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HP residents 
attend 
‘Bangles and 
Bowties’
Event raises more 

than $950K

Staff RepoRt

A crowd of more than 500 
prominent business leaders, 
elected officials and com-
munity organizers gathered 
at Chicago’s Union Station 
on Nov. 8 to celebrate at 
the Chicago Chapter of the 
American India Founda-
tion’s ninth annual Chicago 
Gala, “Bow Ties and Ban-
gles.” Among the attendees 
were Highland Park resi-
dents Elizabeth Kaplan-Ruff 
and Lewis Rosenbloom.

The benefit raised funds 
and awareness for AIF’s 
Learning and Migration Pro-
gram, which educates and 
nurtures children in areas of 
high seasonal migration.

In attendance were no-
table leaders including Con-
gressman Pete Sessions, 
Chair of the House Rules 
Committee and His Excel-
lency Ambassador Taranjit 
Sandhu, Deputy Chief of 
India Mission, Washington 
D.C. Also present were the 
2014 Gala Co-Chairs in-
cluding: Daniel Capozzi, se-
nior vice president, Discover 
Financial Services; Michael 
Fassnacht, president, FCB 
Chicago; Lubanina and Zain 
Raj; Glenn Schneider, CIO, 

Learning to write, writing to learn
Beth El writer’s 

group supports 

writers new and old

Nicki koettiNg, assistant editor

North Suburban Syna-
gogue Beth El’s Maxwell 
Abbell Library is a treasure 
trove of literature. Floor-
to-ceiling shelves cluster 
around each other con-
taining tomes of Talmudic 
knowledge, paperback nov-
els and Biblical wisdom of 
all shapes, sizes and sources.

Situated in the midst of 
this collection of texts is 
a long, wooden table, at 
which, at 9:30 a.m. twice a 
month, a group women sit.

One of the six women 
present on the morning of 
Dec. 3, Merle Tovian, passes 
out a poem she wrote recent-
ly, titled “Blue Sukkah.”

“I need a lot of feed-
back,” Tovian says. “This is 
very rough.”

She reads the poem out 
loud, as the other women 
study the pieces of papers 
before them, listening.

“35 years,” Tovian reads. 
“Multi-generational. Grand-
parents, parents, children, 
grandchildren. Pine branch-
es to shelter from rain. Tar-
paulin to shelter from wind. 
Jackets, hats, mittens to 
shelter from cold …”

As Tovian reads, the 
other women sitting at the 
table nod to the rhythm of 
her words.

Tovian finishes with, 
“shake the lulav, the sukkah 
trembles. Smell the etrog 
and pine schach. Taste the 
harvest. Praise the Creator 
of the world.”

“It’s wonderful,” the other 
women exclaim.

“Really?” Tovian says. “I 
took two different things and 
stuck them together, but it’s 
still short.”

“The two ends were just 
waiting for that middle,” an-

other group member, Sandy 
Strauss, says.

The women who are dis-
cussing Tovian’s poem on 
Dec. 3 are part of Beth El’s 
Writer’s Beit Midrash group, 
a writing group for Beth El 
members and non-members 
alike, for new writers and 
those who have been writing 
for decades. Twice a month, 
the group meets around the 
table in the synagogue li-
brary to hand out a piece 
they have been working on 
and to discuss each other’s 
work and give gentle, con-
structive criticism.

Writers bring in fiction, 
essays and poetry — what-
ever they want. The group 
is an informal and fun way 
to keep writers account-
able and keep their writing 
skills sharp.

“I wouldn’t write as much 
if I didn’t have this [group],” 
Tovian says.

The Writer’s Beit Midrash 
group began about three 
years ago, when a few con-
gregants approached Rachel 
Kamin, the director of the Jo-
seph and Mae Gray Cultural 
and Learning Center at Beth 
El, asking if the synagogue 
had a group for writers. Ka-
min said, no, they didn’t, but 
she could start one.

“It’s become more active 
and regular [over the years],” 
said Ali Drumm, Beth El’s 
director of informal educa-
tion. “It has a diverse popu-
lation of people who come 
in and out, and benefit each 
other and work together.”

The Hebrew phrase 
“beit midrash” translates to 
“house of learning,” a fitting 
title for the group, who learn 
from each others’ writing 
and comments, the mem-
bers say.

“You get to read this wide 
variety of stuff — it’s really 
fun,” Strauss says.

“Sometimes we bring 
something back that we need 
to work on more, and some-

times we bring something 
brand new,” Tovian says. 
“Sometimes people bring 
something that they’ve been 
working on for years.”

It doesn’t matter for the 
Writer’s Beit Midrash — 
all writing is acceptable for 
the members, who encour-
age each other to publish 
what they’ve read dur-
ing meetings.

Although good writing is 
the focus of the meetings, 
the community and friend-
ship that develops from the 

writing group is sometimes 
more important to the Writ-
er’s Beit Midrash.

“The biggest reason I go 
to these [meetings] is that 
it brings me out of myself. 
It gives me so much sup-
port,” member Judith Tepfer 
says. “I was really focused 
on something negative this 
morning and coming here 
just changed it.”

“It’s nice to be together,” 
member Lynne Weitz says. 
“It encourages you to write.”

Recent member Sandra Phillips reads aloud a personal 
essay she wrote.

Writer’s Beit Midrash member Judith Tepfer comments on 
the writing discussion at group’s Dec. 3 meeting at Beth El. 
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Discover Financial Services; 
and Miles D. White, chair-
man and CEO, Abbott.

The evening kicked off 
with a cocktail hour where 
guests had the opportunity 
to bid on an array of sports 
memorabilia, fantastic piec-
es of art and unique Chi-
cago experiences. Master 
of Ceremonies, comedian 
Anish Shah, welcomed the 
evening’s guests and intro-
duced Dr. Bulbul and Vimal 
Bahuguna, this year’s Gala 
Chairs and AIF Board Mem-
bers. Continuing the eve-
ning’s program, the Bahu-
gunas introduced Swati and 
Siddharth (Bobby) Mehta, 
who received the Leader 
in Philanthropy Award for 
their decade-long commit-
ment to AIF and its fundrais-
ing efforts.

Later in the evening, 
guests were able to further 
their support by participating 
in the Save a Child Pledge 
Drive. Thanks to the unprec-
edented generosity of the 
evening’s gala co-chairs and 
sponsors, including Abbott, 
Discover Financial Services, 
FCB Chicago, McKinsey & 
Company, the Talwar Fam-
ily Foundation, Zain Raj 
and the charitable donations 
from attendees, the event 
raised $960,000 to improve 
the lives of underprivileged 
citizens in India.

Elizabeth Kaplan-Ruff (right) 
and Lewis Rosenbloom, 
of Highland Park, stop 
for a photo at the Nov. 8 
charitable event. photo 
submitted


