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Upcoming Events 
 
3/1 6:00 pm  
Board Meeting  
via ZOOM 
 
3/6 9:00 am 
Walk and Talk 
(and trash pick up) 
Meet at the  
Raley’s Parking Lot,  
by the Chevron Station 
 
3/10 7:00 pm 
Game Night! 
Zoom link will be pro-
vided via email 
 
3/12 6:30 pm  
Friday Night, Lay Led 
Kabbalat Shabbat  
Services  
Via ZOOM 
 
3/26  
Friday Night,  
Kabbalat Shabbat  
Services  
Link will be provided 
via email. 
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Dear Friends,  
Later this month we will be celebra ng Passover. Last year I 
remember being so conflicted about planning an in person 
seder. Should we? Shouldn’t we? Will this virus pass             
quickly? Is it really necessary to worry? It did not take long 
before we had our answers. We had no idea that our Etz 
Chaim tradi on of gathering for our Passover seder would 
be put on hold. Passover is one of the oldest Jewish holiday 
that celebrates the beginning of the Jewish people as they      
escape from Egyp an slavery. The seder, a dinner rich in 
tradi on and history, links the bi erness of slavery with the 
sweetness of freedom. Unfortunately once again our plans 
to meet in person will have to be put on hold, however 
there does seem to be a light at the end of the tunnel.              
Vaccines are becoming available and I am hopeful that we 
will be able to meet in person very soon. Please stay safe 
and reach out to friends and family who may be alone. A 
phone call or a note can really cheer someone up!              
Our friend and long me member, Larry Giventer is moving 
to Northern California to be near his daughter and her    
family. We will miss you Larry as you embark on a new 
chapter of your life. Thank you for all your wonderful                 
contribu ons to Congrega on Etz Chaim.  
 

Please con nue to stay safe and reach out to one another. 
Carol 



Save the Dates  

3/6 9:00 am Monthly Walk and Talk—Meet at the Raley’s Parking Lot, behind the Chevron Sta on 

3/10 7:00 pm Game Night! ‐ Zoom link will be provided via email. 

3/12 6:30 pm Lay led Zoom Shabbat  ‐  Logon details will be provided via email 

3/28 Zoom Passover Seder  ‐  Details will be provided via email 

4/16 6:00 pm Distance Shabbat Dinner ‐ Chavurah House pa o  

4/30 Zoom Shabbat  ‐  Logon details will be provided via email 

5/7 6:00 pm Distance Shabbat Dinner  ‐  Chavurah House pa o  

 Tributes 
Anytime you are celebrating a special event, let us share in your joy. 
We welcome tributes in honor or in memory of loved ones, births, 
weddings, Bar and Bat Mitzvahs, and honoring special events. 

      Send your Tributes to PO Box 3752 Merced CA 95344 

Carol Madruga -  in  honor of the healthy birth of her newest granddaughter, Penelope Rose 
Ruth Wax -  in  honor of Carol & Jim Madruga’s newest granddaughter, Penelope Rose 
Rachel Hadley  -  in  honor of Carol Madruga’s newest granddaughter, Penelope Rose 
Rachel Hadley  -  with prayers of healing for Judith Salzberg and Mary Hofmann 
Rachel Hadley -  in appreciation for the generosity of Ruth, Carol, Linda Anne, Sheryl, Belinda and 
       Rich who contributed to replace the Jacaranda that was stolen. The replacement tree  
       has been planted in the front yard of the Chavurah house. 
 
Rachel Hadley -  in loving memory of Stephen Leonard 
Mary Hofmann - in loving memory of Brenda Hatcher 

 
 

C O N G R E G A T I O N  E T Z  C H A I M  

May their memories be a blessing                  זכרונם  לברכה   

Fun Times 
Thanks to Belinda Braunstein for hosting a VERY entertaining evening via ZOOM 

and introducing us to several really fun online games! 
 

Thanks to everyone who participated in our Hamantaschen baking and deliveries! 
We didn’t get a lot of votes, but we did receive a lot of compliments for the fabulous 
baked treats, and for the outstanding Purim Spiel put on by Congregation Kol Ami! 



In 2011 Congrega on Etz Chaim was blessed to have had Rabbi Sam    
Spector join us for his first year serving as our Student Rabbi. We were 
even more fortunate to have been able to keep him for an impressive 
three years. We were  enthralled with his enigma c smile and charm,    
and he was delighted to be the Chief Rabbi in Merced County.   
Sam’s passion for and commitment to Judaism has led him to be the head 
rabbi for Congrega on Kol Ami in Salt Lake City, Utah’s largest synagogue 
with over 350 families.   
Sam was born and raised in Sea le, Washington, where his family had a 
strong Jewish iden ty.  He did not always plan to become a rabbi.  Having 
grown up a huge Sea le Mariners fan, Sam had envisioned himself as a  
professional baseball player.  However, as we know, he was des ned to 
take a different path in life.  
Sam a ended UC San Diego where he earned an undergraduate degree in Judaic studies with a minor in behavioral 
psychology.  He was so intent on his studies that he renounced a break  between college and rabbinical school, and 
con nued his educa on by earning a master’s degree in Hebrew le ers from HUC in Los Angeles.  As he had enrolled 
without a break, he was the youngest in his class; and when he was ordained, he was quite possibly the youngest   
rabbi on the West Coast.  
During rabbinical school, Sam served our Merced community as our student rabbi, he was a member of the Chaplain 
Candidate Program in the US Navy, in addi on to being a chaplain intern at Los Angeles County/USC General Hospital.  
While in school, he also led teen trips to Israel and Eastern Europe.  
A er ordina on, Rabbi Spector remained in the Los Angeles area as associate rabbi of Temple Judea in Tarzana, 
where he was recognized for his crea on of young professional  programming. He served in other leadership           
capaci es and received recogni on for his work.  
The me came when Sam was ready for a change, so he accepted the lead Rabbi posi on at Kol Ami, in a state that 
only has 5,000 Jews and the majority of people belong to the Church of Jesus Christ of La er‐day Saints.  Even so, 
Rabbi Spector was drawn to the religious‐minded community. Rabbi Sam is proud to acknowledge his synagogue’s 
growth in membership during his tenure there. He has contributed much to interfaith rela ons in his area, developed 
ideas for new programs, and has brought unity to his congrega on.  
At 33 years old, Rabbi Spector has achieved a long‐standing dream by being passionate about adult educa on, Israel 

advocacy, social ac on, and social jus ce in his pulpit.  He maintains his love of baseball, Jewish history, and travel, 

and has visited over 50 countries around the world.  Rabbi Sam has recently married Jill, an Idaho na ve, and they 

purchased a historic Utah home, once owned by a 19th century Mormon gunslinger, Orrin Porter Rockwell. They are 

parents to two lively dogs: their bri any spaniel, Nezek, and their chocolate lab, Walter.  Sam shares a love of the   

outdoors with his family, and when he has free me he can o en be found hiking or skiing with them in the                   

spectacular Utah landscape.  
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Welcome to the latest installment of our new feature!  
Congregation Etz Chaim has been privileged to host many Rabbinical Students through the years. We 
almost always get a Student Rabbi in their second year of Rabbinical School, right after they come back 
from their year in Israel. The Student Rabbis always bring something new to us, and we strive to provide 
them with a diving board into their future as Ordained Rabbis. We thought it would be fun to research to 
find out where our Student Rabbis are today. 
 

We are very pleased to highlight another of our many outstanding Student Rabbis, Sam Spector 

WHERE ARE THEY NOW? 
Sheryl Wight 



Belinda, as well as her mom, are originally from Culver City, located in West LA – home of Temple 
Akiba and Tito’s Tacos!  As an only child, she grew up working in her mom’s detec ve agency and 
was expected to take over the family business. However, as many children do, Belinda rebelled.  In‐
stead of becoming a private inves gator, she went into teaching. A er majoring in Russian as an 
undergrad at UC Santa Barbara and ge ng an MA in TESOL (teaching English to speakers of other 
languages) at the Monterey Ins tute of Interna onal Studies, she moved to Mexico and taught at a 
university there for three years. Belinda      returned to teach at UCSB’s Interna onal Programs for a 
one year break in the US before moving to Asia, but “home” felt more comfortable for her at the 

me, and full‐ me university jobs for ESL teachers were hard to come by…. so the one year break 
evolved into an eleven year break.  When a new dean at UCSB  Extension closed Interna onal Pro‐
grams in 2008, she moved to UC Merced to teach Wri ng and then coordinate the English Language 
Ins tute, suppor ng non‐na ve speakers on campus. Belinda loves being able to make a difference 
and thinks that she has the best job in the world.  
Belinda’s family in Merced is small – just her and her two cats.  However, she doesn’t live alone.  
Since she enjoys company, she almost always has one or two rooms of her house rented out to UC 
Merced PhD students or postdocs, all of whom have been good housemates.  
Belinda’s involvement in Etz Chaim had included occasional holiday events and services for several 
years, but she only became am ac ve par cipant a year or two ago.  She recalls that her first event 
was a Passover Seder thanks to Ira Bla ’s welcoming invita on.  She also remembers John and 
Mary Hofmann    manning a table at a UC Merced student ac vity fair several years ago.  
Since Belinda considers herself more spiritual than religious, she has loved the congrega on mostly 
for its wonderful community.  She had never felt like she was no ceably in a minority before mov‐
ing to Merced, and takes comfort in    being with other “members of the tribe.”   
Belinda’s love of travel and living abroad took root when she was an exchange student in Denmark 

during high school. Covid changed her plans to go to Russia last June, but she plans on traveling 

somewhere else next year.  Covid has also put a damper on her other beloved ac vi es: playing 

badminton at Merced     College, prac cing Taiko (Japanese drumming), and doing interna onal folk  

dancing in Turlock.  Currently, her hobbies have centered around hos ng online games for friends.  

Thank you Belinda for sharing some per nent facts about your life  
and le ng us get to you know you a li le be er!    
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Welcome to the latest installment of our Spotlight on Members feature!  
Congregation Etz Chaim has been incorporated in Merced for over 40 years, and we are enjoying    
getting to know our members, even better. 
This month we’ve swiveled our spotlight to a fairly new member to our congregation, who has 
become very dear to us: Belinda Braunstein 

Spotlight on our Members Sheryl Wight 



Matzah Bark 
 

4 whole pieces of kosher for Passover matzah 
1/2 cup (1 stick) butter 
1 cup dark brown sugar, packed 
2 cups semisweet chocolate chips 
 
Line a baking sheet with parchment paper and place the 4 pieces of matzah 
on it. It’s ok to break them to make them fit.  
Cook the butter and brown sugar over a medium heat, stirring constantly, 
and after it comes to a boil continue to stir for 3 minutes, then remove it 
from the heat and pour it over the matzah. 
Quickly spread the hot mixture over the matzah to cover it completely. 
 
Bake at 350* F for 10-15 minutes.  
 
Sprinkle the chocolate chips over the hot matzah, letting them soften/melt 
for 5 minutes or so, then gently spread them over the hardening toffee. 
 
Other toppings (like kosher salt, coarse sea salt, chopped nuts, etc.) may be 
sprinkled on top of the spreaded chocolate.  
 
Let it cool, break it into pieces, and try not to eat it all at once. 
 

Matzah bark keeps well in the refrigerator or freezer. 

C O N G R E G A T I O N  E T Z  C H A I M  

Welcome to another new feature!  
Food connects us with our past. In fact, food in some cases can be our last and deepest connection to the 
past. What is the taste of home? Can our memories be captured in a single bite? After all, who can forget 
Nanny’s brisket, or Bubbe’s babka, the kugel of a favorite aunt, or the deliciously rich chicken and matzo 
ball soup served every Friday night? 
The foods we enjoy today have come to us from countries, and cuisines, around the world, from Central 
and Eastern Europe: Poland, Russia, Austria, Romania, Hungary, Germany, Italy, to China, Japan, India, 
Thailand, the Middle East, and all of the many places that brought people to our shores. The soul of our 
cuisine lies in the journey that these foods, and the people who brought them, have taken. Our food is a 
product of migration.  
Food connects us to our heritage, and to each other. We are the caretakers of traditions old and new with 
delicious recipes that can be shared. Whether it be our Grandma’s recipe, or simply your favorite recipe, 
we hope that you will share a recipe with us, so that we can print it in a future maggid issue. 
 

This recipe is an easy and delicious Passover dessert  

WHAT’S COOKING! 



 
 
 

Let’s meet monthly for a  
Walk and Talk, 

and pick up trash we find along the way. 
We’ll start this month’s Walk and Talk  

on Saturday, March 6th 
at 9:00 AM,  

in the Raley’s Parking Lot, 
 behind the Chevron Sta on  

(corner of G and Yosemite Ave) 
We’ll meet up there, 

walk towards El Portal Rd, 
and circle back. 

 
 

Please bring a garbage bag and gloves,  
and wear comfortable walking shoes, 

sunglasses and a hat. 
 

Please call Carol Madruga for more informa on. 
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Congregation Etz Chaim 

P O Box 3752 Merced CA 

95344 

www.Jewishmerced.org 

Dave Colnic   3/4 
John Hofmann   3/12 
Mary Hofmann  3/16 
Liesl Schwartz   3/16 
Jus n Atkins   3/19 
Natalie Wight   3/20 
Debra Kleitman  3/29 
 
Lyra Hofmann Mook  4/18 
John Kirihara   4/21 
Greg Ambrosini   4/22 
Cathy Hofmann   4/23 
Lloyd Atkins    4/23 

Upcoming 
 Birthdays 

Herman Berger 
Abraham Braunstein 
Dina Braunstein 
Vince Campi 
Sol Drucker 
Jacob Goodstein 
Bill Hofmann 
Saul Matlin 
Eric Pollak 
Fanny Rosenbaum 
Diane Russell 
Dulce Spangler 
Hilda Strangarity 
Abe Tenenbaum  

April 
Yahrtzeits 

C O N G R E G A T I O N  E T Z  C H A I M  

זכרונם  לברכה                    
May their memories be a blessing 

Lillian Bauman 
Louis Dake 
Gertrude Davis 
Bernard Gobler 
David Gregory 
Brenda Hatcher 
Frances Katz 
William Katz  
Stephen Leonard 
Ignacy Lieberman 
Sam Litowsky 
Joseph Matlin 
Michael Rosenbaum 
Adam Schroeder 
Gerald Shainberg 
Morris Shapiro 
Syl Wachs 
Rose Zwillinger 

March 
Yahrtzeits 


