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Levana
Levana is a new US Women venture; an e-zine which will be sent out to all US Women who use e-mail. Of 

course, shuls may wish to print out a few copies for those members who are not on e-mail, or to keep in shul 

for reference. Levana is modelled on the amazing 'Moonlight' which was created by Rebbetzen Anna 

Vandenberg, as an e- Newsletter of Moonlight, the Rosh Chodesh Group of that name, serving the women of 

Wembley, Kenton and Kingsbury United Synagogues, Wembley Spanish & Portuguese and Neve Shalom 

Sephardi Congregations.  
 

So many different US Women have contributed to this, our first issue.  

Their experiences are so very diverse and yet all are facets of the many and intricate ways in which we interact 

with our Judaism.  

Our aim is to include, to inform, and to inspire all our readers.  

Please join us:  become involved by writing articles and letting us know what is going on in your community.  
 

We wish you Shanah Tovah Umetukah – a Happy and Sweet New Year. 

Doreen Samuels, Editor 
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To introduce the first issue, we are thrilled to have a message from Valerie Mirvis, wife of Chief Rabbi 
Ephraim Mirvis. 
 

I am delighted to welcome this first edition of ‘Levana’, an exciting project of US Women, which I hope will 
bring inspiration to many.  
 

‘Levana’ is a beautifully apt name for this publication. It is the Hebrew word for ‘moon’, which is very 
significant in Jewish tradition. The lunar cycle governs our calendar and determines the timing of our festivals. 
Why is the moon so special for us? 
 

The moon has no light of its own. Rather, it reflects the light of the sun onto the earth. Similarly, it is our 
responsibility to reflect the light of Torah within our communities and within our society. As ambassadors of 
authentic Jewish values, it is our privilege to bring the beauty of our tradition to be appreciated by one and all. 
 

May the material in this publication achieve this aspiration and may the activities of US Women be a blessing 
for women across our community. 
 

With warm wishes for a Shana Tovah,   
Valerie Mirvis 
   

Wife of Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis 

 

 

                                                                                        

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

 
 

Rebbetzen Lisa Levene was one of a group of Rebbetzens from around the UK who accompanied Valerie 
Mirvis on a leadership development visit to Rome this year. She told us: “The opportunity to connect with 
Rebbetzens across the country was, for me, the highlight. Away from our communities, in a place rich of 
Jewish history; seeing our past with fresh eyes, was a real gift. Understanding the challenges that lie 
ahead of us, and forging new relationships to develop Anglo Jewry going forward, as well as celebrating 
our daily efforts, enthused me so much, and sent me back home with a sense of fervour and passion for 
our privileged roles.” 
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  From Claire Lemer and Jacqui Zinkin, Co-chairs, 
US Women:  
 

As we move into a new year with a new project, 
US Women reflects on the past successes of the 
‘Moonlight ‘magazine which came out each Rosh 
Chodesh for several years, and has developed this 
‘e’-zine for the United Synagogue Women of the 
future.   
 

Please become involved by writing articles and 
letting us know what is going on in your 
community.  
  
US Women been on an important journey to 
where we are now; working with the whole 
community to enhance Jewish life.   
 

We have collaborated this last year with the Chief 
Rabbi, the US Rabbonim and Rebbetzens and the 
United Synagogue to produce guides for women 
saying Kaddish and bentching Ha’ Gomel.   
 

We continue to develop with them efforts to 
make prayer and the celebration of Judaism more 
meaningful within the bounds of halacha.  
 

We actively support the Chief Rabbi in his amazing 
Ma’ayanot programme which is providing female 
scholars for our communities.   
 

We also engage with the Office of the Chief Rabbi 
and Tribe on the Bnei Mitzvah programme which 
will enable our children to gain real meaning when 
travelling through this key point in their lives both 
spiritually and in helping them develop an 
understanding of social responsibility. 
 

Women within the United Synagogue support, 
education and enable all members of our 
community and beyond.   
 

If you want to get involved speak to your 
Rebbetzen and liaison officer in your home 
community. 
 

The annual social US Women landmarks of the 
Quiz and the Dinner continue to bring our 
members together, with a very successful quiz at 
Woodside Park shul (next time at Cockfosters and 
N Southgate on 22 November -   put it in your 
diaries!) and an amazing dinner at  Woodford 
Forest Synagogue with Gillian Merron, Chief 
Executive of the Board of Deputies, as our guest 
speaker.  

 
 

 

The next dinner will be a celebration of 
International Women’s Day and will be on 8th 
March 2018. 
 

Wishing you and your families a happy, healthy 
and peaceful new year. 
 

Claire Lemer and Jacqui Zinkin 
 

.......................................................................... 
 
Rebbetzen Rachel (Ruchie) Ehrentreu, wife of 
Dayan Chanoch Ehrentreu, former Rosh (Head) 
of the United Synagogue Beth Din, has been 
awarded the British Empire Medal for services 
to the vulnerable and elderly members of the 
Jewish community in north-west London. 

A great-grandmother who, at 84, is absolutely 
tireless, Rebbetzen Ehrentreu is a chaplain at 
the Royal Free Hospital, as well as working for 
the United Synagogue Women’s Chevra 
Kadisha, she also headS ‘Nishei’, an 
organization dedicated to supporting elderly 
holocaust survivors in our community. 

Rebbetzen Ehrentreu said the honour came as 
a big surprise, but we are sure that, to those of 
us who know her well, it was an honour long 
overdue.  

USW wish Rebbetzen Ehrentreu that she be 
able to look after our most vulnerable for many 
more years to come. 

 



Levana 4 

 

 

  From Rebbetzen Anna Vandenberg, creator of 
‘Moonlight’, the prototype for Levana,  who, 
with her husband, Rabbi Martin Vandenberg, 
are the Rabbinic couple in Childwall Synagogue 
in Liverpool: 
 

From Eshet Chayil to Wonder Woman 
 
On a Friday evening in many homes throughout 
the Jewish Community, Eshet Chayil is sung to 
welcome in the Shabbat Queen, and praise the 
wives, mothers and women of the household. It 
is warm and familiar, and very much part of the 
Shabbat tradition.  It is a familiar song in many 
households, but how often do we really think 
about what it means: whose ‘voice’ is speaking 
from this poem and which woman is really worth 
‘beyond rubies’? 

 

The author of Eshet Chayil, Proverbs 31:10 - 31, 
is said to be King Solomon, who lived during the 
10th century BCE.  It is mentioned in the 4th 

century CE by Hilary of Poitiers and Ambrose of 
Milan as an Ode to Wisdom, re-emerging in the 
9th century CE in Midrash Mishlei, which 
identifies many allusions to the Torah through 
the medium of a woman.  Two centuries later, 
Rashi sees the entire poem as an allegory for the 
Torah.  The singing of Eshet Chayil at the Shabbat 
table is said to have been introduced by the 
Kabbalists in the 17th century CE to honour the 
Shekhina, the feminine aspect of God.   
 

But whose voice is it speaking? Who is it that is 
praising the Eshet Chayil?  Is it a man negotiating 
a bride’s dowry?  Is it the voice of a mother 

giving advice to her son as he searches for a 
shidduch?  Or is it the Mother who is rebuking 
her son for the poor choices he has made and 
telling him what is important in a wife?  There is 
a tradition that the ‘voice’ is the mother of King 
Lemuel whose story can be found immediately 
preceding Eshet Chayil in Proverbs 31: 1 – 9, 
Lemuel had definitely made some bad choices in 
the wives he had taken.  Or is it simply the voice 
of a husband praising his wife or mother for all 
she does. In fact, the only time the term Eshet 
Chayil is mentioned in Tenach, is in Megilat Ruth, 
when Boaz refers to Ruth as an Eshet Chayil.  
 
The difficulty many women have with the 

concept of Eshet Chayil is that it cannot, by its very 
nature, apply to all women.  One can read it as an 
appreciation of motherhood with its job 
description of cooking, cleaning, and always 
listening out for those cries or footsteps in the 
night.  Or, if you are the mother of teenagers or 
adult children, listening for the closing of the front 
door in the early hours of the morning as they 
return home safely.  But the role of women has 
changed drastically over the past 3,000 years. 
 
Women living in shtetls were known to run 
international trading businesses. During the 16th 

century in Spain we see Doña Gracia Nasi taking 
on a king, a pope and a sultan. In Germany in the 
18th century, a woman like Glueckel of Hameln 
was setting up and running businesses alongside 
her writings. 

 
Fast forward to 19th century England, Grace 
Aguilar wrote twice as many books as Jane Austen, 
from popular historical romances to an 
introduction to Judaism that were used by both 
churches and synagogues. Jewish women became 
noted as engineers, active in the rise of 
communism in Russia and the trade union 
movements, particularly in the American clothing 
industry.   
 
In the 20th century in the UK, there were Jewish 
women involved the Suffragette movement 
including three who were arrested for disrupting 
services on Yom Kippur at the New West End 
Synagogue.  Jewish women played their part in 
the first and second world wars.  In the in 1960’s 
we saw the influence of Feminism sweep across 
the world, Jewish women led the movement from 
the front, under the leadership of Gloria Steinem, 
Betty Friedan and Senator Bella Abzug. 
 
The question is: In 2017 has the role of the woman 
outgrown the concept of Eshet Chayil?   
Today, women in many professions have broken 
through the ‘glass ceiling’.  Many Jewish men have 
assumed a much greater role in the life of the 
family and maintaining the household.  
 
 Fathers of young babies and children today are 
much more ‘hands on’ than their fathers, and 
certainly their grandfathers.                                   
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 Does the concept of the Eshet Chayil seem like a 

dated notion of being ‘barefoot and pregnant in 
the kitchen’? Or does it create a sexist 
benchmark which all our attempts to reach are 
doomed to failure?  
 
I would like to suggest an alternative view.  I 
believe that all women are exceptional.  The role 
of today’s Jewish woman reinforces rather than 
negates the perception of the Eshet Chayil.  If 
you break down Eshet Chayil to its essence it 
fits:   
 

She gets up 
She prays 
She sings 
She sweats 
She struggles 
She tries 
She cries 
She gives 
She comforts 
She cries 
She prays 
She hopes 
She cries 
She sleeps 
She gets up 
And does it all again… 
 

[A Modern Day Ruth – Social Media] 
 

You only have to look at your own families to see 
the strength that the women in your lives have 
shown.  I see my great grandmother with three 
young children in Istanbul, who rebuilt her life 
after her husband died, when she was just 26.   
 

My other great grandmother, Sarah survived the 
pogroms in Eastern Europe and the journey to 
the UK to open a shop in Manchester; by the 
time she retired, she had bought every shop on 
the block and created a department store.  Every 
morning before work, Sarah baked apple pies 
and in the afternoon after leaving work she sat 
side-saddle on my great uncle’s motorbike as 
she delivered them to those living in reduced 
circumstances or who were unwell.  Why apple 
pies?  Who knows!   
 

My grandmother Dora built up her own small 
retail empire and became a political activist. 

She was always charging around the country 
raising money for miners’ wives, protesting the 
building of nuclear submarines and, on retiring at 
80, went down to live at the women’s peace 
camp at Greenham Common.   
 

My mother fought to raise four children who each 
had a complicated medical condition.  We all 
survived, although there were some very close 
calls.  She also managed to be a prison visitor, 
work with victims of violence and eventually 
became a rape counsellor. I look at my daughter 
and see her offer a hand of friendship to any one 
in need whilst raising five children, two of whom 
have special needs, and carving out her own 
career.  
 
In the communities we have been privileged to 
serve, I see hundreds of amazing women, working 
professionally, volunteering, raising families, 
hosting the friend and strangers that walk 
through the doors of most Jewish homes at any 
given time. Yet they still work tirelessly for 
charities and synagogues.  In them I see a legion 
of wonder women.  There are also the quiet 
stories of those whom only the recipient of their 
chesed (acts of loving kindness) know about.  
They are often people who you would think are 
unable to participate in the community because 
of their own ill health or personal circumstances, 
and yet they look after others. 
 

In Gal Gadot – the new Wonder Woman – we find 
another role model, an Israeli star who plays a 
super-hero, while always remaining true to her 
non-film persona, everything she does is through 
the lens of Jewish values. How many of us covet 
her ‘lasso of truth’?  
 

In reality, we are blessed with a myriad of 
Wonder Women:  they are just Jewish women by 
any other name, doing what they have always 
done.  They may not be equipped with magic 
swords, golden bustiers, or the skill to do mid-air 
somersaults, but each one has the ability to make 
a difference to the lives of others, and each is 
more than worthy to hold the title of Eshet Chayil.  
So is Eshet Chayil a relic of the past or an 
unreachable goal?  The answer is no.  It is who we 
are, who we always were and who we will always 
be. 
 

............................................................................... 
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Woodside Park United Synagogue held its first 
ladies Megillah reading on Shavuot 2017.  
From Karen Simon, US Women Vice Chair and 
WPS Liaison Officer 
 
Megillat Ruth was chosen to be the first 
Megillah reading at Woodside Park Synagogue 
because it was short - four chapters long – and 
we chose to read it from a Book, which had 
vowels, rather than a scroll, where there are 
none.  
 
The Megillah was be split up into sections, each  
four verses long; there were 85 verses in total so 
that meant we needed 21 readers. 
 
At Woodside Park Synagogue we have a very 
successful Girls Squad program. An invitation 
was sent to all girls of post-Bat Mitzvah age to 
take part as readers. Five of the girls felt they 
had the time and took up the challenge. 
 
 
At the same time, notices went out to the whole 
community, and 16 women volunteered to take 
part. We now had our 21 readers, aged from 12 
to 80.  
 

Next, we had to decide the best time and where 
we should read it. We discussed reading it in 
Shul on the second day, but that would have 
meant either a very early reading or a late one 
after the service, because several of the women 
did not want to miss Yizkor. 
 
The decision was that the Megillah reading 
would be held on the second afternoon of 
Shavuot before the hugely successful Ladies’ 
Tikkun which had been running for many years. 
 
Commenting on the event, Rebbetzin Gila 
Hackenbroch said - "It was a wonderful way for 
a group of women and girls to come together, 
learning about one of Judaism's female role 
models whilst paving the way for future 
generations of women's Megillah readings at 
Woodside Park”. 

Susan agreed, “I enjoyed it very much, though could 
have done with more practice! The whole reading 
was wonderful - certainly more than the sum of its 
parts. Reading the Megillah for the first time, as a 
woman, was an amazing experience, but it's much 
harder work than I expected”. 
 
The ladies were allocated their four verses and 
audio recordings were given to everyone to help 
them learn their parts. Two practice sessions 
followed where the ladies got together with 
Rebbetzin Gila Hackenbroch who was guiding and 
mentoring the reading. 
 
Both sessions were great fun and everyone was 
really supportive of each other, as we knew how 
hard we were all working. The individual abilities 
and experiences of each of the readers were quite 
different: a couple of the women sang in choirs; 
one woman had previously taken part in a Megillat 
Esther reading, and another had read Megillat Ruth 
for her Batmitzvah, which took place in Canada 
where she grew up. But for most of the women and 
girls this was their first time reading anything in 
public. 
 
On the day itself, it was decided that we would all 
sit together in the order of the verses that we 
would be reading. We were excited and couldn’t 
wait to begin.  
 
Over 90 women turned up to support us and 
everyone was given a copy of Megillat Ruth with 
the English translation. 
 

The reading was then followed by the Tikkun in 
which seven women speakers gave  
fascinating Divrei Torah. 
 
A fine Shavuot feast followed, with much socialising 
and animated discussions. 
 
Everyone agreed it was a fantastic afternoon. 
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We asked Hilary Segall, of Redbridge, to tell us a 
little about the US communities in Essex. 
 
‘So who are we? We are Chigwell and Hainault, 
Chingford and Highams Park, Ilford, Redbridge, 
and Woodford Forest United Synagogues, and 
Romford Synagogue (affiliated).  
 
Here in the leafy suburbs of Essex the annual 
Ladies’ Dinner was held on the hottest night of 
the year at Woodford Forest – a first for the 
United Synagogue Women! There were 18 tables, 
representing 18 shuls from across the US area. 
Gillian Merron, “made in Dagenham” spoke 
about her early life, her political career and now, 
as President as the Board of Deputies. 
 
 

 
 
Claire Lemer and Jacqui Zinkin, the Co-Chairs of 
US Women, flanking our guest speaker, Gillian 
Merron. 
 
 
And in a totally new venture for us, we held a 
Sefer Torah evening for the Ladies just before 
Shavuot when we still had Rabbi Wilson. 
 

We wanted something special for the ladies and 
were slightly fed up with flower-arranging and 
cheese-cake making!  

I asked Rabbi Wilson if he would be prepared to 
let the ladies see a Sefer Torah, as it was coming 
up to Shavuot and the Torah was given to women 
and children, as well as to men. He was very keen 
to oblige and we organised the event for a couple 
of days before the Festival. 

 

We had a short shiur beforehand, and then Rabbi 
Wilson, with the help of Rev Newman, took out a 
scroll and rewound it to Bereshit. 20 ladies were 
on the bimah (how progressive!) and he went 
through the Sefer showing us the 10 
Commandments, the Shema, Shirat HaYam ,  and 
the unusual placement of letters, such as the 
‘upside down’ Nuuns,  and how the Torah starts 
with a letter Beis and ends with a Beis. 

It was an absolutely fascinating evening – the 
Rabbi was really happy that I had asked for and 
organised it - and the men were a little bit 
jealous! 
Now, with our new rabbinic couple, Rabbi and 
Rebbetzen Steven and Siobhan Dansky in place, I 
hope that I will soon have more to report! 

………………………………………………………………………. 

 
Our very popular US Women’s Quiz was won last 
year by this team from Cockfosters and N 
Southgate.  

 

They will be defending their title this year on 
Wednesday 22nd November – be sure to book a 
table for YOUR shul!  
 



Levana 8 

 

 

  
Tribe in Ghana – from Rebbetzen Ilana Epstein 

This past summer I was privileged to lead a Tribe trip to Ghana. We set out from Heathrow towards the 
end of August, after months of preparation at the US. And yet nothing could have prepared us. 
 
From the moment the 15 Tribe participants - all aged between 17-18, two madrichim and I - stepped off 
the plane, the reality of difference hit us. In a world where Starbucks and Cola Cola are so ubiquitous that 
they can be found anywhere. We had found one of the few places that had not a single coffee chain and 
almost no Coke, and that was in the capital Accra, not where we would spend our week. 
From Accra, we flew to the northern region and the third largest city in Ghana, Tamale. 
 
No reading and no thinking that one 'knows the world' had prepared us. Not for the painful extreme 
poverty or for what our place in the larger scheme of things would be. Though we were in Ghana for just 
10 days, we are just now starting to get a glimpse of what it means to be born in Sub Saharan Africa, and 
what we can be - or how we should go about being - of service to humanity at large. 
 
And the answer I believe lies within another question.  
 
What are North London Jews doing offering aid and charity in Ghana? Are there not enough needy people 
within our own communities, in Israel in Britain? Why do we need to travel so far afield? 
 
And the answer can be found already with our sages in Pirkei Avot: Abbaye - one of the early 
commentators of the Mishnah - tells us “If I am not for myself, who will be for me. But if I am only for 
myself, what am I. And if not now, when?”  
 
Abbaye indicates that it is our responsibility to look after others in order to look after ourselves? How can 
we understand this in a modern context? 
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Humanity is interconnected. It is in our interest in both economic, global and spiritual terms to look after 
others; even if they be as far away as Ghana. For example, if I can help in someone to ensure that a village 
has clean water and mosquito nets, the doctors who are treating people who are ill with preventable 
diseases can now concentrate on other illnesses. They could use the time that they have freed up from 
'fire-fighting' to research other illnesses, and who knows how one day that may affect me? The same can 
be said about teaching a community about sanitation, and the adverse affects of pollution on the 
environment. 
 
With the inception of the new US Jewish Living Division, we have brought together some of the most 
dynamic departments of the US under the inspiring leadership of Rabbi Michael Laitner and David Collins – 
to ensure that the concept of social responsibility exudes an underlying and inherent orthodox Jewish 
source to these activities and aspirations. Together, they have linked communication between Chessed, 
Living and Learning and Tribe. These allow us to offer programmes that are fun and useful and at the same 
time inspirational, with the added depth of educational resources; always with an eye to meet our present 
as well as future members where they are. 
 
As our perspective of the world becomes more focused, and we are made aware of how we are all part of 
the same ecosystem, we know that more of us are interested in social responsibility. What can we do at 
home and what can we do abroad. 
 
With the 2017 Tribe Ghana Experience, we have started to add focus to the US providing programming 
that has allowed our members to engage in Social Responsibility as an authentically orthodox Jewish value. 
 
This coming Rosh Hashanah, I wish us all a future blessed with happiness, health and success, as it is only 
when all of those are working for us that we can look after others; as Abbaye so eloquently expressed two 
millennia ago. 
 




