TELEM - BRIDGING THE RELIGIOUS-SECULAR DIVIDE
Each Yom Kippur, as worshippers began the first words of Kol Nidre in the community synagogue in the religiously mixed neighborhood of Ginot Shomron, another group of people would gather outside the building standing near open windows in order to hear the words of the baal tefillah (prayer leader).  The scene was often repeated at the Neilah service. 

The outside worshippers were often invited inside, but most refused. Many of them, either Russian immigrants or secular Israelis, were too embarrassed by their lack of knowledge and too intimidated to walk into the synagogue.  

This did not escape the notice of several synagogue members, who began meeting to find a way to introduce their neighbors to traditional Judaism in a non-threatening way. In this way, TELEM was born.

The diversity of religious observance in Karnei Shomron is a reflection of the diverse backgrounds of its residents. And, unlike in the Diaspora, where the synagogue plays a central communal role and is the focal point of outreach to Jews of any affiliation, synagogues in Israel are smaller, more neighborhood affairs, operated by laymen on a voluntary basis, and often without even enough room for regular attendees. And the lack of full-time clergy means outreach to the unaffiliated is not institutionalized in any way. This unfortunate situation leaves unaffiliated Israelis lacking a meaningful avenue to express their spirituality. 

Despite this unusual and unfortunate spiritual void on a communal level, many non-observant or "secular" Israelis feel quite attached to religious tradition. Many households welcome the Sabbath into their homes with certain rituals. Many also light Hanukkah candles and celebrate the festive Passover tradition of retelling the story of the Exodus from Egypt. And a significant number of Israelis fast on Judaism's holiest day of the year, Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. 

Karnei Shomron is home to a "secular" population thirsty for a friendly, welcoming place to become more acquainted with and practice religious tradition, and to a group of dedicated volunteers who understand the need to make traditional Judaism accessible to all Jews, in an atmosphere devoid of coercion of any kind. For the past three years, TELEM volunteers have arranged guided Yom Kippur services in a local gym, where participants do not feel out of place, or intimidated. TELEM (a Hebrew acronym for "Residents for Jewish Tradition") has also organized a traditional reading of the Book of Esther on the holiday of Purim in the same venue. 

TELEM's members include an ordained rabbi who is a computer programmer by day, an accomplished cantor, a physician, a number of Russian-speakers to attract the new immigrant population, and others who contribute their organizational and creative skills. 

The response to both these projects has been overwhelming. After just five years, these bi-annual events have become a tradition. The population-at-large of Karnei Shomron have come to expect them to continue and look forward to them. This year, the student body of the local secular elementary school adopted the program their own and came out in numbers for the Yom Kippur tefillah, and brought their parents along.    
To date, the project in Karnei Shomron has been financed on a shoestring budget. Advertising, necessary to generate enthusiasm and publicity, has been minimal. Only a small number of prayer books (in Russian and Hebrew) and ritual objects, such as skullcaps and prayer shawls, have been purchased or donated. There is a need to replenish these for each event because participants often ask to take them home to continue what they started at the TELEM program. The local synagogues contribute small amounts from their meager budgets, and donations have been solicited on an ad-hoc basis. The Community Center of the municipality donates the use of its building and other supplies.

TELEM would like to expand the program to include New Year (Rosh Hashanah) prayer services, including the blowing of the shofar (Ram's horn), which is not experienced by those who do not attend synagogue.

Here is how you can help … 

The cost to run each religious service is as follows:

Advertising and PR (flyers, photocopying, postage for two mailings)
$150

Prayer books/liturgy (*)
$200

Prayer shawls and skullcaps (*)
$150

Light refreshments, paper goods, when appropriate
$200

Small ritual items for children, when appropriate (i.e. noisemakers for Purim)
$100

Air conditioning the auditiorium                                                                                                                   $1,500
 

(*) Approx. ½ of the quantity to be replenished for the following year's event.

