spy!” Kurt laughed,
patting her on the shoulder and bringing her a glass of
schnapps. “You saved the day!”
Alyse looked around and a sad feeling crept over her.
Would Kurt’s family get out in time? The Gestapo
Alyse and Kurt Laemmle: Wedding Photo
seemed intent on harassing every Jew until they fled
October 31, 1937; Sinai Congregation, Chicago,IL
and then confiscating their property. Property was
replaceable. Life was not.
She breathed, sipped the schnapps and ate the plate of
food Kurt brought her.

