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My First Festival
by Kayla Bashe
Hazamir New Brunswick

Grade 8

It is a phenomenon almost identical to the migration of birds. Every year, hundreds of Jewish
teens from around the world cram their belongings into suitcases, bid farewell to their parents, and board
buses or planes. Like streams heading toward the ocean, their paths converge at a small hotel in the
Catskills. They come for the free food. They come for the socializing. And, most importantly, they come
to sing.

This year’s Festival was my first. Although I’d gone to Intervisitation, I wasn’t sure what to
expect from Festival. Due to lack of sleep and too much kosher candy, all I could remember about
Intervisitation was a blur of tutti, sectionals, and cracking bad jokes at a corner table with an alumni
nicknamed Hat Guy. For people who spent Festival in a similar state, [ will recount my own experiences
as an aid to memory.

One thing I didn’t anticipate about Festival was how amazing we sounded as a group. During
Intervisitation, I’d had the opportunity to sing with almost a hundred other teenagers. Our voices blended
to create a skillful harmony. However, with Festival’s much greater headcount, the result in rehearsals
was a powerful wall of overwhelming sound.

For me, one of the most meaningful parts of Festival was the Friday night service. At the
Progressive service led by Noah Aronson and Cantor Leon Sher, we sang a niggun together in four-part
harmony. Standing there, adding my voice to the energetic melody, I can honestly say that I felt like I
was in G-d’s presence.

At HaZamir, | learned many things that helped me improve my singing. During a rehearsal with
Ronit, the conductor from HaZamir Israel, everyone was tired and hungry. We wanted nothing more than
to break and have a snack. We were looking at our friends, our watches, our fingernails- anywhere but at
the conductor. To shake us out of our funk, Ronit decided to play a little game with us. She’d conduct
normally for a few seconds, then change the tempo drastically, or stop in the middle of a word. Those
who weren’t paying attention felt quite foolish indeed. By the end of the song, everyone’s eyes were on
her, and we’d learned a valuable lesson- always look at your conductor!

Although singing is the Festival’s main focus, social life plays a large part as well. I socialized
mostly with the “NewBergenJersey” a group of individuals who were mainly from New Brunswick,
Bergen County, and North Jersey. The “NewBergenJersey” group first cohered when those of us who
had met at Intervisitation decided to run around the lobby telling Festival attendees that they had lost The
Game. Along the way, we picked up several like-minded individuals from other chapters who joined us
at our task. Aside from the above, our main source of entertainment was seeing how many Hazamirniks
could fit on the large couches adorning the hotel’s lobby. Our record was fifteen.

The experience concluded Sunday evening with a spectacular concert. Although there were some
minor non-performance technical snafus, such as a detour on the route to New York and a smaller than
anticipated stage, we all somehow managed to get to the synagogue and on the stage. Launching into the
first chord of the opening song, blending my voice with so many others, was something I’ll never forget!
It was amazing to be a part of something that sounded so beautiful. After the concert, all of us were teary
as we hugged our new friends, promising to stay in touch after the long migration back to our respective
homes. I was already curious about what next year’s music would be.
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Hi Mati,
It's Rotem Cinamon from HaZamir Israel.

First, | think HaZamir is a blessed organization, and I'm happy to be a part of it.
I've never read the "platform" of HaZamir if there's any, but for me, there are several purposes for HaZamir:

For the Americans:

e to be more connected to Judaism and its heritage, by singing Hebrew texts from the Bible and other
sources.

e to be more connected to the Jewish people, by meeting Jewish teens from around the USA and Israel
once a year.

e tolearn about Israel, by meeting the Israeli teens.

For the Israelis:
to learn from the Americans, to be more connected to the Jewish heritage.

e to meet American Jews, to learn about their way of life, and to understand and maybe even to accept
the differences between their way of life to our way of life.

For me, this trip was much more significant than | thought it would be. | had a lot of questions about how the
American Jews comprehend Israel, and some criticism about their choice not to make Aliyah. It was very
difficult to me, as a Zionist Israeli who thinks that there's no future for the Jewish people in the diaspora, to
accept the Cultural Zionism, which supports Israel as a cultural center but does not consideres living in Israel
as a national duty, as | see it. In addition, | never thought of the Reform or Conservative Judaism in a serious
manner.

After | met the Americans, | learned to accept their perspectives. | was very surprised to know that many of
their seniors thinking about living in Israel / being recruited to the IDF / making Aliyah in a serious manner. |
also learned about their special connection to Judaism, which is more by the religious part rather than the
national part. In the Progressive Prayer | saw that they sing the prayers by heart, prayers that | never heard,
not because they sing it differently, but because they go the synagogue and make Kiddush, and | don't. Then
| realized that the Reform (and Conservative) Judaism is important, and significant in keeping us Jews united.
The conversations in Saturday morning were also very interesting. We talked about spiritual moments, about
the questions of who is a good Jew, and what are the differences about being a Jew in the USA and in Israel.
The most exciting moment for me was when Mati brought the Israeli 12" graders who will be drafted this
summer to the front of the room the American tees, sang for us Israelis David Burger's T'filah. For me, joining
the army is obvious. Of course | see the importance of that, and | don't do that for no reason. But when we all
sang T'filah | understood that the Israel Defense Forces isn't just for the defense of the State of Israel, but for
the whole Am Israel. | saw in their own eyes, and in their responses, how much the American Jews admire
and support us for going to the army. Tears came up, and | stopped myself from crying. They were tears of
excitement of course.

So Mati, thank you SO MUCH for bringing me, and all HaZamir Israel to New York, for making me understand
the significance of the State of Israel, and for letting me meet American Jewish teens and maybe making
them understand this significance, too.

Rotem
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The Hazamir festival was one of the most rewarding experiences I have had as a Jew. It was great
having American and Israeli teenagers brought together by a shared loved for music, Judaism, and
Israel. There was a general feeling of unity that came across when we sang together. I wouldn't trade
the experience for anything.

Eliana Willis (HaZamir LA exchange student in Israel)
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