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By Rabbi Mara Young

S
himon the Righteous said, “The 
whole world stands on three things: 
on Torah, on Avodah (worship), on 
Gemilut Hasadim (acts of kindness).” 
We can interpret this in a few different 

ways. First, the world literally exists because of 
these three things. Second, that the world rests 
upon these, like stools we can lean back on 
when things get tough. Finally, we could read 
this as the world was created so that we may 

learn Torah, serve God, and perform good deeds.
To the rabbis, learning Torah is no chore. Nor is “serving God” 

the same as submitting to a narcissistic deity. Studying ancient 
wisdom and engaging in prayer are ways we honor the progress 
of humankind and marvel at the world around us. When we enter 
a state of appreciation and awe, we then find ourselves able to 
act with kindness. The more we act in the name of goodness, the 
more purpose we find in our own lives. Indeed, Torah, Avodah and 
Gemilut Hasadim provide us with all we need in order to give our 
lives meaning.

In this issue of Makom, you’ll find a lot of Torah: topics of 
interest and concern. You’ll also see Avodah: the many ways we 
at Woodlands are voluntarily acting in service to God and one 
another. There is also the hope that you’ll be compelled to do acts 
of Gemilut Hasadim: taking part in WCT’s many social action 
initiatives, and specifically speaking out for those who are displaced 
and desperate, seeking a home in the United States.

The whole world was created so that we may act in ways that 
befit its diversity, beauty, and holiness. We are imbued with holy 
purpose, a spark of the Divine within us all.

I N  T H IS  ISSU E B’reishit
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A LittleNosh
What’s Behind a Rebound in  
Temple Membership?

In 2020, according to the commercial real estate firm CBRE, more 
than 7,000 people moved from Manhattan to Westchester, com-
pared to 4,000 people in 2019. While some of those moves were 

the result of lifecycle changes, many were fueled by COVID-19, which, 
countless media reports have told us, accelerated the demand for more 
space, both inside and out. 

This fiscal year, 45 new member “units”—both individuals and fam-
ilies—joined Woodlands, far more than we’ve seen in recent years. Is 
there a connection between the pandemic-fueled exodus and the 
growth in membership? Were these new members inspired, as David 
Gaffen suggests later in this issue (page 12), by a search for community 
that COVID also enhanced? 

It’s difficult to know, but a recent study that temple member Steve 
Sagner conducted at the request of Rabbi Mara and Andy Farber might 
give us some hints—and provide some direction for future initiatives. 

Steve spoke with clergy, staff, and volunteers not only at Wood-
lands, but at eight other synagogues in southern Westchester. He re-
viewed several key studies related to both temple membership and 
generational attitudes about Judaism and received input from the 
URJ’s VP of Strengthening Communities. Among his findings: 

✱   While Boomers and Gen Xers traditionally supported temples, 
that sort of commitment to institutional Judaism isn’t native to 
Millennials and Gen Zers. And with the older generations retir-
ing, moving away, and dying, a membership gap is looming.

✱   This has been exacerbated by the increased cost of living in the 
New York metropolitan area—including temple dues, which can 
put membership out of reach for a younger population. 

✱   As a result of demographic changes, areas like Ardsley and Harts-
dale, once great sources of temple membership, have become less 
Jewish. 

But there are bright spots, as our own recent increase in member-
ship demonstrates. Among them: 

✱   New and younger residents—in a geographic area much broader 
than before—are finding out about us not only through word of 
mouth but also through our communications efforts—and are 
finding our message compelling.

✱   Our new dues structure has made membership more attain-
able—and attractive. 

By and large, Steve says, local synagogues are not throwing up their 
hands, worrying that their ranks will continue to thin. They’re con-
cerned. But they’re hopeful. And recent trends are making that hope 
well founded. 

For information on membership, please contact Membership Com-
mittee Chair Joy Gralnick at jgralnick39@gmail.com. 

—Mike Winkleman

WoodSY:  
Bringing the Ruach!

Building on a successful fall, the WoodSY board 
has been hard at work planning fun events for the 

upcoming year! This November, we had a fun-filled 
movie night, which was our biggest event yet. We 
brought light into Academy with a Chanukah party, 
complete with decorating sufganiyot, wrapping presents 
for Hope’s Door, writing kind notes to each other, and 
more. Looking toward 2022, after a Tu B’shevat event 
at Academy, there will be a return of the much-loved 
game nights, and maybe even a trip into the city!

This year, we launched our Madrichim training pro-
gram with the 7th-9th graders. The 8th and 9th grade 
group recently wrapped up the program, and the 7th 
grade is about to start. This program focuses on devel-
oping leadership skills in and out of the classroom and 
includes lessons on different types of learning styles, 
child development, and how to be compassionate and 
empathetic when working with others.

Ruach Neshama, our teen songleading group, is 
up and running again. From leading Havdalah at the 
WoodSY movie night to helping with family High 
Holy Day services, this self-led group of teens sure 
knows how to bring the ruach. 

In March, at the 9th grade Sexuality Retreat, we’ll explore 
how Judaism views sexuality, helping teens obtain clear, ac-
curate information while they develop positive and healthy 
approaches to their own sexuality.

—Avital Abraham

Ninth graders showing off the sufganiyot they decorated at 
WoodSY's Hanukkah party.
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On Track for Success

One of the most exciting developments at Wood-
lands this past year has been the adoption of our 
new Supporting Woodlands, Together (SWT) dues 

system through which members pledge their support for 
Woodlands based on their commitment to the temple and 
their own personal financial situation. 

How is SWT doing so far? As of December 2021, the re-
sults were strong. The overwhelming majority of our mem-
bers from last year (5781) have made SWT pledges for 5782. 
Just as exciting, nearly 45 new households have joined 
Woodlands this fiscal year and have made their own pledg-
es. Our membership roll is nearing 400 households, and we 
are on track to meet our income and expense budgets for 
this year. School enrollment will experience a continuing 
boost from new families with children.

What’s next? As a member, what’s your role? First, make 
sure you complete your pledge through your agreed-upon 
payment schedule (e.g., one-time, monthly, or quarterly). In 
addition, school fees should be paid in full; if you need assis-
tance, contact the financial secretary. Finally, tell everyone 
you know about SWT, and how easy it is to join our Wood-
lands community! —Irv Adler

Tomorrow’s Woodlands:  
Taking a Hard Look at Today 

—and the Path Ahead
The world is changing in ways critical to Woodlands’s future. 

Shifting attitudes toward organized religion, new alternatives for 
Jewish education, and fewer young people identifying as Reform 
Jews are emerging trends all Reform synagogues must face. The 
adoption of our new financial model, Supporting Woodlands, To-
gether, was a huge step toward addressing some of these challenges.

What more should be done? How can Woodlands evolve to 
better serve the needs of both our current and prospective mem-
bers while preserving all that makes Woodlands so special? How 
can we better position Woodlands for the future?

These were the core questions put to the Long-Range Planning 
Committee. Before looking forward, though, we sought to bet-
ter understand our past and our present. In our member focus 
groups last summer, we heard directly from temple members 
about what Woodlands does best—and what needs improve-
ment. Next, we will examine our programming, history, organi-
zational structure, and facilities, and we will take a hard look at 
the emerging trends mentioned above.

Our final report, which will be delivered later this year, will 
offer suggestions to the temple board and membership on proac-
tive, strategic steps Woodlands might take to better adapt to its 
changing environment.

We welcome input from all our members! If you have any 
feedback, or would like to support the Long-Range Planning 
Committee, please email me at longrangeplan@wct.org. 

—Matthew Moss

    Joyful, calming, engaging—Woodlands has a long history of hiring musical clergy and leaders and singing 
our hearts out with them. What does music look like in Woodlands 3.0? We met with some of our leaders to find out.

Cantor Lance describes music at WCT as “vibrant, contemporary, and participatory. We match music to the 
theme of our service each week.” Since arriving in 2020, Lance has expanded our repertoire of new artists and has added his own 
compositions while broadening musical interpretation through the addition of Mark Kaufman’s instruments and songleading by 
Rabbinic Intern Lara Tessler and Director of Youth and Community Engagement Avital Abraham. In the coming months, look for 
more contemporary pieces complemented by cantorial flourishes for nusakh—blessings. 

Lara says she connects with others through music and believes Woodlands worships through music. “People come expecting 
to join in. You really feel that connection!” She plans to continue finding ways to explore texts through a Jewish musical lens 
while bringing us the music of her contemporaries at HUC.

Eisner campers know Avital as a beloved song leader. Here at Woodlands, Avital “loves how strong the music culture is” and 
was especially impressed by our teen musical group, Ruach Neshamah, which will be leading Havdalah at future movie nights.

Cantorial Search Committee Co-chair Jenna Lebowich praises Cantor Lance—who will be leaving Woodlands in July—for 
broadening our musical catalog and experience. Talking about what the search committee was looking for in our next cantor, 
Jenna noted that “Rabbi Mara made it very clear that the cantor is an important partner for her. Our tradition has always been 
to be progressive and constantly change and develop to meet the needs and life of the community.” The new cantor, Jenna Mark, 
"will meet us where we are and take us forward.”  —Sandi Lieb

Singing Our Hearts Out
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Right: Gathered 
for Rabbi Mara’s 
installation, from 
left to right: Rabbi 
Daniel Reiser, Leah 
Reiser, Alyson Bazeley, 
Rabbi Philip Bazeley, 
Rabbi David Levy, 
Kate Levy and Rabbi 
Geoff Mittelman. In 
front: Rabbi Mara and 
Rebbitzman Mark 
Young. 

Below: Nefesh 
Mountain playing in 
honor of Mara, with 
Mara, Noah, and  
Asher in a few shots. 

Photos: Andy Farber

Photo: Melanie Roher

A LittleNosh



In October, Jordana Laks became a Bat Mitzvah at Woodlands. Center: 
Jordana with her sister, Samantha, and her parents, Jason Laks and Lisa Izes. 
Photos: Chad David Krauss

Above: Confirmation class 
cooks for Thanksgiving. 

Above, far right: Opening day 
at Kesher. 

Near right: Lara and Avital in 
front of the Sukkah during the 
Sukkot BBQ. 

Far right: Lined up to feast at 
the Sukkot BBQ. 
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Shabbat Hanukkah at 
Woodlands, 2021/5782

In October, Jordana Laks became a Bat Mitzvah at Woodlands. Center: 
Jordana with her sister, Samantha, and her parents, Jason Laks and Lisa Izes.

Photos: Chad David Kraus

Photos: Michael Witkowski
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Kvelling
P a m  C h e r n o f f

COVID-19:  
A Balancing Act

In March 2020, the call was straightforward. Temple leader-
ship needed a group to figure out how to reopen our doors 
after the COVID-19 pandemic ended. It would be a short-

term effort—a month or two at worst.
Almost two years later, the Corona-

virus Task Force is still meeting every 
other Thursday, because every few weeks 
there’s a different set of questions about 
what’s safe. We’re always looking a little 
bit forward and a little bit backward, try-
ing to anticipate how decisions we make 
now will play out in the future. We listen 
to experts and health agencies, but no one 
can tell us for sure what will happen next.

As I write this, Westchester’s numbers have been dropping 
fast, as the Omicron variant recedes and we wait to see what 
happens next. 

Just a month ago, it seemed impossible to imagine that by 
mid-February we’d be re-engaging with the question of how and 
when we loosen up. You never know if you’re moving too fast or 
too slow until you’re actually there.

No matter where the numbers are at a given moment, as a 
committee, we are always balancing the safety of our community 
against our need to be together, while allowing our communal 
life to proceed as seamlessly as possible. What that means in 
practical terms changes regularly—every time a new group 
becomes eligible for vaccination, the calculus changes in one 
direction, and every time a new variant starts to circle the globe, 
it changes in another. 

This pandemic will end. Someday we’ll have Onegs again, and 
someday covering our faces will be an individual choice instead 
of a communal one. 

Please join me in thanking all of the current and past Corona-
virus Task Force members who have stepped up to this difficult 
task. And stay safe!

Pam Chernoff is WCT’s vice president of Programming and 
Ritual and chair of the Coronavirus Task Force.

W C T P r e s i d e n T  a n d y  f a r b e r

The Right Thing  
to Do

Why do we do mitzvot? Great 
question. We do mitzvot 
for many reasons; each of 

us, likely, does mitzvot for different 
reasons. Personally, I do not do mitzvot 
because God commanded me to them. 
Rather, I do them because it’s the right 
thing to do.

When you perform a mitzvah, there is 
no expectation of any physical reward. 
In IRS parlance, when you perform the mitzvah of donating to 
charity, “no goods or services were provided in exchange for 
the donation.” (True, you might get a deduction on your tax 
return, but that just helps you give a little more.) Yet it turns 
out, no physical reward is necessary. When you do a mitzvah, 
you feel good, and that’s enough of a reward in itself to do it 
again.

Volunteering isn’t like doing a mitzvah. Volunteering IS 
doing a mitzvah. Most of us volunteer not for a quid pro quo, 
but because it’s the right thing to do. It makes us feel good.

Volunteers give their time and labor for community ser-
vice. Some volunteers have special training and skills; others 
step up and train for the moment. After Hurricane Katrina, 
Woodlands teamed up with Dobbs Ferry Lutheran Church 
and sent volunteers to the Gulf Coast every February for 10 
years to help rebuild homes in Mississippi and Louisiana. 
We did the same after Hurricane Sandy, travelling to the 
Rockaways. Skilled contractors worked side by side with us, 
teaching us how to put up sheetrock, tile a floor, or drive a 
fork lift. At other times, the work required unskilled labor, to 
help haul away debris left by the storms. 

Closer to temple, volunteers are the lifeblood of our activ-
ities. Some volunteers bring specialized skills and knowledge 
to help support the temple. And professionals on staff (clergy, 
educators, even, soon, an executive director), who can guide 
us and share their expertise to volunteers to help plan and 
run programs. With that professional guidance, in the end, 
we remain a volunteer-run organization: Woodlands, the 
place that my heart holds dear.
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r o b e r Ta  r o o s

Interfaith:  
Natural Partners

Interfaith activities at Woodlands have been both victim and 
beneficiary of the pandemic.

With a few exceptions, collaborative activities of the 
Interfaith Caring Community of Greenburgh (ICCG) have all 
but shut down. However, activities have continued with Peace 
Islands Institute New York (PIINY), a Muslim organization 
devoted to promoting interfaith and intercultural dialogue.

Why the difference?
Perhaps the reason lies in the way in 

which each relationship began. ICCG 
started many years ago when local congre-
gations were asked to form an organization 
to help the needy of the community. The 
organization was formed, holding monthly 
meetings—meetings that were suspended 
during the pandemic.

Our relationship with PIINY began 
about seven years ago when members of the Turkish Cultural 
Center of Westchester (later merged into PIINY) introduced 
themselves to our clergy. After meeting with them, our clergy 
invited an expanding group of Woodlands folks to join in the 
conversation. Over time, we met and talked. We discovered 
commonalities. We became natural partners, going on Mid-
night Runs together, studying together, sharing space, sharing 
meals. The pandemic didn’t stop our annual Iftars (concluding 
each day’s fast during Ramadan). Thanks to Zoom, we jointly 
hosted a conversation with the authors of We Refuse to Be En-
emies: How Muslims and Jews Can Make Peace, One Friend-
ship at a Time. The medium enabled participation of people 
as far away as New Zealand, adding another dimension to the 
relationship.

No doubt, the minority status Muslims and Jews share con-
tributed to the strength of our relationship, but I believe the 
organic way in which it developed had a large impact. Which 
leads me to conclude that the most useful thing we can do to 
promote interfaith relationships is to provide opportunities. 
Provide fertile ground and sit back and let whatever grows grow.

Roberta Roos is co-chair of the Social Action Committee. WCT 
received a Fain Award from the Religious Action Center of Reform 
Judaism in 2019 for our outreach to the Muslim community.
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Mike Winkleman: Marge, how did you get 
involved in volunteering at Woodlands? 
What got you hooked? 

Marge Glusker:
I’ve been a member since June 1979. At 
that time, my kids were in the Hebrew 
school, and I got very involved in the 
activities that drew them in. We did 
Midnight Runs. We did mitzvah days. 
For me, an underlying theme has been 
social action. After I retired, I was able 
to do more volunteer work, and I got 
involved in Supporting Woodlands, 
Together, the education director search, 
and several other committees. But social 
action has always been a continuing 
thread, and Woodlands has great social 
action volunteer opportunities.

Mike: Were there particular areas of social 
action that grabbed your attention?

Marge:
Yes, I became involved during the 
Syrian civil war with the Welcoming the 
Refugees project. I became a co-chair, 
and we partnered with another syna-
gogue and welcomed an Afghani family 
and helped them assimilate into White 
Plains. It was very rewarding. And I’m 
happy to report that after three years in 
this country, they have bought a house 
in Albany and are doing very well.

Mike: Josh, I think I remember you saying 
that SWT was what got you involved.

Josh Elkin:
On a whim, I decided to go to a congre-
gational meeting. And while I was there, 
I heard some questions about how clear-
ly financial material was being presented. 
Not too long after that I got a call from 
Matt Moss who asked if I would be a 
part of the SWT group. 

Mike: With SWT's focus changing, are there 
other things that interest you and are 
making you say, here’s what I’m going to 
get involved with next?

Josh:
I know for sure that I want to be an 
ongoing supporter of SWT. We know 
from the work we’ve done that it really 
requires ongoing outreach and conver-
sations and, because we are volunteer 
led, it’s clear how quickly you can lose 
the knowledge base and fall off track. I 
am very interested in whatever I can do 
to keep that piece moving well because 
it’ll be important that it be reestablished 
every year. I think I’ll probably end up 
getting involved in one of the financial 
committees because I’ve done this.

Mike: Julie, you’ve been very involved with 
the Breakfast Run—along with your kids. 

How has that gone? 

Julie Fischer:
I had always been a volunteer, whether 
in high school or working in the city. But 
Breakfast Run was where volunteering 
at temple started for me, when my oldest 
daughter was becoming a Bat Mitzvah 
and we started going to the meetings, 
talking about tzedakah, and about 
how we can bring this into our home 
and bridge that gap. I heard about the 
Midnight Run and then the Breakfast 
Run, and it felt like a natural thing to 
bring them into the mix. The first time we 
made sandwiches at home. Then we said, 
maybe now we’ll go do this in the city. 
My daughter had come the first time; the 
second time my son came as well.

Being in such a small town, I think it’s 
important for everyone to be able to see 
the bigger picture, whether it’s just the 
bigger city, the bigger state, the bigger 
world. That was a piece of it for my kids.

Mike: Julie, how do you work the balance 
between volunteering in all the spheres in 
which you volunteer and the rest of your life?

Julie:
I have those different compartments. With 
temple, it became the Breakfast Run. In the 
school, I was class parent, VP of the PTSA, 
and chair of the Wellness Committee; now 

 Taking Action to Do 
   What Needs to Be Done

Community Conversation

INSIGHTS INTO “THE WONDERFUL WORLD 
OF VOLUNTEERISM AT WOODLANDS”

The spirit of volunteerism at Woodlands runs deep, 
dating back to the temple’s founding in 1966 as what 
Marge Glusker, a member since 1979, has described 
as “a kibbutz in Ardsley.” Marge, whose volunteer 
work at Woodlands stretches back 43 years, recently 

joined with two newer members, Josh Elkin and Julie 
Fischer, for a wide-ranging conversation, moderated 
by Mike Winkleman, on the roots, responsibilities, and 
rewards of volunteer work and how, as Marge says, it’s 
not just the Woodlands Way, but the Jewish way.
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I’m treasurer of the Touchdown Club. I’m 
able to really focus on where I know my 
energy is most needed.

I feel like there are people in different 
buckets. You’ve got the organizers and 
the planners who are going to seek out 
opportunities to create the team. And 
then you have the doers where you say, 
here’s the job I need you to do. That’s 
often where people start. If it clicks, they 
can rise to the planner/organizer role. 
Then you have the donors, and there are 
plenty of people who just want to write 
a check. And I think there are strategic 
ways to make each step accessible for 
different types of volunteers. 

Mike: Josh how does this resonate with you?

Josh:
Marge mentioned that Woodlands has 
a leadership training program called 
Derekh. I’d be interested in participating. 
In my day job, I have plenty of leadership 
opportunities, but just hearing what the 
Derekh lessons look at, I realize that we do 
this schooling early in life and as the years 
go by, the opportunities for learning are 
self-directed. It’s important to make sure 
those opportunities continue to happen. 
With Midnight Run, I always feel like they 
have enough people. Is that inaccurate?

Julie:
At least for the Breakfast Run, we end 
up going back to the people who have 
already done it. It’s very common that 
people figure, there are people doing it. 
It’s covered. Where we need to improve 
is that there are so many people who 
want to help but don’t know what to do. 
It’s good to be able to say, okay for next 
spring we need t-shirts and here’s the 
link. If you want to contribute and buy 
24 t-shirts, here’s exactly what to do. 
Telling people, making it easy, one click. 

Josh:
The thing that really worked for me was 
being asked to do it. And thinking about 
how you get people who have done it in 
the past to reach out to new people, you 
could say for this next run, let’s ask six 

people who have done it before to reach 
out to two or three people and see if they 
can get new participants.

Marge:
I think the fact that we have so many 
new members this year who we want to 
engage is really an opportunity for us 
to reach out and personally invite them 
and do everything we can to facilitate 
their entrance into this whole wonderful 
world of volunteerism at Woodlands.

Julie:
Marge makes a great point. I think 
people feel intimidated or don’t think 
there’s room for them. I had never 
really considered joining the football 
club at school, for example, but the 
president called me and said, “I need 
help. Here are the five reasons I would 
like you to be the treasurer.” It’s getting 
people over that barrier of intimidation.

Mike:  Marge, you’ve been volunteering 
for 43 years at Woodlands. Has it always 
been difficult to bring new people into the 
volunteering fold or do you think it’s exac-
erbated now by generational change or by 

people being busier and there being more 
two-career couples?

Marge:
Well, the world has and always does 
reach into Woodlands. But I am encour-
aged by all the new and young people 
I’ve met through the last few committees 
I’ve been on. And one of the reasons I 
am as involved as I am is because I think 
it’s the responsibility of my generation to 
ensure continuity, to ensure that we all 
continue to have a place our heart holds 
dear. It’s l’dor v’dor: from generation to 
generation. It really is an essential part of 
Judaism. And I believe that Woodlands 
is worth all our efforts to make sure it 
flourishes today and that we put it in a 
position to thrive in the future, no mat-
ter what’s going on in the outside world.

Mike: So how do we do that? How do we 
cast a broader net? How do we get people 
interested? How do we make sure they 
know all the opportunities?

Marge:
Well, when some of the committees that 
I am on now wind down a bit, I want to 
become more involved in membership, 
by which I really mean engagement. You 
can see that when you onboard people, 
there may be certain things people will 
be willing to do in their early years of 
membership. There may be different ways 
of reaching out. The whole idea is con-
necting with people at key points in their 
lives, for example, when their kids are 
going to become B’nai Mitzvah or when 
their kids graduate high school. At every 
point, we can develop a strategy that will 
be a map for engaging our community.

Mike: So then where do we go from there? 
Josh, have you found yourself proselytizing 
among the other members you know.

Josh:
I certainly have. My kids are in fourth 
grade, so they’re in religious school 
and I know how important that is for 
promoting some of this engagement. I’m 
hopeful that throughout the school year 

Marge Glusker: “It’s the responsibility of 
my generation to ensure continuity.”
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we’ll figure out how to engage the class 
or the families. 

When we first did SWT, we talked 
about all the channels we could be 
reaching people on. I would love to 
see every group post something on 
the Facebook page, getting in front 
of people whenever we can. So when 
you guys go to the next Breakfast 
Run, figuring out how to tell the story, 
because I’m sure one of the kids who’s 
with you is an ace at posting clips and 
attaching that to the Woodlands feed so 
that people can click through and see 
the story.

Mike: Josh, when you proselytize, what’s 
your pitch?

Josh:
Mostly my pitch has just been that 
I’ve ended up having really enjoyable 
conversations with people I didn’t 
know. And at this point in my life, that 
brings me joy. 

Mike: Are there specific frustrations with 
volunteer work at Woodlands that you 
guys have found? Things that you wish 
could be different?

Marge:
I think we’re at a real inflection point. 
Volunteers come and want to do a 
project and see that project translated 
into real action. And one of the road-
blocks that we’ve had is the lack of an 
executive director to help them with 
this. And with the search now for an 
executive director [see sidebar], one of 
that person’s responsibilities will be to 
work with volunteers so that if people 
have ideas, this person will help make 
them happen. I’m hoping this will be 
another way to entice volunteers to 
come on all of our projects.

Mike: One of my key points of frustration, 
which I am hoping having an executive 
director will help as well, is knowing what 
talent is out there in the membership. In 
putting Makom together, for example, I’m 
sure that there are lots of journalists and 

editors who belong to Woodlands. And I 
know about four of them. And I’ve tapped 
them, and I’ve gotten some of them to 
work on each issue. Same with photogra-
phers. But I’m sure there are other writers, 
editors, and photographers we could 
involve in the magazine. And I’m sure there 
are parallels in every universe within the 
temple. The question is how to find them 
when you only know who you know. 

Marge:
When I joined in ‘79, the temple had 
started in ‘66, and all the leaders were 
the founders. At first I felt, maybe it’s 
a little cliquey. How do we make sure 
that nobody, especially new members, 
feels that way now at Woodlands? 
Obviously, there are some people who 
can’t volunteer because they have 
responsibilities, kids, aged parents, etc. 
But Julie was right. If you get somebody 
to do something little once, maybe they 
come back a second time, maybe they 
do something bigger the third time.

Julie:
That’s what it is. Someone helps to 
do one little thing; they may talk to 
the person next to them and now 

suddenly that’s one more person at 
temple they knew than before. And 
then maybe that person is going to 
go do something else and ask another 
person to come with them. It’s tar-
geting and finding and training and 
guiding people. It’s the long game. 

Mike: Marge when your kids were growing 
up at Woodlands, did they volunteer?

Marge:
Yes. My son was confirmed at Wood-
lands. At that time there wasn’t the 
Academy, but they had all kinds of 
wonderful volunteer activities. And 
now his son volunteers, not only as a 
Big Brother in his high school, but also 
at a food kitchen in New Rochelle. And 
my granddaughter in California who 
just was Bat Mitzvahed volunteers in 
her temple as a teen helper for the little 
kids in Hebrew school and also in a 
food pantry.

Mike: And your husband’s been involved in 
volunteering in the temple as well, right?

Marge:
Yes. My husband is involved in all 
kinds of social justice activities. He 
heads the Immigrant Friends Commit-
tee at Woodlands. And he has made 
very good connections with Neighbors 
Link, which is an immigrant service 
center in Mount Kisco. And he and I 
are Woodlands’s representatives at the 
Westchester Jewish Coalition for Immi-
gration, which welcomes immigrants 
and refugees not because they are 
Jewish, but because we are Jewish.

Mike: Josh, your kids are a little too young 
to do much volunteering, but do they do 
some?

Josh:
That’s something we’ve always looked 
to do. On Christmas, we used to deliver 
meals, and we took the kids when they 
were little. And I know the kids talk 
about tzedakah. I think that doing 
something as a class with your parents, 

Josh Elkin: “The thing that really worked 
for me was being asked to do it.”
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with your families is something I want 
to make sure happens because it’s one 
of the reasons I’m involved in the first 
place. I don’t think of myself as a very 
religious person, but I really value the 
way Mara has spoken about trying to 
live our best life with Judaism as a guide.

I’m there so that my kids hear the life 
lessons and the moral and ethical les-
sons. Because if not at religious school, 
where does one hear those important 
messages? I hope those opportunities 
will present themselves to foster the 
same feelings that we talked about.

Mike: Julie, you’ve talked a lot about your 
kids’ involvement. Does your husband 
volunteer as well?

Julie:
My husband will come with me when-
ever I ask him to. Probably his first 
thing at temple was when Rabbi Billy 
did Billy Joel Purim. He was looking 
for a band. My husband is a bass player 
and had never played in front of a 
crowd. But he’s a super-talented musi-
cian. And he played with Rabbi Billy 
and with a drummer and then every-
body else. And that was the catalyst to 
his actually joining a band.

He’s in a band now. And he would 
certainly go back and play at temple 
if the opportunity arose, just as my 
daughter had always read from Torah 
during Yom Kippur; every year Margot 

would ask her to read this portion. It’s 
the idea of, as you start to know what 
people would want to do, what would 
light them up? It’s being able to give 
them small opportunities to get in with 
the community.

Josh:
That’s a good story. I know the feeling 
of being asked to do something; you’re 
reluctant, but then it’s the Rabbi! What 
are you going to do? 

Marge:
Woodlands was created with a culture 
of members doing everything. When 
I joined, for the Oneg, you took turns 
baking. You were allowed to buy the 
challah, but you baked the cookies. 
Now more and more women have gone 
into the workforce, and so the temple 
buys the baked goods. 

I think part of the initial resistance to 
an executive director is the thought that 
this will somehow take away from the 
Woodlands Way, that culture of being 
almost like a kibbutz.

I’m not saying that people join 
Woodlands and then immediately say, 
“Oh, I want to get involved and spend 
a hundred hours volunteering.” But I 
do think there’s something to be said 
about everybody doing a little bit. Some 
people can do a little more, while some 
people can do a little less depending on 
their life circumstances at any given time. 

I belong to the Talmud study group, 
and we talk about how Judaism has 
a lot to do with each person’s agency, 
that you act to do what needs to be 
done. That volunteerism is an example 
of that sense of agency as Jewish 
people. It is, in fact, a way that each of 
us can, in the words of the Torah, say 
hineni: Here I am.

To find out more about volunteering 
at Woodlands, look for a list of com-
mittees and task forces on p. 18. 

WCT’s Executive Director: The Time Has Come

Julie Fischer: “It’s important for everyone 
to be able to see the bigger picture.”

We’ve been around for over half a century, why do we 
need an executive director? Why now?

When Woodlands was founded, volunteer mem-
bers, as a community, did everything. We assembled mailings, de-
livered mail to the post office, changed the lightbulbs, cooked for 
Shabbat meals, and baked for Oneg celebrations. But as we grew 
in numbers, and particularly after we moved into the new building 
almost 20 years ago, life became far more complicated. Running the 
organization required fulltime office staff, a fulltime caretaker to 
maintain the building, and an in-depth knowledge of an increasing 
web of government regulations.

Society also changed. More and more, two working parents be-
came the norm rather than the exception, leaving fewer adults to 
volunteer during the day.

In response, temple leadership has been exploring the concept 
of an executive director for at least 10 years, weighing the bene-
fits of professional management with the possible loss of the spirit 
of our Woodlands Way, and the realities of the increased financial 
cost. Two years ago, Stu Berlowitz led a task force to formalize this 
exploration. This year, we expect to hire Woodlands’ first executive 
director, confident that the position will further enhance, rather 
than detract from, our Woodlands Way.

Our vision is that the executive director will keep Woodlands on 
track, as we move through our second half century. The executive 
director will help keep our focus—and help our volunteers continue 
to do what we do best: Volunteer. 

— Andy Farber
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By David Gaffen

There is a refrain that goes around synagogue commit-
tee discussions, board meetings, and other gatherings 
that may be as old as the Reform Movement itself: 
“How can we bring in the young people?” 

The elusive youth element is the temple’s pot of gold—the 
unobtanium, that perfectly formed hamantaschen, the 
bubbe who doesn’t plant wet kisses on your cheeks—that 
gnaws at every synagogue, from Woodlands Community 
Temple to Jewish houses of worship nationwide. 

There’s a reason for this. Just like many other religious 
institutions, synagogues have been dealing with flat or de-
clining membership for years. The millennial generation, 
now grown and raising children, has different desires and 
approaches to religion than its predecessors among Genera-
tion X or the Boomers, who viewed synagogue as a bulwark 
against outside influences: the learned trauma of the past 
weighing heavily on their minds. 

By contrast, the younger generation—especially in the 
Reform Movement—is less connected to the Jewish religion 
in general. A 2020 Pew Research study showed that 44 
percent of Jews nationwide who are older than 65 identify 
themselves as Reform Jews; but for the 18-29 group, it’s just 
29 percent, with a larger share (41 percent) identifying with 
no particular branch. Reform Jews, on average, are about 
53 years old; the average person in the United States is 46; 

Driven by a need for 
community and enabled  
by more affordable dues,  
they may, increasingly,  
be found in temple.

  Ties 
    that 
   Bind

the average member of the Orthodox movement is just 35. 
This presents a clear challenge for many Reform syna-

gogues, including Woodlands, to engage with a group that 
tends to have a lower level of engagement. As Rabbi Mara 
Young puts it, “American culture has changed; secularism is 
on the rise. People aren’t going to church the way they used 
to. Judaism isn’t immune from that broader social trend.” 

On the other hand, the upheavals brought on by the 
worldwide coronavirus pandemic as well as the growth of 
antisemitism in the United States have caused an increasing 
number of Jews to look toward the comfort of a Jewish 
community. For a Reform temple like Woodlands, which 
has always prided itself on inclusivity, this presents a signif-
icant opportunity, one that our leaders have tried to engage 
through activities that younger parents can see as welcom-
ing—and low stress.

“Growing up, temple was certainly not as engaging or as 
age-appropriate for us as it is for children now,” says Liz 
Mueller, lead parent connector for PJ Library in New York, 
who works with groups of parents who plan gatherings 
for young families and partners with Woodlands. “I think 
young families want a meaningful religious experience but 
not one that is necessarily so traditional.”

Culture, Comfort, and Community

That evolution has been in the works for years at Wood-
lands, notes Harriet Levine, former director of education. In 
the early days of Rabbi Billy Dreskin’s tenure, she recalls, he 
and Levine decided to extend the post-Confirmation period 
through12th grade, in part to keep the door open so older 
teens could continue their engagement with the temple. “In 
many places the main thrust for education is learning,” 
Levine says. “My major objective was their comfort level: 
how they felt about being part of a Jewish community.” 

A 2019 study of Jewish teens by The Jewish Education 
Project showed that they hold less religious views than do 

Where Are  
    the Young       
  People?
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older generations. But that does not mean they don’t want 
to engage. 

According to TJEP’s study, Jewish teens most often identi-
fy with the term “culture,” which does not suggest they are 
uninterested in the religion. “The concept of Jewish culture 
captures the elements of being Jewish that teens feel good 
about and leaves out those elements that they object to or 
are confused by,” the study notes. “Jewish culture is an ac-
tive word for teens. It’s not something that they are given but 
something that they do.” 

The younger generation is also a more diverse one, in-
cluding among the Jewish community; while roughly 8 
percent of Jews identify as non-white, that percentage rises 
to about 15 percent for the 18-29 cohort. That’s fostered a 
greater need for more inclusive programs and discussions at 
Woodlands. “WCT is good about using inclusive language, 
making space for gender-neutral bathrooms, breast/chest/
bottle feeding, and offering options for all ages to do good 
things for the world,” Mueller points out.

The past two years have also been defined by the coronavi-
rus pandemic. And Jewish people in particular—concentrat-
ed as the community is in the Northeast, where COVID-19 
first landed—have been more likely than other populations 
to know someone who has lost someone through the pan-
demic. Still, members of religious institutions experienced 
lower levels of loneliness than those who are not active 
members of a church or synagogue, something that Mueller 
has experienced herself in discussions with younger parents.

“I led a parents’ night focus group this summer for River-
towns parents with children 0-5,” she says. “It was amazing 
how many of these young families were interested in temple 
shopping. A lot discussed the value in having friends (and 
their kids having friends) with shared culture and experienc-
es, especially after the isolation of the past two years.” 

For those who are members of Woodlands, it has been 
a common experience to see Rabbi Mara’s face pop up on 
their computer screens over the past two years. The temple 
has had to adjust to more virtual activities, and Woodlands 
has maintained some levels of educational and community 
engagement through screens; any Woodlands parent or child 
would be forgiven for thinking the rabbi’s name was “Ka-
hoot” during most of 2020 and 2021. 

Obligations, Financial and Otherwise

Many members of the Woodlands community recall grow-
ing up in the 1970s or 1980s, when, as Rabbi Mara puts 
it, “educational pedagogy was much more ‘old school,’ and 
synagogue was a chore.” And yet, synagogue was something 
people did because of the community’s historic obligation to 
keep the Jewish religion alive. 

That obligation, however, also came with a cost, in the 
annual bill that often ran into the thousands of dollars for 
temple membership. The older generation may have seen 
this as tzedakah, the cost required to support the Jewish 
community. But that price tag put membership out of reach 
for many families, necessitated numerous special arrange-
ments for others, and contributed to many seeking an off-
ramp once their children became B’nai Mitzvah, at a time 
when those same teens were also looking for their own exit. 

This is where the changing nature of membership has come 
into play, and Woodlands changed its approach to dues this 
past year with a program called Supporting Woodlands, To-
gether, which allows members to pay what they wish. And 
the temple is not alone in making this move. Rabbi Kerry 
Olitzky, co-author of a book on financial alternatives for 
American synagogues, told the Washington Jewish Week 
earlier this year that the “membership model as we’ve 
known it for at least a few generations, and probably more, 
is no longer working in the majority of communities.” 

So far, Rabbi Mara says the experiment seems to be work-
ing (see page 3), saying that it helps return to the idea that 
synagogues are “centralized Jewish communal touchpoints,” 
where members feel they’re contributing in a philanthropic 
sense, rather than looking at the membership statement like 
it was the monthly cable bill (and then some). 

Whether that’s enough to see membership turn upward in 
the years to come is another question, be it for Woodlands 
or for other temples. But taken in concert with the pandem-
ic-fueled search for stronger communal connections—and 
the opportunities temples offer to forge these connections 
through social action, adult learning, community service, 
and religious study—it appears likely that temples may 
once again find themselves overflowing with a youthful 
population. 

WCT member David Gaffen is editor-in-charge at Thom-
son Reuters.
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Opportunities to volunteer help sustain the tree of life at WCT,  
allowing members to focus on Jewish life and learning (Torah), holy  
service and support (avodah), and acts of compassion (gemilut hasadim). 
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Opportunities to volunteer help sustain the tree of life at WCT,  
allowing members to focus on Jewish life and learning (Torah), holy  
service and support (avodah), and acts of compassion (gemilut hasadim). 
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* $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

Run errands

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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T O R A H
Adult Education
Working closely with the director of Congre-
gational Learning, creates and implements a 
vision for ongoing, lifelong Jewish learning at 
WCT. learning@wct.org

Chesed
Congregants drive, prepare meals, and provide 
companionship to community members in need.  
chesed@wct.org 

College Engagement
Facilitates contact between the congregation and 
our children away at college. college@wct.org

Hevra Kadisha
Provides congregant-led shiva services in mem-
bers’ homes. wct@wct.org

Jewish Life
With the rabbi and cantor, sets policy and 
supervises activities connected with Shabbat 
worship, religious observance, and holiday cele-
bration. jewishlife@wct.org

Memorial Wall/Cemetery Plots
Oversees sales of cemetery lots owned by WCT 
at Sharon Gardens, and coordinates purchase of 
inscriptions on the Memorial Wall outside the 
sanctuary. cemetery@wct.org

School Board
Oversees and supports the operation of the 
religious school. education@wct.org

Youth & Family Engagement
Works with our director of Youth & Community 
Engagement to support and advance social and 
educational programming. youth@wct.org

A V O D A H
Board of Trustees
Elected leadership of the congregation. Meets 
monthly to discuss and determine synagogue 
policy. president@wct.org

Endowment
Preserves temple endowment funds and pro-
vide additional funds for the operating bud-
get. endowment@wct.org

Finance
Oversees finances of the congregation, prepares 
annual budget, and monitors spending and 
income. finance@wct.org

Israel
Works to build meaningful connections be-
tween us and Israel. israel@wct.org

Judaica Shop
Provides celebration gifts and items to bring 
beauty and spirituality to the home. Every pur-
chase supports Woodlands. judaicashop@wct.org

Marketing
Develops marketing plans, places advertising, 
maintains website, handles PR, creates temple 
branding and marketing materials. marketing@
wct.org

Membership
Encourages and supports new members and 
ensures that existing members remain connected. 
membership@wct.org

Philanthropic Giving
Develops and carries out events to raise money 
to defray the costs of various activities and 
works of the congregation. giving@wct.org

Security
Oversees security issues and makes recommen-
dations. security@wct.org

G E M I L U T  H A S A D I M
Social Action
Oversees social action programming and activi-
ties at Woodlands. socialaction@wct.org

 Social Action  
 Subcommittees & Task Forces

Backpack Collection
Collects backpacks and school supplies for the 
Lois Bronz Children’s Center.

Blood Drive
We hold two blood drives at WCT annually 
through the New York Blood Center. 

Breakfast/Midnight Runs
The Breakfast Run group provides breakfast, 
clothing, and companionship to folks who are 
homeless or have low incomes. The Confirma-
tion Class, along with other congregants and 
friends, provides food and clothing during its 
Christmas Eve Midnight Run.

Bridges to Faith & Friendship
Activities directed toward making connections 
with people of other beliefs and backgrounds 
as part of building peace and understanding in 
the world. 

Children’s Village Gifts
Provides kids in a Children’s Village cottage with 
gifts from their Christmas wish list. 

Civic Engagement
Following the lead of the Religious Action Cen-
ter of Reform Judaism (RAC), informs the con-
gregation of national, state, and local legislative 
and social concerns and provides opportunities 
for action.

Dessert for a Week
One week each month, provides desserts for 
the teens in a  Valhalla shelter. 

Disaster Relief
Works with local groups to provide assistance 
when disaster strikes.

Domestic Abuse Task Force
Supports the needs of women and children in, 
and about to leave, Hope’s Door shelter, and ed-
ucates our congregation and community about 
domestic abuse. 

Environmental Task Force 
Works to help WCT become a “zero waste” com-
munity in both our temple and our homes.

Gun Violence
Screens films and offers speakers and discus-
sions tied to such issues as domestic violence, 
suicide, and school safety. Advocates and works 
to support and elect candidates who propose 
legislation to prevent gun violence.

High Holy Days and Ongoing Hunger Projects
Each year the Yom Kippur Food Van rolls into 
the Woodlands parking lot to collect healthy, 
non-perishable food. Volunteers help at the van 
and deliver the food to food pantries.

High School Volunteers at Coachman
Working with the Religious School, we bring 8th 
and 9th graders to White Plains for activities 
with kids at the Coachman Family Center.

Immigrant Friends
Undocumented immigrants live in constant fear 
of apprehension and deportation. We advocate 
for laws and policies that will benefit and pro-
tect them.

Knitting & Crocheting
We make blankets, shawls, hats, scarves, and 
other items to bring comfort and warmth to 
those in need.

Project Ezra
In the fall/winter, elderly Jews from the Lower 
East Side are our luncheon guests. In the spring, 
we provide food for their Passover celebration.

Racial Justice Task Force
Provides opportunities for congregants to learn 
about racial justice as a Jewish mandate and 
joins the Religious Action Center’s campaign to 
address systemic racism.

Refugee Resettlement
Worked with Bet Am Shalom to help an Afghan 
family build a life in the U.S. Served as a col-
lection center for items for the recent Afghan 
refugees and is now focusing on working with 
Neighbors for Refugees to resettle refugees.

Special Projects & Collections
As needs arise, we run special projects and col-
lections to meet them.

Teen Shelter Dinners
Woodlands provides home-cooked dinners to 
support teens in temporary shelter at the Sanc-
tuary in Valhalla. 

WO O D L A N D S  COM MU N IT Y  TE M P L E   ✸  O P PO RTU N ITI E S  TO  VO LU NTE E R
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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
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What You Need to Know About

Immigration is central 
to the Jewish story in 
America. Starting in 

1654, Sephardic and Ash-
kenazic Jews began sailing 
to American colonial ports. 
In the mid-1850s, German 
Jews started coming by the 
tens of thousands, estab-
lishing the seat of Reform 
Judaism in Cincinnati. 
During the early 20th cen-
tury, Eastern European Jews 

began a vast journey of millions to America, which would 
be spurred by the threat of Nazi Germany and then the 
carrying out of the Holocaust. Now firmly established in 
the U.S., Jews use the lessons of the past to advocate for 
immigrants from around the world who seek refuge in 
America. But immigration has become one of the most 
divisive issues in the country, with politicians unable to 
come to the table to design badly needed reforms. Today, 
with an unstable situation at the southern border of the 
U.S., Jewish groups are deeply involved at many levels in 
fighting for the immigrant.

Here is what you need to know about what’s happening:

How active is the Jewish community on issues of 
immigration? For a century, Jews focused on helping 
Jews immigrate to America and then thrive upon arrival. In 
1881, the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, now HIAS, was 
set up to help Jews fleeing pogroms. But starting around 
the 1990s, Jewish groups began focusing on non-Jewish 
immigrants who need similar supports to what Jews need-
ed in the past. “It went from being about us to Jews feeling 
obligated to help others,” says Rabbi Mara Young. Today, 
HIAS works to assist newly arriving refugees in many 
ways and preserves the stories of Jewish immigrants. The 
Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism (RAC) is a 
leading liberal voice in Washington on immigration issues. 
Locally, the Westchester Jewish Coalition for Immigration 
(WJCI) is promoting awareness and advocating for legis-
lation. And Woodlands started its own Immigrant Friends 
at Woodlands group in 2017, at first offering training 
on how to be advocates at deportation proceedings at 
Federal Court. Notably, in 2018, the Woodlands Refu-
gee Task Force was part of a local coalition to bring a 
refugee Afghani family to Westchester and support them 

in their new life in America; 
that family has recently pur-
chased a home in Albany.

What does Scripture say 
about the treatment of 
newcomers and strangers? 
Jews often cite several key 
passages that highlight their 
obligations to the immigrant, 
including:

“When a stranger resides 
with you in your land, you 
shall not wrong them. The 
stranger who resides with you 
shall be to you as one of your 
citizens; you shall love the 
stranger as yourself, for you 
were strangers in the land of 
Egypt: I the Lord am your 
God.” (Leviticus 19:33-34)

“If, throughout the ages, 
a stranger has taken up res-
idence with you or who lives 
among you… There shall be 
one law for you and for the 
resident stranger; it shall be a law for all time throughout 
the ages. You and the stranger shall be alike before God; 
the same ritual and the same rule shall apply to you and to 
the stranger who resides among you.” (Numbers 15:14-16)

“Thus said the Lord God: These shall be the bound-
aries of the land that you shall allot to the 12 tribes of 
Israel, Joseph receiving two portions… This land you 
shall divide for yourselves among the tribes of Israel. You 
shall allot it as an inheritance for yourselves and for the 
strangers who reside among you, who have begotten chil-
dren among you. You shall treat them as Israelite citizens; 
they shall receive allotments along with you among the 
tribes of Israel.” (Ezekiel 47:13, 21-23)

What are the issues today? Numerous issues affecting 
immigrants and refugees are being hashed out at once 
in Washington. The RAC is active on numerous fronts, 
including pushing Congress to “address the ongoing 
dysfunction in the U.S. immigration system” through 
comprehensive reform; promoting “permanent protec-
tion, dignity, and respect for all 11 million undocumented 

Immigration
by Gary Stern

Top: The Azizi family, jointly 
sponsored by Woodlands and Bet 
Am Shalom, soon after arriving.  
Bottom: The Azizis and their new 
baby in White Plains just before 
moving to Albany. 
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Opposite page, top left: Jewish refugees arrive in the U.S. in the 
1940s. This page, left: Central American refugees meet with a 
volunteer at a McAllen, Texas, bus station. Top right: Refugees at 
the southern border prior to their arrest by the Border Patrol. 

immigrants living in the USA”; and advocating for family 
reunification, an end to immigrant detention, and “just 
and humane border security.” HIAS, most immediately, 
continues to focus on helping refugees, asylum seekers, 
and others integrate into local communities and become 
self-sufficient. HIAS enlists volunteers to help in numerous 
ways and to seek federal support for refugees on every 
step along their journey. WJCI has an extensive advocacy 
agenda for federal legislation, including setting a minimum 
annual refugee admissions goal of 125,000; strengthening 
a refugee resettlement program and asylum protections; 
and preventing future discriminatory travel bans.

Rabbi Margo Hughes-Robinson from T’ruah, a group 
of rabbis promoting human rights, outlined a series of 
legislative priorities, including to help refugees stay in 
the U.S. once they’ve arrived. “Right now, particularly if 
we’re talking about Afghan refugees, there is no option to 
say when people’s humanitarian parole expires,” she says.

The RAC joined with other groups to pressure the 
Biden administration to raise the Trump administration's 
historically low admissions numbers. As a result, Biden 
increased the ceiling to 62,500 last May and doubled it 
for 2022. To underscore the importance of raising the ceil-
ing, the RAC released this statement: “As Jews, we know 
too well the harm of turning away those seeking refuge. 
Our own historical experiences throughout the centuries 
remind us what it is like to be uprooted from home and 
to seek refuge in other countries. We demand nothing less 
than a significant increase in refugee admissions from an 
administration whose stated values must be matched by 
actions that reflect justice and compassion.”

What role are Jews playing at the southern border? 
Reform Jews were among the many voices highly critical 
of President Trump’s immigration policies, particularly 
his deeply controversial separation of families crossing 
the border. Things have become more complicated since 
President Biden took office, as record numbers of migrants 
have sought to enter the country and many liberals have 
been disappointed by Biden’s lack of a clear vision for 

immigration. “When Trump was in power, we heard a lot 
of criticism of what he was doing at the border,” Rabbi 
Mara says. “There is still a crisis at the border, but we, as 
Jews, aren’t talking about it as much. We need to place the 
same kind of pressure on the Biden administration.” 

At the Westchester Coalition forum, Rebecca Kirzner 
from HIAS said that conditions along the border are not 
much better now than under Trump. “We are outright 
denying people entry into this country. We are turning 
people away,” making them vulnerable to kidnapping 
and trafficking. She noted that America’s challenges are 
part of the “largest refugee crisis in human history.” 
Hughes-Robinson says that T’ruah is trying to do what 
the government is not: envision what demilitarization of 
the border could look like, with ICE and Customs and 
Border Patrol potentially playing a smaller role.

How can you get involved? WJCI offers numerous 
opportunities to help, from building awareness of the 
issues to lobbying for legislation. Check their website: 
www.wjci.org. Immigrant Friends at Woodlands (immi-
grantfriends@wct.org)advocates for laws and policies 
and provides direct assistance to immigrant centers. “We 
educate ourselves and our congregation on the plight 
of immigrants and what we, as a congregation, can do to 
support them locally, statewide, and nationally,” says Steve 
Glusker, the group’s chair. WCT's Refugee Task Force is 
urgently looking for volunteers to help resettle an Afghan 
family in Westchester. Learn more about helping with that 
effort by contacting Melanie Roher at 914-629-0360.

“ Once we helped refugees because they were Jewish,”  
says HIAS’s Rebecca Kirzner. “Now we do it because we are.”

WCT member Gary Stern is Engagement and Opinions 
editor at the Journal-News.



22 Makom Magazine 

The Swerseys
L’Dor v’dor: Woodlands Through the Generations

I
n our search for a cover photograph 
demonstrating Jewish commitment to im-
migration reform, Makom art director and 
Woodlands member Melanie Roher con-

tacted HIAS, the Jewish refugee agency. HIAS’s 
VP, Communications, Bill Swersey, put Mel in 
contact with HIAS’s photo archives. And he 
wrote, “I am a former member of Woodlands. 
In fact, my parents were among the founding 
members in the late 1960s!”

Struck by this small-world coincidence, I 
wrote to Bill to see if he and his mother, Alice, 
would reminisce with me.

Alice grew up in Washington Heights in a family with leftist leanings and no interest in tem-
ple membership. Bill says that while his mother’s father was “one of the most pious men I ever 
met, he was uncomfortable with organized religion.” Bill’s late father, Burt, however, grew up 
on the Grand Concourse and “had a Bar Mitzvah, with more of the traditional trappings.” 

In 1966, Alice recalls, “there was a group of friends in the community, and we were talking 
about starting something. I shrugged my shoulders. I had no synagogue background. But Burt 
was interested, and he said, ‘Let’s see what this is about.’”

Once Alice started going to meetings, she says, “I thought I really should learn about this. 
My kids should have this experience.” 

Burt quickly became a board member, and Alice, a musician, “taught all the songs.” The 
family “was very involved,” Alice says, including “in social action. That was always a compli-
cated issue because there were always factions.” As she describes it, belonging to Woodlands, 
“was a wonderful way to have a community that really encompasses many different aspects—
scholarship, education, and helping those who need help.”

For Bill, the experience of growing up at Woodlands has stayed with him. “I don’t consider 
myself particularly religious,” he says, “but we got a great education in being part of a com-
munity and a sense of what a group of people can do together.” Every synagogue, Bill says, 
“must have been started by a group of people. But at that moment, in the sixties, I can only 
imagine what it would have felt like for these young people to say, ‘We can do this.’”

Alice and Burt moved up to Columbia County in the late 1980s. Within a few years, Alice 
helped start a temple there—The Chatham Synagogue, Netivot Torah—where she has served 
as secretary, vice president, president, treasurer, and head of the building committee—and 

she leads prayers on Rosh Hashanah. 
Bill now lives on the Upper West Side, where 

he belongs to B’nai Jeshurun, a temple he says 
feels as comfortable to him now as Woodlands 
once did. He visited Woodlands a few years 
back to talk about HIAS and was thrilled to 
see some of the original siddurim on a table. 
“Wow,” he thought, “I’m connected to that 
from another generation.” —Mike Winkleman
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Why Woodlands Worked for Us

The Swersey family around 2007. From left: Bill, 
Rachel, Burt, Sarah, and Alice.

< Bill Swersey (center right) and his sister Sarah 
(right) wait outside Woodlands after the end of 
religious school one Sunday morning in 1970. 
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64 Ashford Avenue
Dobbs Ferry, NY 10522

914.693.3330
800.564.3330

Serving the  
WoodlandS Community  

SinCe 1966

edwardsdowdle.com

and WeStCheSter County  
and the Surrounding areaS  

SinCe 1927.



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.


