Rosh Hashana 101

SOUTH BAY TEMPLE REACHES OUT TO UNAFFILIATED JEWS ON HOLY DAY

By Kim Vo
Mercury  News

It had been three decades since Julie Anzaldo attended Rosh Hashana .
services. But on Thursday, when the rabbi swung open the ark doors, Click photo to enlarge
revealing the Torah, Judaism's sacred scrolls, she burst into tears. And when
the cantor blew into the shofar, eliciting the sustained bleat that for centuries
has signaled the High Holy Days, she cried again.

"All the wonder of my childhood came back," said Anzaldo, one of nearly 100
people who attended a free - and unusual - community service offered by
Temple Emanu-El, the South Bay's oldest Jewish synagogue.

Rabbi Dana Magat hoped the community service, held at the Heritage
Theatre in Campbell, would attract unaffiliated Jews who longed to attend
High Holy Day services - among the most sacred in Judaism - but were too
intimidated by their unfamiliarity with the rituals or by the high ticket prices to

Temple Emanu-El Cantor Intern Meeka
Simerly, sings during Rosh... (Maria J.
attend. Avila / Mercury News)

Though tickets are included in regular membership dues, it's common for
many local synagogues to charge the multitudes who only attend during High
Holy Days - a phenomenon similar to the Christmas-and-Easter crowd. The
tickets cover the cost of multiple services during the 10-day period between
Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur. This year Temple Emanu-El's tickets were
$250.
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Unaffiliated Jews - those who don't belong to any synagogue - account for 44 percent of the Jewish community,
according to the National Jewish Population Survey. Leaders fret over the numbers because the unaffiliated tend to
be less

involved in Jewish life.
Advertisement A free service "might get them in the door," Magat
said.

"We felt people weren't offering an introduction to
High Holy Day services," he said. Would-be
participants "might be born Jewish, but don't get it.
They feel stupid.”
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So Thursday's afternoon session was more like a
"Rosh Hashana for Dummies" than a traditional
service. Magat enthusiastically explained the basics:
The meaning of Rosh Hashana (literally, "head of

Act Now - Local I\/Iortgage Rates the year"). What a shofar is (a ram's horn). And he

at 4.65% went over the significance of what is sometimes

: called the Days of Awe: to take stock of one's life,

repent for misdeeds and seek forgiveness to start
the year anew.
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"It's a beautiful process," he told the audience,
wearing kippot and tallis, but also dresses and
jeans. "We realize as human beings we miss the

mark."

Magat and Cantor Meeka Simerly also sang, including "Oseh Shalom," a familiar tune to many since it's often sung
after Kaddish, the Jewish mourning prayer. The audience clapped along.

At other times, the audience followed along in the prayer books - ones normally reserved for older children. The rabbi
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even instructed people how to open them - from the right.

Throughout the event, the rabbi allowed audience members to pepper him with questions on everything from how the
Reform movement treats children from interfaith marriages to the rules on organ donation. The queries led to
discussions on topics such as whether Judaism has a devil and an afterlife.

Magat quipped that there were differing Jewish beliefs about the afterlife, including the mystical Kabbalah tradition in
which people are reincarnated into another human form. "We don't come back as grasshoppers," he cautioned. "Jews
would never go for that."

The afternoon wasn't exactly what Linda Kawaguchi expected.

"I thought it'd be more of a service," said the San Jose woman who hadn't regularly attended temple "in a long time."

Temple Emanu-El did hold a more traditional two-hour service Thursday morning for 600 people. Nancy Markham,
76 and ailing, missed the morning session, but attended the community service.

"| think it's a wonderful idea," the Santa Clara woman said. "l think in general, we have not been telling people who
we are. Even people who are Jewish don't know."

The community service lacked the intensity of her childhood temple in Los Angeles, but perhaps that ultimately was a
good thing, said Anzaldo, who clutched a stack of fliers the temple put out advertising additional services.

"I really enjoyed it. I've spent 30 years searching and wandering," the Fremont woman said. "And this was a gentle
easing in for me."

Contact Kim Vo at kvo@mercurynews.com or call (408) 920-5719.
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Temple Emanu-EI Cantor Intern Meeka Simerly, sings during Rosh Hashanah service held at the Heritage Theatre in Campbell
Thursday September 13, 2007. The service was hosted by Temple Emanu-El in an attempt to reach out to unaffiliated Jews.
(Maria J. Avila / Mercury News)
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Joe Rosenbaum, 88, of Sunnyvale participated in Rosh Hashanah service held at the Heritage Theatre in Campbell Thursday
September 13, 2007. The service was hosted by Temple Emanu-El in an attempt to reach out to unaffiliated Jews. (Maria J. Avila
/ Mercury News)
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Rabbi Dana Magat of Temple Emanu-EI, answers question and talks about Judaism during Rosh Hashanah service held at the
Heritage Theatre in Campbell Thursday September 13, 2007. The service was hosted by Temple Emanu-El in an attempt to reach
out to unaffiliated Jews. (Maria J. Avila / Mercury News)
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(Center Lt.) Ellen Ratner, of Santa Clara listens to Rabbi Dana Magat of Temple Emanu-El, answers question and talks about
Judaism during Rosh Hashanah service held at the Heritage Theatre in Campbell Thursday September 13, 2007. The service was
hosted by Temple Emanu-El in an attempt to reach out to unaffiliated Jews. (Maria J. Avila / Mercury News)
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Rabbi Dana Magat of Temple Emanu-El, stores the Torah while explaining its role in Judaism, while Cantor intern Meeka Simerly,
watches during a Rosh Hashanah service held at the Heritage Theatre in Campbell Thursday September 13, 2007. The service
was hosted by Temple Emanu-El in an attempt to reach out to unaffiliated Jews. (Maria J. Avila / Mercury News)
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