A Difficult and Painful Week
October 16, 2023

What an unimaginably difficult and painful moment we have been living through. As a JTS

community, we have been processing and grieving the tragic events in Israel as well as its
reverberations at home. It became immediately clear that the horrific devastation deeply and
personally affects our entire community. Many students, staff, and faculty have family members

who are living in Israel, serving in the IDF, or have been taken hostage. Our hearts go out to you
all. I pray that each of your friends, families, colleagues, and extended network in Israel are safe
and feeling supported during these challenging days.

Last week our community pulled together and supported not only Israel, but one another. As a
community, we strengthened each other and provided comfort as best we could. I’d like to take
this opportunity to reflect on how, in just one week, we came together in the face of tragedy.

If you have not already had the chance, I encourage you to read the message I wrote last
week about the War in Israel.

Rabbi Ayelet Cohen and Rabbi Stephanie Ruskay have been in constant communication
both collectively and 1:1 with Rabbinical students in their Israel year. Schechter Beit
Midrash Rabbinical School classes are scheduled to begin on Oct 22 as originally
scheduled. Deans Cohen and Ruskay have been working with all the students to design
an academic program that will enable them to progress in their studies. Those that have
elected to remain in Israel have been packing and delivering supplies for soldiers,
collecting and distributing items for evacuated Israeli and Bedouin families from the
south, making shiva calls, babysitting, visiting elders in nursing homes, teaching English
to neighborhood children, and studying Talmud in the name of soldiers and hostages. We
are immensely proud of all our students as they navigate these unimaginable times.

The JTS Counseling Center, Student Life, and Residence Life have been providing extra
support for students during this time. JTS’s Center for Pastoral Education is also offering
emotional and spiritual support at specially designated times.

Staft and faculty have shown their support of Israel and shared their expertise and
scholarship in multiple ways: Professor Burt Visotzky led a prayer at the United Nations
last Friday; Rabbi Naomi Kalish is leading a special program called “Caring for Self and
Others in this Time of Crisis,” designed for rabbis, cantors, educators, chaplains, and
others; Rabbi Jan Uhrbach and Rabbi Gordon Tucker created a compilation of Psalms
and prayers for Rabbis; Rabbi Ayelet Cohen spoke with US4 Today about our Rabbinical
School students studying in Israel; and Lisa Paule, director of Torah Fund, arranged for
the manufacturing of Torah Fund’s new pins to be done at a factory in Northern Israel.
And these are just a few of the many ways our staff and faculty have led efforts in
support of the current crisis.
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o Several prayer gatherings, listening spaces, vigils, and other collective actions have
provided opportunities for the community to come together and tangibly share the many
emotions that many of us were experiencing.

o Last Monday afternoon, under the leadership of Rabbi Gordon Tucker, we held a
special Minhah service for our community where I shared my thoughts.44 Rabbi
Julia Andelman led the tefillah, and Rabbi Ayelet Cohen and Cantor Raphael
Frieder led us in special prayers for the State of Israel, the IDF, the wounded, and
the captives. Being together for prayer, song, and reflection brought comfort and
strength to us all.

o On Monday evening, JTS was a proud co-sponsor of the Upper West Side Jewish
Community event held at Ansche Chesed. Many students and staff joined the
thousands who gathered in song, prayer, and solidarity. Rabbi Ayelet Cohen
offered a Prayer for Healing that she wrote.

o On Thursday, JTS participated in a communal fast organized by the Hadar
Institute to show solidarity with the hostages and their families.

e A massive rally planned by the Students for Justice in Palestine (SJP) took place last
Thursday at Columbia. A counter-protest was also held, which many of our students
attended. Despite fears that it could ignite violence, fortunately, students remained
physically safe. We are very grateful for the team at Columbia / Barnard Hillel, including
Ilana Sandberg, a Sth-year rabbinical student, our RD and JLD staff (Gisel Baler, Danny
Golde, Claire Miller, Anna Bruder, Noah Friedman-Nathan), and Dean Amy
Kalmanofsky and Dean Sara Horowitz and their teams, who have and will continue to
provide opportunities for students to come together and support each other during this
time.

Sadly, the crisis in Israel has further inflamed antisemitism in this country. I want to publicly
acknowledge our gratitude to the JTS Public Safety team, led by Captain Angel Maya, for their
tireless efforts over the past week. Their close communication with both Columbia’s Public
Safety and the NYPD, the increased patrols and enhanced security measures, and their resolute
vigilance have kept us safe during this unsettling time.

We know that there is much more work to be done and that the situation in Israel remains grave.
May the JTS community continue to provide support and strength to one other and may more
hopeful days lie ahead.
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