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From Where I Sit

EDUCATION & JUDAISM
The Celebration of Lifelong Learning

I

t has always fascinated me as
to how much Judaism values
education. It is part of the fabric
of not only the religious tradition
but also deeply rooted in our
culture. From an early age, children
are encouraged to learn about our
traditions, history, customs, and a
wide array of other aspects of Judaism. In fact, the tradition of giving
gifts to children on Hanukkah was
started as a way to reward children
for their studies. The idea of gelt,
now symbolized with the chocolate
coins, comes from this concept.
Traditionally, this education begins in the home from parents (and
grandparents) talking about and
modeling Jewish life, then, for some,
it moves to the synagogue and
religious school. While the teachers change, the goal remains the
same…. to educate in all the beauty
and richness Judaism has to offer.
For many, this emphasis continues
to evolve and grow as we get older
as we shift out of the classroom into

real life and a pursuit of lifelong
learning. In fact, the Hebrew phrase
for this is Torah L’shema refers to the
idea of studying for studying sake.
It is part of the reason why there is a
Jewish Book Month.
I bet many of you were not aware
that this was a thing... but it is. In
her November 2020 Forward article
More than 90 years later, how Jewish
Book Month became a tradition, Heidi Rabinowitz traced the origins and
history of Jewish Book Month and
how it evolved into what it is today.
It was because of this important
celebration of learning that the
Jewish Federation has conducted
our annual Jewish Book Festival for
the past 22 years and is excited to
be holding the 23rd iteration of this
important community event this
year, which kicked off at the end of
October.
As we looked at our 2021 Community Survey results, the Jewish Book
Festival was the most recognizable
of the Jewish Federation’s programs

and services… and it is no surprise.
Worked on by a dedicated group of
community volunteers, the Jewish
Book Festival committee works
extremely hard to ensure that each
year’s festival includes a wide array
of genres and topics: fiction and
non-fiction, current events, Israel-related, cooking and food, children’s…
and the list goes on and on.
And just like last year when our
festival shifted virtually due to
COVID, we have made this year’s festival just as accessible. Please check
out the incredible lineup of authors
we have brought together for this
year’s festival. Not only might you
find a new author or subject to
explore, but you will be taking part
in Judaism’s rich history of lifelong
learning.
JASON MOSS IS
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF
THE JEWISH FEDERATION
OF THE GREATER
SAN GABRIEL AND
POMONA VALLEYS.
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“

Sending all of this
thankfulness
and gratitude out to all beings
everywhere, Namaste.”

HANDS TO YOUR HEART
When Gratitude Was Not Enough for Thanksgiving
BY TEDDY WEINBERGER

L

ast year on Nov. 22, a few days
before Thanksgiving, I found in
my in-box a link to “Hatha Yoga
for Gratitude” by my favorite yoga
instructor, Lesley Fightmaster.
The video, which ordinarily would have
been quite welcome and timely, came
with a crushing note from Duke, Lesley’s
husband and videographer, saying: “I am
saddened to share that my beautiful wife
and your beloved yoga teacher passed
away unexpectedly this weekend.”
I was in shock. Though Duke said
nothing about how Lesley died, asking
that “you honor our need for privacy
at this time,” I immediately suspected
that Lesley’s demons, which she had
so publicly wrestled with, had finally
overwhelmed her—and an email that I
received from one of Lesley’s colleagues
in response to my query implied that I
was correct.
At certain moments during the
approximately 600 videos that Lesley
created, she let her students know that
she had long struggled with depression,
and she had also spoken about how yoga
had helped her and how it could help
you, her yoga student.
But with her self-inflicted death, it was
clear that yoga was not enough to keep
Lesley alive. Neither was the adulation
of her students at home and abroad, the
wonderful yoga retreats, her two schoolage boys, or the love of her husband,
Duke Fightmaster. In the end, at 50 years
old, Lesley gave in to her pain.
Besides being shocked, I was also angry.
Why didn’t Lesley, who was so self-aware,
get better psychiatric help? I turned to
my friend Joy Epstein for consolation
and insight. I had introduced Joy to
Fightmaster yoga and she was just as
saddened as I was.
Because she is a therapist, I thought
that Joy could give me some professional
insight into how a person like Lesley
could end up taking her own life.
“The struggle with mental illness is
not an easy thing; it’s not a matter of
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just taking a pill and feeling better,” Joy
said. “If someone is feeling desperate
and struggling with their own fallibility
and their own emptiness, with their own
darkness inside, and they fight against it
and fight against it and fight against it, at
a certain point they sometimes give up.
“Perhaps Lesley gave the world as much
as she could possibly give. Without yoga,
maybe Lesley would have committed
suicide 15 years before she did. She gave
to the world more than other people give
over a much longer time period. There is a
place for great sadness at Lesley’s suicide,
and even for anger and disappointment,
but all this ought not wipe out our good
memories of her and all the good that she
did.”
I have avoided Lesley’s videos since
last November. Her death is too sad and
distracting for me. But I would like to
remember Lesley in her own words from
her last video.
Here are some wonderful lines from
that video:
* “Practicing gratitude and thanksgiving
are wonderful ways to increase those
positive neural pathways in your mind
and they make you feel happier.”
* “Find that feeling of gratitude in
your body, the sensation of it. Think of
something that you are grateful for within

yourself.”
* “You have something that makes you
very special; connect with that.”
* “Find that feeling again, that feeling of
gratitude in your body, and breathe into
it. Notice how it shifts your energy. All of a
sudden you start feeling a little more joy
in your body, your mind, and in your life.”
Lesley closed her very last video in the
beautiful way that she always did, and I
will end my column with her traditional
ending, but not before encouraging all
of us on this Thanksgiving to look deep
within ourselves and into the hearts of
our loved ones. And if we find pain, we
should try to do what we can to lessen
that pain.
“Hands together, bring your hands to
your forehead reminding you to have
clear and loving thoughts, and hands to
your heart reminding you to have clear
and loving intentions, and hands to your
mouth reminding you to have clear and
loving communication. Sending all of
this thankfulness and gratitude out to all
beings everywhere. Namaste.”
TEDDY WEINBERGER IS DIRECTOR OF
DEVELOPMENT FOR A CONSULTING COMPANY
CALLED MEANINGFUL. HE MADE ALIYAH WITH
HIS FAMILY IN 1997 FROM MIAMI, WHERE HE
WAS AN ASSISTANT PROFESSOR OF RELIGIOUS
STUDIES. TEDDY AND HIS WIFE, SARAH JANE
ROSS, HAVE FIVE CHILDREN.
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“

Our lives are deﬁned by the choices
that we make including reveling in
the changes of seasons, engaging in
sincere prayer and practicing physical
wellness.”

NOVEMBER’S EMBRACE
The change of seasons brings renewal.
BY ANDREA SIMANTOV

D

espite what that page
between August and
October indicates, the month
of September doesn’t exist
in Israel, at least not in the
traditional way.
Days are spent in a near frenzy as
people clean, shop, cook, cater, nap and
start again. Children are barely in school
and the term “acharei hachagim”—or
“after the holidays”—is a national mantra,
uttered by Jew and Arab alike.
No one is impervious or unaffected.
I’d agonized over prayers, meal plans,
pre-and-post fast sustenance, sukkah
building, food schlepping, budgeting,
energy depletion, staying in touch, losing
touch, sukkah de-construction and--the
elephant in the room--COVID.
Preparing for chag almost made
life feel normal until the requisite
synagogue rules appeared on Whatsapp
and Facebook groups with warnings
about masks, green-passes, serological
testing, social distancing and quotas
at recreational activities. It all felt so
wearying, familiar and bleak.
Who wants to enter the year 5782 with
anything less than gratitude and the
expectation of miracles? Not me.
This is why, when I was supposed to
be writing an article, folding laundry
or checking my credit card statement, I
instead Googled information about postholiday blues and whether or not it was
a real phenomenon or another made-up
ailment to add to my list of reasons why I
should apply for disability payments from
the dwindling government coffers. Ergo,
I made two alarming discoveries: 1) The
government would give me bubkis; and
b) the after-holiday funk is a real thing. It
is NOT all in my head!
The good (great?) news is that the
aforementioned doldrums were easy
to identify, recover from and toss in the
trash heap along with undercooked
matzo balls and tacky sukkah
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decorations. The morning after that
holiday week, I crawled to the gym with
my trusty earphones and a menu of new
murder-mystery podcasts that cropped
up during my month of prayer. I slogged
atop the treadmill, barely broke a sweat
and envisioned a diet of clean eating and
recommitment to healthy living.
As winter descends on Israel, it is
hard to ignore the sharp change in
weather. OK, we rarely need parkas and
snowshoes but until November, there is
little to no rain. We endure eight months
of blazing desert sun that bakes the land
and covers all surfaces with thick dirt and
dust.
Still, emerging from a period of
malaise and into a season of cleansing
that falls from the sky allows us to
recognize that prayers also change from
entreaties borne of personal want to
the more meditative intonations that
coincide with the rhythm of the season.
One recent morning, aware that
I’d emerged unscathed from the
aforementioned post-holiday funk, I
walked the dog as the first winter rain

fell. It evoked feelings of humility and
gratitude. In the 5:30 am darkness, a
woman’s voice, cracked with age, called
out from the adjacent bus stop. I’d
noticed her before.
“Why are you always up so early?” she
asked.
“I write in the morning but walk the
dog first so that she won’t bother me for
a few hours,’” came my jovial reply. “Why
are you up so early?”
“I go to the shuk when they unload the
trucks. The vendors give me unsold bread
and produce from the day before.”
Our lives are defined by the choices
that we make, including reveling in
the changes of seasons, engaging in
sincere prayer and practicing physical
wellness. Wisdom awaits, but only when
we recognize majestic moments that
await discovery in the shuk, a weathered
sukkah, or a bus stop at dawn.
NEW YORK NATIVE ANDREA SIMANTOV
HAS LIVED IN JERUSALEM SINCE 1995. SHE
WRITES FOR SEVERAL PUBLICATIONS, APPEARS
REGULARLY ON ISRAEL NATIONAL RADIO AND
OWNS AN IMAGE CONSULTING FIRM FOR
WOMEN.
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THE NARRATIVE OF HANUKKAH

I knew Hanukkah celebrated defeating the Greeks.
Then I moved to Athens and the story got complicated.
BY RABBI ELIRAN SHABO, JTA

W

hen my wife
and I arrived
in this capital
city on Sept.
1 to serve as
rabbinical emissaries to the
Jewish community, I have
to admit I was very excited
about what the prospect of
spending Hanukkah in Greece
might be like. With nearly
90% of the Jewish Greek
population wiped out during
the Holocaust, the majority
of survivors returned to settle
in Athens, which now boasts
close to 3,000 members in a
warm and special community. Rabbi Eliran Shabo with his wife and children in Greece. Background: Athens at night (Courtesy/Getty Images)
My experiences here so
far, while smaller and more limited due to coronavirus
citizenship” in his 30s. The early high commander sent to
restrictions, have provided me with a remarkable new
quash the Maccabean revolt was of Syrian origin, not Greek.
understanding of the history of that period—one that is very
Greek Jews are deeply committed to embracing the more
different from what many of us are familiar with.
historically accurate version of the story. There are very
Growing up as a child in Israel, the narrative of the Jewish
practical implications of this shift. In many local prayer
victory over the mighty and wicked Greeks is one that
books, the term Yavan (Greece) is omitted from Al Hanisim,
we learned from the youngest ages. That story, of course,
part of the Hanukkah prayers. Similarly, the local version of
created a certain sense of mystery—and perhaps even
the song “Maoz Tzur,” which is recited alongside the lighting
anger—toward the Greek nation.
of the menorah, replaces Greeks with Syrians as the force
But upon arrival in Greece, I quickly came to appreciate
that ganged up against the Maccabees.
that the history is far more complex—and that Hanukkah is
I have yet to determine exactly when these traditions
commemorated very differently here as a result.
began, but they are certainly ancient. The Talmud references
The Jewish community of modern-day Greece largely
several locations in the Syrian state (Aram Tzuba) that
belongs to the Romaniote heritage, known to be one of the
places them within the Seleucid Empire. These discoveries
oldest Jewish communities in the world. Historians debate
reflect how Jewish traditions can differ greatly from place to
whether the community dates back to the fourth-century
place—particularly in relation to how the Jewish community
BCE or “only” the second century. Either way, these are
perceives the nation in which it is located.
people with an ancient history and deep-rooted traditions.
Being part of a network of Orthodox emissaries spread
Part of that tradition is their identity as Greeks, which is at
out around the Jewish Diaspora, my wife and I have gained
least as strong as their identity as Jews. For obvious reasons,
incredible insight into local cultures and traditions, bringing
the Jews of Greece feel no small degree of discomfort at their richness, understanding and new meaning into our holiday
people being labeled as the evildoers in the Hanukkah story.
celebrations. This year, in addition to our traditional potato
But the Greeks of the story are not the same as the Greeks
latkes, we will be making the special Greek Hanukkah
of today. The regime that ruled over the Land of Israel and
doughnuts with honey, loukoumades.
terrorized the Jewish people until the Maccabean revolt
As I look forward to this Hanukkah, which I know will be
was the Seleucid Empire. Their territory stretched from the
unique in so many ways, I welcome the chance to embrace
Mediterranean region (including Greece) and well eastward
a new perspective on a story that I thought I had always
into Persia. Most of the empire’s soldiers were mercenaries or known. This year, I’ll be rejoicing not about a victory over the
slaves from the countries they occupied.
Greeks, but about the enduring and resilient triumphs of the
The major cities of the empire were not centered in Greece
Jews over darkness—no matter our adversaries.
RABBI ELIRAN SHABO IS A JEWISH STUDIES TEACHER IN THE
but in Syria and Iraq. Its capital was the city of Antioch,
LAUDER FOUNDATION PROJECT IN ATHENS AS AN EMISSARY FROM
located in modern-day Turkey. The Antiochus we know from
OHR TORAH STONE’S STRAUS-AMIEL EMISSARY TRAINING PROGRAM
the Hanukkah story, Antiochus IV, only received his “Greek
AND A CONTRIBUTING WRITER TO JLIFE MAGAZINE.
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SHARING HOLIDAY TRADITIONS

My Jewish family doesn’t celebrate Christmas, but for six
decades we’ve celebrated with our close Catholic friends
BY SARAH JAE LEIBER, JTA

W

hen I was 3 years old, I yelled at a kind,
unsuspecting, probably very stressed-out
retail worker at a Macy’s for asking me what
I wanted for Christmas. My embarrassed
mother dragged me out of the store so we
would all live to shop another day.
I share this to illustrate my relationship with the
Christmas season. I knew that my family didn’t celebrate,
and I refused to get into the “Christmas spirit.” But on one
day per year—Christmas Day—that all falls to the wayside.
For the past six decades, my very Jewish family has
celebrated Christmas with the very Catholic Maurizios.
We really only see the Maurizios on Christmas, but
you wouldn’t know it. Our gatherings are joyful: all giant
personalities, Italian Catholics screaming at Jews and
Jews screaming at Italian Catholics, very specific seating
charts, the world’s strongest eggnog, and catching up and
laughing, laughing, laughing. The Leibers and the Maurizios
have seen each other through success and failure,
marriages and funerals, b’nai mitzvah and christenings.
14 NOVEMBER 2021 @JLIFE

This Christmas dinner tradition eluded me as a young kid.
We didn’t celebrate Christmas, so why did we have to go
and pretend?
My mom explained to me at the time that we weren’t
pretending, we were “helping each other celebrate.” When
Christmas and Hanukkah coincide, the Maurizios take out
the menorah they have especially for us and we all say
prayers together at the start of the meal.
My dad’s dad, my zayde, Chuck Leiber, met his best friend
Rudy Maurizio at Central High School in Philadelphia in the
1950s. They each married, stayed in touch and my family
has spent every Christmas since 1966 with their family. My
parents have been together since early high school, so even
my mom has been attending since the mid-’80s.
And what a meal. Even before I understood why we
went, dining with the Maurizios was an annual treat. The
matriarch, Louise, and her daughters—beautiful, strong,
nurturing women with a great collective sense of humor
and a fiercely loyal constitution—make a mean Christmas
dinner. Everything is homemade, down to the bread

and butter. It’s meatballs and pastas, turkey and stuffing,
and sauces you wouldn’t believe. Plus there are the most
delicious chocolate chip cookies that exist on planet Earth.
I started internalizing Christmas joy when I started
understanding the cross-cultural concept of comfort food.
My immediate family would sit there eating and eating
(naturally you get yelled at if you’re not eating enough), not
believing our luck at getting a taste of the way an ItalianAmerican grandmother feeds her family for the holidays.
Then I’d look over at my bubbe, Debbie, who gives a
legendary Passover Seder, and realize I’ve seriously taken
that for granted for all these years. The Christmas feast
wasn’t superior, I just wasn’t so used to it. There is great
power in a holiday feast—any holiday feast.
Every year at Christmas dinner, the Maurizios read aloud
the same few pages from the New Testament about the birth
of Jesus. I always listen close, trying to synthesize meaning
in someone else’s tradition. Foods and words, I’ve learned,
don’t appear at holiday tables by accident.
It’s easy to let ritual pass you by—it’s possible to
participate by playing dreidel on Hanukkah or singing
“Dayenu” on Passover without taking active interest in why
we do these things. But “helping to celebrate” Christmas
consistently helps me step back and appreciate the ways

that celebrating Jewish holidays brings my immediate family
together. We spin the dreidel because it’s fun, but each
dreidel bears the words “a great miracle happened there,”
reminding us—if we let it—of our triumph over religious
persecution. We sing “Dayenu” because we learned it in
Hebrew school, but every time we sing it, we reaffirm G-d’s
benevolence in taking us out of Egypt.
I believe more in the value of my own religious
traditions—be them ritual food or song or game—every
time I’m privileged enough to “help” my Christmastime
family take part in theirs.
One of my favorite Christmas Day traditions is chatting
with Louise, a devout Catholic, about G-d. When I studied
abroad, I traveled to Vatican City and had the strangest
impulse to buy Louise a rosary. It felt like someone else’s
G-d nudged me on the shoulder and pointed me toward
something that would make her happy; this person who I
see only once a year, but who I know loves me like her own.
When she tells me she’ll pray for me, it strengthens my own
belief in a G-d who creates people to care for each other.
That’s family to me—the people who are proud of you at the
big moments, and the people who can make any occasion
feel like home.
SARAH JAE LEIBER IS A CONTRIBUTING WRITER TO JLIFE MAGAZINE.
@JLIFE NOVEMBER 2021 15

FEATURES

HANUKKAH, ISRAEL
AND POLITICAL POWER

We should simultaneously celebrate and examine authority
BY RABBI DANIEL LEVINE

J

ews have always had a tenuous relationship with our
own internal political power.
One of the fiercest debates in Tanakh centers
on the appointing of a king. Only G-d should have
ultimate authority and power, many of the early
prophets taught, so why should we appoint a centralized
political leader who will inevitably fall victim to corruption?
Furthermore, the inception of the Jewish nation was
borne out of an escape from Egypt, where slavery was
ubiquitous as a direct result of the deification of a political
leader (pharaoh). Never again should that happen, the
Torah makes clear. When a king was finally appointed,
Jewish law states that there must be limitations on power.
In other words, for thousands of years Judaism has
been teaching that power has the dangerous potential to
corrupt.
At the same time, however, exile, or the lack of political
power, is a constant negative motif within Judaism. The
pathologies of exile, our classic sources expound, is a
temporary punishment bestowed on the Jewish people,
16 NOVEMBER 2021 @JLIFE

very much highlighting the wider brokenness throughout
the world. One day in the future, Jews have long believed,
exile will be eradicated from the world in the Messianic era.
In other words, for thousands of years Judaism has been
teaching that powerlessness isn’t a virtue and that power
isn’t ipso facto evil.
There is no better time in Judaism to discuss this
dialectic than Hanukkah. We know that the inception of
the Hanukkah story began as a Jewish rebel group known
as the Maccabees revolted against Greek hegemony to
recapture the Temple, Jerusalem and Jewish political
autonomy. This act, along with the subsequent miracle of
the oil, has been celebrated by Judaism for over 2,000 years.
But any student of Jewish history knows that the story of
Hanukkah has a darker ending.
The Jewish Hasmonean dynasty that subsequently rose
to power were cruel and corrupt leaders. There was no
room for political or religious difference and anyone, Jewish
or not, with a disparate opinion was dealt with harshly.
Furthermore, the Hasmonean dynasty eradicated the

traditional Jewish separation of powers between religious
and political leadership.
It is for these reasons that the rabbis all but attempted to
erase the Hasmoneans/Maccabees from Jewish history, not
giving them any place in the Mishna, and when discussing
Hanukkah in later sources opting only for discussion on the
candles instead of any talk of war.
These two central lessons of Hanukkah must be equally
and simultaneously internalized. Hanukkah teaches the
importance and celebration of political power within our
tradition. Contrary to a rising modern sentiment, Jewish
tradition, both ancient and contemporary, recognizes that
political autonomy and strength are good things.
In that same vein, however, Judaism certainly understands
that power can turn the most moral of causes into a corrupt
and problematic enterprise. Power then, in a Jewish context,
must be continuously checked and challenged.
It is no mistake that in the mid-20th century, with the rise
and proliferation of Zionism, the Maccabees were reclaimed
as Jewish heroes after thousands of years of being purposely
ignored by Jewish sources. The parallels between the two
narratives, both centering on a Jewish return to political
autonomy, inspired looking at the Maccabees in a new light
as reclaimed Jewish figures.
But what occurs after the miracle—whether the miracle

of Hanukkah or the miracle of the state of Israel—is just as
important as the miracle itself. With Hanukkah we know that
things ended badly. The unchecked power turned corrupt,
resulting in a uniquely dark era of Jewish history.
With Israel, we have the chance to learn from past
events and understand that power is something to be
simultaneously celebrated and constantly examined.
This Hanukkah, as we celebrate miracles both ancient and
modern, let us also take a moment to reflect on the deepseated wisdom vis-a-vis power within the heart of Jewish
tradition.

“

... for thousands of years
Judaism has been teaching
that power has the dangerous
potential to corrupt.”
RABBI DANIEL LEVINE IS THE SENIOR JEWISH EDUCATOR AT
OC HILLEL, THE RABBINIC FELLOW AT TEMPLE BETH TIKVAH AND A
CONTRIBUTING WRITER TO JLIFE MAGAZINE. HE CAN BE REACHED AT
DLEVINE21@GMAIL.COM
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MESCHES ROCKS THE HOUSE!

Beautiful opportunity to instill Jewish values, share them
with families and help parents re-fall in love with Judaism
BY DEBBY SINGER

I

f you by mistake, change the first “s” in Mesches to
an “n”, you get Menches and then remove the “es”
at the end, you get the word Mensch, probably one
of the most oft used Yiddish words in the popular
vernacular and you get the most apt description of
the phenome who will rock our family Hanukkah concert
on Wednesday evening, December 1. You may recognize
him; Jason Mesches has twice entertained our community
at Monrovia’s Library Park. A whirlwind of energy,
excitement and enthusiasm, Mesches’ unadulterated
passion for music and its ability to connect with people, is
his life’s driving force.
He is proud of his New Jersey roots and credits Jewish
summer camp with the formation of his love for Judaism,
his creativity and all things music. His association with
the URJ camping movement from ages 9-20 is a source of
great pride for Mesches. “Jewish summer camp is where
I learned how to be a leader.” He spent his college years
at Syracuse University where he was a Musical Theater
major. Later he joined the Screen Actor’s Guild and had
bit parts in several television sitcoms. When that work
hit a downturn Jason showed up at Wilshire Boulevard
Temple where his youth and energy garnered him a job
where none existed before. He became the tour guide for
the students of the Religious School for the museum-like
setting of this historical structure. His success at engaging
his students led to a 12 year stint as the Song Leader for
every class of students that entered the doors. As a matter
of fact he was the only member of the staff to work with
kids ages 6 months to 18 years. Jason calls it a “Happy
accident that shaped the rest of his life.”
After resigning from WBT last year, Jason has been
touring nationally with his music. He teaches a daily
Parent and Me Music Class called Jason Mesches Music,
for which there is a waitlist well into March. He says he
really loves what he does. “We have a responsibility to not
dumb things down for kids. They are more capable than
we give them credit for!”
If you have seen Jason on stage you would not be
surprised by the fact that Elvis Presley was one of his most
profound influences. Jason’s gyrating hip movements
and pulsating guitar playing are modeled after this icon.
On the other end of the spectrum, 1920’s American Jazz

play a huge role in how Jason writes his own music.
The educator in Jason, sees his work as a “…beautiful
opportunity to instill Jewish values, share them with
families and help parents re-fall in love with Judaism.”
Join us for A Rockin’ Bright 4th Night of Hanukkah
Family Concert on Zoom featuring Jason Mesches, on
Wednesday, December 1 at 5 pm. Sign up by November
10 and you will receive a special concert surprise in the
mail.
DEBBY SINGER IS THE PJ LIBRARY AND PJ OUR WAY PROGRAM
DIRECTOR AND A CONTRIBUTING WRITER TO JLIFE MAGAZINE.
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Join us for A Rockin’ Bright 4th Night of
Hanukkah Family Concert on Zoom featuring Jason
Mesches, on Wednesday, December 1 at 5 pm.”
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NO MORE HANUKKAH DOWNER

Shaking Those Holiday Blues
BY NINA BADZIN, KVELLER

T

his is the year I’m changing my attitude about
Hanukkah. Why? Because for the past 10 years,
which is as long as I’ve been a parent, I’ve been
a Hanukkah downer.
“Hanukkah is my least favorite holiday,” I’ve
said and written countless times. Considering some of
the other Jewish holidays I’ve embraced with passion
like Yom Kippur and Sukkot, I can’t believe it’s taken me
this long to get on board with Hanukkah. What’s not to
like about lighting the menorah with family and friends,
playing dreidel, eating latkes and sufganiyot, and giving
and receiving presents?
Speaking of presents, the first task I have to
accomplish if I’m going to enjoy Hanukkah is to
eliminate my need to protect Hanukkah from Christmas.
Nobody hired me for that job, and I’m hereby retiring
from the self-appointed position of reminding people
that Hanukkah is a minor holiday. I’ve put so much
energy into making sure my kids know Hanukkah is not
Christmas that I’ve lost sight of what Hanukkah is or
could be.
Reforming my ways also means that when I see stores
selling Hanukkah stockings, Hanukkah tree toppers,
and Hanukkah tinsel or wreaths, I’ll take a deep breath
and not let it send me into a tailspin of worry about the
future of pluralistic Judaism. It means I will remember
that it’s not Bed, Bath and Beyond’s responsibility, nor
Amazon’s, to preserve the logical thematic separation
between Hanukkah and Christmas.
A harder change for me will be to stop arguing
internally and aloud against articles that talk about how
hard it is to be a Jew at Christmas. I’ve written quite a
bit about why I don’t think it’s offensive to be wished
a “Merry Christmas,” and why I think that considering
the array of meaningful and fun holidays on the Jewish
calendar, the expression “Christmas envy” should be
imponderable. I’ve said what I’ve wanted to say on that
topic, and now I’m officially moving on.
So what am I moving towards instead? I want to spend
Hanukkah with a sense of joy and positive purpose, not
in a tizzy. I’ve managed to make other Jewish holidays
more thoughtful, soul-searching experiences. It’s time to
do the same for Hanukkah.
When discussing my Hanukkah ambivalence with my
rabbi’s wife, she asked me some helpful questions: What
lights you up? What are you passionate about? What
lights your kids up? What do your kids see you doing
with your time?
Our conversation stuck with me. No matter what I’m
genuinely passionate about, do my kids have a sense of
that, or do they think Facebook lights me up? Twitter?
My iPhone? Is that what I want? And more directly
related to Hanukkah, she asked me what about Judaism
20 NOVEMBER 2021 @JLIFE

lights me up, and she encouraged me to think of Hanukkah
as a time to renew that spark.
That final question was the easiest for me to answer. The
Jewish mission lights me up as does pride in that heritage,
seeking knowledge, and keeping Judaism vibrant for the
next generation. The Maccabees made unimaginable
sacrifices to keep the monotheistic candle burning in the
darkness. We have the gift of freedom to continue the
Jewish mission, to emulate God in this world by treating
others kindly and improving our character. Knowing and
feeling all that, why have I been so focused on the existence
of Hanukkah stockings? It seems so wasteful and ridiculous
in hindsight.
When our family lights the menorah this year and
hopefully future ones, I will talk to my kids about the
mission kept alive by the Maccabees all those years
ago. We’ll discuss the fact that their work, our work, is
incomplete on a global level as there are still people
suffering in the world.
And on a personal level, the mission is incomplete, too.
There are still times, many times, we’re not as good as
we could be. We still get sabotaged by our jealousy and
pettiness, or worse–our indifference. That’s the darkness,
inside and out. However, the menorah reminds us that just
as a small flame can light up an otherwise dark room, so too
can one small action set off a ripple of positive influence
in the world. Volunteering time and contributing money
to organizations are examples of helping in important and
more obvious ways. There are also the subtle improvements
that come from reaching out to a lonely acquaintance,
releasing the need to always be right, and attempting to
brighten up a friend or a stranger’s day.
These are the sparks of light I want to think about with my
family on Hanukkah. This is what makes me proud to be a
Jew.
What about you? What lights you up? What lights you up
about Judaism?
NINA BADZIN IS A CONTRIBUTING WRITER TO JLIFE MAGAZINE.
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Kayla & Kugel
A Hanukkah Treat for Our Community
BY DEBBY SINGER

A

nn Koffsky, author and illustrator of
the ever-popular “Kayla and Kugel”
book series, will be our guest on
Sunday, December 5 11 a.m. She will

be Zooming right into your homes so your PJs
are entirely appropriate.
Koffsky will tell the story of Hanukkah
through the eyes of Kayla and her mischievous
pet puppy, Kugel. Kayla and Kugel have been
the main actors in two previous books about
Shabbat and Passover, but Ann’s lively, rich
illustrations have been center stage in other
works as well, several of which have been PJ
Library selections. “Noah’s Swimathon” garnered
a Sydney Taylor notable designation from the
Association of Jewish Libraries.
Koffsky, the daughter of a rabbi, grew up
sitting next to her dad on the bima (stage) in
shul (synagogue), so her Jewish roots run deep.
What was her impetus for writing children’s
books? “As an artist, I have always loved
storytelling that combines words and pictures,”
she said. “As a kid I loved picture books and then
comic books, since they both do that.”
She said that those who inspired her to
become an illustrator and artist are too many
to count, but those who stood out were authors
Eric Kimmel and David Weisner and the books
“Harold and the Purple Crayon” and “Make Way
for Ducklings,” plus “Every story I’ve seen told in
pictures that make me smile.”
The specific idea for the Kayla and Kugel
series came from her own neighborhood, where

Behrman House Publishers and an adjunct professor of art

Koffsky noticed a lot of dogs that were named after foods

at Stern College for Women. She lives in West Hempstead,

like Peach and Oreo and Hummus.

New York, with her husband and three children.

“So I thought I should do a book about a Jewish dog
named after a Jewish food.”
Thus Kugel came to be, a dog named after a yummy

We are very excited to bring Koffsky to our community
as part of our Hanukkah celebration. Those who sign up
for her Storytime on Dec. 1 will receive a personally signed

noodle pudding. As to where Kayla and Kugel may go next,

copy of her book. Reservations may be made at the Jewish

she said she’s not sure, but “I am open to suggestions from

Federation website.

my readers.” Right now she is working on some nonfiction
picture books that tell amazing stories from recent Jewish
history.
Koffsky was previously an editor and art director at

To receive her free Jewish coloring pages, visit her
website at www.annkoffsky.com.
DEBBY SINGER IS THE PJ LIBRARY AND PJ OUR WAY PROGRAM DIRECTOR AND A
CONTRIBUTING WRITER TO KIDDISH MAGAZINE.
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Hanukkah Time
Good Hanukkah shows and movies for kids
are hard to ﬁnd—but these few were worth the search
BY JAY DIETCHER, JTA

“

Arthur’s Perfect Christmas,” the 2000 TV movie, begins
with Arthur sitting at the piano in his jammies singing
about how this Christmas is going to be magical — the
best one yet. It’s clear what holiday is center stage in
Arthur’s world.
But it’s the B plot about the show’s Jewish character
Francine that speaks to a legitimate Jewish experience—
truer than any current kids’ Hanukkah specials on TV.
Francine’s best friend, Muffy, refuses to accept that Francine
can’t attend her Christmas party. Francine tells Muffy 28
times, literally 28 times, that it’s on the same night as her
family’s Hanukkah party, but Muffy ignores her, buying her a
Christmas gift.
Muffy storms from her party to scream at Francine through
the phone.
“But you can see your family any old day,” she says.
“Besides, it’s not like Hanukkah is as important as Christmas.”
Before my kids were born, I shrugged when people
complained about how suffocating Christmas was. I thought
they should just get over it: We live in a Christian world.
But this year, I realized the influence that television would
wield over holidays when my 2 1/2-year-old son Avishai
became obsessed with costumes because Mickey Mouse loves
Halloween. Suddenly I realized Christmas was racing toward
us with a ho, ho, ho.
The problem isn’t the lack of Hanukkah programming—it’s
the programming itself. Hanukkah specials feature guest
characters educating the stars and non-Jewish audience
about menorahs and dreidels. Christmas specials feature
stars getting presents and chillin’ with Santa and reindeer.
Joy!
Avishai’s favorite channel is Disney Junior. Three of the
past four years, the main show to tackle Hanukkah has been
“Puppy Dog Pals,” which juxtaposed segments of Christmas
jolliness and Hanukkah blah back to back. On Christmas
segments, Bingo and Rolly zip off on adventures with elves.
The stories never explain why gold shoots out the backs of
sleighs, the magic just is, so it’s straight into the fun: making
and searching for toys. Meanwhile, on their first Hanukkah
segment, “The Latke Kerfuffle,” the pups hunt for eggs and
potatoes for latkes, which they find out are “those potato
pancakes … a special Hanukkah food.” Their Jewish neighbors
appear only to explain everything to them. They are barely
characters, so you have no reason to invest in them.
On the second “Puppy Dog Pals” Hanukkah half-an-episode,
“The Dreidel Dilemma,” the pups search for a dreidel, which
they learn is a “spinny top toy that families play with during
the holiday of Hanukkah.” This year’s segment, “Nine Lights
Tonight!” is about the pups being called upon by Mrs. Claus—
4
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Hanukkah specials typically feature guest characters educating the stars
and non-Jewish audience about menorahs and dreidels. (Getty Images/JTA)

yes, that Mrs. Claus — to save Hanukkah. You see, Mrs. Claus
has a best friend named Miriam, who we barely meet, and she
needs bulbs for her hanukkiyah. The pups team with Randy
the reindeer in training, searching for bulbs in a flying sled.
Elsewhere in the Disney Junior universe, last year, “Elena
of Avalor” did slightly better with its episode “Festival of
Lights.” Unlike “Puppy Dog Pals,” the Elena episode portrays
Hanukkah as cool, featuring delicious food and tons of gold
stuff. Plus, Princess Rebecca of Galonia has an amazing tiara
that seconds as a crowbar.
The episode introduces the royal family of Galonia, who
halt the plot to teach Elena and her family about menorahs
and gelt. These are all Latin American characters, but the
episode shows only a couple of cultural similarities. Instead,
the Galonians act as tour guides through the foreign Jewish
world. There’s an emphasis on the Galonians’ language,
with Elena and her family confused by their weird Yiddish
words. While it’s true that many Latin American Jews are
Ashkenazim, the constant definitions emphasized the culture
gap between the Galonians and Avalorans.
To find decent Hanukkah programming you need to search.
So my family is making our own playlist, watching Jewish
characters worth investing in. They may feel alien within
the greater culture, but they aren’t portrayed as aliens. They
don’t lecture because they are also figuring things out. Each
episode is an adventure my kids love. It’s not available on
current channels, so your kids’ non-Jewish friends won’t be in
tune with it. Good programming features Jewish protagonists.

SGPV’S JEWISH YOUTH & PARENTS
It isn’t aimed at non-Jewish audiences. It portrays Jewish life,
uncensored.
The best blueprint is “A Rugrats Hanukkah,” which debuted
in 1996. It features the Rugrats crew finding the “meanie”
of Hanukkah at the Pickles family’s temple. The temple’s
Hanukkah party resembles every temple Hanukkah party
I’ve attended, with multiple activity tables and a play starring
people named Boris and Shlomo, who can’t stand each other.
Jewish characters butcher aspects of Judaism, babies wonder
what’s going on, everyone kvetches, all to traditional tunes.
Chuckie’s dad, the inquisitive non-Jewish character, wonders,
“What’s a Shlomo?”
Another household fave is “Shalom Sesame Hanukkah:
The Missing Menorah,” released in 2010, featuring Grover, The
Count, Baby Bear and Israeli children visiting Israel landmarks,
practicing Hebrew and making olive oil.
“The Hanukkah Shaboom! Special” by BimBam, a defunct
YouTube channel that used “digital storytelling to spark
connections to Judaism,” is a recent gem. The main characters,
the Plony family, attempt to impress their non-Jewish guests,
the Baloneys, by making Hanukkah seem cool. Like “Rugrats,”
it features traditional songs. With animation clearly inspired
by “The Fairly OddParents,” characters come from diverse
racial backgrounds, resembling my own household (I’m
Ashkenazi and my wife is Nigerian and Jamaican). Unlike
Elana’s attempt at showing the diversity of Jewish and Latin

American communities while having the Jewish characters
explain themselves, the “Shaboom! Special” normalizes
diversity within the Jewish community as something that
simply exists, no explanation needed.
At the end of “Arthur’s Perfect Christmas,” most everyone
is disappointed. Christmas didn’t live up to Arthur’s
expectations.
The self-proclaimed “Princess of Christmas” Muffy received
37 gifts, but has no one to brag to because she and Francine
are no longer friends. Muffy realizes it’s all her fault. On
Christmas Day, her family appears at Francine’s door bearing
ham, which Francine’s dad dubiously accepts, saying “uh,
thanks.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you,” Muffy says, followed by the
buts.
“Come with me,” Francine says, grabbing her friend by
her wrist and pulling her to a menorah that her greatgrandmother brought from Poland. She explains that once a
year her family gathers for a potluck, lighting the candles and
placing the menorah in the window for the world to see.
“Do you understand why that’s really important to me?”
Francine asks her friend.
Muffy pauses and blinks.
“I’m sorry. I should have listened to you,” she says and puts her
hand on Francine’s shoulder.
JAY DEITCHER IS A CONTRIBUTING WRITER TO KIDDISH MAGAZINE.



What’s So Funny?
Ask Alexa These Hanukkah Questions and See What Happens
BY ARIELLE KAPLAN

A

mazon’s Alexa and I have come a long way since
I first welcomed her into my life a few years
ago. Though we didn’t really get along at first,
we’ve spent many moons together, and have

built such a close-knit relationship that we’re practically
siblings.
As siblings do, Alexa often tests my patience, especially
when she pronounces my name incorrectly (it’s Arrrrielle
like a pirate, Alexa, not the “airy” mermaid!). But she also
tests my knowledge with daily trivia questions—something
I truly enjoy—so this Hanukkah I decided to flip the script.
I was pleasantly surprised to see that she brushed up on
her Jewish knowledge. Not only does Alexa really know
the history of Hanukkah, she even blessed me with 18 jokes.
How Jew-y of her!
I definitely wouldn’t trust Alexa to educate your children
on the story of Passover, but between explaining the
miracle of Hanukkah and how to play dreidel, she sure
knows her Hanukkah facts. For a brief history lesson on
one of the least important Jewish holidays, have you or
your kids ask Alexa these questions—she’ll treat you to
concise and accurate answers.

What’s Hanukkah?
What are the Hanukkah prayers?
Who are the Maccabees?
What is the miracle of the oil?
What’s gelt?
What’s a dreidel?
What do we eat on Hanukkah?
What’s Chrismukkah?
Why do we eat fried food on Hanukkah?
How do you spell Hanukkah?
Who is the hero of the Hanukkah story?
Who is Judah Maccabee?
I applaud my girl Alexa for her research skills, festivity,
and for her quirky answer to who the hero of Hanukkah is:
Judah Maccabee is the hero of the Hanukkah story, so go
ahead and workout like a Maccabee.
And now, for the fun stuff: Hanukkah jokes! Ask Alexa
for Passover jokes and she’ll tell you she doesn’t have any.
Ask her for Hanukkah jokes, however, and she’ll tell you
some pretty quality ones. (Note: I asked Alexa to “tell me
a Hanukkah joke” 18 times before she began repeating
herself.)
Q: What happened when the jelly donut crossed the road?
A: It caused a traffic jam.
6
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Q: Where’s Hanukkah gelt created?
A: At the chocolate mint.
Q: What’s the most confusing part of Hanukkah?
A: Trying to figure out how to spell Hanukkah.
Q: What do you call Hanukkah gelt that you gamble with?
A: Chocolate chips.
Q: Where do you get honey for your latkes?
A: From the Maccabees.
Q: Did you hear about the two dreidels that fell in love?
A: They met at a spin class.
Q: What’s the best latke topping?
A: Another latke.
Q: Why did the latke cross the road?
A: To get to the other chives.
Q: What’s the best thing about Hanukkah?
A: If you give a gift someone doesn’t like, you have seven
nights to try again.
Q: Which toy has the best rhymes?
A: Doctor dreidel.
Q: What did the salt say to the bread?
A: When you need me, just challah.
Q: What’s the best part of Hanukkah?
A: No ugly Christmas sweaters.
Q: What’s a fun family movie to watch on Hanukkah?
A: Shalom Alone.
Q: How did the dreidel feel about calling in sick?
A: He felt a little gelty.
Happy Hanukkah from Kiddish. Alexa, and me!
ARIELLE KAPLAN IS A CONTRIBUTING WRITER TO KIDDISH MAGAZINE.
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Puppy Love
‘They also happen to be Jewish’: Daveed Diggs
on representing Jews of Color in his Hanukkah video
BY SHIRA HANAU, JTA

A kid hoping for a puppy as a present in Daveed Diggs’ Hanukkah song. (Screenshot from YouTube)

D

aveed Diggs hadn’t planned to write a Hanukkah

“There’s a thing that happened to me a lot growing up

song. And when Disney first approached him and

where, like, in some ways, I felt very embraced by the

his rap group, Clipping, about writing one, his

Jewish community when I was rapping or when I was doing

original reaction was to turn them down.

something cool. But there was a kind of tokenism there,”

“My knee-jerk reaction was, absolutely not,” Diggs told

NPR’s Michel Martin.
But Diggs said he got excited about creating “Puppy for

he said. “Like, I didn’t really feel like it much involved me,
you know, when I was getting pulled over by the cops or
whatever.”

Hanukkah,” the klezmer-rap mashup released last year, once

Diggs noted that the song is meant to represent the

he realized that the song and its accompanying video could

way many American Jews actually practice Judaism and

offer a representation of Jewish diversity that he had lacked

celebrate Hanukkah.

growing up as a Black Jewish kid in a mostly white Jewish
community.
The video features Jewish children of color lighting

“I barely remember when Hanukkah is coming around—
or any of the holidays, for that matter. But that’s part of
being Jewish, too,” Diggs said, noting that one of his favorite

Hanukkah candles, spinning dreidels and, of course, opening

lines from the song is about not knowing the meaning of

presents. But neither it, nor the song, mentions race in any

the blessings over the menorah but learning to say them

way.

phonetically.

“What I really like about how this came out is that it is

“And to be able to express things like that and be of

not—there’s no comment on it at all. These are just kids

color and still be able to be recognized as being Jewish—

trying to get a puppy,” Diggs said. “They also happen to be

that’s sort of the whole package to me,” Diggs said. To

Jewish, you know?”
Diggs said he wanted the diversity shown in the video to

watch the video please visit https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=gbxyZAduGvY.

be understated and to not veer into the “tokenism” he said
he sometimes experienced growing up.

SHIRA HANAU IS A CONTRIBUTING WRITER TO KIDDISH MAGAZINE.
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CREATIVE
LIBERTIES
Comfortingly familiar
and excitingly novel
at the same time.
BY JUDY BART KANCIGOR

Curried Sweet
Potato Latkes
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I

t has been eight years since
we celebrated Thanksgivukkah, when Thanksgiving and
the first day of Hanukkah
converged, a rare mashup that won’t occur again for
70,000 more years.
Jewish cooks got creative
with recipes such as Stuffing-Stuffed Brisket, Green Bean
Casserole with Schmaltz and
Gribenes, Sweet Potato Noodle
Kugel and Pumpkin Challah.
This year we come close, as
the first night of Hanukkah
is Sunday, November 28, just
three days after Thanksgiving.
With sweet potato fries on
the menu in practically every
restaurant today, it’s not a giant
leap to envision sweet potato
latkes. I found just the ticket in
“The Jewish Cookbook” (Phaedon, $36.49) by Leah Koenig,
freelance food writer and author of six cookbooks.
“In America, home cooks have
taken many creative liberties
with traditional Hanukkah
potato latkes, swapping out
the usual russet (baking) potatoes for shredded zucchini,
beets, carrots, parsnips, and,
perhaps most commonly, sweet
potatoes,” Koenig writes. “This
modern take on the latke pairs
the bright orange tubers with
a fragrant mix of curry powder,
ginger, cumin, and a touch of
brown sugar. The resulting fritters taste comfortingly familiar
and excitingly novel at the same
time.”
One word of caution. Sweet
potatoes, botanically unrelated
to the potato as well as to true
yams, are often mislabeled as
“yams.” The mix-up began with
the African slaves, who began
calling the American sweet
potato “yams” because of their
resemblance to the yams they
remembered back home.
The true yam is more like the

potato and not nearly as sweet
as the sweet potato. Its texture
upon cooking is also more like
that of the potato, rather than
the custardy texture of the
sweet potato. If it’s sweet you’re
going for in your “yam” dish,
no matter whether the sign in
the supermarket says “yams” or
“sweet potatoes,” they’re both
technically sweet potatoes.
“The Jewish Cookbook” is
an ambitious compendium of
international Jewish cuisine
with more than 400 recipes for
holidays and every day from the
Middle East to the Americas, Europe, Asia, and Africa as well as
contemporary interpretations
by renowned chefs, including
Yotam Ottolenghi, Michael Solomonov, and Alex Raij.
For everything you always
wanted to know about latkes,
join Koenig virtually on November 22 at 3:30 pm PST when
she will appear with cookbook
author Jake Cohen, Sophie
Rand, and Jeffrey Yoskowitz,
(moderated by Gabriella Gershenson) for a lively panel discussion entitled “All About Latkes”
broadcast from the Streicker
Center in New York. To register
go to https://streicker.nyc/current-season/latkes.
While for Ashkenazim, latkes
are the iconic Hanukkah food,
for Sephardim, it’s sufganiyot
( jelly donuts). While in Israel
every bakery carries them in
every flavor imaginable, sufganiyot are not that ubiquitous
here, but you don’t have to be
Sephardic to enjoy them, and
you don’t have to be a professional baker to make them. The
sufganiyot recipe featured here
from “Sephardic Baking from
Nona and More Favorites” by
food writer and blogger Linda
Sendowski is lusciously addictive and supremely doable.
“I have been cooking and bak-

ing my whole life,” Linda told
me. “When my children were
young, I began teaching cooking classes as fundraisers for
their school PTA’s. Since then, I
have been writing about food
on my blog (the globaljewishkitchen.com ), for The Washington Post and for Jewish papers.”
Sendowski has loving memories of her idyllic childhood
in Seattle where her Sephardic
family had emigrated from the
Isle of Rhodes.
“My great-great-grandparents
had a bakery and baked for the
sailors on the fishing boats,”
she recalled. “My grandparents came to the United States
around 1910, my father’s parents from Rhodes, Greece, and
my mother’s from Turkey.
My mother was always baking. On Friday after school I
would get home and there were
hot borekas (savory pastries)
and bunuelos (cookies) for
Shabbat and little rolls called
panezikos. And there weren’t
any machines. Everything was
done by hand. I still have the
special crockery bowl she used.
She always sprinkled the bread
with sesame seeds. Sephardic
people love sesame seeds .”

“

Sweet
potato latkes:
comfortingly
familiar and
excitingly novel.”
JLIFE FOOD EDITOR JUDY BART KANCIGOR IS
THE AUTHOR OF “COOKING JEWISH” (WORKMAN)
AND “THE PERFECT PASSOVER COOKBOOK” (AN
E-BOOK SHORT FROM WORKMAN), A COLUMNIST
AND FEATURE WRITER FOR THE ORANGE COUNTY
REGISTER AND OTHER PUBLICATIONS AND CAN BE
FOUND ON THE WEB AT
WWW.COOKINGJEWISH.COM.
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Sufganiyot
(Jelly Donuts)

MAKE
ME!
EASY TO
FOLLOW
RECIPE

Yield: 22 to 24
3 to 3¼ cups all-purpose unbleached flour
1 teaspoon salt
½ cup warm water
3 teaspoons active dry yeast
1 teaspoon plus 1/3 cup sugar, divided
1/3 cup warm almond or regular milk
¼ cup sunflower oil, plus 6 quarts for deep fryer (or less,
depending on your pan)
1 extra-large egg
1 extra-large egg yolk
1½ teaspoons vanilla
1 jar seedless jam
Powdered sugar or 1 tablespoon cinnamon and 1/3 cup
sugar, mixed, for dusting
1. Place flour and salt in medium bowl, stir, and set aside. Place

warm water, yeast, and 1 teaspoon sugar in small bowl and stir.
Let stand until foamy, about 5 minutes. Add warm milk, the 1/3
cup sugar, and oil to yeast mixture. Crack egg and egg yolk into
another small bowl and whisk with vanilla.
2. Add liquids to flour and stir to combine. Work dough with
your hands to incorporate flour. Knead until smooth and elastic.
Place kneaded dough in large oiled bowl, loosely cover with
plastic wrap, and then cover with tea towel. Place bowl in warm,
draft-free place. Let rise about 1½ to 2 hours or until at least
doubled in size.
3. When dough has risen, place on floured work surface. Roll
dough into a 3/4-inch-thick square. Using a 2-inch floured biscuit
cutter, cut rounds from dough and place on floured surface to
rise a second time, about 40 minutes.
4. Heat oil to 365°F on candy thermometer. It should be at least
3 inches deep. If you do not use a deep fryer, use a very deep
heavy-duty saucepan. When oil is at right temperature, gently
place pillows of dough into hot oil. Do not crowd pan. Fry until
deep golden and, using tongs, carefully turn them. Fry second
side until deep golden. Remove sufganiyot from oil and drain on
sheet pan lined with paper towels. When cool enough to touch,
inject them with jam or cream, filling them through bottom or
side. If you don’t have a bottle with a needle nose or an injector,
gently open a hole in the side of the sufganiyot with a serrated
grapefruit spoon and carefully spoon in jam. Sprinkle with
powdered sugar or cinnamon sugar. Eat right away or as soon as
possible as these are best eaten warm.
Source: “Sephardic Baking from Nona and More Favorites” by
Linda Capeloto Sendowski

“

You don’t have to
be Sephardic to love
sufganiyot.”
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Sufganiyot
(Jelly Donuts)

Curried Sweet
Potato Latkes
Yield: 8 servings
3 pounds sweet potatoes, peeled
1 medium onion, peeled
2/3 cup all-purpose flour
3-4 eggs, lightly beaten
1 tablespoon curry powder
1 tablespoon light brown sugar
1 teaspoon ground ginger
¾ teaspoon ground cumin
2 teaspoons kosher salt
½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper
Vegetable oil, for frying
Sour cream and applesauce, for serving
1. Line 2 large baking sheets with several layers of paper

towels.
2. Grate sweet potatoes and onion on large holes of box
grater. (Alternatively, cut them into quarters and shred on
shredding disc of food processor.) Working in batches, wrap
shredded potato and onion in clean tea towel or several layers
of paper towels and squeeze out as much water as possible.
3. Add shredded, squeezed potatoes and onion to large
bowl along with flour, 3 eggs, curry powder, brown sugar,
ginger, cumin, salt, and pepper, and mix thoroughly. If
mixture looks dry, mix in remaining egg.
4. In large frying pan, heat 1/4 inch oil over medium-high
heat until shimmering but not smoking. Working in batches
of 4-5, drop batter by the 1/4 cup into pan and press gently
with spatula to flatten. Fry, flipping once, until browned on
both sides and cooked through, 6 to 8 minutes. Continue
with remaining potato mixture, adding additional oil to pan
if necessary and adjusting heat if latkes are browning too
quickly or not quickly enough.
5. Transfer latkes to paper towels to drain. Serve
immediately, topped with sour cream or applesauce. Or, let
latkes cool and store, tightly wrapped in plastic, in fridge or
freezer. To reheat, arrange latkes in a single layer on baking
sheet, and warm in 400°F oven until crisp and warmed
through, about 10 minutes.
Source: “The Jewish Cookbook” by Leah Koenig
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STOCKING UP FOR THE HOLIDAYS

The Fascinating History of Hanukkah Merch in America
BY RABBI YAEL BUECHLER, KVELLER

I

n 2013, I found myself transported back to the Borscht
Belt—or at least what I think of as the Borscht Belt, based
on my knowledge from The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel—except
that, instead of the Catskills, I was at a trade show at the
Javits Center in Manhattan. Under the bright fluorescent
lights, I watched a reunion of sorts transpire among Jewish
business owners who make Hanukkah gifts, everything from
electric menorahs to those Hanukkah-themed oven mitts that
were used year-round in my childhood home.
The history of Hanukkah merch in the U.S. dates back to
the turn of the twentieth century, when two million Jewish
immigrants from Eastern Europe came to America, the “Goldene Medine” (Golden Country). At the time, the U.S. had a
teeming Christmas market—but no Hanukkah Judaica market
to speak of. The 1920s saw growth in generic Hanukkah gifts,
something that was mostly propelled by advertisers in Yiddish
newspapers. A 1920 Colgate ad from the Forverts, for example,
demonstrates how advertisers tried to brand any products as
suitable to be gifted for Hanukkah, including dental cream for
kids and perfume for grownups. This Hanukkah ad interestingly
contained the image of a Christmas tree, which was considered
at the time a secular symbol of the American holiday season.
Early Yiddish ads also encouraged readers to use American
ingredients to prepare Hanukkah meals. According to food
historian Jane Ziegelman, American manufacturers made a big
push to introduce baking powder and other modern ingredients to the Jewish homemaker. In 1917, The Hecker Cereal
Company, for example, placed an ad in the Yidishe Tageblatt
for “pancake flour” to make “Hanukkah latkes.” Latkes were
typically cooked with schmaltz and potatoes, but this ad tried
to convince immigrants to serve pancakes instead.
These new traditions of Hanukkah gift-giving and baking
helped Hanukkah become more mainstream in the 1920s
and 1930s. In Hanukkah in America: A History, Dianne Ashton explains how, in the 1940s, rabbis and Jewish women’s
organizations encouraged mothers to make decorations for
Hanukkah and have special Hanukkah meals. They wanted
to make Hanukkah just as appealing to children as Christmas
was to their Christian counterparts. It was around this time
that the first Hanukkah-branded products began to appear on
the market, from Hanukkah chocolates to Hallmark Hanukkah
greeting cards.
Following the devastation of the Holocaust, the Hanukkah
marketplace experienced even more growth. According to
Ashton, “American Jews sensed that the future of world Jewry
depended on them.” This new Jewish American ethos led to the
founding of several Judaica wholesalers, many of whom were
represented by their second-generation owners at the trade
show I attended in Manhattan, decades later.
These early entrepreneurs sought to capitalize on this heightened sense of Jewish identity by bringing more Judaica into
American homes. They produced the first modern Hanukkah
products in bulk, beginning with traditional brass menorahs
of the 1940s to musical menorahs of the 1950s to the electric
menorahs of the 1960s. Alex Rosenthal, a second-generation

business owner of the Judaica wholesaler Rite Lite, explained
to me that when his father, Jacob, started the business, he figured that once he’d sold 1,000 traditional brass menorahs, he’d
saturated the market—but the orders never stopped coming.
It turns out, the market for menorahs was larger than he ever
imagined.
The Hanukkah marketplace continued to grow. By the 1980s,
the birth of the millennial generation (of which I am a part)
fueled a market for child-centered items, like Hanukkah stickers
and oversized, gelt-filled dreidels. In the 1990s, Judaica wholesalers, through trade shows, successfully earned Hanukkah
products a spot on the shelves of national department stores.
Hanukkah tablecloths, electric menorahs, and dreidel cookie
cutters have adorned the shelves of national chains, including
Bed Bath & Beyond and Bloomingdale’s, for over three decades.
This move took Hanukkah products nationwide and further
elevated the holiday’s prominence in America.
Online shopping contributed to yet another shift in the
Hanukkah market. The new marketplace of Etsy and other independent shops, including ModernTribe, carried niche products
designed by artists and small businesses that were produced
on a much smaller scale. Companies like GeltFiend helped
popularize the “ugly” Hanukkah sweaters. My own business
expanded to include Hanukkah leggings, cold-shoulder tops,
and scrunchies (Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, of blessed memory, wrote to me that she would wear her Hanukkah scrunchie
year-round!).
Retail giants such as Target also began to recognize the sales
potential of Hanukkah-themed apparel. In previous years,
Judaica wholesalers typically provided national chains with
Hanukkah products. But since around 2015, many of these big
brands have taken it upon themselves—as they already worked
in clothing production—to design their very own Hanukkah
apparel (including the ever-so-popular trend of matching
Hanukkah pajamas).
Over a century ago, Yiddish ads helped to situate Hanukkah
as a holiday of American consumption –both literally and figuratively. Yet it was thanks to the creativity of first-generation
Jewish wholesalers of the late 1940s who positioned Hanukkah
to become a menorah-buying—and now, menorah-wearing—
holiday in America.
RABBI YAEL BUECHLER IS A CONTRIBUTING WRITER TO JLIFE MAGAZINE.

COMMUNITY
CALENDAR
TUESDAYS
11:00 AM - 12:00 PM
(Every First Tuesday
of the Month)
Caffeine for the Soul Chabad Women’s Circle, CIE
7:30 - 8:30 PM
(Every week until
November 14, 2021) Weekly
Torah Study, TSO
7:30 - 9:30 PM
(until Nov.. 23, 2021)
JLI Course - Outsmarting
Antisemitism, CIE
THURSDAYS
3:00 - 4:00 PM
Rabbi Carrier’s “Ask Me
Anything” live on Facebook,
YouTube, and Twitch, PJTC
7:30 - 9:00 PM
(Every week until
November 16, 2021)
Judaic Studies, TSO
FRIDAYS
7:30 - 8:30 PM
(Every week until
December 25, 2021) Kabbalat
Shabbat
Services, TSO
7:30 PM
Shabbat Service, PJTC
7:30 - 8:30 PM
Virtual Shabbat Services, BSW
SATURDAYS
10:00 AM - 12:00 PM
(Every week until
December 25, 2021) Shabbat
Shachrit
Services, TSO
10:00 AM - 12:00 PM
Temple Ami Shalom Shabbat

All events listed here
are virtual unless
otherwise noted.
Please visit www.
jewishsgpv.org/
virtual-calendar for
details.
26 NOVEMBER 2010 @JLIFE

Service In-Person, TAS
SUNDAYS
10:00 AM - 11:30 AM
(Every week until
November 10, 2021)
Hebrew/Sunday School, TSO
TUESDAY, NOV. 2
7:00 - 9:00 PM
Jewish Book Festival presents:
Mitchell J. Kaplan JFSGPV
FRIDAY, NOV. 5
9:30 - 11:30 AM
(every month on the 1st
Friday and 3rd Friday until
June 3, 2022)
Gan Katan- In Person, JFSGPV
SUNDAY, NOV. 7
10:00 AM - 12:00 PM
Jewish Book Festival presents:
Ethan Berlin, JFSGPV
MONDAY, NOV. 8
EVERY MONTH ON THE
2ND MONDAY UNTIL
DECEMBER 13, 2021
7:30 - 9:00 PM
JFed Participatory Reading,
JFSGPV
TUESDAY, NOV. 9
10:00 - 12:00 PM
Jewish Book Festival presents:
Jan Eliasberg, JFSGPV
WEDNESDAY, NOV. 10
Share the Light
Receive a
HANUKKAH PACKAGE
ﬁlled with surprises to help
you, your family and
others celebrate the
FESTIVAL OF LIGHTS!
The package will be delivered
to your doorstep.
Must sign up by Nov.10 &
be one of the ﬁrst 40 families
to sign up. To sign up visit:
www.jewishsgpv.org
FRIDAY, NOV. 12
9:30 - 11:30 AM
(every month on the 2nd
Friday and 3rd Friday until
June 10, 2022)
Gan Katan- Online, JFSGPV

TUESDAY, NOV. 16
12:00 - 2:00 PM
Jewish Book Festival
presents: Rafﬁ Berg, JFSGPV
TUESDAY, NOV. 30
7:00 - 9:00 PM
Jewish Book Festival presents:
Jonathan Santlofer, JFSGPV
WEDNESDAY, DEC. 1
5:00 - 6:00 PM
ON ZOOM
A Rockin’ Bright 4th Night! A
Hanukkah family concert with
Jason Mesches
To sign up visit:
www.jewishsgpv.org

Beth Shalom
of Whittier (BSW)
www.
bethshalomofwhittier.net

Pasadena Jewish
Temple & Center (PJTC)
www.pjtc.net
Temple Ami Shalom
(TAS)
https://templeamishalom.
org/
Temple Beth Israel of
Pomona (TBI)
www.tbipomona.org
Temple Beth David of
the San Gabriel Valley
(TBD)
www.templebd.com
Temple Beth Israel of
Highland Park and Eagle
Rock (TBILA)
www.tbila.org
Temple B’nai Emet (TBE)
www.templebnaiemet.org

B’nai Simcha
Community Preschool
www.bnaisimcha.org

Temple Sinai of Glendale
(TSG)
http://temple-sinai.net

Chabad of Arcadia
(CoA)
www.jewisharcadia.com

Temple Sholom of
Ontario (TSO)
www.
templesholomofontario.
org

Chabad of Pasadena
(CoP)
www.chabadpasadena.
com
Chabad of the
Inland Empire (CIE)
www.
chabadinlandempire.com
Congregation Hugat
Haverim (CHH)
www.hugathaverim.com
Jewish Federation
of SGPV
(JFSGPV)
www.jewishsgpv.org
Pasadena Jewish
Academy (PJA)
www.
pasadenajewishacademy.
com

Tree of Life Preschool
(formerly TBI Preschool)
(ToL)
www.www.tbipomona.
org

Keeping our
Community Connected
We applaud our
community and the
tremendous effort to
transition to virtual
events. If you have
a virtual event that
you would like to
share please send an
email to federation@
jewishsgpv.org

November 2021

2021 JEWISH BOOK
FESTIVAL PRESENTS:
RAFFI BERG
RED SEA SPIES:
THE TRUE STORY OF MOSSAD’S
FAKE DIVING RESORT

TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 16 |
12:00 PM | ON ZOOM
IN THE MID-1980S, AN ELITE DIVING SCHOOL AND RESORT OPENED ALONG THE RED SEA—
NOT IN EILAT, BUT ON THE SUDANESE BORDER WITH ETHIOPIA. WHILE THE WEALTHY FLOCKED
TO THIS ODD LOCATION IN SEARCH OF
THRILLS, THE STAFF AND INSTRUCTORS,
ALL MOSSAD AGENTS USED IT AS COVER
TO SPIRIT AS MANY ETHIOPIAN JEWS AS
POSSIBLE TO ISRAEL. LONGTIME MIDDLE
EAST CORRESPONDENT RAFFI BERG
HAS COLLABORATED WITH THE MOSSAD
COMMANDER, INTERVIEWING AGENTS,
ETHIOPIAN JEWISH ORGANIZERS AND
SURVIVORS, GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS, AND
OTHERS TO TELL THE FULL STORY OF AN
EXTRAORDINARY ESPIONAGE OPERATION
THAT TOOK YEARS, RISKED INTERNATIONAL
DISASTER, AND SAVED THOUSANDS OF
LIVES.
RAFFI BERG IS THE MIDDLE EAST EDITOR OF
THE BBC NEWS WEBSITE. HE HAS REPORTED
EXTENSIVELY FROM ISRAEL IN WAR AND
PEACE.
FOR MORE INFO PLEASE VISIT

WWW.JEWISHSGPV.ORG
OR CALL 626.445.0810

NEWS
& JEWS

Chabad bought a historic church in Chicago last year and converted it into a
Jewish center known as Chabad of East Lakeview. (Courtesy of Chabad)

Investing in Growth
As pandemic drove Judaism
online, Chabad bet on more than
$137 million in real estate
By Asaf Shalev, JTA
The movement has embarked on at least $137 million in real
estate projects since the start of the Covid-19 pandemic, according
to numbers compiled by Chabad.org and reviewed by the Jewish
Telegraphic Agency.
In Greenwich, Connecticut, the local Chabad paid $20 million to
take over the site of a Jewish day school that closed last year. In
Durham, North Carolina, a $3 million renovation of a historic inn—
supported in part by Sarah Bloom Raskin, the Duke University law
professor who is married to U.S. Rep. Jamie Raskin—was dedicated
last week. And the Chabad at the University of Illinois is spending
more than $7 million to own and renovate a massive Tudor-style
fraternity house.
Because the thousands of Chabad emissaries around the world
fundraise independently, Chabad’s news and public relations arm
had to collect the data by gathering media reports and by carrying
out an informal survey, according to Rabbi Motti Seligson, a Chabad
spokesperson.
The survey turned up a number of capital projects that have not
yet been publicly announced, including some purchases that are
underway now. Seligson said the true extent of Chabad’s recent real
estate expansion is likely much larger than the $137 million figure
indicates.
But he said he wanted to release the information he had
28
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in conjunction with the 38th annual International
Conference of Chabad-Lubavitch Emissaries, which takes
place this week in-person in and around Brooklyn, New
York, as well as virtually.
“We were doing an exploration of Chabad’s impact and
growth to examine the effectiveness of various programs
through this difficult time of the pandemic,” he said.
“These numbers came into sharp focus as we looked
at the level of engagement and our institutional and
infrastructure growth.”
Seligson also pointed out that during the pandemic,
Chabad minted 250 new emissary couples who went out
to serve existing Chabad centers or establish new ones.
Even before the pandemic growth spurt, Chabad had
already engaged some 37% of American Jewish adults in
activities, according to recent survey data from the Pew
Research Center.
Over the past 20 years, the number of Chabad
synagogues in the United States has nearly tripled,
reaching 1,036 in 2020, according to a tally by Joel
Kotkin, a Chapman University professor who studies
demographic trends, and independent researcher Edward
Heyman. Over that same period, the overall number of
synagogues declined by 29%.
“While their secular counterparts are shrinking, the
Hasidim and other more traditionally observant Jewish
communities in America are experiencing a surge of
growth,” Kotkin and Heyman wrote in a Tablet magazine
article analyzing their data.
While many Hasidic groups are growing primarily
through procreation, Chabad, focused as it is on outreach,
appears to be picking up a significant chunk of the Jews
who have disaffiliated from the Reform or Conservative
movements or who have never had much of an
institutional affiliation to begin with. In its recent survey,
Pew estimated that among Chabad participants, 24% are
Orthodox, while 26% are Reform, 27% are Conservative,
and 16% don’t identify with any particular branch of
Judaism.
“In the present the core social needs of the Jewish
world are filled by two kinds of organizations: One is
Chabad, which is expanding rapidly and offers a full
gamut of services,” Kotkin and Heyman wrote. (The other
kind of organization is the local Jewish federation and its
affiliated Jewish community centers.)
As Chabad proliferates, it is finding among the Jews
it serves many willing donors. Sometimes, individual
contributors like the Preisses in Chicago play an outsized
role, but their gift was accompanied by $500,000 in small
donations, according to Chabad.org.
In comments to Chabad.org, the Preisses explained
why they gave to Chabad. “They focus on each mitzvah
without criticizing. They’re so welcoming,” said Jacques
Preis, who was raised Reform. “It’s not a diluted Judaism,”
said Evelyn, his wife.
“Much of the funding for these campaigns is raised
locally from people whose lives are personally enriched
by Chabad in their community,” Seligson said. “They
represent people from large donors to large numbers of
small donors like college students who are committed to
supporting Jewish life and programs that inspire them
with whatever they can based on their means.”

LAST WORD

“The spirit of
Hanukkah, the
Festival of Lights, is
shared by all people
who love freedom.”
— Norma Simon

