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My December Dilemma
by Alice Swersey

As a music teacher in public
school, I face an annnual
question that I anticipate

with some trepidation.  The issues are
always: What should the December mu-
sic program include? What to exclude?
and How to be sensitive to the responses
from the public? Some public schools
deal with this by having a winter musi-
cal program in January.  I have never been
in a school that opted for that.

Thirteen years ago I began teaching
music in the hilltowns of Western Mas-
sachusetts, where I was the first teacher
to sing Hanukkah songs.  The principal
was delighted and very supportive of my
diversifying influence. I pointed out to
him that Hanukkah was in the textbooks
as was Kwanza. Since before that time,
in the last two decades, “multicultural”
has been the catchword. You can sing
about Christmas and Hanukkah along
with anything ethnic such as Hispanic
and Latin songs, African and Native
American music, Japanese songs,
etc.When I moved to this area, I attended
a newcomers' meeting at a local Reform
temple.  I reported that I was the first
ever to teach Hanukkah songs in the lo-

cal school.  The rabbi, a young father who
said he had been asked to demonstrate a
menorah in his son’s kindergarten class,
argued that we really should not be do-
ing “these religious Jewish things” in pub-
lic school.  He believed strongly in sepa-
ration of religion and state.

Each year, when I teach  Hanukkah
songs, I ask the mostly non-Jewish class
if they know about Hanukkah. A fourth-
grade student said he heard about “Har-
monica, the Jewish Christmas.” I re-
sponded  that Hanukkah is not equiva-
lent to Christmas. Somehow that mes-
sage doesn’t satisfy.  The children cannot
fathom that anyone could do without
something like Christmas in his or her
life.

Recently the school nurse sent the
teachers a confidential listing of some
student health concerns such as asthma,
seizures, bee stings, playground restric-
tions and religious considerations! The
religious concerns related to Jehovah’s
Witnesses, who may not participate in
Halloween parties and songs or appear-
ances by Santa Claus in school.  I was
struck that this was confidential infor-
mation.  I usually do not have informa-
tion about a child's religion, but perhaps
I should. Why not alert the music teacher
that a Jewish child needs consideration?

If I am told that a child has a par-
ticular religious concern, I will certainly
honor it: I’ll not teach Halloween songs
in the class of a Jehovah's Witness, but I
will teach  a Hanukkah song if I know

that a Jewish child is in the class. I once
taught a Hanukkah song in a third-grade
class and a little boy very excitedly told
me that this was his holiday. I had not
known that the child was Jewish.  I shared
with him that it was my holiday, too, and
then we got on with the music.

Religion in the schools is the subject
of a very public debate. Music teachers
(who are frequently subject to budget
cuts) are usually left to their own devices
except when they are heard by the pub-
lic, several times a year. Then their work
becomes very important…and very pub-
lic.

My December dilemma lies in de-
termining what to include and how to
present it in the light of  the current
trends and feelings in the community.
How can one ignore the vastness of
Christmas in America today?  Is it OK
to sing about Santa, but not Mary and
the baby?  Or is it better to have none of
it....then what?  This recalls the backlash
to religion in schools during the 1970s,
when the curriculum spoke of  Martin
Luther King as the civil rights activist
only and not as a man of the cloth doing
the Lord's work. I wonder how effectively
we can teach tolerance and understand-
ing while excluding essential informa-
tion?  Our challenge, I believe, is to teach
all of it and to be considerate and respect-
ful of individual differences.

As a musician, I have a problem with
snowmen and snowflakes. These subjects
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have not moved composers to the heights of their creative po-
tential. Obviously winter has not inspired as great a body of
music as religion. My goal is to select music of the highest quality
of the genre. I have been comfortable teaching historically and
culturally significant music that happens to be religious, but I
would never teach it for its religious content.  I truly enjoy
good Christmas music, beautifully sung and respectfully per-
formed.  Yet I do believe that teachers need to promote under-
standing of all customs and celebrations even in neighborhoods
that are homogeneous or that contain a significant minority.

Consequently I have dealt with this dilemma by teaching
music about St. Lucia, pinatas, wassail, lullabies to holy babies,
American spirituals, an African Noel, a Japanese New Year's
greeting, the winter solstice and Kwanza. I have taught music
about Hanukkah, menorahs, dreidels--in Hebrew, English and
Ladino.  And yes, I have taught a bit about the weather: “Let it
snow, let it snow” and “White Christmas.” Most important,
my students are taught to perform well and to be a good audi-
ence.  Wish me luck!

My December Dilemma
Continued from page 1 SMB MicroCinema

Coming Attractions

Arguing the World
Saturday, January 6

7 PM

Due to popular demand, our screenings will shift to Sat-
urday nights, starting on January 6 at 7:00 PM, when our film
will be Arguing the World. (1998, 106 minutes). This docu-
mentary explores C.C.N.Y in the 1930s, a hotbed of Jewish
intellectualism, and four great minds who emerged from it:
Daniel Bell, Nathan Glazer, Irving Howe and Irving Kristol. It
is a powerful record both of American intellectual history and
the role of a generation of Jewish thinkers in shaping that his-
tory. The New York Times calls it “enthralling...fascinating...one
of the deepest portraits ever filmed of the fluidity of ideas.”

If you’re interested in a subscription, which still offers a
great value as we prorate them for the last three films on the
first year's series, call Alan Gelb at 392-5109.

Those who gathered for our screening of the German film
The N asty Girl on October 29 enjoyed a stimulating evening.
We began with the film itself, a provocative retelling of
the true story of a young German woman who delves into the
World War II pasts of her neighbors, and went on to a first-rate
discussion facilitated by Dr. Elizabeth Wilen-Berg of East
Chatham and New York City. Dr. Wilen-Berg, a psychothera-
pist and the daughter of Holocaust survivors, has used The
Nasty Girl in a course on Understanding Human Behavior in
The Holocaust, which she has taught at Williams College, and
she brought along with her a 60 Minutes clip featuring the
real-life woman whose story inspired The N asty Girl. We ex-
tend a hearty thank you to Dr. Wilen-Berg for her help with
this event.

Microcinema Rolls On
by Alan Gelb

On Sunday, November 29, we screened The Land Was
Theirs. This outstanding documentary chronicles several gen-
erations in a Jewish agricultural community in New Jersey
settled by the famous philanthropist Baron de Hirsch, who also
helped settle Jews in Nassau. (Fred Rheingold of our Synagogue
lives and farms on land deeded to his family by the Baron).

Hebrew Marathon a Success

Seven intrepid members of our community attended
the first Synagogue-sponsored Hebrew Marathon, held at
Lydia Kukoff ’s home on November 12. Using a nationally rec-
ognized curriculum developed by Rabbi Noah Golinkin, the
Hebrew Marathon billed itself as a one-day affair in which a
participant could come in knowing not a single letter of He-
brew and leave with a good start toward a reading knowledge
of the language.

Fueled by rugelach, clementines, lots of coffee and a ter-
rific lunch break, we overcame our initial skepticism and worked
effectively under the tutelage of Lydia and Diane Leibovitz.
We learned that Hebrew is, indeed, a user-friendly language
and, with practice reinforcing what we’ve already learned, we
should be able to help fulfill Rabbi Golinkin’s mission: to have
every Jew eventually become a Hebrew-reading Jew.   Thank
you Lydia and Diane—you were great!

For all those who may be interested in participating in
such an event in the future, pay close attention to your news-
letter and emails because the success of this first Marathon sug-
gests that the Synagogue will soon offer the event again.
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Saturday, December 2
Parashat Toldot    Genesis 25:19-28:9
Isaac and Rebecca have Jacob and Esau and a host of family
problems. Jacob acquires the birthright, the blessing and the
hatred of Esau.
Haftarah- Malachi 1:1-2:7   God chooses Jacob over Esau to
receive the family heritage.
Saturday, December 9
Parashat Va-yetze   Genesis 28:10- 32:3
Jacob’s dream upon leaving Canaan. Jacob marries and mar-
ries. Leah and Rachel compete through childbirth. Jacob’s prob-
lems with his uncle Laban.
Haftarah- Hosea 12:13-14:10   Hosea rebukes the Northern
Kingdom of the Ten Tribes because of its arrogance.
Saturday, December 16
Parashat Va-yishlach    Genesis 32:4-36:43
Jacob and his family return to Canaan where Jacob wrestles
with an angel. Reconciliation with Esau but Jacob has prob-
lems with the neighbors and his sons.
Haftarah- Hosea 11:7-14:10  Hosea contrasts God’s kindness
towards the Israelites with the unfaithfulness of the people.
Saturday, December 23
Parashat Vayeshev   Genesis 37:1-40:23
Joseph incurs the jealousy of his brothers and he is sold into
slavery in Egypt where he winds up in jail.
Haftarah- Amos 2:6-3:8
God’s patience with the people is worn out. They practice fla-
grant unrighteousness toward one another.
Saturday, December 30
Parashat Mi-ketz    Genesis 41:1-44:17
Joseph rises to prominence as the interpreter of dreams for
Pharaoh. Famine comes to the region and Joseph’s brothers come
to Egypt for food. Joseph devises a plan to see if his brothers
have changed in twenty years.
Haftarah: I Kings 3:15-4:1
Solomon’s wisdom is displayed through his judgment of the
case of the two women claiming the same baby.

Torah and Haftarah Readings

Saturday, January 6
Parashat Va-yigash  Genesis 44:18-47:27
Judah emerges as leader of the brothers. Joseph reveals himself
to the brothers. Jacob and all his family move to Egypt.
Haftarah- Ezekiel 37:15-28
The Children of Israel will be reunited from their exiles.
Saturday, January 13
Parashat Va-yechi  Genesis 47:28-50:26
Jacob’s blessings for his sons. Jacob and Joseph die.
Haftarah- I Kings 2:1-12
David’s last words to Solomon, his son.
Saturday, January 20
Parashat Shmot  Exodus 1:1-6:1
The Israelites are enslaved. Moses is hidden and found by
Pharoah’s daughter. Moses flees to Midian where God talks to
him and sends him on the mission of freeing the Jewish people.
Haftarah- Isaiah 27:6-28:13, 29:22ó23
The people will come out of their degradation and ultimately,
redemption will come.
Saturday, January 27
Parashat Va-era  Exodus 6:2-9:35
Moses and Aaron go to Pharoah who refuses to let the Israelites
go. The first seven plagues strike Egypt.
Haftarah- Ezekiel 28:25-29:21
Exekiel predicts the downfall of the Egypt of his day and criti-
cizes the Jews for relying on any alliance with them.

Rose Duhan and Steve Relles and family; Naomi Bernstein;
Zvi and Beatrice Cohen and family; Marcus and Virginia
Feldman and family

Thank You for Your Contributions!

Nancy Andell, Sara Berman, Sally & Daniel Block,
George& Janet Carey, Delores Cartiff, Mary Anne Cohen,
Elayne & Saul Cohen, Lee Elster, Virginia & Marc Feldman,
Irene & Jack Frankel, Arlene & Ronald Gilbert, Fannie Hiller,
Edith & Lawrence Hurwit, Mary Lou Kalman, Gloria & Arnold
Kaufman, Joanne & Haskell Klaristenfeld, Louise Kleinberg,
Lydia & Bernie Kukoff, Elenor Lees, Anna B. Levine, Ellen &
Fred Levine, Majorie & Phillip Lewis, Lucille & Sheldon
Lichtblau, Mimi & Charles Lieber, Janie  & Larry Machiz,
Penny & Jonathan Metsch, Marilyn Oser, Fern Apfel & An-
drew Pellettieri, Sue & Samuel Press, Anne & Sidney Richter,
Bonnie & James Rothenberg, Annette Schickman, Shirley
Schips, Joan & Michael Sinai, Marilyn & Leon Sokol, Ronald
Soloway, Alice & Burt Swersey, Carol Weir, Eve & Gustave
Weiss, Amy Kovner & Sandy White
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Welcome New Members!

An SMB Cemetery?

At a recent meeting of the Board of Trustees, it was sug-
gested that we look into the possible establishment of a Jewish
cemetery under SMB auspices.

While, at least for the time being, such an undertaking
must be considered a long-range project, an indication of the
extent of interest on the part of our membership might deter-
mine whether or not the project would be explored further.

Please e-mail or call Charles D. Lieber at liebercd@aol.com
or (518) 392-3322 (between 10 AM and 5 PM).  Your re-
sponse and views are needed.
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When I was in college in New York City, I volunteered weekly
at a community service center in Harlem. Usually, we worked right in
the storefront center. One time, however, we were sent out to install a
linoleum floor in a neighborhood apartment where the residents had
bought the linoleum but could not afford to hire someone to install
it. I had never before put in a linoleum floor but what made it more
difficult was the lack of any of the basic tools that anyone would need
to do the job. The people in the apartment did not have the linoleum
knives, scissors, or even a ruler to measure the space to be covered and
the linoleum on the roll.

I grew up with rulers, scissors, pencils, crayons, and all the el-
ementary implements that shape a childhood in ways we don’t even
realize. We take their presence for granted. Though most of us never
become artists or crafts persons or musicians, the ready availability of
these things somehow helped us grow and stimulated our minds in
ways that benefited whatever we have done since then. Their absence,
by the same token, can only deprive children of necessary mental
stimulation

Even after many years of teaching, I remain surprised and sad-
dened that so many Jewish children in our communities grow up
with similar deprivation. Of course I am not referring to a lack of
pencils, pens, paper, or scissors.  I have tutored in many homes and
more often than not I have faced a total absence of Jewish books--
even the most basic. Twenty or thirty years ago, western Jews would
take great risks to smuggle in Bibles, prayer books, or even Jewish
calendars to knowledge-thirsty communities of Jews that were being
denied access to their Jewish heritage. In this country, in homes where
the best of computer equipment is readily on hand, one cannot find
even the most basic Jewish books.

 We were once known as the “People of the Book.” I am not
sure that this is true anymore. The fact that we have to declare a
special Jewish Book Month in itself shows how much we have slipped.
In our long past, every day was “Jewish Book Month.” There is a
great irony here. Today, more than ever before, so much of Jewish

Hebrew School Chanukah Party
Sunday December 17 Noon

Songs  Games   Refreshments

If you ever wondered what busy people do in their spare time,
here’s what SAMB spiritual leader Fred Rheingold and Board Mem-
ber Sy Balsen do, they start a software company. It’s called digitalTorah
Software (established in 1993) and it produces and sells synagogue
prayer and torah/ haftarah tutorials on CD-ROM for Mac and Win-
dows computers. It’s just like having Fred as your private teacher!
Currently available is digitalSiddur, Volume I, The Friday Night
Shabbat Home Service and digitalSiddur, Volume II, The Shabbat
Morning Service (learn to lead or follow the Shabbat morning ser-
vice). And if you ever wanted to learn to chant a haftarah,
digitalHaftarah will teach you how. You can check out the company’s
web site at www.digitaltorah.com or call Sy at 766-9876. A portion
of all orders from SAMB members will be donated to our Synagogue.

knowledge is accessible, especially to English speakers. Classic works
of Judaism, access to which twenty years ago or less was limited to
those who were fluent in Hebrew, are now available in multiple edi-
tions and interpretations. New volumes of English translations of
the Talmud come out every few months. The Kabbalah is enjoying a
huge surge of interest, and books by the hundreds now explain basic
Jewish beliefs and practices. Yet I have seen hardly any of these texts
in the majority of Jewish homes.

Even if you do not intend to become a great Talmudic scholar
or a mystic who will fathom the depths of the Four Worlds of Exist-
ence, invest in at least a few basic works--a Bible, a prayer book or a
one-volume Jewish encyclopedia. Maybe even beat the local Jewish
undertaker or kosher butcher to the punch and splurge for a new
Jewish calendar every year. You will find these books of benefit to
yourself as well as to your children. From the very presence of such
volumes in your home an aura of holiness will emanate that is sure to
increase every time you open them and learn from their pages.

A Plea for Jewish Book Month
by Fred Rheingold

digitalTorah Software

❧ ❧ ❧


