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Dear Adult B’'nei Mitzvah Class of 5786,

As you complete this milestone and continue on your Jewish journeys, we want
to share how much you've inspired us, and how deeply honored we feel to be
walking alongside you.

Choosing to become B’'nei Mitzvah as an adult is no small decision. It is an act of
commitment, curiosity, and courage. Each of you has a different story and a
different path, but you all entered this program ready to learn, to question, to
grow, and to claim your place more fully within the Jewish story. That is
something truly sacred.

Over the course of eighteen months together, we have seen the ways you bring
your own voices and experiences to every moment. Together, we studied Jewish
prayer, language, history, text, and culture. We laughed, we mourned, and we
supported one another. Always remember that your unique questions and
insights only strengthen Jewish tradition.

We know there were moments when the Hebrew felt challenging, when making
space for learning felt overwhelming, and self-doubt crept in. We hope you
know that living Jewishly is not about perfection, but about connection -
connection to our tradition, to our community, and to something enduring and
meaningful within yourselves.

Today, you step into the long line of Jews who have grasped hold of the Torah,
to take their place within the community. We are so proud of all of your hard
work. It has been a privilege to teach, guide, and learn with you, and we can'’t
wait to see what’s next for each of you!

With admiration and gratitude,
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Rabbi Jason Fenster Rabbi Libby Fisher Cantor Daniel Mendelson



In each age
we receive and transmit
Torah.

At each moment
we are addressed by the
World.

In each age
we are challenged
by our ancient teaching.

At each moment
we stand face to face with
Truth.

In each age
we add our wisdom
to that which has gone before.

At each moment
the knowing heart
is filled with wonder.

In each age
the children of Torah
become its builders
and seek to set the world firm
on a foundation of Truth.
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Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu Melech Ha-olam, she-hecheyanu, ve-kiy’'manu, ve-
higiyanu la-z’'man ha-zeh.

We praise you, Adonai our God, Ruler of the universe,

who has given us life, sustained us, and brought us to this joyous occasion.
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Doris Dingott

Approaching my 9t decade, these are my thoughts; so why become an Adult Bat Mitzvah
now? [ want my children and grandchildren to know my Jewish life’s journey.

Yes, I knew [ was Jewish...I lived in a Jewish neighborhood. Only a few non-Jewish children
went to school on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur; we ate matzoh on Passover...but my
family never had a Seder! My father spoke Yiddish to my grandmother. My parents were
totally secular, yet my brothers became Bar Mitzvah; we never joined or went to a Temple.
World War II and the “bloody” birth of the State of Israel were my first awakening to really
being Jewish. My friend’s parents were Zionists; in Sea Gate, Brooklyn, on May 14, 1948, |
danced and sang with them to celebrate Israel’s Independence!

[ married into my husband’s Orthodox family. They knew all the food, rituals, prayers of
“shtetel” old world, “awesome” Judaism. That was a learning experience...of “knock on wood”
and “keneahora” followed by “spitting.” [ wondered where the Jewish stories are. What does
my father-in-law reading in Hebrew mean? [ wanted to understand more about Judaism...

My “education” began in 1969. We moved to White Plains and joined The Jewish Community
of White Plains (now Kol Ami). My husband became comfortable in a Reform Temple. He
fluently read the Siddur, knew all the prayers, got used to not wearing a tallit or kipah and
even standing during Kaddish. Our three children attended religious school, become Bnai
Mitzvah, and went through Confirmation. This was another step on my Jewish Journey.

For several years Rabbi Maury Davis led an adult class on Saturday afternoons reading the
Chumash (aword I justlearned). That was a “revelation!” [t was my introduction to the Torah,
Jewish history, and learning how much more there is to being a Jewish person.
At JCC/Kol Ami everywhere I turned there were many opportunities for Jewish learning;
lectures, music, classes- a body of knowledge and custom. Some highlights I cherish:

Learning to read Hebrew with Eve Uydess,

My 3 children’s B’'nei Mitzvah,

Attending Holiday Services at County Center and our Sanctuary,

Experiencing rituals of death and mourning for my husband and my mother,

Classes led by our Rabbis and congregants like Paul Davis,

Preparing for my Bat Mitzvah.
My journey continues... to learn and wrestle with questions about what it means to be
Jewish! My Torah portion, Leviticus 23 Verses 33-35 instructs us when and how to celebrate
Sukkot.

- It's a “festival focused on the future,”

- It’s a “time of Thanksgiving,”

- It’s the association of the sukkah with the “fragile and constantly changing nature of

human life”

My Torah portion speaks to my story! My life has changed over the years. With uncertainty
and anxiety, a new chapter began in January 2025 with this experience. I have enjoyed total
support and encouragement from family. With love and gratitude, I am excited to share this
day with them.



John Doran

The courage to ask is something I had to learn, because for a long time, I was taught not to. |

was not born Jewish. I was not raised Jewish. Growing up, I knew almost nothing about
Judaism. If I am being completely honest, by the time I was thirteen, the only thing I thought
[ knew was that you spin a dreidel during Hanukkah and even that, | was not entirely sure
was correct.

Yet, despite knowing so little, I always felt something I could not fully explain. A sense of
connection, of belonging, to something I did not yet understand.

Part of that feeling came from what [ was leaving behind. I grew up in the Church and at one
point, I made the decision to walk away. Not because it was easy, but because it wasn’t.
Because I questioned what [ was being told, and the answers I received didn'’t sit right with
me. | asked questions - real questions - and instead of being encouraged to explore them, |
was made to feel like asking them was wrong. That questioning meant | was failing and that
[ should stay quiet, or risk being told [ was on the wrong path entirely.

So eventually, I did stay quiet. Not because the questions stopped, but because it was easier
than being told there was something wrong with me for asking them.

[ didn’t leave knowing [ would find Judaism. I just knew I couldn’t stay where I was.

What I have come to learn is that questioning is not something to be feared, it is something
to be embraced. Abraham questions. He struggles. He challenges, and in doing so, he sets the
example for a people who do not turn away from hard questions but lean into them.

That idea that you are allowed, even encouraged, to ask is a huge part of why I am here today.

Because I never stopped having questions. I just stopped asking them out loud until I found
a place where I could again.

What still surprises me is not that I chose Judaism but that I chose it before I fully understood
it.

[ remember telling my wife on our very first date that I would only marry someone willing to
raise their children Jewish. At the time, I could not explain what that meant. I didn’t know the

traditions, the history, or even the basics. But [ knew, somehow, that this was the life  wanted
and without hesitation, she said yes.

From that moment on, [ was never alone in this. I have been surrounded by support: by my
wife, my family, my friends, and this community. When I told my parents [ was converting,
they met me with love, pride, and open arms. My mother, who always wanted me to find
something to believe in, saw me finally find my way. That support is the reason I am standing
here today.



But [ would be lying if I said this path is always easy.

Choosing to be Jewish, especially now, comes with weight. There is real hate in the world.
There are moments where it would be easier not to stand so firmly in this identity. Yet I
choose it anyways because being Jewish is not about a single moment or a ceremony like
today. It is about a lifetime of questioning, learning, and growing.

And if I am asked what comes next, the honest answer is: [ haven’t a clue.

[ don’t know exactly where this path will take me. I don’t know what [ will fully understand,
or what I will continue to question. But I do know this. [ will keep showing up. I will keep
learning. I will keep choosing this every single day.

And when the day comes for my son to stand where [ am now, his path will not look like mine
and that’s okay, but he will have what [ have had. Love, support, and people standing beside
him every step of the way. He will have his mother and he will have me. He will have a family
and a community that will guide him, encourage him, and walk with him as he finds his own
way and no matter what questions he asks, or what path he takes, he will never have to figure
it out alone.

Because that is what I have come to understand is this journey is not about having all the
answers before you begin. It is about having the courage to begin anyways, and the support
to keep going.

[ didn’t start this journey with certainty. I didn’t start it with knowledge. I started with
questions. Questions [ was once afraid to ask out loud.

[ still have those questions. I still don’t know exactly what comes next, but I am no longer
afraid of that because now I understand that being Jewish is not about arriving at an answer.
It is about continuing to ask, to learn, and to grow over a lifetime. It is about choosing, again
and again, to stay on that path.

That is the choice [ made.
That is the choice I am still making.

And it is the choice I will continue to make every single day.



June Helme

Why did I choose to become Bat Mitzvah at this time?

[ have so much to be grateful for. Ken, my husband of over 50 years. Sara, Abby and Julia, our
wonderful daughters. Haydur, Paul, Stephen, the remarkable men they married. Shy, Rosie,
Ollie, Augie and Max, my beloved grandchildren.

My journey to Judaism began with Ken and with his family: Selma and Murry, Joey and
Francie, and Grandpa and Bea. And it began with this community, with Rabbi Shira, Drama
Club, and the Lift. I've always believed Entrances to Holiness are Everywhere. [ came and was
curious. You were welcoming, thoughtful, kind.

Without understanding my own motivation, [ began to study for my Bat Mitzvah. Over these
many months I've realized I undertook this for my grandchildren. I want you to know that
family is precious and community is precious. [ want you to see that learning is lifelong. I
want you to see that you are never too old to begin something hard. Learning can feel too
difficult at times. That's where community comes in. Community supports you when you'’re
tired and when you want to give up. Family and grandpa support you when it’s hard. I want
you to see that Mimi can begin studying something very difficult when I'm 73 years old. I
have learned that studying becomes easier over time. My Hebrew will never be perfect. That’s
OK. I am learning about Judaism, about our services and our prayers. I feel more a part of
services now because | have learned to read our prayers in Hebrew.

Many people helped me along this path: Uncle Joey encouraged me to read in one of my first
Seders. Grandpa and Bea allowed me to question them about their family stories and
therefore about their relationship with Judaism. I attended a conservative shul with them on
the Lower East Side. What once seemed foreign became part of my foundation in this new
faith. Uncle Milton saw me. He literally saw me and opened the door for me to see him and to
see his family and his family story. Selma, grandma sent me to Kol Ami and to Rabbi Shira
Milgrom specifically. Grandma knew me well and she knew Rabbi Shira would open the door
for me. Randye, Tracy, Jon and Debbi, Arline and Robin, Bonnie and Janet, Ruthie all opened
the door for me.

If you are here today you either gave me permission to be a Jew or you shared your Jewish
self with me and helped me settle into our Jewish family and our Jewish Community.

[ am more fully inside Judaism than I was at my conversion in 1995. I am grateful and stand
here to say thank you to this community and to Rabbi Fenster and Rabbi Fisher and to Cantor
Mendelson, and especially to Ken who stands beside me during services each week and helps
me find my place. Isn’t that lovely? Mimo, Babka, Grandpa helps me find my place.



Jodi Kass-Tracten

[ stand here at a very special period of my life. | have realized that Judaism is a way of life. A

life where I feel as though there is a very strong and unknown force around me, and trust in
this force that is good. It isn’t a who or a what. I feel as though living my life as a Jew provides
the understanding of what it means to me to be a person who is there for friends and family
and expressing the love that I feel every day. I have always been that person, but now I
actually feel myself as that person.

My past is quite confusing. After World War II, my parents left Poland, with my sister, for
Sweden where I was born. We lived there for seven years where I don’t remember having
holidays together. There was no Jewish education available during that time. The only
memory I have is of my Mother lighting Shabbat candles on Friday night.

We arrived in NY on a huge ship, called the Captain Longfit, when [ was seven. It had taken
five years to gain entry to the U.S. My great Aunt had sponsored us by guaranteeing a job for
my Father and a place for us to live. Once in the Bronx my world began to change and my
relationship with Judaism fell apart.

[ lost both of my parents by the time I was thirteen. I was fortunate that my Father had
remarried after my mother died, and Leah became a wonderful stepmother to us for the rest
of her life.

Losing my parents made me question just about everything. Especially where was G-d for
me?

Once finished with school, I spent a year in Israel, partly on a kibbutz called Ein Shemer; near
Hadera, and then working in Tel Aviv. My thoughts and feelings went through quite a change.
[ was overwhelmed to find myself surrounded by Jews everywhere I went. In the streets, on
the bus, etc. But to my surprise the Sabras, those originally born in Israel, were not very
religious at all. On the kibbutz most holidays were not observed, it felt as though I was more
Jewish than the people around me. [ was disappointed that no one around me spoke of
religion, nor were they interested in discussing it.

Four years ago, Mark and I found Kol Ami through our friends Robbie and Andy Seidman. The
clergy has provided the joy and guidance that helps me celebrate my Jewish identity. I love
the holidays and try to always have the full family together, which is very important to me.
My family is here to witness this mitzvah and I feel blessed.



Gene Kava

Life is a journey.

Uphill, downhill, twists, and turns. With each step the destination nears. No going back. No
do overs. No pauses. We keep moving toward our destination.

New experiences often enrich our journey with unanticipated rewards— marriage, children,
grandchildren. Each a gift that permits us to smile and take the next step. Of course, we face
sorrow, illness, pain, loss, but the joy the future often brings far outweighs the sadness.

['ve been on this journey for 81 years and I've experienced the sadness and the joy. My wife,
my children and grandchildren have greatly enriched my trip. Each brought so much joy to
my travels.

[ grew up very poor and have achieved financial comfort. Neither of my parents attended
high school. I have two advanced degrees. My journey has been long and difficult. But as a
husband, father, grandfather, teacher, and lawyer I've had numerous opportunities to help
those less fortunate.

At this time in our calendar we count the Omer to remind us of the passage of time and our
continuing duty to obey— to maintain our awareness of our duties and obligations to
ourselves, to those we love, and to those we don’t even know but who need our help.

Torah commands us to strive to make the world whole— a better place than we found. Justice,
charity, kindness, and concern for others are major tenets of our faith.

[ look forward to taking step by step by step on my journey. So I will continue working in the
food pantry, contributing to causes I believe in, and being the person I wish to be.

Life is a journey I look forward to.



Norma Litman

How did I get to being a Bat Mitzvah today?

[ was born into a traditional Jewish family in the shtetel of Brighton Beach, Brooklyn. It was
a community of Eastern European immigrants who came to this country in the 1880s to
1930s to escape religious persecution. My maternal grandparents lived around the corner
and primarily spoke Yiddish. We celebrated all of the Jewish holidays but did not belong to a
temple. As a young child on the High Holidays, [ would sit in the men’s section with my father
and grandfather hearing the cacophony of voices speaking in Hebrew and Yiddish.

[ attended David Pinsky Folk School as one of the few girls there. I learned Yiddish for the
first two years and then Hebrew. [ loved the music that we did on Fridays and the Bible stories
that we learned in Yiddish. This was the heritage of all my grandparents and I enjoyed it. But
[ had no education about being a Jew or Judaism.

After my first year of college, | was a camp counselor at a sleep away camp, Hatikvah. Here I
was introduced to more rigid Orthodoxy. We sang prayers at mealtime and had issues with
turning lights on/off on Shabbat.

Religion took a back seat while bringing up my young children, but the culture of Judaism
was a strong part. The quest for social justice, for respect for others regardless of
socioeconomic status, religion, sexual orientation, or different beliefs remained strong.

When my children began Sunday School at Congregation Kol Ami, I started teaching Judaica.
[ fully engaged in the learning process before holidays, was inspired and found them
meaningful. I went to many Bar and Bat Mitzvah services but never understood the
interpretations of a Torah reading. Good questions were asked but not answered. I could not
understand how Abraham could even consider sacrificing his son for God. When I attended
services with my children or with my Sunday School classes here, I was introduced to the
parts of the service that were omitted from my learning at David Pinsky Folk School. Again,
music was the silver thread that I loved.

Another area of questioning was about the existence of God. If there was such a force, it would
know what was in people’s hearts. It would see through all of the artifice in our lives. I loved
going to temple and hearing the music but as soon as the congregation became obsequious,
extolling God’s praises, | would be turned off. But when my son Levi was hit in the eye with a
wiffleball, I prayed to this God for his recovery, and when he had a concussion, I prayed,
hoped, and made bargains with this greater being. Alas, once the crisis was over, my piety
also dissipated.



How is this Bat Mitzvah protocol helping me in my quest for meaning?

At this older senior adult life stage, my quest is looking for meaning in what I do, in what I
learn, in what I give and take. [ worked as a clinical social worker. That is meaningful to me.

While I have no definitive answers, | have had some good experiences and learned about
what to read, where to go and what to do to get a better perspective on my faith. While I do
not expect to have a well formulated opinion by the time that I leave this earth, this will not
stop my learning and engagement.

[ have found some meaning in the Reform traditions. That there is some greater force known
as God, but I do not understand more about it. Finding God means to strive to be moral,
compassionate to others and to value the sanctity of others. I learned that the bible is
instructive but not in conflict with science. We follow moral laws in Torah but adapt to
modern civilization. We are a religious community and do not necessarily expect to return to
Palestine and disavow sacrificial worship. We are a progressive religion working with
postulates of reason and science. We wish to partner and cooperate with other Faiths; we
believe that the soul is immortal but reject the traditional concepts of Heaven and Hell. And,
finally, we believe in Tikun Olam, in making the world a better place through righteous
behavior towards others. These ideals make sense to me.

In my Bat Mitzvah class, I was introduced to the spiritual practice of Mussar. It involves
looking at practical everyday experiences to make a life of meaning and wisdom. It requests
that you make changes in daily life to be your best self.  have been more intentional in looking
at myself and working to make some changes.

This B’nei Mitzvah class was a mix of people of many different ages, cultural backgrounds,
and beliefs. We all came together to find something of meaning. It reconnected me more to
this temple and my Jewish Roots. “No man is an island.” Thank you to my team: Rabbi Fenster,
Rabbi Fisher, Cantor Mendelson, classmates, Nathan for your help in revising this reflection,
and my children and grandchildren for their interest, understanding, and support for this
journey.



Yael Markowicz

Growing up as an Israeli in New York with immigrant parents from Moldova wasn’t always

easy, especially with the name Yael.

From a young age, I was told not to let people know that I was Jewish... just in case. Just in
case it might lead to a violent attack.

My parents and grandparents were raised with that fear. The fear of being targeted simply
for being Jewish.

[t saddens me that almost 50 years later, that fear doesn'’t feel so far-fetched today.
Also slightly crazy that I'm almost 50.

[ came to New York when [ was 3 years old, and my parents put me in a Jewish nursery school.
One day I came home singing a very religious song, and my dad said, “She’s out!”

[ was quickly transferred to public school.

Religion wasn’t talked about in our house. Now I understand why. There was always a
negative association with religion because of the antisemitism my family experienced
throughout their lives. My parents were trying to protect my brother and me. Their thought
was: assimilate as much as possible and don’t stand out.

Sorry Mom and Dad... you probably should have changed my name to Megan like I begged
you to.

It's pretty hard to assimilate when your name is Yael Sverdlik.
People have asked me many times, “How is it that you never had a Bat Mitzvah?”
The truth is...  never went to Hebrew school. It was never even on my horizon.

But today, at 46, I stand in front of you incredibly proud that I am changing the story for my
family.

From the day [ met my husband, [ knew [ wanted to raise a family that would be proud of
their heritage. I believe that the bigger the hate, the bigger the pride.

And I don’t believe in coincidences.

So when I learned that my Torah verses were about Shabbat, it felt like confirmation that I
am exactly where I'm meant to be.

Shabbat has always felt like the most important part of Judaism to me. It’s not just about
prayer. It's about family, connection, pause. It's about creating a clear separation between
work and rest in a world that rarely slows down.



When Daniel and I got married, this was the one thing we hoped for our family. To create a
home where every week we could bring music, love, and family together and celebrate life.

The evening before my wedding day, on Shabbat, [ said my first prayer out loud. Standing
over the candles, with my mother on one side and my mother-in-love on the other, I said the
blessing.

That moment was where my Jewish life truly began.

When I met Daniel, I felt at home. I felt even more at home when I met his family. It was a
feeling I had never experienced before, probably because it was the first time I was in a
relationship with a Jewish man.

To me, Judaism is so much more than a religion.

[t is community.

[t is family.

[t is pride in where we come from.

And it is the wisdom passed down through generations who refused to disappear.

Today I stand here proud.

Proud to reclaim something that was once hidden.
Proud to change the story for my family.
And most of all, proud that my children get to see me standing here.

Because the goal isn’t just that we survive.
The goal is that we live proudly, loudly, and joyfully as Jews.

So that our children—and their children—will grow up not with fear, but with pride...
standing tall in the light of Shabbat candles.



Crystal Persky

[ converted to Judaism almost 10 years ago on May 19, 2016. I remember the emotions I felt
leading up to that day: excitement, nervousness, pride. I remember entering the mikvah that
morning, reciting the Shema in my head repeatedly, out of fear that I would forget it. I
remember dipping my body in the water three times. I was then wrapped in a Tallit while
Hebrew prayers, which [ didn’t fully understand, were recited around me. I remember feeling
overwhelmed by the emotional weight of the experience and the profound power of feeling

accepted into this group, this people. A feeling [ wasn’t expecting but one that was warm and
comforting.

Since that day, | have woven Judaism into my life. It has influenced the decisions | have made
about my wedding, raising my children, building my home and how my family celebrates the
holidays throughout the year.

Judaism provides me with a framework for understanding my values. The principles instilled
in me by my parents: charity, kindness, and a commitment to making the world a better
place; now have a language and structure through concepts like tzedakah, chesed, and tikkun
olam.

Judaism also gives me a sense of interconnectedness. Lighting Shabbat candles and reciting
prayers that have been repeated for generations creates a moment of mindfulness and
connection to both past and present. Itis a reminder of my small place in a much larger story,
something I especially appreciate at the end of a busy, often chaotic week.

But Judaism, with all its guidance and answers, has also raised many questions.

After October 7t, I found myself asking questions about Jewish history, Jewish identity, and
Israel. I spoke with family and friends. I read rabbinic statements and counterstatements but
still felt torn, conflicted, and uncertain. The cliché, “ask two Jews their opinions and get three
answers,” became all too real.

At times, I also felt insecure. As someone not born Jewish, I wondered whether my
perspective truly mattered within these conversations.

As a convert, I often feel that | must “do” Jewish things to feel Jewish. This contrasts with
other Jews I know, who describe their experience differently: They feel Jewish because it is
in their blood and bones, an innate part of who they are, and have always been. After October
7th, 1 realized 1 wanted to deepen my own sense of connection. I wanted to feel more
informed, more connected, and more confident in my place within the Jewish story.

That realization is what led me to this group and this day.



During my time with this group, | have learned that there are many ways to practice Judaism
and to feel Jewish. I have also learned that feeling conflicted and asking questions, wrestling
with one’s faith, is not a problem to be fixed in Judaism, but rather, an essential part of it. Jews
throughout history have debated and disagreed and sought the answers to life’s challenging
questions; sought meaning and purpose, together.

[ stand here today with a deeper understanding of Judaism and an awareness that this
process will continue throughout my life. My daughters are seven and five. I hope they will
see me as a positive example of actively choosing Judaism and feel empowered to do the
same. | hope they, too, grow to feel confident in their small part in the long Jewish story.



Alex Pilavsky

[ was born in the former Soviet Union in 1979, where there was no freedom of religion under
Communist rule. This prevented my parents and I from practicing Judaism or raising me with
Jewish religion, history, and values.

We moved to the United States when I was 12 years old. At the time, our priorities were
basic—finding jobs, securing food and shelter, attending school, and learning English.
Although we now had the freedom to practice Judaism, none of us knew how. We attended
several Jewish weddings of friends and family, but we were unfamiliar with the customs.

In college, I tried to explore my Jewish identity by connecting with Chabad, but the demands
of my coursework made it difficult to continue. It wasn’t until I got married that I truly felt a
desire to understand what it means to be Jewish. It became very important to my wife and I
to raise our children with a strong foundation in Jewish religion, history, and traditions.

After moving to Harrison, we began searching for a “religious home” and found Congregation
Kol Ami and fell in love with this amazing community. We soon enrolled our children in the
Early Childhood Program. Watching them learn and grow within these walls has been one of
the greatest joys of my life—and [ would be lying if I said I wasn’t a little jealous.

As I began attending services and deepening my understanding of Judaism, I was thrilled
when the Adult B'nei Mitzvah program was offered and couldn’t wait to join. I have been
continually inspired by the dedication of the clergy and my classmates. Each session has been
engaging, meaningful, and enriching, and I have truly enjoyed the entire process.

[ see this journey—and the day of my Bar Mitzvah—as both a meaningful foundation for my
Jewish identity and a powerful beginning to continue learning and growing alongside my
family.



Stefanie Rosenzweig

There are two types of people in this world: cooks and bakers. Cooks can throw a variety of
ingredients together and make a cohesive meal. Bakers follow science and recipes to make
delicious treats. My husband, Kevin, is the cook in our family, and I prefer to bake. Ask anyone
close to me, including my Mah Jongg group and they will agree that [ am the rule follower;
someone who appreciates steps to follow and a sweet treat. Baking is also one of the early
ways I connected to Judaism growing up. My Bubbie may have enjoyed cooking, but everyone
loved her baking. Her mandel bread (aka kamish bread aka Jewish biscotti) was what she
would bake special for me almost every time I saw her. Her mini chocolate chip cookies were
a crowd pleaser, sure, but she knew that the mandel bread was what [ was craving.

In Parshat Emor, holidays, including Shabbat are a main theme, and food is often a central
component during Jewish holidays. Food is often the common thread between all Jews,
regardless of their level of tradition. For example, during Passover, gefilte fish is controversial
while it is commonly accepted in American Jewish homes to break the fast of Yom Kippur
with bagels and lox. Food builds memories, community, and tradition. Though I have never
attempted to replicate my Bubbie’s mandel bread, [ have recently developed a love for baking
challah. As it is said in this week’s parsha, “The grain offering with it shall be two-tenths of a
measure of choice flour with oil mixed in, an offering by fire of pleasing odor to God; and the
libation with it shall be of wine, a quarter of a hin.” Though this quote is referring to providing
grain, oil, and a wine libation as a sacrifice to G-d, it makes me think of challah and
Manischewitz on Shabbat. I don’t always have the time, but when it isn’t too cold and when
time allows, I have tried a variety of challah recipes; ones with active yeast, rapid yeast, ones
with 1 egg or many, round shaped, 6 strand and 3 strand. Don’t forget the endless topping
choices! Itis something I am really proud to do for my family on Shabbat, what my son, Asher,
once so correctly called “the weekly holiday.” My recent challah baking has elevated Shabbat
in my home through the additional offering of love that it takes to bake it, and the love I feel
from my family as they enjoy it.

Also, in this week’s parsha, God says to Moses, “Speak to the Israelite people and say to them;
when you enter the land that I am giving to you and you reap its harvest, you shall bring the
first sheaf of your harvest to the priest.” Sixteen months ago, my B'nei Mitzvah classmates
and I entered the new land of studying Torah and Judaism. Now that we have crossed that
bridge, we are called to reap the knowledge we have harvested. I choose to reap this harvest
during oneg conversations, while teaching and baking with my religious school students, and
at home with my friends and family celebrating our passed-down traditions. In this moment,
[ also reflect on how much more there is to learn. It is both overwhelming and inspiring, and
[ am excited to continue my Jewish learning journey. Becoming a Bat Mitzvah is only the
beginning.



[ am grateful to have had this experience with our rabbis and my fellow classmates at Kol
Ami. It is so meaningful to me to be standing on this bimah, the place where my husband and
older son became B’nei Mitzvah and where my younger son will also in just a couple of years.
It is a unique experience to share in a family, and it is one [ hold dear.



Robbie Seidman

Sixty-two and a half years ago, on November 1, 1963, I stood on a bimah like this on a Friday
night to become a Bat Mitzvah. As a girl in my Conservative synagogue, in Silver Spring,
Maryland, I was only allowed to read Haftarah and only during a Friday night service. [ don’t
know if I understood then how traditional Judaism had limited the role of women or if I felt
the inequality of my role at that time.

[ remember very little about the service itself. [ do recall looking out at the congregation and
seeing my family and friends smiling faces as I stood up there. Reading and chanting Hebrew
came easily to me, so I guess I was not anxious about the Hebrew (which is a pretty common
fear for a 13-year-old). I do remember my Bat Mitzvah party, which was held at some
recreation hall, and since it was just after the movie West Side Story came out, all the boys
secretly brought purple shirts to change into, copying the Sharks.

My family was very committed to Jewish culture and ritual but neither of my parents were
particularly knowledgeable about Judaism and they had not studied much of anything to
further their Jewish understanding. There was an expectation that my brothers and I would
continue practicing Judaism, but it wasn’t clear what that looked like. Until I was out of
college and married, living in New York City, [ wasn’t sure what practicing Judaism meant to
me either.

When I moved to New York City, it was there that I found Central Synagogue and was
introduced to Reform Judaism and the emerging egalitarian focus. [ actively chose to embrace
my Judaism and seek out involvement with prayer, synagogue life, and learning. I loved
finding full acceptance and participation. I began to think about the possibilities for women
in Reform Judaism. We left NYC in 1981 and have been members here at Kol Ami for the last
45 years where | have witnessed the evolution and recognition of women in the Reform
movement.

You may be wondering why I chose to participate in this group endeavor and become a Bat
Mitzvah again. Over the years I have thought about wanting to learn to read from Torah. I did
have the honor almost 25 years ago and for 3 or 4 years to chant Haftarah during the main
service on Yom Kippur day here at Kol Ami. Even then I said to myself that someday I would
read Torah.



Last year I decided to join this B'nei Mitzvah group. During the last two years that the group
has been meeting, I have learned a great deal more about Judaism and our practices. In
particular I really came to appreciate and understand the importance of Reform Judaism in
my life and the freedom it has given me to question and learn about spirituality and practice.
[ have enjoyed hearing members of this group share their thoughts and understanding about
Judaism and the diversity of our journey as Jews. I realized that each of us has their individual
definition of God and what it means to each person - a conversation [ don’t think I have had
before I became a part of this group.

Now, at the culmination of this group experience and my learning to read and chant directly
from the Torah, I feel grateful for the opportunity that I missed out on 63 years ago.



koL AMi



