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                      Summer 2019 

In just a couple of weeks, I will be very pleased to turn over the Presidency 
to our current Vice President, Elisabeth Rubinfien. Elisabeth and I have 
worked with each other going back to the Rabbinic Search Committee. 
Elisabeth is a journalist and teacher of journalism who has reported on 
earth-shaking events the world over. She is tough, funny, and kind-hearted. 
I have counted on her many times for her wise counsel over the last year 
and a half, and I am honored to count her as a friend.  
 
As I start to step back, what’s been on my mind is the future of the 
synagogue. Both the future of our synagogue but also the future of The 
Synagogue. 
 
To pick just one concrete example: most American synagogues are oriented 
around the idea that the rabbi stands in the front, high up on a stage, with 
the Ark in the back, and that we all face forward, maybe even in fixed pews. 
There’s nothing wrong with sitting facing forward, but it’s a very recent 
invention in our history. And yet for a lot of congregations, making even a 
timid proposal to sit differently would be met with shock. American Jews of 
my generation have deeply internalized a lot of ideas—ideas that were 
proposed for practical reasons at the time—but that are not fundamental in 
any way. 
 
So this is why I’m so bullish on Etz: we are not afraid to break apart these 
ideas. Some Etzniks are very knowledgeable about texts & practice, while 
others (myself included) are often just casting around for simple step-by-
step guidance on How To Be Jewish. But the thing that binds us all is that 
we are willing to do the work and go on a journey together and figure out 
what it means to be Jewish. Etz Chayim is an organization that doesn’t just 
inculcate Jewish values, it helps people discover Jewish values, on their 
own terms. 
 
And so to better support that discovery, with the Board’s blessing (and the 
help of many of you), we will be launching a new Strategic Planning process 
over the next year. The process will cover how we think about finances, 
flesh out our plans for membership & growth, and above all else, ensure we 
have a facility that fully supports our programming and learning, both now 
and in the future. 
 
Nobody knows how the Diaspora will evolve in the 21st century. What we do 
know is that things are different for Jews in America now than they were in 
1880, or even 1980. What is to come? Etz Chayim is the ideal vehicle for 
finding that out. I’m going to invest heavily in that, and I hope you’ll join me. 
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Finance: Scott Thurm 
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Social Action: Mark Lee, Jeremy Siegel 

Teen Engagement: Laurie Biros 

Webmaster: Ted Schachter 
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Interest Group Contacts 
AdventurEtz: Stephen E. Branz 

Book Group: Aaron Schuman 

Interfaith: Jason Matlof 

Rosh Chodesh Joy: Carol Hallyn 

LinkedIn Professional Networking: Dennis Maine 

Mah Jongg: Jessica Bernhardt 

Men’s Group: Martin Griss 

Men’s Retreat: Wynn Hausser 

Mitzvah Singers: Karen Bergen, Sarah Macaluso 

Neshama Women’s Retreat: Jan Pepper, Barbara 

Marcum  

NextGen Etz: Laura Burns 

Ruach Dance: Gail Slocum, Marna Schwartz 

Tikkun Olam Initiative: Ted Schachter 
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Congregation Etz Chayim Staff 
Rabbi: Chaim Koritzinsky 

Executive Director: Ellen Bob 

Director of Learning: Abra Greenspan 

Director of Finance & Admin: Donna Munic 

Administrative Assistant: Lea Kingsbury 

Rabbinic Assistant: Sara Kaderlan 

Hello from Our Incoming President  
by Elisabeth Rubinfien   

 
 
As Evan Goer wrote in his reflections above, in a couple of weeks, the 
Presidency of the Board will transition to me. I’m looking forward to 
carrying on Evan’s good work and to helping guide Congregation Etz 
Chayim as it considers what it holds dear and envisions what it wants 
to become in the future.   
 
My own perspective on our community goes back to when my 
husband, Dan Sneider, and I joined in 1999, back when Etz still had no 
building of its own and we met at First Presbyterian church.  The 
independent, do-it-yourself, volunteer-based structure and spirit 
appealed to us from the start.  Soon, our three sons¾ Noah, now 28, 
Ben, 24, and Eli, 20¾became part of the community, and drew us in 
further.  As they attended religious school and celebrated becoming 
b’nai mitzvah at Etz, we were fortunate to get to know many families 
with children in their classes.  I volunteered on the Education 
Committee for a number of years, and more recently, on the Rabbi 
Search Committee and then on the Board. As the years passed, our 

family traversed not only joys, but sorrows, and the community¾and 
Ari, and then Chaim¾were beyond sensitive and giving when we 
needed them. 
 
Now, I am honored to be embarking on this somewhat daunting path. 
Evan, and the presidents before him, have left big shoes to fill. I hope I 
will live up to their example.  If you see me around, please come over 
and say “hi” and let me know what you’re thinking about Etz these 
days. 

EtzStock: A Woodstock Shabbat 
A Gathering of the Tribes on August 30  

by Mitch Slomiak 

Please join our Fifth Friday singers and players for a unique evening 
of Shalom (Peace), Ahavah (Love), and Musica (Music) for our 
August Fifth Friday Shabbat on August 30. We will draw upon the 
extensive set lists from the legendary 1969 Woodstock music 
festival. 
 
And, why Woodstock you may ask? The very Kavannah of 
Woodstock – ”three days of peace, love, and music” – corresponds 
beautifully to the content of nearly every prayer in our Shabbat 
service. Can any of us find a prayer that fails to mention the 
concepts of Shalom Ahavah, and/or Musica?  
 
We envision a pre-Shabbat festival on the Etz lawn starting late 
afternoon. People will be encouraged to bring blankets, lawn chairs, 
and food to share.    Continued on Page 8 
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From the Rabbi                     Shavuot on Both Sides of the Ocean 
 

The Midrash (ancient Rabbinic interpretation) teaches that the night before receiving 
Torah at Mount Sinai, the Israelites went to bed early in order to be fresh the next 
morning.  Unfortunately, they overslept, and Moses needed to wake them up to let 
them know that God was on the mountain top passing along the 10 Commandments. 
One can imagine the Israelite’s disappointment and shame in knowing they nearly 
missed this transformative, life-changing experience.  In order to make up for this 

nocturnal fiasco, a tradition was established to stay up all night every Shavuot in order to rectify this 
mistake.  
 
This custom is known as Tikkun Leil Shavuot, the Shavuot Evening Rectification.  Some Jews study all 
night, others for a few hours - but nearly all (with the exception of those lactose intolerant) break to munch 
on cheesecake or cheese blintzes, two of the traditional dairy foods enjoyed on Shavuot.   
 
In Israel today, most associate the study of Jewish texts on Shavuot evening with Jerusalem.  It is true that 
all the yeshivas and institutions of Jewish learning in Jerusalem open up their doors for late-night study, 
talks, and panel discussions on topics ranging from biblical archeology to contemporary Jewish ethics.  For 
thousands of bleary-eyed participants, the holy day culminates with a walk to the Kotel (Western Wall) to 
pray the morning service at the crack of dawn.  
 
You won’t find the twenty Etzniks on the 2019 Israel Trip in Jerusalem this Shavuot.  Rather, you’ll find us 
in the bustling learning center of BINA, a secular Yeshiva in Tel Aviv.  Wait a minute...a secular 
Yeshiva...in Tel Aviv? Really? What does that even mean? 
 
BINA - which means wisdom and is an acronym for a Chaim Nachman Bialik poem- was born with the 
vision of creating opportunities for secular Israelis to reconnect with Jewish tradition and values on their 
own terms.  As Tova Birnbaum, one of BINA’s founders, explained to us at a recent talk at Etz, the roots of 
BINA go back to the assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin by a religious, yeshiva-studying 
Jew.  From the viewpoint of many secular Israelis, Judaism and Jewish life had already been co-opted by 
the Orthodox establishment, and now they had killed their Prime Minister along with the Peace Process. If 
this was where the study of Jewish texts and values leads, then secular Israelis said, “Thanks, but no 
thanks” - we’d rather not have anything to do with either.    
 
In this context, BINA was born, a yeshiva for non-religious Israelis to come together to study traditional 
Jewish texts and reflect on how the texts and values apply to their lives -- without judgment or expectation 
around observance.  The only expectation BINA had was that of Tikkun Olam. Those studying at the 
Yeshiva - at the beginning mostly young people in their 20’s - were expected to volunteer in the 
economically impoverished sections of South Tel Aviv, where BINA intentionally established its home 
base.  
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   From the Rabbi   Continued 

Today, BINA is still headquartered in South Tel Aviv. 
However, it has now expanded to become a network 
of Jewish learning institutions around the country, 
including Tel Aviv, Jerusalem and Beer Sheva.  It has 
even expanded across the ocean and right into our 
backyard. Under the leadership of Tova Birnbaum - 
now the Director of Jewish Content at the Palo Alto 
JCC- BINA has partnered with the JCC to create 
opportunities for local Jews to connect with Jewish 
text in meaningful ways.  Classes have already 
begun, but the kick-off program occurred on Shavuot 
at a special Tikkun called “Night Shift,” which took 
place the evening of June 8th at Town and Country 
Village.  
 
In a sweet moment of cross-continent synergy, Etz 
Chayim celebrated with BINA on both sides of the 
ocean.  I was learning with our group of Israel 
travelers at BINA in Tel Aviv while Rabbi Emeritus Ari 
Cartun was teaching at the BINA/JCC Tikkun at Town 
and Country.  While I can’t say whether or how God 
appeared to any of us on Shavuot morning, I can say 
with assurance that this year, Etzniks cannot be 
accused of sleeping through this special night of 
learning.  

Counting Our Blessings 
2019 Etz Chayim Men’s Retreat 

by Mitch Slomiak 

 
Men of Etz Chayim! You are offered another wonderful 
opportunity to gather with your Etz brothers and hang 
out together at a retreat center in the coastal redwoods. 
Our sixth annual men’s retreat runs from Friday, August 
16th to Sunday the 18th. 
 
This year’s theme, Counting Our Blessings, comes from 
a convergence that weekend of the Jewish “Valentine’s 
Day,” Saturday’s Torah portion containing both the 
Sh’ma and Ten Commandments, and a special 
Haftarah leading to the High Holidays. What better time 
to spend a weekend in gratitude for the blessings we’ve 
been given as Jews, as men and as individuals?  
 
Retreat participants typically report experiencing an 
enhanced level of pleasure and fulfillment within our Etz 
Chayim community year-round. This is because we’ve 
taken the time to get to know a number of very fine men 
over the course of a relaxing weekend. 
 
I can say that, prior to attending an Etz men’s retreat, 
onegs after services and other Etz gatherings usually 
felt like cocktail parties, where I needed to interact with 
people I barely knew and make “small talk.” This has 
never been easy for me. But when I emerged from our 
first men’s retreat, and each time since, I found new 
friends at these events with whom I could immediately 
dive into fun, fascinating, and often deep conversations. 
As a result, I felt more personally connected to the Etz 
community. 
 
As with the past few years, we’ll spend our time at the 
beautiful and peaceful surroundings of Monte Toyon 
Camp and Conference Center near Aptos. Our retreat 
activities include schmoozing, singing, playing outdoors, 
small group time, creative Shabbat experiences, 
relaxing, learning, and partying together.  
 
Please join us! Details and registration information are 
on the Etz Chayim website at 
https://fs28.formsite.com/EtzChayim/hmyodxptoe/index.html 

An Interview with 
Jonathan Salzedo     by Preeva Tramiel 

 

with reading the Torah). Jonathan stands at the side of the 
bima following the Torah reading. He has a book with the 
vowel signs and trope marked, and follows along with the 
reader, who has no such markings in the Torah, and gently 
corrects them if necessary, to make sure that the words 
are pronounced properly. He also chooses which verses 
are chanted on Shabbat, coordinates the readers for those 
verses by maintaining the “Read and Lead”  
(https://etzchayim.org/readandlead)  page on the Etz 
Chayim website, and arranges the scrolls before the 
service, turning them to the right place for that week’s 
portion. 
 
From time to time, Jonathan runs trope classes for adults 
in the evening, and also is one of the lay leaders for 
services when the Rabbi is absent. He is also a popular 

 

If you have ever come to 
Etz for the Saturday 
morning service you have 
probably seen Jonathan 
Salzedo, serving as the 
gabbai, (tax collector in 
Aramaic, but today 
means one who assists 

coach for students studying how to chant their portions 
on their Bar/t Mitzvah day. A popular harpsichordist on 
the freelance circuit, Jonathan also builds and tunes 
harpsichords, and performs with the Albany Consort and 
other ensembles. Using his degree in mathematics from 
Oxford, Jonathan gives lectures on mathematics and 
tuning instruments, and writes software, mostly for 
industrial instruments, and one consumer product the 
Vis-X Lasik system. 
 
Q: So, what are all the jobs you do at Etz? 

Continued on page 8 
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 Remembering the Shoah   
by Karen Bergen 

 

“Never forget, so it never happens again.”  
 
“We must educate people about the 
Holocaust .” 
 
We hear comments like these after every attack on 
synagogues and Jewish Community Centers in this 
country. 
 
But how do we do it?   
 
Many books describe the growing anti-Semitism during 
the lead-up to World War II, then the horrors of the 
Shoah itself.  Many people choose not to read them 
because they're dark, not light reading at all.  Those who 
do read them are often pre-disposed to read them 
anyway because of their family history.   
 
Movies such as Sophie’s Choice and  Schindler’s List 
can bring the experience to us, but they’re hard to 
watch.  (I never wanted to watch the first movie but was 
able to watch the second on t.v., in little chunks over 
several days.) 
 
Museums on this theme, such as the Holocaust 
Museum  in Washington, D.C., are excellent.  And far 
away. 
 
Holocaust studies in religious schools and Jewish day 
schools reach a modest percentage of Jewish youth and 
hardly any non-Jewish youth. 
 
It’s a problem.   
 
We’ve heard recently that 50% of teens, and a smaller 
percentage of adults in this country, never heard about 
the Holocaust.  They don’t understand why the mention 
of Nazis or the display of Nazi symbols unsettle 
Jews.  That’s how college students ended up designing 
swastikas out of party cups, only to see the images and 
recrimination go viral. 
 
So, if writings, movies, museums and Jewish 
schools fail to educate a majority of US citizens, 
how do we talk about the Shoah in a way that people 
can digest? 
 
Here’s one way:  Locally, we hold an annual Service of 
Remembrance to learn some history about the Shoah, to 
honor Survivors, and to remember those who were lost. 
 
On May 1, about 400 people gathered at Congregation 
Beth Am in Los Altos Hills to remember this history and 
to pass it on to the next generation. 
 

Five Survivors  agreed to tell their stories to local teens, 
who wrote detailed essays about what they heard.  They 
told the Survivors’ stories to the people gathered.   
 

 

The Stories  
Helga’s family 
sent her out of 
Austria after 
Kristallnacht in 
1938; she 
escaped to 
England via the 
Kindertransport 
 
Ruth and her 
mother rode a 
truck out of 
Riga, Latvia, as 
the town was 

being bombed, and they spent the war in Kazakhstan. 
 
Iby and her family fled Brussels, Belgium, and eventually 
took refuge in southern France until the end of the war. 
 
Sonia became a hidden child, spending the first four 
years of her life hidden underneath a bakery in Russia. 
 
Charles’ parents sent their two children to live in a 
convent in Bruges, Belgium, until the end of the 
war.  Charles forgot he was Jewish. 
 
These stories are gripping.  But that’s not all.  A teen 
spoke of her experiences during her recent Shalhevet trip 
to Poland and Israel.  Additionally, several young teens 
read selections aligned with this year’s theme for Yom 
HaShoah Service of Remembrance: 

AntiSemitism, 1933-1939 
The Road to Genocide 

    Continued on Page 9  
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