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Rose and Mitchell Blank, right, parents at Solomon Schechter School of Westchester, hand a quilt made as a fundraiser by Schechter students for residents of Sderot to Chen Abrahams and Nitai Shreiber of the Gvanim Association. 

	It wasn’t your typical show-and-tell.

Chen Abrahams cautioned the students at Temple Israel Center to be careful as they handled a sharp metal object, a fragment of one of the Kassam rockets that have fallen on Sderot from Gaza since 2001. 

“It costs $200 to manufacture this rocket,” said Abrahams, a native of Sderot and resource development director of Gvanim, the nonprofit association for education and community involvement there, who recently spent a week in Westchester as part of a fundraising and relationship-building initiative. “They put nails and metal things inside to extend the explosion. It splits after it explodes. It cuts. It’s like a flying knife. The rockets are too small to be detected, but are very deadly. One rocket killed the husband of my son’s nanny — he was in his garden — who was 20 meters from my house.”

Her presentation, which included a short video that was made by students from the Solomon Schechter School of Westchester about the daily lives of teenagers in Sderot, focused on the programs Gvanim offers to an increasingly anxious population. These are primarily geared to children, teens, at-risk families, new immigrants — many from the former Soviet Union — and the disabled. 

Forging closer ties between the Westchester Jewish community and beleaguered Sderot, especially between the teenagers, was a significant aspect of this visit. Gvanim representatives met with students, youth groups, congregants and interested community members at such venues as Solomon Schechter, Pleasantville Community Synagogue, Westchester Jewish Center, Temple Israel Center, Bet Am Shalom Synagogue, Temple Shaaray Tefila and Congregation Sons of Israel, visiting communities such as White Plains, Pleasantville, Bedford, Mamaroneck and Briarcliff Manor.

Some connections had already begun.

For the past two years, students at Solomon Schechter’s middle and high schools have been corresponding with their peers in Sderot, and have crafted a quilt that will be sent to Israel.

“We have an Israel Action Committee at Schechter,” said Rose Blank, a parent who attended the Temple Israel Center meeting. “We made a connection. It’s clear the kids got it; the quilt is personal, and touching. It says, ‘We have ties to you.’”

Thirteen-year-old Brian Hackel decided to donate a computer and collected school and art supplies for the children of Sderot as part of his bar mitzvah project.

“I wanted to do something in Israel,” said Brian. “I knew there were rocket attacks. I wanted to help those directly involved.”

Abrahams explained that the organization’s own resources have been severely taxed in the past seven years as more than 5,000 Kassam rockets have been launched from Gaza into the town, just two miles from the border. Residents usually have no more than 15 seconds to find shelter after the alarm sounds; many have been killed or injured in their cars, and rockets have fallen on schools, homes, playgrounds and day care centers. Since the rocket attacks, the town’s crime rate has increased, along with increased rates of substance abuse and divorce. During the past year, about 15 percent of the residents have left.

“We see it as our mission and challenge to lead the social war,” said Abrahams. “We’re not going to give up.”

The students were somber as Abrahams, often translating for Gvanim’s chief executive officer, Nitai Shriber, who accompanied her, shared some of the ramifications of the bombardment on daily life in Sderot.

Celebrations, such as bar/bat mitzvah ceremonies and parties, are held outside the town because “guests don’t want to come,” said Abrahams. The student exams are now administered elsewhere, so students aren’t subjected to disruptive attacks that mar their concentration and ability to focus. And the Israeli government recently decided to fortify the kindergarten against the attacks. 

The message got through. Students at Temple Israel Center were discomfited as they listened to Abrahams describe how students in Sderot are unable to sleep through the night, or how they have to bunk down in cramped secure rooms in their homes.
“Life here in Westchester is very predictable,” said Lisle Winston, a 16-year-old 10th grader. “In Sderot, anything can happen. It’s very random.”

Added her classmate, Nina Beizer, “What really got to me is that people can’t sleep. We don’t have to wake up until the alarm rings.”

When Abrahams met with students and community members at Bet Am Shalom Synagogue in White Plains, people voiced similar concerns and desires to help.
The attentive group asked such questions as “How many times have you had the attacks?” and “How close has a rocket come to you?” and seemed moved upon hearing that Abrahams couldn’t begin to count the number of attacks she’s undergone, nor how close rockets have fallen.

“Israel just turned 60,” said Abrahams. “It means there are still places that are not safe to be, but we’re not going to leave. We’re only one hour from Jerusalem and one hour from Tel Aviv. Some people have already left. We do whatever we can to continue to operate there.”

She added, “All the time is conflict. Like every conflict, it has two sides. I’m sorry I’m from one of the suffering sides. It’s very difficult when your daily life is a nightmare.”

	To view article on The Jewish Week website, click here


