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	 	Purim		
		and	Passover				
	Strengthening     
   One Another



* $1,546,258 is the average 2020 gross sales of 38 multi-territory 
businesses (108 territories) that have been in operation for 6-9 years 
and in operation for all of 2020.  16 of these businesses (42%) met/
exceeded the average gross sales.  There is no assurance, however, 
that you will do as well.  See Item 19 of our FDD.

Care that 
 moves you
We step in with customized, 
comforting, life-affirming care that 
moves your loved one emotionally 
and physically forward. From personal 
assistance and companionship to 
24-hour care and hospice care, we
provide the extra help needed to
propel your loved one safely and
confidently to their fullest potential,
wholeheartedly, wherever they
call home.

Personal care
Bathing, dressing, incontinence care, 
hygiene, etc.

Companionship

Medication reminders

Meal preparation

Assistance with special diets

Light housekeeping

Assistance getting ready for the day/night 

Memory care  

Fall prevention

Exercise encouragement

Calendar/appointment reminders 

Personalized care plans

OUR SERVICES:

Call us today! 
914-479-5200
SYNERGYHomeCare.com

SYNERGY HomeCare of Westchester 
Owned and operated by J.Heinlein 
455 Central Park Ave, Suite 314 
Scarsdale, NY 10583 
jheinlein@synergyhomecare.com
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By Jenna Lebowich, WCT President

F
ifty-seven eighty-three has been a 
busy and exciting year so far, with 
many celebrations still ahead: Purim 
and Passover (see p. 8-11), 10th 

Grade Confirmation, and Academy grad-
uation. And make sure to save Saturday 
evening, May 13 for Rabbi Mara’s “Bat 
Mitzvah,” the celebration of her 13 years 
at Woodlands. We have so many wonderful 
reasons to come together and to celebrate 
our strength, resilience, and continuity as a 
Jewish community.

We have progressed well toward many of the goals set out in our 
September issue, including: 
•  Delving into our member engagement processes: The Member 

Engagement Working Group has been evaluating how congregants 
connect with the WCT community. It has made recommendations 
for improving our communications and for elevating oversight of 
membership and member relations to an executive-level role (see p. 4).

•  Evaluating and revamping our administrative operations: Our office 
systems have become more streamlined and efficient, and we are 
making good use of our new synagogue management system and 
the data it provides.

•  Collecting the stories of our past and sharing our temple’s history 
with its newest generation of members. Many thanks to Rabbi Billy 
for taking on the role of WCT historian, encouraging us to record sto-
ries from our founders, including the late Jack Safirstein z”l (see p. 16).

•  Security has always been high on our list of priorities, but unfortu-
nately the growth of antisemitism and recent threats to the Jewish 
community has pushed it up to the top. Our leadership team has 
committed time and resources to upgrading the physical security of 
our building and the preparedness of our members and staff.  We 
will continue work hard to keep our community safe and ask for 
your patience and partnership to do so.  

Chazak, chazak v’nitchazek: May we be strong. May we share our 
strength. And may we be strengthened by one another.
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 Reproductive Rights = 
 Religious Freedom

The words on the bumper sticker are clear.  
“ABORTION BANS ARE AGAINST MY RELIGION.”  
It’s eye-catching when you consider that a large segment of 
the anti-abortion movement bases its position on a religious 

mandate, brandishing bumper stickers such as “pray to end 
abortion” and “God said Abortion=Murder.”

The National Council for Jewish Women speaks for all Jewish denomi-
nations in saying that there are situations in which abortion is not only permit-
ted but is required by Jewish law. When civil law prohibits abortion, it prevents 
Jews from following their religion (and, incidentally, prevents Muslims as well).

In three states, lawsuits have been filed on the basis that abortion bans 
are an infringement on religious freedom. Woodlands’ newly formed Repro-
ductive Justice Task Force is working on a program to explain the arguments 
made in these lawsuits and review their progress through the courts. This is 
just one in a series of programs and actions planned by the task force in re-
sponse to the Supreme Court’s reversal of Roe v. Wade.

For more information or to become involved in the task force, contact 
chair Tanya Briendel at reprojustice@wct.org.

— Roberta Roos, Rabbi Joan Glazer Farber, and Tanya Briendel

Butterfly hair clips, Steve Madden slides, the Spice 
Girls, Y2K? If you remember any of these, you’re 

old enough to celebrate at Rabbi Mara’s “Bat Mitz-
vah” gala on Sat., May 13 at WCT.

The Woodlands community will support our be-
loved temple and honor Rabbi Mara’s 13 years at 

WCT. It’s her very own “Bat Mitzvah” party, inspired by the era of her original 
Bat Mitzvah. Rabbi Mara said, “I became bat mitzvah in 1997. The Macarena 
was the reigning queen of the dance-floor dances and the highlight of the 
night was when your friends presented you with a memory candle.”

The gala will offer a festive evening of dancing, dinner, drinks, and fun sur-
prises. Cocktails begin at 6 pm and we will gather for a brief Havdalah before 
heading inside for a night of turn-of-the-millenium-style partying. 

Rabbi Mara said “I'm so excited to celebrate this 13-year-old partnership in 
May. What I love about synagogue life is that I get to be with folks for all the 
milestones: the babies, the b'nai mitzvah, weddings, even sickness and saying 
goodbye. So it feels right that we'd celebrate this beautiful milestone together.”

Tickets are limited and are available to purchase at wct.org/rabbimaragala. 
There, you’ll also find the link to support the temple and honor Rabbi Mara by 
placing an ad in the gala journal. See you on the dance floor on May 13!

Lucky 13:Lucky 13:  
Rabbi Mara’s “Bat Mitzvah” Gala

Touro Synagogue in Newport, 
R.I., is the only surviving U.S. 
synagogue building from the 

colonial period. 
First dedicated in 
1763, the Sephar-
dic synagogue was 
declared a National 
Historic Site in 
1946 and is a 
symbol of religious 
freedom for all 
Americans.

Woodlands 
is sponsoring a 
one-day bus trip to 
visit this historic synagogue on  
Sun, April 23, featuring a guided tour 
of Touro Synagogue and the area. Cost 
is $60 per person for members, $70 for 
non-members. For more information, 
please see wct.org/newport.

– Abby Hirsch and Kate Krahl, 
 Adult Education co-chairs

Dust off your skates and join your 
Woodlands friends at Havdalah on Ice, 
a beloved Woodlands tradition from 
pre-Covid times. This year, Havdalah 
on Ice will be held 4:30 pm – 6 pm 
on Sat., April 15 at the Westchester 
Skating Academy in Elmsford. Costs: 
$15 per adult, $10 per child or $30 for 
a family, plus a $4 skate rental fee 
for those needing equipment. 

This event is open to the entire 
Woodlands community and be-
yond, so invite friends. To reg-
ister, please visit: wct.org/ice.

— Youth and Family 
Engagement Committee

Tradition! 
Havdalah  

on Ice

Visit Newport’s Historic
Touro SynagogueA	LittleNosh



Renowned Jewish musician Elana Arian will be Woodlands’ inaugural 
Jonah Maccabee Artist-in-Residence March 17-19. Elana not only is 

one of the prominent voices in contemporary Jewish music, she also is 
a long-time friend of WCT and of the Dreskin family. Elana will headline 
the 13th annual Jonah Maccabee concert on Sat., March 18, and will also 
join Rabbi Mara and Cantor Jenna on the bimah for  Friday night Shabbat 
services, lead K-2 Kesher families in song on Saturday morning, and a 

concert for grades 3-6 Kesher families on Sunday. All donations and 
money raised from tickets for the Jonah Maccabee concert will go 
directly to the Jonah Maccabee Fund, which helps to bring new and 
inspiring Jewish music to Woodlands, as well as to raise scholarship 

money for WCT youths to attend Jewish summer camp. Please sign 
up at wct.org/jonah.

– Cantor Jenna Mark

Sing	Along with Artist-in-Residence	Elana	Arian

3

My matzo ball recipe is a conglomeration of my grand-
mother’s techniques, the recipe on the back of the Streit’s 
matzo meal box, and my own healthier cooking techniques.  
The recipe yields about a dozen soft, fluffy matzo balls. 

INGREDIENTS	

	1	–	1	½		 	cups	matzo	meal,	either	white	or	a	combination		
of	white	and	whole	wheat (see Notes)

	 4		 large	eggs,	yolks	and	whites	separated,	at	room	temperature

	 ¼		 cup	neutral	oil	such	as	canola,	or	olive	oil	if	you	want	the	flavor

	 ¼		 cup	seltzer	water

	 1		 teaspoon	salt

	 	 Freshly	ground	pepper

	 	 Fresh	herbs	or	diced,	cooked	vegetables	if	desired	(see Notes)

INSTRUCTIONS

Beat the egg yolks, oil, salt, and pepper in a large mix-
ing bowl until the yolks are pale yellow. Mix in the mat-
zo meal and any herbs or vegetables you wish  
(see Notes). Stir in the seltzer until just combined.

In another large bowl, beat the whites with a whisk 
or electric mixer until they form stiff peaks. Gently 
fold the whites into the matzo meal mixture, making 
sure that there are no white streaks but being care-
ful not to deflate the whites too much. Refrigerate 
for at least 30 minutes.

Bring a large pot of salted water to a boil. Place a 
bowl of cold water on your work surface. Form 1-inch 
diameter balls of dough, dipping hands into cold wa-
ter frequently to prevent sticking, then dropping the 
finished balls into the boiling water. Cover the pot 
and lower the heat to a simmer for 45-55 minutes.  

Matzo balls are done when a knife tip easily pierces 
through to the center.  

Remove cooked balls from the pot with a slotted 
spoon and let them cool. Refrigerate or freeze the 
matzo balls until ready to use, reheating defrosted 
balls in soup before serving. Matzo balls will shrivel 
slightly in storage but will plump when reheated.

NOTES: 
Replace up to half of the total volume of matzo meal 
with whole wheat to increase the fiber and protein con-
tent of the matzo balls. Don’t do more than half, howev-
er, or the matzo balls will be too heavy.

Add a few tablespoons of chopped fresh dill and pars-
ley to the yolks for additional color and flavor. Finely 
chopped cooked mushrooms, carrots, or sautéed onions 
are also great additions.

— Jenna Lebowich

Matzo Balls for the Holidays
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E x E c u t i v E  D i r E c t o r  
H aya  L u f t i g 

Engaging with Our Members

One of WCT’s major 
concerns during Covid 
was how our members 

connected — with each other 
and with Woodlands. How 
could WCT continue to be a 
place that members turned to 
for support and engagement 
when we could not be together 
in person? We all made a huge 
effort to connect online through 
Zoom services, educational opportunities for both adults 
and children, and on social media. Many of us came through 
the pandemic feeling as connected, if not more, than before. 

The next challenge came as we began to meet in person. 
How could we make services and events accessible to all 
while still being safe? We moved to hybrid meetings and 
outdoor onegs, and again made things work. We were so 
successful that our membership grew substantially, with 68 
new member households in the past two years. We faced a 
new challenge: How could we share “the Woodlands Way” 
to people who had not experienced Woodlands pre-Covid? 
What would it mean to be an engaged member now? Many 
of our ways of communicating and meeting each other have 
changed. How could we meet and bond over shared experi-
ences when so many of those experiences are different?

Early in her 
presidency, Jenna 
Lebowich formed 
the Member En-
gagement Working 
Group (MEWG) 
to look at how we 
engage with each 
other as a commu-
nity. The group, 

which is co-chaired by Irv Adler and Jenna, is examining 
Woodlands’ membership and where our interests lie, what 
brings us together, and what connects us. MEWG is looking 
at things big and small — from our emails and social media 
to our programs and educational experiences. When do we 
come together and why? MEWG seeks to ensure we forge 
stronger relationships and make Woodlands “the place that 
our heart holds dear” for all of us. 

r a b b i  M a r a  y o u n g 

Thirteen Candles:  
The Rabbi’s Top Five 

Memories

Thirteen years! So many 
wonderful memories. 
Here are my top five:

1. 	Ramadan	 iftar	 2019 Jews 
and Muslims often are 
portrayed as opposites, but 
every gathering with our 
Muslim Friends at Peace Is-
land Institute exposes how 
much we are family. At 
this iftar, 6-year-old Noah 
found a group of girls her 
age from PII. You couldn’t pry these children apart: They 
all ended up leading Havdalah from the bimah.

2.  All	the	trips! From our weekend in Boston to Broadway 
shows to museum exhibits and Israel, there’s no one else 
I love getting on a bus with than WCT folks!

3.   Mock	Wedding	2018 The sixth graders asked a simple 
question: “Can we have a same-sex wedding?” That year, 
two brides walked down the aisle for the first time to the 
sound of communal pride and a commitment to equality.

4.   Covid	Food	Drive	2020 In the thick of Covid, my family 
and I stood in the temple parking lot with WCT friends 
to grab bags of groceries out of folks’ trunks for drop off 
at the Dobbs Ferry Food Pantry. At a time when everyone 
was turning in, Woodlands folks reached out. 

5. 	Superstorm	Sandy	2012 The lights stayed on at Wood-
lands that week and folks wandered through to warm 
up and charge their phones. The building has never felt 
so intimate and cozy. But nothing beats services that 
week as Rabbi Billy and I opened up the ark and found 
it Torah-less — we had moved them to safety during the 
storm and never put them back! 

Since 2009, Rabbi 
Mara has served as rab-
binic intern, assistant 
rabbi, sabbatical rabbi, 
director of congregational 
learning, associate rabbi, 
and now senior rabbi of 
our congregation.

Commentary

Save the Date!

MaraGala_PSTCRD_20230126_PRINT.indd   1MaraGala_PSTCRD_20230126_PRINT.indd   1 1/26/23   2:16 PM1/26/23   2:16 PM
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D i r E c t o r  o f  y o u t H  a n D  f a M i Ly 
E n g a g E M E n t  a v i ta L  a b r a H a M 

My Voice Can Change  
the World

I can hardly put into words 
the incredible power I felt 
when 450 Reform Jewish 

teenagers from across the 
country (including 14 of our 
own Woodlands teens) sang 
together, “I have a voice, My 
voice is powerful, My voice can 
change the world.” This was 
our anthem at the Religious 
Action Center’s (RAC) L’Tak-
en Seminar for Social Justice in Washington, D.C., which 
Rabbi Mara, Rabbinic Intern Lara Tessler, myself, and 14 
Academy students attended. We spent the long weekend 
learning about our country’s legislative process, connecting 
our Jewish values to our political ideals, and touring around 
Washington D.C. Our teens were especially delighted to see 
just how many other Reform Jewish teens cared about the 
same issues they did.

The most impactful part of our trip came on Monday 
morning, when we lobbied our congressional represen-
tatives’ offices. We started with Senate Majority Leader 
Chuck Schumer’s office, where our teens spoke powerfully 
about the importance of reforming the criminal justice code 
and raising the federal minimum wage. We then spoke to 
staffers from the House of Representatives, where teens 
lobbied for reproductive justice and gun violence preven-
tion, weaving their Jewish values with personal stories to 
create a powerful message.

Our teens have come 
back from this experi-
ence excited to continue 
to engage in political 
work and to connect 
with the larger Reform 
Jewish community. 
They’ve seen that their 
voices are powerful 
and that they truly can 
change the world.

We are grateful for 
the generosity of Steve’s 
H.O.P.E., which made 
this trip possible.

r a b b i  J o a n  g L a z E r  f a r b E r  
a n D  r o b E r ta  r o o s

From Anatevka to 
Westchester 

They said their goodbyes, 
about to become “strang-
ers in a strange new 

place.” Their lives in danger, torn 
apart from family and friends, 
all were forcibly abandoning 
their homes and being dispersed 
around the world. And so, they 
left the Anatevka created on an 
Off-Broadway stage in a recent 
Yiddish production of “Fiddler 
on the Roof.” 

But the reality behind this 
creative endeavor was not filled 
with beautiful music and lively 
dances. It was heartbreak, de-
struction, and death. An exhibit 
in the theater lobby informed 
us: “100 years later, the players 
have changed, but many of the 
issues have remained remarkably 
similar.” Today, refugees from Af-
ghanistan and Ukraine (eerily, the location of the fictional 
Anatevka), among others, are searching for safe homes.

The refugee-resettling coalition of six synagogues to 
which Woodlands belongs is determined to save as many 
families as it can. We recently welcomed a Ukrainian family. 
WCT congregant Olga Tenenbaum, herself from Ukraine, 
greeted them in the apartment we provided. Olga was 
touched by the mom’s tearful eyes when she opened the 
refrigerator filled with Ukrainian foods and discovered the 
borscht that reminded her of her lost home. Tasks ahead 
for this family: improving their English, acclimating them 
to Westchester, and working with them to align their skills 
to job opportunities.

We hope that an Afghan family assigned to us will soon 
be able to depart a United Arab Emirates refugee camp for 
the U.S. And then another, and another, and....

How many we can save depends, in part, on our con-
gregants. How great is our will to rescue strangers from 
heartbreak, destruction, and death?

Woodlands’ Refugee Taskforce is chaired by Leslie Litsky. 
Please let her know at Refugees@wct.org if you want to 
help – she will tell you how. Donations can be made at  
westchesterresettlementcoalition.org.

Roberta Roos

Rabbi Joan Glazer Farber



What  You Need to  Know About

S
tudying anthropology in college, it intrigued me to 
find that many cultures have “topsy-turvy” days. 
These are days when dressing up is encouraged, 
social taboos are ignored, and traditional bound-
aries are crossed. Anthropologists would argue 

that these days exist to “let off steam” and allow innate 
desires and transgressive longings to breathe for a day. This 
release helps maintain the more restrictive order the rest of 
the year.

 Judaism is no exception. Particularly in stricter, more 
traditional Jewish communities, Purim is an important 
day where gender norms are challenged (cross-dressing is 
allowed) and strict day-to-day norms are interrupted by 
revelry and silliness.

Enter alcohol. The Talmud (Megillah 7b) offers the 
famous statute: on Purim, a person is supposed to get so 
drunk that they don’t know the difference between “cursed 
is Haman” (the villain of the story) and “blessed is Mor-
dechai” (one of the heroes). Alcohol is the fuel of the top-
sy-turvy frenzy.

Drunkenness as a part of celebrating has existed since 
ancient times. Alcohol has long been a fixture at holiday 

celebrations as well as personal ones. We’ve all witnessed 
party-inspired consumption at weddings and b’nai mitz-
vah. An open bar is a signal to let loose and enjoy.

The	Dangers	Of	Alcohol	Abuse
Yet in the same breath that the rabbis dictate drunken 

revelry, they warn of its dangers. The Talmud tells a cau-
tionary tale: Raba and Rav Zeira shared in a festive Purim 
meal together. They became so drunk that Raba arose 
and slaughtered Rav Zeira. The next day Raba prayed 
for Divine mercy and Rav Zeira returned to life. The next 
year, Raba said to Rav Zeira, “Come and let us make a 
festive Purim meal together.” Rav Zeira replied, “A miracle 
doesn’t occur every time.” 

As the story shows, drinking can easily get out of hand 
and lead to everything from mild embarrassment to grave 
offenses. Is there anything special about Purim that would 
have us ignore all the cautionary tales when it comes to 
alcohol? The Chofetz Chaim, author of an influential 1873 
book on Jewish ethics and clean speech, answers: “It is 
because all the miracles that were wrought for the Jewish 
people in the days of Achaskverosh’s were on account of 

The	mitzvah	is		
	 the	celebration		
					of	the	miracle,		
	 						not	the	drinking

By Rabbi Mara Young
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 Are We  
 Supposed to  
 Get Drunk on  
    Purim?



drinking. In the beginning, Vashti complained about Achaskverosh’s 
drunkenness, and therefore Esther came into the picture. Also, Ha-
man’s downfall was on account of drinking (i.e., the many feasts 
Esther threw). Therefore, the sages obligate us to drink so that the 
great miracle will be remembered with wine drinking.”

It’s	Not	Really	About	the	Alcohol

That said, the Chofetz Chaim warns, drinking is not an indispens-
able condition for celebrating Purim. The Chofetz Chaim is implying 
that it’s not really about the alcohol, but what you’re using it for. 
There are plenty of ways to rejoice and celebrate the miracle of 
Purim, he says: “We should not become drunk and demean ourselves 
by rejoicing. We are not commanded to rejoice for the sake of de-
bauchery and stupidity, rather we should rejoice with a delight that 
leads us to love God and acknowledge the miracles wrought for us.”

It’s a party for a purpose — that of honoring God and the redemp-
tion from violence. The mitzvah is the celebration of the miracle, 
not the drinking. What’s more, Jewish tradition acknowledges what 
we now call addiction and how it can destroy bodies, families, and 
livelihoods. Ultimately, the Talmud offers this important dictum re-
garding God’s laws: “You shall live by them, but not die by them” 
(Yoma 85b). Alcohol often plays a central role in Jewish rituals (i.e., 
Shabbat kiddush, the four glasses of wine on Passover). It is always 
appropriate to swap it out for grape juice or to hold a dry event to 
support those with drug/alcohol addictions and who are in recovery.

Beth Huppin, Director of Project Kavod, a group that pools tzeda-
kah to have a greater impact, explains Purim’s connection to alcohol 
this way:

“The Purim ‘intoxication’ is recognition of the tender truth that 
all of us have within us both [the] destructive tendencies of Haman 
and righteous possibilities of Mordecai. We also have within us the 
potential to be King Achashverosh, a person with great power who 
uses it poorly, causing a proliferation of suffering without our aware-
ness. We are also Esther every time we are afraid to step out into the 
world as our true selves, unaware of our own power, as well as when 
we find the courage to ask for help and overcome those fears…. The 
command to become unaware of the difference between ‘cursed is 
Haman’ and ‘blessed is Mordecai’ may be a way of reminding us that 
the only way forward as individuals and as a society is to recognize 
the complex humanity in each of us.”

The Jewish community continues to grapple with acknowledging 
individuals experiencing addiction and helping those in recovery. The 
spring holidays of Purim and Passover are notoriously challenging for 
these members of the community. We can do our part by accepting 
the “tender truth” that we all can be wicked like Haman or righteous 
like Mordechai. We do this by observing our own actions and doing 
what we can to bring health and wholeness to others.

Purim is “a party for a purpose —  
that of honoring God and the  

redemption from violence.” 
– Rabbi Mara Young
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Jewish	Resources	for	
Addiction	and	Recovery

T’Shuvah	Center
Mission: “T’Shuvah Center is an intention-
al spiritual recovery community for ad-
dicts of all kinds. Based in New York City, 
we integrate Jewish wisdom, text and 
ritual; the 12 Steps; and spirituality to help 
those suffering find a path to recovery.” 
tshuvahcenter.org

Beit	T’Shuvah
Mission: “Addiction is a symptom of a 
divided self; an unhealthy dependence on 
substances or compulsive activities to pro-
vide a temporary sense of wholeness and 
well-being. Through a community rooted 
in the spiritual principles of Judaism, au-
thenticity, and transparency, Beit T’Shu-
vah members are taught to live in concert 
with their own inner value, dignity, and 
Kedusha: holiness.” beittshuvah.org

Jewish	Addiction	Awareness	Network
Mission: “To increase understanding of the 
disease of addiction and decrease stigma 
by connecting individuals, families, and 
professionals across the Jewish spectrum 
in order to explore the intersection of Juda-
ism and recovery, exchange resources and 
support those in crisis.” jaanetwork.org/
resources/general-resources.php



Shifra.  Puah.  Yocheved.  Batya. 
Tzipporah.  Miriam.

These women were role models who brought social 
change during a time of chaos and tribulation. 
When the Israelite people were under attack in 

Egypt, these women challenged norms to do what they felt 
was right. Today, in 5783, we experience our own chal-
lenges and persecutions. We can use these women’s stories 
to help us through moments of our own adversity, such as 
the upending of reproductive rights and the violations fe-
male-identifying and child-bearing folks experience toward 
their bodies. As we approach Passover, let’s remember the 
stories of these six righteous women who made our exodus 
from Egypt possible. 

Shifra	and	Puah	—	Bravery
The first female characters to make an appearance in the 

Exodus story are Shifra and Puah, midwives who defied 
Pharaoh’s orders to kill all of the Israelite baby boys. 

Commentators suggest there were up to 500 midwives 
in Egypt, led by Shifra and Puah. With these two brave 
women at the helm, not only did they show their loyalty 
to the Israelites by defying Pharaoh’s command, but they 
modeled righteous behavior. Because of this behavior, “God 
dealt well with the midwives; and the people multiplied and 
increased greatly,” (Exodus 1:20). The commentator Rashi 
explains that the name Shifra means “improvement” and 
Puah means “cooing.” Both Shifra and Puah lived up to 
their names to help soothe and improve upon the future of 
the Jewish people by defying Pharaoh. 

Yocheved	—	Faith
Like Shifra and Puah, Yocheved, the mother of Moses, 

Aaron, and Miriam, flouted Pharoah’s order to put Jewish 
baby boys to death. When Yocheved could no longer hide 
Moses from the Egyptian soldiers, she made a watertight 
box of wood in which she placed her son and sent him      
down the Nile River, believing that God would find a way 
to care for her offspring. It was because of this faith in God 

By Cantor Jenna Mark
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Taking	a	Stand:	 
How Six Women Helped the Jews  

Escape from Egypt

that Moses was able to survive and become the leader of 
the Jewish people. As Rabbi Yehuda Hanassi wrote, “There 
was a Jewish woman who was the mother of 600,000 chil-
dren” — because of Yocheved’s brave actions and immense 
faith in God, Moses was born, saved, and led our people to 
the Promised Land, and lived to witness the successes of her 
three children.     

Batya	—	An	Extended	Arm
All too often, when something is beyond our reach, we 

give up too readily. We think that what we could have done 
to effect change would have been too little, and thus not 
worth the effort. Batya, Pharaoh’s daughter, showed that 
we can make more of an impact than we might expect. The 
midrash says, “Upon seeing the basket, Pharaoh’s daughter 
extended her hand toward it, despite its being far beyond 
her reach.” Because of this act of compassion, a miracle (one 
of many miracles in the Exodus story) happened and Batya’s 
arm was “extended for many more arm-lengths” (Exodus 
Rabbah 1:23). Thus, Batya was able to save Moses’ life and 
raise our greatest prophet. Judaism is a religion that preach-
es the value of hachanasat orchim, welcoming the stranger. 
While not Jewish, Batya welcomed a stranger, extending her 
arm to a baby whose life was in peril. With that effort, she 
changed the course not only for the Jewish people, but for 
all history. 

Tzipporah	—	Kindness	and	Courage
Tzipporah, daughter of Yitro, saved Moses’ life twice. 

First, after Moses fled Egypt after killing an Egyptian, he 
escaped to Midian, only to be cast into a pit by Yitro. After 
10 years of having only bread to eat, Tzipporah pleaded 
with her father to release Moses from the pit and let him live 
with their family. Shortly thereafter, Tzipporah asked her 
father to allow her to marry Moses. She showed immense 
kindness towards Moses, by begging her father for Moses’ 
life, feeding him while he was held prisoner, and then clean-
ing and keeping  him alive in an unfamiliar community. 

Second, after Moses’ encounter with the burning bush, 
Moses, Tzipporah, and their two sons began their travels 
to Egypt so Moses could fulfill his duty as leader of the 
Jewish people. One night on their journey, an angel came 
to punish Moses for not having circumcised his firstborn 
son, Gershom. Fearing for the life of her husband and child, 
Tzipporah took a sharp stone and circumcised him on the 
spot. With kindness and courage, Zipporah was able to save 
Moses’ life — not once, but twice! Being kind to others costs 

us nothing. Like Tzipporah, we can show kindness to some-
one else and positively impact their lives. Being courageous 
might take more energy and thought; yet, we must continue 
to show strength in the face of fear, just like Tzipporah. 

Miriam	—	Wisdom	of	the	Prophetess
Miriam is renowned for helping the Israelites cross the 

Red Sea, leading everyone in song, and spreading joy and 
praise during the exodus from Egypt. Yet, we often over-
look the wisdom and strength it took for Miriam to share 
her prophecies. 

Miriam was a small child when she received her earliest 
prophecy. Miriam informed her mother, Yocheved, that 
Yocheved would give birth to a baby boy who would grow 
up to free the enslaved Israelites from Egyptian tyranny. Not 
long after Pharaoh decreed that all Jewish baby boys would 
be killed, Yocheved and her husband, Amram, decided they 
should not have any more children. Hearing this, Miriam 

stood up to her parents, saying, “Your decree is worse than 
Pharaoh’s.” If Yocheved and Amram had chosen not to 
have any more children, then Moses would not have been 
born and they would have set an example that it was okay 
for the Jews to give into Pharaoh’s hatred. 

Not only was Miriam blessed with prophecy, but Miriam 
used her voice for the good of her people. For example, 
when Miriam realized that Batya, the princess, had em-
braced Moses as her own son, Miriam bravely offered to 
bring a Jewish nurse to help Batya raise Moses. May we all 
be like Miriam and not fear the repercussions of speaking 
up and speaking out. 

As we learn more about these righteous women, may we 
make the decision to remember their stories and the values 
they taught us not only at the Passover season but through-
out the entire Jewish year. May we be brave like Shifra and 
Puah, have faith like Yocheved, extend out our arms like 
Batya, be kind and courageous like Tzipporah, and act upon 
our wisdom like Miriam, the prophetess. May we support 
one another and our people, just like these women support-
ed our people. In doing so, may we see a brighter future for 
the women, the allies, and the loved ones in our lives.     

“All too often, when something  
is beyond our reach, we give up  

too readily.”
— Cantor Jenna Mark
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hen Woodlands Community Temple moved in July 
2021 from a traditional dues-paying structure to 

a system of individually determined contributions, 
concerns and anxieties were natural. Yes, research 

showed that similar transitions had proved successful 
at other synagogues. But only time could tell whether 
Woodlands’ members, and potential members, would grasp 
and embrace the change to a more philanthropic approach 
to supporting the congregation. 

The bottom line: Would members choose to contribute 
enough to keep Woodlands healthy and thriving?

The	Early	Returns
The early returns show that the answer is a resounding 

yes. After two rounds of contributions under the new sys-
tem, known as Supporting Woodlands, Together (SWT), 
overall membership is climbing, religious school enrollment 
is up significantly, revenues are higher, and Woodlands’ 
overall financial foundation is strong. Just as important, 
long-time members have expressed genuine comfort with 
the system, rejuvenating their connections with the congre-
gation, and newcomers of varied backgrounds have proven 
more likely to try Woodlands as a potential Jewish home. 

“I’m delighted that Supporting Woodlands, Together 
seems to be working the way we intended,” Rabbi Mara 
Young said. “It has made for very low barriers to being 
part of the temple community. Every local Jewish person 

should see themselves as part of the 
WCT community.”

In the past two years, 68 
new members and member 
households have joined the 
congregation since SWT 
went into effect, an increase 
of about 17%, bringing 

membership to 410 families. During the same pivotal pe-
riod, enrollment in Woodlands’ religious school rose about 
40%. “The primary reason [for the growth] is Supporting 
Woodlands, Together,  said Haya Luftig, Woodlands’ ex-
ecutive director. “We’ve had a lot of families join because 
the entry level is now so attainable. Families that might not 
have come to us for religious school are now saying ‘We 
can handle the fee structure, so let’s give it a try.” 

Since SWT	went into effect in July 2021, membership 
has increased about 17% while enrollment in 

Woodlands’ religious school rose about 40%.

Also, some families that left the congregation, perhaps 
because the fees were too high for them after their kids 
became b’nai mitzvah, have rejoined, Haya added. Other 
new members include people from outside central West-
chester — from northern Westchester to as far as Florida — 
who want to participate online and can afford to support 
Woodlands through a self-determined contribution. “Many 
people feel more enthusiastic about participation because 
they feel like full members; some who didn’t pay the full 
dues before may not have felt that way,” she noted.

Mike Scafidi and Irv Adler are co-chairs of Supporting 
Woodlands, Together, and have led the planning and tran-
sition to the new model.

Some synagogues started moving toward voluntary con-
tributions during the early 2010s, as many saw their mem-
berships drop sharply during and after the Global Financial 
Crisis of 2007-2009. A 2015 study by the UJA-Federation 
of New York of 26 congregations that had made the move 
found that voluntary contributions appealed to potential 
members in various stages of life who felt freer to join. The 
congregations studied saw an increase in revenues and con-
gregational engagement. 

A New Plan, 
 A New Commitment,
  A New Future

WCT’s Voluntary Dues Structure has Exceeded Expectations
By Gary Stern

A Progress Report
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Exceeding	Expectations
For voluntary contributions to work, congregations must 

make spiritual and programmatic connections with diverse 
types of members. Members must want to offer annual 
donations they feel comfortable with and will continue to 
make contributions throughout the year for specific pro-
grams and goals. 

“We had evidence to rely on about this model, but we had 
to discover for ourselves that it would work for Woodlands. 
To this point, we have met and exceeded expectations,” 
said Andrew Loose, vice president of financial planning. 
“People have come up to me and said Supporting Wood-
lands, Together has improved our culture, making it more 
positive. It has created goodwill and trust. That creates a 
lot of possibilities for Woodlands, as well as confidence and 
optimism for our future.”

Member contributions make up 70% of Woodlands’ 
revenues (see accompanying chart). Woodlands adopted a 
break-even budget for 5782, but recently reported a surplus 
of $71,298. This was partially due to strong Annual Fund 
campaigns and reduced expenses from when the temple 
was closed during the pandemic.

It also helped that members came through with their 
pledges. About 98% of pledges were collected, a higher 
percentage than anticipated. Woodlands implemented a 
new online payment system that makes it easy for members 
to follow through on their pledges.

Sustaining	Woodlands
The next steps for Supporting Woodlands, Together are 

for Woodlands’ lay and professional leaders to strengthen 
and create new bonds with a wide array of members — 
and then to develop a philanthropic mindset among those 
members. Woodlands has already been moving toward 
a model of “radical inclusivity,” hoping to make Jews of 
Color, LBGTQ+ Jews, interfaith families, and others feel 
like they are central to congregational life and WCT’s 
identity. The hope is that members, and potential members, 
from all walks of Jewish life will not only find meaning and 

connection at Woodlands but will find reasons to financially 
support its programs and activities. 

“Now that we have more of a fundraising model, we can 
grow programming and create a more inclusive environ-
ment with people giving as they can throughout the year,” 
Haya said. To start, she says, Woodlands wants to provide 
cross-generational engagements, new social opportunities, 

events that are family-oriented, and events that are oriented 
toward empty-nesters, never-nesters, and others. “We’ve 
had a tendency to focus on family-focused events, so we 
want to provide more programs that are inclusive of others.”

“Now that we have more of a fundraising model, 
we can grow programming and create a more 

inclusive environment with people giving  
as they can throughout the year.”

—	Haya	Luftig,	Woodlands’ Executive Director

To this end, Woodlands started a Member Engagement 
Working Group in September, which is taking a deeper 
look at how to engage current and potential members 
(see related article on p. 4). The group is exploring fresh 
approaches to traditional questions, like how best to com-
municate with members and promote programs that people 
might overlook. 

The congregation also must explain to the membership 
that, for Woodlands to flourish in future years, members 
will have to consider increasing their voluntary contri-
butions. Andrew noted,“The important thing we need 
everyone to understand is what the ‘sustaining level’ is for 
the temple. That’s the average amount per household we 
need to meet our budget. Many families choose to pledge 
that amount, but it’s harder for those on fixed incomes or 
for families with school tuition obligations. We encourage 
members to pledge more than the sustaining level if they are 
able, and many do.”

Andy noted that WCT’s needs change from year to year. 
“We ask that people be mindful of how Woodlands is doing 
and of what Woodlands means to them. Right now, we are 
encouraged because we see people supporting Woodlands. 
They love the temple and want it to be successful. They 
know Woodlands has been around for 60 years and really 
want there to be another 60 great years,” Andrew said.

Woodlands member Gary Stern has covered religion for 
The Journal News.

“People have come up to me and said  
Supporting Woodlands, Together has improved 

our culture, making it more positive.  
 It has created goodwill and trust.”

—	Andrew	Loose,	Vice President of Financial Planning

WCT Annual Revenue

980,000 , 70%

165,000 , 12%

100,000 , 7%

130,000 , 9%
25,000 , 2%

Supporting Woodlands, Together
School tuition and fees

Annual Fund donations
Programming and other
philanthropy
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WCT History: Lesson Two

Every temple needs a 
Torah. Woodlands 
has four. Perhaps 

that seems a bit excessive 
but there are good reasons 
for that number. First of 
all, we need two for shared 
B’nai Mitzvah, so that 
each B-Mitzvah can hold 

one during their service. Second, on 
Simchat Torah there is an old tradition 
that challenges us to finish reading 
the scroll and to begin again without 
taking even a single breath. Imagine 
having to roll the entire scroll back to 
its beginning while not breathing!

So two scrolls is an understandable 
part of our synagogue inventory. But 
four? Now that’s a story.

Our Holocaust Scroll
The first Torah scroll that we ac-

quired after establishing Woodlands 
Community Temple in 1966 is our 
Holocaust scroll. It was originally 
rescued from Rakovnik, a town in 
the Czech Republic 25 miles west of 
Prague. The Nazis were deporting and 
murdering the Jewish population of 
Rakovnik in the Theresienstadt death 
camp, so the town’s leadership sent 
their ritual objects for safe keeping to 
the Central Jewish Museum of Prague. 
Hoping to preserve what they could of 

their Jewish heritage, the Torah from 
Rakovnik now testifies both to the 
tragic loss of life and to the strength of 
Rakovnik’s indomitable spirit. 

In time, the Memorial Scrolls Trust, 
created in 1964, brought 1,564 Torah 
scrolls from Prague to London. These 
scrolls have been distributed to con-
gregations throughout the world; for 
our temple’s first birthday in 1967, 
the Rakovnik scroll was shared with 
Woodlands on a permanent loan. 
Congregant Doris Lieberman’s father 
paid the transatlantic shipping cost; 
UPS refused to accept any money for 
the final leg to Hartsdale

Upon the scroll’s arrival in New 
York, temple member Don Moskow-
itz who was charged with transport-
ing it from Manhattan to Hartsdale 
fell asleep on the Metro-North train 
ride. Arriving at the Hartsdale station, 
Don awakened just in time to exit the 
train — completely forgetting that he 
had placed the scroll in the overhead 
rack. Driving to the North White 
Plains station to collect the scroll, he 
discovered that it has been locked up 
for safe keeping. At Don’s insistence, 
a guard remained in the station over-
night until the scroll could be picked 
up and brought to its new home.

We formally welcomed our congre-
gation’s first Torah scroll on Friday, 

Sept. 22, 1967. Our sofer (Torah 
scribe) estimates that this scroll was 
written in the Czech Republic some-
time between 1870 and 1900. The 
original Torah mantle, depicting faces 
peering through a flame, was designed 
by acclaimed illustrator and former 
temple member Neil Waldman and 
was needlepointed by then-temple 
member Elsie Bitkower. Its current 
mantle, designed and fabricated in 
2007 by Judaica artist Jeanette Kuvin 
Oren, intertwines flames with blos-
soms, representing the essence of Jew-
ish peoplehood: Out of the flames of 
tragedy comes new birth and new life.

In 2016, our sofer informed us 
that the materials used to produce 
this Torah scroll were deteriorating. 
Although the Rakovnik scroll was 
used many times through the years 
for Shabbat, holidays and children 
becoming B’nai Mitzvah, its parch-
ment had grown brittle and was no 
longer able to be taken from the Ark. 
We have given this Torah an honored 
place in our Ark, inspiring our syna-
gogue community to continue seeking 
new joys and new visions for a future 
filled with hope.

Long before before we stopped using 
the Rakovnik Torah, however, Wood-
lands began looking for an additional 
scroll simply because its letters were 

WHY WOODLANDS HAS FOUR 

TORAHS 
By Rabbi Emeritus Billy Dreskin
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very small with unusually long lines 
of text, making it quite difficult to 
read. Around 1971, a second scroll 
was located and is on permanent 
loan to Woodlands from Hawthorne 
Cedar Knolls, courtesy of longtime 
temple members Norman and Herb 
Friedman who had been executives 
there. Our Torah scribe estimates 
that this scroll was written circa 
1930 in Germany. The original man-
tle bore a Star of David design that 
was needlepointed by former temple 
members Ellen Block and Elsie Bit-
kower. Its current mantle, designed 
and fabricated in 2007 by Jeanette 
Kuvin Oren, shows hands holding a 
vine that represents “community,” 
envisioning Woodlands reaching 
both inward and to the world around 
us to bring goodness to all.

The “Tree of Life” Cover
A third scroll, the largest in our 

Ark, came to us in 1974. Founding 
member Jack Safirstein learned that 
his parents’ synagogue, Congregation 
Faith of Israel of Newark, N.J., was 
closing its doors. It was one of four 
scrolls at the shul, and had been read 
by Jack when he became a B-Mitzvah 
in 1948. Four generations of his fam-
ily have read from this scroll: Jack’s 
grandfather, his father, Jack himself, 
and Jack’s own two children, Julie and 
E.J., right here at Woodlands. Our 
Torah scribe estimates that this scroll 
was written circa 1930 in Poland. The 

original “Tree of Life” cover, designed 
and woven by Daniella Rubinstein, 
wife of then-WCT Rabbi Peter Rubin-
stein, was commissioned by Sue and 
Jack Safirstein and Jeanne and Mur-
ray Bodin in 1979 in honor of their 
daughters becoming B’not Mitzvah. 
Its current mantle, designed and fabri-
cated in 2007 by Jeanette Kuvin Oren, 
bears a re-envisioned “Tree of Life” 
design representing our Jewish value 
of caring for the earth and, at the same 
time, Woodlands itself – rooted in the 
earth, able to withstand everything that 
comes its way, strong, sturdy, beautiful 
and majestic – spreading its limbs to 
protect us and the Jewish people.

This scroll, however, was very large. 
While it was easy to read, it was heavy 
and difficult for a B-Mitzvah to carry 
around the sanctuary and we dreamed 
of acquiring yet another Torah scroll. 

Our fourth and most recently ad-
opted Sefer Torah was donated to 
Woodlands in November 2007 by the 
Jewish Center of Williamsbridge in 
the Bronx when that synagogue closed 

its doors. Irving Brown, 
one of the Jewish Center’s 
officers and last remaining 
members, arranged to move 
the scroll to Woodlands 
where his son, Larry Brown, 
had become, along with his 

family, an active and dedicated mem-
ber. Both of Irving Brown’s grandsons, 
Aaron and Jesse, read from this scroll 
upon becoming Bar Mitzvah in 2008 
and 2010. Our Torah scribe estimates 
that this scroll was written circa 1930 
in Lithuania. Its mantle was designed 
and fabricated by Los Angeles-based 
artist Reeva Shaffer.

Every temple needs a Torah. The 
four scrolls that have made their 
home at Woodlands have joined us in 
Shabbat services, holiday celebrations, 
as well as High Holy Days in the tent. 
They have watched over 
our babynamings, B’nai 
Mitzvah, confirma-
tions and gradua-
tions. They’re part 
of the Woodlands 
family, connecting 
us to an ancient 
heritage that, for 
millennia, has 
taught us and 
our loved ones 
how to reach for 
the very best in 
ourselves.

We are blessed 
to have them.

The “Star of David” 
needlepoint cover was 
created by former 
temple members 
Ellen Block and Elsie 
Bitkower for our 
second Torah. Detail 
below shows the 
signature for this gift 
to the temple.

The original “Tree of 
Life” cover was designed 
and woven by Daniella 
Rubinstein, and was 
commissioned by Sue and 
Jack Safirstein and Jeanne 
and Murray Bodin in 
honor of their daughters 
becoming B’not Mitzvah.

Billy Dreskin  
served as head  
rabbi of WCT  
from 1995 to 2021.



By Melanie Roher

My mother-in-law, Erzsebet 
(Elizabeth) Schaller-Eisner, 
was born in 1911 in Man-

dok, in the northeast corner of Hun-
gary near what is now the Ukraine. 
The second oldest of five children, 
Eliz, went to school until the eighth 
grade, when laws prevented Jews from 
attending school. 

In 1930, her 
father passed 
away and the 
family moved 
to Budapest. 
Eliz had cous-
ins there and 
developed a 
vibrant social 
life. She had 

many boyfriends, 
but when she met Istvan Herz (Pista), 
they fell in love and married. Pista was 
a chemical engineer until he was drafted 
into the army. 

In March 1944, when Eliz was 33 
years old, Germany invaded Hungary. 
The Jews of Budapest, already restrict-
ed by anti-Semitic laws, were moved to 
ghettos and internment camps around 
Budapest. Eliz was moved to a “Yellow 

Star” house in the ghetto, 
leaving all her possessions 
behind. She was given a tiny 
room in a one-family house, 
where four other families 
also lived. Pista, a high-rank-
ing officer in the Hungarian 
Army, was demoted to a 
labor camp.

After several weeks, Eliz 
was moved to a holding 
camp in a brick factory 
in Monor, near Budapest. 
Hundreds of people were 
gathered there, sleeping on 

the ground. The next day, her father-
in-law, Jeno Herz, was brought in. He 
had had a stroke, and Eliz was con-
cerned, having seen the treatment the 
sick were given: “They took their arms 
and legs and threw them on a truck.” 
Eliz begged one of Jeno’s friends, a 
doctor, to help Jeno die. He said he had 
brought something for himself, and if 
he gave it to Jeno, then what would he 
do? In the end, he relented, and gave 
Jeno the injection. Eliz and another 
man buried Jeno’s body.

Arriving	at	Auschwitz

After five days, Eliz and the prison-
ers were forced to march miles to the 
train station where they were loaded 
onto cattle cars, packed so tightly they 
couldn’t move. There were no win-
dows, and no lavatory. Eliz said, “If 
you had to go, you just went.” Many 
died in place, not able to fall to the 
ground.

Traveling days without food and 
water, they arrived at Auschwitz and 
were lined up to be sorted between the 
younger and healthier and older, frailer 
people and infants. 

It was freezing cold. Eliz’s group 

was marched to a barracks where ev-
erything was taken from them. After a 
number was tattooed on Eliz’s forearm, 
her hair was shaved off and a ragged 
piece of clothing was thrown to her. 
She was lucky to get a man’s long coat. 
Eliz said, “They didn’t give us toilet 
paper, and I had a lining in the coat, so 
I kept tearing it for toilet paper.” That 
coat saved her life. She tried to keep 
clean using the lining pieces to wash 
herself whenever it rained. 

As Eliz and her group walked to 
their assigned barracks, they passed 
large fires, from which issued a terrible 
stench. Eliz asked, “What is this horri-
ble smell? The SS guard replied, “Oh, 
they’re just burning garbage.” Sudden-
ly, one woman said, “There is a hand!” 
Another woman said, “There is a foot!” 
They looked closer, and were stunned 
to realize that these were piles of human 
bodies laid upon wood, burning. 

Eliz was assigned to patrol the 
barbed-wire fence, and while on pa-
trol, she saw a man talking through the 
fence to his wife. A German guard im-
mediately unleashed his dog on them. 
The woman was torn apart by the dog 
in front of her husband. This became 
one of Eliz’s many lifelong recurring 
nightmares.

One day when Eliz got to her bunk, 
there were no seats. She saw one spot 
above and asked the women below to 
shift so she could climb up. When no 
one moved, Eliz, in her usual forceful 
manner, stepped up and onto one of the 
women. They all started to fight over 
that one little seat. Exhausted, they fell 
into each other’s arms, crying. They 
became family: Eliz, Anush, Zelma, 
Ilus, and Daisy. This friendship lasted 
throughout the war. They slept togeth-
er, took care of each other, and shared 

WCT’s Holocaust Memory Project is a testament to family members 
who died or suffered during the Holocaust. In this article, we share the 
story of Steve Schwartz’s mother (Melanie Roher’s mother-in-law) and 
short memories by others in this group. Warning: Some content con-
tains graphic descriptions.

Elizabeth Herz Schwartz
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Elizabeth in Budapest, 1947.

Eliz and Istvan Herz,  
Budapest, c. 1940.



whatever they were able to get to sur-
vive. This bond lasted their entire lives. 

War’s	End

In January 1945, the women in C 
Barracks were taken by cattle car to 
Flosenberg, a labor camp near the 
Czech border, where they riveted 
metal for fighter planes. Soon after, the 
group was taken to Theresienstadt, 
a camp in Czechoslovakia, where 
Eliz fell ill with typhus. On May 2, 
1945, the camp was liberated by the 
Russians. A Russian doctor carried 
Eliz to the hospital, and they began 
treating her typhoid fever, scurvy, and 
malnutrition. 

When she felt strong enough, Eliz 
and a few women started walking 
home. Miraculously, she found her 
youngest sister, Gizi, cousins and 
friends who had survived, and, even-
tually, her husband, Pista. Eliz soon 
became pregnant, but three months 
later Pista developed a high fever and 
died. Eliz never really recovered. 

She spent the rest of her pregnancy 
in a sanitorium in a severe depression. 
Stephen, my husband, was born in 
May 1946, and named Istvan (Stephen 
in English) after his father. In 1948, 
with the help of friends and family, 
Eliz and toddler Istvan emigrated to 
New York. Two weeks after arriving, 
she was introduced to, and married, 
Alex Schwartz.

Eliz became a 
successful busi-
nesswoman open-
ing a women’s 
sportswear store 
in Manhattan, 
and lived to age 
96. Despite her 
achievements in 
her later life, the 
trauma of the war 
never left her. In 
her delirium to-
ward the end, the 
Nazis were coming 
at any moment. 

A longer version of Eliz’s story can be 
found at www.wct.org/holocaust

Elizabeth Herz Schwartz

Ignatz and Mala 
Gandsman

When I was around 10, I was shocked 
to see my grandfather eating a loaf 

of moldy bread from our trash compactor. 
My father told me that he and his parents 
nearly starved during World War II, but he 
shared the story of their escape from Nazi- 
occupied Poland only decades later.

After Germany invaded Poland in Sep-
tember 1939, my grandparents Ignatz and 
Mala fled to the Soviet Union. They were 
married in Lipiceck, an industrial town, 
where my father Yacov (later changed to 
Elan) was born in 1941, the same year Ger-
many launched a surprise attack on the So-
viet Union. Stalin moved more than 300 fac-
tories east to the Ural mountains, and the 
Gandsman family was sent East as well, via 
a three-month cattle-train ride.

Ignatz volunteered in the Red Army and 
fought at the siege of Leningrad, where 
hundreds of thousands were killed. His 
whereabouts were unknown for more than 
a year until Mala received a letter from the 
Soviet government saying he had died. She 
received a pension for a year until one day 
Ignatz suddenly reappeared, after nearly 
freezing to death in the forests outside of 
present-day St. Petersburg.

After the war, the family lived as ref-
ugees in Paris for a year, until they left for 
Uruguay. They wanted to go to Argentina, 
but under the country’s dictator, Juan Peron, 
Argentina was not welcoming Jewish im-
migrants – while resettling Nazis in hiding. 
With the help of smugglers, the Gandsman 
family entered Argentina and settled in Bue-
nos Aires, where my father grew up.

— Dana Gandsman

Federman and  
Chernikowski Families

I write this in honor of my grandpar-
ents, Joseph and Tova Chernikowski, 

and Avram and Esther Federman, all of 
whom lived in Poland and lost beloved 
family members in the Holocaust. Tova 
Chernikowski emigrated to Palestine at 
the start of the war, but her four sisters 
stayed behind. One sister survived the 
Nazi camps, but the others and their fam-
ilies were killed in Treblinka. 

Esther Federman also emigrated to 
Palestine with her parents and siblings 
at the start of the war, but one brother 
stayed behind. Her father travelled back 
to Poland to help him escape, but neither 
survived. Avram Federman was drafted 
into the Polish army and survived as a 
prisoner of war in Siberia, while the rest 
of his family perished. 

Joseph Chernikowski survived multiple 
Nazi labor camps before finding himself 
on a train bound for Auschwitz, along with 
one brother and one sister. All three jumped 
from the moving train and hid in a forest 
before being caught by German soldiers. His 
sister was killed, 
but he and his 
brother escaped 
and survived in 
hiding for the re-
mainder of the 
war. Their parents 
and other siblings 
were murdered in 
Treblinka.

— Michael 
Federman

Elan Gandsman tells his family’s story in  
“From the Urals to the Andes: A Family Memoir.”

The Chernikowski family in Opatow, 
Poland, 1922. Joseph Chernikowski 
is standing on the chair. His parents 
and sisters (pictured), and two of his 
brothers all died in Treblinka.
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Eliz and son Steve Schwartz 
at Woodlands in 2001 when 
granddaughter Karoline 
became a Bat Mitzvah.

Dana Gandsman's Grandparents Mala and 
Yitzhak, father Yacov, and aunt Hannah 
Gandsman in 1946 at a Jewish Refugee Camp 
in France where they lived temporarily 
before their journey to South America.

Tova Chernikowski (standing in the center) 
with her older sisters and their families 
in Opatow, Poland, 1930's. Tova and one 
sister were the only survivors.

More about these family stories at  www.wct.org/holocaust .
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Jack Safirstein: 1935-2022
Passing the Torch From One Generation to Another

Jack Safirstein, z”l, Woodlands’ third 
president, passed away on Dec. 30, 2022. 
Over the years, Jack served as Woodlands’ 
de facto historian and as a steady pillar of 
our community. Sadly, Jack died just a few 
weeks after sitting for this interview with 
his daughter Julie Massey and Jenna Leb-
owich, WCT’s current and 26th president 
— creating a chain of tradition much as we 
do at every B’nai Mitzvah. 

We are so grateful to have captured these 
last snapshots of our early history, and even 
more pleased that doing so brought Jack 
great joy in his final days. And yet our feel-
ings of loss are still acute. Jack was a kind, 
principled man. His fingerprints are all over 
our community, especially its moral DNA. 
He will be missed sorely.  

— Rabbi Mara Young

F
or the 50-odd families that founded Woodlands in 1966, it was all about find-
ing the right balance. For some, Reform congregations used too much English. 
For others, more traditional synagogues used too much Hebrew. Jack Safirstein 
credits WCT’s third rabbi, Sandy Ragins, who served from 1968 to 1972, with 
having an open mind and the flexibility to guide the young congregation through 

the English-Hebrew debate and many other matters. 
That willingness to be different was reflected in WCT’s first sanctuary (now divided into 

the library and the youth director’s office), whose many windows overlooked the garden 
and grounds. Initially, however, the windows were a challenge. “One of the big concerns 
we had was…all the windows. How could you have a sanctuary with everyone looking 
out?” Jack related. In fact, the beauty and openness were so compelling that “other new 
congregations tried to copy it,” he added.

Another decision that was initially controversial was to hold High Holy Day services in 
a tent, echoing Abraham’s welcoming of strangers. “There were people who did not want 
a tent and I said we all started in a tent. How can you not?” Jack said. The tent rental was 
(and remains) expensive but congregants became wedded to the temporary structure. 

Woodlands was wildly successful, quickly growing to 300 families. “In my Bat Mitzvah 
year, there weren’t enough weekends. Many, many people had to double up,” Julie explained. 

The synagogue is once again experiencing rapid growth. “We’re looking in the next cou-
ple of years at doubling up on Bar and Bat Mitzvahs,” Jenna said. And with a new energetic 
female clergy team, Woodlands remains not your parents’ synagogue. 

An edited video of Jenna’s interview with Jack and Julie can be found at wct.org/Safirstein
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Why Woodlands Worked for Us



N E W  N A M E ,  S A M E  S E R V I C E
I have been bringing buyers and sellers, landlords and tenants together for over 20 years!

It’s a new year and the Westchester market is booming! There’s so much to love and I’m ready to 
show it all to you. Invite me over for a complimentary CMA or meet me for a personalized tour.

A B O U T  M E

• I have listed, sold and rented properties in so many 
locations including:

• A Rivertowns resident for over 15 years.
• I’ve been a tax accountant for more than 30 years, so I 

understand the tax laws and how they may affect you 
and your home related needs.

©2022 BHH Affiliates, LLC. An independently owned and operated franchisee of BHH Affiliates, LLC. Berkshire Hathaway HomeServices and the Berkshire Hathaway 
HomeServices symbol are registered service marks of HomeServices of America, Inc. ® Equal Housing Opportunity. If your property is currently listed with a real estate 
broker,please disregard this offer. It is not my intention to solicit your listing.

• Ardsley
• Edgemont
• Dobbs Fearry
• Scarsdale 
• Irvington

• Elmsford
• Tarrytown 
• Larchmont 
• Rye Brook

• Hartsdale/Greenberg
• White Plains
• Throggs Neck
• Pleasantville

C O M M U N I T Y  A F F I L I A T I O N S ,  
PA S T  A N D  P R E S E N T :

• Town of Greenburgh Board of Assessment Review 
• Ardsley Education Foundation
• Ardsley Special Needs Committee
• Ardsley Committee on Special Education
• Family Support Services Council  
• Hadassah Life Member
• Girl Scout Troop Leader
• Woodlands Community Temple for more than  

2 decades

N A T A L I E  W E R N E R 
Licensed RE Associate Broker 
914-629-0985 Direct
4 Chase Road 
Scarsdale, NY 10583

Please note my new email 
address:

NatalieWerner@bhhsnyp.com
www.NatalieWernerHomes.com



Pell Wealth Partners specializes in:
• Comprehensive Financial Planning
• Sustainable Responsible Investing
• Estate Planning Strategies
• Women’s Financial Strategies
• Divorce Financial Planning

Pell Wealth Partners

Ameriprise

Geri Eisenman Pell, CFP, MBA, CDFA

Private Wealth advisor | Chief exeCutive offiCer 
Pell Wealth Partners a Private Wealth advisory PraCtiCe 
of ameriPrise finanCial serviCes, llC

800 Westchester Avenue 
Suite 300
Rye Brook, NY 10573

The Churchill
Suite 28R
300 East 40th Street
New York, NY 10017

pellwealthpartners.com 

Geri has been a member of  
Woodlands Community Temple 
for more than 30 years, and her 
sons Ben and Duncan grew up 
at Woodlands.

Financial Wellness  
 Doesn’t Happen by Accident.

Call us at 
914.269.6732   
to Schedule  
Yours Today.

It Happens by  
Appointment.


