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FROM OUR PRESIDENT

LEARNING: A LIFELONG JOURNEY

By Judy Heicklen

first letter to you as the President

of JOFA. T truly believe that
we are on the cusp of a new day in
women’s leadership in the Orthodox
world, and it is energizing to be a part
of it. I took on the role of President because I know that
an Orthodoxy that expands women’s roles to the fullest
extent possible is one that is stronger and more vibrant
for all of its members, men and women. And I think it is
so appropriate that this issue is dedicated to education,
which is such a core part of our mission.

I have thought a great deal about how to instill a love
of learning into my children. What will inspire them to
love text and its relationship to our tradition? For me,
learning is one of the most powerful hooks into our way
of life—the intellectual challenge, the surprising twists
of logic, the methodical laying out of one proof after
another all excite me. How can I open my children’s
hearts and minds to that excitement?

One commentary on the story of the Four Sons in the
Haggadah is about needing to find ways to instruct all
different types of children. Hanokh la-na’ar al pi darko
(Proverbs 22:6): “Train a child according to his way.”
As a parent, I am frequently looking for what will work
for each of my kids—not only because they are different
ages and different sexes, but also because of how they
think and what interests them. What will be that hook?

But I don’t always get it right. T had always envisioned
celebrating my eldest daughter’s Bat Mitzvah by learning
with her over a period of time and having a siyyum at
the end. I had long had a passion for learning Mishnah,
and I thought Mishnah would be appropriate for Ricki’s
skill level. So we started. We learned Rosh Hashanah,
we learned Megillah, we learned Ta’anit. Or perhaps 1
shouldn’t say we learned. We were in the same room,
reading the same words, but it was a very one-way con-
versation. Much as Ricki wanted to be a good daugh-
ter, she was just not interested. What animated me was
of minimal interest to her. My vision of a siyyum was
exactly that—my vision. I needed to change my focus.
More than wanting her to learn, I wanted her to love to
learn—to have the passion for learning that sparks an
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ongoing engagement with what it means to be Jewish.
Even more so, I needed it to be her vision, not mine.
Wasn’t that the point of a Bat Mitzvah—grappling with
Judaism on her own terms? So we stopped learning to-
gether. We found a teacher who learned with her about
something Ricki was passionate about—vegetarianism.
Her Bat Mitzvah was beautiful and, more importantly,
the spark was lit inside her.

continued on page 3

“Striking Gold” Out West

By Frayda Gonshor Coben

a journey westward, far from our beloved East

Coast Jewish community and batei midrash.
After searching for the right pulpit for my husband, we
landed in the San Francisco Bay Area, home of the Gold
Rush and arguably one of the largest, yet most highly
unaffiliated, Jewish communities in the United States.
Figures vary, but the current Jewish population of the
greater Bay Area has been estimated at between 300,000
and half a million Jews. The East Bay alone—which
consists of Berkeley, Oakland, and less-known suburbs
that are still commuting distance to San Francisco—is
the home to between 100,000 and 125,000 Jews. The
Bay Area supports quite a lively scene of Jewish culture:
the Contemporary Jewish Museum is well supported
by some of the city’s leading philanthropists, and the
Jewish film festival and Jewish music festival attract
more than 15,000 attendees each year.

Religiously, however, the picture is more sobering.
Five percent, or at most 6 percent, of all East Bay Jews
are members of the region’s twenty-four synagogues,
and fewer than 1 percent affiliate with Orthodox
synagogues. So perhaps not surprisingly, although we
found a community in Berkeley committed to Jewish
tradition, with a Jewish infrastructure that made
halakhic Jewish living possible, with kosher markets,
schools and a mikveh, missing from our Jewish life were
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I |1ive years ago, my husband and I embarked on




























































































































































