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New Year Messages

From The President

An Extraordinary Year
and Still Going!

The Honourable Justice
Stephen Rothman AM
President of The Great Synagogue

I

n the six years since I became President, the rejuvenation of
The Great Synagogue has pointed the Shule in a direction that
ensured its indefinite financial future. We have built a warmer,
closer and more connected community, professionalised the
staff and office functions, ultimately reaffirming an intelligent,
liberal and inclusive Orthodox Judaism.

During this time, we have gained
over 250 new members, making the
Shule membership younger, more
energised and connected.
This year the Synagogue made an
overall surplus of over $120,000,
being a turnaround, in the last 12
months, of just over $265,000.
Eight years ago, we had a recurrent
deficit of over $900,000 and an
overall deficit of over $700,000.

We created the Foundation, which
is now registered as a charity. We
are, as this is being written, awaiting
registration as a tax-deductible
entity by the Federal Government.
We have gone from being unable
to fill the positions on the Executive
or Board, to last year, having more
members wanting to be on the
Board than we could legitimately
elect. This allowed us to co-opt
4

members whose talent and expertise
we most needed.
The Shule has been committed
to creating of a more inclusive, less
“stuffy”, more “heimish” community
and congregation, where members
were involved in marrying the best
of the traditions of The Great with a
younger, warmer and more modern
approach.
My last year as President, has been
an extraordinary one. The COVID
crisis has meant that it has been
impossible to implement all the
measures I expected to be completed
by the time I stood down, but I am
sure they will be, and it is important
that they are.
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I want to pay tribute to some
people who made my Presidency
relatively easy and brought the
discipline and ideas necessary to
achieve the goals we all wanted
to achieve. Notwithstanding the
thanks I already wrote in my AGM
Report, I pay particular tribute to
those who served on the Executive
during those formative years:
Caroline Lewis, Max Freedman,
and the late Ken Gresham. Max
will continue on the Executive
to provide continuity and his
wisdom and innovative views on
the community’s direction; Ken
Gresham and Caroline Lewis
retired at the last AGM. Caroline
has continued on the Board but
will not stand this year. The late
Ken Gresham, whose financial
discipline allowed us to continue
to offer services that met the needs
of the community, and whose idea
for the Foundation will shortly be
realised, is greatly missed by all of
us. Their ideas and management is
what has moved the Shule to the
heights it has achieved.
Looking back over the years, the
most important decision we made
was the appointment of Rabbi Elton.
It is a decision which has made all
other improvements possible and
progressed the Shule in a way that we
thought may have been impossible.
He, Hinda and Lizzie are loved by
congregants and I look forward to
his continuing friendship and his
work as our Rabbi.
Although COVID has caused
some delays, progress has been made
in other areas. The online work
of the Rabbanim and The Great
Women has been an extraordinary
success in creating a virtual
community and real connections
between congregants. The online
communication and telephone
calls with members has been a huge
success and the envy of many other
Orthodox Synagogues in Sydney, in
Australia, and indeed further afield.

Our initiatives in this area, for
which the Rabbanim, our General
Manager Lynn Niselow, Lauren
Ryder, Caroline Lewis and Sharon
Schach are particularly responsible,
have been the result of the efforts of
those moving forces and have been
copied, literally, throughout the
world.
These High Holidays will be
extraordinary and unique. The
fundamental task is to ensure
a meaningful experience for all
members, especially those who
wish to participate in any of the
services. That is a difficult task. We
had organised for Chaim Stern,
the Chazzan from last Yom Tov, to
attend this year, but the restrictions
on travel for non-Australian citizens
has made that difficult, if not
impossible. We have invited him to
come to Australia, in any event, as
our Chazzan on a more permanent
basis.
The financial viability of the
Synagogue will likely be guaranteed
by a further award of Heritage
Floor Space by the City of Sydney,
which compensates the Synagogue
for maintaining the heritage
building and provides an incentive
to continue the work. However,
the amount will be placed in the
Foundation and the income from
it, we are expecting, will allow the
maintenance of the building not to
be a drain on the community’s assets.
Rather, it will assist in ensuring that
there is an overall surplus, of a small
amount each year, in perpetuity.
That project is being driven by our
new Treasurer, Simon Havas, and,
in the case of the HFS, by both
Daniel Abbott and Simon. I will
continue to be involved in obtaining
that award, which will probably be
completed by the end of 2020 or
early 2021.
There are other improvements,
some of which will require the
agreement of our members. One
of those is the much-needed air5

conditioning of the Sanctuary. It
seems that the installation is a much
easier task than we had originally
thought and we have (through the
generosity of a donor who will be
identified in the fullness of time)
commissioned an estimate of the
work required. Even without the
Heritage Floor Space award, it is
easily affordable and will improve
how people enjoy our services.
My task as President has been made
so much easier than in some periods
in the past. The administrative staff
is operating extremely well under
Lynn’s management, and Rabbi
Elton and Hinda have created an
inclusive, warm and enjoyable
thoughtfulness in the ministerial staff
and their partners, which Rabbi Phil
and Abra have slotted into with great
aplomb. Our services are thoughtprovoking and most enjoyable. I
would like to repeat the gratitude
that the whole congregation has
for the way in which Rabbi Phil
has stepped up and conducted the
services, notwithstanding he wasn’t
appointed as Chazan.
I know that the Shule is in
good hands, both in terms of
its professional staff and those
continuing on the Board; as
President; and Executive.
I have thoroughly enjoyed my
time as President – taking credit for
the work of the Executive and Board
in which I have made only some
contribution. I wish the Synagogue
and, in particular, the new President,
much success. I will of course still
be attending as a congregant and
“kibbitzing” in the same way as
most other congregants. I look
forward to sitting back and enjoying
the services. I also look forward to
spending more time with Sandra
and the rest of my family, whom I
thank for allowing me the time to
seek, as best I could, to ensure the
future success of The Great.
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From The Rabbi

Relief, Thanks and Pride:
Looking back at 5780

W

hen we stood together last year on the High Holidays
and welcomed 5780, we all asked in Unetaneh Tokef,
“who will live and who will die, who by fire and who
by water, who by plague?” Perhaps at the time those words
seemed to us like poetic hyperbole, designed to concentrate
our minds, but not to be taken literally. Life would go on
much as it always had. And then they came; terrible bushfires,
destructive floods, and in March, of course, COVID-19.

This global pandemic has been
such an immense challenge to the
entire world, it seems absurdly
parochial to reflect on its impact
on The Great Synagogue, especially
as Australia as a whole, including
our community, escaped relatively

lightly compared to other parts of
the world. Yet, this magazine is a
chance to look back year by year, and
2020 will always be remembered as
the year of COVID.
Yet we shouldn’t ignore everything
that came before. The first half of
6

5780 was by far the most vibrant and
energetic of the five years I have now
been at the Shule. Let’s start with the
High Holidays, which were simply
magnificent. Our guest Chazzan,
Chaim Stern, was just outstanding
in every way. The Choir, which has
been growing stronger and stronger
under Justin Green rose to new
heights. On the first night of Succot
we filled the Succah for a Yom Tov
dinner. On Simchat Torah our
children’s dancing and dinner was
successful again, the adult dancing
and dinner was equally popular, and
the Israel Green Auditorium was
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full for the dinner that followed the
evening service.
From Yom Tov onwards, with
the exception of the height of the
summer, there was a celebration, an
event or a function on every single
Shabbat until COVID hit. There
were more Bar and Bat Mitzvahs
than we have had for many years, and
that prompted us to launch our own
Bar and Bat Mitzvah program, the
first in-house program for a decade
or more. The monthly communal
lunches featured fascinating speakers
from Australia and overseas. These
semachot and events were reflected
in the high turnouts on Shabbat
mornings. Friday night was also
stronger than it has been for some
years. During the year, the Choir
continued its high standards on
Shabbat morning, and started
singing less formally on a monthly
basis on Friday nights. Rabbi Yakov
Richter’s leining and Children’s
Service continued to be excellent
and Hinda provided a monthly Tot
Shabbat for younger children, as she
has for the past few years.
A central part of the effectiveness
of the clergy team this past year has
been the new Associate Rabbi, Rabbi
Phil Kaplan, and his wife Abra. He
took over from Josh Weinberger as
the year-round chazzan, drawing
on his cantorial training, and has
maintained and enhanced the beauty
of our services. He has received
many glowing compliments for
his davening. His sermons, classes,
pastoral work, hospitality, work
with young adults and assistance
in all areas of rabbinical work, have
immeasurably strengthened the
congregation. Abra has been leading
Rosh Chodesh groups for women
and has become a warm presence in
the women’s gallery. I want to thank
them both very much for all they
have brought to The Great.
The wider community, both Jewish
and non-Jewish came to The Great
for some major events, whether

At the brit milah of Austin Abbott, with
Daniel Abbott.

There were more Bar and Bat Mitzvahs than we have
had for many years, and that prompted us to launch
our own Bar and Bat Mitzvah program, the first
in-house program for a decade or more.
the launching of the Religious
Discrimination Bill, or important
cross-communal dinners organised
by the Jewish Board of Deputies.
I have been very proud of our
educational offerings and initiatives
this year, ranging from Rashi and
Mishna to ‘Lunch & Learn’, Melton,
teen classes and Kaddish classes for
women. Those classes were under
the auspices of ‘Great Women’,
led by Sharon Schach, which is an
umbrella organisation bringing
together the Women’s Auxiliary,
WOW (Women of Worth) and
other women’s programming. It has
made a tremendous contribution, as
the Women’s Auxiliary continued
to do week by week at Kiddush
and the communal lunches. All this
activity has once again brought new
7

members to the Synagogue, and
made us a younger, larger and busier
congregation.
The year was going so well, and
then…COVID. And yet, today I am
more proud of The Great Synagogue
and have more confidence in our
Shule than I would have, if COVID
had never arrived. The way the
Synagogue pivoted almost instantly
to telephone and online contact with
our members, the amazing agility of
Lynn Niselow and the office staff,
the Board members and volunteers
who provided so much support and
content to our members; all this
demonstrated what a fundamentally
strong congregation we have become.
Individuals and organisations show
their true mettle in times of crisis,
and we certainly showed ours.
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The wonderful feedback from
members showed how appreciated
that was. You can read more about
our COVID response later in the
magazine. Once the danger receded
and the government gave the go
ahead, we were also swift to begin
reopening and start the essential
return to normality. We know
this will be a long process and the
challenges aren’t over, but we have
already made a powerful beginning.
I want to close by thanking our
volunteers. Although the Museum
exhibition has not changed this year,
Jana Vytrhlik, our Guest Curator,
Rabbi, Hinda and Lizzie

at the Law Service.

We can look back on 5780 with relief that we suffered
so much less than many others around the world,
thanks for the people who supported us through the
crisis, and pride in how we managed as a community.

At Parliament House.

has been working very hard behind
the scenes. Steve Schach continued
his efficient work as Gabbai, and
all the guides kept our tour visitors
engaged and informed. We rely so
much on our volunteers, as ushers
at the Law Service, at the Sydney
Open and elsewhere.
Our primary volunteers are our
Executive and Board, and my
thanks go to them for their hard
work and personal support and
kindness. This year was the last
of Stephen Rothman’s Presidency.

It is difficult to express fully the
contribution that Stephen has made
to the Shule over the past five years.
We are now a thriving congregation.
There is a lot of work still to do
(although that will probably always
be true), but the fact that today
no one doubts our success, or our
future is the legacy of Stephen
Rothman’s Presidency. He has
vision, experience, warmth, political
judgement, and deep commitment
to the Jewish community and
The Great Synagogue. He is the
President who appointed me, who
guided me in my first months and
years as the Rabbi, was always kind
to Hinda and Lizzie. I will always
be in his debt for that. One day we
will fully appreciate how much we
8

all owe him.
My final thanks are to Hinda,
who makes everything possible, and
Lizzie, who lights up our life. Hinda
arrived here five years ago, and since
then so much has changed, and there
is so much to look back on with joy
and satisfaction. We feel very lucky
to be in Sydney and that this is our
community.
We can look back on 5780 with
relief that we suffered so much less
than many others around the world,
thanks for the people who supported
us through the crisis, and pride in
how we managed as a community. I
wish us all a better year ahead. May
our prayers this year for ourselves
and the whole world be answered
for good.
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
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My First Year at The Great

Interfaith visitors.

Rabbi Phil Kaplan

I

Abra and Rabbi Phil at the Chanukah event.

t is remarkable to think that it has been a year since Abra and
I arrived in Sydney on 18 July 2019. What a year it has been!
I think I can speak for us both when I say we could not have
picked a better city, nor community, in which to spend our
shana rishona, our first year of marriage. Of course, this year
has been unique and unprecedented for us all, and I am proud
of how The Great Synagogue has adapted to the challenges.

When I arrived at The Great in
July, I had a list of duties assigned
to me and goals I set for myself. I
would be focusing on pastoral care,
youth, young adults, teaching,
leading services with the Choir
and assisting Rabbi Elton across
the whole range of rabbinic work. I
wanted to contribute to The Great’s
consistent, beautiful, musical and
meaningful services on Shabbat
and holidays; to provide new and
exciting opportunities for learning

and connecting; and to meet
and engage with as many people
as possible, through hosting in
particular.
Our services this year have been
strong and a true pleasure for me to
be a part of. The High Holidays were
fantastic and inspiring. Chazzan
Chaim Stern was sensational and
the Choir, led by Justin Green, was
outstanding. I felt right at home
having already been at The Great
for High Holidays when Abra and
9

I were visiting the previous year,
and with that sense of comfort, it
was an enjoyable and spiritually
fulfilling experience. Following the
holidays, I was able to devote more
time to learning the regular Shabbat
repertoire with Justin and the Choir,
and I think we grew much tighter as
a unit in the following months. The
new initiative we began shortly preCoronavirus of monthly musical
Friday nights, featuring increased
communal singing and some help
from the choir, will God willing
resume soon.
This year, we began a Great
Synagogue Bar and Bat Mitzvah
Program. In the program, which
began in February and meets one
Sunday a month, Rabbi Elton, six
students, their parents and I, meet
to learn and discuss Jewish texts
and tradition and hear from some
wonderful guest teachers. The Bar
and Bat Mitzvah program kept
running throughout lockdown,
with our meetings moving to Zoom
for two months. More about the
program later in The Great Vine!
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COVID-19 unfortunately forced
us to postpone some new and exciting
young adult programming that we
had planned, but we started the year
with a number of successful, smaller
events, and I think we have a strong
foundation in place to continue the
trend once regular activities resume.
We’ve collaborated with AEPi (the
Jewish university fraternity) for a
joint Shabbat service, and I hosted
a young adult BBQ and class at my
home which was really enjoyable.
Our Young Professionals’ lecture
series will be rescheduled in the near
future. I’ve met with a number of
Jewish organisations and leaders in
the community who are interested
in collaborating with us on events,
and through hosting special ‘young
adult’ Shabbat meals, Abra and I
have met numerous people in the
community who are eager for more
opportunities to connect with their
peers and our Shule.
One of my priorities was that
our community continue as a place
of regular and substantive Jewish
learning. This year, I taught a series
on the High Holidays, a series on
Shabbat rituals, a weekly Mishnah
class, led learning sessions around
the holidays and other special events,
and met with interested congregants
and community members for oneon-one learning. Moving forward, it
is my goal to keep the momentum
going and to increase the learning
opportunities and initiatives at
the Shule. If there is something in
particular that is of interest to you,
please let me know!
The Rabbis and office staff
together have done a lot to build up
the Shule’s online and social media
presence. Much of this started preCoronavirus, and once Coronavirus
hit, the importance of a strong virtual
presence became clearer. We have
increased our activity on Facebook
and Instagram and have offered a

Law Service..

Tuning up.

huge range of classes and communal
events on Zoom. Rabbi Elton and I
led Kabbalat Shabbat and Havdalah
on Facebook Live each week when
there were no in-person services
(and Havdalah will continue!).
Justin, myself and the choir have
made some musical contributions
in video format as well, which have
been very well received, including
“Vehi She’amda”, “Yerushalayim
shel Zahav” and “Adon Olam.”
We’ve learned during this time
how important it is to stay connected
as a community during the week,
between one Shabbat and the next,
and we plan to continue using the
resources and methods available for
doing so into the future. So, please
be on the lookout in the weekly
10

email for all these initiatives, videos
and Zoom/Facebook Live events,
and if you haven’t already, follow The
Great Synagogue on Facebook and
Instagram. We have also added a wide
range of resources to our website,
from videos of all of Rabbi Elton’s and
my online shiurim, to recordings of
excerpts from the Friday night service
and Pesach Seder.
Hosting congregants for Shabbat
meals was something Abra and
I loved doing each week before
COVID, and we are happy that
this is again possible. We welcomed
many people to our home this past
year and are looking forward to
having many more of you this year.
Before closing, I want to thank
everyone who has supported me
over my first year at The Great:
Abra, Rabbi Elton and Hinda, the
Board, Lynn and the office staff and
so many wonderful congregants.
Please God, 5781 will be a much
easier year than 5780 - may it be a year
of peace, health and prosperity for
everyone. I look forward to another
year of praying, learning, gathering
and building together. Abra and I
wish you all a Shana Tova u’Metuka
- a very happy and sweet new year.
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From The General Manager
Ezra Wexler.

Justin Green.

Ilana Moddel.

Judith Indyk.

Lynn Niselow

W

hat a year this has been! We’ve all been so
consumed by COVID-19, we almost forgot that
before COVID-19, we had been attending services
in our Shule, had spent time engaging with each other face-toface and that we had held many great simchas and events in
our Shule.
As last year’s Great Vine was going
to print, it was the beginning of the
High Holidays. Rabbi Elton and
Rabbi Phil both led wonderful and
memorable services, complemented
by visiting Chazzan Chaim Stern
and our beautiful Great Synagogue
Choir under the guidance of our
Choirmaster Justin Green, and they
delighted us all with the familiar
and engaging songs and tunes.
In November, the Sydney Open
brought a record number of over 1600
people to see The Great. Following
that we had the privilege of showing
off our magnificent sanctuary as the
Attorney-General presented his draft
‘Freedom of Religion’ bill from The
Great Synagogue.
All our Shabbat and Yom Tov
services and the many semachot
celebrated by you, our members,
and all who shared your celebrations,
made special memories in our

beautiful Shule. The year began as
always, busy and with many plans.
We had the Law Service, once again
well attended, with rave reviews.
Then came COVID-19, and all
at once our world seemed to turn
upside down. No more services. No
office team working at the shule.
We changed how we did everything;
our engagement with you had to be
looked at in different ways. We’ve
spent a considerable amount of time
developing and implementing new
ways to connect with you, whilst
continuing to maintain all our
regular workload.
We started to Zoom. We have
Zoomed into your homes and in the
loveliest of ways we’ve all gotten to
know each other a little more. Both
Rabbi Elton and Rabbi Phil worked
so hard to share and to teach, from
Rabbi Elton’s Rashi sessions to Rabbi
Phil’s Mishnah, Kabbalat Shabbat
11

and Havdallah and so much more.
‘Great Women’ came to life and
created fantastic sessions which we
delighted to share with you.
We are slowly coming back to
the office and will soon all be back
working together.
We have ‘Great’ plans for the
future which we look forward to
sharing with you. Nothing happens
without a team, and we at The
Great are so very fortunate to have
the most incredible office staff.
Ilana, Ezra, Judith and Justin are an
efficient and cohesive team. They
are dedicated, kind and lovely; a joy
to work with.
We approach the new year, having
been through extraordinary times.
We’ve had the opportunity in the
quiet to be able to reflect on our
lives and view the world, our friends
and loved ones and our colleagues
in a gentler way. We pray as we do
each year for good health, peace,
kindness and forgiveness. I wish that
for each of you, your precious family
and friends, good health, kindness
and joy and the richest of God’s
blessings. Shana Tova!
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
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Our Team

Justin Green from the Choirloft

Chazzan Chaim Stern & The Great Synagogue Choir.

W

ow, what a year it has been! A major highlight for us
was undoubtedly the High Holidays. Israeli Chazzan
Chaim Stern flew in and after just a few hours
with our city, choir and synagogue, wowed everyone with his
professionalism - a very special voice, enriched by a wonderful
charisma and effortless musicality. His Adon Olam could have
gone on forever; no-one would have minded!

Our choral collaboration was the
culmination of four feverish months
of tacking through uncharted waters.
I was transcribing, arranging and rearranging almost all the music; we
rehearsed and re-calibrated by relay;
and we were learning new pieces
and re-learning parts from scratch.
Audio file exchanges, weekly zoomlike catch-ups between Israel and
Australia, and group rehearsals
in which novelty was the norm,
resulted in a one-of-a-kind highwire high holiday season.
Moreover, the unique prayer for
the IDF introduced by Chaim was
expanded to the ensemble version and
captured for posterity on video in an
astonishingly short time. That was
a busy week in October! The deluge
of positive feedback from so many
individuals in the community was
very rewarding. The choir members’
personal investment and trust behind
the scenes really made it all happen.
After months of shpilkes: naches!

Since joining the clergy last year,
Rabbi Phil Kaplan has boosted the
choir with his soulful chazzanut, his
diligent and collaborative approach
to the music, and his exceptional
kindness and attentiveness. In the
last twelve months we welcomed the
marvellous Jonathan Bruhl and the
equally marvellous Yossi Samuell to
the Shabbat choir. We farewelled
Aidan Baron and also Ben Saffir, who
is now in Melbourne studying music.
Jackson’s soprano voice is gone but not
forgotten, and Adam and Shaharit are
planning their future! We were joined
in the sardine-packed High Holiday
choirloft by David Spicer, Arnold
Green, Jesse van Proctor, and now and
then, John Lenn!
This year has been difficult for
choirs and arts communities the
world over. With Ezra Wexler’s skilful
editing we managed to produce
some fun quarantine videos. By the
time you read this article, conditions
for choirs, services and society in
12

general will hopefully have eased. At
the time of writing, we are readying
ourselves for a return to singing
and rehearsing with risk-reducing
measures in place. The choristers
are raring to go, and many members
have expressed their wish to hear us
again as soon as possible.
Finally, I offer my personal thanks
to Alex, Jonathan, Adam, Yossi,
Jackson, David, Robert, Simon,
Jesse, Jojo, Josh, Michael, Ben,
Arnold, David, John (and Noah and
Zara!). I feel very fortunate that these
people contribute so generously musically and personally - and that
the congregation continues to derive
meaning and pleasure from what we
do together. Indeed, engendering joy
and emotional involvement through
our music is perhaps the most “lofty”
and abiding purpose to which The
Great Synagogue Choir can aspire.
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Is Religion a
Good Thing?
Rabbi Dr Raymond Apple AO RFD

Rabbi Apple this year celebrates his eighty-fifth birthday and
he and Marian their sixtieth wedding anniversary.
We wish them both many more years in good health.

Why shouldn’t it be? In its
conventional sense it teaches that
there is a God and people should
come close to Him through prayer
and do His will through ethics. It
has rituals that symbolise basic
values. If religion didn’t exist, it
would have to be invented.
A wonderful book, “1066 And
All That”, tells the story of England
with a smile. The book constantly
comments on historical events,
“That was (or wasn’t) a Good Thing”.
Presumably it thought religion was
A Good Thing.
But the more I think about it the
less I am inclined to call religion “A
Good Thing”. I think of two cries,
both heard at racist incidents. The
geography doesn’t really matter.
Both cries are tragic wherever they
are uttered. One cry is: “O my God!
O my God!” The other, “This is for
God”.
The first cry is the pain of the
victims and of the decent people
amongst the onlookers or TV
watchers who see the tragedy on the
news. The second cry seems to come

every time extremists mow down
harmless men, women and children.
Like vultures on the attack? Worse.
To call them vultures is an insult to
the vultures.
“This is for God”? If God really
wants this I’d rather be an atheist.
If these are really God’s policemen
I’d rather not be a believer. “This is
for God”? How can God get any joy
out of what callous human beings
swoop down and do in His name.
I prefer the Jewish idea: “Let them
forget Me but live by My Torah”.
The
Midrash,
using
its
characteristic method of exegesis,
puts this in story form. It says, When
God offered the nations His law
they asked, “What does Your Torah
say?” One answer was: “My Torah
says, ‘Don’t kill!’” Some nations said
that wasn’t for them. Killing was
engrained in their psyche. Some were
told, “Don’t rob, commit adultery,
pervert truth”. They said, “That’s not
for us”. For them, robbery, adultery
and untruthfulness came naturally.
Those who decided to accept
the Torah were told, “Love your
13

neighbour, forgive his failings, ease
his burden, show him compassion,
bind up his wounds”. They weren’t
angels. They weren’t perfect. They
didn’t always meet up to the heights
of ethics, but they aspired to.
They didn’t live by the sword or
make others die by it. God told
them to drop their swords and cry
for others’ pain. His word mattered
more than the war cries.
Those who cry from the pain
wreaked by the self-appointed
avengers call, “O my God, O
my God!” The cry is not abstract
theology but real suffering.
They cry for the loving Parent to
pick them up and kiss them better.
The Psalmist says, “Though others
forsake me, God will take me up”.
If only!
The Almighty must be thoroughly
fed up with those who claim to work
in His name.
“You think you’re acting for Me?”
He says; “If you really loved Me
you’d love My children! If I really
mattered to you, you’d talk less
about Me but fix My world!”
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
SYDNEY
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Justice Stephen Rothman AM
A Tribute to his Presidency, 2014-2020
Max Freedman, Senior Vice President

A

s Stephen’s six-year Presidency of The Great Synagogue
draws to a close it is my honour and privilege to review
Stephen’s many achievements during his term.

Stephen and his family have a
very long and active association
with The Great. As a teenager,
during Yom Tov he regularly
assisted running the youth services,
taking his turn at chazzanut and
leining. His ability to sight read
the Haftarah at a moment’s notice
can still save the day.
Stephen brought to the Presidency
a wealth of experience, knowledge
and contacts having held long-term
senior positions with peak communal
organisations going back forty years.
These include NSW Board of Jewish
Education, Moriah College, NSW

Jewish Board of Deputies and the
Australian Council of Jewish Schools
and all this while working and being
appointed a Justice of the Supreme
Court of NSW in 2005. In 2007
he was honoured with Membership
of the Order of Australia (AM) in
recognition of his service to the
Jewish community.
At the end of Stephen’s first
year of Presidency, Rabbi Elton
commenced at The Great. It was
immediately evident that The Great
had a formidable leadership team.
The Rabbi has expanded the
spiritual direction of the Shule to
14

Torah mantle presented in honour of Justice
Rothman AM.
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allow a modern approach within
Orthodox guidelines and Stephen’s
deep understanding of Jewish
practices and customs has been an
invaluable asset to the operation of
the Shule and for future planning.
The Great has become a more
welcoming, warm and inclusive
congregation. There has been
increased member engagement with
programs tailored to our diverse
congregation.
We have welcomed new members
to our fold, attracting a younger
demographic which has been a
key part of the vision. Our current
Board has the youngest average age
in several decades and on Stephen’s
initiative, comprises members whose
skills and varied career experiences
more closely represent the broad
spectrum of our community.

ce
With Chief Justi

Bathurst.

With our new Rabbi on board,
Stephen’s focus was to develop
engaging and inclusive programs
and events. We established The
Great Vine magazine, held special
services to mark our one hundred
and fortieth birthday and a dinner
to mark NSW Governor Hurley’s
retirement.
We
commenced
monthly Shabbat luncheons with
guest speakers, incorporated The
Great Synagogue Foundation,
revamped the Choir, appointed a
skilful and efficient admin team,

With Gabrielle Upton MP.

held the first WOW (Women Of
Worth) Weekend, created ‘Great
Women’, provided welcome parcels
to new members, developed our
social media presence, as well as
holding our regular events such as
Law Service, Multi Faith Dinners
and many more.
Stephen’s leadership style, while
maintaining
the
no-nonsense
traits of his legal profession, is also
collaborative and visionary. The
atmosphere is friendly but everyone
knew who held the Chair. Stephen
is a good talker and great story-teller
and his stories, although never short,
are always humorous and colourful.
Stephen is a proud family man
who loves having the grandchildren
invade the President’s box, although
I have seen him break into a sweat
when they all turn up at once. We
thank Sandra, their three children

Greeting the Premier at the 140

th Anniversary service.

With Chief Rabbi Mirvis.

Grandchildren.

and partners and grandchildren for
their support for the last six years.
Thank you Stephen for all you
have given to The Great Synagogue,
the Jewish community, and to each
one of us who was lucky enough to
have served with you.

With Rabbi and Hinda.
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WOW weekend success.

Fifteen Years on
The Great Synagogue Board
Caroline Lewis.

Caroline Lewis

T

hinking back over my fifteen years on the Board at
The Great, it’s most easy to recollect when I think of
the milestones, life events and changes. I attend Shule
regularly and those experiences of connecting with family,
friends, congregants and visitors are the string; the major life
events are the pearls that are strung.
In 2003 our eldest daughter
Charlotte was bat mitzvah. An
experience I had not had myself
and one that was a most positive
experience. From lessons with Yetta
Einfeld to her giving her Devar
Torah up on the bimah on Shabbat
morning, surrounded by family and
friends; it was definitely one for the
memory bank.
I thought, “something more can
be done here to ensure a wonderful
experience at any point of contact
for visitors and members alike”.
So, in 2004, bringing my creative
and marketing toolkit, (I was
first interviewed by then Board

member Rodney Rosenblum to
assess my suitability!) I joined the
Board and ran the marketing and
events committees.
Back then Rabbi Apple was just
retiring and the energetic younger
Rabbi Kastel was the Second Rabbi.
The President was the newly elected
and first female, Ros Fischl, so I
had a wonderful mentor and was
on the Rabbi Lawrence welcoming
committee, ready for new spiritual
and lay leadership. We continued
with exciting programs and largescale events with those two Rabbis
and continued in this vein for some
years until Rabbi Kastel took on
16

another calling at Jewish House.
When we celebrated my second
daughter Juliet’s bat mitzvah, we felt
the love and support of my Shule
‘family’. I continued to create tools
to ensure families experienced and
celebrated at The Great with equal,
if not better, efficiency and care.
Discussions
with
Mizrachi
Synagogue in 2008 gave me a new
understanding of how precious The
Great was to so many. In 2009, I
took a break from the Board and
went ‘home’; back to London for
two years. In that time, Michael
Gold became the new President
and in 2013 I re-joined the Board
when Stephen Rothman joined the
Executive.
In mid-2014, we were between
Rabbis, and it was a challenging
time. Stephen Rothman had become
President and I was invited onto the
Executive. The Board met for two
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days to determine The Great’s future
where we agreed and strategised to
change focus and direction.
My next memorable milestone
was the interview process for a new
Rabbi – only our seventh in its onehundred-and-forty-year history –
and the ultimate arrival of our new,
young Rabbi Benjamin Elton! It was
a great coup! A perfect match! And a
true mensch! My dear father-in-law
Harold passed away on 8 July 2015
and that evening Rabbi Elton arrived
from New York and went directly to
attend the minyan. I knew then that
we were onto a winner! Many new
initiatives arrived with the Rabbi
and we met weekly as an Executive
to support him and the Shule’s
future - and our numbers grew!
I brought The Great Vine into
being in 2015; a beautiful, annual
colour magazine that highlights the
celebrations, events and the people
who make up our congregation.
This tied in with my designing
the new Great Synagogue logo,
incorporating the building’s iconic
‘Rose Window’.
The next most wonderful milestone
was attending the wedding of our
daughter Charlotte to Robbie Weiss
held in the magnificent Great in
2016. What a beautiful memory to
keep forever in my mind. We were
so supported by the office team
which ensured a seamless event.
In 2018, we celebrated The
Great’s one-hundred-and-fortieth
anniversary
with
wonderful
splendour and ceremony, with so
much external community support.
It was a beautiful occasion and we
were back on track as The Great! To
support those year-long celebrations,
I developed the first ‘Women of
Worth’ WOW Weekend, which was
a dream come true and garnered so
much support and goodwill, adding
a new strength of inclusion for the
women of the Shule.
Last year, I stepped down as
the Vice President and from the

Charlotte married Robbie Weiss November 2016.

My next memorable
milestone was the
interview process for
a new Rabbi – only
our seventh in its onehundred-and-fortyyear history – and the
ultimate arrival of our
new, young
Rabbi Benjamin Elton!
Juliet’s Bat Mitz

vah, December

2007.

Executive sitting as a regular Board
member for the following year and
soon after we lost one our Executive
musketeers, Ken Gresham, which
was a huge shock to our close team.
In my final year on the Board, I
introduced ‘12 Over 12’ at WOW,
so that 12 women over the age of 12
could experience their bat mitzvah,
which was very moving. I finally
came full circle and celebrated my
own bat mitzvah 16 years after my
elder daughter’s.
And finally, in 2020, I think
back over our time in isolation. My
initiative to create ‘Great Women in
Conversation’, was designed to keep
17

our congregants connected and
engaged at a time when community,
belonging and purpose are so
important. I hope things return to
normal soon and I can get back to
welcoming each and every woman
upstairs as though they were a
member of my family and sharing
simchas and sad times together.
I want to thank the past
President, past Executive, Board
and the Rabbi for supporting my
ideas and allowing them to come
to fruition. And to the members of
The Great who have been so kind
and caring to me and my family.
It’s been, well, Great!
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
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Covid 19

The Great’s Response to

Covid-19

I

n March 2020 everything changed for us all, in our personal, professional, and communal
lives. Like all other organisations The Great had to meet the challenge, adapt and work
in new ways.

The effort was immense. First, all
members over 70 were called by a
Rabbi or a member of the Board or
Pastoral Care Committee.
Shortly after, every other member
of the Shule was also called. The
Synagogue wanted to check in, see
how people were, what support they
needed, and make sure they knew
the Shule was thinking of them.
When services and classes had to
be suspended, the Rabbis started
providing these resources online.
There were Kabbalat Shabbat
and Havdalah services on
Facebook, Yizkor before Pesach
and Shavuot, video sermons,
online classes and question and
answer sessions via Zoom.
They were followed by a weekly
‘Coffee with the Rabbi’.
Great Women soon swung into
action with presentations twice
a week, with a rich variety of
presenters on a great range of topics
and ‘The Book Club’ went online.
The Choir and Rabbi Phil

YouTube snapshot.

WASHROOM SERVICES HOSPITALITY SUPPLY DISPOSABLES FOR CATERING
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Coffee with the Rabbis.

Rabbi Phil, Zoom Yizkor.

First service back.

produced some wonderful record
ings. Jana Vytrhlik prepared high
lights from the Museum collection for
‘Curators Corner’ social media posts.
The office staff moved to working
from home, and did an amazing
job supporting the Congregation.
For example, they put together and
sent out two wonderful booklets for
Pesach and Shavuot, with content
for adults and kids.
For Shavuot, the Shule sent
plush Torah to as many young
children as we could find in the
congregation (if we missed your
kids, just let us know and we will
send them a Torah now!) and
Hinda ran an online Tot Shabbat.

Instagram snapshot.

Vehi Sheamda.
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Hatikvah Choir.
Havdallah.

As we emerged from the strictest part of the lockdown,
we reopened the Shule in keeping with Government
regulations, first for ten, then for fifty and finally for one
person every four-square metres. We made hand santiser and
masks available and identified which seats could be used.
We kept up our online offerings, understanding that not
everyone could attend. As we move closer to normality, we
know that everything cannot and will not just snap back
into place. The Shule is here to support you in whatever way
we can.
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
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Book Club.

Jerusalem of Gold.

Pesach Booklet.

Great Women.

Online Learning.
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Shavuot Booklet.

Mazal Tov!
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The Great

Births
Camille Jan
e Sh

ulman.

Pidyon Haben of Onyx Storey.

Pidyon Haben of Dov-Shalom Goodman.

Zoe Esther Gammer.

Riva Marnina Wexlevi.

Ruth Lillian Green.

Leila Adelaine Ross.
Benjamin Ezra Stone.
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Mazal Tov!

The Great

Bar & Bat
Mitzvahs

Adam Guth
ri

e.

This year we celebrated a bumper
crop of Bar and Bat mitzvahs.
Mazaltov to all the boys and girls
and their families.

Daniel Littman.

Jedd Gottlieb.

Leonid Burshstein.

Samuel and
Sam Poswell.
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Ava Warhaft
ig

.

Mazal Tov!
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Sam Weilder.

Zac Ratner.

Celebrating
The Great
Bar & Bat
Mitzvahs

Theo Samuel.
Jack Wolk.

Mikaela Ryder.

Seyna Katze

l.

ith her father.

Ilana Jacobs w

23

Mazal Tov!

The Great

Weddings
Craig Shulm
an

and Julia Gla

Desmond Kohn and Ilana Blum.

Jonathan Seidler and Keren Tal.

Brandon Wendemuth and Olina Moses.
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The Golden Wedding of

Ruth and Steven Jurke

Nicole, Ruth, Steven, Karen and Josh.

F
Wedding day.

ifty years ago, Ruth and Steven Jurke married in
London and their Rabbi was Raymond Apple. A few
years later when they emigrated to Australia, just
shortly after Rabbi and Marian Apple, it made perfect
sense that the Synagogue they would join would be The
Great.

This was the beginning of their
love affair with the Synagogue and
so it only seemed appropriate, fifty
years on, that they would choose the
Synagogue as their venue to help
them celebrate this momentous
occasion (two hundred years,
seventy five each and fifty together)
just as they had twenty five years
prior when they celebrated one
hundred and twenty five years (fifty
25

each and twenty five together).
We brought together family and
friends to help them celebrate. We
sang, we danced, we ate, and we
shared anecdotes of times spent
together over the years; some more
recent and some from a long, long
time ago. It was a joyous occasion
and it was the perfect location to
share this simcha. Here’s to the next
fifty years!
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
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New Year Messages

New Year’s Greetings
Wishing you a wonderful sweet
and healthy new year.
L’Shana Tova! Daniel & Mauri Abbot and family

May your home light up with joy!
Stephen and Susie Kopp

Avril and Joe Symon wish a happy,
healthy and peaceful New Year to
our family, friends and congregants.
Wishing you all well in the fast.

Wishing our family and friends a
happy, healthy and prosperous
New Year Robyn and Garry Browne
and family

Chag Sameach to the Great family!
Jane, Eli, Ezra & Riva

Barbara and Max Freedman and
family wish all members of The
Great community a happy and
healthy New Year. Shana Tova

Shana Tova from
Louis and Neve Nathan and their
parents Bev Shroot and Sagy Nathan.

Susan and David, along with
Daniel, Julia and Joel Brieger wish
all the members of The Great
Synagogue a happy and healthy
New Year.
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New Year’s Greetings
Sunny and Michael Gold express
their warmest Yomtov wishes to all.

Happy New Year and well over
the Fast to our friends & family,
Caroline, David & Juliet Lewis and
Charlotte & Robbie Weiss

Wishing the Ministers, the Board
and the entire congregation,
L’Shonah Tovah.
Wesley Browne OAM and
Sari Browne OAM

Wishing all our family and friends
Shana Tova and well over the Fast.
Steve and Sharon Schach

David Hartstein and Judith Cowan
and family wish all their family and
members of the congregation
a happy and healthy New Year and
well over the fast.

Wishing our family, “Great Family”
and friends a sweet, healthy,
prosperous and peaceful New Year.
Well over the fast.
Sue, Jake and Ben Selinger

Ron and Margaret Sekel and family
send warm greetings for the
coming year.
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New Year’s Greetings
Simone and Darryl Green wish
family and friends a happy and
healthy new year and well over
the fast.

Rabbi Elton, Hinda and Lizzie wish
the whole congregation a sweet,
happy and healthy 5781.

Wishing our dear family and The
Great Family a healthy, peaceful and
happy new year.
Mavis & Peter Elton

Wishing everyone at The Great
community a very sweet, happy
and healthy New Year!
L’Shana Tova Um’tukah.
From Lauren, Jackson and
Mikaela Ryder

The Havas Family would like to
wish the congregation a restful and
peaceful High Holidays.

May Rosh Hashanah bring good
health and renewed strength for all.
Shanah Tovah and well
over the Fast.
Ros and Alex Fischl and family

Drs Michael Paul and Barbara
Grandy would like to wish the
members and friends of The Great a
very healthy and prosperous 5781.
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New Year’s Greetings
Justice Stephen & Sandra Rothman
and family wish all friends and
congregants a healthy, happy New
Year - one of peace, prosperity,
health and happiness. L’shana Tova
U’m’tucha V’gmar Chatimah Tova

Wishing all our friends in the “Great”
community and beyond, Shana
Tova, a happy and sweet
New Year!!!
David Newman and Family

Wishing everyone a healthy and
happy new year. L’Shana Tova.
Adrian and Jackie Abbott

Shana Tova! Thank you for a
wonderful first year. We wish the
congregation a sweet new year full
of blessings!
Rabbi Phil and Abra Kaplan

The melodious men of The Great
Synagogue Choir wish the whole
community a Healthy and Happy
5781, and well over the fast.
L’shana Tova!

Wishing the wonderful Great
Synagogue family, Shana Tova
Umetuka, a Happy, Healthy and
Sweet year.
Best wishes Lynn Niselow

Gary and Hilary Elsass and family
wish the congegation, friends and
family a very sweet new year filled
with good health and happiness.
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Great

Festivals
We like to celebrate Festivals in style at The Great, from
Purim parties, to Chanukah carnivals to dinners in our
beautiful succah.

Chanukah.

Succot.
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Chanukah.

Purim.
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Some New
Members

E

very year we are delighted to welcome many new
members. Here we highlight some of the individuals
and families who have joined us this year.

The Shroot-Nathan Family

One of our newest member
families is the Shroot/Nathans,
who have been coming to the shule
for a few years now but made the
relationship official by joining last
year after their son’s bar mitzvah.
Bev is the daughter of Arnold and
Carol Shroot, originally from Glasgow
who joined the shule a few years
ago. She works as a documentary
producer and has recently been part
of the team that makes Catalyst for
the ABC. Sagy is the daughter of
David and Julie Nathan and was born
in Israel but grew up in Sydney. He
works as an anaesthetist mainly at St
Vincent’s hospital.
Bev, Sagy and their two kids, Louis
(13) and Neve (10) live walking

distance from the shule in Surry
Hills with their dog Flash and two
goldfish, Flippy and Daisy.
They like knowing the shule is
close by and easy to get to for services
and events. Bev regularly attended
shul in Glasgow as a kid and Sagy
was a Moriah College pupil, so they
are both familiar with the Shule life.
Since his Bar Mitzvah, Louis
has continued to attend morning
services accompanied by his Papa,
Arnold. Bev likes to join the Friday
night service, an opportunity to sit
downstairs, learn quietly and enjoy
the singing. They are all very happy
to be a part of The Great Family and
have felt very welcome.
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Lucille Bloch

Lucille is from Rhodesia and
started attending synagogue from
the age of seven. She petitioned
her parents to provide her and her
friends with Hebrew classes and was
the first girl to have a Bat Mitzvah
in Southern Africa. She lives very
close to the Shule in Castlereagh
Street and since joining has become
a dedicated attender of our services.

Daniel Gogoski

“Originally from South Africa,
I immigrated to Sydney in 2004.
I was educated at Moriah College
and went on to study Commerce
and Law at Macquarie University.
When I am not working, I
thoroughly enjoy traveling and
partaking in sporting activities. I
have travelled to Israel multiple
times and consider Tel Aviv to be
one of my favourite cities in the
world. Joining The Great Synagogue
has been a great experience for me
and I look forward to meeting more
of the members.”

Community
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List of New Members 2019-20

Adam Wasiel and Shaharit
Shmuel-Hay

Shaharit and I have been
attending The Great Synagogue
since March 2019 and we’re both
proud members of this beautiful
Shule and community. From the
always helpful Rabbis, singing in
the fun and fantastic choir, the
gorgeous sanctuary; we love this
Shul and have made it our spiritual
home. We’re looking forward
to our wedding and celebrating
many more semachot in future.
As somebody going through the
conversion process, I feel supported
and included and Shaharit also likes
that despite being physically far
from Israel her birthplace, she’s still
close to Judaism in Australia.

Noah Moddel
Zara Moddel
Stephen Rubner
Rebecca Weisser
Simon Rubner
Ann Rubner
Stephen Kopp
Daniel Gogoski
Daryl Gogoski
Toby Fischl
Libby Fischl
Olina Wendemuth
Brandon Wendemuth
Riva Wexlevi
Victoria Romanovskaya
Brenton Owst-Atkinson
Robert Colman

Sam Burshtein
Lucille Bloch
Jono Seidler
Keren Tal
Mark Friedgut
Will Storey
Rikki Avenaim
Brad Kady
Simon Schwartz
Heather Aaronson
Daniel Symonds
Luca Quagalia
Rivkah Samuell
Sarah Samuell
Shoshana Samuell
Brigitte Zeitler-Janick

AMAZE in TASTE
Tantalising the Senses

No function is too big or too small!
55 Doody Street, Alexandria
E: info@amazeintaste.com.au

33

T: 8324 4500

M: 0419 419 649

Follow us on: Facebook Instagram
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The Great

Kids

We kept our kids busy this year. On Shabbat
and Yom Tov, the Children’s Service and Tot
Shabbat both ran, weekly and monthly. We
worked with Cremorne Synagogue to hold a
Chanukah outdoor event, and with Shalom
on a Tu BiShvat session at their garden in
White City. We held a Purim Party for kids in
the Israel Green Auditorium. Before Shavuot
we sent out plush Torahs to as many children
as we could get addresses for, and they were
delightfully received.

Purim.

Tu BiShvat.
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Purim.

Chanukah.
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The Great

Kids

Oscar and Jack Gr
een.

Alice, Ben and Maya Abbott.

Shavuot Torahs
ibermann.

i Le
Ava and Cam

StellaVolpe.

Eadie Kessler.

Libby Fischl.

Riva Wexlevi.

Camilla Havas.

en.

Jacob Coh

Mika and Mali Hammerman.
Lizzie Elton.
Ben Stone.
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Bar and Bat
Mitzvah Program

Robert Samuel with sons Noah and Theo at Theo’s Bar Mitzvah.

I

n February, we began our Great Synagogue Bar and Bat Mitzvah Program, and now, more
than halfway through, we are delighted to report back that the program has surpassed our
expectations! The goals of the program from its inception were to have pre-Bar and Bat
Mitzvah students engage in substantial Jewish learning with their parents, to build a greater
connection and familiarity with the rabbis and other leaders in our Shule and community, and
to foster meaningful relationships between families of Bar and Bat Mitzvah children.

This is the first Bar and Bat
Mitzvah Program to be run within
the Shule for decades and marks a
major step forward in our youth
programming.
We have a wonderful group of

six students and their parents,
whom we meet with one Sunday a
month for two hours. Our first few
sessions were held at the Synagogue.
When Corona struck, rather than
postponing the monthly sessions,
36

we met over Zoom, which ended
up working beautifully. Each session
consists of lessons and activities led
by Rabbi Elton or Rabbi Phil, and
then hearing from a guest speaker.
Both halves of each session connect

Community
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to the same theme.
We’ve welcomed our Ba’al Koreh,
Rabbi Richter to speak about Torah
manufacture and reading the Torah;
Choirmaster Justin Green to discuss
and sing synagogue music with
the kids; our gabbai Steve Schach
to go over the order of the service
and what happens on the bimah
and Rabbi Mendel Kastel OAM to
discuss his Jewish communal work
as CEO of Jewish House. We look
forward to many more fabulous
guest speakers at future sessions,
including representatives from the
Kashrut Authority, UIA and more.
We’ve learned as a group about
Shabbat, we’ve sung the songs of
each holiday and we’ve even had a
scavenger hunt of the Shule! We’re
very thankful to our inaugural class
for their participation and their
enthusiasm, and we look forward
to this program continuing to grow,
flourish and to nurture our soon-tobe Jewish adults and their families.

Rabbi Mendel Kastel.
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Eitan Gottheiner and family.

Raphaela Levy Mesman and family.

Tamar Goodman and family.
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Young

Couples

Selena Lotto and
Jonathan Davis

The Great Synagogue is delighted to have a group of
young couples who call us their Shule home.
Here we meet a few.

Shosh Kwiet and Julian Kowal

Jonathan grew up in South Africa
and after having an escapade in
London for a few years, landed in
Sydney. That was eleven years ago.
He is a photographer by passion
and works in IT to keep him out
of trouble during the week. Selena
was born and raised in the north
of Italy in a small town a short
drive from the Alps. “Coming
to Australia was my time for an
adventure and somehow that
adventure is still happening seven
years later. The beauty industry is
where I am lucky enough to enjoy
my passion and career.”
Jonathan and Selena have been a
team since their fortuitous meeting
five years ago. Their relationship is of
course multi-faceted, built on love,
Hattie Ziff and Josh Susskind
trust, fun and mutual respect, but it
We are a young, happy, engaged couple who
would be remiss not to mention the
are passionate about Judaism as a centre of our
role that a shared passion for good
home life. We love the inner city, strolling with
food plays too.
our British bulldog Milo through the Botanic
“On our search for a Shule
Gardens on a Shabbas afternoon. When Josh isn’t
and community, we didn’t know
busy with his travel company, we love to take
what we were looking for until
vacations, ski, hike, go for dips in the ocean and
we found The Great Synagogue.
cook together. I am originally from the UK and
It is difficult to define one thing
Joshua is from Sydney. Over the last three years
in particular that sold us on The
I have been converting and my journey brought
Great but rather I’d summarise
me to the wonderful spiritual community at The
Great. Rabbi Elton and his wife Hinda have been genuinely warm and it as an overall feeling, a feeling
welcoming. We now look forward to every Shabbat knowing we can switch of warmth, inclusion, learning,
community and spirituality.”
off from the digital world and gain more Jewish knowledge.
Julian and I are very proud members of The
Great Synagogue community. Having moved to
Sydney from Melbourne in late 2018, Julian has
felt welcomed and extremely comfortable at The
Great Synagogue - it has been his Shul away from
home. Having grown up with little connection to
the Jewish community (in the northern suburbs of
Sydney), I too was warmly welcomed into the Shul
community. The Great Synagogue has provided
us with an invaluable sense of community and
connection to Jewish prayer and tradition. Julian and I both work in the
Sydney CBD (me as a lawyer and Julian as a private equity associate) and
live in the Paddington/Woollahra area. We met in Melbourne through
AUJS circles (AUJS is the Jewish student society on university campuses).
In 2016 Julian served as the AUJS National Political Affairs Director and
in 2018 I served as the AUJS National Campaigns Coordinator. We both
see great importance in young adults being involved in and contributing to
the Jewish community.
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Great Women

Great Women Committee.

G

reat Women is an umbrella organisation of The Great
Synagogue. It connects all the women’s interest groups
by promoting their events, facilitating collaboration,
and providing support for their initiatives, as well as developing
new initiatives.

How does one make sense of the
year 5780? Within our Great Women
umbrella, we can divide the year
into two almost equal halves — preCOVID-19 and post-COVID-19.
We have adapted, we have been
innovative, we have persevered, and
we have thrived. Some activities
have had to be postponed, some
have moved online, and some have
been added. Great Women are
flexible and up for a challenge!

Women’s Auxiliary

Sharon Schach with Rabbi Phil on Succot.

Sharon Schach, Chair
Succot morning tea. The guest
speaker at this year’s morning tea
was Abra Kaplan, who shared her
life story with us. As Abra and
Rabbi Phil were newly arrived at
The Great, it was wonderful to
get to know her better in this way.
The Women’s Auxiliary also held
their annual visit to the Archibald
Exhibition, and continued the
tradition of presenting engaged
couples with a challah cover and a
Great Synagogue Birkon.
The Women’s Auxiliary is always in
need of volunteers to help to prepare
and set up Kiddushim. If you would
like to volunteer, please contact Ros
Brennan via the Shule office.

Women’s Auxiliary activities
continued until March, when
curtailed by the COVID-19 Shule
closure. Until then, Ros Brennan
and her committee maintained
their wonderful work for the Shule
— catering and setting out the
weekly Shabbat morning Kiddush,
setting out and serving the monthly Women of Worth: WOW!
WOW was the brainchild of
communal lunch, decorating the
Succah, and holding the beautiful Caroline Lewis, and the inaugural
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Womens Auxilia

ry Succot morni

ng tea.

weekend in 2018 was a roaring
success. A subsequent WOW
dinner/theatre
evening
was
thoroughly enjoyed by the thirty
women who attended. This was
followed by yet another hugely
successful WOW weekend in
2019, during which a marvelous
event occurred: twelve women had

Community

their Benot Mitzvah in our Shule,
a most moving experience for all.
Plans were well afoot for a second
dinner/theatre evening in April, and
another spectacular WOW weekend
at the Shule in August, when
COVID-19 stopped everything in
its tracks. Many hours of discussion
followed regarding whether to hold
the WOW weekend online, but
ultimately it was decided that the
nature of the WOW experience —
women celebrating women together
in our beautiful Shule space — did
not lend itself to an online event.
WOW will be back next year, please
God, even bigger and better than
before, at The Great Synagogue, and
Caroline Lewis and her committee
invite each and every one of you to
join us!

Kaddish Classes

Ever since his arrival at The Great
Synagogue, Rabbi Elton has been a
supporter of women’s participation
in services to the greatest halachic
extent. Women can and do say
Kaddish, so it was with much
anticipation that our first series of
Kaddish classes for women, taught
by Rabbi Elton, was launched last
November. Because of the personal
and often moving nature of the
classes, registration was limited
to ten participants, and the first

“

with Rosh Chodesh groups taking
many forms. We were delighted
when Abra Kaplan agreed to
coordinate and run a Great Women
Rosh Chodesh group. Our first
women’s Rosh Chodesh Experience
was held in Rabbi Phil and Abra’s
home for Rosh Chodesh Adar. It
was attended by twenty women in
a warm and spiritual environment.
We all looked forward to our next
experience with Abra for Rosh
Chodesh Nisan on 26th March,
however it had to be cancelled

Now, staying connected and engaged in society
and our community, with family and friends is
paramount to keeping physically and emotionally
safe and healthy – but at a distance and online.

“

ram.

prog
Abra Kaplan’s Rosh Chodesh

series of four weekly classes, held
in a private home, was instantly
filled. It was an extraordinary
success. The second series, held at
the Shule, was also fully subscribed
and equally successful. Grateful and
moving feedback was received from
participants of both series. We were
well into planning a third series
when COVID-19 put a stop to that,
too. Once again, as with WOW,
this was not felt to be an event that
lends itself to online participation.
As soon as allowed, we will organise

The first Great Womens kaddish class.

the next series of Kaddish classes for because of COVID-19. But Great
women and advise our membership. Women will not be deterred, and
Rosh Chodesh Conversations with
Abra are now successful Zoom
Rosh Chodesh Group
Rosh Chodesh groups began events. These will continue until we
in the 1970s in Jerusalem, where are once again able to meet together
groups of women began gathering in Abra’s home, and we thank Abra
each month to explore and create for all the time and effort she has
new rituals based on the celebration spent in creating these inspiring
of the new month, Rosh Chodesh. events for women.
The practice has spread worldwide,
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Great Women Online

her journey to Judaism, and Gill
Samuel elaborated on the theme
that everyone has a story. Rabbi
David Freilich reminisced about his
years of growing up at The Great
Synagogue. Many more such Life
Stories are in the planning stages.
Discussion Topics were presented
by Caroline Lewis (How to Stay Sane

“

included the ‘Monday Morning
Cooking Club’ girls in conversation
with Lynn Niselow over a cup of tea,
a cooking demonstration of Shavuot
dairy dishes by Sharon Schach, and
Ilana Moddel demonstrating how to
create beautiful grazing platters in
her session, Feasting Family Style.
None of these activities could

We set about sharing life stories, experiences and
journeys, discussion topics and Q&As with expert
speakers and have enjoyed wonderful ‘How To’
sessions; demos, baking, cooking, crafts and décor.

During Covid-19 When the World
Seems Crazy), Dr Ellie Freedman
(Domestic Violence in the Times of
COVID), Dr Sue Hertzberg-Brieger
(How COVID-19 Has Impacted
My Work in Emergency Medicine
and Medical Ethics), Lisa Pillemer
(Giving in the Age of COVID-19),
and Rabbi Elton (Why Can’t Women
be Orthodox Rabbis? Or Can They?)
Again, we have many more wonderful
Discussion topics planned.
Our ‘How To’ sessions have
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“

What incredible times we are
living in right now! Who would
have thought this time last year
that we would have spent so much
of this year in isolation, unable
to attend any social gatherings,
be with our friends and family, or
attend Shule for our happy or sad
occasions? Now, staying connected
and engaged in society and our
community, with family and friends
is paramount to keeping physically
and emotionally safe and healthy
– but at a distance and online. In
light of this, and because we know
that being part of the ‘Great Family’
means about caring about the “We”,
not the “I”, Great Women created
an online group for our community.
We set about sharing life stories,
experiences and journeys, discussion
topics and Q&As with expert speakers
and have enjoyed wonderful ‘How
To’ sessions; demos, baking, cooking,
crafts and décor. As we slowly return
to “normal”, we have got to know and
care a little bit more about each other
than we did before!
We began planning our online
program, and opened it to both
men and women. Within a very
short time, we were up and running
with our first Zoom session held
on 22nd April. Our General
Manager, Lynn Niselow, shared her
experiences in “Behind the Scenes
Running The Great”. Two sessions
per week followed and each one has
been hugely successful, with large
numbers of registrants taking great
pleasure in connecting with the
speakers and with each other.
Members sharing Life Stories
included Ros Fischl OAM, the
first female president of a major
southern hemisphere Orthodox
congregation, and Hinda Young
who shared the story of her journey
towards finding her Ladino roots in
America. Simone Green spoke about
how her career in nursing triggered

be possible without the support of
so many people: Rabbi Elton and
Rabbi Phil who have encouraged us
all the way through these uncharted
territories,
President
Stephen
Rothman and the Board, and our
incredible, hardworking office staff
without whom none of this could
have possibly happened — Lynn
Niselow, Ilana Moddel, Ezra Wexler,
and Justin Green. You have all made
my life easier and you have my
unending gratitude.
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
SYDNEY

Community

Honoured

Members

T

his year the Synagogue celebrated honours conferred on three members. Peter
Khan was awarded the OAM in the Australia Day Honours, and Ray Whitten and
Peter Zelas were both appointed AM in the Queen’s Birthday Honours. Here they
share their stories.

Peter Kahn OAM
For service to community history.
My interest in transport started
in the latter part of the 1940s, as
a young boy living on my parents’
poultry farm in Milperra, where
the local bus to Bankstown ran past
our place. In the late 1950s with
the publicity about Sydney’s trams
being replaced by buses (and having
moved to Killara on the North
Shore), my interest grew towards
trams, and with encouragement
from my parents, I joined the
Sydney Tramway Museum which
had been established only a few
years earlier by some dedicated
enthusiasts
near
Sutherland.
Gradually the museum grew,
especially after the last tram
had run in 1961, with quite a
collection and a short tramline
constructed by us, involving some
hard work including restoration
and maintenance work, with the
aim right from the beginning
of having an operating or living

Loftus Railway Station, as a
Bicentennial project in Sutherland
Shire. The museum, which has
grown substantially and with a
line North towards Sutherland and
South into The Royal National
Park, along the former railway line,
is still wholly volunteer run. As well
as being actively involved over the
years in museum activities, I have
also represented the museum in
other organisations. My interests,
of course, also stayed with buses
(Sydney Bus Museum), but
expanded to trains and to some
extent even ferries and planes
I was very humbled to receive the
Peter Kahn OAM and Janette Rosenthal Kahn.
honour of OAM and consider it as
much as on behalf of my associates
in community history, particularly
museum, to demonstrate the the tramway museum field, over
experience of travelling especially the sixty years, many of whom have
on Sydney’s “toastrack” trams - passed on, who have contributed
the first museum of this type in so much to preservation and
restoration in transport heritage and
Australia and New Zealand.
In 1988 the museum relocated a history in Sydney and elsewhere in
short distance to an area alongside Australia and New Zealand.
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
SYDNEY
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Ray Whitten AM

Ray Whitten AM.

For significant service to the law,
particularly to legal reform and increase defence spending which is embrace these reforms will Australia
often the first cut back to reduce the give our children and grandchildren
consumer protection
I am honoured and humbled deficit. Only if we wholeheartedly the lives they deserve.
by this award. As Society evolves,
reform is necessary and should
be welcomed. Law is an integral
Peter Zelas AM
element of society and law reform,
For significant service to medicine, to health
whilst often difficult to achieve, is
administration, and to humanitarian medical
essential. I was privileged to work
initiatives.
with a reformist New South Wales
My parents immigrated from East Prussia
government to resolve the financial
in
1939 to Christchurch, New Zealand
unsustainability of both WorkCover
(where I was born) and later came to Sydney.
and the Compulsory Third Party
I mention this as I know that they would
scheme (Green Slips).
have been so very proud with my Award of
With the aid of excellent advice
the Member of the Order of Australia.
from the staff of these bodies, we
It’s been a privilege and fulfilling to have
were able to achieve very substantial
had
a career, commencing in 1971, as a
reforms which has reduced the cost
surgeon in western Sydney. I have enjoyed Peter Zelas AM.
of both schemes and ensured their
the experience of talking to patients and having the opportunity to
sustainability for the future.
being part of their lives. I have many fond recollections of patients
The present pandemic of
who I met along the way and many of their stories remain with me
Covert-19 allows for extensive
till today. I have worked with many colleagues, all of whom have had
reform. We are seeing a significant
a commitment to improve the access and clinical care of patients and
change in the operation of the
have been mentors and teachers for the next generation.
Federation in the formation and
The experience of working and teaching in developing countries
continuation of the National
has also been especially rewarding. I am pleased to have been able, in
Cabinet. However, we must go
a small way, to contribute to the health care of communities existing
further. The weakness of the global
under much socio-economic disadvantage and history of trauma, and
supply chain has been exposed. It
have learnt a lot about the challenges facing many people in Africa
is essential that Australia develop
and south-east Asia.
self-sufficiency in many products
Even though I have now retired from clinical practice, I hope to
and services. We have the skills to
be able to continue teaching medical students and continue my
manufacture high value goods and
association with Blacktown Hospital.
must embrace this opportunity. On
None of this would have been possible without the unwavering
a strategic level we must achieve selfsupport
of my wife Ingrid and also our four children, Simon, Yael,
sufficiency in oil and other essential
Cara and Michael. I am forever in their debt.
supplies. We must maintain and
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
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What a busy time for
TGS Pastoral Care!

W

ith the advent of Covid-19 our Great Synagogue
Pastoral Care Team expanded to meet the needs of
the congregation, many of whom have been selfisolating during the past few months.

From Rosh Hashanah last year,
the team of regular volunteers made
calls to the very elderly congregants
on their respective lists, which was
always appreciated.
However,
once the health crisis was upon us,
and people were restricted from
attending services, the Rabbis,
President and Board joined our
regular volunteers to include calls to
the whole of the shule membership.
These calls were very important
to many members, those whose
families were overseas, or interstate,
or who were home bound, elderly
or immunocompromised.
Our
volunteers offered help by way
of shopping, or other needs.
Fortunately, most of our members
had excellent family support, but for
those who did not, it was a comfort
to know that The Great was there
for them in the period of isolation.
We are currently (at time of
writing) in a better situation
than our families and friends in
Melbourne, and we hope it will
remain so. However, should any
of our congregants need support at
this time, please call the shule office
and the message will be relayed to
one of our support team. As well,
our rabbis are always contactable

Ros Fischl
Co-ordinator TGS Pastoral Care

Our volunteers offered help
by way of shopping, or
other needs. Fortunately,
most of our members had
excellent family support, but
for those who did not, it was
a comfort to know that The
Great was there for them in
the period of isolation.

and willing to give comfort in
times of need.
Our heartfelt thanks go to our
Rabbis, the President, the Board
and the administration of TGS,
for their efforts in keeping us safe
during the Covid pandemic when
attending services, and for their
ongoing attention to congregational
contact. The Great Women talks
and interviews, together with
rabbinic classes and other online
regular events have helped to keep
us all connected during this year of
personal disconnect.
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My sincere thanks to our regular
pastoral care volunteers…Michael
Gold, Sue Selinger, Lianne Graf,
Kira Weiss, Diana Marks and Faye
Frischer, (who also rings congregants
on their birthdays). Additional help
was given by Helene Stead, David
Michaels and Peter Zelas. They have
all played such an important role in
the provision of pastoral care to our
Great Synagogue family.
May I wish you all a healthy year
ahead. Shanah Tovah.
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
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David Newman

Completing

the Talmud

M

any of you know that I am a “Daf Yomi” groupie. I learn a page (daf)
of the Talmud a day (yomi) and since 2 January have embarked on
my third, seven-and-a-half-year Daf Yomi cycle of the Babylonian
Talmud, all 2,711 pages, in sequence.

It was an honour to participate in
the Siyum HaShas, the celebration
of completing (Siyum) the Talmud
(HaShas), on 1 January 2020, and
to complete the last paragraph of the
Tractate Niddah, in the presence of
many members of the community
and the Sydney Kollel. The Siyum
marked the end of the thirteenth
cycle since Daf Yomi started in
1923, and the beginning of the
fourteenth cycle.
I cannot tell you how emotional
that morning was for me,
culminating in the recital of Kaddish
which I dedicated to the memory of
my late parents, who were passionate
about Jewish education and The
Great Synagogue.
The Siyum HaShas has become
a world-wide phenomenon. It has
been said that Daf Yomi has unified
the Jewish world, allowing Jews
anywhere to study the same text
every day, regardless of a person’s
background or location. Celebrations
were held throughout the world
with hundreds of thousands in live
stadiums or viewing via video hook-

David Newman at the Siyum celebration.

up or livestream. I have attended
Daf Yomi Shiurim in Lincoln
Square Synagogue and Crown
Heights in New York, in Jerusalem,
in Melbourne and of course, here
in our Shule, but mostly I learn at
home around 5.00am.
I was introduced to the Talmud
in the Falk Library more than 60
years ago, when our teacher, the
late Rabbi Lubofsky, told our post
Bar Mitzvah class to stories from
the Talmud, sharing opposite views
of the different Sages. It wasn’t until
the Artscroll English translation
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made the Talmud accessible for me.
The mostly Aramaic phrases, with
translation and pertinent footnotes
brought it alive. Tractate Succah
was my first and with my chavruta,
Rabbi Spielman, brought to life
the reasons for the dimensions and
proportions of our Shule’s Succah,
complicated by the restrictions
of the opening roof, explained
at length to me, by Rabbi Apple.
It also enabled me to choose the
choicest etrog and straightest lulav,
and to celebrate Succot at home in
the traditional way.
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
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Special Events

Law

Service
The Great Synagogue is used every year
for special events, either our own, or by
other organisations. This year, we held
our annual Law Service, the Federal
Government launched the Religious
Discrimination Bill and the NSW Jewish
Board of Deputies hosted a crosscommunal dinner during the week, and
on another occasion, a Shabbat dinner
for the Jewish community and Aboriginal
and Torres Straight Islander people.
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Inter-faith dinner.

Attorney General Christia
n Porter at the launch
of the Religious
Discrimination Bill.

Launch of the Religious Discrimination Bill.
The Guides at Sydney Open.
בס"ד

JOHN LENN JP




BAR MITZVAH TUITION

Mentoring is provided in consultation with your rabbi.
Learning tailored to individual student needs.
I prepare personalised audio recordings.

02 9344 3015
0411 516 017
lennjohn@gmail.com
lennjohn.wixsite.com/barmitzvah
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The Great

Education
This year has been the richest in
educational offerings and initiatives for
a very long time, which endured even
through the COVID-19 disruptions. Rabbi
Elton taught Rashi on Shabbat morning
and then on Facebook. When the Rashi
class resumed on Shabbat, he began to
teach Sefer HaChinuch, which explains all
the commandments in the Torah.

Moriah class.

Mishnah.

In conjunction with Great
Women, Rabbi Elton launched a
Kaddish Class for women, which
was a very moving experience for
all involved. He continued his Post
Bar Mitzvah class, started a weekly
advanced class at Moriah College,
and taught occasionally at Emanuel
School. He gave a presentation at
Mark Moran. A major education
enterprise this year was presenting
the Melton Adult Education
course, discounted for members.
course.
Melton Adult Education
Rabbi Phil taught classes on the
Mishna, on home Shabbat rituals conversion candidates. In addition, augmented by a specific UIA ‘Lunch
and gave a class to young adults. He we continued our ‘Lunch & Learn’ & Learn’ series.
is also now the primary teacher of session each month, and that was
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
SYDNEY
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Young adult education.
Lunch & Learn.

Post Bar Mitzva

h group.

Mark Moran.

The Great

Education

arn.

UIA Lunch & Le

Lunch & Learn.

Lunch & Learn in the Succat.
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My Bat Mitzvah
By Mikaela Ryder

A

Bar or Bat Mitzvah is very special for any Jewish boy
or girl as it’s the start of them maturing into their future
selves. I wanted my Bat Mitzvah to be the start of
something new, so I took some time to think about what I
wanted to do. I thought about my brother, Jackson, and his Bar
Mitzvah came to mind. I have always looked up to him and all
the things he did at his Bar Mitzvah. I wanted to be the same,
so Rabbi Elton came up with the brilliant idea that I could recite
my Haftorah at the same time as the main service.  
I spent months preparing with
John Lenn (just like my brother did)
as well as studying Jewish learning
with Hinda. It was a lot of hard
work and dedication to learn.
The day was very special – I
wasn’t expecting such a big crowd
in the Sky Room but just about
everyone in the service came to see
me. All the practice paid off as on
the day, I was able to deliver my
Haftorah and D’var Torah without
any mistakes!
Everyone in the community was

so supportive and I feel blessed to
have had this experience. I am
so grateful to Rabbi Elton and The
Great Synagogue that I was able to
have the same opportunity that my
brother had for his Bar Mitzvah. A
special thanks to Hinda for teaching
me about my Jewish heritage and
traditions, and John Lenn for
spending all the time correcting
my silly mistakes. And finally, my
family for supporting me through
my journey.
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
SYDNEY

The Great Book Club
Bringing keen readers together

For stimulating discussion and social interaction every
couple of months in private homes. Currently by Zoom.
Past year’s books
The Last Kabbalist of Lisbon – Richard Zimler
The Inheritance – Dani Shapiro
The Invisible Wall – Harry Bernstein
The Rateline – Philippe Sands
Red Sea Spies – Raffi Berg
New members always welcome. More information – ring Michael 0406 112 113

Wide variety
of book selection
Jewish writers –
Jewish themes
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Stephen Kopp
Vera Kohn (Kopp) and her family.

My Parents, My Return

T

his story is my journey returning Judaism. I grew up in
a family where both of my parents were the survivors of
Auschwitz. My parents were from Czechoslovakia and
migrated to Australia in 1948.
Not long after, they purchased
a farm in Blacktown. As a child
growing up, I attended Shabbat
services on Saturdays and Cheder on
Sunday mornings. In those years, I
never really embraced my Judaism
when I should have done, but only
learned what I had to learn for my
Bar Mitzvah. At age thirteen, I had
my Bar Mitzvah and treated it as like
receiving a leaving certificate, but
how amazingly wrong I was after
fifty years! Not long afterwards, I
stopped going to services and being
an U.O.J. (Unidentified Occasional
Jew) for nearly fifty years, going to the
synagogues on very rare occasions.
Although I’ve been travelling
extensively for many years trying
to find out more about my Jewish
heritage, it was only four years ago,
when we visited Czech Republic,
that I seriously tried to retrace what
had happened to my parents and I
realised that I should be proud of
my Jewish heritage. Especially seeing
what my parents had to endure to
survive the camps during the war

years. My mother and all of her
family were in Terezin, Auschwitz
and Bergen Belsen for two years and
all perished in the camps except my
mother and her brother Francis.
I never got to ask my mother about
her experiences during the war, as
she sadly passed away back in 1972
at age fifty due to lung cancer, when
I was only seventeen years old. I
vaguely knew that she had a previous
marriage before she married my
father, Hanus Kopp. She had been
married to Hugo Munz. The Munz
family were prominent business
merchants in the Horazdovice area.
They were all deported to the camps
in 1943.
My father was born in Prague.
He worked as an insurance assessor
before the war. Before my father
met my mother, he was married to a
woman named Lili Schwenk. They
had one child named Hana. They
had a normal and carefree life like
most people throughout Europe.
Once Germany had seized the whole
of Czechoslovakia, my father and his
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family desperately tried to get out.
Then, not long afterwards, World
War II was declared and all efforts
to get out were in vain. My father’s
family were deported to Terezin in
1942. From there they were sent
to Auschwitz, where all his family
perished in July 1943. My father
survived death as he was deemed fit
enough to be put to hard labour.
After the war ended, my parents
were able to get a visa to come to
Australia, as one of my father’s
sisters had already escaped from
Czechoslovakia in 1939 and settled
in Neutral Bay. She and her husband
were able to sponsor my parents and
my oldest sibling Marie, one year
old. My parents worked very hard
to start a new life in a new country
and tried very hard to live a normal
life like everybody else in Australia.
Looking back, my sibling and I
enjoyed our childhood just the same
as our friends, trying to fit into the
society, rather than being religious
or trying to be religious.
As I am getting older, I appreciate
and understand more of their
sufferings and I still miss them
dearly. Returning to my parents’
eternal inheritance, Judaism is the
only way for me to end my long
journey of searching and wondering
and finally I am home now.
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
SYDNEY

Antiquities & Histories

Journey of a Kiddush Cup:

A new acquisition for the A. M.
Rosenblum Jewish Museum
Jana Vytrhlik, Guest Curator

I

Display of the A. M. Rosenblum Jewish Museum collection. Artworks commemorating the Reverend A. B. Davis and the
presented silver Kiddush cup in memory of Dr Isaac (Ike) Segal MBE. 21 September 2019.

n 1898, the eminent Chief Minister of The Great Synagogue, Alexander
Barnard Davis (1828– 1913), received a Kiddush cup for his seventieth
birthday. The silver cup then fell into obscurity – until last year. A
Melbourne family marked a birth-centenary of their father, Dr Isaac (Ike)
Segal MBE (1919–2005) by presenting the Davis’ Kiddush cup to The
Great Synagogue.

It all started in 1862 when the
thirty-four-year-old
Abraham
Barnard Davis arrived in Sydney to
become Minister of the York Street
Synagogue, famous for its Egyptian
style architecture. The excitements

of the goldrush era were coming
to an end, and Sydney Jewry was
going through a difficult time.
The community was divided over
religious matters, and a break-away
synagogue had opened on Macquarie
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Street in 1859. Strong leadership
and spiritual guidance were needed
to bring the torn congregation back
under one roof.
Ultimately,
Sydney
Jewry
progressed to the Davis’ vision

Antiquities & Histories
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of a unified community, and The
Great Synagogue opened in March
1878, with Davis becoming its
first Chief Minister. His service
to the community was relentless
and his achievements were many.
Davis is remembered for bringing
a sense of stability and decorum to
the synagogue pulpit; he instigated
religious youth education and
encouraged women to participate in
congregational singing.
The congregation gathered in
the vestry of the Synagogue on
Davis’ seventieth birthday in 1898.
To show their high esteem, his
ministerial colleagues presented
Portrait of Reverend Alexander Barnard Davis, c. 1875
by an unknown artist. Donated by Michael Falk in 2002.

His service to the
community was relentless
and his achievements
were many. Davis is
remembered for bringing
a sense of stability
and decorum to the
synagogue pulpit; he
instigated religious
youth education and
encouraged women
to participate in
congregational singing.

him with a Kiddush cup featuring
engraved ornaments and dedication.
Surrounded by friendship and
respect,
the
septuagenarian
continued working until 1903.
Davis died in 1913 and is buried in
Sydney’s Rookwood cemetery.
More than a century later, another
gathering took place at The Great
Synagogue. In September 2019,
a family of the former Bondi

Silver Kiddush Cup belonging to Rev. A. B. Davis
donated to The Great Synagogue by the family of the late
Dr Isaac Segal.
The cup has traditional shape, decorated with brightcut engraving of ornamental borders and shaded vine
leaves, an ancient symbol of Israel. Made by Hilliard and
Thomason, the celebrated silversmiths in Birmingham,
in 1896. “Presented to the Rev. A. B. Davis on
completion of his 70th year by his brother ministers of
The Great Synagogue, J. H. Landau, A. D. Wolinski,
Ph. Philippstein.” Height: 21.5 cm.

physician
and
accomplished
anesthetist, Dr Isaac Segal MBE,
MBBS (Syd), FRCPS (London)
marked a centenary of his birth with
presenting the Davis’ silver Kiddush
cup to The Great’s collection of
silver Judaica.
Isaac (Ike) Segal was born in Sydney
in 1919 to Rebecca (née Shapiro)
and Samuel Segal who immigrated
to Sydney in 1901. After World
War II military service, Ike studied
medicine and graduated in 1953.
More studies followed in England,
where he graduated in anesthetics.
Returning to Australia, Dr Segal
moved to Melbourne with his wife,
Arvonne and daughters Andrée,
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Adrienne and Alyson. He worked as
a staff anesthetist at the Repatriation
Hospital in Heidelberg, Victoria.
Dr Segal was one of the founding
researchers in anesthetics at
Melbourne University. In 1968, he
led a medical team to treat civilians
at Vung Tau (South Vietnam)
during the Australian participation
in the Vietnam War. The following
year, Dr Segal was awarded an MBE
(Member of the Order of the British
Empire).On behalf of The Great
Synagogue and the AM Rosenblum
Jewish Museum, we are extending
our thanks to the family of Dr Segal
MBE for the precious gift honouring
his memory. Donations are essential
for developing our collection
and maintaining the chronicle of
the Jewish cultural and historical
heritage. Through the generosity
of the donors, this silver cup now
irrevocably connects the lives of two
Jewish men, for whom Australia was
home. They lived a century apart
but their service to the community
unites them.
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
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Roger Selby, President, NSW
Association of Jewish Service &
Ex-Service Men & Women

Rabbi Chaplain L. A. Falk.

The Great Synagogue
and NAJEX
Wesley Browne OAM with Rabbi Apple.

A

ugust 2020 marks one hundred years since Rabbi
Francis Lyon Cohen VD chaired a small meeting of the
Jewish returned Soldiers Club at The Great Synagogue.
This informal gathering turned out to be the inaugural meeting
of what is now the NSW Association of Jewish Service & ExService Men & Women (NAJEX) and the relationship between
the Synagogue and NAJEX has flourished to this day.

to civilian life when there was
precious little government assistance
available for this. NAJEX also acted
as the custodian of Jewish military
graves and incurred large expenses
to ensure that all Jewish servicemen
had a properly marked grave.

primary function of NAJEX was
to provide support and welfare to
its members, many of whom had
been wounded in body or spirit
by those calamities. It provided an
opportunity for them to gather and
reminisce and to help each other
in the difficult task of re-adjusting

NAJEX had been blessed by the
fact that so many of the Rabbis
at The Great Synagogue had seen
virtue in the military aspect of life
and had done what they could to
support those involved in it.
Since childhood Rabbi Francis

By the late 1940s, this nascent
organisation had grown to 800
members. By 1950, its Federal body,
FAJEX, claimed to represent some
4,000 Australian ex-servicemen and
women and 1,000 Allied ex-servicemen and women.
After the two World Wars, the
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Rabbis of The Great
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Cohen had developed a passion for
the military. He had grown up at
Aldershot, the site of a major British
Army camp, and had admired the
pageantry and military activity he
had witnessed as a boy. He then
had the distinction of becoming the
first Jewish Chaplain in the British
Army, a role he held between 1892
and 1904.
After becoming the Chief
Minister of The Great Synagogue,
he served as an Australian Army
Chaplain from 1909 until his death
in 1934. Following him Rabbi Leib
A. Falk drew on his own illustrious
military experience, having served
as a Chaplain for three years during
World War One with the historic
Jewish Legion in Palestine and
Egypt, looking after 4,000 men. He
became a Chaplain to the Australian
Army in 1935 and all 3 of his sons
served in World War Two.
From 1988 to 2006, the Senior
Rabbi to the Australian Defence
Force was The Great Synagogue’s
Senior Minister, Rabbi Dr Raymond
Apple AO RFD (now an Honorary
Life Member of NAJEX). He also
served for two terms as chairman of
the Religious Advisory Committee
to the Services (the first Jewish
representative to hold this office).
In 1989 The Great Synagogue’s
Rabbi Edward Belfer became a
chaplain to the Australian Army
Reserve and served until his
retirement in 2004.
Today Rabbi Dr Benjamin Elton
has continued to strengthen the
relationship between NAJEX and
The Great Synagogue. Not only does
he participate regularly in NAJEX
commemorative events, but he is
also Jewish Chaplain to the RSL.

Historic Services at The
Great Synagogue

In 2002, NAJEX’s Anzac Day
Service was conducted at The
Great Synagogue in the presence

Rabbi Apple, Neil Glasser MVO and Rabbi Belfer.

of the Governor of NSW, Dame
Marie Bashir AD CVO. On this
occasion the Guest Speaker was
the Ambassador of Turkey. The
President of NAJEX, Wesley
Browne OAM, commented that he
believed that this was the first time
a Turkish Ambassador had given
the Anzac address in Australia and

DSC (Ret’d) and Australia’s Prime
Minister, the Honourable Tony
Abbott AC.

NAJEX Members and The
Great Synagogue

Over the years numerous members
of The Great Synagogue have been

Falk drew on his own illustrious military experience,
having served as a Chaplain for three years during
World War One with the historic Jewish Legion in
Palestine and Egypt, looking after 4,000 men.
that it had been an extraordinarily
moving speech.
Then on 3 May 2015 one of the
Jewish highlights of the Centenary
of Anzac commemorative period
was the service at The Great
Synagogue to commemorate the
centenary of the Gallipoli landing.
The Synagogue, packed with Jewish
and non-Jewish dignitaries, heard
addresses from the NSW State
Governor, His Excellency General
the Honourable David Hurley AC
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staunch members of NAJEX,
including NAJEX Presidents, Joe
Loufer, Wesley Browne OAM and
Warwick Abadee and also Joyce
Falk, Neil Glasser MVO, Michael
Gold OAM, Ellis Goldberg, Dr
Harry Lewis AM, Joe Symon
and Dr Bruce Symonds. Special
mention should also be made of The
Great’s beloved Abraham Rothfield
MC and Bar (“Rothy”). NAJEX is
grateful for their support and all the
others too numerous to mention.
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Peter M Allen
Previously National Co-ordinator (2012-2018), Centenary of Anzac
Jewish Program

Filling the gaps in the story of an
Australian hero of the Czech people:

Private Lawrence
Phillip Saywell
L
awrence Saywell was one of the first men to enlist in the Second Australian
Imperial Force in World War Two. Tragically, this unassuming but friendly
Private and then POW escapee, became the last Australian to die at the
hands of the enemy in the European theatre of war: on VE Day, 8 May 1945,
alone in a field by a country lane in the remote hills of Bohemia.

Lawrence Phillip Saywell was born
on 1 December 1919 in Neutral Bay,
to Gertrude Harriette and Montague
Joseph Saywell. Montague and his
brother, Norman, were the sons of
Rebecca (née Phillips) and Phillip
Mendelson, who married on 1
June 1887 at The Great Synagogue.
Lawrence attended Scots College
and was a proficient student of
French and German – an ability
which would later have an impact
on his life that he could never have
imagined. In 1932 Lawrence was
bar mitzvah at The Great.
From age sixteen, Lawrence
spent a year at his uncle Norman
Saywell’s large sheep station in
south-west Queensland, and after Education Ball at the Wentworth
his return to Sydney, he attended Hotel, on 12 July 1938.
the NSW Board of Jewish
Nineteen-year-old Lawrence Say
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well enlisted in October 1939 as
a Private in the 17th Brigade ASC
(Army Service Corps) and sailed to
the Middle East in early 1940. He was
one of 5,700 Australians captured
on Crete and Greece in June 1941.
Transported to Germany, Lawrence
then spent over three years in POW
camps in Poland, where he made
two unsuccessful escape attempts,
and Czechoslovakia. In the bitter
cold of winter, January 1945, amid
the confusion of the approaching
Soviet Russian forces, he escaped
together with a New Zealander and
two Russians. In return for shelter by
the local villagers, they joined Czech
partisans in sabotage operations
around the village of Miřetin.
On the last day of the war in
Europe, 8th May 1945, Lawrence
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In the bitter cold of winter, January 1945, amid the confusion of the
approaching Soviet Russian forces, he escaped together with a New Zealander
and two Russians. In return for shelter by the local villagers, they joined Czech
partisans in sabotage operations around the village of Miřetin.

offered his services as an interpreter
and succeeded in getting about
thirty German soldiers, who were
being held as hostages, disarmed
and released. Tragically, later
that day he came out of hiding
again, and was murdered by other
retreating Germans - the two
hundred and forty second and last
Australian POW to die in Europe.
Lawrence Saywell was immediately
recognised by the Czechs as a hero
and, every year since – except 2020
due to Covid-19 - the local villagers
join state officials and the Australian
Ambassador at commemoration
services in Miřetin and Prague.
Lawrence must have been acutely
aware of the compound risks he was
confronting in Czechoslovakia: being
an escaped POW, collaborating with
partisans - and born a Jew. What
chance would he have if he were recaptured by the Germans - and any
single one, let alone all, of those facts
were uncovered? And yet, incredibly,
he still stepped forward to protect
enemy, German soldiers: words
such as ‘mercy’ and ‘compassion’ are
inadequate to describe this deed,
in what became Lawrence Saywell’s
final act of bravery.
He is still remembered as a hero
by the Czech people – yet sadly, his
story is largely untold in Australia
– and until now, unknown in the
Jewish community. While this
year we serenely commemorated
Anzac Day and the seventy-fifth
Anniversary of VE Day on the

8th May 2020 – coinciding with
Lawrence Saywell’s seventy-fifth
Yahrzeit - we have a lot to be thankful
for in our relatively ‘gentle’ Australian
Covid-19 isolation.
THE GREAT SYNAGOGUE
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Peter Allen is preparing narratives
of the 341 men named on the
Australian Jewish War Memorial
at the ACTJC Centre and intends
to publish Saywell’s full story in
the 2021 Journal of the Australian
Jewish Historical Society.

Antiquities & Histories

Photo No. 1.

Dennis Bluth

The Great Synagogue
and its Neighbours

I

recently acquired two very early photos of The Great Synagogue, dated
around 1880. The Synagogue was designed by Colonial architect
Thomas Rowe, notable for many buildings including Newington
College, the Sydney Hospital and St Marks Church in Darling Point.

The consecration of The Great
Synagogue took place on 4 March
1878. The Sydney Morning Herald
reported that “for lavish adornment
and superb finish the new building
has no equal in the city of Sydney”.

Today, the Synagogue building is
dwarfed by its imposing neighbours:
to the north is the St James Trust
building and to the south is the
former Consolidated Press Building.
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Photo. 1

This photo was taken from the
corner of Park and Elizabeth Streets
showing the Synagogue building
in its full majesty. It clearly shows
from the side, the decorative facade
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on Elizabeth Street and the full
length of the building extending
to Castlereagh Street. At the time
it was taken, the neighbouring
buildings were much smaller than
the Synagogue. Neither of the
photos came with provenance, so
the exact date is unknown.

Photo No. 2

This photo taken at around the
same time as Photo #1 shows the
Synagogue building dominating
this section of Elizabeth Street. The
building to the north was occupied
in 1899 by the Manchester Unity
Oddfellows. The current building
on this site was completed 19211923 by John P Tate & Young in
the Commercial Palazzo style. This
style was in fashion at the time for
banks and insurance companies. It
became the St James Trust Building
around 2014. Information supplied
by the Archivist of the City of
Sydney.

Photo No. 2.

Photo No. 3

To the south of the Elizabeth
Street frontage of the Synagogue, the
Consolidated Press building stood
since at least from 1917 and up to
around 2016, when it changed use.
Prior to this time a smaller building
was found on this site, and was
occupied by the Oyster and Dining
Saloon, which is shown in Photo #3.
The Singer Sewing Machine Co. is

Photo No. 3.

advertised on the front of the shop, premises, Elizabeth St (191-193),
and next to it can be seen the Hyde 1901 (City of Sydney Archives,
Park Coffee Palace. Information A-00036200).
and photo supplied by the Archivist
of the City of Sydney, Commercial
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In

Memoriam
S

adly, each year we say goodbye to beloved members, and all are equally missed
by their family and friends in the congregation. Here, we remember four members
who passed away this year, who were particularly committed to the Synagogue.

Joyce Falk

least the 1890s. She was named,
‘confirmed’, married and buried
by The Great Synagogue. She knew
six out of its seven Chief Ministers,
and of course her father-in-law,
Rabbi Falk.
Joyce came from a happy and
loving home and was a dedicated
daughter. After SCEGGS, she
worked as a hairdresser and then for
the war effort in the Second World
War. After three years in London
she returned to Sydney and married
Gerald Falk. They had two children,
Antony and Jacklyn. Gerald was a
very active communal leader and
When Joyce Falk left us, the Joyce was a great source of support.
Synagogue lost its longest standing She rejoiced too in her children-inmember. She was associated with law and grandchildren.
the Congregation from her birth
In the 1990s she lost the three
in 1921 to her passing in January most important men in her life
2020. She was a fourth generation within three years; her son, then
Australian Jew, from a family that father and finally her husband. She
has now been in Australia for two continued to live independently
centuries. She sat in a seat in the and attend The Great Synagogue
Ladies Gallery that has been used every Shabbat until she was well
by members of her family since at into her nineties.
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She was elegant, stylish and
dignified, helpful and generous,
cheerful company with a wonderful
memory. She died, as she lived,
expressing and receiving love.
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Dr Harry Lewis AM

Until COVID-19 suspended Shule
services, Harry Lewis was in his seat
every Shabbat he was in Sydney. He
has served as President in the late
1990s and he remained absolutely
devoted to the Synagogue.
Professionally he was a highly

In Memoriam
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successful and much-loved dentist,
and later a periodontist. He was
a devoted husband to June and
dedicated father to Steven and
Michael. He supported June as she
pursued higher education and was
delighted when Michael received
semicha and Steven was elected
to Council. He deeply loved his
grandchildren and extended family.
Harry was a leader in a range
of fields in NSW Council of
Professions, Australian Dental

Association as well B’nai B’rith, the
Masonic Lodge, as Vice-President
of the Australian Jewish Historical
Society and of course as President of
The Great Synagogue. Harry was a
senior tutor in dentistry at Sydney
University, and consultant to the
Prince of Wales, Prince Henry and
Royal Women’s Hospitals. He was
a Captain in the Royal Australian
Dental Corp and received the
Australian Defence Medal in 2001.
His contributions were recognised

by the award of the AM. Harry had
many achievements to his name, but
never felt the need to boast about
them. He loved his garden and was
a member of the Orchid Society. He
was a dedicated collector of coins,
stamps and silver. He was cultured,
enjoying classical concerts, opera
and ballet.
We use the silver cup presented
in honour of his ninetieth birthday
at the Shabbat morning Kiddush
every week.
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Ken Gresham

Lionel Green
Lionel was a kind,
gentle and sweet
man, wise and able,
thoughtful and suc
cessful, who inspired
much love in those
who knew him. He
was especially devoted
to his mother and her
death when he was
eighteen was a terrible
blow, from which
he never entirely
recovered. His father was Simon Green, President
of The Great Synagogue (and indeed several years
before that, President of The Central Synagogue).
Lionel pursued real estate and he did well. He was
generous with the Montefiore Home and the Jewish
Cemetery Trust, and always sought to honour the
memory of his parents. He was a regular Shule
attender and went to FIGS (Friends in The Great
Synagogue) functions. He loved being with his
family and seeing their children running around.
Lionel and his partner Neil were together for thirty
years and he was devastated when Neil passed away.
After that, Lionel moved into the Monte and was
determined to make the most it and gained a new
lease of life. He was strong and active until just
before his last, brief illness.
He was a very generous benefactor to the
Synagogue.

Some deaths are
shocking. Ken Gresham
was Treas
urer of the
Synagogue until just
before Rosh Hashana
2019, he was in Shule
on the first day of Yom
Tov but passed away
just a few weeks later,
still in his seventies. He
was full of energy, fun
and opinions. He unique personality remained intact
for as long as he was conscious.
Ken came from London but was always delighted
to be in Australia. He became a printer in England
and brought that skill to Sydney. He met his wife
Sara as a Central Synagogue Youth meeting, where he
introduced himself as the new President. They married
in 1966 and had two children Simon and Aylie.
Ken and Sara worked hard facing financial
ups and downs, but Ken made a great success of
property management. He became President of
the Double Bay Chamber of Commerce. With
Rabbi Mendel Kastel he helped found Chabad
Double Bay and was a great supporter of Jewish
House. He was involved in politics and Malcolm
Turnbull even called from New York when he
heard Ken was unwell.
Ken became Treasurer of the Synagogue in 2014
and did a huge amount to turn around the Shule’s
finances. Above all, he always believed in the Shule
and its future. His lasting legacy to The Great will be
the Foundation, which he advocated and established.
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Neil Glasser MVO

Neil Glasser MVO – loved and
respected member of The Great
Synagogue for over eighty years,
sadly passed away on 24th July this
year. He was 101 and 10 months.
On July 2nd Neil and Nina,
daughter of Rebbetzin and
Rabbi Falk, had celebrated their
74th wedding anniversary.
Neil and Nina and were generous
benefactors to The Great – their
donations included the silver statue
of Moses situated on the mezzanine
level of the Green Auditorium.
Neil served in the RAAF during
WWII and on return he had
an extraordinary career as an
entrepreneur and businessman,

Memorial, the Royal Wishing
Well that contributes thousands of
dollars each year to charity, and he
acquired the famous Queen Victoria
Statue. A message from Queen
Elizabeth II to future generations is
ensconced in a time capsule in the
QVB to be opened in 2085.
Neil instigated the creation
of Australia’s Victoria Cross
Commemorative Stamps, issued
which
included
introducing 24th July 2000.
For his service to the Crown,
television services to the patients in
Neil
was invested by the Queen at
hospitals throughout Australia and
New Zealand. Neil was Director Buckingham Palace as a Member of
of Promotions for Sydney’s Queen the Royal Victorian Order.
Neil has left a wonderous legacy
Victoria Building during its 1980s
to
his family, his community and to
restoration. Neil created the
Royal Clock, the Victoria Cross the Australian people.

Welcome to the Board

David Lewis, Vice President.

Morris Symonds, Finance Committee.

Simon Havas, Treasurer.

Fay Frishcer, Pastoral Care.
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Benjamin Hansen, Human Resources.
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Hinda Young
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Justin Green
Board of Management
Justice Stephen Rothman AM
Max Freedman
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Daniel Abbott
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Steve Schach
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Board Member
Board Member
Board Member
Board Member
Board Member
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Useful contacts
Synagogue office
Denise Sher – Kiddushim

(02) 9267 2477
0408 411 510

The Great Vine
Crunch Brand – designers
info@crunchbrand.com.au;

0410 341 277

LEP Colour Printers

07 5458 3800

www.omnis.net

The smart choice
for application development.

Omnis Studio

The Omnis Studio software development
environment gives you more power, more
performance and more ﬂexibility.
Develop your apps once and deploy them
to virtually any device, on any platform
without modiﬁcation, on Android
and iOS phones as well as Windows and
macOS desktops.

