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As we begin the secular 
New Year, which we all hope 
will bring with it relief from 
the layered traumas we all 
experienced in 2020, it is likely 
that most of us feel a bit more 
introspective than we might 
under normal circumstances. 
Indeed, those of us who serve 

our community through our 
Jewish agencies have spent recent weeks reflecting 
on the trials, challenges, tragedies, and triumphs of 
the past 12 months. 

Maimonidies cautioned that the purest acts of tzedakah 
are performed anonymously. However, as we approach 
the one-year mark since the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic, I admit to feeling immense pride in the ability 
of Jewish Long Beach and all Long Beach-area Jewish 
institutions to adapt swiftly and with tremendous impact 
to serve the most vulnerable among us in a time of deep 
and profound need. 

Jewish Long Beach is a member of the Jewish 
Federations of North America. This network of 
independent, mostly local Jewish nonprofit organizations 
began to form in the early 20th century, as “Jewish welfare 
funds,” emerged in communities throughout the United 
States and Canada to aid Jewish refugees fleeing an 
increasingly hostile Europe. As pogroms gave way to 
World War II and the Holocaust, these agencies turned 
their attention and resources to helping European Jews 
find safe harbor in what would soon become Israel, as 
well as in other havens dotting the globe. The tumult of the 
1940s eventually yielded to the relative quiescence of the 
1950s, and federations gradually shifted their focus to the 
advancement and sustainability of their own local Jewish 
communities while still maintaining their commitment to 
Israel’s development as a fledgling nation-state.

Throughout the latter 20th and early 21st centuries, 
organizations like Jewish Long Beach forged the bedrock 
of Jewish life in contemporary America, convening 
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previously disparate community leaders from 
congregations and secular institutions alike, funding 
and establishing Jewish Community Centers and family 
service agencies, and ensuring that the relationships 
between our communities and Israel remained strong 
and symbiotic. When lethal, systemic antisemitism has 
endangered Jewish populations in the former Soviet 
Union, Ethiopia, Yemen, and elsewhere, the rescue of 
threatened Jews has largely been funded and, in many 
cases, coordinated by Jewish federations. Indeed, in times 
of crisis, our organizations have the unmatched ability to 
elevate and protect the vulnerable through both collective 
and individual action. 

As COVID-19 descended upon us, leaving seniors and 
other at-risk populations exceptionally vulnerable, the 
federation system once again demonstrated its value and 

criticality to both the Jewish and broader communities. 
Jewish Long Beach immediately diverted tens of thousands 
of dollars in grant funds to emergency relief, working 
with agencies and congregations throughout Long Beach 
and West Orange County to provide food, medication, 
rent and utility assistance, counseling, remote learning 
technologies, and opportunities to engage with each other 
in a time of unprecedented isolation. Approximately 75 
percent of the $500,000 in grants awarded by Jewish 
Long Beach to outside organizations in 2020 ultimately 
funded emergency needs for individual households or 
infrastructure enhancements to ensure that local Jewish 
institutions could continue to offer their crucial services 

throughout the duration of a pandemic that will not be 
measured in months, but in years. 

While Jewish Long Beach’s impact in partnership with 
our local Jewish organizations has been considerable, 
the collective financial commitment of the roughly 150 
Jewish federations across North America to serve as lights 
unto their respective communities during the pandemic 
currently sits at close to one billion dollars.

For me, Jewish communal service is a personal 
calling and a second career that I chose to pursue when 
remaining on the sidelines of the effort to secure the future 
of the Jewish people became unfulfilling and insufficient. 
During the several years prior to assuming my first Jewish 
professional role, I studied the various Jewish welfare 
and Israel advocacy movements, ultimately deciding that 
the federation system makes the most profound positive 
impact on Jewish life. At no other time in my six years as 
a Jewish Federation CEO—first at the Jewish Federation 
of New Mexico and now at Jewish Long Beach—have I felt 
more confident in that belief.

Jewish Long Beach and organizations like it act as 
stewards of the resources with which you, members of the 
community, entrust us. The credit for our work lies with 
you as our supporters. So, too, does the responsibility to 
renew your investment in Jewish Long Beach and other 
Jewish institutions so that we may continue to weave 
your tzedakah into impact. It is this principle that not 
only motivates my colleagues and I to engage in this 
important work, but also compels my wife and I to make a 
meaningful annual financial contribution to Jewish Long 
Beach. I sincerely hope that you will choose to join us in 
doing so this year. 

In times of calm, Jewish Long Beach’s charge is to light 
the way forward for the generations who will inherit 
the Jewish future. In times of challenge, which will 
inevitably return, we must maintain our ability to light the 
community’s path through darkness and uncertainty. We 
rely on you to be that light so that we may continue to carry 
it on behalf of every Jewish family and individual in Long 
Beach, West Orange County, and well beyond. 

Zachary Benjamin 

The Chronicle welcomes your letters to the editor, 
articles and opinion pieces. Please send your Pulitzer-
worthy materials to chronicle@jewishlongbeach.org.  
We cannot guarantee if, or when, they will be 
published. Submissions may be edited as needed. 

“At the heart of 

what it means 

to be a Jew is to 

ask questions.”

    

Rabbi Sandy      
Eisenberg Sasso

“. . . the collective financial commitment 
of the roughly 150 Jewish Federations 
across North America to serve as lights 
unto their respective communities 
during the pandemic currently sits at 
close to $1,000,000,000.”

On December 2, thousands 
of viewers across the 
country, including 200 
members of our Greater Long 
Beach and Orange County 
community tuned in live to 
watch award-winning chef 
Michael Solomonov host a 
virtual Chanukah cooking 
demonstration from his home 
in Philadelphia. This program 
was a gift to the community from 
Jewish Long Beach and the Alpert 
Jewish Community Center, hosted in 
partnership with Jewish Federations 
across the country. 

Chef Solomonov presented a 
contemporary twist on a traditional 
Chanukah menu including Apple 
Shrub, Abe Fisher’s Potato Latkes, 
Roman Artichokes with Arugula, Olive Oil Poached 
Salmon, and Sfenj (Moroccan doughnuts). 

With humanity sheltered-
in-place, Jewish communities 
immediately responded by 
creating a plethora of unique 
virtual opportunities to 
encourage connection in 
a time of great isolation. 
“Thank G-d for all of you…

rearticulating what 
community is. This 
is what it is for right 
now, and this is really 
wonderful,” shared 
Solomonov. 

To learn more 
about future 
Jewish Long Beach 
programming, sign 
up for our e-blasts        

by e-mailing  medwards@
jewishlongbeach.org, follow us on social media or visit 
jewishlongbeach.org.


