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Over seventy households joined in a most meaningful 
and enjoyable online Communal Seder  – our second – 
with Rabbis Alexandra Wright and Igor Zinkov. Many of 
us participated in the readings in a specially adapted 
Haggadah. We were asked in relation to dayenu (‘it would 
have been enough’) what we were grateful for during this 
past year of lockdown, and it was telling that a number of 
people wrote ‘the LJS’ in the chatline.
Everyone was invited to find the Afikoman; this involved 
identifying through a grid system a piece of matzah which 
had been electronically embedded in an image (pictured 
above right). Although Rabbi Igor kept the Zoom Waiting 
Room open for Elijah, he did not make an entrance. 
We put this down to poor internet connection… Had 
Elijah arrived, he would have witnessed a boisterous 
and unmuted rendition of Chad Gadya, complete with 
farmyard sound e� ects.
We reflected on symbols we might add to our Seder plate 
to symbolise the values we stand for, and at the end, 
as we read ‘Next year in Jerusalem’, we were invited to 
submit our own expressions of hope for next year.
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The LJS 2021 AGM 
and Council Elections
This year’s online AGM will be held on Wednesday 
23 June at 7.30pm. Our guest speaker is  Rabbi 
Charley Baginsky, Chief Executive O� icer of Liberal 
Judaism. At the AGM the LJS membership will 
confirm the election of members standing for a 
second term and new members to the LJS Council. 
Details of Council nominations, which must 
be submitted by 9.00am on Monday 3 May, 
are available in Shalom LJS, or you can email: 
execdirector@ljs.org

We say a big mazal tov and send our warmest good 
wishes to Laura and Richard Fidler on the birth 
of their firstborn child, a little girl named Sienna 
Rose.  Sienna was born on 27 October 2020, and is 
pictured here aged three months. We are delighted 
for all the family.

Congratulations to the Fidler family!

Farewell to Frank and Mark
We bid a fond farewell to two of our caretakers, 
Frank Daly and Mark Kaye. Frank was with us for 
28 years and Mark for 17 years, and both made an 
enormous contribution to our community. We are 
planning to hold a special celebration to honour 
them in due course, and in the meantime convey 
our appreciation and warmest good wishes. 

Robin Spiro, husband of Nitza, and father 
of Rebecca, Edan, Idit, Ayelet, Doron, Dafna, 
Minki and Yanni, and the late Mark
Kenneth Teacher, husband of Marylin, and 
father of Jonathan and Naomi
We also extend our sympathy to Roy Ackerman 
and his family on the death of Roy’s father Ken 
Ackerman; to David Harrison and his family on 
the death of David’s mother Barbara Harrison; 
to Naomi Lefebvre-Sell and her family on the 
death of Naomi’s father Gary Lefebvre; to 
Oliver and James Sharpstone and family on 
the death of their mother Caroline Sharpstone 
Geller; and to Romain Sinclair and his family on 
the death of Romain’s father David Sinclair.

Bereavements  
We extend our sympathy to those who mourn:

May God comfort you and all who mourn

Liberal Judaism Shavuot 
celebrations 16-17 May
This year the LJS will be amongst the Liberal Judaism 
(LJ) communities across the country who are joining 
together for Shavuot. There will be services, study 
sessions, guest speakers and activities for young 
people and children. Our keynote speaker is the 
eminent theologian, Judith Plaskow, author of many 
books and articles on Jewish feminist theology, 
including the seminal work, Standing Again at Sinai. 
The Erev Shavuot Service begins at 7.30pm on the 
Sunday evening, sessions then running through the 
night until 5.45am, with the Festival Morning Service 
starting at 11.00am on the Monday morning. Further 
details will be available in Shalom LJS, the LJS and  
LJ websites, or contact: montagu@liberaljudaism.org

Image: Sinai, Edward Lear (1812-88) © Private Collection / Courtesy 
of Thomas Brod and Patrick Pilkington / Bridgeman Images



3

Congratulations to the Fidler family!

Our return to the synagogue is based on government guidance. At the time of going to press, we are planning for 
‘hybrid’ services, with a safe and limited number of people admitted to the Sanctuary, and others accessing the 
services online. Please see our weekly Shalom LJS email for up-to-date information and to find out about booking 
your place in the synagogue, or telephone the LJS on 020 7286 5181. 

Shabbat and Festival Services: May and June
Friday evening services are at 6.45pm. Shabbat morning services are at 11.00am. Unless otherwise specified, 
the Rabbi leading the service will be either Rabbi Alexandra Wright or Rabbi Igor Zinkov. At the end of each 
service on Friday evening and Shabbat morning, congregants are invited to join together for Zoom Kiddush. 

Friday 30 April at 6.00pm Liberal Judaism Biennial ‘Breaking Down Walls’ – we will be joining together  
with members of other LJ congregations from around the UK and beyond.  
Please note early start time.

Shabbat 1 May Emor As above – details on the LJ website and in Shalom LJS

Friday 7 May Co-led by Bar Mitzvah Oscar Davidson

Shabbat 8 May
B’Har-B’Chukkotay

Bar Mitzvah Oscar Davidson

Friday 14 May Co-led by Bar Mitzvah Leo Gavshon

Shabbat 15 May
B’Midbar

Bar Mitzvah Leo Gavshon

Sunday 16 May at 7.30pm Erev Shavuot Service and online Tikkun Leyl Shavuot (see page 2); further details in 
Shalom LJS

Monday 17 May at 11.00am Shavuot Festival Morning Service

Friday 21 May

Shabbat 22 May  
Naso

Torah read by Nora Bielawski 

Friday 28 May

Shabbat 29 May
B’ha’a lot’cha 

‘Pulpit swap’ with Rabbi Rachel Timoner of Beth Elohim synagogue in Brooklyn, NYC

Friday 4 June

Shabbat 5 June
Sh’lach L’cha

We celebrate Bob Kirk’s third Bar Mitzvah 

Friday 11 June

Shabbat 12 June
Korach

Friday 18 June We are hosting the Shabbat services on behalf of the World Union for Progressive Judaism 
and invite you to join together with progressive communities around the world.

Shabbat 19 June
Chukkat

As above

Friday 25 June Co-led by Bar Mitzvah Vaughn Conway

Shabbat 26 June
Balak

Bar Mitzvah Vaughn Conway

Friday 2 July

Shabbat 3 July
Pinchas

Bat Mitzvah Libby Lewis
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At the heart of the 
LJS is its vision to 
be an ‘inclusive 
and egalitarian 
community’ working 
to ‘build a just and 
compassionate 
world’. It is supported 
by the LJS values: 
eight statements to 
achieve our vision. 
Their importance 
is seen in all our 

work; they form the introduction to the Strategic 
Plan, and one of the statements is quoted at the 
beginning of each Council meeting. They are to 
be found on our website. 

You may remember that the vision and values 
were developed by the whole LJS community 
some years ago. Council has now begun the 
process of reviewing and evaluating their 
relevance for today. The discussions have so 
far considered what it means to be a diverse 
and inclusive community, the nature of ethics 
in a technological age and how we reflect our 
commitment to the global environment. Council 
is continuing with this work and will report to 
you for your views in the next couple of months.

Each Council meeting receives an operations 
report from Lysa Schwartz, our Executive 
Director. Recently, this has included 
arrangements for our phased return to the 
synagogue, ensuring that the technology 
is appropriate for what is now our hybrid 
community. Council has also been updated on 
the roof repairs needed for both the LJS and 
for Blazer Court, the block of flats which is part 
of our premises. These will begin in May and 
will take six months, requiring two towers to be 
erected at the back of our building.

Council expressed its thanks to Lysa for leading 
the sta� over the previous year in responding 

to the pandemic: moving the o�ice team to 
home working and guiding the other areas 
of synagogue life. This seems an appropriate 
moment to remind everyone that Lysa is retiring 
later this year, and to inform you that we have 
begun the recruitment process for appointing 
her successor.

An enormous amount of energy is being invested 
in improving the way the LJS communicates and 
markets its activities. This has become crucial 
with the lockdowns and with the only access 
to services and events being electronic. At the 
same time, the move of our activities to online 
has given us opportunities to reach a worldwide 
audience. Benita Hart leads the Communications 
and Marketing Committee. She reported to 
Council on recent accomplishments: improving 
the website, increasing our social media 
presence, developing a ‘house style’ for the way 
we design the publicity for our events. 

Our AGM this year will be by Zoom on 23 June. 
We have invited Rabbi Charley Baginsky, Chief 
Executive O�icer of Liberal Judaism, to speak 
at this meeting. Two Trustees will be standing 
down at the AGM, having completed their second 
term of o�ice; these are Steve Penn and Peter 
Loble. We are grateful to them for their work 
for the LJS and I am pleased to report that both 
will continue to be actively involved with the 
synagogue. Steve has agreed to chair a newly-
formed security group. Peter will be joining 
another newly-established group, led by Michael 
Romain, which is looking at ways to generate 
funds to ensure the long-term sustainability 
of the LJS. You may recall from the previous 
newsletter that Peter is standing down as 
Treasurer, and that we are fortunate that David 
Adams has agreed to take on this role. He will 
o�icially take up this position in June.

Sue Head,  
Chairman of Council 

Council Report
‘An inclusive, diverse and egalitarian community of all ages…’ 
(from the LJS Vision statement)
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Benita Hart
         When I first 
stepped into the LJS 
nearly 12 years ago, 
I was taken aback by 
the combination of 
the genuine, warm 
welcome and the 
beauty and peace of 
the Sanctuary. I later 
joined Gary Lane’s 
Hebrew class to fulfil 

an ambition to read the Kaddish in Hebrew – I did it! 
And made friends with a fantastic group of people; 
we are still together in Nitza Spiro’s class.
My LJS volunteering began by setting up the kitchen 
for the Asylum Seekers Drop-In with a great team. 
The Drop-In crystallised for me the LJS’s focus on 
equality and kindness tempered with realism, which 
I so value. This introduction has spurred us on to 
continue working with refugees.
Growing up in South Africa’s Reform Judaism, which 
I found cold and uninviting, the discovery of Liberal 
Judaism in the UK, first at NPLS and latterly at the 
LJS, was wonderful. My husband grew up in the LJS, 
and I have a tough act to follow as the Harts have 
a distinguished service record on Council, as Chair 
and in community care. 
As a natural committee-phobe, it has been quite 
a leap – and an honour – to be on Council, an 
Honorary O�icer and lead on Communication & 
Marketing! The work is demanding, but hugely 
rewarding, and I enjoy drawing on my working 
experience in both the charity and commercial 
sectors.
My specific roles require being attuned to the needs 
of a fascinating organisation that is a leading light 
in Liberal Judaism, has a large membership and 
a proactive volunteer base, whilst being aware 
of the operating requirements of a registered 
charity. Thankfully, boredom never features as our 
community is full of the most diverse and diverting 
individuals.

Simon van Someren
        My surname is 
the Dutch for ‘from 
Someren’, a small village 
in the Netherlands. 
It is a baronetcy 
that came with a 
chateau. However, all 
pretensions to grandeur 
end here. My family, on 
the ‘wrong’ side during 
the schism between 

Protestant and Catholics, were disenfranchised and 
lost everything. 
This happened some centuries ago and my family 
have been English for generations. My parents met 
at Keele University. My mother studied combined 
science, and my father broke the family trend 
of studying medicine by becoming a computer 
programmer. I was born in 1969, dislocated in one 
hip from which I am recovered, though don’t get me 
talking about my shoulder…
I was a keen student with a talent for writing that 
marked me out from my peers, and it is to that 
which I have gravitated as an adult. 
I was young in the punk era, and for my generation, 
rebellion was a password to acceptability. I le« 
school unqualified and with a back catalogue of 
brutal, animal sounds called punk rock to unravel 
psychologically. 
I worked for a charity in o�ice admin for several 
years, but more recently have focused on writing, 
ready to avail myself of the self-publishing 
opportunities o�ered by Amazon. Bible codes is  
a subject I am particularly fascinated by, and it  
was through this study that my interest in Judaism 
was cemented.
I am a keen student of philosophy, psychology and 
sociology. I study ancient Greek classics and modern 
literature, and am committed to buying books which 
expand my world view. 
I have been a member of the LJS for close on  
10 years, and on Council for nearly two years.

Introducing Members of our Council
We continue our series in which we introduce you to members who sit on Council and play 
a key role in the running of the LJS.

“
“ “

“



6

A number of LJS members commented on what 
a marvellously colourful yet succinct language 
Yiddish is, and how the very sound of each word 
conveys so much. As Michael Rubens puts it, 
‘For me, one of the joys of Yiddish is that many 
single words convey whole contexts, scenarios, 
opinions or prejudices that require several 
words for adequate translation.’ When Mike was 
growing up, his maternal grandmother lived 
with the family. Whenever she and Mike’s mother 
discussed something that was unsuitable for the 
kinders’ ears, they would revert to Yiddish. ‘What 
better way for a child to learn a language?’ Mike 
says. His favourite word – farblondjet – is one of 
those words which is untranslatable. He tells us, 
‘Farblondjet is a satisfying word on so many levels. 
It can be regarded as a straightforward adjective 
(an adjectival participle, should you wish to be 
pretentious) meaning ‘lost’ or ‘confused’, but that 
does not do it justice. When said aloud, farblondjet 
has a rich, dramatic and sonorous quality, and what 
it describes is a situation of such utter confusion 
and disarray that it is beyond redemption. What 
we in fact have is an adjective that is already 
superlative in meaning, and for which there cannot 
be a comparative; a«er all, if you are farblondjet it is 
not possible to be more or less farblondjet, you are 
simply farblondjet, and that is your lot.’

Also brought up in a household where Yiddish 
was spoken when no one wanted the children to 
understand was Sydney Plax, father of Benita Plax. 
But of course the children understood all too well! 
Benita tells us that this led to her growing up with 
a rich accompaniment of Yiddish descriptions, 
put-downs, and of course the best swearing. She 
explains how one imbibes the meanings of these 
words, and – just as Mike described – it is o«en the 
way they are expressed which gives them so much 
added meaning. Memorable expressions include 
calling someone a meshuggener, as in ‘What on earth 
is he on about?’, and gefrunzled, to convey someone 

whose nose has 
been put out of joint 
by not being invited 
somewhere they very 
much thought they 
should have been! 
Another favourite 
word is gribenes – as 
Benita puts it so 
appetisingly, ‘the 
best sticky bits le« 
around the edge of a 
roast or in the bottom 
of a pan!’.

Carolyn Simon had no link with Yiddish till she got 
married, and at first she responded with a blank 
expression when her husband, Michael, used 
Yiddish expressions. However, she tells us that 
a«er 26 years of marriage she has absorbed quite 
a few. Among her favourites are kvell (to swell 
with pride over someone close to you) and schlep 
nachas, a less onomatopoeic phrase which means 
more or less the same thing. She confesses, ‘I have 
been doing a lot of both ever since becoming a 
parent and an auntie 18 years ago.’

Harriett Goldenberg grew up in a home where 
Leo Rosten’s ‘The Joys of Yiddish’ was always at 
hand. She enjoyed all those ‘sch…’ words such as 
schnorer, schmegegge, schlemiel, schmuck –  
each of them mild insults with a very specific 
application. But her very favourite expression 
which she has used since she was a child, is Oy 
vey! Harriett explains, ‘It’s the most versatile of 
terms, covering everything from absentmindedly 
forgetting your house keys, to the shock and 
horror of watching an accident happening in front 
of you; from discovering the honey cake has sunk 
in the middle again, to finding out that a close 
friend has lost their job…’ Harriett adds, ‘As with 
most Yiddish words, it’s all in the intonation and 
the volume of delivery.’

Favourite Yiddish Words and Expressions 
Readers of this newsletter will know there was a huge response by our community to a request 
for favourite Jewish words and expressions – enough for two articles! Heartfelt thanks for all your 
contributions. In this second article we focus on the many Yiddish words and expressions you enjoy 
hearing and using, words which o�en conjure up fond memories of parents and grandparents.
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Oy vey! Is also the favourite Jewish phrase of Simon 
van Someren, and he recounts this amusing story:  
‘I knew I had started the actual process of 
conversion when I found myself using it 
unselfconsciously. I was once in the back of a taxi 
on a journey that was potentially expensive but 
which I couldn’t question because I was miles from 
anywhere and didn’t know the route or distance, 
and it was the middle of the night, when fares 
increase. I thought I’d better keep my Jewishness 
from the conversation just in case Israeli politics 
bumped up the price. But the driver mentioned 
some personal drama and I inadvertently went Oy 
vey! So I was caught and I still don’t know if the price 
was fair. But I could a�ord it, so it wasn’t too bad.’

A particular Yiddish expression was chosen both 
by Robin Field and Bernie Bulkin: Hok mir keyn  
chainik! which literally means ‘don’t rattle my 
tea kettle’ and always makes Robin laugh as he 
pictures somebody banging a big spoon against 
a kettle. Bernie explains how Hok mir keyn chainik 
means ‘stop prattling on’ or, in his mother’s usage 
(for this was one of her favourite phrases), ‘Stop 
giving me a hard time.’ Bernie adds that, as with 
much Yiddish usage by English speakers, it was 
o«en mixed with English grammar, as in Stop 
hokking me a chainik.

Cathy Heller Jones tells us that one of her 
favourite Jewish words is verkochte, a word that 
her father used all the time to describe something 
which was not very good – meaning something 
along the lines of ‘lousy’ – or so she thought. It was 
only when looking it up to send LJS News that she 
discovered what a vulgar term it was, and hopes 
she’s not lowering the tone of this article with her 
contribution! But the word made an impression on 
her when she was small because her father always 
said it with such meaning. For him, everything was 
verkochte if it wasn’t right. ‘How was I to know?!’ 
Cathy asks…

Karen Newman had a conversation with her 
sister, Jenny, to determine what word she would 
contribute, and of many possible contenders, 
they decided it would have to be balaboosta. 
Karen explains, ‘Firstly this is because it sounds so 
delicious, and secondly, because the way it seeks 
to define homemaker, head cook and bottle-
washer is so quintessentially Jewish, containing 

within it a focus on the meal, and, by extension, the 
kitchen as the pulsating centre of a traditionally 
Jewish home. Domestic goddess doesn’t quite do it; 
being a balaboosta isn’t about having an exquisitely 
stu�ed mushroom strategically located on a scaled-
down oval platter with three miniscule drops of 
something in a contrasting colour; it’s about having 
a plate piled high with meat pie and thin chips 
which you’ve had to cook a«er having been working 
on your feet all day for one son-in-law because he 
won’t eat roast chicken and fat chips, which is what 
you’ve made for everyone else. Not to mention 
the thick vegetable soup he has to have, unlike the 
chicken soup which everyone else looks forward 
to enjoying all week, but never gets round to 
mentioning that to the balaboosta. Who knows this 
already, of course...’ Karen says she is the antithesis 
of a balaboosta, unlike her sister, who reminded her 
of the word…

This takes us on to mishpocha – the favourite word  
of Geraldine Van Bueren, and which is Yiddish 
for ‘family’. Geraldine was particularly amused to 
hear from her husband, James, that a colleague of 
his thought until recently that mishpocha meant 
trouble! Samantha Cozens chooses bubeleh, her 
late grandfather’s term of a�ection used for her 
sister and herself, and which she now uses when 
addressing her niece and nephews. Sam adds, 
‘It’s not to be confused with bubaleh – the calorific 
Pesach treat!’
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Matt Turchin grew up in New York with 
Yiddish-speaking Eastern European immigrant 
grandparents. Matt asked his father, Ray, for the 
Yiddish phrase most meaningful to him, and 
here’s what he said: ‘Lern un gedenk: learn and 
understand.’ Matt goes on to explain that this was 
the reply to any unknown. It included a study of 
the problem. It could be simple or complicated –   
for example, you trip over a crack in the sidewalk: 
Lern un gedenk; you disagree with a friend’s 
thinking: Lern un gedenk. This phrase has 
travelled down the generations and lives on in 
the Turchin family.

Solomon Goodman was the adored grandfather 
of Sonia Leanse. Sonia recalls how he would 
always add the Yiddish equivalent of ‘in good 
health’ a«er several expressions: ess gesinderheit 
(eat in good health), geh gesinderheit (go in good 
health) and schluf gesinderheit (sleep in good 
health). Sonia uses these expressions herself 
quite frequently. And on the subject of ‘sleep’, 
Leanda Englander tells us how her husband, 
Peter, has been using the word schluy, derived 
from the Yiddish for ‘to sleep’, to describe her 
ever since they were first married. Leanda tells 
us that it happens when he recognises that she 

hasn’t had enough sleep. He’ll say, ‘Are you a 
bit schluy?’ or ‘Do you need a schlu?’ Leanda 
goes on to explain that a«er such an enquiry 
she then snaps back, ‘Why do you say that?’ But 
apparently, Peter is invariably right…

Both Sue Bolsom and David Adams contributed 
Yiddish culinary terms: Sue tells us how gefilte 
fish makes her think of her mother; David 
recounts an amusing and quintessentially 
Manhattan experience when he saw a vendor 
selling Halal knishes!

You could say that this particular New York 
vendor had chutzpah – the favourite word of 
Peter Loble. Peter explains, ‘Chutzpah is used 
in Yiddish as a negative characteristic reflecting 
the overstepping of the boundaries of accepted 
behaviour. Even though this word expresses a 
sense of disapproval or arrogant self-confidence, 
there can be a sense of admiration for having 
taken the opportunity or chance to do something 
and possibly profit or even give something back 
to the community from this behaviour. The 
magic of this word lies in this ambiguity.’ Peter 
notes how chutzpah has become prevalent in 
the English language – something which Valerie 
Gaynor also notices. Lysa Schwartz, who is 
similarly a fan of chutzpah, comments that there 
is no single word in English that amalgamates 
all of the aspects of this word – gall, cheek, 
presumption, indignation. 

Let us end on the contribution from the non-
Jewish friend of an LJS member, who refers to 
himself as a goy (!), and who asks if he can put 
forward the word mensch. He says there is no 
exact equivalent in English because it conveys 
more than being an upright, honourable and 
decent person – there’s the quality of empathy 
which this important word also captures.

Nu? (to coin a Yiddish expression…) – what do 
you make of these choices? LJS News hopes 
readers will enjoy reflecting on the richness of 
this colourful language, and continue making 
good use of the wonderful words and phrases it 
has to o�er.

Images: © Estate of Dora Holzhandler / Bridgeman Images  
My Grandparents, 1988; The Kiddush at the Sabbath Meal, 1996 ; 
The Park in Autumn, 1990 – paintings by Dora Holzhandler



9

The holiday of 
Shavuot, which 
comes seven 
weeks a«er 
Passover, is one 
of the three 
biblically-ordained 
pilgrimage 
festivals, marking 
the wheat harvest, 
when Jews 
would historically 

travel to the Temple in Jerusalem for worship 
through o�erings. It has also come to be the 
time when, through intense nocturnal study, we 
commemorate the giving of the Torah at Mount 
Sinai, an event described in the Torah portions 
we read during the holiday. In this setting, it has 
come to represent the narrative union of God 
and the Children of Israel in holy matrimony. In 
reading the revelation of God at Sinai, found in 
Exodus chapters 19 and 20, a particular image is 
evoked in my mind...

The canopy of the heavens is a blue vault by day, 
crisp and clear and bright, adorned with a light 
so powerful, so harsh and beautiful, that it could 
easily blind any who gaze upon it. But another 
canopy unfurls beneath the heavens, rolling from 
both everywhere and nowhere, a shield of white, 
shot through with grey, leaving visible on the 
horizon glimpses of the heavenly blue. Though it 
protects us from the light, this canopy also hides 
something terrifying and wonderful, something 
unknown and dangerous, yet refreshing and 
pure. It is beneath this canopy where a singularly 
extraordinary ceremony will take place, forever 
sealing a relationship between that brightest of 
lights above and the people waiting below. 

A loud blast announces the commencement 
of the ceremony, and all are gathered beneath 
the cloud-woven chuppah – the ritual wedding 
canopy – which has descended to shroud the 
mountain. It begins as a low rumble which 

emanates from everywhere simultaneously, 
followed by a brightness barely contained within 
the canopy. Thunder and fire and smoke, people 
trembling in fear, blasts of the shofar growing 
louder, impossibly louder – this is the display 
which heralds our upcoming nuptials. ‘Harei 
atem m’kudashim li ‘ – ‘Behold, you are betrothed 
to me.’ The voiceless voice booms the ritually 
prescribed words of holy matrimony from the 
mountaintop, and from within every single head 
and heart surrounding it. 

From the depths of the clouds, our teacher, Moses, 
descends with the ketubah, which stipulates the 
contract of marriage between the Endless Glory 
above and the trembling mass below, with our 
teacher as our conduit. Seven sevens of days have 
we waited for this moment, and scores of years 
longer still in the bonds of slavery.  

The 9th century midrashic work Pirke de-
Rabbi Eliezer says of the moment of revelation 
described in Exodus 19 and 20 that ‘At Sinai, 
God was the groom, Israel the bride, Torah the 
marriage contract, and Moses the best man.’ In 
an historical framework, a ketubah is a marriage 
contract which enables a man to purchase 
another man’s daughter while stipulating her 
value in monetary terms and making promises 
of sustenance and protection, while she has 
little to no power, as the men in her life make 
her decisions for her. Yet in the progressive 
world, a ketubah has become an equal contract 
of marriage, binding both parties to mutual 
responsibilities and protections. In our biblical 
depiction of the giving of the Torah at Sinai, are 
we truly in a progressive and equal relationship 
with God, or does the symbolism of the ketubah 
no longer apply? Perhaps if we wish to define 
a modern and appropriate allegory to our 
relationship with God, we will need to seek out 
better terms than those expressed in the modern 
language of marriage. 

Matt Turchin 

Revelation under the Canopy
Student Rabbi Matt Turchin reflects on the festival of Shavuot
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LJS News:   
Can you tell us 
something about 
your connection 
with the LJS? 
Madeleine:  
The LJS holds 
an important 
place in our 
family, as it was 

through the LJS that my grandmother, Jo Kessler, 
was able to escape from Vienna to London on 
the Kindertransport in the late 1930s. She has 
remained an active member of the community 
ever since, and my grandfather, Willie Kessler,  
was also president of the synagogue. Whilst 
growing up, the LJS was a central part of our lives. 
I attended the religion school, and had a Kabbalat 
Torah, a«er which I was a teaching assistant for 
the Religion School. I have always appreciated 
how welcoming the LJS community is, and have 
many good friends through the synagogue.

LJS News: We’re interested to know what 
inspired you to study architecture and 
structural engineering.
Madeleine:  
I have always been fascinated by people and 
cities, and how design changes our experience of 
places. On the Open Day at She�ield University, 
I discovered a unique course that combined 
architecture and structural engineering, allowing 
you to pursue a career in either industry. I was 
excited by the opportunity to gain a holistic 
understanding of structure in design, which has 
since informed my work in practice. I studied 
under an Institute of Civil Engineers QUEST 
Scholarship and was sponsored by Atkins Global, 
who I worked for in my university holidays. 
Working alongside studying allowed me to 
creatively explore theoretical ideas alongside 
real-world constraints, and this relationship 

between academia and practice continues to 
inform my approach to design.

LJS News: Tell us about some of the projects 
you’ve been working on.
Madeleine:   
Over the past decade I have worked on 
projects ranging from pavilions and theatres to 
infrastructure and masterplanning, including 
the St James’s Market Pavilion (Studio Weave); 
the rebuilding of the fire-damaged Grade 
II* listed Grand Hall at Battersea Arts Centre 
(Haworth Tompkins); and a city-integrated 
campus masterplan in Adamstuen, Oslo (Haptic 
Architects). I enjoy testing alternative materials, 
like mycelium, which I recently used in Hidden 
Half World, an installation at the Oslo Architecture 
Triennale. Through my work I seek to create 
places that improve everyone’s quality of life, 
putting community, cra« and placemaking at the 
heart of design.

I also teach at the London School of Architecture 
and regularly run workshops across the UK for 
students and young people, including for the 
Saturday Club Trust, and am part of the People’s 
Pavilion – a co-design project being organised by 
Beyond the Box Consultants, which invites young 
people from seven East London boroughs to 
design, build and curate a pavilion at Here East in 
the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park. 

LJS News: How did you get involved with the 
Venice Biennale?
Madeleine:  
The British Council puts out an open call for 
the British Pavilion for the Venice Architecture 
Biennale every other year, inviting teams to 
submit a proposal that addresses the most 
pressing issues in British architecture today. 
Having collaborated on a number of teaching 
projects and workshops previously, Manijeh 
Verghese and I worked on a submission for the 

An Architect of our Time: Madeleine Kessler
LJS Member, Madeleine Kessler, is co-curator of the British Pavilion at this year’s 
Architecture Biennale in Venice. LJS News caught up with Madeleine to find out more 
about her work and her link with our synagogue. 

Photograph © Cristiano Corte
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competition together. Our proposal, ‘The Garden 
of Privatised Delights’, developed out of a Summer 
School that we taught together at the Architectural 
Association in 2015, which explored the closure of 
pubs across the UK. We were lucky enough to be 
shortlisted, and a«er a presentation and interview, 
selected to curate the British Pavilion (pictured 
above) at the 17th Architecture Biennale in Venice. 

LJS News: That’s quite an accolade! Can you tell 
us about your project for this year’s Biennale?
Madeleine:  
‘The Garden of Privatised Delights’ (pictured 
below) takes inspiration from Netherlandish artist 
Hieronymus Bosch’s triptych The Garden of Earthly 
Delights. The exhibition looks at the rapid rise of 
privately-owned public space across the UK, and 
proposes strategies for the public and private 
sectors to work together to make public space more 
inclusive. The British Pavilion will be transformed 
into a series of six immersive spaces, exploring 
how spaces such as the high street, pub and the 
playground are under threat from increasing 
privatisation. Together, with five teams of architects, 
designers and researchers, we will propose new 
ideas for ownership and greater access, and 
demonstrate the role that design and architecture 
can take in supporting a more inclusive future. 

You can find out more on the British Council’s 
website, where there is also a series of films shot 
within privatised public spaces, delving into the 
topics and research we are exploring with the team.

LJS News: How did the pandemic a©ect plans 
for the Biennale?
Madeleine: 
As a result of COVID-19, the 17th International 
Architecture Biennale, scheduled for 2020, was 
postponed by a year, and will now run from  
22 May - 21 November 2021. 
The global pandemic and associated lockdowns 
have also further highlighted the importance of 
accessible public spaces and made the need to 
address issues of inequality even more critical.

LJS News: And finally, please tell us something 
about your future hopes and plans.
Madeleine: 
The project has been an amazing way to bring 
di�erent groups of people together, including 
politicians, policy makers, developers, activists, 
community groups, young people and the elderly, 
to explore how we can improve accessibility to 
our public spaces. These conversations have 
highlighted that o«en we are working towards 
aligned ambitions and goals, but in isolation from 
one another. My hope is that by working together, 
we can design more inclusive, accessible and 
equitable public spaces in our cities.
On a personal note, a«er a decade of working in 
practice, the British Pavilion has also provided a 
launch-pad to set up my own studio, Madeleine 
Kessler Architecture, exploring cultural, civic and 
public projects. 

LJS News: Thank you, Madeleine, for sharing 
your fascinating story, and telling us about 
projects which are set to improve the lives of us 
all. Congratulations, too, on your achievements. 
We wish you all the very best for the future and 
look forward to following your career.

For further information: www.madeleinekessler.com
https://venicebiennale.britishcouncil.org/the-
garden-of-privatised-delights-2021

Photograph © John Riddy

Image © Madeleine Kessler & Manijeh Verghese
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The Learning Circle
Adult education classes at the LJS

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TUESDAY MORNINGS  11.15am – 12.30pm

Tuesday Texts 
This friendly group is led by our Rabbis. We study 
biblical and rabbinic texts, modern poetry and 
short stories, and enjoy sessions on Jewish art 
and music. The class is based around discussion 
on a variety of di�erent topics, the starting point 
being a text, painting, or piece of music. New 
students are always welcome.

TUESDAY EVENINGS  5.45 – 6.45pm

Reading Joshua 
Tutor: Dr Dov So«i
This course aims to increase students’ 
understanding of Biblical Hebrew. The class 
is reading key chapters in the Book of Joshua, 
discussing the interactions of the text and how 
it fits into the Biblical Hebrew canon. We are 
studying the grammatical structure of sentences 
as well as extending our Hebrew vocabulary. The 
course is suitable for those who can read Hebrew 
and wish to practise reading as well as discuss 
the meaning of the text. 

TUESDAY EVENINGS  7.00 – 8.00pm

Classical Hebrew for Post-Beginners 
Tutor: Susannah Alexander
This course is for those who have some basic 
familiarity with the Hebrew alef bet, and can 
read simple phrases. In a supportive and friendly 
environment, you will be taught using a tried-
and-tested method to improve your reading. 
We use Jonathan Romain’s Signs and Wonders, 
study new vocabulary, some basic grammar, 
and become acquainted with the structure of 
the liturgy. There are o�-topic conversations on 
Jewish food, and anything else that helps us have 
fun whilst learning.

Moving up in Hebrew 
Tutor: Dr Dov So«i
The aim of this class is to enable students to 
understand the Hebrew prayers and songs used 
in services. Those joining the class will need basic 
reading skills, and we spend some time each 
week increasing reading fluency. We look at the 
basics of Hebrew grammar using the textbook 
Prayerbook Hebrew the Easy Way (available for 
purchase £32.00 incl. p. & p.) and build up your 
vocabulary as we go. The class also read key 
Torah portions to reinforce the basic grammar 
and to understand the geography of the Torah.

Gaining Confidence in Hebrew  
Tutor: Dr Sally Gold
If you can read a little Hebrew, no matter 
how long ago or how recently, this highly 
supportive, informal class will help you to 
start reading again. Our reading from the 
Siddur (Prayer Book) and Bible is guided and 
at your own pace, with questions about the 
language and texts encouraged. As you gain 
skills and confidence, you will be on the path 
towards greater enjoyment and participation 
in synagogue services, Bible reading and the 
Jewish life-cycle, for which Hebrew is the key.
 

At the time of going to press, classes are being run 
online only, and class times relate to online classes. 
The LJS website and weekly email, Shalom LJS, 
give up-to-date information about classes and class 
times. You can also contact our Education  
Co-ordinator, Debi Penhey: education@ljs.org
Classes are free to LJS Members and Friends, or 
£10.00 per class for non-members, with reductions 
available for advance payment of a whole term.
During the Shavuot term, half-term for Tuesday 
classes is 1 June, and classes continue until 6 July, 
apart from Tuesday Texts which continues until 20 
July. Shabbat morning classes continue until 3 July, 
with a half-term break 29 May and 5 June.

Shavuot term classes
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Reading the Book of Ruth in Hebrew 
Tutor: Rabbi Alexandra Wright
In this class we read and discuss the Book of Ruth. 
Do join us to study what is ostensibly a pastoral 
idyll and love story, but fundamentally a subversive 
book about the role of women, foreign marriage, 
seduction and the Davidic dynasty.

TUESDAY EVENINGS  8.10 – 9.10pm 

Exploring Judaism Tutor: Rabbi Igor Zinkov
Exploring Judaism is for people, including  
non-Jewish family members, who wish to  
know more about Judaism, Jewish history and the 
Jewish people. It is also an essential programme 
of instruction for people choosing Judaism by 
conversion. Class members are encouraged to read 
materials which will be put online during the year. 
In addition to o�ering knowledge of Judaism, the 
course encourages practical experiences of Liberal 
Judaism and space for reflection within the group. 
Resources can be found on:  
https://tinyurl.com/ljsexploring

4 May: Sex and Sexuality in Judaism

11 May: Exploring Shavuot

18 May: Life Cycle: Early Life Rituals 

25 May: Life Cycle: Education and Coming of Age

8 June: Life Cycle: Marriage and Mixed Faith Blessings

15 June: Life Cycle: End of Life, Funeral and Mourning

22 June: 17 Tammuz, 3 Weeks, Tisha B’Av

29 June: Ask the Rabbi

6 July: Siyyum – End of Year Celebration

THURSDAY EVENINGS 6.30 – 7.30pm

Classical Hebrew for Absolute Beginners 
Tutor: Susannah Alexander
This course began on 4 March, and is designed for 
those with no previous knowledge, but who would 
like to unlock the mystery of Hebrew letters and 
start reading. To ensure everyone is at a similar 
level, no new students are now being admitted. 
However, there will be an opportunity to attend a 
new Absolute Beginners class in September. 

SHABBAT MORNINGS  9.00 – 9.55am

Classical Hebrew for Post-Beginners 
Tutor: Susannah Alexander  
This course is for those who have some basic 
familiarity with the Hebrew alef bet, and can 
read simple phrases. In a supportive and friendly 
environment, you will be taught using a tried-and-
tested method to improve your reading. We use 
Jonathan Romain’s Signs and Wonders, study new 
vocabulary, some basic grammar, and become 
acquainted with the structure of the liturgy. There 
are off-topic conversations on Jewish food, and 
anything else that helps us have fun whilst learning.

Inspiring Hebrew Texts    
Tutor: Nitza Spiro 
These classes enable students to become familiar 
with key Biblical texts and prayers which are the 
bedrock of Jewish identity. Texts will be read in 
Hebrew but discussed in English. Students will 
have come across them both in synagogue and 
through their representation in art, music and 
literature. We approach the texts from historical, 
sociological, ethical and ideological perspectives.

GCSE Syllabus in Classical Hebrew 
Tutor: Dr Dov So«i
The course aims to develop knowledge and 
understanding of ancient literature, values 
and society through the study of original texts. 
Students will follow the syllabus of the GCSE in 
Classical Hebrew, will read and understand unseen 
passages of Biblical Hebrew, translate text from 
unseen passages into English, and understand the 
grammatical structures of Biblical Hebrew. This 
course is suitable for those who can read Hebrew 
and have some basic Hebrew vocabulary.

SHABBAT MORNINGS  9.45 – 10.45am 

Learning with Texts 
Facilitator: Michael Romain
This term we will continue with the subject of 
modern Jewish scholars, writers and politicians. 
The teachers will include Rabbis Alexandra 
Wright, Igor Zinkov and Michael Hilton. All 
are welcome. If you wish to know more about 
the class, please contact Michael Romain at: 
romain@netgates.co.uk
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On 7 April, to mark Yom Ha-Shoah, the LJS held 
a special service of readings and prayers read by 
Holocaust survivors, two of whom read from their 
own works of literature about their experiences. 
These were interspersed with beautiful elegiac 
singing as we remembered those who had perished. 

The moving service was followed 
by a fascinating conversation 
led by Rabbi Alexandra Wright, 
who introduced us to Peter Sís 
(pictured), author and illustrator 
of a remarkable new children’s book, Nicky & Vera 
(W. W. Norton & Co.), together with Simon Boughton, 
publisher of the book. The Czech-born author 
recounted how a visit to Prague prompted the telling 
of Nicholas Winton’s story in pictures and words – the 
rescue of nearly 700 children from Czechoslovakia to 
Britain by train on the eve of World War II. 

With a simplicity which belies its profundity, Nicky 
& Vera weaves together the story of the quiet hero, 

Nicholas Winton, with that of the sweet-natured 
young Vera Gissing, one of the children he saved.

The book references the 
television programme in which 
Nicholas Winton met many of 
the ‘children’, by now adults, 
whose lives he had saved. 
LJS member, Esther Rantzen 
(pictured), presenter of that programme,  
That’s Life, joined us for this LJS event to tell us 
about the poignancy of the reuniting, as well as 
subsequent occasions in which 
this man of humility was given 
the opportunity to apprehend 
the force for good that he was. 

Nicky & Vera by Peter Sís comes 
highly recommended. This 
Yom Ha-Shoah event  
can be found on the LJS 
YouTube channel.

Marking Yom Ha-Shoah – Holocaust Remembrance Day

‘A Purim Mask-erade – or Who was Mrs Feather?’ was an inspired 
and ingenious take on the Book of Esther. Featuring a character, 
Mrs Feather, representing God (who famously doesn’t appear in 
the Biblical telling of this story), this year’s LJS online Purimspiel 
was specially written for the occasion by Rabbi Alexandra Wright – and all in iambic pentameters. It 
de«ly wove in references to our current experience of the pandemic and mask-wearing, a Purim custom 
currently all too relevant, not to say prevalent. Directed by Nicky Margolis, the play was performed  by an 
array of talented LJS actors, with some hilarious visual embellishments (not least the King’s eyebrows, 
which had a life of their own), made possible with Zoom, and added by technical director, Rabbi Igor 
Zinkov. At the end of the presentation, the audience was invited to join small break-out groups to 
consider a fitting end to the story and to critique it, so there was a part for everyone to play. 

The play can be viewed on the LJS YouTube channel, and is worth watching for the presentation of the 
credits alone. (Clue: Can you work out who Rogi Vogniz might be?!)

The LJS Purimspiel

Jewish Festivals in Dialogue with Christianity: Shavuot and Pentecost
In this third and final session, Rabbi Dr Michael Hilton, LJS Scholar in Residence, shares the online 
platform with Professor John Barton (Oriel & Laing Emeritus Professor of the interpretation of Holy 
Scripture) to examine the intriguing ways in which Judaism and Christianity have influenced each 
other’s festivals. Here we look at the ways in which the festivals of Shavuot and Pentecost (Whitsun) are 
closely parallel festivals of revelation. Please email education@ljs.org for the Zoom link. 

Tuesday 11 May, 8.10pm – 9.30pm
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Rimon Corner
Matt Turchin, Rimon Lead, gives us highlights of the 
Aviv (Spring) term

We wish these young members 
of the LJS a very happy 
birthday in May and June

Our Aviv term, which included Tu Bi’Sh’vat, Purim, and the 
preparation for Passover, was an exciting time for Rimon, 
including a beautiful L’Dor va’Dor service complete with student-
written and led liturgy, creative and dynamic teaching by our 
wonderful sta�, enthusiastic students helping us navigate the 
virtual landscape, and a Passover plague package delivery 
orchestrated by the tireless Debi Penhey. And had this been all, 
dayenu, it would have been enough. However, on our final day 
of term, Rimon teachers, students, and parents were treated to a 
special surprise by Kitah Vav (Year 6). We had been told to expect 
a Passover-themed performance, but none of us truly knew what 
the class and their teachers, Susannah Alexander, Ariella Eshed, 
and Michael Berlingieri, had produced. Although it was the well-
known story of the Exodus from Egypt, complete with Miriam, 
Yocheved, Pharaoh, and many of the familiar characters, there 
was one additional and o«en overlooked character who truly 
stole the show and the hearts of everyone watching. The Rise 
of the Matzah was told by the ageing Matzah who recalled her 
glory days in Egypt, when Miriam and Yocheved led the Israelites 
out of Egypt, but the Matzah, who was le« behind, received a 
special mission from God to cause mischief in the North African 
kingdom. The play received rapturous applause. It was only 
later that I realised something else had made this story di�erent 
from all other versions. Moses and Aaron, the well-known heroes 
of the Exodus story, were nowhere to be seen. Instead, it was 
Miriam and her mother, Yocheved, who were leading their people 
to freedom, and of course the Hebrew word matzah is feminine, 
as were the actresses playing her character. All in all, it was an 
inspired idea with awesome performances.

May
Benjamin Allen 
Zachary Benson 
Nora Bielawski 
Vaughn Conway 
Elliott De Winter 
Lorcan Eisenberg 
Amelia Gale 
Dalia Gelfer 
Sophia Grade 
Ella Jackson-Drexler 
Sydney Johnson 
Dan Lach Stein 
Roxy Lang 
Seth Lefebvre Sell 
Olivia Moore 
Cecily Newman 
Ari Salomon-Bar 
Shira Salomon-Bar 
Charlie Segal-Knowles 
Isaac Sternberg 
Adrien Tahar 

June
Ela Behr 
Charles Boizard 
Rachel Brooks 
Hannah Cohen 
Finlo Cowley 
Alfred Davidson 
Niamh Eisenberg 
Michael Falk 
Betty Freeman 
Celia Hou Kernkraut 
Daniel Landau 
Estella Levi-French 
Tommaso Levy 
Hannah Mautner 
Kurt Mautner 
Antonia Moore 
Romilly Morrison 
Samuel Salas 
Lihu Salomon-Bar 
Gabriel Tuvey 
Nuala Tyler 
Ida Wiesenfeld 

Tuesday 11 May, 8.10pm – 9.30pm

The results of the special Ten Plagues cra« kits: scary-looking plates from 
Josh, Zach and Tom Wald (le�) and Zoë Rushbrook (right)
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Congratulations to Vivien Rose
We are delighted that LJS member, 
Vivien Rose, was sworn in as a Justice of 
the Supreme Court of the United Kingdom 
on 19 April 2021. 
Welcoming the appointment, President of 
the Supreme Court, Lord Reed, said, ‘Lady 
Justice Rose’s outstanding legal ability and 
breadth of experience will be invaluable in 
maintaining the high quality of our judgments 
and our reputation as an international centre 
of legal excellence.’
We send our heartfelt congratulations to Vivien 
on this most distinguished appointment. Photograph © Lynn Herrick

LJS Volunteers Honoured at JVN 
Celebration of Volunteering 
On 2 March, the Jewish Volunteering Network (JVN) honoured 
outstanding volunteers of the year including the management team 
of volunteers for the LJS Drop-In for Asylum-Seeker Families project. 
Rita Adler, Sam Cozens (pictured below right), Phillipa Rubins (pictured 
below le� ) and Martin Slowe were honoured as an outstanding 
volunteer team. This first Drop-In management team are natural 
leaders and strong volunteers. 
The evening was dedicated to the former Chair of JVN, David Lazarus z”l, 
who sadly was taken from us too soon on 7 April 2020. 
The Drop-In project was prompted by a sermon Rabbi Alexandra Wright 
delivered in January 2014. Seven years later there are 100+ volunteers 
and 300+ guests attending the monthly Drop-In. Unfortunately, it’s 
been on hold since March 2020, but guests are provided with monthly 
supermarket vouchers. 
The management 
hopes to re-open 
the project by 
Autumn 2021. 

Susan Crane

https://www.ljs.org/
https://www.facebook.com/LiberalJewishSynagogue/
https://twitter.com/The_LJS
https://www.instagram.com/the_liberal_jewish_synagogue/



