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Vayak’heil 5782 

 I feel hopeless. I feel despondent. I feel worried. I feel scared. Yesterday 
morning, I was glued to my phone of news reports of Russia invading Ukraine with 
strikes coming in from all directions – north, east, and south, land, air, and sea. I 
wrote a short message to three women on Facebook messenger. To my surprise, 
they all wrote back fairly quickly and let me know they were safe at the moment. 
These three Ukranian women had a huge impact on my life – whether they know 
it or not and even though it has been 11 years since I have seen them in person.  

 In 2011, I joined about 15 of my HUC classmates in a trip called the Former 
Soviet Union Pesach Project. We were sent in pairs or trios all over the FSU to 
Progressive Jewish communities for Passover. We were coming with suitcases full 
of Jewish items – tallitot, kippot, seder plates, whatever the communities had said 
they needed. I went ready to lead multiple seders in very slow English so that our 
translator, Vica, who was not Jewish, could translate everything. At the time there 
was only one Rabbi in the entire Ukraine and he was in Kyiv – now there is a 
second one in Odessa. We were told that these communities needed our help as 
they did not have full time clergy.  

 Instead, what I encountered was 3 communities full of vivacity, love, hope, 
optimism, and dedication to Judaism. My classmate and I essentially just 
witnessed multiple seders, not leading them. In Lutsk, we attended a seder with 
over 100 people led by TEENS. At the end, an older man came up to me and in 
broken English asked me if I liked their community, saying “We are alive!” In Lviv, 
I attended a kindergarten Passover program, visited two Jewish families at their 
homes, and attended a seder that was led by the community leader. I extended 
my trip to include a few days in Kyiv before heading back to Israel. There I 
attended a seder that had about 250 people.  

In Lutsk, Lviv, and Kyiv, Jewish life was thriving. We saw Jewish youth. We 
saw their amazing Jewish community centers filled with museums, beautiful 
artwork, classrooms, youth lounges, computer centers, art rooms, dance studios, 
a medical clinic, auditoriums, a green room, a music room, libraries, and the list 
goes on. It was so the opposite of what I thought I would see – small Jewish 
communities struggling to stay alive, but like the man in Lutsk expressed, they 
were definitely alive. For me it was so encouraging to see this enthusiasm in a 
country where my ancestors are from – just hours away from the cities I was in. 
My familial roots are deep in Ukraine.  
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Now I can only think of what is to come for these communities and the 11 
other Progressive Jewish communities in Ukraine. What will happen to their 
communities? Their roots? Their buildings? Their cemeteries? Their Holocaust 
memorials? The Jewish life that was expanding so greatly? Will it be the same fate 
that was to come for my family – never to return to their homes? Leaving and 
going to other countries? I had been so hopeful 11 years ago and even more 
recently hearing how Ukraine is the only other country besides Israel with a 
Jewish President AND a Jewish Prime Minister – it speaks volumes for the 
returning Jewish population following their decimation in the Holocaust. But 
now? So many unknowns. 

 This week’s Torah portion is Vayak’heil, which begins with the word 
vaykahel – with Moses convening, collecting, gathering the whole community – et 
KOL adat – each person. No one was left out when Moses shared the words of 
God and what has been commanded. We must not leave anyone out as we live by 
the words of Torah – welcoming the stranger, loving your neighbor as yourself, 
and pursue justice.  Now is the time for us to convene as a whole community and 
recognize what is going on in the world. We shouldn’t leave anyone out, but be 
comforted by the presence – physical and spiritual – of the entire world Jewish 
community and humanity in general. In Judaism, we say kol Yisrael aravim zeh 
bazeh – All of Israel are responsible for one another. Now is the time to be 
responsible for the Jewish communities, and all Ukranians, in supporting them in 

whatever way we can.  

 The immediate thing I felt I could do was connect with the three Ukranian 
women I told you about earlier. I talked to Vica, my translator from my trip, and 
Dana and Anna, two of the then teens from Lutsk. I checked in with all three of 
them through facebook where we have kept in touch, largely indirectly, for the 
past 11 years. When I found out that Vica was stuck in Kyiv and couldn’t get to her 
mother in Lutsk, I attempted to see if Anna or Dana had any connections. While I 
couldn’t get a ride for Vica, she was able to take an overnight bus to Lutsk to be 
with her mom. The timing had just worked out and I no longer was picturing her 
outside running to find shelter options for when the next air raid came or to find a 
ride – her situation earlier in the day. At least I felt I was doing something, even if 
it wasn’t fruitful. It allowed me to connect to them, to show my support, to let 

them know that American Jews are here for them.  

It is hard to know what to do and how to help. Like I said before, I feel 
helpless from here. This Russian invasion is impacting the Jewish communities. 



 

3 
 

Jews are worried of this being reminiscent of the Holocaust and that antisemitism 
will increase as Russia takes over and violence everywhere increases. There are 14 
Progressive synagogues Ukraine – all of which are in danger and trying to support 
their congregants financially, emotionally, physically, mentally, and spiritually. The 
thing I am focusing on is financially supporting the World Union for Progressive 
Judaism which has set up the Ukraine Crisis Fund which will be used to ensure the 
safety and well-being of communities and individuals. The link is 
www.wupj.org/give/ukraine. You can find that on any Reform website or social 

media account. 

 Vica, Dana, and Anna remind me that Ukraine is not some faraway place 
that we are seeing on the news, but that it this Russian invasion is impacting 
people we know – firsthand or secondhand. There are thousands of Jews in 
Ukraine.  For some of us, this is where our ancestors came from – and where they 
died and where they fled from. Recently, the Jewish communities are growing 
even though many of them started with elderly Holocaust survivors. They are 
built on a foundation of memory, of fear, and, most of all, of hope. May we lift up 
the hope that permeates these communities. May we donate money to help. May 
we call our elected officials to encourage them to denounce or continue to 
denounce the invasion by Russia. May we pray for peace. To finish, I offer this 
prayer written by artist and writer Joanne Fink, 

Holy One, Source of Strength, 
War has begun, and innocent people are dying. 
We ask Your protection for Ukraine and its citizens. 
We pray for their safety and the security of the country, 
and for the neighboring countries—Hungary, Poland, and Rumania, among 
others— 
that have opened their borders to provide humanitarian corridors 
and safe passage for all those who wish to evacuate. 
We seek the comfort of believing that everything will be all right, 
even in the face of insurmountable odds. 
Quiet the fears that threaten to deafen us; grant us Shleimut—the inner 
peace we so desperately seek. Help us remain calm and reach out to those 
in need. 
May this horrific situation be diffused swiftly with minimal casualties. 
Bless our world leaders with the ability to work together for the greater 
good, 

http://www.wupj.org/give/ukraine
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and the wisdom to make wise decisions during this turbulent time. 
Bless the people of all nations with the desire, strength and courage 
to create a world based on justice and filled with peace. 
May the words of Isaiah 2:4: 
“Nation shall not lift up sword against nation; 
neither shall they learn war anymore” 
become true in our day-- in this very hour. 
Source of Goodness, shine Your healing light on us 
and all those in the Ukraine we hold in our hearts. 
Shelter us, shield us, show us the path to peace. 
And let us say: Amen. 

 


