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MESSAGE FROM RABBI SHULAMIT
When I began as a student with this community (14 years
ago!) I used to love to listen to anecdotes from older members
about the people, and the rabbis and cantors of the past, who
were part of North London Progressive Synagogue’s history. I
still enjoy it, though sadly there are fewer and fewer people
who knew them. Our own community began life as North
London Progressive Jewish Community, in a process that
began in the year before North London Progressive, with its
building in Amhurst Park, closed in 2002.
Only the second Liberal Synagogue in the UK, NLPS began
with a well-attended meeting in the Stoke Newington Public
Library in 1921. Interestingly enough, the community that
grew out of that meeting, first held services at the same
building we used from time to time until a couple, of years ago
in Defoe Road. NLPS then moved back to the library, on to
another address in Amhurst Park, and finally to the building
that is still remembered so fondly today. They were different
times, and the synagogue they built reflected their hopes, their dreams, and the sorts of lives
they were building as Jews in London. Their rabbis and their cantors were in some sense well
known because they weren’t afraid to stand out, to leave their mark.
I never dreamt that one day I might be one of those people of the past, one whom I hope will
also be remembered fondly, but more importantly, one whose leaving will enable our Kehillah
to keep growing. All of my attention now and in the coming months until I leave at the end of
December will be focussed on making sure that the Management Committee have the right
support in finding a new spiritual leader, and also, of course, have the right sort of professional
help to support our community in the inevitable interim period between my leaving and the start
of someone new. I think it will be exciting and worthwhile to have support from an interim rabbi
or cantor, and I’m looking forward to being able to work with that person so that they
understand the needs of our community.
It is enormously strange to think of ending my time as the first rabbi of Kehillah North London,
and stranger still to think that one day I might be a memory, an anecdote told by one of the
members of today, perhaps to a fresh-faced student of the future! But of course, we are all
facing endings of one sort or another. In this period before the High Holidays, we can only
really think about the shape of our lives, about who we are and how we live, and what we will
leave behind. You or I can never know what others will think of us, we cannot really control the
future. That is why it is ever more important to understand that we only have the present. Since
every action will leave its trace, a trace we cannot ever detect, the task right now is to
understand that we do possess enough freedom to choose how to live. My days here are
numbered, but actually all of our days are numbered. I look forward to seeing you over the High
Holidays and to being together with you at this special and important time.

WELCOME OUR NEW MEMBERS
Benji & Miranda, David, Kaja, Catherine, Rachel,
Joshua & Louis, Ben & Jonas, Sophie & Justin, Tom
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CHOOSING TO BAT MITZVAH,
BY JOANNE HART

NOTE FROM THE CHAIR
BY ROBIN SAMSON

The question I am most often asked is why?
Why, at your age, did you decide to have a
Bat Mitzvah? Conventionally, I should have
been doing my thing around 40 years ago.
But I didn’t – not least because I couldn’t.

It goes without saying that this is a time of
momentous change for our Kehillah. There
is no denying that we have a challenge in
front of us: I am confident we are equal to
that challenge.

My family belonged to a United shul and girls
didn’t have Bat Mitzvahs back then – at least
not like boys did. Boys read from the Torah,
got masses of presents and had huge
parties.

Losing your rabbi and your administrator
within a couple of months of each other is
not a situation any Chair or Community
would wish upon itself. (I should say at this
point that these two events are entirely
unrelated and both are positive moves for
Shulamit and Edwin.) On the other hand, it
presents us with a huge potential
opportunity.

Girls would often have group sessions with
other 12 year-olds. They didn’t read the
Torah. Their ‘celebrations’ were on Sunday
rather and Shabbat and they would
frequently commemorate adulthood by
baking a Challah!

When Shulamit broke her news to me, I told
her I was devastated and shed a few tears.
Fortunately I had the presence of mind to
also let her know how happy I was that she
had found the right move for herself at this
point (and by the way, I still am)! Within a
few minutes, we had begun to draft a plan
for the following days, weeks and months.
Since then I have gone through all sorts of
feelings.

The tragedy is – they often still do.
But I was a teen in the 70s–when Women’s
Lib was born – and we had a burn-your-bra
Swedish au pair at the time. I didn’t consider
myself an aggressive feminist. But I did
consider myself equal to my brother and I
wanted to be treated as such. I turned down
the second-rate Bat Chayel/Bat Mitzvah
option and moved on.

It has seemed important to do everything
possible to keep relationships clear and
strong; to avoid having my judgement
impaired by unexamined feelings; to find my
way towards positive and creative thinking,
and so on.

But when my son Jared was preparing for his
Bar Mitzvah, something happened. Shulamit
asked him to read from the Torah and I
asked if I could take a look. She couldn’t
believe I had never seen a Torah properly
before. Then she clocked - I had never had a

The key to this has been talking and
listening – with other community members,
with Shulamit (whose advice and guidance
continues to prove invaluable),

(continue on page 5)

(continue on page 8)
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KEHILLAH YOUTH
Kehillah youth is our educational and social
programme for school years 7 and above.
setting up to an exciting season of learning
and field trips.

HEBREW FOR CHILDREN
starts at 10am sharp, and is led by
volunteers, following the two most up to
date and inspiring programmes for teaching
Hebrew to children. The programmes are
easy to learn.

CHEDER
Our children join cheder from the age of 7
or 8, moving up from crèche when they feel
ready. As a small community, the ages are
mixed, and children make relationships with
older and younger children. This year we
are working on learning core prayers
(tefillah) and the things we do because we
are Jewish (mitzvot), as progressive Jews.
Each child is creating their own personal
prayer book, and we will make many of the
ritual objects of Jewish life. Cheder is
currently taught by a mixture of volunteer
adults and teenage leaders (madrichim).

CRECHE
Creche is a structured morning of creative
activities for families with children from birth
to seven, led by Anna and Cath. They will
be taking a break for now, as fewer children
are coming to crèche, but if you let us know
you would like to be part of crèche, and
definitely want to come, they will restart
crèche activities once a month at 11am.

MY BAT-MITZVAH, BY ISLA CASSON
My bat-mitzvah to me was not just about me becoming a woman, it was also me seeing how far
I had come in life and how far I could go. My
Dvar Torah was about leadership and being in
that room with every eye on me made me realise that being a leader isn’t just about your values and your words, it’s about how you bring
people together. And seeing all the people that
mean the world to me: my congregation, my
family and my friends, in one room together in
my name showed me why it’s important for us to
value community.
I had never worked so hard on anything before
but I am so proud of myself at how well I did. It
was entirely worth it, it proved to me the value of
work and community through how brilliant the
day was.
Once I got up in front of the community it all
passed in a blur of joy and relief, everything
went better than expected and the love I felt for
everyone that had helped me on this journey
overwhelmed me.
So I would like to thank Lev for his unfailing support and encouragement in the face of momentous challenges, my parents and sister for being
there since day 1 and of course Rabbi Shulamit
for her critical input throughout the process. I’m
proud to be part of this community and thank
you for your care.

4

ELUL, TIME TO REFLECT, BY SUE LUKES
Yet again I feel I have skidded into Elul leaving no time for reflection and barely enough to be really present in the High Holy Days. So I am writing this from a hotel room in Barcelona in the middle of events that both impede and aid real thought. Barcelona is settling into a public holiday for
the Diada, the Catalan national day on 11th September that will probably be marked by a demonstration of a million or more for independence. I am not here for that! Some of you met Dory
Sontheimer who came to our community to speak about her book “Seven Boxes” in which she
told the story of how she found out about her parents’ (mostly unsuccessful) struggles to save
their families from the holocaust. This had led her to seek out the rest of her family, in the US,
Canada, Argentina, Austria, the Czech Republic, Israel and the UK. That was how she found us:
our grandmothers were sisters.
Dory now has a mission which many of us would recognise as tikkun olam: to try to repair the
damage done by the shoah by bringing this family back together. She wouldn’t recognise the
term, however: her parents married in Franco’s Spain and had to convert to Catholicism to do so.
And then, like many survivors, they told their children nothing. The boxes revealed Dory’s Jewish
roots but did not change her deeply held Christian convictions. They did, however, fire her up to
pursue her third career, to tell the world what had happened and so to prevent it happening again.
So far that has involved two books, endless speaking tours and meetings and now a documentary. The film brought me to Barcelona along with many of the family I had never met, and on the
eve of the Diada, in the renovated building that used to be the factory her grandfather had established, we met.
Of course, many it turned out shared my fears. The “reality TV” techniques of throwing us all together, the real possibility that these new family members might turn out to be people I disliked,
the business of being filmed. But it was all fine. Ivana from Prague had found some wonderful
photos of my grandparents and my father as a child. Lots of us look alike. No-one voted for
Trump. Many are doing amazing things. And they all shared Dory’s passion to defeat hate and
welcome strangers. Meanwhile in Catalonia and Spain, Dory has become a celebrity, not just because people naturally respond to Dory’s commitment, charm and passion but also because what
she is doing speaks to a country/countries where memory is still contested. Graves are being dug
up. Some say the Diada celebrates an artificial nation. The party in government was created by
the fascist falange. Like our families it’s complicated. Time to reflect.
(Continue from page 3, Choosing to Bat Mitzvah )
Bat Mitzvah; I had never even come close. Shulamit then pointed out that you can have a Bar or
Bat Mitzvah at any time after your 13th birthday and an idea was born.
I could read Hebrew, I was interested in the meaning behind the words of the Torah and, in our
Liberal shul, I could have a Bat Mitzvah equal to any of the boys. It seemed like the perfect plan.
To be honest, it has been much harder than I thought it would be. My Hebrew was rustier than I
realised and, only a few weeks before my Bat Mitzvah, I thought that I would never be able to do
it. But Shulamit, my brother and good old Google helped me along and practising became
strangely therapeutic.
Thinking about the meaning of my parsha was also really interesting – it was completely divorced
from the rest of my life and yet could contribute to it.
Having been through the experience, I would not hesitate to recommend it to any man or woman
who didn’t do it when they were young. You won’t regret it.
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GIFTS OF THE HEART, BY JOANNA RYAM
Earlier this year read the Torah portion entitled “T’rumot” (“Gifts” in English).
It’s an
extraordinarily complex list of rich and exotic materials to be used to create and decorate the
Ark of the Covenant. Some of these are almost magical objects – such as dolphin skins! (with
no indication of where to find such items in the desert….). It can all seem rather esoteric and
irrelevant to us today, but perhaps these are just similes for the most precious decorations we
could offer for the “home on earth” for the Divine?
Because that is what is actually being described in this parasha - the creation of the
Tabernacle, or “Mishkan” the portable dwelling place of the Divine, enabling God to be present
among our ancestors as they wandered in the desert.
For us today this has become the Ark – the centrepiece of our worship each Shabbat morning:
revered because it contains Judaism’s real treasure– the Torah. So, of course, the Ark itself
tends to should be as ornate and beautiful as it can be – in honour of the precious Torah it
protects. (Even with our own definitely not-so-little portable Ark, we took a lot of effort to make
this as special as we could.) But even if you find this whole section (including details of the
priests’ clothing and Temple ritual) pure fairytale fantasy, one thing is very clear: the Ark is
incredibly important and is central to Jewish worship. In fact, the work of building it becomes a
major focus of the rest of the Book of Exodus.
Such a special and central object for Jewish worship has, of course, excited much commentary
over the centuries. The Midrash HaGadol claims that the materials used for the Mishkan can
be understood as corresponding to the composition of human beings: eg. “gold” represents the
soul, “silver” the body, “copper” is the voice; “shittim wood” the bones, “goat hair” the hair,
“shoham stones and gem stones” are the kidneys and the heart, etc. So here we are being
encouraged to keep God in our hearts at all times. Perhaps this is where the old saying about
someone having “a heart of gold” comes from!
Another midrash equates the Mishkan/the Ark, to the creation of the world saying: “Regarding
the work of the first day of creation it says, ‘He who stretches out the heavens like a
curtain’ (Psalms 104:2).” Regarding the making of the Mishkan it says, “The veil shall divide for
you between the Holy and the Holy of Holies.” Then, Midrash Rabbah claims that the Ark is the
equivalent of the whole universe, and demonstrates this by matching the seven days of
creation to the seven steps of creating the Mishkan.
But what interested me especially in this parasha, is that everything listed must be a GIFT: God
has asked that everyone (and the Hebrew here “kol ish”, each person or being, indicates both
men and women) everyone is to bring something that is being freely given. For this is a
request - not an obligation - which is reinforced by the parasha being titled “gift” – T’rumah. It
is the opening sentence (v2) which makes clear that all the materials for the creation of the
Tabernacle are to be given voluntarily – this isn’t to be considered in any way as an obligation,
nor a tax.
When I read about this something clicked for me. Of course, I had heard, even used the word
“t’rumot” throughout my working life in Israel. I was a fundraiser after all – and t’rumot means
“donations” in modern Hebrew! Then something else clicked. I’d worked mainly for the
Jerusalem Foundation (the Chair of which was legendary mayor, Teddy Kollek) and we raised
millions of pounds, and dollars, to create new buildings – not exactly dwellings, but buildings for
the People of Jerusalem: community centres, health centres, schools, concert halls, etc.
throughout the city (and I do mean the WHOLE city – including the Arab section of the Old City
and the Palestinian villages around Jerusalem). Everything we built had the donor’s name - or
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the name of a relative - attached to it. At the time, I’d just thought of that as something rather self
-congratulatory, but its source, I now realise, could be interpreted as following the teaching of this
parasha and, of course, of fulfilling a mitzvah!
In Jerusalem, however, Teddy (as the mayor was universally known), had the foresight to extend
this idea of developing buildings into finding a way to re-create the City itself - by creating new
open, public spaces for ALL its citizens. He set up an advisory group called The Jerusalem
Committee, made up of leading architects, educators, urban planners, economists, etc. to advise
on and grapple with the many challenges f a city claimed as special, and uniquely theirs, by so
many people! One of the first, most revolutionary and far-reaching projects was to create a ring
of green spaces around the Old City, enabling it to become an integral, though distinct, part of the
newly reunified Jerusalem. (Just to say that other ideas for the valley space had included a 4lane highway – which would have totally cut the city in half, creating de-facto even greater
separation between the populations. Not to mention ruining the beauty of the place.)

From this came the major urban programme of “greening” the whole city. A desert town like
Jerusalem does not naturally have many parks, gardens and flower beds, but in Jerusalem,
round every corner you can find a little green space – each with its own dedication plaque! As
important as the aesthetic effect, was the intent to create “neutral spaces” – green, beautiful,
welcoming spaces – open to all as peaceful communal spaces. And on any weekend, or at any
festival – be that Jewish, Muslim or Christian – you can still see the gifts of these gardens being
used to capacity by all the peoples of Jerusalem!
Remember I mentioned that this mitzvah applies
to both men AND women??
Well, to
demonstrate this I must share the story of a lady
who took it totally to heart. So, one morning as I
was opening the post at the Foundation, I came
across a little blue airmail envelope containing a
small piece of a paper written on in rather spidery
handwriting – just a few lines.
The writer
introduced herself, and said she very much
wanted to create something in Jerusalem in
memory of her late, beloved husband. Perhaps a
garden? Everyone wants something in
Jerusalem: so far so normal. Then I read out the
last line and nearly choked. It simply said: “I have
a $!!!!!!! to donate.”! And this was 20 odd years
ago….

COME LEARN WITH US
Our adult learning program has focused
on adult Hebrew, access to Judaism,
and Jewish liturgy.

If you are interested in our adult
programming contact us at
kehillah.northlondon@yahoo.co.uk

SHABBAT MORNING SERVICES
Services take place on the first and third
Shabbat of the month. Service start at
11am and are followed by a community
Kiddush at 12:30pm.

Aside from traditional services,
The garden this lady created is now part of one
of the most beautiful spots in Jerusalem. So Innovation Shabbats offer a new way to
try out new Jewish experiences.
whenever you visit Jerusalem, you must go to
the Promenade in East Talpiot - today a series of
beautifully planted paths on the hillside looking directly across to the Old City: it’s the best – if not
the only place to view the whole of Jerusalem. It’s been hugely extended – the original garden
now overwhelmed by impressive new walkways twisting through a beautiful cultivated hillside.
Yet it’s one of the rare spaces in Jerusalem still used by ALL the local people – both Israeli and
Palestinian. An amazing “t’rumah” from a lovely lady!
In the end, though, what I find so powerful about this portion is that it reminds us that we are all
equal in the eyes of God - that what is really important is that we give FREELY of whatever it is
that we have to give.
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(Continue from page 3, Note from the chair )
sometimes with someone completely outside the situation – and making good judgements about
when to talk with whom about what.
The Management Committee, Shulamit and I want to encourage everyone in the community to
talk to us if you want to. This is a moment for moving towards each other. As we know, difficult
feelings are usually best not left to fester, and in our situation talking about them may well reveal
information and ideas that turn out to be important in shaping the next stage for our Kehillah.
And shaping the next stage in our growth and development is something we can't afford to leave
to one or two people. Imprinted on our Kehillah DNA is that we began as an intentional, selfstarting community. We have grown bigger and more complex; many of the early members have
moved on; yet up to 40% of us are actively engaged in some way in running the community. We
are a vibrant, dynamic community and we are growing. We have deep relationships, a strong
collective spiritual practice, a thirst for learning and innovation and a sturdy administrative and
structural base. I think I can safely say we love our Kehillah.

I am confident we are equal to the challenge. At the same time, it won't be met without the active
participation and contribution of our members.
The Management Committee has the recruitment process well in hand. Applications for the
administrator role are already coming in. The advert for our new spiritual leader has just
appeared. We are already making plans and talking to people who may be able to help with
rabbinic functions in the gap between Shulamit leaving and our new person starting.
What can you do? More than ever, come along and support the services and events we have
planned; volunteer to help organise and staff those events; write for the next edition of this
newsletter; offer your skills and expertise in the day-to-day running of our Kehillah, or share them
in a class or an innovation shabbat.
But most of all at this time I think it's important we talk to each other – about our feelings and how
we best support each other to move past our sorrow and our anxieties; about renewing our
enthusiasm for building our Kehillah and our willingness to turn enthusiasm into action; about
ideas for shaping our future.
Talk to me. Talk to other Management Committee members. Talk to Shulamit. If you don't have
the contact details you need, email or ring Edwin and he will forward your details to whoever you
would like to talk to. Edwin's and Shulamit's contact details are in this newsletter.
This time next year, no doubt we will be different in some ways, but we will still be here and we
will still be Kehillah North London. The opportunity to move forward is here. Let’s seize it.

L'shanah tovah!

Services are held at:
The New Community Rooms
Spensley Walk
Stoke Newington Church Street
London
N16 9ES

Address for Correspondence:
71-75 Shelton Street
Covent Garden
London
WC2H 9JQ

Edwin, Administrator: kehillah.northlondon@yahoo.co.uk or 020 8123 5752
Rabbi Shulamit Ambalu: rabbi.kehillah@gmail.com or 020 7403 3779
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