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At Rosh Hashanah, Ashkenazi Jews might greet each other with l’shana tovah 

u’metukah (for a good and sweet year). Tizku l’shaneem rabot (may you merit many 

years) is a customary blessing among Sephardic and Mizrahi Jews at Rosh Hashanah. 

Worldwide, Jews pray for good health, joy, and an abundance of days for each other in 

the new year. 

Diane and Richard Boroditsky and family
Wishing our family and friends a healthy and 
happy New Year

Fayanne, Avrom, and Carli Charach, and 
Taylor Lloy
Wishing our family and friends a happy and 
healthy New Year

Wendy, Alan, Laurie, and Jillian Daien 
Wishing our family and friends a happy and 
healthy New Year

Darlene and Jerry Davis
Wishing our family and friends a healthy and 
happy New Year

Ethel and Zvi Dil 
Wishing our family and friends a healthy and 
happy New Year

Ann, Max, and Elie Feierstein
Wishing your families a year of gezunt, health, and 
wellbeing

Dina Frankel, Gail, Ron, and Marlee Cantor
Wishing a happy and healthy New Year to all our 
family and friends 

Norman Freedman and family
Wishing family and friends a healthy and happy 
New Year

Dina and Bruce Granove
May the coming year bring good health, strong 
connections, true peace, and safety to everyone.

Lil Hirt  
Wishing family and friends a healthy and happy 
New Year

Margaret Kasner and family
Wishing our family and friends a healthy and 
happy New Year

Terry and Jerry Katz Q.C.
Wishing our family and friends a healthy and 
happy New Year

Howard Kideckel 
Wishing family and friends a healthy and happy 
New Year

Matthew and Nola, Ezra, Sonia, and Caleb 
Abraham, Yona, Galya, and Gilon Lazar
Shana Tova U’Metukah

Estrid Mandel and family
Wishing family and friends a healthy and happy 
New Year

Fay Reich 
Wishing family and friends a healthy and happy 
New Year

Jane, Ronald, Tiffany Reider, and Lucas
Wishing family and friends a healthy and happy 
New Year

Sid and Joyce Rosenhek and family
Wishing family and friends a healthy and happy 
New Year

Wishing You Many Years of Sweetness Wishing You Many Years of Sweetness 
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Colette Rubin 
Wishing family and friends a healthy and happy New Year

Kim Hirt, Jerry Rubin, Bina, Rachel, and Alex
A sweet and happy New Year to all our family and friends

Marvin and Esther Samphir and family
Wishing family and friends a healthy and happy New Year

Shayna and Merrill Shulman and family
Wishing our family and friends a healthy and happy New Year

Mimi and Earl Singer and family
Wishing family, friends, and the congregation a healthy and happy New Year

Tony Sorto and family
Wishing my friends a healthy and happy New Year

Avery and Nata Spigelman, children Adam, David, Jenny, Deborah,  
and grandchildren  Joshua, Connor, and Logan  
Wishing our family and friends a healthy and happy New Year

Women’s League of Congregation Etz Chayim 
Wishing everyone a happy and healthy New Year

Wishing You Many Years of Sweetness Wishing You Many Years of Sweetness 
FINDING MEANING IN JEWISH LIFE
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Connecting Jews 
to G-d and Each 
Other 

The Torah is the heart of Judaism, 
comprising all Jewish law, 
teachings, and knowledge. 

The Torah, which means instruction, 
includes what are known as the five 
books of Moses (Bereishit, Shemot, 
VaYikrah, Bamidbar, Devarim); within 
these books, G-d reveals how we 
should live as Jews, through 613 
commandments, or mitzvot. 

The Torah “binds us to our history 
and our future; it is the way that when 
I stand with our minyan, I know that 
I am actually standing with G-d,” 
paraphrases Mel Hornstein—words 
spoken to him by Rabbi Zalman 
Schachter-Shalomi, one of  the 
founders of the Jewish Renewal 
movement. The Torah connects us to 
G-d, and connects us to all other Jews, 
beyond the realms of space or time. 

Every Sefer* Torah is the same, 
identical to the Sefer Torah that G-d 
revealed to Moses on Mount Sinai 
after the exodus from Egypt. “Every 
Torah has 304,805 letters, not one 
more, not one less, and it has been the 
same for thousands of years,” says Mel. 
A synagogue can change its collection 
of siddurim (prayer books), welcome a 
new rabbi to guide the congregation 
or a different cantor to chant daily 

prayers, or even change the building 
in which members gather.

“But the Torah is a continuing 
element,” Mel says, and does not 
change.

Sifrei* Torah of 
Congregation Etz 
Chayim

When the Beth Israel, Bnay 
Abraham, and Rosh Pina 
amalgamated to become 

Congregation Etz Chayim in 2002, the 
congregations’ respective Sifrei Torah 
were also combined. 

“There was a grand ceremony of all 
Sifrei Torah coming together in one 
building, surrounded by all the people,” 
Mel says. “Our core identification was 
the same, no matter which synagogue 
you were from.”

At that time, Mel took on the role of 
sorting and cataloguing an inventory of 
more than 70 Sifrei Torah to determine 
which would become the permanent 
collection for Congregation Etz 
Chayim. The synagogue hired sofering 
(official Torah scribes) to inspect each 
scroll in the assemblage. 

“We spent days sorting, cataloguing, 
and determining what would become 
of the Etz Chayim collection. We ended 
up with fourteen scrolls: nine in the 
main ark, three in the small chapel ark, 
and two for services in the basement.” 

All Sifrei Torah in the collection were 
deemed kosher and halachically 
suitable to be read in the shul. An 
additional eleven scrolls were certified 
kosher and a few of these were sold. 

Mel says most of the Sifrei Torah 
rejected for the primary Etz Chayim 
collection were not turned down 
because they were in poor condition, 
nor because they were halachically 
unsuitable. Several scrolls were very 
large, however, and so heavy (see “Torah 
Tidbits” sidebar). “For an egalitarian 
synagogue, scrolls that could hardly be 
lifted was not ideal,” says Mel. All Sifrei 
Torah in the permanent collection are 
somewhat smaller, making them easier 
to lift and carry. 

Writing a Torah 

To bring a new Sefer Torah into 
being, there are strict halachic 
requirements. A sofer must 

use a quill from a kosher animal and 
special ink to pen the Torah by hand 
onto pieces of parchment made 
from skin of a kosher animal. There 
are rules governing how to script the 
Torah, including directives about line 
weight, size and style of every letter, 
how columns must be presented, even 
criteria for writing certain passages. 
Once each letter is in its proper place 
on the parchment, the scribe uses 
thread made from the veins of a kosher 
animal to sew the pieces of parchment 
together. Finally, the scroll is attached 
to two wooden poles, called etz chayim 
or trees of life, using a thread that goes 
through a small hole in the poles and 
taped on with special tape.

The 613th Torah commandment says 
every Jew should write a Torah scroll. 
While some interpret this to mean “you 
should write your life to follow all the 
mitzvot,” Mel says, there is a way some 
synagogues help members achieve 
that mitzvah more literally. The shul 
would hire a sofer to write a Torah for the 
community, and every member of the 
congregation is invited to finish a letter, 
a column, or a pasuk (verse), he explains. 
Once that Sefer Torah is complete, it has 
been written by the entire congregation 
and they have fulfilled the mitzvah.

To r a h :  t h e  H e a r t  o f  J u d a i s m

Photo: MagioreStock, shutterstock.com
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A Sefer Torah is written without 
punctuation—the dots that make 
Hebrew script easier to read. While 
preparing for his Bar Mitzvah, Mel’s 
grandson asked why the Torah is written 
so that the reader must memorize how 
to read their parasha. 

“The only real answer I could give 
was, you don’t get the gift of Torah by 
standing around. You get it by work. 
You get it by studying. You get it by 
learning from other people.” 

“The Torah really is a prized 
possession,” Mel says.

Celebrating the 
Torah: Shemini 
Atzeret and 
Simchat Torah

On the day after Sukkot, Jews 
observe Shemini Atzeret—a 
one day chag  (hol iday) 

combined with Simchat Torah in Israel. 
In the Diaspora, the chag is two days 
long and the second day is Simchat 
Torah. 

There is reference to Shemini Atzeret 
in the Torah: an offering was brought 
to the Temple on this day. The premise 
of the holiday is somewhat ambiguous, 
however. Shemini Atzeret means 
Eighth Day of Assembly, referring to 
the eighth day of Sukkot. The chag 
marks the beginning of the rainy 
season in Israel, and from this day until 
Passover, we recite a prayer for rain: 
Tefillat Geshem for Ashkenazi Jews, 
Tikkun Hageshem for Sephardic Jews. 

Simchat Torah means rejoicing the 
Torah and is a day of Jewish celebration. 
On this joyful day, we complete the 
cycle of public Torah reading and then 
immediately begin the cycle again. 

The Babylonian  Jews, who 
introduced an annual Torah reading 
cycle around the year 1000, may also 
have initiated the chag, which is not 
actually mentioned in the Torah. In 
the 20th century, Simchat Torah took 
on new significance as a day of open 
declaration of Jewish identity. 

A highlight of Simchat Torah is the 
seven hakafot (processions): all Sifrei 

*  Sefer Torah means Torah scroll. Sifrei is the 
plural of sefer.  

Torah are removed from the ark and 
carried throughout the sanctuary. 
During the hakafot, there is joyful 
marching, dancing, and singing among 
the congregation as we celebrate our 
love for the Torah and devotion to its 
teachings. 

Three Sifrei Torah remain outside 
the ark following the hakafot. From 
the first scroll, we read the last parasha 
of Devarim. Immediately after, to 
symbolize the unending nature of 
Torah, we read the first parasha of 
Bereishit from the second scroll. “When 
we finish the last words of Devarim, we 
immediately read the first words of 
Bereishit, to end and begin almost like 
it is in the same breath,” says Mel. “That 
cycle is repeated year after year.” From 
the third scroll we read from Bamidbar, 
and then from the Book of Joshua in 
Nevi'im.

Simchat Torah  
at Etz Chayim

Congregation Etz Chayim has its 
own special traditions during Simchat 
Torah. Children enjoy dancing and 
marching with plush Sifrei Torah during 
the traditional seven Hakafot, while 
adults dance and sing with the proper 
Sifrei Torah. 

A unique, new custom was introduced 
at Etz Chayim when Rabbi Kliel came 
on board, says Executive Director 
Jonathan Buchwald. “All upcoming 
B’nai Mitzvah are invited to be part 
of our Simchat Torah celebration. We 
unroll the entire Sefer Torah, show 
each B’nai Mitzvah student where their 
particular parasha is located within the 
Torah, and have them stand by that 
section.” Each student is also given a 
personalized mini-Chumash to use 
during their B’nai Mitzvah studies.

“It is very meaningful when they see 
their parasha and where it fits within 
the entire Torah,” Jonathan explains. 
And another beautiful way to honour 
and rejoice in the sefer at the core of 
Judaism which makes us who we are 
as a people.  ■

Torah Tidbits 

• A Sefer Torah is divided into 54 
weekly parashot or Torah 
portions. 

• Jews worldwide read the same 
parasha each week, uniting us 
in the mitzvah of reading from 
the Torah.

• The reader uses a Yad (hand) or 
pointer to follow along when 
reading from the Torah. The 
reader must not touch the scroll 
directly. 

• It is a great honour to be asked 
to chant an Aliyah (read from the 
Torah) during a service. Aliyah 
means going up.

• Because writing a Sefer Torah is 
a sacred undertaking, the sofer 
must visit the  mikvah  (ritual 
bath) before beginning work 
on a new scroll. 

• Before the sofer begins the 
writing for a Torah scroll, 
they etch faint sirtut (line 
indentations) into the klaf 
(parchment) to keep the lines 
of text straight. 

• A Torah scroll is comprised 
of between 62 and 84 sheets 
of parchment that have been 
carefully stitched together. 

• An average Torah scroll weighs 
about 25 pounds. A heavy 
scroll can weigh more than 50 
pounds. 

• A person who accidentally 
drops a Torah scroll must fast 
from sunrise to sunset for 40 
days. Anyone who witnesses the 
accident must also fast.  

• The lighter the Torah scroll, 
the more shekels to own it, 
generally speaking. Sifrei Torah 
cost anywhere from $10,000 to 
$120,000 USD.

To r a h :  t h e  H e a r t  o f  J u d a i s m
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Choosing His 
Religion

When Cameron Poitras first 
bumped into Judaism, he 
had been searching for a 

while for a faith that felt like a good 
personal fit. As a child, his parents had 
belonged to an extreme denomination 
of Christianity, called the Worldwide 
Church of G-d. Toward the end of 
his teens, Cameron found himself 
questioning his belief in G-d.  

“I was searching,” he says. 
At 20, Cameron nearly became a 

Mormon. Having moved to Drayton 
Valley, Alberta for a job, he was on his 
own for the first time. Drayton Valley 
has a large Mormon population, and 
Mormons tend to like conversion. 

“They were some of the nicest 
people I’d ever met, and I started going 
to church there,” says Cameron. “They 
took me under their wing at a time 
when I was far from home.” The town 
of Drayton Valley almost gained one 
more Mormon, but Cameron backed 
out at the last minute, realizing he did 
not believe what they preached.

Though he continued to look around 
a bit, Cameron says religion “lay 
dormant” in him in his 20s. “I would 
go to church every now and then, but I 
never felt fulfilled or like I was making 
a spiritual connection,” he says. He 
recalls pleading to Jesus in prayer: 
“Show me the path forward.”

“I never got an answer and that 
stuck with me,” says the CJOB radio 
host of Jets at Noon, which launched 
in January.

Spiritual Fit
When Cameron met his fiancée, Skye, 

everything seemed to fall into place—
in his love life and his spiritual life. Skye, 
a CJOB producer, was born and raised 
Jewish; her family belongs to Chevra 
Mishnayes. Meeting Skye sparked 
Cameron’s interest in Judaism, and he 
began learning all he could about the 
faith and attending weekly shul services 
with her family. But Cameron is careful 
to point out that while Skye may have 
triggered his interest in Judaism, his 
passion for the faith quickly became 
his own.

“It was kind of an awakening,” he 
says. “It’s like I found the thing I was 
looking for my whole life. Judaism 
has changed my life for the better. I’ve 
found so much substance that I can 
hang on to,” he says.

Eventually, Cameron expressed his 
interest in Judaism to Congregation 
Etz Chayim’s Rabbi Kliel Rose, who 
encouraged him to enroll in the 
Journeying into Judaism course. But 
Cameron says he felt no pressure to 
convert from Rabbi Kliel.  

“It was always an invitation for open 
discussion,” which he says was different 
from his exploration of Mormonism. 
Without continual dialogue, an 
exploration into anything new can 
become overwhelming, which is 
ultimately a set-up for failure, Cameron 
says. Meanwhile, a questioning 
mind can strengthen spirituality and 
connection. And that’s what Cameron 
found from the class. 

Journeying Into Judaism
Facilitated by Rabbi Kliel, Journeying 

into Judaism is an 18-week course 
based on the Miller Introduction to 
Judaism program of the American 
Jewish University. Students receive 
some Hebrew instruction and explore 
various Jewish subjects from Torah, the 
Bible, and Jewish theology; to holidays, 
prayer, and kashrut; to relationships, 
parenting, and death and mourning; 
to Jewish identity, the Holocaust, Israel, 
and others.

Cameron is unreserved in his acclaim 
for the course. “It taught me how to 

People explore Judaism for a myriad of reasons. Some are born into the faith and begin  
studying the Torah from the time they learn to speak. Others are looking 
for a faith that fits better with their personal values than the spirituality 
into which they were born. Still others are curious about their 
partner’s religion or are drawn to Judaism by the welcoming arm of the 
community. These are but a few of the incentives motivating people 
to consider whether Judaism is a fit for them.

Making the move from exploration to conversion is a big decision; it is 
personal and different for every individual. But what these people discover in 
common is a faith that is rich in tradition and wisdom, and a community that is warm, 
welcoming, and full of love. Photo: Mushki Brichta

Cameron Poitras

 “Eventually I’ll 
go down the 

Heschel rabbit 
hole and I know 
I’m never going 

to come out.”

Leap of Faith



SEPTEMBER 2021 | תשרי תשפ״ב |  SHORESH    7    

think critically,” he says. “It was like, 
here’s the toolkit, what else is out 
there?” He’s been exploring that.

“I ’ve  been reading parasha 
commentaries, Torah commentaries, 
I’m going to be an 85-year-old man and 
still reading and not even scratching the 
surface,” he laughs, adding, “eventually 
I’ll go down the Heschel rabbit hole 
and I know I’m never going to come 
out. It’s my favourite subject, getting 
into the details and commentaries and 
questions.”

He says the course opened his eyes to 
the vastness and depth of Judaism and 
how spiritually nourishing the faith is. 
It taught him a few things about himself 
too. “It’s taught me to be patient; it’s 
taught me to love; it’s made me a better 
person,” he says. “It’s taught me about 
the world as it is, not as I want it to be—
to learn to accept that I can’t put all the 
world on my own shoulders.”

Lou Lamari (see “Spiritually 
Unconvinced,” page 8), who also took 
the course, says “it gives a really holistic 
view of the Jewish people. It’s a positive 
way to learn about Judaism.” 

Lou liked Rabbi Kliel’s approach 
for the class, offering what he had 
said about kashrut as an example: 
“‘Obviously, as a rabbi, I want you to do 
as much as possible and observe these 
things. But you need to create a level of 
observance that works for you, that you 
can maintain.’ I really appreciated that. 
It was like extending an arm to invite 
us into the community. It made it quite 
accessible,” states Lou.

Morgan Wood (see “Craving 
Community,” right) also took the class 
early in 2020 and is considering taking 
it again. 

“I’ve been thinking about it a lot 
lately. It was warm and welcoming. I 
really enjoyed it,” she says.

Spiritual Cloud
In August of last year, Cameron went 

to the mikvah (a ritualistic purification 
bath; a Jew by choice must immerse 
themself in the mikvah to convert to 
Judaism). 

“After I got out of the mikvah, it’s like a 
switch got flipped inside me. I really felt 
like a Jew after that. I had this sensation 
in my entire body, it went down to my 
fingertips and all the way to my head. 
The cantor, Al Benarroch, said, ‘that’s the 

power of the mikvah,’ and I knew exactly 
what he meant. It was like I was walking 
on a spiritual cloud after that, and Rabbi 
Kliel told me to hold on to that.”

Afterwards, he had a small Bar 
Mitzvah and the following Saturday, 
his first Aliyah. “And I never looked 
back, I felt Jewish,” says Cameron, who 
studied radio broadcast at Academy of 
Broadcasting in Winnipeg.

He says most people in his life were 
supportive of his decision to become a 
Jew. 

“There’s always going to be some 
level of concern, not because they think 
you’re making a big mistake, but they 
love you and they want you to be happy. 
And it’s a big decision and should not 
be taken lightly, right? It should be 
taken seriously. Any leap of faith, any 
major decision, there’s always going to 
be concern. But it always came from a 
place of love, and we all cried when I 
did it,” he says, referring to the mikvah.

Identity Crisis
It hadn’t been smooth sailing all the 

way to the mikvah, though—there were 
some choppy waters along Cameron’s 
journey to Judaism. He says he had a bit 
of an identity crisis a couple years ago. 

“It was Kol Nidre,” he explains. “I 
was sitting in the front row (at Chevra 
Mishnayes) and I felt like, ‘What am I 
doing here? Everyone’s looking at me, 
and they’re going to know I haven’t 
converted yet, I’m not a Jew’.” A man 
sitting behind him noticed Cameron 
was not wearing a tallit. 

“Coming from an absolutely good 
place, he said, ‘where’s your tallit? Go in 
the back and grab one if you forgot it.’ 
It was very nice of him, he was trying to 
welcome me,” Cameron says. “But that 
kind of set me off. I felt, all my anxieties 
are true! I don’t look like a Jew, I don’t 
act like a Jew, I don’t fit in here.”

Later, Rabbi Kliel helped calm 
Cameron’s concerns. “He said, ‘don’t 
take this the wrong way but I’m glad 
that happened, because you needed to 
have that sort of feeling. If you didn’t 
at some point,’ he said, ‘I’d be worried 
about you. Because you wouldn’t have 
been soul searching, you wouldn’t 
have been looking at your heart, to see 
if you’re really doing the right thing’.” ❙

 

Craving 
Community

Morgan Wood is contemplating 
becoming a Jew. Not born into 
a Jewish family but raised 

within a Jewish community, Morgan 
attended Margaret Park, a North End 
Hebrew elementary school, as a child. 
Now in her early 20s, Morgan is still 
drawn to Judaism. She likes the faith’s 
flexibility and “the idea of personal 
choice within boundaries.” 

While Morgan was not raised within 
any particular spiritual context, her 
mom grew up in a Catholic home and 
her dad has a history of evangelical 
Christianity.

“I saw how that affected his mental 
health, growing up in a very religious 
environment. It was, ‘you have to 
believe this, and if you don’t, you’re a 
bad person’,” she says.  

One of Morgan’s reasons for 
exploring Judaism further was a 
longing for connection and a sense 
of belonging. In her late teens, she 
says she had started feeling isolated 
and disconnected. “I wanted to be 
part of some kind of community,” she 
says. Since Judaism had been a focus 
during her childhood, she decided 
to Google it, and found Rabbi Kliel’s 
Journeying into Judaism class. 

She is drawn to the “acceptance 
of differing points of view” within 
Judaism, the storytelling, and the 
dialogue. What Cameron Poitras 
called an “invitation for open 
discussion” resonates with Morgan 
too.

Morgan Wood
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“It does feel like an invitation,” she 
says.  

Like Cameron, Morgan has looked in 
more than one place for spiritual con-
nection, having explored Catholicism 
too. “I liked the practice of ritual and 
the ancient spirituality that has pro-
gressed for so long,” she says. “But it 
wasn’t for me. I have nothing against 
the guy, but the focus on Jesus was a 
bit hard to wrap my head around,” says 
Morgan, who is beginning her fourth 
year of an Arts degree at University of 
Winnipeg.

She says her mom has been 
supportive of her spiritual pursuit, 
often bringing home books, articles, 
and documentaries to peruse together. 
But she is undecided about whether 
she will convert.

“Internally, I feel Jewish,” she says. 
“But sometimes I feel guilty for feeling 
that way, because I have so much left to 
experience in the Jewish community.” 
(Perhaps Morgan would be happy to 
know her conscience puts her in good 
company among Jews—guilt is indeed 
a Jewish custom!) ❙

Faith Inheritance

Jim Skinner was prompted to 
investigate Judaism after receiving 
new information about his heritage. 

Towards the end of 2013, his last paternal 
relative died in London, England. When 
his sister went to probate the will, she 
discovered their paternal grandmother 
had been an Ashkenazi Jew, originally 
from a shtetl in Eastern Europe. 

Jim was raised a secular protestant; 
some of his friends growing up were 
Catholic. “They would go to Church and 

confess, and it would be over and done. 
And I always had a problem with that,” 
says the veteran Winnipeg psychiatrist. 
“I’ve found what I understood of 
Judaism more compelling than 
Christianity.”

Last summer, Jim met Rabbi Kliel 
and his wife, Dorit, at the Broadway 
Neighborhood Centre in Winnipeg’s 
West End, which led to him taking the 
Journeying into Judaism course.  

He has not converted and doesn’t 
know if he will. But he says he has 
always been drawn to Jewish values: 
“respect for learning, for family, for 
tradition, the ethical imperative, the 
sort-of loyalty to the group,” states Jim, 
who works for Manitoba Adolescent 
Treatment Centre and also has a private 
practice. 

“I’ve always felt (Judaism) would be 
the best fit for me, that I identified with 
it the most,” he adds. ❙

 

Spiritually 
Unconvinced

As a teenager, Lou Lamari (they/
them) realized the spirituality 
within which they had been 

raised wasn’t resonating.
“What I was being taught in school 

(Lou attended a Mennonite school 
as a child) always left me with a lot 
of questions and butted heads with 
what I believed personally, even as a 
child. I was very much identifying as 
Christian, but I was asking questions, 
critiquing what I was learning.”

“I didn’t consider myself agnostic,” 
Lou continues, “because I really didn’t 
align with Christianity at all. I had 
some kind of spiritual understanding 
of faith but nowhere to assign it.” 

As Lou was growing up, their parents 
were both atheists. Dad came from an 
observant Muslim family and mom 
from a non-observant Christian family. 
Despite their parents’ atheism, Lou 
insists they had a spiritual upbringing.

“On my dad’s side, everybody 
practises Islam and on my mom’s 
side it’s kind of just Christmas and 
Easter, no one’s really observant of 
Christianity. But I grew up very aware 
of religion,” says Lou.

Like Cameron, Lou was motivated 
to explore Judaism because of a love 

interest. While in a relationship with a 
Jewish woman, Lou became immersed 
in their partner’s family and the Jewish 
community.

“They really embraced me in their 
family, and knowing I didn’t know 
very much about Judaism, they 
explained everything in a meaningful 
way and gave me a really interesting 
introduction that I don’t think many 
people get,” says Lou.

A f t e r  m o re  t h a n  t w o  ye a r s 
participating in Jewish life and 
community and celebrating Jewish 
holidays, Lou realized, “this is 
speaking to me. These teachings and 
holidays feel like my own. I don’t feel 
like I’m just supporting my partner 
celebrating a holiday; this feels like 
it’s also mine.”

“That was the first time I thought 
about converting,” they add.

Lou also found that Judaism had 
provided some direction to their life. 

“Trying to embody Jewish values 
that I’ve seen in the community taught 
me a lot about how I want to treat the 

Lou Lamari

Jim Skinner

“I was gaining 
my own 

understanding 
of the world 

through a Jewish 
lens, but I wasn’t 

Jewish.
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people in my life. I’m trying to follow what I’ve seen so 
many Jewish people doing,” says Lou, a second-year law 
student.

Filled with clarity during a Kol Nidre service a couple 
years ago, Lou made a decision: “I thought, ‘this is it. I’ve 
been thinking about this consistently for nine months. 
I’ve been living in this for three years. I’m really feeling 
meaning from this.’ I was gaining my own understanding 
of the world through a Jewish lens, but I wasn’t Jewish. I 
thought, ‘I want to become Jewish’.” 

Lou stresses that while a relationship may have been 
their entry into Judaism, at the end of the day, the decision 
to convert had nothing to do with that relationship.

“That’s why I’m continuing this after my relationship 
ended, because it really is personal to me. It wasn’t just 
about the relationship.” 

Lou says they began to feel Jewish around Yom Kippur 
of 2020.

“It came full circle,” they say. “I thought, ‘It has been 
a complete year of me living Jewishly, trying to be 
observant, trying to learn as much as I can so I can 
become part of the community.’ Kol Nidre is when I 
started actually thinking of myself as Jewish.” But Lou 
remains a bit modest when talking about faith, until the 
mikvah reopens.

“I’m cautious about how much space I take up calling 
myself a Jew until I’ve actually converted,” says Lou. 

Community Acceptance
As a transgender person, Lou feels acceptance from 

the Winnipeg Jewish community. “Many people who 
are queer or trans don’t feel accepted or wanted within 
any faith community,” says Lou. “But within the larger 
Winnipeg Jewish community, that was not my experience 
whatsoever. I’ve met dozens of people from different 
denominations. Regardless of how observant somebody 
is, I’ve been accepted.”

But Lou would like to feel a little more comfortable 
entering a synagogue for services or events held in the 
sanctuary, which feels intimidating to them.  

“I’m doing this alone; I don’t have family to go with. 
And it’s kind of disorienting, because it’s like, where do 
I sit? I would love to be going to Shabbat services on 
Saturday morning. But I feel really nervous to do that.”

Lou is careful to clarify: “I don’t want to say I’m being 
excluded in any way. I’m just wondering how it can be 
more welcoming.” They speculate whether increased 
awareness of issues of gender inclusivity within the 
synagogue walls will help with that level of comfort. 

“That’s something that should maybe be on the radar, 
that not everybody fits within these binary terms. I think 
one way to retain youth, especially in generation-Z, 
where so many more people are feeling comfortable and 
safe to come out of the closet, they (synagogues) really 
need to be aware of gender.”  ■
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Marc Schaeffer made his own 
Bar Mitzvah tallit nearly four 
decades ago. “I sewed it myself 

and used the sewing machine to 
embroider a Star of David. In each of 
the triangles I sewed the Hebrew initial 
of a family member so I could bring 
my family to the bimah with me,” says 
Marc, who grew up at Temple Shalom 
Reform Congregation. Back then, 
Rabbi Neal Rose, father to Etz Chayim 
Rabbi Kliel Rose, was Education 
Director for the Temple Shalom 
Religious School.

Fast-forward a few chapters in the 
book of Marc. Rabbi Neal Rose and 
wife Carol Rose were giving a joint 
Limmud presentation, which Marc 
(an “enthusiastic Limmud-nik”) was 
excited to attend.  

“When I walked into the room, 
Rabbi Rose had likely not seen me 
for 35 years, and yet he grabbed me, 
took me to the front of the group, and 
introduced me,” Marc says. “It seems 
my Bar Mitzvah tallit had made a 
strong impression on him” and he 
had been sharing the story of the 
homemade tallit with students ever 
since.  

“Then, he asked a question I was 
hoping he wouldn’t,” Marc continues: 
“‘Where is it?’” Unfortunately, he 
explains, during a difficult time in his 
life, he lost his beloved tallit. “I felt so 
poorly about this loss, I couldn’t bring 
myself to replace it,” he says. So, he 
borrowed tallitot as necessary. When 
a good friend’s father passed away, 
his widow gifted Marc his tallit. “I was 
so touched and honoured,” he says. 
“Finally, I had a meaningful tallit 
again.”

Marc’s tallit tale doesn’t end there. A 
few years ago, Marc picked up his late 
Mother’s “circa-1970 Schacht tapestry 
loom,” took a weaving course to learn 
the basics, and planned to weave 
himself a new tallit, and one for his 
eldest child.

“Unfortunately, it was not quite wide 
enough, the length of fabric I could 
weave was not quite long enough, and 
I just couldn’t maintain the width—it 
seemed to get progressively narrower 

as I weaved. My dream of weaving my 
own and my daughter Hannah’s tallit 
on my late Mother’s loom was coming 
to an end.” 

But as dreams will, it didn’t end; it 
shifted. For his 50th birthday last year, 
Marc received a “beautiful 24-inch 
Ashford rigid heddle loom.” After many 
washcloths, scarves, and a couple 
practice tallitot, he finally wove his 
first proper tallit, hand sewing into it 
Hebrew initials of family members lost 
over the years. He used buttonholes 
from his mother’s old dress shirt to 
reinforce the corners; through those 
holes went the tzitzit, and his wife Kae 
Sasaki (an artist) and Hannah taught 
him to tie the tzitzit.  

“It isn’t a perfect project, but I first 
blessed and wore my tallit the morning 
of Hannah’s Bat Mitzvah and it felt so 
right,” he says. “Each of those family 
members now lost to us, inscribed on 
that tallit, would have been so proud of 
my Hannah on her Bat Mitzvah.”

Coming Home to 
Congregation Etz Chayim

Marc, Kae, and children Hannah and 
Alex are newer Etz Chayim members. 
Over the last few years, the family 
has attended chag celebrations at 
Etz Chayim and outdoor Kabbalat 
Shabbat services, and Marc has taken 
the Journey into Judaism course led by 
Rabbi Kliel and the Beit Chayim class 
“Critical Conversations about Race 
and the Jewish Community.” He says 

his family feels included and at home 
at the shul. 

“I have found such a supportive, 
caring, and vibrant Jewish community 
in Congregation Etz Chayim, and the 
congregants, Cantor Tracy, and Rabbi 
Kliel so welcoming,” he says. When 
asked to do an Aliyah at one of the first 
services he attended, “I nearly cried,” 
Marc says. “Being accepted by a new 
community is hugely profound.”

He says Cantor Tracy connected with 
Hannah as soon as they had become 
members, to help her prepare the 
Torah portion she had already been 
learning for her Bat Mitzvah, originally 
scheduled for October 17, 2020. Hannah 
chanted that parasha, although her 
Bat Mitzvah was eventually postponed 
due to the pandemic. “Seeing Hannah 
on the Etz Chayim bimah with Cantor 
Tracy and Rabbi Kliel that day moved 
me greatly,” Marc says. “A few months 
later, after so much work with Cantor 
Tracy and Rabbi Kliel, Hannah would 
be back on that bimah for her Bat 
Mitzvah” (May 29; see page 15).

Marc is pleased to be a new member 
of the Etz Chayim youth and family 
committee. “We need to continue 
to develop activities, programs, and 
opportunities for children, youth, and 
their families to meaningfully engage in 
Jewish life,” he says. “Having two youths 
in our home, I feel this need too!” And 
he has experienced an unanticipated 
reward from being on this committee.  

“Under the restrictions of COVID-19, 
this committee has become like our 
Chavurah—it is my strongest direct 
connection to the membership of 
Congregation Etz Chayim at this time, 
and I treasure it!” says Marc, who was 
co-chair of Irma Penn School of Jewish 
Learning (Temple Shalom) for eight 
years.

Adult Educator
Marc is a teacher of math, chemistry, 

and computers at Stevenson Britannia 
Adult Learning Centre, where he has 
worked for nearly two decades. After 
completing his education degree, he 
spent a year teaching at the Aboriginal 
Community Campus, another at 

Weaving a Life

Marc Schaeffer 

ETZ CHAYIM
PEOPLE
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“Do I know for certain I was an in-
strumental part of the story? It’s hard to 
know exactly, but I really try, and with 
math in particular,” he says, explaining 
that math is a subject that can exclude 
young people from the educational 
process; they get turned off from school 
because they can’t do math. “It’s a big 
focus for me to make sure math educa-
tion is accessible and that they get the 
support they need, especially in the 
early stages—what I call transitional 
math,” says Marc, who was president of 
the Adult Secondary Education Council 
for eight years before having children.

Marc says teaching top students is re-
warding, “and I can be part of that story 
too. But the folks that struggled to get 
that 70 and feel really good about it—
that’s its own kind of awesome,” he says. 

“I feel like maybe I was helpful in get-
ting those people past a certain point 
and letting them get on with the next 
chapter of their lives,” adds Marc.

Etcetera
Years ago, Marc founded and 

coordinated the group RESPECT 
International (Refugee Education 
Sponsorship Program Enhancing 
Communities Together). Although now 
defunct, the group’s accomplishments 
are impressive: a letter exchange 
between refugee and internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) and 
international youth (Marc sought out 
letters from IDPs and refugees around 
the world; letters were distributed 
to youth in Canada, the US, Japan, 

Mexico, and some European countries); 
distribution of sporting equipment to 
mostly Liberian refugees of Mohomou 
Refugee School in Guinea (funded by 
a school in Michigan); creation of two 
small computer resource centres (one 
at Agoro Community Development 
Association in Northern Uganda, 
another at Mohomou Refugee School); 
and creation of a greenhouse at Christ 
Victory Centre in Kenya (funded by a 
community in Mexico).

Unmistakably a helper by nature, 
Marc loves to volunteer, particularly 
at the Winnipeg Fringe Festival and 
Winnipeg Folk Festival. He has acted 
in a series of webisodes for Teach this!, 
written and produced by a friend, Dawn 
Romanowski (Parkview Productions), 
as well as two Shakespeare comedies, 
King Lear – a Comedy and Macbeth – a 
Comedy (Romanowski/Parkview).

Marc and his family are passionate 
about camping—last summer, they 
took seven different camping trips 
(including a yurt adventure) and had 
a similar itinerary planned for this 
past summer. They also enjoy summer 
getaways to their small cottage in 
Grand Marais.  

In non-pandemic life, the family 
visits their extended family in Japan 
every three years.

“Due to the pandemic, we will be two 
years overdue by next summer, which 
will be a very important reunion for 
us!” he says. Perhaps memories from 
that reunion will make it onto Marc’s 
next tallit. ■ ■

Springfield Collegiate, then moved to 
Stevenson Britannia. In his 20s, he also 
taught English in Japan for five years 
and in Korea for six months. 

Marc enjoys the variety of students 
who change each term (some stay for 
a few terms) and who come from all 
walks of life: “some young, some older, 
some working professionals looking to 
pivot, a number from the military, look-
ing to re-enter civilian life. Some left 
high school and they’re coming back; 
others were shunted into resource pro-
gramming in high school and learned 
very little.” Marc also enjoys the degree 
to which he can get to know students 
because they are adults.  

“But the transformation is probably 
the biggest high for me as a teacher,” he 
says. “To have folks come in just want-
ing to graduate and then leave having 
a dream—it’s wonderful.” He offers, 
as example, a woman who had almost 
no math skills. He didn’t know her full 
story but had heard bits and pieces: “I 
think there was homelessness, three 
kids, drug use—there were issues in 
her life. And she hadn’t finished much 
school the first time.” 

Marc says she passed his transitional 
math class with a mark in the ’90s, then 
took applied math—just to prove she 
could. Next, she applied to the heavy 
duty equipment mechanic program at 
Red River College, for which she received 
two scholarships to help with the cost. 

“Now, she’s working on these big 
semi’s and she couldn’t be happier,” he 
says. 

Marc, Hannah, and Alex Schaeffer

“Being accepted 
by a new 
community 
is hugely 
profound.”
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Member News and Life-Cycle Events

SPECIAL BIRTHDAYS
MAY

Bianca Ruth Blanaru, Avrom Charach, Joel Dudeck, Silvana Fux, 
Judith Lavitt, Nola Lazar, Judy Mahon, Myron Schultz, Myrna 
Singer, Doris Steiman, Esther Sztulwark, Sam Sztulwark 

JUNE 
Stephanie Faintuch, Merilyn Kraut, Leslie Litman, Leigh Raber, 
Esther Samphir, David Shrom, Avery Spigelman 

JULY
Steven Buchalter, Jack Cipilinksi, Norman Freedman, Sandy 
Hyman, Estrid Mandel, Cheryl Rayter, Hart Shapiro, Lynne 
Nancy Shapiro 

AUGUST
Michael Averbach, Linda Cohen, Karyn Glass, Denny Hornstein, 
Adriana Josebachvili, Adeena Lungen, Randy Schwartz, Sheila 
Schwartzman, Neil Swirsky, Elsie Weinshenker, Paul Winestock

SEPTEMBER
Danny Bronstein, Jack Buchalter, Barry Hyman, Aneita Kogan-
Gunn, Jane Reider, Colette Segal, Leonard Shapiro, Viviana 
Steinberg

SPECIAL ANNIVERSARIES
MAY

Ruth and Barney Charach (65); Jerry and David Shrom (40)

JUNE 
Isabel and David Davis (10); Susan and Jeff Goldstein (30); 
Lynne Nancy and Leonard Shapiro (45)

JULY  
Elaine and Todd Hochman (30); Kathy and Michael Pinx (40)

AUGUST 
Brenda and Howard Keller (10); Marla and Adam Levene (20); 
Myrna and Herb Singer (55); Lynne and Henry Trachtenberg (50) 

SEPTEMBER  
Kathy Cobor and Gordon Steindel (45); Karyn Glass and James 
Chess (35); Cynthia Hiebert-Simkin and Simon Simkin (30); 
Patricia and Barry Hyman (55); Doreen and Arnold Merrick (60) 

IN MEMORIAM 
Brian Daien, Liuba Dimerman, Aharon Eviatar, Evelyn Goldstein, 
Ben Hirt, Shirley Kozlowich, Heather Kristjansson, Martin 
Margolese, Bernice Marmel, Mindel Olenick, Freda Raber, Monte 
Raber, Esther Remis, Morley Reider, Helen Roseman

MAZEL TOVS

Ilana Abrams and Steven Hyman on the Bar Mitzvah of son 
Adam on June 11, 2021

Reeva Abrams on the Bar Mitzvah of grandson Adam 

Cynthia Aizenberg and Javier Gurfinkiel on the Bat Mitzvah of 
daughter Aileen on May 22, 2021

Kera Borodkin and Sean Shapiro on the Bar Mitzvah of son 
Jonah on May 8, 2021

Susan and Jerry Cohen on the Bar Mitzvah of grandson Harry 
Margolis

Terri Lee and John Farber on the birth of granddaughter Feya 
Jude Farber

Sandy and Murray Hyman on the Bar Mitzvah of grandson 
Adam

Matthew and Nola Lazar on the birth of grandson Caleb 
Abraham

Andrea Leibl-Hochman and Sid Hochman on the birth of 
granddaughter Maya

Rachel Rusen on the Bar Mitzvah of son Harry on November 
21, 2020

Amy and Daniel Samphir on the Bat Mitzvah of daughter 
Hayley on April 24, 2021

Esther and Marvin Samphir on the Bat Mitzvah of 
granddaughter Hayley 

Kae Sasaki and Marc Schaeffer on the Bat Mitzvah of daughter 
Hannah on May 29, 2021

Brenlee Schacter and Josh Weinstein on the Bar Mitzvah of son 
Dylan on June 4, 2021

Reby and Alan Schacter on the Bar Mitzvah of grandson Dylan 

Don Schaeffer on the Bat Mitzvah of granddaughter Hannah

Alex Schaeffer on receiving a Gold performance in Piano Solo, 
Beginner at the Winnipeg Music Festival

Hannah Schaeffer on finishing first in the Vocal Solo, Musical 
Theatre, Ballad, Girls 14 and under at the Winnipeg Music 
Festival

Roberta Searle on the birth of great grandson Jaden

Sandy and Hart Shapiro on the Bar Mitzvah of grandson Jonah 

Viviana Steinberg and Daniel Faingold on the Bat Mitzvah of 
daughter Mijal on March 20, 2021

Shaaron and Hymie Weinstein on the Bar Mitzvah of grandson 
Dylan

Debbie and Norman Yusim on the birth of grandson Jaden

ETZ CHAYIM
PEOPLE

  Kosher Catering Service
Congregation Etz Chayim Catering is open for business, still offering a variety of 
Kosher takeout options such as Shabbat dinners and weekly specials. We also still 
cater home events, office meetings, shiva meals, and more. Let us know how we can 
help you: (204) 589-6305.
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Virtual 
Celebration 
Real 
Connection 

Although most of 
Hayley Samphir ’s 
guests attended her 

Bat Mitzvah remotely, feel-
ings of love and warmth tran-
scended any limits the plat-
form could have imposed. 

“We could really feel their 
presence, their support 
and love. The connection 
was there,” says Hayley’s 
mom, Amy Samphir, of their 
guests. Afterwards, attendees 
shared reciprocal sentiments 
of warmth and closeness: 
“People said, ‘I don’t know how 
you did it, but we could feel the 
love through the camera in our 
homes’,” Amy continues.

Pandemic restrictions al-
lowed a few guests to gather 
with Hayley at Congregation 
Etz Chayim on April 24: she 
was surrounded by parents 
Daniel and Amy, brother 
Coby, grandparents, aunts 
and uncles, and cousins. 
All other guests and the Etz 
Chayim congregation were 
invited to livestream from 
home. Hayley’s Bat Mitzvah 
was a global event: guests 
attended virtually from 
Canadian coast to coast, the 
US, France, and Israel. Hayley’s 
parents, brother, and grand-
parents received Aliyot, and 
her aunts, uncles, and cousins 
participated with readings.

“It was really special, and 
it was all focussed on me. 
It was nice having most of 
my immediate family, the 
people I love the most and 
who I’m closest to, with me,” 
Hayley says. 

“This was truly an intimate, 
special, family event,” says 
Amy. “We loved it.” 

Etz Chayim staff arranged 
for all necessary technol-
ogy, including two large 
monitors—one for seeing 
attending guests, another 
for seeing what guests were 
viewing. 

“Everyone was basically 
there because on the bimah, 
I could see the TV,” Hayley 
says. 

The family could also see 
messages, in real-time, sent 
from guests at home via the 
Zoom chat.

Amy is impressed by the 
shul’s work to help families 
realize their B’nai Mitzvah 
with meaning and comfort 
during the global crisis. “It’s 
really wonderful for families 
who, while in a pandemic, 
are still trying to celebrate 
good times as best we can.”

Hayley had been pre-
paring for a June 2020 Bat 
Mitzvah when Covid took 
hold, and the family was 
forced to postpone their 
simcha. 

  “Suddenly, everything 
stopped, and it wasn’t an op-
tion to do it virtually or find 
some other creative way (at 
that time). No one was set up 
for it,” says Amy.

“Being told it had to be 
cancelled was hard to hear,” 
Hayley says. “I had to re-
learn my haftarah and my 
Torah parasha (she chant-
ed Acharei-Mot Kedoshim 
on April 24) and that was a 
challenge. I had worked so 
hard.” 

But Hayley learned some 
valuable life lessons from 
her Bat Mitzvah (in addition 
to the two Torah parashot, 
two haftarot, and various 
Shabbat service prayers): 
“being flexible, staying pos-
itive, and focussing on what 
was most important. I was fo-
cussed on what was happen-
ing in that moment and what 
my Bat Mitzvah was about to 
me,” Hayley says. 

“We can’t control the 
changes that had to hap-
pen,” she adds. ❙

Celebration of B’nai Mitzvah in recent months might look 
different from those hosted for their elder siblings or 
peers. In the past, a grand party often accompanied 

the event: delicious food, elegant eveningwear, invited 
guests. But fancy clothing and delectable cuisine, while 
nice to have, are not what this important Jewish milestone 
is about. 

Bar/Bat Mitzvah means “son/daughter of  the 
commandment.” The Bar or Bat Mitzvah is a coming-of-age 
ceremony; from this point forward, a Jewish youth is bound 
by the same mitzvot (commandments) as a Jewish adult. The 
ceremony is often marked by the youth receiving their first 
Aliyah (being called up to read from the Torah). It is customary 
for invited guests to witness the ceremony in person, but 
pandemic restrictions have made that impossible this year. 

With challenges come solutions, though, and synagogues 
quickly adapted to restrictions with a virtual platform 

for B’nai Mitzvah. The rise of the “Zoom B’nai Mitzvah” 
has meant families could intimately embrace their B’nai 
Mitzvah within the walls of the shul, and still share the 
simcha (celebration) with extended family, friends, and 
their synagogue congregations online. At Congregation 
Etz Chayim, caring staff has expertly and calmly supported 
B’nai Mitzvah families throughout the planning as well as 
during their event and helped everyone adjust to the virtual 
platform. 

“If we could summarize our experience, it would be how 
humanely, tactfully, and full of care you all worked as a 
team to help us enjoy this once-in-a-lifetime family event, 
in particularly complicated times. There are no words to 
describe our gratitude,” said Javier Gurfinkiel and Cynthia 
Aizenberg to Etz Chayim staff (as recently quoted by Rabbi 
Kliel in a “News from Etz Chayim” bulletin). 

Enjoy three recent B’nai Mitzvah celebrations.

 H o w  Z o o m  S a v e d  a  S e a s o n  o f  B ’ n a i  M i t z v a h

Hayley Samphir

“People 
said, ‘I don’t 
know how 
you did it, 
but we could 
feel the love 
through the 
camera in 
our homes” 
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Pride and Joy

Aileen Gurfinkiel didn’t 
let a little anxiety nor 
a travelling kippah 

spoil her day. “At first I was 
nervous about being in front 
of so many people,” begins 
Aileen. “And just as my Bat 
Mitzvah was starting, my 
kippah kept falling over and 
pulling out my hair! That 
didn’t help with my anxious-
ness. I was then called up 
with my flimsy kippah on, to 
start the service. After I put 
on my tallit, I felt like I would 
be alright, and I enjoyed ev-
ery minute being up on the 
bimah. I was really happy.”

Aileen’s Bat Mitzvah was 
at Congregation Etz Chayim 
on May 22 (rescheduled 
from September 2020). 
Pandemic restrictions al-
lowed their family of four and 
six close friends to gather 
with them at the shul. Other 
guests Zoomed-in from 
home—family and friends in 
Winnipeg, Argentina, the 
US, and Spain. The virtual 
platform meant guests who 
otherwise could not have 
attended were there. “Quite 
a few in our extended fam-
ily would never have been 
able to travel to Canada,” 
say Aileen’s parents, Javier 
and Cynthia. Aileen chant-
ed Parashat B’ha’alotecha* 
for her Bat Mitzvah and her 
parents and brother Tomás 
also received Aliyot.

A l t h o u g h  s t r e s s f u l 
last-minute changes in pro-
vincial health restrictions 

threatened to cancel the 
whole event, “the people 
from Etz Chayim (Jonathan, 
Tracy, Kliel, Margo) were 
very accommodating and 
helped smooth things over 
at every step of the way,” say 
Javier and Cynthia. The fam-
ily had distributed kiddush 
food to invited Winnipeg 
guests in advance, “so we 
could all share a virtual kid-
dush: a main course from Etz 
Chayim’s kitchen (delicious!) 
and dessert from Creative 
Sweets, Cynthia’s own small 
business (also delicious!)” 
The day after, Winnipeg 
friends organized a drive-by 
parade in front of Aileen’s 
house, with decorated cars 
and noisemaking, for drop-
ping off gifts (and receiving 
chocolates).

Afterwards, Aileen was 
filled with happiness and 
pride. 

“I learned something that 
I always wanted to, being 
called up to the bimah. It 
made me so happy to stand 
there and recite my Torah 
portion, as well as other 
parts of the service. I learned 
to lead a service and feel 
the overwhelming yet much 
longed-for pressure of be-
ing an adult member at Etz 
Chayim. I’m proud to call this 
not only my Bat Mitzvah, but 
a learning experience I will 
carry with me for life,” she 
says. 

Javier and Cynthia were 
equally happy and proud. 
“Seeing Aileen’s commit-
ment and resilience despite 
the unusual (read: crazy) 
pandemic circumstances 
was inspirational. Seeing her 
realizing and speaking about 
the importance of the spiritu-
al meaning of the ceremony 
and discarding all the mate-
rial things like the party that 
could-not-be was something 
to be truly proud of. 

“In the end, seeing her 
happy made us happy. 
Simple as that.” ❙

Midnight 
Celebration 
(in Japan!)

by Hannah Schaeffer

My Bat Mitzvah was 
at Congregation 
Etz Chayim with a 

10-person capacity. It was 
originally scheduled for 
October 17, 2020, two days 
after my 13th birthday. It was 
re-booked for May 29, 2021.

My immediate family, 
grandpa, and five of my 
friends (teenagers!) were 
there. It was really nice, be-
cause we weren’t able to 
have any kind of gathering, 
and I missed seeing them.

All my extended fami-
ly was invited, Zoomed-in 
from Maryland to Maine to 
Portland, North Carolina, 
Iowa, and Japan (my grand-
ma and cousins, even 
though it was midnight 
there!!). As well, my friends, 
parents’ friends across 
Canada, people we know 
from synagogue, and my 
two middle school teachers. 
There were probably more 
than 50 people. I am so very 
thankful people could come. 

My Torah reading was 
Parashat B’ha’alotecha,* 
about the Israelites com-
plaining to Moses about 
“not enough food.” Since 
each Aliyah  needed to be 
performed by someone who 
was in the shul, my grandpa, 
my dad, and my Bat Mitzvah 
friend (who was among my 
FAB-5 friends) did the hon-
our.  After the service, my 
family had a fun picnic at 
Kildonan Park.

Like any B’nai Mitzvah, I 
had to learn that my actions 

(as a Jew) are my responsi-
bility. But I also learned so 
much more. I have never 
been keen on creating a 
habit to practice something 
daily (hence my 10 unfin-
ished diaries with only a few 
pages done) so trying to 
keep up with that schedule 
on top of everything else 
was stressful.

Afterwards, for me, it was 
mixed feelings: I felt relieved 
that all that stress and worry 
I’d felt was off my shoulders. 
Now, I also feel slightly more 
mature with becoming a Bat 
Mitzvah, sad because it’s 
over, and in general I feel as 
if this experience was kind of 
incomplete, in a way. 

*Parasha Pairing
Why did Aileen and 

Hannah chant the same 
Torah parasha? Each 
week, the Torah is read on 
Saturday afternoon, Monday, 
Thursday, and Saturday 
morning; each parasha is 
read four times, with the new 
parasha beginning Saturday 
afternoon, explains Jonathan 
Buchwald, executive director 
for Etz Chayim. Aileen’s Bat 
Mitzvah was a Havdallah 
service (Shabbat afternoon/
evening), while Hannah’s Bat 
Mitzvah was the following 
Saturday morning, so the 
girls had the same parasha: 
B’ha’alotecha. ■ 
Note: While parasha means Torah 
portion, parashat means Torah 
portion of (e.g., the Torah portion 
of B’ha’alotecha)

 H o w  Z o o m  S a v e d  a  S e a s o n  o f  B ’ n a i  M i t z v a h

Marc, Hannah, Alex Schaeffer  
and Kae Sasaki

Javier, Aileen, Tomás, and Cynthia 
Gurfinkiel
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