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From the Rabbi
The View from My Basement Bimah
 Is my external microphone working? Do I have the PowerPoint ready 
to share? Who is on tech? Is the Facebook Live integration feature on 
Zoom working tonight? Why do I keep getting a notification that my 
internet connection is unstable??? (Don’t they know that everyone is a 
little unstable right now?!?)
 Over the last few months, my pre-services checklist has changed considerably. I write this 
column for our Prophet Magazine in a moment when we are both first welcoming members of the 
community back to the parking lot for Friday night services and pre-recording all of the elements of 
our High Holy Days services, due to the continuing effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. The impact 
that this incredibly difficult time has had on every facet of our lives cannot be overstated — and 
leading services at Temple Isaiah is but one (comparatively small) realm. 
 The closure of our building and at-home quarantine coincided almost perfectly with the conclusion 
of my first-ever sabbatical, and those two months of restorative rest and creative exploration feel 
like a lifetime ago. This also means that it seems like much longer since we have physically seen 
one another — though I am becoming accustomed to thinking that people exist within the little 
rectangle videos on my Zoom screen.
 Part of what I love most about being a rabbi is the way in which a worshipping community 
moves back and forth between leaders and congregation. Responding to one another; sharing a 
laugh, smile, or a tear; singing in harmony that stretches to the heavens; all of these and more are 
the ways in which services (when everything is going right) feel to me like we are breathing together 
as one organism joined in prayer. And all of these have been either almost or entirely impossible 
in this digital world which, while keeping us safer from the transmission of potentially virus-laden 
aerosols, has imposed a physical distancing that threatens our very souls.
 This was most evident to me at the end of August when we held our first hybrid in-person “Shabbat 
in the Parking Lot” (with even more people in attendance on Zoom). Spaced far apart in family pods, 
wearing masks and taking every reasonable safeguard, I approached the microphone to welcome 
those physically present back. I had a list of announcements, diligently prepared together with the 
extraordinary staff and lay leaders (including public health experts who have given generously of 
their time and expertise). And while I think I made it through most of the points, what I will always 
remember was being internally moved to the point of tears by looking up and seeing… people. 
Beloved community. Human beings hungry, starving for connection to one another, to Shabbat, 
to God. To look up and see something other than the blue walls and clutter of the basement room 
in my house that became my bimah during the most restrictive months of quarantine (and, lest I 
forget to be thankful, Lev, Pam, and the rest of my family occasionally joined me in those services!). 
It continues to bring a lump to my throat just thinking about how nourishing it was to sing and hear 
voices returning, softly — joining in praise and community. 
 The theme of this Prophet Magazine is Judaism in the 21st Century and Beyond. I am optimistic 
that we will return fully to our building, stage by stage and slowly, but we will yet emerge from this 
terrible time. I am equally convinced that some elements of the past months will remain with us 
forever, and not in necessarily negative ways.
 This time has emphasized that even without the threat of contagious disease, there are those 
who will not be able to physically be present at services due to a host of factors. While we have been 
live-streaming our services for several years now on a regular basis, it is clear that distance, health, 
or other considerations need not be impediments to full participation in the life of the community. 
Our members who have permanently moved from the area are more present than ever, now that 
an internet connection and camera is all that is needed. The comfort level of our most tech-phobic 
congregants with all of these new platforms has been inspiring.
 We will continue to connect both in-person and digitally, and are keeping a keen eye towards 
the technology needs and improvements that will allow Temple Isaiah to be a truly 21st century 

...continued on page 18
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in Jewish Life
by Doug Silverstein

Community
 Community can be defined in a variety of ways. 
According to Merriam-Webster, the definition 
of community is “a unified body of individuals, 
such as a body of persons or nations having a 
common history or common social, economic, 
and political interests.” There is a great desire for 
our involvement or membership in a community. 
It provides comfort, security, companionship, and 
resources. This pursuit is logical, as studies show 
that participation in a community of individuals 
enhances their happiness. This was evidenced by 
the Happiness Index Partnership study in Victoria, 
British Columbia, Canada several years ago. As 
reported by Kaid Benfield of The Atlantic on June 
29, 2011, “Most residents of Greater Victoria 
experience relatively high level of well-being. These 
high levels of well-being are buoyed by strong social 
relations, feelings of connectedness to community, 
and relatively low levels of material deprivation for 
most members of the community.” This is especially 
true for the aging members of a community who 
are more vulnerable to loneliness and sadness. As 
reported in the Harvard Gazette on April 11, 2017 
by Liz Mineo, a study of 268 male Harvard students 
from 1938 showed that “close relationships, more 
than money or fame, are what keep people happy 
throughout their lives,” while also observing that 
there was “a strong correlation between men’s 
flourishing lives and their relationships with family, 
friends, and community.” Not only did relationships 
and being in a community contribute to greater 
happiness, but also to improved overall health. 

 At the center of the Jewish community is 
the Torah. The Torah guides our practices and 
instructs us to care for one another, while also 
providing us with the blueprint on how to develop a 
community. For example, the Torah is a guidebook 
that teaches us how to build a tabernacle (as  
in Exodus) or design the community structure. 
Tsuriel Admanit, a writer who made aliyah from 
Germany in 1938 and founded a religious kibbutz 
in Israel, cited several portions of the Torah which 
directly refer to the community as the center 
of Jewish life, as summarized in his article on 
myjewishlearning.com. In Exodus 19:6, achieving 
holiness is contingent on “a kingdom of priests 
and a holy nation.” Leviticus 25:23 separates 
the relationship between the individual and the 
economic welfare of the group, stating “for the 
land is mine, for you are sojourners and residents 
with Me.” Finally, he cites Deuteronomy 15:4, which 
refers to a social structure in which each individual 
in the community is responsible for the welfare of 
others: “There will not be amongst you a pauper.” 
 The Torah provides the principles and 
foundation for the development of communal 
Jewish living. However, application of the Torah’s 
teachings to all communities, especially during 
periods of rapid change, can be challenging. 
Indeed, Admanit states: “Unfortunately, the 
communal aspects of the mitzvot were relegated 
to the background during the Exile, as the social 
structure of the Jewish community did not allow 
for the application of halakhah to all aspects of 
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group living. The tendency grew to stress more and 
more the moral-individual aspects of the mitzvot, 
while the communal ones were relegated to the 
background, or even to oblivion.” For that reason, 
the significance of the Torah becomes more evident 
and necessary. 
 Community has and will always be an essential 
part of what ties us to Judaism and our faith. Rabbi 
Jill Jacobs (myjewishlearning.com) has written 
extensively on the subject in 
her article “The Importance 
of the Community (Kehilla) 
in Judaism.” Rabbi Jacobs 
refers to the Talmudic text 
(Sanhedrin 17b) that defines 
the essential elements that a 
Torah scholar must contain in 
a Jewish community, including 
a law court, tzedakah fund, 
synagogue, doctor, and 
teacher of children. She 
states: “In other words, in 
order to be a suitable place 
to live, a community must 
provide for all of its members’ 
spiritual and physical needs.” 
Rather than being a voluntary 
commitment, Rabbi Jacobs 
conveys that “Jewish texts treat participation 
in communal affairs not as an option, but as 
a religious obligation…caring for the needs of 
the community can be defined as a mitzvah.” In 
summary, community in Judaism is not simply an 
entity we benefit from, but, an obligation we share 
to and with other members of the community. 
 While Jews lived in communities before their 
enslavement in Egypt, Chief Rabbi Lord Jonathan 
Sacks (in “Three Types of Community”) refers to 
the gathering of those at Mt. Sinai in Exodus 35:1, 
at which time Moses said: “These are the things 
G-d has commanded you to do.” Thus, this was a 
pivotal moment in which the community gathered 
to hear from God. Rabbi Sachs notes that there 
are three types of community: edah, tzibbur, and 
kehillah. He explains that “Edah” can be translated 
to appoint, designate, or determine.” Those who 
comprise an edah share a special identity; in 
turn, “a community of shared faith.” The word 
tzibbur describes a group of people who may not 
be friends or family, gather together at a mutual 
site to pray, or, a community of prayer. Kehillah 
is similar to tzibbur, but in contrast to gathering 
for peaceful prayer, the individuals congregate for 
another purpose. These three forms of community 
may apply to distinct or common circumstances, 

but, all provide an opportunity to assemble and 
share common interests. 
 Tsuriel Admanit also addressed the 
responsibilities of the members of the community 
in his article “The Religious Significance of 
Community” (excerpted, compiled, and edited by 
Aryei Fishman). His reflections of life in a kibbutz in 
the early days of Israel are enlightening. He states: 
“Though most [Jews] are secular, some blended 

Orthodox religiosity with the 
kibbutz ideal, perceived and 
presented it as the revival 
of an aspect of ancient 
Jewish life that had been lost 
during the centuries of exile 
and dispersion. A religious 
community is to be judged not 
only by the personal conduct 
of its individual members, but 
also by its overall aim and the 
public institutions it succeeds 
in evolving.” This suggests 
that while it is important for 
individuals to contribute to the 
welfare of the community, the 
entire community is required 
to monitor the function and 
progress of the community. 

In essence, participation in the community is not 
passive, but active. 
 How does this relate to us at Temple Isaiah? The 
answer is, very directly. As Ben Levitt, Past President 
of the Men’s Club stated, “we pride ourselves on 
brotherhood, service, and community.” Rachel 
Petroff Kessler, TI's Family Educator, conveyed 
that TI groups “provide an opportunity for young 
families to perform service with children in the 
Temple and in the community, and to set up projects 
and engage in service together.” Marshall Kohen, 
TI Immediate Past President and Director of Shir 
Isaiah, the Temple’s adult choir, agreed with those 
sentiments. He said, “Today, synagogues need 
to try harder to build a sense of community and 
provide opportunities for greater involvement.”
 These and many other groups at TI make 
significant contributions to the local community. 
Ben Levitt stated: “Our biggest focus is to organize 
and participate in events that help raise money and 
awareness for the community. Our projects include 
tzedakah for the Temple and the community.” 
He highlighted the Men’s Club sponsorship 
of the MatzohBall Run and resulting financial 
contributions to HopeWorks, DreamBuilders, and 
Grass Roots, while Rachel Petroff Kessler noted 

...continued on page 18
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Virtual Simchas
in the Time of
COVID-19

Hello from Here

Cousin Joel Becomes a Man! Or at Least a Bar Mitzvah!
from Amy Becker & Andrew, Nora, and Seth Goldberg

 We were super excited about our Memorial Day weekend travel plans to Kansas City, Missouri to 
celebrate the Bar Mitzvah of our second cousin Joel! And then COVID got in the way... 
 Instead of celebrating with family in person (and 
eating delicious Kansas City BBQ), we took to Zoom 
to celebrate Joel. It was actually a really great way for 
our kids, Nora (age 8) and Seth (age 6) to participate 
in the ceremony and attend their first ever Bar Mitzvah 
service! Their dolls even joined us for the Zoom Mitzvah 
and we made signs ahead of time to hold up during 
the right parts of the ceremony. We made homemade 
bagels for the festivities and had our own little kiddush 
luncheon at home. While we would have loved to be 
there in person, we were glad we got to participate 
online and look forward to a time when it's safe to 
celebrate Joel in Kansas City in person (and eat some 
yummy BBQ). 

Virtual Shabbat
from Liz Hertz
 Our Jewish family is scattered from Maryland 
to North Carolina to Missouri. We've used Zoom to 
come together every Friday night for Shabbat dinner. 
Normally we would only see each other a couple of 
times a year; now we see each other virtually every 
week! This has really helped us build connections. 
While we had the ability to do this before, we didn't 
think about it until COVID-19 forced us to find 
another way to be together for Pesach. We really 
like having "Virtual Shabbat" every week. 

Hiding the Afikomen
from Joanne Brazinski, Youth Engagement Associate/Events Coordinator
 This year our Zoom Seder included my adult daughter, who 
normally isn’t able to come home for Passover. When we got to the 
afikomen, she declared that she’d already hidden three pieces in 
her room in sight of the camera and we could look for them! It was 
fun to have her “with” us. 
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A Change of Plans
from Eric & Randi Soskil
 On June 6 our daughter, Lily Soskil, 
became a Bat Mitzvah with about 80 
of our family and friends participating 
over Zoom. Only a few months 
prior, we were working on the final 
preparations for a celebration that 
would be uniquely tailored to Lily’s 
passions for soccer, the outdoors, and 
BBQ. The ever-changing restrictions 
sent us on a bit of an emotional roller 
coaster as we tried to navigate Lily’s 
steadfast interest in keeping her Bat 
Mitzvah as scheduled, and our desire 
to include our family and friends in our 
simcha.
 Even just a few weeks prior to her Bat Mitzvah ceremony, we were not certain if the celebration would 
occur. Like Rabbi Axler, we wanted Lily to receive the Torah and be wrapped in the spirituality found in the 
Temple's sanctuary. Fortunately for us, Rabbi Axler and Rabbi Plotkin worked through the many restrictions 
and technical issues that ultimately allowed Lily’s Bat Mitzvah to continue as scheduled, though not the way 
any of us originally envisioned.
 Including family and friends in the service was pivotal in ensuring that Lily’s Bat Mitzvah service included 
the many people in her life that love her and helped mold her into the incredible mature, caring, and 
adventurous young lady she is today. We are grateful that her great-grandmother, Pearl Soskil, and her 
grandparents, Cliff Spinner and Norman and Joan Soskil, were able to participate and also share in Lily’s 
celebration. Coordinating aliyot with uncles, aunts, and cousins across the country enabled us to give Lily 
the proper, inclusive celebration she worked towards since beginning Hebrew school as a shy 6-year-old. 
Being able to see all our family and friends on the large screens truly did fill our hearts with love. Even 
as minor technical glitches occurred, we admired how Lily remained poised by relying on the incredible 
instruction and guidance she received from Helen Winoker, her Bat Mitzvah tutor.
 Through our 16 years of marriage, we’ve learned that rarely does everything run smoothly and as 
planned. Our older daughter’s Bat Mitzvah took place over the Memorial Day weekend of 2018 during 
the devastating rains and floods. Though some of our plans were literally washed out, we were comforted 
knowing that we were surrounded by family and friends, and ultimately that is what makes a 
simcha meaningful. Leveraging the use of Zoom and everyone’s creativity and flexibility 
enabled us to once again be surrounded by family and friends during Lily’s simcha.
 So what about the Bat Mitzvah girl you might ask? Did she enjoy her day? 
Lily would characterize herself as a little shy and not one for large crowds. As it 
turned out, for Lily a Zoom Bat Mitzvah was quite appealing. Upon reflection 
she said, “it was easier to focus and I felt more comfortable. Also, I liked my 
Bat Mitzvah because the rabbi was really focused on me and not the people in 
the crowd. I liked how after the service it was easy to just get out of there.”
 We do want to thank Rabbi Axler and the many Temple leaders that worked 
hard to provide a safe plan that allowed Lily to complete her Bat Mitzvah in person. 
She missed having her B’nai Mitzvah partner, Jacob Williams with her. We wish the 
Williams family the very best as they continue to prepare for Jacob’s Bar Mitzvah. We 
thank Helen Winoker for her flexibility and all the encouragement she shared with Lily 
throughout the process. 
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An Online Bat Mitzvah
from Margie & Denny Rapport
 Planning for B’nai Mitzvah usually starts a couple of years 
before the event. Our granddaughter’s Bat Mitzvah was planned 
for Memorial Day weekend in 2020. In 2018, no one could have 
imagined the worst public health disaster in 100 years. We also 
couldn’t have imagined the ingenuity necessary to deal with 
travel restrictions and stay-at-home guidance.
 With the advice of our son’s family rabbi, the Bat Mitzvah 
occurred on the scheduled date using the Zoom platform. The 
good news is that friends and family who might not have traveled 
to Long Island on a busy holiday weekend were able to share in 
the simcha. Close to a hundred members of their congregation 
tuned in to share the event. Who knows if they would have come 
under normal circumstances?
 Still, we didn’t get to give our granddaughter a big hug. 
An image on a TV or computer screen is the next best thing to 
being there, but it’s a distant second place. Oh… we had a virtual 
kiddush lunch too. Members of our close family each prepared 
a celebratory lunch and tuned into a Zoom celebration. There 
were pre-recorded slide shows and presentations for everyone 
to enjoy. This is a Bat Mitzvah we won’t forget. 

Virtual Pearson-Moore Passover 
Seder: All Welcome
from Lainey Pearson-Moore
 A few weeks before Passover my family 
and I decided to host a Passover Zoom 
Seder, since we couldn’t gather in person. 
The special part about having it on Zoom is 
we could have people from all over that we 
wouldn’t have usually celebrated Passover 
with, including friends, family, and work 
colleagues. All participants received different 
parts in the Seder, and we used the PJ Library 
Haggadah online and hard copy so we could 
all follow along. I was the moderator and 
helped unmute people and tell them when it 
was their turn. 
 Although COVID-19 caused us to change 
our Seder virtually, you have to look at things 
and adjust. At first, I thought COVID-19 was 
bad but once you adjust you can turn it into 
something good. The Passover seder was 
amazing because we could all be together 
so who knows, maybe next year, I’ll have to 
do another online Seder. 
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No Mystery
from Melanie Kandl
 Throughout the quarantine, Doug and I have used Zoom to connect 
and reconnect with friends and family all over the world. For Passover, we 
had more than 60 people join us for the second night Seder, we have had 
countless Shabbat dinners with friends and family, and for Doug’s birthday, I 
hosted a murder mystery party over Zoom for him and his high school friends. 
Even though we have been isolated from people it seems that we have really 
been able to connect with people we wouldn’t have connected with. 

This is Passover!? 
from Marcia Posner
 “Why are you buying so much and why special 
dish soap?”, I asked as a bored and exhausted 
12-year-old, in 1952. We had just made maybe ten 
circles around the aisles in Posin’s Delicatessen, 
the very well-known kosher market in Washington, 
D.C., where my parents stocked up with everything 
possible marked “Kosher for Passover” — plus 
meats, chickens, and more than I can remember 
now in my 79th year.
 My memories go back to Philadelphia, where 
I lived with my parents until I was almost 11 
years old. Our family Seders were always held at 
my paternal grandmother’s, where my uncle, the 
oldest of five (all attended plus their children), led 
the service   — very strictly. “I don’t like charoset.” 
“You don’t have to like it…. Eat it!” I did. (I like it 
now.)
 After our move to Maryland, our Seder was 
always small, as our extended family had moved 
all over the map. Just my parents and myself, but 
my father kept to the Haggadah ritually, so we 
started on page one and ended about midnight, 
singing songs and reciting my favorite, “An only kid 
my father bought for two zuzim.” Then I ate a piece 
of Elite Kosher-for-Passover chocolate and went to 
bed.
 Years later, I was married and we joined my 
parents for their ritual Seder every year. My 
husband, used to asking the questions and then 

eating, had culture shock sitting at my father’s 
table, as did my in-laws. As the years went by, our 
family grew and my father reluctantly shortened 
them. Then, 1991 gave us the last of the Seders my 
father had led so lovingly.
 We continued to hold Seders but short, small 
family ones, with my mother finally agreeing 
to paper plates. We wouldn’t let her schlep her 
dishes upstairs, wash them, put them out — even 
with our help she didn’t want; it was too much. I 
managed to get beautiful, strong paper plates as 
well as disposable bowls into which she ladled her 
delicious chicken matzah ball soup for us, made in 
her Passover pot, stirred with her Passover spoon.
 I had taken her to Katz’s Kosher Market in 
Rockville, where we had a wonderful lunch in 
their cafe. Following her list, I filled her cart as she 
relaxed with coffee and dessert. The particular trip 
I remember was in 1997. I told mom that she may 
have to do without items “out of stock.” But, as 
she was a young 88 and quick of mind (better than 
I), she asked, “Can’t we stop by Shalom?” Then we 
were off to Shalom Kosher Market in Wheaton. 
Her Passover pantry was filled; that was her last 
Passover.
 We continued to hold Seders, quick ones, 
always keeping the tradition going in our family. 
Not that they would be to my parents’ liking, but 
I know they would be glad we continued to hold 
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them and to teach our children and grandchildren the importance of 
the Seder, the meaning of it, and the Passover traditions they should 
continue — even if the dish detergent was not kosher for Passover or 
the dishes were not changed.
 The year 2020 brought COVID-19, changing our lives in many ways. 
My children held a “meeting” by phone about my safety. My son-in-
law Sean (Sheri's husband) and granddaughter Shayna are considered 
essential workers, so they left the house every day to work and were 
concerned about bringing something back to me (probably didn’t 
mean chocolates). I moved in with my younger daughter Carole, her 
husband Lee, and my two grandchildren Hailey and Cory, as they work 
(or study) from home. While Sheri and their younger daughter Sierra 
were still in Florida, worried about flying back, the rest of us in the 
same general area, Sean, Shayna, my son, Eric, and his wife, Tracy, 
could not be together because of the “shelter in place” requirements.
 After I arrived at Carole's house, she got on PeaPod to place our 
order. No matzah, potato starch, matzah meal, matzah cake meal, or 
borscht. Oh, no! She then moved on to Facebook to put out an all-
points bulletin for at least our missing matzah. A friend saw it and said 
she had five pounds, but uses only two boxes. When asked what we 
could give her for the unused three, she answered, “A box of Girl Scout 
Cookies.” We drove to her house; my Girl Scout-Leader daughter got 
the matzah that had been placed in a bag on the front steps and put 
two bagged cookie boxes in their place, while I watched the transaction 
from the car. We even stopped at an open liquor store in Wheaton, 
where my gloved daughter bought Manischewitz wine. A friend left 
other items at our front door. No one in this house was willing to go 
into a store because, as Sean and Shayna had said, they might bring 
something back that I don’t want or need. Sean sent five pounds of 
matzah to Tampa, where Sheri was unable to get any that was kosher 
for Passover.
 For many years we had held the Seder at Sheri and Sean’s home, 
so that was where the Haggadahs were kept. Sean took enough from 
the dining room buffet and put them outside for us. Obviously, keeping 
this Passover took a village to be successful.
 Is this Passover? Many things have changed — the number of 
people attending, the length of the Seders, where they are held, not 
changing dishes, the foods and kitchen items not always marked “as 

they should be.” From the extended family Seders at my 
grandmother’s home to the ones with only my parents 

and myself, to the extended family gathered at Sheri 
and Sean’s, and this year with Carole, Lee, Hailey 

and Cory, myself, and our bartered matzah (with 
Hailey sharing her Haggadah with her aunt Tracy 

and uncle Eric during our Seder on the computer), 
it is still Passover. Passover is in our hearts, our 

memories, our foods, our traditions and our families 
and friends who share it with us — even by Zoom.

 Next year, may we actually be able to be together 
again in good health — anywhere we choose. 
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TI's New Executive Director

Meet Shelley Engel
Interview with Helen Winoker
Helen: Tell us a little bit about who Shelley is. 
Shelley: I’m a bubbie first, a sister, wife and friend, but my true identity 
is Bubbie! It is the greatest gift ever! 
 I grew up in Bowie, MD with my sister as my best friend. I spent 
my childhood in a family where my parents were very involved in our 
synagogue. My father was the Men’s Club President and involved also 
in the greater Jewish community, and my mother was the Sisterhood 
President. I was involved in youth group growing up and can’t imagine 
my life not immersed in the Jewish community. It has always been an 
important part of my life and I can’t imagine it any other way. 
 I met my husband Todd in USY and we have two daughters, Randi and Jayme. Randi is married 
to Ricky Leshin, and they have two boys, Landon and Ilan. Jayme is married to Justin Boling; they 
have a daughter and a son, Piper and Dax. Todd and I have lived in Columbia since 1988. 
 
H: What are you looking forward to as you begin your tenure at Temple Isaiah? 
S: I am excited to make Temple Isaiah my community, as I get to know the congregation. I am also 
looking forward to helping the Temple as it progresses into the next phase of its growth! We have 
very exciting times ahead! I also want to take this chance to thank you for welcoming me and aiding 
in my transition. 
 
H: Can you tell us a bit about your career up to this point? 
S: Prior to coming to Temple Isaiah, I was the Executive Director at Har Shalom in Potomac, B’nai 
Shalom in Olney, and Administrative Director for the Religious Action Center (RAC), the social justice 
arm for the Reform Movement. I received my certification as a Fellow in Synagogue Administration 
(FSA) in 2016, awarded by my professional association, the North American Association of Synagogue 
Executives. The (FSA) is a certification process that allows synagogue executives the opportunity to 
demonstrate their leadership, professionalism, experience, competence, and knowledge of the field. 
 I am also an active member of the Board of Governors of NAASE, served as chair of the 2020 
NAASE conference, I’m also an active member of MATSAA (Mid-Atlantic Synagogue and Temple 
Administrators’ Association), and a graduate of the Jewish Leadership Institute of the Federation 
of Greater Washington. I’ve also served in numerous capacities in other greater Jewish community 
organizations. 
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A Jewish Funeral in the Time of Coronavirus
by Janis Polt Goldman

This article originally ran in JMore Magazine on April 29, 
2020. Many thanks to Editor-in-Chief Alan Feiler for his kind 
permission to re-publish it here. 

 My mother, Beverly Mazaroff Polt, wanted to 
pass away years ago. She had Parkinson’s disease 
and many other ailments that robbed her of leading 
a productive life.
 But the Lord had other plans, and for whatever 
reason, Mom hung on until the coronavirus struck 
the world — the worst possible time for any Jewish 
family to be able to plan a proper funeral and shiva.
 It almost seemed like a trick of fate. After visiting 
her every week for 10 years, all of a sudden my 
siblings and I were not allowed to enter the nursing 
home where she resided. We were not allowed to 
visit when the staff observed that she was steadily 
declining — from old age, not from contracting the 
coronavirus.
 And then she passed away quietly but alone at 
3am on Aprril 8 at age 98 ½.
 Jewish tradition dictates that burials are to take 
place as soon as possible after a loved one dies. 
However, such was not the case at this time. The 
plethora of Jewish funerals during the pandemic 
made securing the rabbi of choice difficult. In 
addition to bypassing Shabbat, and the first two 
days of Passover, our mother’s funeral was delayed 
by several days.
 On April 12, we arrived at Beth El Memorial 
Park donned in masks ready to partake in prayers, 
eulogies and other traditions. The governor 
mandated that only a maximum of 10 people could 
gather together, spaced a minimum of six feet 
apart. Coming from a large family, this was going 
to be hard, limiting the number of family members.
 Fortunately, the Jewish funeral home took all 
health precautions and we were very thankful. The 
rabbi individually handed each of the adult children 

(or rather placed on the damp, cold cement) a bag 
of funeral-related items, including the traditional 
black ribbon. The torn ribbon symbolizes the grief 
and anger one experiences at the loss of a loved 
one. Other contents included sympathy thank-you 
notes, a yahrzeit candle capable of burning for 
seven days, and a copy of the Mourner’s Kaddish.
 At the funeral before the casket is lowered 
into the ground, Jewish tradition dictates that 
family members take a shovel full of dirt and place 
it on top of the casket. Again, such was not the 
case during this time of the coronavirus. We were 
given black latex gloves, and each of us gathered 
handfuls of dirt to place on the casket in lieu of 
using a communal shovel.
 After a Jewish funeral, Jews enter into shiva 
period when it is customary to visit the home of the 
bereaved, offer comfort and recite the Mourner’s 
Kaddish.
 This time, there was no shiva. We all returned to 
our individual homes feeling empty and sad. That 
night, my nephew organized a “Zoom shiva” for the 
immediate and extended family. We regaled Mom 
and Grandma stories, showcased her beautiful 
art work, and at the conclusion we all stood up to 
recite the Mourner’s Kaddish. Then, we turned off 
our computers, lit our yahrzeit candles, delved into 
our inner feelings, and went to sleep.
 Yet, we were one of the lucky ones. I came to 
learn that many Jewish families could not even 
enter their cemetery, as many of them closed down 
due to this pandemic. Only the gravediggers and 
funeral workers could bury the deceased. 

A Baltimore native who now lives in Howard County, Janis Polt 
Goldman is a former teacher, a retired nonprofit executive, 
and an occasional freelance writer.
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A Memory of by Gary Perolman
Days Gone By

 It was only a few days and over 20 emails ago that I learned of the death of a High 
School classmate. Although I realize that many people are dying every day, from the effects 
of COVID-19 to cancer to old age to accidents to war and famine, somehow knowing that 
does not deaden the pain, or my grief, or the general feeling of loss I feel. I always thought 
that some day, one day, I would become used to it. After all, as one gets older, death should 
not come as a big surprise, but it always does. It lessens the joy we feel or want to feel as we 
live our last furlongs of life, watching grandchildren discover the wonder of growing or just 
enjoying things we were unable to do when work ruled the day. And now, especially at this 
time in our lives, living a life in COVID we never thought possible or desirable, it creeps up 
behind us, like a child in a Halloween costume yelling “boo,” causing us to be momentarily 
disoriented and uncertain...again.
 I knew Donny Friedman not as a buddy, but an admirer. He seemed like a regular guy, 
but that was because I didn’t know him during elementary school. He was bright, but never 
starched. He was like a pair of jeans that was washed a hundred times and fit like a friend. 
Those who did know him remarked about his easy-going personality, quick wit, and his 
willingness to make a difference. To those who paid attention, he was voted the “cutest” 
guy in our high school class. I don’t remember him being an athlete, but he was involved in 
singing groups, playing guitar, a gifted writer of our student newspaper and civic advocacy. 
I mention the later because I was reminded that he led a school-wide protest against the 
Vietnam war in the spring of 1968, our graduating year. I remember feeling so proud to 
participate and wear a black arm band on my bright orange “Arnold Palmer” label sweater. 
I didn’t consider being a leader or acting like one back then. It was just the beginning for 
him.
 He graduated from the University of Michigan and then Harvard Law School. We never 
spoke again (that I can remember) until a couple of years ago at our 50th high school 
reunion. He was part of a group that practiced the evening before and then played guitar 
and sang with other friends and folks I knew at a special morning gathering of classmates 
in the high school cafeteria. He was comfortable on stage, played as a semi-pro, and sang 
like it still meant something to him and us. “Teach your children well” was the phrase I 
remember from the song session. I later learned that instead of reaching for the highest rung 
of corporate or private law firms, he dedicated more than 40 years of his life to serve the 
poor through the hallways of legal aid. Donny wasn’t alone in committing his professional 
life to others, but he stood out, because of his sharp acumen and understanding of others.
 I found out only now that he was extremely shy, which led him to not have the relationships 
many of us have experienced. It was only later in life that he found someone who saw in him, 
what we all saw so many years ago; a sensitive, caring, and committed leader who never 
sought the limelight, even when it shined directly on him. Someone who gave friendship, 
connection, and affection.
 I know we can’t all be close with everyone. I also know that we only get to experience 
glimpses of people’s lives we meet along the way. Nevertheless, in this moment, with the 
emails of those I thought of as friends when I was younger, and even as friends from afar in 
these days, I think of a man who made a difference in the most Jewish way I can think; he 
stood up for others, he used his intellect and courage to fight the good fight, and the music 
that soothed his life and ours will live on through his memory.
 You might ask, why write an obituary for someone who wasn’t even a close friend. I 
guess the best answer is that during a time when I was trying to figure out who I was and 
what I was all about, there was Donny, who was part of a larger circle of youngsters that I 
admired for a reason, the same reason I now spend time caring and working for others. It’s 
the feeling that I would never forgive myself if I didn’t try. So now, today, I try even harder 
in his memory, because he led the way for me, when I didn’t even realize there was a road 
waiting for me to travel. 
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Bringing

Online
Kulanu

by Rabbi Daniel Plotkin

 Last March, still in the glow of another successful 
Purim on Tap and Purimpalooza, we started realizing 
things were about to change. That Thursday morning, 
I prepared an email to let families know we would 
be suspending the pizza sale and taking some other 
precautions to prevent the spread of the Coronavirus. 
That email never went out as that very afternoon, the 
governor and state superintendent of schools declared 
a statewide shutdown, a shutdown that would extend 
far longer than anyone initially expected.
 At that moment we had many questions: What do 
we do now? What is possible online? What needs to 
be cancelled? What can continue? Of course, these 
questions went well beyond Kulanu, affecting every 
aspect of synagogue life: services, 50th anniversary 
events, preschool, B’nai Mitzvah, and more.
 Immediately we decided to create some continuity 
by holding online Boker Tov sessions for our students 
that very first week. The Boker Tov program is for our 
youngest students, to introduce them to prayer and 
teach them basic prayers. That Sunday, however, we 
had dozens and dozens of families tune in on Zoom. 
We knew right away that there had to be more, and it 
had to happen quickly (a course of action that became 
even more necessary as Howard County Schools took 
so long to ramp up online learning).
 Fortunately I, along with Rachel Petroff Kessler 
and Rabbi Axler, had some familiarity with the Zoom 
platform, as it is the platform the Union for Reform 
Judaism and its affiliates uses to hold meetings, classes, 
and other programs. Using it to attend meetings, or 
even hosting a small meeting was one thing. Gearing 
up to run a 348 student educational program on it 
would be a whole different story.
 I was learning as we went along. For the next 
two weeks my life was consumed with learning the 
platform, figuring out how to schedule classes, helping 
teachers (many of whom were and are not comfortable 
with technology) to use the platform to teach classes, 
and make sure that our students had a continuity of 
both learning and community. By Sunday, March 22, 
only ten days after the shutdown began, we had all 
of our PreK–6th Grade students learning on Zoom or 
by phone, our PreK–2nd Grade in online classes, our 
3rd–6th Grade students in small group or individual 
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Hebrew sessions. Our teachers, especially those 
who teach Hebrew, went above and beyond to 
make sure every student continued to learn.
 We added more programs the next two weeks, 
bringing our 4th–6th Grades 
together for limmud and adding 
in short class sessions for each 
3rd Grade class. Our Gesher 
(7th Grade) program resumed, 
and we made plans for Next Dor 
to resume after Passover. We 
made up for the initial lost class 
day on April 5, originally spring 
break, and fortunately the entire 
Temple Isaiah staff, including 
those not usually involved with 
Kulanu, stepped up to make 
sure that every class ran as 
scheduled.
 All told, we held seven full 
class days through the remainder 
of the year — not missing a 
single scheduled session of any 
grade except one session of 
Gesher. Of course, we still lost 
a lot of programs, including 
scheduled family programs, 
the Olim (4th–6th Grade) Shabbat Dinner, the 
Olim field trip, and both the 6th Grade and the 
Next Dor shabbatons. Along with this work was 
rescheduling B’nai Mitzvah and eventually the 
shift over to Zoom, starting with my own son.
 Once we hit the summer, it was another round 
of “now what?” Thanks to a dedicated committee 
that looked at options for the upcoming year, 
we moved forward on that question. Once the 
Howard County Schools announced fully online, 
a survey we conducted made it clear that we 
needed to try to have an in-person option to give 
a sense of community and connection to those 
who need it and who are comfortable with the 
precautions.

 Currently, we have 290 students registered 
for Kulanu. About 60% of those students are 
attending online, as we have taken what we 
learned last spring and elevated the program 

for all of our students. The 
other 40% are coming in 
person, as we follow protocols 
for physical distancing, mask 
wearing, and more. Although 
few students will be getting the 
full amount of class time they 
would normally receive, but 
I know the teachers are well 
prepared for whichever format 
they may be teaching, and that 
the time they have will be full 
of opportunities for connection 
and learning.
 Looking forward, I have 
been asked if it will be a 
challenge to switch from our 
dual-track format back to in-
person classes during the year. 
The answer is, yes, it will be a 
challenge. Classes will have to 
be reconfigured, students will 
be with teachers they haven’t 

yet had, and there will still be some students 
to take care of in an online format. That said, 
like an actor preparing for a breakout role or a 
football player preparing for a Super Bowl, that is 
a challenge that I look forward to and welcome.
 Our online programs are only temporary; 
it is in person that we can best teach, connect, 
inspire, and engage. The entire Kulanu team  and 
I look forward to when we are all able to be back 
together, creating chaos, messes, friendships, and 
meaning, in the halls and classrooms of Temple 
Isaiah on Sundays. 
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Tzedek Tzedek Tirdof by Kate Goldscher
Justice Justice You Shall Pursue (Deuteronomy)

 For those who don't know me, my name is Kate 
Goldscher and I'm the social action vice president 
of SYTI. I'm very passionate about social justice and 
action. I've lobbied on Capitol Hill several times, 
created and participated in lots of programs, and 
pushed for equality and fairness in everyday life. 
Today, everyone is at home due to the pandemic 
raging across our nation (wear a mask people!). As 
a result, there's more time to sit back, relax, and 
read your favorite newspaper, either in print or in 
the fancy apps for the younger folk. There's always 
updates on COVID-19, stock reports, comics, and 
crosswords. But lately, there's been a pattern. The 
death of Breonna Taylor. The death of George 
Floyd. The death of Ahmaud Arbery. What do all 
of these headlines have in common? They are all 
innocent black people unfairly killed and whose 
murderers were not or have not been prosecuted 
to the fullest extent. But what do Jews have to do 
with it?
 During the civil rights movement in the 1960s, 
Jewish people became some of the most active 
non-black participants. Martin Luther King Jr. 
marched arm in arm with rabbis during the Selma 
march. According to the Jewish Virtual Library, 
Jews made up half of white volunteers in the 1964 
Freedom summer project, and approximately half 
of civil rights attorneys in the south in the 1960s. 
Jews helped to found key civil rights organizations 
such as the NAACP, SCLC, and SNCC.

 Living so close to Baltimore, a city with a 
large Jewish population, and to Washington DC, 
where some of the protests during the civil rights 
movement were held and laws were made, the 
areas we live in today have a lot of connections 
and history to this movement. When I lobbied for 
gun control on Capitol Hill, courtesy of Temple 
Emanuel in Kensington, they had a picture of one 
of their rabbis holding a Torah and marching with 
MLK with the pictured Torah encased right under it. 
I attended L’Taken, a national program that brings 
Jewish teens together to lobby on the hill; the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 and the 1965 Voting Rights Act 
were first written in the conference room of the 
Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism, the 
same group that holds the event.
 Today, the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement 
is stronger than ever. The group was founded in 
2013 after the acquittal of George Zimmerman, 
who fatally shot an unarmed black teen named 
Trayvon Martin. The organization advocates for 
equal protection and rights of African-Americans 
in the U.S. and some parts of Canada.
 Recently, it exploded into a worldwide 
movement, gaining popularity amongst protests 
of police brutality against POC (people of color). 
Cities have painted the slogan on major streets, it 
decorates signs across the globe, and is a trending 
hashtag on Twitter.
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 As Jews, we have an obligation to help this movement continue on and achieve its goals. 
The values of tikkun olam and justice are central to Judaism. Tikkun olam, or repairing the 
world, is our sense of duty to help others when we see injustices. This can mean creating art, 
volunteering, or speaking up for someone. In Torah, the Prophet Isaiah is an important figure, 
advocating fairness and equality, clearly seen in the haftarah read on Yom Kippur. One of 
his ideals focuses on the fact that without action, words are meaningless. You can pray, go 
to temple every morning and evening, keep 
kosher and follow every mitzvah, but if you 
do not take action when it is needed, the 
rest of what you have done will not matter. 
At a recent protest in Columbia, I saw 
many TI members. Rabbi Axler held a sign 
that read “Lo tuchal le’hitalem — you shall 
not be indifferent.” If we don't take action 
now, we are not helping anyone, including 
ourselves. As Hillel famously said in Pirkei 
Avot, “If not now, when?”
 Luckily, there are several ways to take 
action concerning B.L.M. These include but 
are not limited to: donating to fundraisers 
through gofundme.com, bail funds, and 
local charities that help POC. You can 
support black-owned businesses, Sign 
petitions or call your elected officials. Use your ruach and protest! You can vote or register 
to vote. Voting POC into elected positions helps provide a different perspective and adds 
diversity, which is important when making decisions. Commit to educating yourself, so 
you are able to understand and help others to understand as well. And most importantly, 
be a good ally. Listen to what POC have to say and know that what you do represents 
the movement as a whole. It's also important to support, not lead if you are not a POC 
because it's not your issue. Finally, it is important for those in the Jewish community who are 
committed to the cause of justice to be present within these protests because our absence 
allows the small number of voices within BLM who might express anti-Semitic or anti-Israel 
sentiments alongside their messages to go unchallenged. BLM as an ideology is opposed to 
all forms of discrimination, including discrimination against Jews — and just as in the Civil 
Rights Movement, we know we are stronger together.
 While we pursue justice for POC following the idea of tikkun olam, we can use this to 
connect ourselves culturally, spiritually and emotionally while remembering the long history 
of Jews and advocating for civil rights. As the title of the article says, Tzedek, Tzedek, Tirdof 
— Justice, Justice You Shall Pursue. 
Sources:
• JewishVirtualLibrary.org
• The RAC (Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism)
• MyJewishLearning.com
• The New York Times
• Chabad.org
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...continued from page 3 ...continued from page 5
synagogue. I am certain that our adult education, Torah 
study, Kulanu, and preschool environments will all have 
longstanding impacts from this time that makes us a 
more flexible, more accessible, wider tent.
 There are many other aspects of this community that 
are currently being shaped by both internal and external 
factors. But one constant, one that has emerged with 
even more clarity in these past months, is that people 
crave sacred community. We need one another. We long 
to experience connection through our shared values, 
our collective history, our time-honored traditions, and 
aspirations towards bringing holiness into this world. 
This has always been the role of the synagogue and 
will continue to be for generations to come. It will look 
different, and the platforms for the delivery of community 
must continue to change and adapt — but the core 
mission of the synagogue will endure.
 In the earliest days of the ancient synagogue, a 
prayer leader would shout out the improvised prayers. 
Eventually it became the custom to have a single prayer 
volume, among the most treasured belongings of a 
Jewish community, that the Shaliach Tzibur (communal 
representative) would be authorized to chant from. Over 
the ages and with the advent of the printing press in the 
15th century, the innovation of siddurim (prayerbooks) 
started to become a democratizing factor, where everyone 
was “on the same page,” holding a book in their hands. 
The movements of Judaism in the 19th and 20th centuries 
began to define themselves by a shared siddur across 
their affiliated congregations. Who knows what the 21st 
century has in store for us? However, one thing that I 
am certain of is that the synagogue as an institution has 
always moved with the times, finding new and necessary 
ways to fulfill its mission of sacred connection.
 I look forward to seeing you, online and in-person, so 
I can wish you from me and my family to you and yours, 
L’Shanah Tovah U’Metukah — Wishes for a Good, Sweet 
and Healthy New Year of 5781! 

Rabbi Craig Axler

decorations and donations of flower pots 
and “Meals on Wheels” provided by Youth 
Group members to seniors in Howard 
County. 
 While tzedakah alone is a major 
motivating factor for all to get involved 
with TI groups, the success and growth of 
these and other TI groups is augmented 
by the enjoyment and fulfillment the 
members derive from their participation. 
Indeed, Rachel Petroff Kessler cited 
the personal benefits to Youth Group 
participants: “When children are a part 
of communities of meaning, having more 
caring adults to work with benefits them. 
The more they have an opportunity to 
grow, learn, and express themselves, all 
contribute to strengthening their natural 
wellness and building their resilience.” Ben 
Levitt emphasized the social activities of 
the Men’s Club such as Sunday brunches, 
happy hours, card games, and sports 
outings while Marshall Kohen remarked 
on the satisfaction that choir members 
get from contributing to the spirituality 
of Shabbat services. It is evident that 
whatever your passion, TI has a place for 
everyone in its extended community. 
 In summary, successful participation 
in a community requires the efforts of 
the individual and of the other members 
of the community. That is, our collective 
contributions facilitate each members' 
fulfillment for and from the community. 
While individual happiness can be 
elusive, one way to reach happiness is 
by developing and sustaining fulfilling 
relationships with our families and friends. 
While we may not always consider the role 
of community in our lives, it is an essential 
element of building character as we relate 
to others and reach outside ourselves for 
a common cause. In short, it is how we 
diminish the importance of ourselves and 
our accomplishments so that we elevate 
the needs of others. Jewish life emphasizes 
those principles.  
 Through prayer, study, and charity, 
we all can foster the involvement of each 
other in the community and contribute 
to better lives for others. Through that 
process, we can learn to better exist 
beyond ourselves and for others. A higher 
purpose, indeed. 
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Bits&Pieces
Who’s Who      Temple Isaiah@

Name: Stephanie Youngworth

Family: Married to Philip, sons Jacob 
(15), Joshua (12), and our dog Boots.

Hometown: Potomac, Maryland. 

Something You Might Not Know About 
Me: I am a licensed clinical social 
worker. Prior to having Jacob, I worked 
as a therapist for seven years in a school 
for children with special needs. 

Position at Temple Isaiah: Teacher in the 
Rabbi Mark and Morah Renee Panoff 
Preschool.

Worked Here Since: September 2013.

Parents and Teachers Can Come to Me 
If They Need: Any help or advice with 
raising a preschooler or if they want 
information regarding Kulanu, since I 
was the Board representative for Kulanu 
during the last two years. 

Why I love being at TI: Because I get 
to work with the most amazing group 
of children, families, and teachers; I 
love being part of a preschool that is 
connected to such a warm and inviting 
Temple.

Max & Jenny Carchman
David & Jodi Dalpe

Mitchell & Toni Dolinka
Todd & Shelley Engel
Jeffrey & Sari Garbis

Michael & Sandee Gelven
Josh & Meliha Halpern 
Erik & Hava Ladinsky
David & Ilana Marcus
David & Linda Murray

Brad & Francine Pierson
Daniel Mandl & Julie Rosenthal

Eric & Jacqueline Steinberg
Sarah Weissman

David & Carrie Yonenson

Building Expansion
 Since our last update in The Prophet, we 
continue to make progress on the Temple’s plan 
to address the issues and facility shortfalls that 
we identified over a year ago. Our architect 
is preparing an initial set of plans (about half 
of what would be required for permitting and 
construction), so that we can formulate a project 
budget and refine the concept. We have a civil 
engineer under contract as well as a general 
contractor, who will prepare construction cost 
estimates and help with cost effective design 
tradeoffs. The plan details are not yet ready 
for prime time, but our team continues to work 
towards an affordable, executable program that 
will enhance everyone’s experience at Temple 
Isaiah. 

Denny Rapport

Building Expansion Update

New Members!
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Wanted: talented writers!
If you have a way with words and a knack for telling great 
stories, The Prophet Magazine could use your skills. 

We’re looking for “reporters” to:
 Ā interview long-time members about their lives and Temple 

Isaiah’s history
 Ā write great stories about ways that members connect with 

each other
 Ā profile TI staff and board members 
 Ā write stories about Jewish practice  

and some of the ways to get  
involved and care for the world

Interested? Email  
Raya@templeisaiah.org  
with your story ideas and  
she’ll put you to work!
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