Spring 2009
$4.95

inspired living
www.ajspirit.com

Now You Siyum...
Going Home for Passover?
Forge a Chain of Love

After 28 years,
Your Moment in the Sun

Long-Distance
Study Partners Celebrate
Major Learning Milestones

2

a letter from the national director

rabbi eli gewir tz
Bare-minimum miracles are
not G-d’s way

altered to create the best situation for the Israelites. So too, when we do for
others, or do mitzvos to serve G-d, accomplishing what is sufficient is not the
goal. We should give it our all, even if it means going out of our way. G-d
did it. So should we.

Dear Friends,
The tail end of Passover gets short shrift compared to the Seders’ grand and
well-known pageantry. That’s a shame. According to the Torah’s timeline, the
Sea of Reeds (often mistakenly referred to as the Red Sea) was miraculously
split on the seventh day after the Exodus, which coincides with Passover’s
final day. So much can be learned from the splitting of the sea.
In the Siddur HaGrah, for example, Rabbi Eliyahu of Vilna, the 18th century
Torah luminary known as the Vilna Gaon, comments that G-d did much more
than split the water. He probes the verse that contains seemingly redundant
words to encapsulate the action: “You split the sea before them and they
crossed in the midst of the sea on dry land.”
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The Vilna Gaon explains that this teaches us just how great G-d’s miracle
was. If the waters had simply parted, the Israelites would have stumbled
down the steep inclines of the sea floor and struggled out of the trough, as
they attempted to maintain their balance on gloppy mud. Try that with kids
and livestock in tow.
Instead, G-d performed a one-hundred-percent miracle. Not only did He
split the water, but He ensured the comfort of His chosen people. The waves
above the sea level were split, so the Israelites would not have to climb
over the peaks. The water at land level was hardened into a solid, so they
wouldn’t need to trek through the canyons.
Bare-minimum miracles are not G-d’s way. G-d didn’t say, “I’m saving you
from the Egyptian hordes. What more do you want?” Every aspect was

At Partners in Torah, we are very fortunate to have thousands of participants
who’ve waded through the prevailing sea of indifference and gone completely
out of their way to achieve their ambitious goals. These dedicated and undercelebrated individuals not only carve time out of their busy schedules for
Torah study, they’ve reached destinations beyond their own wildest dreams.
In this issue, Partners in Torah’s foray into the publishing world, we highlight
three such partnerships (see “Now you Siyum”) who’ve recently marked their
achievements with a Siyum ceremony. One additional partnership is featured
here with an especially poignant Pesach theme (see “ My First Pesach Without
My Partner In Torah”). If you have a personal story you’d like to share for an
upcoming edition of Jewish Spirit, by all means, let us know about it. Please
send your stories to info@partnersintorah.org.
Enjoy!
Wishing you and your families a joyous Pesach!
Rabbi Eli Gewirtz
Partners in Torah, National Director
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G-d was revealed to Moses while he was shepherding the sheep of his
father-in-law Yisro (3:1). A disproportionate number of our greatest
ancestors – Abel, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Saul, and David –
were shepherds. Why is this profession uniquely suited for one destined for
spiritual greatness? (Rabbeinu Bechaye)
Why did G-d tell Moses (3:22) to instruct the Jewish women to
deceitfully ask their Egyptian neighbors for permission to “borrow”
their fine vessels and garments when He knew that they wouldn’t
be returning them, and why didn’t he command them to ask for the items as
gifts? (Rabbeinu Bechaye)
The Midrash teaches that one of the merits by which the Jews were
redeemed from Egypt was that they preserved their customary modest
dress and did not adopt the prevailing fashions of the Egyptians. Why
did G-d tell Moses (3:22) to instruct the Jews that in addition to gold and silver
vessels, they should also “borrow” the Egyptians’ clothing? How could they
wear these garments after generations of insulating themselves from such
clothing? (Meged Yosef)
The Mishnah (Pesachim 10:5) rules that a person is obligated to view
himself as if he actually took part in the Exodus from Egypt (12:41). As
we are thousands of years removed from the physical Exodus, how is

it possible for a person to fulfill this seemingly impossible legal requirement?
(Rabbi Elozar Shach quoted in Me’Rosh Amanah)
On the way out of Egypt, G-d chose not to lead the Jewish people
by way of the nearby land of the Philistines because He feared that
when they would see a war there, they would get scared and return
to Egypt (13:17). As scared as they may have been, why would they even
want to consider returning to a land where they had been brutally enslaved,
oppressed, and killed for more than two centuries? (Noam HaMussar by
Rabbi Nosson Wachtfogel)
The Talmud (Sotah 2a) teaches that shidduchim – matchmaking –
is as difficult as splitting the Reed Sea. In what way are the two
comparable? (Aruch L’Ner Sanhedrin 22a by Rabbi Yaakov Ettlinger)
The Talmud (Megillah 10b) relates that when the Heavenly angels
saw the punishment being meted out to the Egyptians at the Reed
Sea, they desired to sing G-d’s praises, but G-d answered them, “My
handiwork and creations are drowning and you wish to sing!?” Why weren’t
the Jews forbidden to sing the Song of the Sea (15:1-19) for the same reason?
(Taam V’Daas by Rabbi Moshe Shternbuch)

251 Second Street, Suite 304, Lakewood, NJ 08701
Partners in Torah is a cost-free over-the-phone
learning program for Jewish adults   who want to discover
Judaism – its culture, history, and traditions – at their pace and
their schedule. For more information, call 800-STUDY-4-2 or visit
www.partnersintorah.org
Partners in Torah is a Division of Torah Umesorah
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In the song “Who Knows One” which is sung at the end of the Seder,
each number from 1 to 13 is associated with something which has a
unique connection to the Jewish people (e.g. matriarchs, books of
Torah, days until circumcision). The number 9, however, is used to refer to
the nine months of a woman’s pregnancy, which is relevant to non-Jews as
well. How is this concept distinctly connected to the Jews?
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NOW YOU

SIYUM...
by
Lisa Cook

Eric Nachman, Judah Mogilensky and friends dancing
at their siyum celebration in Richmond, VA.
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When Carol Sirken, a radiologist from Philadelphia, signed up to learn
Shemos (The Book of Exodus) through Partners in Torah, she thought she
would be done in three weeks. Little did she know that her partner-to-be,
Helen Ackerman, a social worker from Brooklyn, had more of a long term
goal in mind! “The first time we learned together” says Carol, “I opened my
Chumash and started reading the English, but, already knowing that I had
spent a few years in Israel, Helen stopped me and suggested that I try it in
Hebrew.” Carol found, to her surprise, that she was able to get through the
first verse in Hebrew, and so they continued on that way. Two years later,
they managed to finish all of Shemos, and once they had surpassed this great
milestone, they decided to continue onto VaYikra (Leviticus), which they
completed just this past month!
Carol, who for most of her life was non-observant, and became drawn to
Jewish observance in her mid 50s, says she doesn’t have enough words to
thank her wonderful learning partner for all she has gained during their
weekly phone-study sessions over the past five years. “Helen is just simply
amazing”, she says. “She has enriched my life so much. Everybody I speak
to knows how important our learning is to me. Even my sister, who is not
religiously inclined, will remind me on a Wednesday afternoon: ‘Don’t forget
you have learning tonight!’”
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While Carol feels a debt of gratitude to her study partner, Helen sees it as
the other way around. “I get so much inspiration from Carol”, she says. “Her
dedication is just unbelievable! Early on in our learning, Carol needed to be
in the hospital, and so she took her Chumash with her. She told the nurses:
‘I cannot be disturbed on Wednesday night from 8pm to 9pm!’ We’ve also
become very close friends, sharing our daily lives with each other.”
In the great tradition of making a siyum – the celebration of finishing a book
or section of Torah or Talmud - Carol and Helen decided to mark the occasion
of completing VaYikra with a party in the company of family and friends. “My
husband and I drove to Philadelphia, and spent Shabbos with Carol and her
community”, tells Helen. “Carol had invited about 15 of the most important
people in her life to the siyum, which was hosted by one of her friends. We
started out by reciting Tehillim (Psalms), and then Carol read the last verse
of Vayikra and translated it. We then both shared some words of inspiration
with the guests. It was really lovely. The time just flew by…”
In another part of the U.S., Judah Mogilensky, an engineering consultant
from Silver Spring, MD, and Eric Nachman, a software test engineer from
Richmond, VA were thrilled to celebrate their own recent siyum on Sefer
Bereshis (the Book of Genesis). Having been matched as part of a Partners
in Torah ‘twinning’ program between the two cities, the two started learning
together in mid-2002, and started Bereshis in mid-2005.
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“We’d try to do an aliyah (short section) or two a week”, says Judah. “Some
sessions were longer, some were shorter. We both travel quite a bit for work,
and I’ve called Eric from Pittsburgh – or wherever I happen to be. One time
we studied together in a hotel in downtown Washington.” Another occasion
saw the two men meeting up to study in a hotel lobby in Tel Aviv.

...the wonderful thing about Torah is
that you don’t have to sell it. It sells itself.
Eric, who claims that he was raised a ‘strictly three-times-a-year Jew’, says
that the main goal at the siyum was to inspire others to study Torah. “And I
think we succeeded”, he says. “We held it at my shul, Kenneseth Beth Israel
(KBI), and invited the students from the Yeshiva of Virginia. There was a really
nice crowd there - not only my brother and his wife and my wife’s whole
family, but many of the local rabbis, and all the boys from the Yeshiva too.
Afterwards at the JCC, and the next day, the boys and teachers and other
people there were coming up to me and thanking me. One of the yeshiva boys
told me: ‘Any time you want to learn Torah with me, I want to learn with you!’
It was such a great feeling.”
When Susan Bonowitz, a headhunter in the IT industry from Columbus,
OH, and Mindy Lidsky, a Bais Yaakov high school principal from Passaic, NJ,
began learning together, they never imagined the ripple effect that it would
have on their families. “I usually take the boys skiing for winter break,” tells
Susan, “but three years ago there wasn’t much snow, so I decided to take
them to New York instead.” Having already been learning with Mindy for a
few years at that point, Susan happened to mention the plan to Mindy during
one of their phone study sessions. Mindy promptly invited Susan and family
to join them in Passaic for that Shabbos. “My oldest son, Sppencer, was also
starting to become interested in Judaism around that time. I guess that on
that Shabbos our kids took a liking to each other, because waiting for us in

Max Nachman(son), Eric Nachman, Eliana Nachman(daughter),
Mark Nachman(brother), Benjamin Nachman(son).

the mail a few weeks later was a pair of tzitzis, with a note attached from
Mindy’s son Yitzchak. The note said, ‘…You mentioned that you wanted to
start wearing tzitzis…’ This was Sppencer’s first pair, and he has been wearing
them every day since. The way that Mindy’s family has touched us is just
unbelievable!”
According to Mindy, “The fact that my son took his own money and bought
tzitzis for Susan’s son is just one example among many of how much my
children have grown from coming into contact with her family. It’s just
another reason I always give to explain why people should get involved!”
As for their recent siyum on Pirkei Avos, says Susan: “Mindy kept a lot of
the details secret from me. She only said that she was going to invite a
few women, but there turned out to be a bunch of people there - mostly
neighbors and friends of Mindy’s, but also some old friends of mine who had
moved from Columbus to Passaic. There was also a ton of food! We studied
the last mishna together, and then Rabbi Gewirtz from Partners in Torah
showed up and made a speech. Mindy and I then each spoke about what this
partnership has meant for us. Mindy had contacted Rabbi Berel Wein, whose
commentary on Pirkei Avos we had used in our learning, and when she read
out the message that he had written back, I was almost in tears. It was such a
wonderful, emotional moment for all of us who were there.”
“When Susan spoke about how the learning has impacted her life so much,”
Mindy explained, “a lot of my friends who were in the room started crying. I
told them”, she says, “that I really do feel that I’ve gained so much from this
whole experience, and that anyone can do it. It’s true that we live in an age
where people are pressed for time and have a lot of responsibility, but we can
all make time for what is important.”
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“I’ve seen Eric grow in all kinds of ways since we started learning together,
and at the siyum”, Judah continues, “I made a pitch for people to become
mentors. I said that the wonderful thing about Torah is that you don’t have
to sell it. It sells itself. All you have to do is take an hour out of your time
each week to share it with someone else. As well as being able to enjoy Eric’s
growth and development, it gives me the chance to share and to teach what
I know. It’s been such a rewarding experience.”
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a letter from

our publisher

W

elcome to the spring issue of Jewish Spirit. You will notice several
new and exciting things in this issue: There is a new regular column
by author and popular speaker Lori Palatnik (A Woman’s Faith,
p14), a new website review section (Around the Jewish Web, p16) and a new
book review section (Jewish Spirit Book Club, p18).
And best of all, for those of you receiving this magazine by mail, we proudly
present you with the premier issue of our new kosher food supplement:
Cooking Kosher, produced in partnership with Star-K Kosher Certification.
This issue of Cooking Kosher includes great Passover recipes and serving
ideas from popular kosher cookbook authors, new kosher products, tips and
advice for preparing for the holiday and even information about koshering
your home for Passover. Whether you need ideas for Shabbat meals or daily
life, travelling kosher or eating out, Cooking Kosher aims to be the magazine
for you.
Lori Palatnik has written for us before and we are excited about her new
column, A Woman’s Faith. She will bring her unique style of real yet inspired
messages to addressing today’s most important challenges from a woman’s
perspective.
Around the Jewish Web showcases great websites you might have missed
while surfing. These website are both useful and educational and reflect an
inspired understanding of Jewish values.

Have a wonderful Passover and please email me with your feedback!
Robin Davina Meyerson
Publisher
rmeyerson@ajspirit.com
602-469-1606
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Finally, for those of you who are voracious readers, we bring you the Jewish
Spirit Book Club with exciting new books just released from the best Torah
publishers nationwide. Don’t forget to check out the publisher’s websites for
discounts just for Jewish Spirit readers!

ajs | for your life

Raise Your Child With Soul
How often do you hear your child complain, “I’m
bored” or “I’m unhappy?” We shuttle our children to
dance lessons, sports practice, and music lessons,
but how much time do we spend developing their
soul? Is it even possible to nurture a child’s soul
in the fast-paced, materialistic culture we live
in?
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SLOVIE JUNGREIS-WOLFF, mother of five and
daughter of renowned Rebbetzin Esther Jungreis,
author of The Committed Life and The Committed
Marriage, has a solution for parents wishing to
deepen their connection with their children. In
RAISING A CHILD WITH SOUL, she calls upon
the lessons she learned from her mother, her
rabbi father, and her more than ten years of

experience teaching Hineni’s Young Couples and
Parenting classes.
In RAISING A CHILD WITH SOUL, Jungreis-Wolff
shows how even the most difficult challenges
that parents face can be met through integrating
the lessons of the Torah into the home. Topics
include: Teaching your children to value chesed “kindness” - in a self-absorbed world, how to make
your home a mikdash m’at – a “mini-sanctuary” of
calm, learning the difference between the pursuit
of happiness and simchas hachayim – “true
joy” and how to “silently speak” to your children
through your actions and example.

Through
a
combination
of
deeply
personal
accounts of her
own father’s
love and stories and letters from parents she
has helped, Jungreis-Wolff provides a unique and
enlightened approach to the challenged of raising
a child in today’s busy world.
Available at a bookstore near you or at
raisingachildwithsoul.com.
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iStudyhebrew LIVE
from Israel
At Your Own Place and at Your Own Pace

U

nlike Spanish, French or Latin, Hebrew is more than just a language.
Often referred to as the “Lashon HaKodesh,” translated as “the holy
tongue,” the Hebrew language connects us to not only the Land of
Israel, or the People of Israel, but also to our past. It is the language of the
Torah and of the Patriarchs, and now it can be yours.

Whether you are a businessman, a tourist, making aliyah or just wish to
learn Hebrew for personal reasons, you can learn Hebrew too. While there
may be occasional classes offered
in your neighborhood synagogue
or community center, what could
be more convenient than learning
in your own home? iStudyhebrew.
com now offers various courses
from basic conversational Hebrew
to “Biblical Bereishit,” plus several
other workshops.
iStudyhebrew.com uses web conferencing to create an online virtual study
program that provides education and training solutions to individuals and
organizations wishing to learn Hebrew with a ‘’live’’ teacher when it would
have been otherwise impossible. The language of the past and the learning
methods of the future come together in your home.

All courses are adapted to each student’s level. If you are unsure as to your
level, there is a free assessment test available on the website. When you are
ready to register for a class, you just fill out an online registration form and
one of the IStudyhebrew.com advisors will contact you within 24 hours.
Visit www.ajspirit.com and click on the iStudyhebrew banner to get
your connection to the past and the future, starting now.
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There are classes available for students of all levels. If you have a basic
knowledge of Hebrew but would like to improve your conversational Hebrew,
you can join the “practice workshop,” and within just a couple of weeks you
will be chatting away.

ajs | hiddur mitzvah
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Gifts of Appreciation

Keep Mitzvot Going Strong
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Denise Hametz, the owner of
Adir Gallery, has made creating
unusual, inspirational and
useful artwork her passion.
Her unique line of awards is
designed to reflect the many
dimensions of Mitzvot through
presentation pieces made of
glass, marble, wood, sterling
silver and ceramic. Adir Gallery
is committed to recognizing
the value of Mitzvot and the
individual people who dedicate
themselves to doing them.
Adir Gallery has five catalogs of
outstanding awards. Synagogues,
Yeshivas, Federations and Israeli
institutions commission Mrs.
Hametz to create the perfect
piece for their honorees. Each
award celebrates the personal
effort and achievement of the
recipient. “Awards not only
have to be beautiful, but they
must fit into the budget of
the organization. I am happy
to prepare a custom design –
even if the organization only
needs one piece,” Mrs. Hametz
explained.
Clearly, she doesn’t take the task
lightly. “Coming up with appropriate verses as an inspiration for artwork has
been personally rewarding,” says Hametz. “I’ve taken time to read through
Pirkei Avot (Ethics of our Fathers), Tehillim (Psalms) and the Siddur (prayer
book). Knowledgeable friends and rabbis have guided me through Tanach to
find just the right passage for a particular person or organization.”

The majority of Adir Gallery’s awards are sculptural and for display purposes,
but many organizations want to foster and enhance the Mitzvot of Jewish life.
In keeping with those priorities, Denise now carries an extensive collection
of Judaica in sterling silver, glass and Jerusalem stone. The line includes
Kiddush cups, Tzedakah boxes, Challah boards, Seder plates, Havdalah sets,
Shabbat candlesticks, Menorahs and more. These options allow clients to
select meaningful gifs that are also practical and lovely.

Recognizing people’s support of important Jewish causes reinforces their
positive attitude about helping others. As a catalog business, Adir Gallery
can reach across the country and assist organizations in keeping the chain of
Mitzvot moving forward with their unique awards and Judaica.
For more information contact Adir Gallery by calling:
732-572-6393, or emailing adirgallery@aol.com.
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G-d We
					
Trust
in

14

by Lori Palatnik

You have probably noticed that
the world’s economy has collapsed. We are
living in precarious times, and families are under
tremendous pressure. A great rabbi once told my
husband that the Talmud says that both wealth
and poverty are tests from God. He says that he
always prays that if he has to be tested, let it be
through poverty.
Why? Because poverty hits you from the front,
smack in the head. You know it, and you have
to deal with it. It also can be the best way for
a person to get back to their values, to what is
important in life.
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Wealth, on the other hand, sneaks up on you
from behind. Unfortunately, we have seen too
often how money can destroy a person’s values,
character and family. It is the exception and
not the rule to meet a person who grew up with
tremendous wealth and still has a strong sense of
integrity and humility.
The Jewish people have gone through a lot of
tests, and it seems from reading the Torah that the
women have the answer to how best to deal with
these tests. If you follow the Passover story, you
will see what I mean.
I have had more than one female guest at my
seder turn to me with her arms crossed and ask
angrily, “Why aren’t women mentioned in the
haggadah?”

I usually ask them, “How many times do you think
Moses is mentioned?”
“Well, uh…many times, I don’t know exactly how
many, but lots,” they answer uncertainly.
Then of course I hand her a haggadah and she
begins the search. Moses was the star in the
movie, and in the book, and yet he is mentioned
in the haggadah…(drum roll please)…once. That’s
right, just once, in passing, towards the end.

Women. They are the
heroines of the Passover
story, and yet they never
forget that The Almighty
is the star.
The star of the haggadah is not a person, it is
G-d.
And, if you do read the book (which we know
is always better than the movie), not only are
women mentioned in the story of the exodus from
Egypt, the men actually don’t come off so great.
When Pharaoh was told by his magicians that
a baby boy would be born to the Hebrews and
would grow up and take away all his slaves,
Pharaoh’s reaction was to issue the decree that
all boys born should be killed.

What was the reaction of the Jewish men to this
decree? They divorced their wives, because how
could you bring babies into such a world, that if it
is a boy he will be killed?
What was the reaction of the Jewish women to
the reaction of the Jewish men? They took copper
mirrors, and put blue on their eyes and red on
their lips and went out to the fields to entice their
husbands to come home.
What was their motivation? Don’t give up. Trust
in God. He made a promise to us. We’re going to
get out of here.
The Talmud makes it clear that it was in the
merit of the Jewish women that our people was
redeemed from Egypt. The men gave up. The
women trusted in God. It is a pattern you see
so often today. Under pressure, and when faced
with tests, guys can get distracted and forget
their priorities and what life is all about. Women
are there to remind them, and get them back on
track.
Women. They are the heroines of the Passover
story, and yet they never forget that The Almighty
is the star.
At this time in our lives, when many of us are
facing financial hardship, never forget who to
turn to and whom to trust. The women had the
answer: In G-d we trust. It is no accident that it
ajs
is engraved on our money today.

AROUND THE JEWISH WEB
Kosherquest.org: The Answers to All Things Kosher

by Amy Dubitsky
KOSHERQUEST.ORG

When you keep kosher, a trip to the supermarket can be a confusing experience. With
hundreds of kosher symbols printed on products, it may be difficult to decipher which ones
are reliable, or which products don’t need supervision at all. Rabbi Eliezer Eidlitz of the
Kosher Information Bureau, author of the book “Is it Kosher?” created KosherQuest.org as
a one-stop source for your kosher questions. The site, which has recently been redesigned
after over a decade of service, is the most comprehensive kosher website available.
KosherQuest.org features include a list of reliable certification symbols, a list of kosher and
non-kosher fish types, plus special sections on products like sweets and beverages, as well
as a searchable database of products. You can also use a link to send an e-mail directly
to Rabbi Eidlitz with a kosher question. Rabbi Eidlitz will soon be adding a list of reliable
certifications and eateries in Israel.
KosherQuest provides registered users with e-mailed updates and alerts, free of charge,
in the event of a mislabeled product or any other matters that may cause concern for the
kosher consumer.
Every year around Purim, Rabbi Eidlitz posts his much-awaited Pesach list, which is useful to print and carry with you to the store when you do your Passover
shopping. Not only does the list let you know about many of the Passover products that are on the market, but it also has a listing of products that don’t need
special Passover certification – which could save you a lot of time and money!

JewishPathways.com: Your Road to Jewish Knowledge

JEWISHPATHWAYS.COM

The lights are dimmed and a lit candle, a glass of wine, and sweet-smelling spices are on
the table as a man begins to chant in an ancient language. While to some it may sound like
the lead-in to a mystery novel, others will recognize the description of the Havdalah service
conducted every Saturday night at the conclusion of the Sabbath. Performing Jewish rituals
like this can seem mysterious at first, but all it takes is a little bit of friendly guidance and
you can be comfortable with them in no time.
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JewishPathways.com, a project of Aish.com, offers individuals around the globe the ability
to participate in an array of full-length, in-depth courses that are presented in plain English
with common-sense information. The friendly - and user-friendly - style successfully
demystifies a wide range of Jewish topics and has enabled JewishPathways.com to quickly
become one of today’s most popular Jewish learning sites.
Many of the lessons include short video presentations to clarify a specific point or to
provide a demonstration, such as how to make Havdalah. Each lesson also includes a test to encourage you to remember what you’ve learned. The website
keeps track of your test results and lets you know which lesson you last visited.
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The eight courses currently online include 278 classes on subjects such as Blessings, Shabbat, Jewish History, Deed and Creed, Mussar
and Daily Living. Courses are currently available at no charge and, according to Rabbi Shraga Simmons of Aish.com, 10,000 people have
already signed up to take 30,000 courses. Now that’s a lot of learning!

AROUND THE JEWISH WEB
ONLYSIMCHAS.COM

by Amy Dubitsky

OnlySimchas.com®: Making the Jewish World Smile
“Mazel Tov!” They are the first words shouted when you hear about a simcha – a joyous
occasion – such as the birth of a new baby, an engagement, a wedding, a bar or bat mitzvah.
Now almost as quickly as you can say “L’chaim,” the good news is often posted online at
OnlySimchas.com.
Photos and videos of the new bride and groom, baby or bar/bat mitzvah can be easily
uploaded and posted so that friends and family around the world can see all the smiling
faces. They can also post their good wishes in a “Guest Book” section set up for each
simcha. Categories are also included for events such as aliyah to Israel, graduations, Torah
dedications, upsherins (a boy’s first haircut), and more.

The site is searchable, so it’s easy to find whoever you’re looking for. You can even search
by location to keep up with friends in your community.
Onlysimchas.com also provides features such as a baby-name list, classified ads, a business
directory, and an online dating service for Jewish singles. Singles who create a profile will receive an e-mail when someone that “matches” becomes available.
Before you know it, you may be back on Onlysimchas.com, reading all of your own, “Mazel tov” posts!
Onlysimchas.com brings our small Jewish world even closer, making us into a community that can truly share in each other’s joy no matter where we are.

JEWISH-LIFE-ORGANIZED.COM

Jewish-Life-Organized.com: Getting it All Together
Living an active Jewish life can be complex; preparing for Shabbat and the holidays –
especially Passover – life can feel pretty overwhelming. Jewish-Life-Organized.com can help
simplify your Jewish life with online tools and printable downloads to organize every detail
of your home for each upcoming holiday.

You can download a four-week Shabbat menu, plans for how to prepare for each holiday –
such as the 3-week countdown to Chanukah – and general cleaning and organizing guides.
You can sign up for the free Jewish Holiday Reminder Service, which sends subscribers an
e-mail at least once a month about upcoming Jewish Holidays. Slatkin’s Yom Tov Perfectly Organized Collection of books is available online for purchase, with
testimonials from some very happy, well-organized women. The blog section allows visitors to interact and share their timesaving and organizational tips.
Slatkin has recently connected with Sarah Zeldon of Solutionsforbusymoms.com and the two are putting together a new website
called SavvyJewishHomemaker.com. This site will help women implement Jewish-Life-Organized.com’s content via webcasts and other
methods. In the meantime, with Passover just around the corner, you may want to visit Jewish-Life-Organized.com, QUICKLY!
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Rivka Slatkin is a professional organizer who decided to make her methods for a stress-free
Passover accessible to others online. “Women can now visit Jewish-Life-Organized.com
to find a simpler way,” she says. Site visitors are able to contact Slatkin directly via the
website if they have any questions, but her comprehensive website is full of useful tips and
information that can be put to immediate use.

THE JEWISH SPIRIT BOOK CLUB
Scandal in Amsterdam
by Avner Gold’s
Scandal in Amsterdam, Avner Gold’s long-awaited
sequel to The Long Road to Freedom, transports us to
the glittering Dutch capital at the height of its glory. At
that time, the Dutch Republic dominated the economy
of the world, due in large part to its flourishing
community of wealthy ex-Marranos.
After the story’s main character, Sebastian Dominguez, is finally released
from the prison in Vienna where he has been unjustly held, he discovers that
his mother has been accused of witchcraft in France and is in danger of being

Princes Among Men:
Memories of Eight Young Souls
When an Arab terrorist infiltrated Jerusalem’s Merkaz
HaRav Yeshiva on Thursday evening, March 6, 2008,
and mercilessly slaughtered 8 high-school students
while seriously wounding dozens of others, the tragic
event sent immediate shock waves that were felt,
almost instantly, throughout the Jewish world. These
were eight young men, engaged in sacred study, in the
springtime of their lives.

burned at the stake. Sebastian races to her assistance, only to be ambushed
on a lonely stretch of road in the Black Forest in southeastern Germany.
Who is behind this attack, and what is the motive? Who betrayed Sebastian
in Vienna? Who is working behind the scenes to ensure that his mother is
tried, convicted and executed? The mystery deepens, even as the attacks
and betrayals increase. What is clear, however, is that a vengeful enemy is
stalking the Dominguez family, and he will not be satisfied until he destroys
them.
Artscroll/Mesorah Publications, 242 Pages, Hard Cover,
www.artscroll.com

Through the horror and loss, family, friends, classmates and teachers reached
out to one another in an effort to respectfully fill the void. They discovered
that by sharing and remembering these eight precious souls, by telling and
retelling stories of their friendship, their scholarship, and their unique
character traits, the process itself provided a source of great comfort.
It is now a year since their passing and many of these shared stories,
recollections and impressions, have been collected into this precious volume.
Princes Among Men: Memories of Eight Young Souls is a wellspring of
inspiration and a lasting tribute that enables the light of their lives to shine
and keep on shining.
Feldheim Publishers, 309 pages, Hard Cover. www.feldheim.com.

The Code of Jewish Conduct
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by Rabbi Yitzchok Silver
The Center for Jewish Values is proud to announce
the publication of The Code of Jewish Conduct,
published by Israel Book Shop. This book makes the
Torah principles of interpersonal responsibilities
accessible to the English-speaking public.
The Code of Jewish Conduct provides a comprehensive
presentation of this important area of Jewish law. It contains over thirty
chapters dealing with subjects such as the responsibility to save those in

danger of harm, honesty and giving advice, as well as consoling mourners and
bringing joy to a bride and groom.
The Code of Jewish Conduct is adapted from the Hebrew Sefer Mishpatei
written by Rabbi Yitzchok Silver, a rabbinical Judge and a
mentor for students at the Mirrer Yeshiva in Jerusalem. It will serve as
another valuable tool in the effort to raise the awareness and knowledge of
this central theme of Jewish life.
HaShalom,

Israel Book Shop, 493 pages, Hard Cover,
www.israelbookshop.com.
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In the Spirit of Maggid
The seventh in a series of incredibly popular “Maggid
books” by renowned author and lecturer Rabbi Paysach
Krohn, In the Spirit of the Maggid represents the
culmination of six years the writer spent collecting
remarkable new stories in such places as Australia,
Baltimore, Chicago… and down the alphabet through
Vienna, Williamsburg, Yerushalayim, and Zichron
Moshe. As Rabbi Krohn notes in the book’s introduction, “The only letter
missing is “X”!
But this is no simple travelogue; told in the inimitable fashion that has
endeared the author to readers around the world, the book’s stories focus
on the topography of the human heart and spirit. There are stories about
great Jewish leaders and about anonymous heroes whose exploits leave
us amazed. There are stories that surprise, stories that inspire, stories that
motivate us to be the very best we can be.
This latest offering by Rabbi Paysach Krohn provides further proof that he so
richly deserves the title fans worldwide have bestowed upon him: the American
Maggid. Artscroll/Mesorah Publications, 357 Pages, Hard Cover,
www.artscroll.com

One Word Too Many: Stories for Kids
about the Life-Changing Impact of Words
Consider the power of the words we utter. They can
easily hurt, help, or even heal those around us. It’s
a lesson we all must come to terms with throughout
our lives. It’s also a vital lesson that we can impart –
delicately yet successfully – to young readers.
One Word Too Many: Stories for Kids about the Life Changing Impact of Words

There are eight stories in all that traverse both time and place. They’re filled
with colorful characters and engaging storylines. Plus, they give parents,
educators, and kids something to think about - and talk about too.
The book concludes with a brief but delightful “Kids Guide to Proper Speech”
that provides some simple guidelines about speaking “dos and don’ts.”
One Word Too Many is an innovative yet fun-to-read learning tool: one of those
rare reads where everyone – young and old alike – can come away satisfied and
informed. Feldheim Publishers, 119 pages, Large-Format Hard Cover.
www.feldheim.com.
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is that rare book where captivating stories combine with lavish illustrations
and worthwhile lessons to create a reading experience that is at once
exciting, meaningful, and memorable.

Ten and a Kid

Raising Kids to LOVE Being Jewish

By Sadie Rose Weilerstein

By Doron Kornbluth

Meet “the family!” Eight adorable children, Momme
and Father, and a little kid goat named Gadya. Growing
up in the warm shtetl atmosphere, surrounded by
neighbors and friends, amazing occurrences become a
part of life for this happy family of ten – from having
Gadya mysteriously appear at their Pesach Seder one
year to having Kezele saved from a dangerous gypsy,
to the wish of Momme’s heart finally coming true -- there’s no telling which
family member will be surprised next, or the unexpected way in which it will
happen!
Join Gadya and the others, around the shtetl and around the year, as they
discover the wonderful surprises in store for them at each Yom Tov and
special occasion.
Sadie Rose Weilerstein is the author of a number of beloved children’s books,
among them The Adventures of K’tonton. This new, revised edition is a vivid
and heartwarming portrayal of the rich shtetl life in pre-war Europe, and is
sure to please parents, educators, and children of all ages.
Israel Book Shop, 184 pages, Hard Cover,
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www.israelbookshop.com.

In Raising Kids to LOVE Being Jewish, renowned
lecturer and bestselling author Doron Kornbluth
(www.doronkornbluth.com) offers a wide range of useful
solutions for typical American Jewish families concerned
about their kids’ Jewish identity. Building on extensive
research, over fifteen years as a respected educator, and his work with
hundreds of families as a Jewish Family Coach, Raising Kids is remarkably
positive.
Kornbluth focuses on suggestions that most Jewish parents and grandparents
will be able to relate to. In easy-to-read-and-implement chapters, readers
learn about (a) instilling a positive Jewish atmosphere; (b) the role of parents;
(c) why and how to get kids active in their Jewish identities; (d) options in
Jewish education and maximizing holiday experiences; (e) creating a sense of
belonging to the Jewish people.
A short paperback, Raising Kids can be read straight through or used as a quick
reference on whatever subject is of interest. Either way, this entertaining
read is both powerful and effective. Published by: Khal Publishing & The
Afikim Foundation. Available: April 2009 at afikimfoundation.org or
a bookstore near you, 240 pages, Soft Cover

After 28 Years,

Your Moment
in the Sun is Here
By AJS

“Blessed are You, G-d, our Lord and King of the
universe, Who performs the act of creation.”
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Here is this year’s number one Jewish trivia question: Which blessing can only
be made once every twenty-eight years? The answer is Bircas Hachama – the
Blessing of the Sun. This year, on April 8th, 2009, the opportunity returns to
recite this blessing upon seeing the sun during the first part of the day.
According to Jewish tradition, the history
of the world dates back 5,769 years. Every
twenty-eight years since then, the sun is
aligned in the heavens on its anniversary
just as it was in year one – two hundred
and six cycles ago (For more on why every
twenty eight years, see the Q&A box on
the next page and the full explanation
beginning on page 24). When that happens,
we are called upon to look towards the sun
and recite a blessing acknowledging G-d’s
act of creation.
If you said this blessing the last time, on
April 8th, 1981, you probably remember
where you were and who was with you at
the time. Though the text of the blessing is
recited in other more common situations
– including when you see lightning, for

example – the infrequency of the blessing on the sun invariably turns this
Mitzvah into a memorable event.
Shlomo Perelman of Judaism.com sees this as a perfect opportunity for Jews
of all backgrounds to get together to acknowledge the occasion.
“I believe Bircas Hachama is a unique
opportunity for the Jewish communities
to come together across denominational
lines,” says Perelman. “It is not connected
to any place or context and really stands
on its own as a Jewish thing to do. I’m
hoping many Jewish communities will take
advantage of this to meet and greet each
other at sunrise and share this memory
together.”
Perelman has invested a lot of energy in
creating an extraordinary commemorative
poster that graphically depicts an
incredible range of information. The front
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Bircas HaChama Q & A
Why Every 28 Years?

of the poster reflects the Visual Torah system, with a visual representation
of the fourth day of creation, when sun, moon and stars were placed in the
Heavens. The image circles out to show various elements of Jewish time,
space and place, all of which depend on sun, moon and stars.

When the world was created, the sun and moon were created at the first
moment of the fourth day of the week – a day which became the first
day of spring. Being that Jewish days begin the night before, that first
moment was sunset on Tuesday night.

It also features information about Bircas Hachama, of course, and uses
Perelman’s patented calendar structure, which reflects the fact that the
Jewish day really begins the evening before. “This is the perfect opportunity
to learn about the wisdom and symbolism of the Jewish calendar,” Perelman
says. “This one graphic of Jewish time, space and place contains enormous
educational value. It can enable teachers and parents to explain and teach
the uniqueness of the Jewish calendar, which is at the core of what it means
to be Jewish.”

Here’s the calculation of the 28 years: It takes approximately 365 days
and 6 hours for the Earth to complete a revolution around the sun. This
is equal to 52 weeks, 1 day and 6 hours. Therefore, in the year following
creation, spring began at midnight entering Thursday (one day of the
week and 6 hours after Tuesday evening at sunset). The following year it
began at sunrise on Friday, and so on.

Bircas Hachama
poster from
Judaism.com.

It would take 28 years for spring to begin at the exact same moment of
the week as it did during creation. Every time that happens, we recite a
blessing recognizing G-d’s act of creation.
For more, please read the fascinating explanation on the next page,
excerpted from Artscroll/Mesorah’s new edition of Bircas HaChama: The
Blessing Recited Once in 28 Years.

What is the Blessing and When Should I Say It?
This year, the blessing is recited on April 8th (why not the first day of
spring? See the next page). Ideally, you should recite the blessing before
the third hour of the day. If you miss that time, you can say it until
midday.
The text of the blessing is “Baruch atah Ado- nai Elo- hainu Melech
haolam oseh maaseh braishis,” – “Blessed are You, G-d, our Lord and
King of the universe, Who performs the act of creation.”

The reverse side of the poster includes sunrise times in major cities (that’s
the best time to recite the blessing), as well as a “time capsule” for people to
record information about their lives to save for next time the blessing is said
in twenty-eight years. The poster is available at Judaism.com for $4.95 with
bulk discounts.
So mark your calendar for April 8th and be sure to find out where people in
your community are getting together. Just think about how old you’ll be next
time this opportunity will come back! Hint: it will be in 2037.
➲

If the form of the sun is still visible behind the clouds, you may still
recite the blessing. Otherwise, you will need to wait it out and hope
the sun emerges to recite the full blessing. If it becomes obvious that
the sun will not become visible even through the clouds by midday (not
noon – the exact midpoint between sunrise and sunset in your area),
it is time for plan B – reciting the blessing without the name of G-d, as
follows: “Baruch Ata, oseh maaseh braishis.” At least you will get “partial
credit”!
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What if it’s Cloudy?

The Science of the Jewish Calendar
Reprinted with the permission of Artscroll/Mesorah Publications
In order properly to understand the nature of Bircas haChammah it is
necessary to be familiar with some pertinent data concerning the Jewish
calendar.
There are essentially three types of calendrical systems that men have
fashioned to measure the passage of time. Each one has been adopted by
various civilizations, frequently with variations of one type or another. The
first system is based upon the motion of the sun. The solar year is the period of
time in which the earth completes its orbit around the sun and encompasses a
complete cycle of the four seasons. The present civil calendar of the Western
world, which is borrowed from the Romans, is a solar calendar. The second
system is based upon the revolution of the moon around the earth. One
such period, known as a lunation, is a lunar month.
Indeed, the very word ‘‘month’’ is derived from the
word ‘‘moon.’’
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It is, however, not possible to combine the two systems
of calculating the passage of time by dividing the solar
year into twelve lunar months or by declaring twelve
lunar months to be equal in duration to one year in
which a cycle of the solar seasons is complete. This
is so because the length of a solar year is 365 days, 5
hours, 48 minutes and 46 seconds, while the length
of a lunar month is 29 days, 12 hours, 44 minutes and
2.841 seconds. Thus, the solar year, i.e., the length of
time it takes the earth to complete its orbit around
the sun, exceeds twelve lunar months by about eleven
days.
In the course of but a few years the accumulated
difference would become considerable and would have the effect of causing
the beginning of each year to ‘‘wander’’ through the different seasons. The
Moslem calendar is entirely lunar in nature, composed of twelve months of
twenty-nine and thirty days in length, and does not at all follow the pattern
of the solar year. Therefore, any given month of the Moslem calendar may,
depending upon the year, fall during any of the solar seasons.

There are essentially three types of
calendrical systems that men have
fashioned to measure the passage of time.
The third type of calendrical system is lunisolar. A calendar of this nature is
not based upon either the lunar month or the solar year alone but reconciles
the two in a ‘‘lunisolar’’ mode of calculation in which the months are
reckoned according to the moon, while the years are calculated according
to the sun. The Jewish calendar is lunisolar. This
is mandated by the fact that the Torah repeatedly
describes the festival of Pesach as occurring in the
month of spring, and commands: ׁWatch or preserve
— the month of Aviv and observe Pesach to HASHEM
your God (Deuteronomy 16:1).
Were the Jewish year to be regulated on the basis of
a simple lunar calendar, Pesach would occur some
eleven days earlier in each successive solar year.
The months of the year would therefore retrograde
through the seasons with the result that the month
of Nisan, and hence Pesach, would not regularly
occur in the spring. Accordingly, the commandment
Preserve the month of Aviv must be understood as
mandating that the cycle of lunar months be adjusted
parallel to the seasons of the solar year.
The necessary adjustment is accomplished by
intercalation, i.e., by adding an extra month in some years. Adar Sheni,
the intercalary month is added in seven out of every nineteen years.
This nineteen-year cycle is called the machzor katan, the small cycle, or
machzor halevanah, the lunar cycle. Construction of a calendar providing

➲ continued ON page 52
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by
Rabbi Yaakov Salomon

My Dear Children,

“Does he think about dying?”

One of my greatest joys in life is watching all of
you grow up. But I wonder what it must be like for
you watching me grow up?

And then the mind really starts wandering –
mostly to places we are reluctant to admit.

As you know, I visit with Bubby in the Home every
day and I have a unique opportunity to take in
the scene. The old folks spend most of the day
shuffling in and out of the pastel lobby, urging
their walkers between the oversized, stuffy, highback chairs and the undersized, fragile, bent-back
residents.
I see Mr. Weiss. He’s probably about 82. He seems
to need less assistance than the others, except in
the dining room when he dons his white disposable
apron. I nod and he flashes a timid grin. He’s not
exactly embarrassed, but his vulnerability does
not evoke pride or self-confidence either.
Sometimes I gaze at Mr. Weiss for a long time…too
long…and I wonder.
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“How did he earn a living?”
“Does he have family? Where are they?”
“What made him happy?”
“Did he laugh a lot as a child?”

“Will I be here someday?”
“Will I feel alone?”
“How well will the mind work?”
“Will I need help with my apron?”
__________________________
When you were younger, you may have seen me
as flawless and unblemished. That’s how kids
are. That’s how they need to be. That idealized
image made you feel safe and secure. It gave you
ambition and allowed you to dream. And that is
something that should never change.
But parents are not God. Yes, they create, they
love unconditionally, they lead, and they provide
-- but they are human. They have fears and
questions, worries and imperfections.
Those realizations about us can frighten you.
But they can also bring us closer. With your
development into adulthood, the playing field
now gets smaller. You can utilize this information
to see how similar we are in the things we
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your accomplishments, but I know that, in many ways, you have surpassed
some of my own achievements and expectations for you.

But, conversely, it wasn’t long ago, in the throngs of your maddening
adolescence, that you may have seen me in a very different light. You may
have thought I was inept, hopeless, nerdy, and out-of-touch. You waited,
seemingly endlessly, for ME to “grow-up, get with it, and learn what life is
really about.” That was tough – for both of us – but we pulled through.

I want so much to be useful, even indispensable, but often discover that you
can handle most things quite well on your own, thank you. That creates within
me a strange mishmash of pride and futility. I relish in your independence but
pine for you to still need me. It’s not as easy as it looks.

In some ways you were quite right. As Mommy and I grow older (if you call
50s being older), we really do learn more of what life is about, as you do too.
We re-organize our priorities and spend more time with the family and with
each other. We laugh more than ever but also take life more seriously. And
our relationship with God is deeper and more meaningful than ever before.

I want so much to be useful, even
indispensable, but often discover that
you can handle most things quite well
on your own, thank you.

One of my greatest joys in life is
watching all of you grow up. But I
wonder what it must be like for you
watching me grow up?
Whenever we joke about “getting older” you seem uncomfortable, and that is
natural. When we momentarily forget something simple – like a birthday, a
quotable quote from a grandchild, or who our Governor is (hard to keep track
these days) – you wince ever so slightly. The denial is palpable. It’s hard to
accept. Nobody wants to dwell on the aging process – not his own and not
his parents’. We all seem to live in an ever-expanding bubble, attempting to
control our environment and defy what is natural.
You watch as we try so hard to shave off the years, and part of you must
laugh, while another part hopes we succeed. Our hairstyles, neckties, and car
choices may not be totally appropriate for our advancing berth (and girth),
and our texting speed and our treadmill pace may make you laugh while deep
down you are sad. We howl at jokes that we don’t fully ‘get’, and refuse to go
to bed, even though our eyelids have long since closed.
I observe you with your own families and rejoice at how wise, patient,
and understanding you are with your spouses and children. (How did that
happen?) Occasionally, I secretly try to take credit for your successes and

I truly believe, though, that the best years of our relationship are still ahead
of us. It will not be the same relationship we had before, with me calling the
shots. It is no longer my job to examine how you make your decisions in life,
trying to teach you responsibility and urging you along the right path. You
have arrived at a new stage in life – and so have I.
Still, the force of habit can be hard to break – for both of us. Part of me still
relates to you not as a person but as “my child” and part of you still relates
to me as nothing more than “your father.”

➲
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struggle with and in the way we cope and adapt. The challenges you face
in parenting, marriage, money, God, and politics are challenges that I too
have encountered or have struggled with. The fears you have about health,
potential, performance, and insecurity are probably fears that I have
contemplated, worried about, and have grappled with. So, I understand you
better than you think I do. And perhaps, you can understand me better too.
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With so much life ahead of us, I hope you are all looking forward, as I am, to
a father-child relationship that will continue to mature and to improve with
age. As the years advance, I find myself thinking more about purpose and
life-goals, and the legacy I want to leave. I hope I can continue to inspire you
and to give to you even as I respect you more every day.

may become impatient when you insist on learning from your own mistakes.
We may become sanctimonious in our quest for you to live a life that is less
materialistic. But try to be understanding. We do mean well; we just try too
hard.
This has not been an easy letter to write. And yet it has been a robust exercise
in giving serious thought to how I want you to see me, as we both move on
in life.

The force of habit can be hard to break
– for both of us. Part of me still relates to
you not as a person but as “my child” and
part of you still relates to me as nothing
more than “your father.”
I hope that the messages I am trying to convey are relevant and meaningful.
And I pray that you will see them as expressions of the over-flowing love I
feel for each of you.

Torah teaches us to live a balanced life. We must pursue maximum pleasure
in this world, while simultaneously never forgetting that connecting with God
can actually bring us to that exalted state. We get distracted, especially when
we are younger, and find ourselves chasing experiences that are ephemeral
and transient. It is only later that we look back and regret the days and years
of lost opportunities.
We have tried to give you messages that portray our confidence and
unconditional love for you:
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“You have wonderful and unique talents. Use them and never be afraid to
fail.”
“Remember always that God is with you. He wants you to succeed more than
you do.”
“Realize that you are a soul and live with that recognition.”
“Be open. Admit when you are wrong and learn from everyone.”
“Don’t sweat the small stuff. Keep your eye on the big picture and move on.”
I am quite aware that we may become preachy in our desire to guide you. We

And… one more thing. As our gap narrows, I realize that you now have
much wisdom and experience to offer me. I welcome that. Don’t be afraid or
hesitant to approach me with an insight or a good piece of advice that I can
integrate into my life. I’m still learning, you know.
Thanks for listening.
The fun is just starting.
Love,
Dada

ajs

Yaakov Salomon has been a psychotherapist in private practice
in Brooklyn, N.Y. for over 20 years. He is a Senior Lecturer and
Creative Director at Aish Hatorah’s Discovery Productions. He is an
editor and author for the Artscroll Publishing Series and a member
of the Kollel of Yeshiva Torah Vodaath. His most recent book is,
What the Angel Taught You; Seven Keys to Life Fulfillment, with
Rabbi Noah Weinberg. He shares his life with his wife, Temmy, and
their unpredictable family.

Going Home for
					 the Holiday?

30

Passover is the time to forge a
chain of love
by Charlotte Friedland

You turn into your parents’ driveway and glance
at your watch. Good – it’s only 5:15, still plenty of
time before the Seder. You rap lightly on the door
and walk in. As expected, Dad is busy setting
up extra chairs in the dining room and Mom is
stirring a pot on the stove. She looks up quickly,
taking you in with a brief glance.
“Oh, you’re here! Did you remember the wine?”
“Here we go again,” you think wryly. Ten seconds
home and the air is crackling already. In fact, the
wine did slip your mind.
“Um, there’s still time to go out and buy some.”
You escape to your car and barrel downtown to
“You forgot! And you knew I was counting on

buy the wine. Suddenly, you feel like you’re twelve

you.”

years old and just brought home a bad report

reunited. Dr. Bert Cunin, psychologist husband
of Beth, offers a surprising insight into this
situation.
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card. “A fine way to start the holiday,” you find
“I’ll go now. It won’t take long.”

yourself muttering.

“It has to be the kosher kind. Uncle Sid is

Stop. There is no use obsessing over a disappointing
start to your family reunion. “Passover is the
holiday of freedom,” says psychologist Dr. Beth
Cunin. “Don’t be a prisoner of the past.” When
adults go home to their parents, they often fall
back into their childhood or adolescent roles.
Even if their relationship is cordial, tensions tend
to creep in when adult children and parents are

coming.”
“I know. Kosher for Passover and everything.
Don’t worry.”

“When a parent sees an adult child after a long
absence, the first few moments can produce
genuine anxiety. Some people can’t handle
intimacy, so they go into an aggressive mode to
cover their awkward feelings. ‘You’re wearing
that?’ a mother might say, or a father might look
out the window and question, ‘When did you last
get that car of yours tuned up?’

“Some people feel comfortable with that pattern because it’s familiar, even if
it’s unpleasant. After a few minutes, the atmosphere normalizes.” Sometimes
it’s the child who starts off with criticism, but either way, it’s a negative
pattern and ultimately debilitating.
He suggests that to change the pattern, you have to be alert to it and take
steps to alter it. Instead of feeling trapped, here’s how you might better
handle the situation:

People change, even parents. Just as they may have gotten caught in their
image of you as a ten-year-old, you may be regarding them stereotypically
as though they are the very same people you knew as a child. Just as you’ve
changed over the years, chances are they’ve moved on since you were at the
epicenter of their lives. They may have taken on new interests or hobbies,
or may have lost a loved one and grown in the struggle to overcome its
impact.

Parents to be Proud Of:

“Oh, you’re here! Did you remember the wine?”

You don’t have to respond right away. Wait a few seconds first.
Deflect the negative energy by changing the subject.
“That smells delicious, Mom.”

As your family grows and matures, lifestyles
and perspectives shift. If family members
don’t make the effort to keep tabs on each
other, eventually they may find that they no
longer know each other very well.

Matthew Turk and his parents Judy and Michael Turk
Growing up with his parents in North Bellmore, New York,
Matthew Turk took note of the close relationship between
his parents and grandparents.

3. Say something positive.
“Your brisket is sure to be a hit at the Seder, and there’s still time for me to

“My parents are the quintessential examples of how to

get to the store to buy a wine that will go with it.”

perform the mitzvah of Kibbud Av v’Em – honoring your
parents – and it’s a quality that I would like to emulate,”

Of course, that’s the short-term strategy. Long-term relationship-building
means constructing experiences that are conflict-free, happy times your
family can look back upon.

says Turk.
His parents, Michael and Judy made sure that his
grandparents played an integral role in Matthew and his
siblings’ lives. “We never lost sight of how important that
was,” says Turk, referring to himself and his three siblings.
“We are making sure that our parents will have an integral
part of our own children’s lives as well, and we hope that
we can demonstrate a similar level of respect.”
Turk maintains a close relationship with his parents by

But it doesn’t just happen. As your family grows and matures, lifestyles and
perspectives shift. If family members don’t make the effort to keep tabs on
each other, eventually they may find that they no longer know each other
very well.
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speaking with them on the phone several times a week
and by sharing even small events like birthdays together.
Spending Jewish Holidays with his parents or his in-laws
goes without saying. “It gives our parents a chance to pass
traditions on to their kids and grandkids, who will hopefully
pass them on to their own kids,” explains Turk.
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In tight-knit families, the above scenario would not happen. Families that
enjoy a resilient, loving relationship can overcome the small speed bumps
that inevitably arise on the road of life. Secure that their bond is everlasting,
they can forgive indiscretions and errors (even forgetting to bring the wine!)
They choose, instead, to remember the great times they had together, and
they use those memories as a springboard to enrich future experiences.
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The way to bridge that gap is to stay current with them. If you live some
distance away, call. (Email is fine for information, but lacks the warmth and
subtle tones of human conversation.) Ask about their interests, feelings,
and activities and share yours. The next time you come, you won’t feel like
strangers.    

One family discovered after their father’s death that he had been a hero
during World War II. A health care aide -- who had taken care of him in his
last months -- told them their Dad had been wounded in the Philippines
and was given a medal of honor. “How did you find out?” they asked him
incredulously. “I asked,” was the simple answer. “I noticed the marks on his
chest and said, ‘Hey, Mr. T___, how’d you get those scars?’ He smiled and told
me the whole story.”

Look for opportunities to ask your
parents about their lives before you
were born, or about their perspectives
on your childhood.

The more you ask, the more likely it is that you will discover aspects
of their lives that you never knew. Look for opportunities to ask about
their lives before you were born, or about their perspectives on your
childhood. Ironically, many people learn about their parents during shiva.
A visitor tells the mourners about something the deceased did that
demonstrated admirable character or sensitivity. Quite often, the mourners
are truly surprised: “My Mom did that?”

“I Never Left the House without Hearing ‘I Love You’”

couldn’t take all that mothering. While I never consciously

Once in awhile, you meet a family where extraordinary love

wanted to hurt my parents, I actually decided one day

seems to bind parents and children in a constant embrace,

that I would not give them any pleasure. It was a stormy

no matter what challenges they face. How do they do it?

adolescence.

I asked Paula Scheinberg of New York, how she and her
mother, Rachel, have remained close over many years,

Q: How did your parents handle it?

despite normal wear-and-tear on family nerves and a few

A: My folks never yelled. My mother is not judgmental and

unusual upheavals. Paula is middle-aged and Rachel is in

she’s a good listener. Even when I locked down and didn’t

her eighties.

want to discuss anything, she just kept talking to me in that
loving way, reassuring me all the time. I never left the house

Q: How did your mother create a nurturing family

without hearing “I love you,” even when I had behaved

climate?

terribly! Eventually, I came back.
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A: My mother is incredibly giving. She loves people. Though
she was a child of the Holocaust and has vivid memories, she

Q: You and your family are more Jewishly observant than

harbors no bitterness. She’s not an angry person. In fact,

your parents. Did your change in lifestyle cause a rift?

her strongest characteristic is love and gratitude towards

A:

everyone, especially her family.

from religious homes and rather than being defensive, they

And she articulates that

No, they were happy for me.

They both had come

goodness daily.

understood. I know it’s not always like that. I feel blessed.

Q: What about your father?

Q: What did you learn from your mother?

A: He was also a Holocaust survivor, twenty years older than

A: In a family, there’s no room for agendas. You’ll be together

my mother; he died when I was fairly young.

for a lifetime, so you need a deep reservoir of love. I try to
be like my mother, but I don’t have as much patience. Just

Q: Did you – like other children of survivors – feel you had

ask my kids! But she set an example that I try to follow, and

to be a perfect child, to spare your parents anxiety?

that’s the best gift a parent can give a child.

A: Yes, but I rebelled during my teen years. I tired of being
so good all of the time. I didn’t like being the baby and I

“Why Don’t You Listen to Me?”
Do your parents feel that you don’t respect them enough,

demonstrated, for it defines the parent/child relationship, an

that you never follow their advice?

Most people don’t

essential component in transmitting our heritage. Beyond

want to be told what to do, even if the guidance is sound.

the vague injunction of the Ten Commandments to “Honor

And there are many valid reasons that adult children don’t

your father and your mother,” there are specific laws on just

ask their parents for help. Not every parent can admit that

how to do this, some of them quite surprising. Keep in mind

what might have been true in their day may not be right

that honoring your parents includes showing respect for their

for this generation. Moreover, some parents may unwittingly

level of Jewish belief and observance, even if it is different

suffocate their children with their insistence that they abide

from your own. Respect includes working hard to rebuild or

by their advice; some will try to manipulate their kids’ lives

enhance peace in the family.

by giving or withholding money or other
incentives, including love.

So don’t let your Seder turn into a
battlefield.

The technology gap undermines a
parent’s role as advisor, too. In today’s

Even if the person conducting the Seder

fast-changing world, older parents often

doesn’t do it your way, this is a time

have to turn to their own kids or grandkids

for tolerance. In families where there

to set up their computer or decode the

are significant differences in Jewish

mysteries of email. The child may well

observance, compromise in advance.

think, “What does she know? She can’t

One possibility is to do the Seder one

even program her own phone!”

way on the first night, and the other way
on the second night. Another option is to

Parallel to this phenomenon, some

have an “official Seder” – conducted in

children are better informed about

whatever way the head of the household

Judaism than their parents. Turning

prefers – until the meal is served

tradition on its head, the transmission

(“Shulchan Orech” in the Haggadah.)

of Jewish knowledge may go up from

After the meal, the “unofficial Seder”

one generation to the next, rather than

continues with whatever stringencies or

down. While some parents may be fine

leniencies the other party may want.

with this development, others feel marginalized. This, too,
causes strain, especially around the holidays.

If a traditional Seder is too long for some members of your
family, ask a rabbi in advance to mark a Haggadah with

It is important to remember that the Torah mandates respect

what is essential and what can be skipped. Under no

for one’s parents, even if the child’s accomplishments far

circumstances should anyone spoil the serenity of the family

surpass them. Interestingly, Jewish law does not legislate

experience by insisting on particular practices.

loving your parents. But respect – deserved or not – must be

Sometimes, all you have to do is ask. If you feel awkward asking about your
folks’ lives after so many years, a grandchild might be just the one to do
it. For that matter, grandchildren are natural unifiers. By helping out with
household activities at family events – setting the table, cooking, clearing
the table – they strengthen intergenerational ties. Better yet, they can be the
perfect excuse for a family game of Scrabble or an outing to the park, a ball
game, or a concert. And when it’s over, be sure to get all the mileage you can

out of it: the next time you call your folks, recall how much fun you all had
on that trip; how little Suzie is still talking about it; how much it means to you
to spend time together.
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A Living Lesson
Several years ago, my mother called for a pre-Passover
family conference. Mom never did things like that, so
we kids knew the topic had to be very important. As we
gathered around the kitchen table, we saw that her face
was grave. She began, “You all know Great Aunt Millie,”
(numerous groans) “so I won’t beat around the bush. I just
got off the phone with her. You know that Uncle Arthur
died last year and Millie has no children.” Our eyes darted
with apprehension. “Well, Aunt Millie has nowhere to go
for Passover and I want to ask you if we should invite her
to join us.”
It was a grim proposal. To put it politely, Aunt Millie was
“difficult.” Her abrasive personality and stream of criticism
were hard to bear for even an hour, much less an entire
week.
Mom looked around hopefully. “I won’t invite her unless
you all agree…I know she can be a little demanding…”
Silence. “I just felt that we could…we should…” Her gaze
met blank stares.
“Listen!” she finally blurted, “I don’t know about you, but I
can’t see myself at our Seder saying from the Haggadah,
‘Let all who are hungry come and eat’ knowing that Aunt
Millie is sitting home alone!” With that, she tearfully burst
out of the room.
“Ok! Ok!” we called after her. “Ask her to come!”
She came. And she was delightful. Aunt Millie was so
moved by our invitation that she showed us a side of her
we had never known – a gentle side that smiled at our
antics, helped in the kitchen, and regaled us with stories
about long-forgotten relatives. Sitting joyfully among the
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family at the Seder, she glowed – and so did my Mom.

Passover is the perfect time to maximize those warm experiences, says Dr.
Beth Cunin. “It’s rare for families to come together at the dining room table
these days, and you should make the most of it. If there are children or teens
(who often feel isolated), it gives them an opportunity to feel like part of the
family in a very positive way. If the family
is blended by a remarriage, it’s a wonderful
chance to meld into one unit.”
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How can you make your Seder
experience one that will contribute
to family harmony? First, if there
are underlying disagreements, put
them aside. Though there is a lot
of ritual in the Haggadah, the basic
mitzvah of the Seder is to tell the
story of our ancestors’ slavery and
deliverance from Egypt. So tell
stories, especially family memories
that impart a Jewish message, in
addition to the Haggadah narrative.
Some Holocaust survivors see the
parallel of their experience with the
Jews’ suffering in Egypt and will talk
about it at the Seder, even if usually
they do not wish to discuss it.
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Parents to be Proud Of

Liz Petigorsky and her

There is magic in this special time. Seated around the table, sharing the
timeless experience of a Seder, you can talk about things your family would
never discuss otherwise. If there are children present, use the opportunity to
teach values. Reminisce about grandparents and great-parents; let your kids
know that they are part of a long, strong, Jewish chain of life.

Mom
Liz Petigorsky was born
and raised in Ottawa,
Canada, and currently lives there with her husband,
Semyon Ioffe. While Petigorsky has little memory of her
father, who unfortunately passed away when she was only
four years old, she clearly remembers her mother, Rachel

Like most worthwhile things in life, all of these efforts take planning. Even if
you feel rushed prior to the holiday, take the time to think it through. What
have you learned from your parents? What priceless moments – whether
poignant or hilarious -- have you shared with them? What do you want to
convey to the next generation? Passover -- the festival devoted to passing
on our Jewish ideals, our family values, our hopes and dreams – is the time
to put it all in perspective.

Plotnick, as a “tremendous homemaker and caregiver.”
As Plotnick’s parents aged, Petigorsky was inspired by her
mother’s devotion to their care. “There was no question
of what was needed for herself, only what was needed
to make us comfortable,” says Petigorsky. Emulating her
mother’s devotion to family is now a priority in her own life.
“My husband, my family and friends know that they can
turn to me at any time for support and love.”
Plotnick is now well into her eighties. She suffers from
dementia and lives in a nursing home, but Petigorsky

That’s step 1. In Judaism, thoughts and aspirations only accomplish part of
the goal. A mitzvah is the physical crystallization of a concept – the doing
that makes the intention real. In the same way, if you have a wealth of warm
family feelings, show it, talk about it, make it last. Over the holiday, reinforce
family traditions (and if you don’t have any, create some!) A favorite recipe, a
special song, even Passover dishes or kitchenware can evoke happy memories
years down the line. Dr. Cunin recalls that her mother always made charoset
for the Seder in a special red pot. “I still make charoset in that same pot; I just
can’t use anything else. And you know what? Last year, my granddaughter
took out the red pot and helped me prepare it. It’s such a small thing, but it
means so much to both of us.”

continues to maintain a close relationship with her by
visiting daily. “I try to share my daily routine with her
and tell her stories of her youth and her life as a young
woman,” says Petigorsky. They sing prayers together that

Think about it. That red pot may be handed down from family to family for
centuries, crossing continents, reaching from great-great-grandmothers to
their descendants.

her mother miraculously still knows by heart from her years
of synagogue attendance.
Petigorsky is most proud of the fact that her mother tried to
Spring 2009 | www.ajspirit.com

be the best daughter, wife and mother that she could be.
“She attended every assembly, graduation and special
event in my life. She may not have always agreed with my
decisions, but she stood by me nonetheless.” Petigorsky
plans to stand by her mother, and continues to share her
life with her on a daily basis. “We are family!” Petigorsky
says emphatically. It is clear that her mother’s example has
taught her that family is synonymous with devotion.

Because Passover is eternal, even its everyday symbols will continue to have
meaning. It was the first festival kept by our united Jewish nation 3,300 years
ago, and its inherent mandate to pass on the story from one generation to
the next has forged the links of our national and personal histories. Every
Jew has the ability to connect with this bond, but it is up to us to take the
initiative. Now is the time to let the spirit of the season strengthen your
family links. If they are worn or a little rusty, take the time to repair them;
and if you are fortunate to have links that are sound and secure, burnish
ajs
them with everlasting love.
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book excerpt |
raising kids to love being jewish

FAMILY
PROJECT:

EXPLORE
YOUR

FAMILY’S
HISTORY

How You and Your Children Can Strengthen Family Bonds,
Learn About Your Ancestors and Discover Your Own Jewish
History

People think that their town and/or its records in Europe were destroyed in
the Holocaust and so there is no way of getting information.

A person’s past can have a big impact on their feelings of identity and
belonging. Children who know about their family’s Jewish history are more
likely to care about continuing the Jewish link in the future.

In fact, these statements are often not true! Most names can be traced
back, even when they were changed at Ellis Island (which, in fact, happened
rarely). Furthermore, often you can find relatives – sometimes ones you
didn’t know – who can help you in the search. Finally, many towns survived
and many records do exist even if the town was destroyed in the Holocaust.

Building a family tree is an interesting and fun experience. It can help
promote feelings of family togetherness, connection, and understanding
through the generations. It also deepens children’s appreciation of their
identity as Jews by focusing on the many trials and difficulties our ancestors
went through in order to stay Jewish.

The good news is that much research is already done. Jewish genealogy
is very advanced and lots of information has been made available. As
genealogist Dan Leeson put it, for most of our history, “Jews have been
genealogic aficionados, fascinated by the subject!”1
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Is the Information Accessible?
Genealogy is the study of family history. Many people think that there really
isn’t much information available about Jewish family trees. Some Jewish
genealogists point to several misconceptions that Jews in particular have
that prevent them from doing research:
People think that family names were changed at Ellis Island so that it is
impossible to trace a family before it arrived in America
People think that no one (alive) in their family knows anything about family
history.

Jewish Genealogy and Children
Genealogy and children are a natural match, and the Jewish benefits of
building a family tree have been too often ignored.
Two important verbs to know when you begin to learn about Jewish
genealogy are “building” (as in a family tree) and “searching” (as in for
relatives or information). Activities such as building and searching are ideal
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… it is more than just a collection of names and dates. You can learn about
yourself, your family, and society as a whole; it is a snapshot of history. It

Jewish genealogy is very advanced
and lots of information has been
made available.
for young people and keep them interested and enthusiastic. For example,
many children want to know how they are related to their cousins, or how
many generations back a family knows its relatives.

can serve as a tribute to the memory of those who have passed before us.
In addition, we can get to “know” people whose life spans do not intersect
ours. 2

Jewish genealogy has many branches, each with its own methodology for
getting information. For instance, current and recent family history will often
depend on oral interviews. Older family information will be obtained through
documents, often from foreign countries. Holocaust research necessitates
much reading and research on the subject itself, as well as online research
with Holocaust museums and Yad VeShem in Israel.

By building a tree and searching for their roots, children are involved in a
project that is fun and challenging as well as educational. What will they
learn? As you progress in your research, your children will learn about
history, geography, sociology, government, immigration, military service,
economics, and much more. Furthermore, you will be in contact with many
branches and levels of government concerning census records, naturalization
records, passenger lists, and military records as well as birth, death, and
marriage registries. Trying to teach children about history and geography,
for instance, in the classroom can be challenging because many children
don’t see how these subjects relate to them. What they see are boring dates
concerning people they have never heard of in places they are not the least
bit interested in. But when these issues revolve around their own family,
suddenly the subjects come alive. If done with thought and understanding and if your children are interested (not all are) - this family project can be a
wonderful learning experience for them in a variety of areas.

In a similar vein, genealogist Lauren Eisenberg had this to say about a
successful children’ class she conducted on Jewish genealogy:
“Why do a family tree?”
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Jewishly speaking, the benefits of getting into genealogy exist at a variety
of levels. Deepening connections to Jewish relatives both alive and gone
enhances children’s connection to where they come from. Children who feel
no connection to their Jewish family are more likely to “step away” from it
than children who feel a stronger connection. By researching the family, you
will inevitably learn much about Jewish history and anti-Semitism.
Parents should try to direct readings and research in a positive direction,
for example, what was it like being Jewish then? What were they worried
about coming to America? In Jewish terms, what do we have in common
with previous generations? Why does Anti-Semitism exist? What can we do
to keep our family’s Jewish identity intact?

1
2

From jewishgen.org
www.jewishgen.org

➲
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One of the axioms of genealogy is to
begin by recording all relevant information
that you already know and start gathering
facts about your parents and grandparents.

Reading
The first thing a beginner should do is to read up on genealogy in general
and Jewish genealogy in particular. Visit www.jewishgen.org for courses and
book recommendations.

The Web
The Web has made Jewish genealogy much easier and has paved the way
for beginners to get a good understanding about how to begin searching
for information. Some beginners’ information is available in the Jewish
Genealogy section of www.virtualjerusalem.com, but the most complete Web
site is www.jewishgen.org. This site connects Jewish genealogists from around
the world and has more information than most amateurs will ever need. The
site includes a discussion group where you can ask specific questions that
are not covered on their site, a database of over 200,000 towns and family
names, and an every growing online Family Tree of the Jewish People, which
already contains information on over one million Jews worldwide (relatives
of yours may have already put up information on your family!).

Interviewing older family members is a great place to start. This can be done
either in person, by phone, or in writing. Focus on finding out people’s first
and last names, where they were born, where they lived, and when they
immigrated. Older relatives may have knowledge about dates and places,
family events, customs, or stories that they never thought anyone would
care about and so didn’t bother telling. This is often the case! Record these
interviews if possible.
Extend the circle by talking to friends of the family who might have
information about your family, about European towns that you are interested
in, or even about general socio-economic and religious factors that might
interest you. “Word of mouth” is the single best way to get information
directly relevant to you and certainly the most fun. It also helps strengthen
Jewish family connections, which help deepen one’s Jewish identity.

Visit Israel
A great way to connect your family tree project with your general efforts
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Children who feel no connection to their
Jewish family are more likely to “step
away” from it than children who
feel a stronger connection.
Aside from gathering information for yourself, it may be particularly fun for
children to submit information about your name and “hometown” to this
site. They can feel that they are in fact building the Family Tree of the Jewish
people.

at strengthening your children’ Jewish identity is a visit to Israel. Two main
genealogical addresses in Israel are Yad Vashem, Israel’s National Holocaust
Museum in Jerusalem, and the Diaspora Museum, housed by Tel Aviv
University.

“Start with What You Know”

Dedicated to preserving the memory of the Holocaust and its victims, Yad
Vashem is considered by many to be Israel’s most important museum. It has a
wealth of information, and its memorials are moving and thought-provoking.
Genealogically speaking, its library contains over 100,000 volumes, including
over 1,000 yizkor books. Its archives are unparalleled and well-organized (if
you know the town name you are looking for).

One of the axioms of genealogy is to begin by recording all relevant
information that you already know and start gathering facts about your
parents and grandparents. As you move further and further back in history,
you will have a certain path and natural procedure, rather than random bits
of information picked up here and there.
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Yad Vashem’s moving “Hall of Names” memorial includes the “Pages of
Testimony,” an ever-growing collection of information about victims of the
Nazis and their collaborators. Survivors and relatives of victims have filled

The Web has made Jewish genealogy much
easier and has paved the way for beginners
to get a good understanding about how to
begin searching for information.
out millions of pages, each including names of victims, parents, spouses,
and children, as well as dates and places of birth and death, and contact
information for the person submitting the information.
The Diaspora Museum in Tel Aviv was built on the grounds of Tel Aviv
University with a goal of strengthening appreciation of Jewish life outside of
Israel. Short movies, fascinating displays, and thought-provoking information
make the visit a winner for anyone. In your quest for building your family
tree, you and your children will enjoy using the museum’s computers, with
information on about a million Jewish names and families. Children will have
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speaking. Most Jews today can track relatives down in Israel. Don’t be afraid
to call them and visit them. Israelis are a warm people and love meeting
new relatives. These meetings are a wonderful way to help your children
feel more connected to Israel, which is one of the great lynchpins of Jewish
identity and to the Jewish people as a whole.

Final Thoughts

a wonderful time looking up their ancestors and submitting their information
for their descendants to look up some day. If you can’t make the trip to Israel
in the near future, you can access some of the information online
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Perhaps the most memorable genealogical activity you can do in Israel is
to meet your relatives. As your search progresses, you will discover more
and more cousins, some distant and some surprisingly close, genealogically

When asked about Jewish identity, most Jews will respond with something
historical. They may mention the 2000 year old saga of our history, the
Holocaust, or the desire to keep the Jewish people going. In many cases,
however, they mention their own families’ Jewish heritage. People like to
know where they come from. True, some young Jews will not be interested
in their family tree. For many young Jews, however, the research, the results,
and the fascinating learning that results from Jewish genealogy will help
develop their Jewish identities. They will feel a personal historical connection
to their family’s Jewish past and a heightened commitment to its future. ajs
“Reprinted from Raising Kids to LOVE being Jewish by
Doron Kornbluth. See our review, page 20.”

ajs | daughters of the king

VISION
OF

BEAUTY
by Chana Kalsmith

Every good restaurant knows the importance of
garnishing a dish to make it more appetizing,
but you will rarely find a dog owner adding a
sprig of parsley to his dog’s Puppy Chow to get
his dog to eat. Nor will you see a goat stop on
the mountainside and gaze out at the world,
awed by its splendor. You never have to speak
to your cat about losing some weight in order
to meet the right match. Only human beings
seem to appreciate aesthetics.
Like everything in the world, our Creator gave
us this appreciation for a purpose. In order to
understand this purpose, we will look into the
Torah and explore the Jewish view of beauty.

The beauty deception
Jewish tradition teaches us that the Garden
of Eden was a world of truth where outward
appearance naturally reflected inner being.
Whatever looked beautiful was in fact good.

A beautiful apple was healthy to eat, while
a poisonous mushroom looked foreboding.
Beauty indicated goodness. After Adam and Eve
ate from the Tree of Knowledge, beauty and
goodness were separated. Everything beautiful
was not necessarily good, and everything good
was not necessarily beautiful. This deception
exists until today.
I learned this lesson well when visiting Yad
VaShem, the Israeli national Holocaust museum, in
Jerusalem several years ago. There was a painting
in the exhibit that depicted a beautiful sunrise
over a landscape of mountains. As I approached
to have a better look, I saw that the mountains
were in fact corpses piled on top of one another
and that the sunrise was actually a fire from the
crematorium. The image was horrible, violent,
and tragic. The painter had captured the horror
of affluent, cultured Germany with its evil core.
Superficial glances are certainly deceiving.

Thousands of years after the Garden of Eden,
we still have the God-given gift of appreciating
aesthetics, and we naturally want things that
look beautiful to be good. We expect a country
that is cultured to be humane. Likewise, a person
who is beautiful we hope will act beautifully. Yet
today, what is beautiful physically and what is
good morally can be quite different. We must
look beyond surface beauty to ensure that what
is shown to be beautiful is, in fact, good. We need
to look into our heritage to relearn what is meant
by true beauty. Let’s explore this idea by focusing
on beauty as it relates to people.

Beauty should reflect beauty
What is true beauty? Most often, when the Torah
mentions a beautiful person, it is referring to a
person whose outer appearance reflects their
inner soul. For example, we are taught about
the beauty of our matriarch Sarah. According to
our tradition, other women looked like monkeys
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compared to Sarah. The Talmud says that Sarah was as beautiful at the age of
20 as a seven-year-old child. Yet isn’t 20 closer to the ideal age of beauty than
seven? What is it about a child that is more beautiful than a young woman?
The explanation is simple. The beauty of children is the beauty of purity of
spirit; they act the way they feel without being influenced by insincerity.
There are no put-ons or pretending. As Rabbi Hirsch states, the secret
of beauty does not lie in superficial cosmetics, but can be acquired only
from within.... Only a beautiful, pure spirit, inspired by the spirit of God,
can produce a physical image of angelic beauty. Sarah’s beauty was one of
complete synchronization between external and internal, between body and
soul. This kind of beauty does not fade with age, pregnancy, or weight gain.
It is a beauty that is cultivated inwardly and shines forth.
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Judaism teaches that we all have precious souls and that externals should
reflect this inner beauty. For example, both men and women are encouraged
to maintain an attractive, dignified appearance. Jewish law forbids a Torah
scholar to wear ripped or stained clothing. Our priests, the kohanim,
could not perform the service in the Holy Temple in Jerusalem without the
appropriate attire. We are not to become gluttonous or mistreat our bodies
by overindulgence or self-mutilation. In essence, our bodies should be

treated and dressed with respect, since they house what is most precious and
beautiful, our souls.
I was once asked a very disturbing question while teaching about this
concept. A student said to me, “Why should I dress like I’m dignified if I feel
worthless inside?” The answer is that God created every person in the Divine
image. We all have the beauty of this Divine image -- the soul -- inside us.
Our external appearance should reflect its internal presence even if we don’t
always feel it.
This is true in mitzvot as well. We are supposed to beautify the mitzvot. Most
traditional homes have beautiful silver candlesticks for lighting Shabbat
candles and a silver kiddush cup to hold the wine over which we make a
blessing on Shabbat. The Torah scroll itself is encased in fine cloth and laden
with gold, silver, and precious jewels. The idea is that the mitzvah itself is
spiritually beautiful and should be reflected that way in the physical world as
well, in the same way that the body should reflect the beauty it holds.
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The challenge of physical beauty
Though it’s true that we all have beautiful souls, some people were created
objectively beautiful. Like intelligence, wealth, and strength, physical beauty
is a gift. God creates different people with different gifts, and each person
has the exact gift needed to reach his or her potential.

The beauty of children is the beauty of
purity of spirit; they act the way they feel
without being influenced by insincerity.
There are no put-ons or pretending.

Every gift is also a challenge. For people with the gift of physical beauty, the
challenge may be to avoid getting hung up on their beauty. Often they must
overcome their beauty in order to develop their inner characters. Since they
are given attention for their looks, there is less motivation to develop their
character. For these people, the challenge is consistency. The physical beauty
they were given on the outside should reflect the spiritual beauty they need
to develop on the inside.

Rabbi Yehoshua was known for his great wisdom. He was also known to be
unattractive. One day the daughter of the emperor asked him why God would
place so much beautiful wisdom in such a plain vessel. He replied, “Your
father keeps his fine wine in simple earthenware vessels.”
“What else should he put it in?” she answered.
He told her that fine wine should be placed in gold and silver vessels. She went
back to the palace and had the wine transferred into golden vessels. Soon
after, it all spoiled. When her father asked her to explain what happened, she
told him about her conversation with Rabbi Yehoshua. The emperor called
the great rabbi in and asked him, “Why did you tell her to put the wine into
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What about those people created without objective physical beauty? I first
came to understand this situation while sitting in a class taught by Rebbetzin
Tzipora Heller. She spoke about a fascinating story from the Talmud (Taanit
7a) that tells the story of Rabbi Yehoshua Ben Chananiah and the daughter of
the Roman Emperor.
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my first pesach without my

partner in torah

by Marsha Smagley
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Pesach brings memories of my Partner in Torah,
Esther Solomon, the beloved mother of four
children, and grandmother, who had been
tragically hit by a car and died over two years
ago. My family had spent the previous two Pesach
holidays with the Solomons in Brooklyn, New
York, but this one was different as Esther bas
Avraham a”h, was no longer with us. She was my
Partner in Torah for four years, and my very dear
friend.
Esther was carrying flowers, which she had just
bought for Shabbos, when she was hit by the car.
My daughter who was nine at the time, after
first learning that Esther had died, declared that
Esther went straight to Gan Eden (The Garden
of Eden); while carrying flowers for Shabbos. I
feel in my heart that was emes (truth). Esther,
always giving to others, had caused each soul she
touched to bloom, including mine.
That Pesach, while staying in her home, I reflected
on the enormity of the loss. I realized that I was
not only mourning the loss of a dear friend, I was
also mourning the loss of the very soul which had
helped my soul to return to G-d. There are no
words to express this.

Marsha and Norman Smagley, son Jeff and daughter Jamie, in front are Marsha’s mother
Mrs.Shirley Myerson and father Mr. Bernard Myerson.

It was hard for me to cook in Esther’s kitchen. She
was an amazing cook. She brought down so much
blessing in all that she did, that even her food
tasted blessed. I believe that she had reached my
family’s souls through our stomachs. Not having
been observant, we were not used to a Passover
seder lasting until 1:30am. It was the beautiful
aroma and “taste” of her delicious roasted chicken
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and cabbage rolls that first seder, along with the
experience of being with a Torah-observant family
which took so much pleasure in sharing Torah,
that caused us to return the following year.
I believe that Esther continued to shine her
blessings upon us even though she was no longer
with us in her home. A plastic spoon had been
accidentally left in the mashed potatoes that were
heated for a long time in a hot oven. We could not
believe that the spoon did not melt; the flavor

of the dish had actually improved! Everything cooked in her kitchen in fact
tasted so much better than it did in my own kitchen in Chicago. My daughter
of course confirmed this when we came home!
I had a dream about Esther when we were in their home. We were talking
happily as if she had never left. I felt that this dream was G-d’s gift to me, one
more special moment with my very dear friend.
Rabbi Gewirtz, National Director of Partners in Torah, came to meet my
family at the Solomon’s home. I was privileged to have the opportunity to
speak about my beautiful Partner in Torah for a recruitment video dedicated
to Esther’s memory. My husband also participated in the video and my
children were shown having a wonderful time at the Solomons.

In the video, I shared that I was not an easy partner. My thirst for learning
was so great that I could not stop asking questions. Also I knew so little about
prayer and Torah living. This was no problem for Esther. She was very learned
and exuded pure joy in helping me to connect with my heritage.
I have tremendous respect for the Solomons for facing that first Pesach with
so much love and desire to continue in Esther’s memory. It was a privilege
to join them and to offer help to a family that has given us so much. The
Solomon’s have become our extended family, and through our shared journey
to Torah, have helped us to connect with Esther’s blessed memory.

I am eternally grateful to G-d for sending me such an exquisite emissary of
His Light. I pray that all that Esther bas Avraham has brought to me and my
family will serve to honor her memory
Marsha Smagley resides in Highland Park, Illinois, with her husband
and two children. Her articles have appeared in Hamodia, Binah
Magazine, The Jewish Observer, Kashrus Magazine, Horizons, The
Jewish Press, and Yated Ne’eman.
Please do not publish or distribute this article without the written
permission of the author.

Postscript
We returned again the following year to the Solomons for Pesach and have
remained close. We have traveled to New York for their family’s simchas and
my husband studies Pirkei Avos (Ethics of Our Fathers) with Nosson Solomon
each week.
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Marsha Smagley with daughter Jamie and “Bubbie Weinreb”, Esther Solomon’s
(a”h) mother.

Esther’s legacy and her memory are deeply implanted within my heart. My
eyes fill with tears as I write this. I am so thankful to Partners in Torah for
the gift of Esther. I will forever miss my partner in Torah and dear friend,
the special soul that caused my soul to bloom, leaving this world carrying
Shabbos flowers to Gan Eden.

➲ continued from page 24
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for the addition of seven months in each nineteen-year cycle is based on
the assumption that the mean lunation is 29 days, 12 hours, 44 minutes and
31⁄3 seconds in duration, and that the mean solar year is 365 days, 5 hours, 55
minutes and 2525⁄57 seconds long. Thus, a cycle of nineteen such solar years
contains 6,939 days, 16 hours, 33 minutes and 31⁄3 seconds and equals exactly
235 lunations of the assumed duration. Put somewhat differently, the 235
lunar months in the nineteen-year lunar cycle are precisely equal to nineteen
solar years.

The lunations, i.e., the length of the monthly lunar cycles, are established
with much greater precision but, here too, there is a minor discrepancy. At
present, the astronomical calculation of the lunation fixes the monthly cycle
at 29 days, 12 hours, 44 minutes and 2.841 seconds, which is slightly less than
the 29 days, 12 hours, 44 minutes and 31⁄3 seconds assumed by the Jewish
calendar. The discrepancy between the reckoning of the lunar month in
fixing the Jewish calendar, of which the lunar month is the basic unit, and the
astronomical calculation is equal to one day in 14,000 years. This means that
the discrepancy between the length of the lunar cycle assumed by the Jewish
calendar and the astronomical calculation of the lunation is constantly
growing, albeit infinitesimally.
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In light of these considerations, accuracy
to within one day in 14,000 years in the
calculation of lunar months and a
discrepancy of only 6 2/3 minutes a year
in reconciling the lunar calendar with the
solar year is truly remarkable.

The findings of contemporary astronomy differ from these figures on two
counts. It is now established that the length of the solar year is 365 days, 5
hours, 48 minutes and 46 seconds, which is approximately 62⁄3 minutes less
than the 365 days, 5 hours, 55 minutes and 2525⁄57 seconds which is assumed
by the Jewish calendar. Thus, the beginning of every Jewish year will advance
forward from the true astronomical date at the rate of one day every 216
years. Hence, each date in the Jewish calendar occurs later in the solar year
by one day every 216 years. Or, to put it in other words, the Jewish year is a
bit too long and, as a result, the dates of the Yomim Tovim creep forward and
occur progressively later in the solar year. In 100 lunar cycles, or 1900 years,
there is a cumulative discrepancy of almost nine days. Since our present
calendar was promulgated by Hillel II in the year 4119 (358/59 C.E.), and has
been in effect for a little less than 1650 years, the discrepancy over that
period is less than eight full days.

In actuality, the calculations upon which the Jewish calendar are based are
extremely close approximations. Approximations are necessary in every
calendrical system for the simple reason that the length of a month, or of a
year, cannot simply be expressed as a given number of days because neither
the revolution of the moon around the earth, nor that of the earth around the
sun, is empirically fixed in a round number of days, hours, or even minutes.
Necessarily, the result is an approximation of the number of days in a year
or in a month, combined with periodic intercalations within a given cycle of
years. The necessity of reconciling lunar months with solar years makes the
task even more difficult. In light of these considerations, accuracy to within
one day in 14,000 years in the calculation of lunar months and a discrepancy
of only 62⁄3 minutes a year in reconciling the lunar calendar with the solar
year is truly remarkable.
NOTE: For a full explanation of why the date of the blessing is set for April 8th
and not March 20th, read the book – available at artscroll.com.
ajs

What’s In It For Me?!
Rabbi Leiby Burnham
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Dear Rabbi,
Soon, we will be sitting around our Seder tables drinking copious amounts
of wine or grape juice and eating fragile matzos with a smattering of
horseradish. The highlight of the evening will undoubtedly be the dialogue of
the Haggadah. But at some point after the karpas and the 4 questions, many
of us start to wonder when we’re going to get to that delicious pot roast
waiting in the kitchen. Yes, it is great that our forefathers were taken out
of slavery some 3,300 years and we should be thankful to G-d for that most
magnanimous of acts. But what does all this have to do with me and my life
today?
Respectfully,
Sam G.
Dear Sam,
You may find it comforting to know that you are in very good company
as your question was asked as soon as the Haggadah was written and the
answer was included in the text in a few places. The first time “we” appears
in the Haggadah is in the statement “had G-d not taken us out of Egypt then
we, our children, and our children’s children would still be slaves to Pharaoh
in Egypt.” Pharaoh is long gone and with him the entire ancient Egyptian
civilization. How would we still be slaves to an entity that is nonexistent?

In order to understand this, let’s look at another reference to “us” in the
Haggadah. In what is often sung as a song, we make the following statement
“ela sheb’chol dor vador omdim aleinu....” in every generation they rise up
against us to destroy us, but Ha-shem saves us from their hands. Jews living
in Sderot with Katyusha rockets raining down on them, or those living in Iran,
desperate to get out of a murderous regime, must certainly say these words
with fervor. But what about us? What do we think of as we sit comfortably
in our peaceful, suburban neighborhoods? Yes, we can think of them, but we
lack the desperation they experience. How can we make this into something
more real for us?
Let’s delve deeper into what Mitzrayim (Egypt) truly symbolized. Through that
we can come to comprehend what the slavery represented, and hopefully
we will discover a way to make the exodus meaningful for us. The Hebrew
word Mitzrayim has the same letters as the word maitzarim which means
borders or limitations. The Sages tell us that a slave never escaped Egypt. This
was not because they had soldiers patrolling the entire border; rather the
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type of subjugation the slaves underwent went
beyond the physical- it incorporated an element
of psychological subjugation. The slave in Egypt
couldn’t see any reality for himself other than his
current state. He was stuck in the “borders” of
limitation set up by the culture of Egypt, that told
you that whoever you were was exactly who you
would continue to be with no chance of change.
This mentality is antithetical to the Torah
approach. We believe that one is given free will
and always has the ability to elevate himself
above his current limitations, to burst out from
the “borders” of his current state. When G-d
took us out of Egypt the exemption from physical
bondage was a minor part of the exodus, the
major component was the freeing of our minds,
the gift of our newfound ability to see beyond our
current state to our world of possibility.
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sin is only natural and that it’s understandable
because we can’t help ourselves. These people
rise up against us because they limit our ability to
grow and develop. These theories, so pervasive
in our society, are the very ethos from which we
were saved from at the exodus from Egypt.
In every generation, despite the fact that the
popular notion may be one of reckless action,
justified immorality and dishonesty, G-d takes
us out of Egypt and gives us the Torah with its
message of human ability. Its encouragement
to transcend the shackles of our current state
saves us from this danger of falling prey to these
notions.

When G-d took us out of Egypt the exemption from
physical bondage was a minor part of the exodus, the
major component was the freeing of our minds, the gift
of our newfound ability to see beyond our current state
to our world of possibility.
So, as you sit at your Seder this year, take a
moment to step back and think about the fact
that you are free to be as great as you dream of
being. This is the timeless message of Passover redemption not just from physical subjugation,
but emancipation from emotional, psychological
and spiritual barriers.
Next Year In Jerusalem!
With this new perception, we can understand
that even in our generation, in our supposedly
safe homes, we still have people rising up against
us. The many who profess that a human is just a
mechanism acting out whatever was solidified in
his subconscious from ages 0-5, and that he can’t
break out of it, the society that tells us that to
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This explains the perplexing statement, “had G-d
not taken us out of Egypt then we, our children,
and our children’s children would still be slaves to
Pharaoh in Egypt.” It doesn’t mean that we would
still be in Egypt serving a man named Pharaoh,
rather, that we would still be trapped in the mind
frame of Egyptian slaves, prisoners of a pattern
which allows no room for growth or change.
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editor

from the

Trading Illusions for Clarity
So here we are, in the midst of an economic crisis that has shaken the
foundations of our society. Whatever your position on how bad it is or what
should be done about it, it is hard to miss the dose of humility being taken
across the globe. The good old days when the world was a simple enough
place to live your life have been replaced by times of uncertainty and even
self-doubt. Questions about the survival of the entire US auto industry and
the biggest players in the banking industry, among others, can unnerve
anyone.
There has been a lot of discussion among the pundits about what got us here,
but from the standpoint of Jewish wisdom, I think there is an underlying
insight that can be very instructive.

by Dovid Goldman

about what is important to us, about the long-term consequences of our life
choices, about the truths of life and the reality of our existence.
As damaging as illusions can be in leading us astray, is exactly how valuable
clarity can be in leading us forward. In fact, achieving clarity of thought is
identified by Jewish sources as the essential key to a productive life.
I write these thoughts to celebrate the life, and mourn the loss, of one of
this generation’s greatest champions of clarity about everything that matters
– Rabbi Noach Weinberg, of blessed memory, founder and leader of Aish
Hatorah and all its many branches and programs throughout the world.

To Reb Noach, as he was affectionately known, clarity was the greatest
As we go through life, most of us tend to maintain an intimate relationship
weapon in the fight for a great life. Throughout his own life he taught
with our preferences, giving the cold
many, many thousands how to achieve it
shoulder to the soft - and annoying and how to use it. To him, muddled, lazy
voice of reality. To quiet this voice, and
thinking was our worst enemy – if only we
to support our preferences, we adopt a
would be brave enough to fight for clarity,
handy set of illusions that work quite
however uncomfortable it may initially feel,
well to support our interests.
we would emerge the victor and the joyous
leader of our own lives.
- The Path of the Just, Rabbi Moshe C. Luzzatto
These illusions prove to be so handy
and supportive that they become
Our most intimate relationship would be
thoroughly enshrined in our way of life. Not only is the soft voice of reality
not with our preferences and illusions but with our true selves, our deepest
drowned out but the very language of reality and truth is discarded and
values and our secret dreams. We would embrace the higher-level pleasures
ultimately forgotten.
of making a difference, being creative and knowing our Creator.
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The basis for doing good, and the root
of ideal service, is achieving clarity and
certainty about your purpose in life…

They do not stay away forever, though, because although you can stretch
the truth, you cannot break it. The longer you stretch it, in fact, the more
forcefully it’s liable to bounce back, and when it does, those illusions will lose
their hold and just fade away. Then, ironically, the return of reality leaves us
confused and in the dark.

We are experiencing today the fading away of many of our illusions. This is
the perfect opportunity to turn our back on them for good and to muster the
courage to seek clarity – whatever it may reveal. Reb Noach’s light is still
available to help us achieve it - it is as close as aish.com, where so many of
his teachings are as accessible as you can wish for.

Rare is the individual who heads this all off with the one weapon that can
slash through the force that drives us to illusion – a commitment to clarity:

Now is the time. Though it was meant in a different context, a politician
recently said it best: Don’t ever let a good crisis go to waste.

