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Roots


By Rachel Eisman





I came from the middle east, the cradle of civilization


before the Jews were chosen, when it was the middle


but not yet east.


My birth recorded on the moon calendar


-I was born of that fertile crescent. My


skin browned, along with mortar


along the Tigris banks. Robed in purple,


I learned the alphabet


written words, fingers in earth.


I was born to the tribe 


of Judah, and 


was enslaved. I 


worshipped at David’s 


temple-it was a tent back then…


and since, we have fled,


spread and survived-our tribe.


Like the tree of life, I have been,


a-round a long time. And 


beneath the sand, I


have deep roots.











Two Months In


by Rachel Eisman


It has been two month since I surveyed the buzzing room full of strangers in Newark.


Orientation was a whirlwind of ice breaker games, Jewish geography, and “where are you from?”  “where did you go to school?” and “what did you major in?” questions – clues to who we were spending the next year with.


	My greatest fears had been alleviated – there were no religious zealots, stereotypical princesses (or princes)  or radical, intolerant military fanatics. Everyone seemed cool. 


What an eclectic bunch! We had musicians, scuba divers, yoga teachers, camp counselors…(I know this from the infamous bingo game). But what surprised me most was how much we were all the same.


	Defining Project OTZMA to family and friends has been a difficult task. What is it? What will we do in Israel? After the orientation propaganda and even now, I still can’t answer these questions. We were told it was a group-oriented leadership program, that we should be flexible, and that we would be helping to build communities. 


So far, this much has proved true. Anything else is, in the words of Leora (the Ibim madricha), not so clear.


	Living at Ibim has its perks. Okay, so we’re not within walking distance from the beach and we have no awesome view of the sunset from our seventh floor balconies.  We also are not in the midst of a thriving, yet small, city as are our fellow OTZMAnikim in Ashquelon. 


We are progressing in Ulpan, although my English is becoming unstructured faster than I am learning to string Hebrew words together.  Our volunteer positions are testing our abilities to be flexible – dealing with such impositions as municipal garbage strikes, the town of Sderot’s lack of readiness for us, and the constant interference of September holidays.


We have built a tight community at what has been dubbed “Club Ibim.”  Everyone has something to contribute (even the cat colony and large mosquito population). I am particularly enjoying it because this is the closest I will ever get to being a camper again. 


There are activities galore! From basketball and soccer to yoga and kickboxing, drum circles and sing-alongs to bonfires and Shabbat dinners (does this sound like a brochure?). We even have a birthday committee! My birthday, which was the first, was celebrated at an on-site disco with the Russian residents at our life-size chess board (can that be beat?). 


Although it can get hairy living in close quarters with thirty-five strong and diverse personalities, things have been running quite smoothly. It helps to have a support network in this new country. Israel is supposed to feel like home and it does. I am surrounded by Americans. While that does not do much for my advances in Hebrew, the community we have built is what I believe Israel is about and what the Zionists had in mind when they came to Israel fifty and more years ago. 


Whether anyone will make aliyah remains to be seen. I am still working on predictions about who will hook up and get married and who will become more observant. 


As Israel lives up to my dreams, I am trying to live up to the dream of Israel. It sounds corny but every year at Passover, my family says “Next year in Jerusalem” and now it is this year. Maybe next year we’ll say “Last year.” 











Dinner with a Flair


by Michele Roseman


Reflections made on 10-25-99: Awesome, fun, food, fantastic, todes (toda – thanks -- in hebonics)  bavaks (bavakasha – you’re welcome -- in hebonics), J.B., Danis, sweet, Leora, dancing, onomatopoeia, musical, great planning, community, brownies and cool.  


Little did I know that my token of appreciation would become a huge success.  The progressive dinner held on 10-24-99 was a night Ibim will never forget.  All I did was share the concept of a progressive dinner (in which each apartment is responsible for a course, must dress up – defining dress up for themselves – and B.Y.O.D. and S. – Bring Your Own Dish and Silverware.) 	


From the time invitations were received the evening took on a life of its own.  At a Jewish 7 p.m., the festivities began at the Moadon.  All were thanked for their efforts and then we welcomed our special guests, non-residents of Ibim.  D.B and J.B., a.k.a. David Beker and Jeremy Bandler, were there.  Both are rumored to be OTZMA big shots and terrible on the basketball courts.  Also in attendance was the always lovely girlfriend of James Dean, whom all of the men on OTZMA want a picture with, Michal.  We were also blessed with the presence of our Ulpan teachers – Rivka, the Baklavah lady was there with her two young daughters, and Orit, the morah with the beautiful voice, joined us for the evening.  On hand for the celebration was also Shmi Bruce, abba sheli (my father).  


When all our stomachs were growling, each apartment (including the men in togas and not much else and the women in towels but little more) told us about the yummies we would be devouring in a matter of minutes.  It is interesting how dressing up to a New Yorker means wearing all black, but to Eric Danis, Mike Jeser and Dan Cohen, it means using a bottle of gel to look like ‘arseem.’  Anyway, like all good practicing Jews, we decided it was time to eat.  And eat we did.


	While listening to jazz, we gorged ourselves on such delicacies as sweet and sour lentils.  Our I.D.’s were required at the frat party before we could drink the punch.  Noticeably, the blood, sweat and tears of Steven Schwartz seasoned the grape leaves from the Greek house. After travelling to France we munched on Je ne sais quoi.   Last but not least, at Leora’s American house, D.B., in an Israeli Cat in the Hat, made enough chocolate chip cookies to put the Girl Scouts out of business.  Most noteworthy Julia Child, or, as she is known in Chicago and Colorado, Hillary Cherner, and her assistants Dice (Ray Matzkin), and Spice (Rachel Prouser) cooked up a fierce Asian cuisine which was gone before Hillary could pack a bag to go to Ashquelon.  


	Stuffed to our gills, we somehow managed to work off our food with the aid of the Aleph, Pay, Gimmel house.  Our evening concluded with 35 “decked out” Americans dancing in the Negev under the stars.   











Home away from home


by Alison Young


	It was the week leading up to our “big weekend.”  It was just days before Rosh HaShana, when we would meet our new adoptive families.  We had been told this was an integral part of our OTZMA year.  All the OTZMAnikim were speaking to their new relatives, figuring out what they needed for the weekend, learning what their plans were and just saying a quick hello and introducing themselves.  They were discussing where they would meet, what time their family would pick them up and expressing how excited they felt about the meeting.  


	My first conversation, however, went somewhat differently.  First, as opposed to many friends who had multiple conversations with their new moms, dads and siblings, I had only one.  Second, it was short – I never heard about any plans we had for the upcoming weekend or what I needed to bring.  And third, it did not conclude with a when and where I would be picked up, but rather with directions of what bus to take and a “hopefully we will be home when you arrive.”


	Needless to say, I was a bit apprehensive about our first meeting…


	To my surprise, within the first hour of my time with the Shamems all of my apprehensions disappeared, and I quickly felt comfortable.  Each member of my new family welcomed me with open arms.  I was immediately treated like one of them, though it was a completely different way than I have been welcomed into a new house. I could feel the warmth and love that filled their walls, and was confident they had enough to give to me, their sixth and eldest child.          


	I have since spent additional weekends with my family and with each visit I feel more at home and more integrated into the family.  As I grow closer to each member, I am learning about a side of Israeli life I would never have known otherwise.  I see how families cope with children in the army through Leron, 19, who has only a few more months in uniform, and also through Yoski, 18, who is approaching his departure date.  They talk to me about how the army has influenced their thoughts about Israel and their mixed emotions concerning the politics of the country.  They also show me how to party Israeli style, as they give me a tour of all the finest clubs in Jerusalem!  


Through Shiran, 14, I learn about adolescence in Israel, and how it varies from that in America.  And Yonaton, 9, and Sineer, 6, teach me that all children have the same innate desires and frustrations.


	I am already certain that all seven Shamems will be in my life forever.  They have taught me so much and given me more than I could have ever asked for and impacted my OTZMA experience in immeasurable ways.  I look forward to my “real” family meeting them soon. 





























Ode to Ibim


By Lisa Rachel Levy





Hello, Priviet


Bruchim Habaim


Let’s sing, let’s cheer


For this place called Ibim





Chorus:


Bo’u nasheer


Bekoal chazack Ibim





It’s hard to believe


That we are in Israel


Our chance, our luck


To see it for ourselves





We’ve come from different lands


To be here in Israel


Although speech is tough


We’re united in belief





Bo’u nasheer


OTZMA


Bo’u


SELAH





The searching in Sderot


The hope for city life 


Busy metropolitan


We’ve seen every site





When we go to town


Nothing much to do 


But with OTZMA and SELAH 


Everything is cool





Just give us a disco and 


We’ll dance the whole night through!!





Claire’s Guide to Sinai


By Claire Abramson


One sweltering Tuesday in Ashquelon, I woke up and decided to climb Mt. Sinai.  I had always pictured it as a magnificent piece of rock, shrouded by fire, smoke and mist – an awesome creation with enough force to make any mere mortal quake.  And if the sheer beauty and magnitude of this mountain wasn’t enough, it has often been thought (by people greater than myself) that Moses himself ascended Sinai to receive the Ten Commandments.  After much thought and daydreaming it soon became clear that this was not your average mountain.  And so the adventure began.


	In reality, the adventure begins the moment we stepped foot on Egyptian pavement…..


Adhering to the sound advice of some curly haired shmo, we decided to walk across the border from Eilat to Taba and continue for another five minutes to the local bus station.  (Apparently, a good percentage of Egyptian taxi drivers like to take advantage of dim-witted tourists by telling them the bus station is a long cab ride away.)  Upon arrival we were literally surrounded by a thousand Egyptians.  As I struggled to exit the mass, I was greeted on either side by curses in Arabic and wide toothless grins.  While the taxi drivers continued to fight over us, our bags were ripped off our backs and thrown on top of an object that resembled a car.  As one Egyptian emerged from the crowd victorious, we were shoved into the clunking metal object before us.  And let me tell you – in Egypt, they know how to fill a taxi cab.  With our bodies pressed against each other, and with the sweat that began as a trickle now fell cascading like Niagara falls on a stormy day, five OTZMAnikim and I set out on a three hour (plus) turbulent ride that would turn out to be the most terrifying experience of my life.


Driving in Egypt is definitely a liberating experience for those in charge of the wheel.  Unlike in North America where the driver is restricted to one side of the road, Egyptian operators of motor vehicles have the freedom to choose which side of the road they wish to drive on.  Depending what mood they are in, I would say the majority choose to drive right smack in the middle of the road so that a car coming in the opposite direction would not be able to pass by on either side.  So imagine now if you will a three and a half hour ride, packed like sardines, sweating like no one has sweated before and spinning around corners like a dreidel on a flat surface.  When the car eventually shuddered and stopped in Dahaub, I hopped out so fast that I almost kissed the ground (but stopped myself upon seeing a large cockroach….)


Our rooms in Dahaub were luxurious and I felt very fortunate to have stayed in such a classy establishment.  Amenities included broken toilets, dead cockroaches, stained sheets and a fan that continued to circulate the hot, humid air around us while we slept.


After a wonderful sleep, we set out on our journey to Mt. Sinai.  Waiting a couple of hours before hiking, we passed the time by letting the guards show off their hidden talents with an assortment of card tricks.  Later, during our holy ascent, we must have climbed over more camel dung than rocks and seen more Bedouin vendors than we did flies.  I must say, times have certainly changed since Moses


Continued on Page 6


Sinai continued from page 5 


– when one is able to buy anything from chocolate bars to cigarettes all the way up the mountain.  On the other hand, I guess one really never knows.  I mean hey, after all, if they were really busy building a golden calf down there, someone could have easily been selling illicit items up the mountain during Moses’ ascent and he just may have failed to record it.  But I digress.


After climbing what seemed like ten thousand bazillion steps, we reached the summit and watched the sunset with four random people from France.  Since it was freezing, we were all more than happy to accept the warm dinner invitation from one Bedouin named Hamed.  We entered his tent or commercial trade centre and tried to eat his melange of maccaroni and mystery meat (which proves to be quite a difficult task for any vegetarian).  After a special cup of Bedouin nescafe and a few cigarettes, the French people retired to their chambers and we soon followed.  As we began to fall asleep, the magnificent stars above us twinkled and the giant moon lit up entire mountain ranges…..


We had barely closed our eyes when we were greeted by high pitched screams from stupid tourists asking the Bedouins, “Is this the top?  But where are my friends?  Are you sure this is the top of the mountain?  Is this the entrance?”  I came very close to losing my calm collected state and had to be prevented from picking up rocks and knocking people off the mountain.  


As we descended around 5:30 in the morning, I felt a definite sense of accomplishment – although not in the ‘Moses,’ holy, spiritual sense.  It was more a feeling of having been able to eat, sleep and shit in the desert with four random French people, a Bedouin and two camels.  In closing, Hamed’s camel ‘Ahmed’ and I definitely recommend the climb.  Oh…and one more thing -- when you are up there do me a favour -- say hello and ask him what’s in the meat.


 











Yom Rishon for the Now


by Rebecca Heller


So, here I sit now reflecting at a three by two foot pea-green kitchen table.   This table is the place where chumus and pita are consumed daily and nana tea is sipped.  Shabbat candles are lit here and meals are shared, integrative OTZMA/Selah activities are brainstormed and English lessons are created and critiqued.  Letters are read from friends and family from home and written in return, Israeli newspapers are perused and heated discussions unfold here.  


	To my left, in the adjacent cottage, a newsletter meeting is taking place.  The editors, layout people, PR people and others have gathered to discuss plans for the second OTZMA newsletter.  In front of me, a constant flow of passersby heads to the phone to talk to friends and family.  Some will stand and chat at the public phone, and others will pace while talking on their pelephones.  Across the courtyard, two groups of OTZMAnikim are holding a Hebrew conversation to supplement and practice the new verbs and vocabulary we are learning in Ulpan, while others do homework and study independently.  A guitar is being strummed and several OTZMAnikim are singing a new favorite song, which was written and performed for our joint OTZMA/Selah talent show last week.  Down a short path and up the stairs, the Russians are playing ping-pong and Americans are chatting in Hebrew about their weekend adventures and sharing stories from their respective homes.  


Continued on Page 6
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Other OTZMAnikim are just returning from the Super Center, loaded down with grocery bags.  Still others are returning from a night walk along the path that we have deemed our favorite.  And here I am, reflecting in my Israeli-made spiral notebook, with the binding on the right side.   As I write in English from left to right, my hand collides with this Israel – binding actually meant for writing in the opposite direction.  Here I sit on this night, which I now call Yom Rishon, but I once knew as Sunday night.  


This night is no longer the night that ends the week, anticipating the now.  Instead, it is the equivalent of a Monday night back home, a work night, a night of business, learning, studying and reflecting.














Journal Entry


by Elena Garner





October 20, 1999


Tonight my 23 year-old mind was concentrating on my own little world – who I miss, who I really just don’t, why that’s not really right, and what in the world is going to happen when I go home, at some unspecified point in my future.  Then I was reminded that this is a time in which a nation is holding yahrzeit for a very distinct point in its past that shattered a dream, tore apart a nation, and brought great shame upon a usually very proud people.  Because we know that those who forget the past . . .  


Yitzhak Rabin was murdered in November of 1995, and I remember it like my father remembers JFK.  I remember hoping with all of my naïve soul that this moment would not be the beginning of an Israeli-Arab conflict that would spin out of control and bring to this region all of those horrible things that we all had feared for so long.  And then I heard – it was not an Arab, but a Jew.  Somehow we could then breathe a terrified sigh of relief.  At least it wasn’t an Arab, which could throw the country into war, we whispered in the shadows of our souls.  And then we realized, either way, he was gone.


Rabin the soldier wanted to give back the land he fought for in his youth to acquire the peace he had dreamt of.  The idea of a decorated soldier dying for participating in peace talks is the stuff of which historical fiction is made.  And then the dream and the dreamer were murdered.  But this nightmare is one this people would have to wake up to, not from.


This year I am here.  Tonight, as I lay in my bed in Sderot, having spent my day in Ulpan and painting the ganim, I know the life and death of that man affected where I am today.  It was his peace efforts that initially and permanently turned my attention toward Israeli current events.  It was his handshake on the White House lawn that today allows me to play in Israel under the shelter of the Oslo Accords – and I do believe my playground is safer because of that agreement.  I believe the so-called other side now knows that Israelis want the same thing that they do – to not just hope, but know that they live in a land that is not filled with people who hate.


 It is because of Rabin that this nation can dare to dream of peace in our time.  And it is because of, and perhaps even for him, that this nation no longer waits for peace to come to her – she seeks it longingly and knows in her heart that one day the dream will awaken. 
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Building a Beautiful Bridge


By Ben Zaretsky





One of the key reasons why many people signed up for Project OTZMA to come to Israel, meet Israelis and live alongside them. The thirty-five OTZMA-nikim who have been living at the Ibim absorption center have had limited opportunities to do this because the barbwire-surrounded complex they live in is populated by Russian immigrants. 


Now where many people might have found cause for complaint (and well some did) a handful of OTZMAnikim committed themselves to making inroads
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with this Russian community, and particularly with a group of Russian teenagers on Selah, a youth aliyah program. These OTZMAnikim, undeterred by the lack of a shared language, created a Wednesday night tradition whereby OTZMA and Selah would come together for a weekly activity. This past Wednesday was the first ever Ibim Talent show. 


Now, if you’ve never been there, IPAC (Ibim Performing Arts Center) is a beautiful place to take in a talent show. The stage, a half-moon of concrete raised three feet off the ground, is fully lit from above, and six redbrick rows of seats dug in to the side of a green hill encircle the stage. 


The show began at 7pm to a capacity crowd.  The audience was cordially asked—in several languages—to switch off their forever-ringing pelephones and then Lisa Levy, the first performer, was called to the stage. Wearing a red rayon shirt and brandishing an acoustic guitar, Lisa kicked off the show with an original song that was both heartfelt and humorous. “Lets sing and lets cheer for this place called Ibim,” she beckoned the audience. 


The first half of the show would feature more beautiful singing courtesy of Rebecca Heller and Svetta Lebedeva who treated everyone to a duet of “A Whole New World.” And resident singer/songwriter Alicia Cohen would deliver a rendition of “Summertime,” that came from a voice that was Julliard quality.  


Then, in a Marilyn Manson-makes-aliyah turn, was Stas Molodetsky. Clad in all black, with white face paint dripping black blood, Stas delivered a performance that was an introduction to the fine art of Death Metal. This genre of music features snarling guitar accompanied by lyrics that are not sung so much as they were roared. And Stas’ deft performance was an experience for the eardrums that was enough to inspire a cross-cultural moshpit. Thankfully no injuries were reported. 


And finally, taking a page from the beer-soaked book of fraternity hazing came a skit involving four people sitting in a row, one toothbrush smeared with Crest toothpaste, and a spit & gargle cup. Each person, in their turn, brushed, gargled, spat said gargle back into the cup, and then passed it all on to the next person. At the end of the line sat Mike Estreicher who — without thinking twice — chugged the soiled contents of the spit cup down.   


After a brief intermission, the second half of the show was ignited by Dr. Mike “I’m not a Dr. yet” Bialos and www.AdamSinclair.com who, packing more rhymes than a book by Dr. Seuss, electrified the audience with hyper-kinetic rapping and hand-to-mouth beat boxing. Leora Mallach summed up the general sentiment when she concluded, “they was def yo.” 


But Mike and Adam would not be the only ones to take the stage with an original song. Ron Buckstein also regaled the crowd with his lyrical ‘Ode to the Wild Cats of Ibim’ whose resounding refrain “Hatuleem, why the pork are you in my dreams. Lo Tovim those wild hatuleem want to make me scream,” will not be soon forgotten.  


The Jen Noparstak-led quintet featuring Faith Zuckerberg, Elena Aronson, Jess Aronson, and Miriam Frank got everyone’s pulses moving with a choreographed dance to the Backstreet Boys cheese-ballad “That Way.” The OTZMA ladies clad in white tank tops and baggy blue jeans lent some class to the song and brought the teeny-bop music to life. 


Closing out the second act was the turbo-charged duo of Joni Shapiro and Chaim Link, whose precision choreographed swing dancing to “Zoot Suit Riot” would surely have garnered at least three and a quarter stars from the judges on Star Search. 


But quite possibly the biggest treat of the evening was the trio of Andre Fomenko, Yuri Farber and Ilya Smirnoff who, each playing a guitar, treated the audience to a series of Russian folk songs. The three musicians sang songs that had been packed up and brought from their homeland. And while the meaning of the words was lost on the English speaking OTZMAnikim, the passion and beauty with which the Russians sang was clear. They sang from the stage and from their seats, calling to mind lyrics that came from far away, and were now being sung into the Israeli night. 














The Language That Was Prayer


by Aaron Spector


This was my response to our assignment of investigating the story of one immigrant we know.  After talking to an American who came to Israel in the 1980s, I wrote this poem:





	In a country 


	Where the people mix


	The mixture supercedes


	And money floats.





	A person


	Left


	Seeking the few


	In those few


	He rose.





	When I think of that person


	And my reflection now


	I see a life


	In which


	The language that was prayer


	Is conversation


	Where the sun and the moon


	Softly speak


	But even the shopkeeper will listen


	And in those almost silent moments


	I’m writing the next line


	Of a song


	I sung as a child


	Taking three steps forward


	And bowing to the east.











Cuban Immigrants in Ashquelon Make International News


by Erica Ernst





Ashquelon hit the headlines recently and not just in the Otzma newsletter.  Beit Canada Absorption Center is home to some of the 400 Cubans who have made aliyah since 1995.  


Fidel Castro insisted on the secrecy of the immigration, but a few weeks ago the London Telegraph broke the story.  Soon after, the mercaz klitah Beit Canada was hounded by news cameras and reporters from Ha’aretz and the New York Times.  


There was some concern that Castro might forbid the further immigration of Cuban Jews to Israel, but most of the Cubans living at the mercaz were happy to discuss their presence in Israel.  They took the opportunity to complain to the Israeli government that they do not receive the same rights as other political refugees from Ethiopia and Yemen.


One 21-year-old Cuban immigrant came nine months ago for greater economic opportunity.  So far, though, he has found life in Israel very difficult.  He left Cuba without any money and receives 1,000 shekels ($250) a month from the government, which means he does not have enough money to leave the mercaz klitah.  


Some of the Cuban immigrants hope that presenting such situations to the media and the Israeli government will help them receive additional assistance.  Such concerns have far surpassed the worries about Castro.











“If You Build It . . . . ”


By Daniel Cohen





Ok, maybe the sand-covered playground on the campus of the Yitzhak Rabin Elementary School is not exactly the field of dreams.  Yet Amram Shlumi, a member of a local urban kibbutz, thinks otherwise. 


 In his endeavor to build a new “migrash,” a soccer field, he has caught the attention of the student body and three American volunteers.  Every Wednesday Eric Danis, Steve Schwartz and I help Amram and the students build the field. 


According to Amram, allowing the children to participate in the building and digging as well as 
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other gardening and irrigation projects around the school gives them a sense of ownership and pride.  The projects also improve the appearance of the school.  


Moreover, these projects provide alternative approaches to learning for students who find sitting in a classroom and learning from a textbook difficult.


OTZMAnik Eric Danis comments, “While this seems like a minor project, it will have many positive effects.  I am happy that I can help make improvements in the school.” 


	The students enjoy playing soccer during breaks between classes, but the older kids must share the playing field with the younger ones.  Usually the younger ones are forced to give way.  An additional field will allow the younger children to play their own games without feeling bullied by the older group.  Also, Amram said since the students began to work on these projects the level of violence in the school has decreased.  


	It is quite fascinating to watch the kids engage in the physical labor during their free time.  Not only do they seem to enjoy the physical activity, they are further engaged when they can see their progress and the fruits of their labor.  Above all else, Amram emphasizes that the students should feel that they are contributing.  


	He hopes to further the sense of student ownership by facilitating the development of a democratic decision- making process in the school.  Through this process, the students will have the power to choose what they will learn and how they will learn it.  


	While the learning environment will inevitably improve for the students, it is also beneficial to the OTZMAnikim.  The interaction with the kids gives us many opportunities to practice our Hebrew, develop positive relationships, and learn from them.  I am happy that I am able to participate in this innovative learning model and I hope that I can return one day to see the finished product.














 Beit Safer Datti


by Kate Hirschfeld


I tutor English and paint kindergar-tens three days a week.  Before I discuss my experiences at these locations, I would like to recall one of my first volunteer placements on OTZMA.  


	During the municipal strike several OTZMAnikim worked doing maintenance at a couple of Moadonim in Sderot.  I worked with two girls at a Moadon next to a kindergarten.  The children ran to the fence and asked what we were doing.  One friendly Israeli boy told us “this property is not yours!  Get off before we kill you.”  We enjoyed our warm welcome.


	Now I work at any given kindergarten one day a week painting equipment.  Many of the children have told us that they want to help too.  I also tutor English to eighth grade boys and high-school age girls at the religious school.  


	The first day I worked with the boys, each one asked the female OTZMAnikim to come help them.  I chose the least rowdy boys in the class.  This did not stop one young man from asking me if I would give him my phone number and go out on a date with him.  He was horrified when I told him that I am nine years older than he is.  Since that day, Asher, another one of the boys, has also asked me out and proposed marriage.  He understood when I said no.  


	My most rewarding work has taken place with a young Ethiopian girl named Yaffa.  Yaffa and I became immediate friends, but at first she refused to speak English.  Now when she sees me at school she gives me notes she writes in during her classes – in English.  Thursday I brought The Giving Tree by Shel Silverstein for her to read.  I think it was more exciting for her because she wanted to read, speak and learn about the book.  She even asked if she could stay longer when it was time for her to go.  We both went home feeling great and excited for next week. 











Soul fire


by Lynn Gefsky


	A “year off.”  I don’t fully understand that term I must admit.  A year off from what?  I take it to mean one last year of life without knowing the realities of a nine-to-five job.  So why did I, along with 69 amazing characters decide to take our “year off” in Israel?  Why aren’t we at some Club Med serving drinks?  Or lost within the boundaries of foreign beauties with no attachments but our bank card statements?  Why am I using my “final freedoms” to dive into the mysteries of faith and creation in, arguably, the most sacred and complicated land on earth?  During the last era of “no responsibilities” in my life, why am I immersing my mind in the unknowns of peoples and generations?  Why am I asking so many questions, especially when my answers vary each day?


	That’s the point I guess – that my solutions vary each day.  Every sunset I see enables me to capture more beauty.  Every day that passes invites me to gain more knowledge into these mysteries.  I am beginning my journey into faith that this “time off” allows.  I am able to reflect on the past that defines my history as a Jew and imagine a future of further discovery.   I am beginning to understand the dynamics of Israel and her struggle to protect her Zionist ideologies.  What’s my part?  When can I begin if I haven’t already?


	The OTZMA experience is granting me the opportunity to reduce ignorance each time I encounter issues I didn’t even know existed.  Why is Israel the only country I can recall in which my bags are checked when I enter a store and not when I leave?  Where will my friends living in the Golan move their worlds to if the Israeli government decides to take away the only home they have ever known? I am enlightened by the fact that everything in Israel is one thing and then something else.  I am understanding the truths and commitments which derive from the saying, “the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.”�	So I think that this “year off” has actually turned into “a year on.”  These thoughts create a welcomed pressure to discover the endless boundaries that can be treasured with a little faith.  This year off is exhausting!





























Rocking With The Oldies


by Faith Zuckerberg


I walked into the senior center expecting to find frail, stagnant people.  What I saw were groups of people playing cards, dominoes and Rummy cube.  There were men and women chatting with one another about their lives – children, families and friends.  I entered a place where the elderly come to be social and enjoy the company of their neighbors.  The center has people from Russia, Morocco, Persia and all over Israel.  


	First thing in the morning the seniors do aerobics to get their muscles moving and their blood pumping.  I exercised along with them – what a workout!  Breakfast is then served – a delicious tomato and cucumber salad with cottage cheese or sour cream.  A real Israeli breakfast!  The seniors then play games or talk amongst themselves.  I sit and talk or play games with them.  Lunch is then served and they go home.  A fun filled day!


	Recently, Alicia, Ilana and I thought that the seniors could use a good laugh.  We decided to take center-stage and sing for them.  We performed a medley of Jewish songs that had the seniors singing along and clapping.  Alicia then went onto a solo vocal arrangement.  By the end, most of the seniors had smiles on their faces, not from laughing at us, but from enjoying themselves.  At one point of the performance a man stopped the show to shake Alicia’s hand.  She is now a celebrity at the center.  


	Working with the seniors has been a rewarding and exciting experience.  I look forward to the upcoming month working with them, learning about the people and hearing their stories. 
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