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The Transformative Power of the Arts 
by Laura Dorf Queller, Vice President, Communications and Marketing  
In the previous issue of our Women’s Philanthropy eNewsletter, I quoted Larry Rein, chairman 
of the JCC MetroWest’s Board of Trustees, who referred to programs that nourish “the body, 
mind, and soul.” We now will focus on the soul. In our own local communities and as far away 
as the Negev in Israel, Jewish Federation of Greater MetroWest NJ supports programs that 
enrich people’s lives through the arts. With hands-on opportunities such as painting classes and 
sculpting lessons, and with art appreciation outlets such as concerts, films, and theater, 
exposure to the arts can be transformative, leading to personal fulfillment as well as increased 
social connections. 

This edition highlights some of the varied arts enrichment opportunities available in our Greater 
MetroWest community and within two of our Federation-supported Israeli partner cities, Arad 
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and Ofakim. In some instances, the arts programs contain Jewish content, like the Purim puppet 
show in Montclair that led Naz Singh to discover her Jewish heritage, which had been hidden 
from her as a child growing up in Iran. In other cases, such as an adult painting course at the JCC 
of Central NJ, there may not be specific Jewish content within the class, open to Jews and non-
Jews alike, but the session is offered at a facility that serves the Jewish community, where art 
classes are seen as vital to human enrichment and engagement. When I visited the WAE Center, 
an arts learning center established through the Jewish Service for the Developmentally 
Disabled, I learned that the center welcomes a diverse population, but it operates within a 
framework of Jewish values, and the “J” is incorporated in everything they do.  

Funding for the arts is often threatened, as art programs can be seen as superfluous. But a 
common thread running through the articles in this e-newsletter is that art can provide the 
essential vehicle through which individuals grow, flourish, and connect with one another within 
communities. The New Jersey artists who spent a week on an arts exchange program in Arad 
returned home with more than just artwork; they came back with lasting relationships 
organically formed with their Israeli counterparts in the Negev. And for an at-risk child in 
Ofakim who gained self-esteem through the mentorship of a caring art teacher, and a 
developmentally disabled adult who acquired a sense of purpose through the professional-level 
paintings he created at the WAE Center, exposure to art is truly life-changing.  

Connecting to the Jewish Community Through Art 
by Laura Dorf Queller 
The arts are alive across Greater MetroWest! Laura Queller’s personal introduction to art 
through a painting class at the JCC of Central NJ led her to gain insight into the value of art 
throughout the Jewish community. 

 

When I accepted a position as a vice president of Women’s Philanthropy last year, I had one 
stipulation: I wouldn’t give up my Thursday morning art class. For a few years, I have been 
taking Drawing and Painting for Adults at the JCC of Central NJ in Scotch Plains. I was already in 
my fifties when I first enrolled in the class as a complete beginner, but I quickly discovered an 
untapped passion for painting that I craved to explore. Thursday mornings had become my 
sacred time to pursue art, and I wished to keep that time separate and distinct from my Jewish 
volunteer work. But was that really possible? 

I slowly began to realize that my long-time involvement in the Jewish community and my 
newfound love of painting were not so disparate. After all, I had chosen to take an art class at my 
Jewish Community Center rather than at an art studio, and that made a difference. The teacher, 
Debbie Livingston, provided excellent instruction and the course fee was a great value. But what 
made the class most welcoming and enjoyable was that it was held in the familiar surroundings of 
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the JCC, where my family had belonged for more than 25 years. My classmate Susan Ebner said, 
“The JCC, rather than an art studio, made it less threatening for beginners to try art.” Our class, 
comprised of adults of all ages and abilities, quickly bonded in a way that may not have been 
possible elsewhere. I only half-jokingly referred to the class as my weekly therapy session, not just 
because immersing myself in art was therapeutic, but also because our class had formed such 
strong connections and support for one another while exploring art together. 

The “Studio for Art and Soul at the J” was created 
several years ago at the JCC of Central NJ to help 
ensure that the facility remained a full-service 
agency for the community, appealing to a wide 
range of ages and interests. The JCC’s slogan at the 
time was: “Community is at our Center.”  Debbie 
Livingston believes that art is an important outlet for 
everyone, regardless of ability. “You need to carve 
out some ‘me time’ to explore your inner feelings, 
creativity, and expression,” she said. Randi Zucker, 
Director of Arts, Education & Jewish Programs at the 
JCC of Central NJ, explained that the arts are 
important for enrichment and community building. 
Classes that span several weeks, such as jewelry-
making or mosaics, as well as one-time events, such 
as concerts, provide low-barrier entry points for 
members and non-members alike to engage with the 
center and with each other. Across Greater 
MetroWest, the Federation-supported JCCs in Scotch 

Plains and West Orange, as well as the YM-YWHA of Union County, provide a myriad of 
opportunities for arts enrichment. 

Ironically, the more I attempted to separate my enthusiasm for painting from my passion for 
Jewish volunteerism, the more both interests merged. I began noticing what Women’s 
Philanthropy and Jewish Federation of Greater MetroWest were doing to enrich people’s lives 
through art. In November, Women’s Philanthropy held the first of its Lion of Judah Impact 
Series, intimate gatherings that demonstrate to women how their Lion-level gifts make a 
significant impact within the community. The event was held at the Evalyn Dunn Gallery in 
Westfield. While browsing works by professional artists, we listened to a presentation by 
Marilynn Schneider, director of the WAE Center (Wellness, Arts & Enrichment), a Federation-
supported arts learning center in West Orange for adults with developmental disabilities. 
Marilynn brought beautiful examples of art from WAE Center participants; several pieces 
deserved to be displayed in galleries too. I was impressed to learn that many WAE Center 
members exhibit their artwork in selective, juried shows, without any reference to their 
disabilities. And as a new art enthusiast myself, I appreciated the WAE Center’s mission of 
helping its members “find the spark within.” 
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In February, I went on Women’s 
Philanthropy’s mini mission to 
visit the WAE Center, and the 
experience exceeded my 
expectations. I visited a cooking 
class, music session, and art 
studio that morning, and 
witnessed in action the WAE 
Center’s philosophy of 
recognizing that people are 
whole and, with unconditional 
acceptance and respect, they can 
maximize independence and 
achieve personal fulfillment 
through the arts. WAE Center 
participants choose their own 
schedules (the calendar that 
morning listed 12 options, from 
photography to poetry), and 
facilitators offer tools for 
participants to learn organically 
and express themselves as 
individuals. A WAE Center 
member proudly showed me his 
professional-level paintings that 
were for sale, and we discussed 
the inspirations for his designs 
and his use of vivid colors in a 
conversation no different from 
ones I’ve had in my art class at 
the JCC. 

At the conclusion of the mini 
mission, co-chairs Chana 
Solomon and Amy Paternite 
asked for feedback from our group of about 20 women. Amy described her experience of 
playing bongos with a WAE Center participant who was non-verbal.  “Music is a universal 
language,” Amy said. Other women commented that the mini mission benefited visitors and 
WAE Center members alike, and that the WAE Center participants appreciated our company 
and enjoyed showing off their accomplishments. Still others noticed that WAE Center 
participants not only took pride in their own work but were proud of the work of their fellow 
members. Marilynn Schneider described the community that has developed at the WAE Center; 
members take care of one another and form friendships from within a diverse group of people. 
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As participants experience personal and social growth at the WAE Center, their relationships 
and community participation outside of the center grow as well. I couldn’t help but be 
reminded again of my JCC art class, where, within a supportive environment, my classmates 
and I could flourish creatively as individuals and form tight bonds with one another. 

Participants in Women’s 
Philanthropy’s Hineni group also 
discovered recently how personal 
connections could be forged through 
art. Hineni (Hebrew for “Here I am”) 
is comprised of women who want to 
take their involvement with Women’s 
Philanthropy to the next level, and 
who meet for outreach and volunteer 
activities in addition to fundraising 
efforts. In January, about 20 
members of Hineni visited another 
Federation beneficiary agency, 
Daughters of Israel, a nursing facility 
in West Orange. Several Hineni 
women participated in an art project 
with residents by helping them to 
create mailboxes for their rooms. 
Hineni co-chair Deborah Jacob 
described “a real feel-good moment” 
when a 95-year-old veteran with 
whom she was paired started 
opening up to her during the project. 
The man initially wasn’t interested in the craft or in chatting, so Deborah began making the 
mailbox for him in silence. However, he soon started sharing his life stories with her. “It was 
just wonderful, and a really nice way to connect,” said Deborah. “Art can really speak to the 
heart in a way that other modes of expression cannot.” 

I no longer wish to separate art from Jewish volunteerism. My beliefs have come full circle. I am 
now working to coordinate a time for the people in my JCC art class to visit the WAE Center, 
and everyone is excited to make this happen. You, too, can visit or even volunteer at the WAE 
Center and at Daughters of Israel. And if you’ve never taken an art class yourself, it’s never too 
late to start! 
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Fostering Art in Ofakim, Israel 
by Lori Klinghoffer 
About 17 years ago, Lori Klinghoffer was moved to provide the initial funding for The Igloo Art 
Center in our Israeli partnership community of Ofakim, a development city of about 28,000 in the 
northern Negev. Today, the Klinghoffer family continues to support The Igloo, a distinctively-
painted, dome-shaped building that’s hard to miss. Our Federation provides ongoing funding for 
its arts programs through the Ofakim/Merchavim Partnership2Gether (P2G) Steering Committee, 
part of the Global Connections Department. 

Lori Klinghoffer has been involved with Jewish Federation and its partner agencies on the 
local, national, and international level for many years. She is a past president of National 
Women’s Philanthropy, a past president of Jewish Federation of Greater MetroWest NJ and a 
past president of Women’s Philanthropy of Greater MetroWest. She has held numerous other 
leadership roles in our local Federation, including Women’s Campaign Chair, General 
Campaign Chair, and Israel & Overseas Chair. She is also a member of the Jewish Agency for 
Israel (JAFI) Board of Governors, chairing the Partnerships Committee and the Partnerships 
Global Council. She is a member of the United Israel Appeal Board and Executive Committee, 
and a member of the Jewish Federation of North America (JFNA) Board of Trustees. 

She has traveled extensively on national and community missions to Israel, Ethiopia, the former 
Soviet Union, and elsewhere. These journeys have helped shape her family’s philanthropy. 

 

An igloo surely seems to be an unlikely birthday 
gift, especially for my husband Steve’s 50th – but 
at the end of the day, that’s what he got! It all 
came about thanks to his and my deep 
connection to Israel and our strong connection 
with our Partnership community, Ofakim, in the 
Northern Negev. We also had special feelings for 
the arts, having two creative daughters, one of 
whom is now a working studio artist who has 
exhibited her work in several shows around the 
country. So my quest for the perfect gift began 
back in 2000. Of course, my personal shopper 
and dear friend, our very own Amir Shacham, 

made the match. Amir has been part of Greater MetroWest for almost 20 years – he completed his 
second shlichut (emissary program) with us just last year and continues to lead our Israel operations 
as Associate Executive Vice President in the GMW office there. 
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At the time, Amir connected me with the Israeli 
Artist, David Wachstein, who had developed Art 
Stations in a few municipalities around Israel, 
bringing students from Bezalel Academy of Arts 
and Design together with kids in vulnerable 
communities. Art was the medium bringing these 
young adult artists as mentors to kids at risk, but 
the mentorship went far beyond teaching art. It 
was a means to build the kids’ self-esteem — 
empowering them to know that there was 
someone who took a personal interest in them 
and that they had a chance to succeed.  

David was already running the program in Ofakim but with no permanent location. Rather, 
from year to year, different spaces were either leased or provided by the municipality.  So here 
was our opportunity — let’s find a 
permanent structure to house the 
program! Sounds simple, right? 
Not so much. Suffice it to say that 
after a few years of shopping 
around, more than one false start, 
and a bit of frustration along the 
way, a structure was finally 
agreed upon. At the time it was 
an unused building in great need 
of repair, a dome-shaped 
structure already known as The 
Igloo. The deal was made, work 
began, and by the time Steve 
turned 55, The Igloo Art Station 
was up and running with David’s 
incredible program. 

As time went on, we began to realize that the original program was not reaching enough of the 
Ofakim community beyond the few kids who were part of the project, and that The Igloo was 
not becoming the driving force bringing the arts and high-level recognition to Ofakim that we 
had envisioned. It was time for a shift in direction. 

Today, The Igloo is operated by the Matnas (community center) and run by the amazing Aliza 
Danino, who heads the municipality’s culture department (and happens to be the mayor’s 
wife), along with Sarit Timsit, who is The Igloo coordinator. Thanks to their leadership and 
vision, and with ongoing support from our Federation, our beloved Igloo has become a beehive 
of activities for all segments of the Ofakim community. It warms my heart to see the excitement 
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in the space every time I get to visit — kids’ happy faces and 
adults enriching themselves through the arts, as well as 
through yoga classes held there. 

The list of programs is overwhelming — including practical 
arts, ceramics and sculpture for special needs kids, 
photography, drawing, yoga and art — providing classes for 
kids of all ages, as well as for adults. The programs focus on 
bringing the community together, meeting social and 
educational needs, and most of all, promoting a love of the 
arts for everyone. 

Perhaps one of the most noticeable enhancements to The 
Igloo is what we originally referred to as The Kippah Project 
— a dream for The Igloo to be transformed in honor of 
Ofakim’s 60th birthday celebration last year. The painting 
project was led by Eyal Asulin, who is originally from Ofakim 
and is one of David Wachstein’s original student mentors 
who remains involved with our programs there. The plain 
white dome and the surrounding area became an artistic 
expression of the community, fulfilled by its residents and 
by those of us who were lucky enough to visit and 
participate in the process. 

Steve and I are beyond proud to be part of our incredible 
Greater MetroWest family that brought us to Ofakim, 
where we continue to schepp naches, or take pleasure, 
from our family there and from all the beautiful things that 
happen day after day. 

 

Collaborating with Artists in 
Arad, Israel 
by Elisa Sananman, NJ Co-Chair, Greater MetroWest Arad Arts Committee 
Seven artists from Greater MetroWest spent a week last summer in our partner city of Arad, 
Israel, meeting and learning from Arad’s artists. Several months after the Americans 
returned, their Negev-inspired artwork was exhibited for the community. Elisa Sananman co-
chaired the arts committee that helped forge this artistic collaboration with Arad. Elisa 
explains how art provided the vehicle through which the Americans and Israelis could form 
lasting connections. 
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In the summer of 2016, seven artists from New Jersey arrived in Arad, Israel, as part of a 
remarkable and unique weeklong arts exchange program. The week was carefully planned. The 
artists, graciously hosted by Aradniks, worked alongside Arad artists, exchanging techniques 
and sharing experiences both mundane and unusual. 

The program was an outgrowth of an innovative 
vision developed by the Jewish Federation of 
Greater MetroWest’s Partnership2Gether (P2G) 
Arad Renewal Program, part of the Global 
Connections Department. The goal was to build 
enduring relationships between individuals and 
communities. This arts exchange project was 
one of many creative endeavors to accomplish 
this goal. How would the artwork of the New 
Jersey artists reflect their Israeli experiences? 
What kinds of personal bonds would be 
formed? Despite the many preparatory 
meetings and workshops before the mission, no 
one knew the answers to these questions.    

Arad is a city built in the 1960s in the Judean 
Desert, about 12 miles west of the Dead Sea. It 
is Israel’s first planned city and is home to about 
26,000 diverse people, including Ethiopians, 
Russians, and Bedouins. There is an artists’ 
quarter but no movie theater. The city, built 
near the site of the ancient city of Arad, is 

perched within a stark and beautiful landscape. The DesArad Planning Committee believed Arad 
would provide inspiration for the artists. It can haunt the imagination, as artist Anne Luria Burg 
noted in describing the layers of desert sands: “I found it difficult to take my eyes off of them. I 
wanted to capture the swirls and layers in my work. The colors also really stayed with me.”  

Our Jewish community’s connection to Arad dates back about 20 years, when one of 
Federation’s overseas partners, the Jewish Agency for Israel (JAFI), developed programs to 
advance professional connections. In 2014, this connection got an infusion of new energy as the 
vision for a Partnership2Gether program with Arad was revitalized to develop: 

1. A partnership where both parties are benefactors 
2. Projects where lay leadership is cultivated 
3. Volunteer teams that work together to form a think tank that develops new projects 
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4. Long-lasting personal friendships and connections formed as a result of working and 
playing together 

 
In March 2014, 15 members of the Greater MetroWest community traveled to Arad to meet 
with our Israeli cohorts. After hours of workshops, lunches, parties, intense conversations, site 
visits, and of course dancing, we were a team. And more importantly, we were mishpacha, 
family. In July of that year, the Arad planning team came to visit us, and the relationship 
deepened. We formed sub-committees that became think tanks for generating bridge-building 
projects. Robin Plattman, a Women’s Philanthropy Board member, currently chairs the P2G 
GMW/Arad Steering Committee. 

One bridge-building idea eventually developed into what became known as the DesArad 2016 
Arts Festival, which sent seven New Jersey artists to Arad for an exchange program from June 
24 to July 2, 2016. The program extended its reach when the artists returned home and their 
works were put on display locally. The DesArad Negev-Inspired Artwork Gallery was featured at 
JCC of MetroWest Gaelen Center for the Arts in West Orange for two months this winter. The 
JCC of Central New Jersey in Scotch Plains will host the exhibit at its Israel program on May 11, 
2017. 

In a metaphorical sense, Jewish Federation of Greater MetroWest was painting on the social 
landscape in the same way that our artists were painting on their canvases or taking 
photographs. Federation was creating programs to build bridges between our community and 
Israel, tapping into volunteer commitment and leadership. This is a remarkable vision. 

As a member of the Renewal 
Committee that invested many 
hours of team-building and 
process-modeling, I found it very 
rewarding to see the artists at 
work and at play in Arad. Late one 
night, two of the Israelis, Eyal 
Keydar, P2G Arad Steering 
Committee Chair, and Chen 
Lenchner, an Arad Committee 
member, rallied the artists: “Let’s 
all go to the Dead Sea!” Everyone 
piled into cars and headed out of 
town. Like college kids, free and 
happy, they floated in the hot 
briny sea. And on other days they 
studied flamenco dance together, 
visited with the first pioneers of 
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Arad, baked bread, and partied together. And, of course, they talked heart to heart. These 
memories are indelible. 

The DesArad art exhibit that opened in New Jersey after the artists’ return distilled these 
memories and images. Anne Luria Burg’s woven work is a colorful homage to her host Arad 
artist, Aliza Ben Nur. Jared Green’s hamsa and its desert colors, Marilyn Rose’s charming 
watercolor paintings and drawings, Gail Winbury’s mysterious mapping series, Ellen Hanauer’s 
fertile fiber work, Gene Lowinger’s delightful and diverse photographs of children, and leader 
Carol Berman’s landscape photos all bear witness to the influence of Arad on their art. 

And their words also bear witness to that influence, as well as to their love for Arad. For Green, 
“It’s a bond that only art and shared experiences could build…. We laughed together – 
comfortably and uncomfortably, stretching our… creativity to connect on the most basic level – 
design craft.” For Burg, the connections formed “will continue to inspire me for the rest of my 
life.” What impressed her most were the “people, full of passion and energy.” And through 
them, she found a way to be “more fearless in her art.” 

The effects were mutual. Arad 
artist Aliza Ben Nur said her 
experiences “got me exposed to 
other kinds of art…. We were 
influenced by each other.” 
Marilyn Rose, whose charming 
sketchbook became a diary for 
the trip, noted that the Israeli 
kids she met “were so excited 
to see my quick sketches of 
them, that they took my book 
and drew me!” 

The artists thrived with cross-
cultural communication and, in 
the process, enduring 
connections developed. As Rose 
said, “Many times, people have asked me if I have family in Israel and I have always said no…. 
Now I truly feel as if I have family in Arad.” 

The visionaries at Jewish Federation of Greater MetroWest NJ got it right when they invested in 
programs to ignite and enhance our feeling of peoplehood.   
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Enriching Lives Through Film 
by Jane Gomez 

Moviegoers in Greater MetroWest are privileged to have access to a wide variety of Jewish 
films from around the world. Our Federation sponsors film festivals that bring entertaining, 
enlightening, and thought-provoking movies to our community. Did you know that, without 
the dedication of many women who are also active in Women’s Philanthropy, these films 
might not make it to our local screens? Let’s go behind the scenes (so to speak!) to see how 
and why Women’s Philanthropy supports these efforts. 

 

In addition to offering many opportunities for individuals to experiment with artistic creation 
and expression, Women’s Philanthropy also places a high priority on celebrating the arts as a 
community. Throughout the year and in various locales, Women’s Philanthropy co-sponsors a 
wide variety of film festivals and movie events that promote the Jewish experience. Designed to 
educate, entertain, and provoke discussion of Jewish issues, the various festivals bring 
internationally recognized films to our doorsteps. 
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The NJ Jewish Film Festival is 
taking place now and continues 
through April 2 at the JCC 
MetroWest in West Orange. 
This series presents a 
cornucopia of more than 20 
films, shown day and night, 
about topics ranging from 
religion to politics to the human 
experience to comedy. Film 
Festival Committee co-chair Joni 
Cohen, who also serves on the 
Women’s Philanthropy Board, 
explains that the intent of the 
festival is to show the breadth 
and depth of the Jewish 
experience throughout the 

world. “Our purpose,” Joni says, “is to engage our community in the issues of the day.” To that 
end, the Film Festival Committee reviews hundreds of films throughout the year and strives to 
present a wide variety that relates to anything Jewish – films that not only promote Jewish life, 
but also showcase Jewish and Israeli producers and authors. Joni notes that “each year it gets 
harder to narrow the choices of films, as they keep getting better!”  

Women’s Philanthropy is also a sponsor of the twice-yearly Jewish Film Festival presented by 
the JCC of Central NJ. In spring and fall, films are presented once a week over a span of several 
weeks at the Rialto Theatre in Westfield to audiences of about 250 people per film. It just so 
happens that the committee that selects all the films is co-chaired by two members of the 
Women’s Philanthropy Board, Elyse Deutsch and Marcy Lazar. (Many others on the committee 
are also involved with Women’s Philanthropy, including Board Members Phyllis Bernstein, Erica 
Needle, and Janice Weinberg.) 

Co-chair Marcy Lazar describes the selection of films as a 40-week process, during which the 
committee meets every Monday to view movies from start to finish. The group likes to include 
Jewish-themed films from all genres, and tries hard to incorporate at least one light comedy. 
She notes that the film festival is a place where people come to catch up with old friends and to 
maintain exposure to what is happening in the greater Jewish world. Even the venue – the 
Rialto is a historic movie house in the center of town – helps draw people from near and far. 
Patrons can linger in the lobby before and after to discuss the show. Says Marcy, “We are not 
just showing films; we are helping to build community.” 

This building of community is especially apparent with the events that surround film presentations 
in our area. At the JCC MetroWest in West Orange, opening and closing days of the film festival are 
accompanied by dessert receptions to give moviegoers a chance to connect and converse with one 
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another. In Westfield, Women’s Philanthropy held “Light Bites on Movie Night” during the fall film 
festival. Hosted by Wendy Rosenberg, an art teacher and Women’s Philanthropy Board member 
who lives close to the Rialto Theatre, the gathering gave old and new friends a chance to socialize. 
After sharing supper and movie candy, the group of 20 or so made the short trip down the block 
together for the German film To Life!, about the modern-day bond between a Polish-born cabaret 
singer who survived the Holocaust and a young German man. 

This spring’s festival at the Rialto begins on April 19; Women’s Philanthropy is sponsoring the May 
16 showing of the detective thriller A Grain of Truth, about a maverick prosecutor in Warsaw, 
Poland who has to investigate a string of killings related to the country’s anti-Semitic past. 

In November, Women’s Philanthropy sponsored one of the Dinner & a Movie evenings at the 
YM-YWHA of Union County. We promoted and supported the showing of the Academy Award-
winning Son of Saul, the true story of a group of Jewish prisoners forced to assist the Nazis in 
carrying out an impossible task in 1944 at Auschwitz-Birkenau. 

Why not join us for our next Dinner & a Movie at the Y on April 26? We will be sharing a meal 
and watching Remember, about an Auschwitz survivor who discovers that the Nazi guard who 
murdered his family some 70 years ago is living as an American under an assumed identity. 

The various film festivals throughout the Greater MetroWest community are true celebrations 
of Jewish culture, creativity, and contributions to the rich tapestry of the cinematic arts. 

For more information on the NJ Jewish Film Festival in West Orange, visit 
http://jccmetrowest.org/njjff/. For the Jewish Film Festival in Westfield, visit 
http://www.jccnj.org or call (908) 889-8800. For the festival at the Y, visit 
http://www.uniony.org/about/jewish-film-series/ or call (908) 289-8112. 

 
Words Worth Repeating 
by Naz Singh  
Naz Singh, who was born in Iran shortly before the Islamic Revolution, did not know she was 
Jewish until she was nine years old and living in the United States. Though she could practice 
Judaism openly, she “still had no clue what was going on.” Years later, when Naz and her son 
attended a Purim puppet show sponsored by The Partnership for Jewish Learning and Life, 
she saw “who she could be as a Jew in America.”  

Naz shared her personal Jewish journey at The Partnership’s 10th Birthday Bash last May. The 
story of how one simple yet profound experience offered by our community led her to ongoing 
and meaningful connections to the Jewish people are certainly Words Worth Repeating. 

http://jccmetrowest.org/njjff/
http://www.jccnj.org/index.php?src=directory&view=Featured_Programs&srctype=detail&back=Featured_Programs&refno=647
http://www.uniony.org/about/jewish-film-series/
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A speech from The 10th Birthday Bash for The Partnership for Jewish Learning and Life 
Delivered by Naz Singh on May 31, 2016 

My name is Naz. Actually, that’s a nickname for Sarvenaz. I was two years old when the Islamic 
Revolution took over Iran. By that time my family was following Islamic laws and by the age of five I was 
enrolled in an all-Muslim public school. Islam was the main religion that my friends and I knew as 
children growing up in Iran. But when I was away from my friends, my family went to my grandmother’s 
home on some Friday evenings, descending the stairs into her basement. We lit candles and followed 
rituals that I was not allowed to speak of with my friends.  

I did not know what it meant to be 
Jewish until I was nine years old 
and we came to America. Only then 
did my mom explicitly tell me that 
we were Jews. Only then did she 
explain why we lit candles and why 
we lit them in the basement. It was 
not safe being Jewish or practicing 
Judaism in Iran because at that 
time the country was steadfast on 
becoming an Islamic Republic. As 
Jews, we were not safe to practice 
our religion openly and faced being 
arrested if we tried to do so. 

Even though we were now free to 
be Jews in America, I didn’t like it. I 
couldn’t understand anything about it and it was not fun. But I went through the motions. Going 
to family Seders – check.  Getting together for Rosh Hashanah – check.  

When my husband, who is half Hindu and half Christian, and I decided to marry, we went 
through those motions, too. We opted for the “Jewish package” at a Las Vegas wedding chapel. 
That meant that they threw in a canopy, a rabbi, and a glass to break. Now I went as half of a 
couple to Passover Seders and to synagogue on the High Holidays. I still had no clue what was 
going on and being Jewish was irrelevant to me. 

When I became pregnant I realized that I needed to figure this out. This was no longer about 
just me as an individual or about us as a couple – we were going to be a family. Despite my 
ambivalence until that point, I wanted to raise our child as a Jew. This was more than just a 
decision. This was a declaration! My Judaism was stolen from me when I was a child. I deserved 
that gift, and now I wanted to reclaim it for my child. My husband agreed and was fully 
supportive of my decision. And so we went to look for a synagogue. I found myself trying to 
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observe some Shabbat rituals, but I was the only one among the other moms in the community 
who was interested. It was lonely and really hard. 

By the time our son Brian was nine months old, I was about to give up. But then I saw that The 
Partnership for Jewish Learning and Life was sponsoring a puppet show about Purim at a local 
movie theater in Montclair. So we went. We loved it! My first real lesson about Purim was 
taught to me by a puppet in Montclair. My first real understanding of who I was as a child in 
Iran and who I could be as a Jew in America came to me in the modern-day telling of the 
ancient Purim story – which took place in Iran! The Partnership brought me full circle. 

The Partnership sponsored another event at the Golda Och Academy where I signed up for PJ 
Library and it was through The Partnership’s PJ Library events that I was invited to many other 
events and made Jewish friends who invited me into their homes. When Brian was 18 months 
old, The Partnership’s Jewish Family Concierge introduced me to a Jewish early childhood 
program at a synagogue in Montclair. Not long before this I was at the point in my life where I 
was resigned to putting Brian into any fine preschool where he would celebrate Christmas with 
his friends and be as clueless as I would be when we would attend my family’s Passover Seders. 
But The Partnership took me on a journey and helped me navigate every step.  Today we 
celebrate Shabbat every Friday night. I even told my au pair when we hired her that she will 
have to work late on Fridays to help me prepare for hosting our guests at our Shabbat meals. 

Today I’m familiar with all the Jewish holidays. I keep a list of them and their dates on my 
refrigerator door. And I’m also proud to tell you that just a few weeks ago I hosted the first 
Passover Seder ever for my family. I did it. And it made sense to me. And it was fun! 

The Partnership’s Jewish Family Concierge knows me and is aware of the complexities of my 
life. She helps me harmonize my life and my Judaism. My inner child, who was devoid of a 
Jewish soul, now feels nurtured. The Partnership gave the gift of my Judaism back to me, and in 
doing so, gave it to my child. Hopefully this gift will carry forth for many generations. 

 

Post-Script 
The Partnership for Jewish Learning and Life (The Partnership) empowers others to bring Jewish 
learning to life along their individual and communal Jewish journeys. After a decade as a 
Federation agency, The Partnership merged with the Federation on July 1, 2016, becoming a 
department of Federation. The merger recognizes the connection between the work of The 
Partnership and the priorities of Federation and provides greater opportunities for Jewish 
identity-building and Jewish community-building throughout Greater MetroWest. Upcoming 
family programs can be found on the JFamily Calendar: www.jfedgmw.org/jfamily. For more 
information, call (973) 428-7400. 

 

https://jfedgmw.org/jfamily
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President’s Message 
by Rebecca A. Gold 

Since this edition of our Women’s Philanthropy eNewsletter is focused 
on the arts, I can’t miss the opportunity to share something about how 
music – and one song in particular – has impacted and enhanced my life. 

According to my parents, I sang before I could talk. I can’t remember 
not singing, and I spent most of my young days pretending I was either 
Barbra Streisand or Julie Andrews. I loved Broadway tunes, folk music, 
a little country (very little) and, last but not least, Shabbat prayers with 

melodies. It was the primary reason I loved going to synagogue. I was willing to go every 
Saturday morning because we had a wonderful cantor and a congregation that loved to sing. 
Leading Junior Congregation was a thrill for me, and then there was United Synagogue Youth 
(USY) Encampment, Camp Ramah, and Tufts Hillel, all places where I sang, chanted, and felt a 
sense of belonging. So for me, music and belonging go hand in hand and have been key to my 
connection to my Jewish community. I know I’m not alone since Jewish summer camps are such 
a successful part of maintaining Jewish continuity, and Friday Night Kabbalat Shabbats at camp 
– full of music, singing, and lots of swaying – have impacted thousands of us. 

When I became involved with Jewish Federation of Greater MetroWest NJ, it wasn’t long before 
someone discovered me (my singing, that is) and asked me to sing the national anthems at an 
event. I think it was at CHOICES, a community-wide Women’s Campaign event. It was an honor 
and I was excited because I especially loved singing the Israeli anthem, Hatikvah (which means 
The Hope). I always feel tremendous joy and peace singing it with everyone. It doesn’t feel like 
a performance to me. It feels like a prayer. Hatikvah fills my heart and soul, and the words leave 
a sweet taste on my lips. 

In 2005, I was on a Women’s Philanthropy Mission to Israel and we were fortunate to greet a 
group of Ethiopian olim (immigrants to Israel) at Tel Aviv Airport. They came down the steps of 
the plane out onto the tarmac. Some of them kissed the ground with joy on their faces, some 
looked very weary, others bewildered, and the children were mostly wide-eyed. Once inside a 
small room off the tarmac, we gave these olim some small gifts: honey, chocolate, and 
backpacks for the children with a few goodies. They were appreciative but, naturally, quite 
reserved. The whole scene was overwhelming to them. But when my dear friend Lisa Lisser 
(one of our Women’s Philanthropy vice presidents) and I prompted everyone to sing Hatikvah, 
we put our arms around one another and a calm came over all of us. They, too, started to sway 
and there was a warmth that I’m sure we all felt. By the time we finished singing, there were 
many tears and we were hugging each other. At that moment we became one people, they had 
come home, and we had been there to give them hope — Hatikvah. 
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