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North Central Florida
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that enhance the
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worldwide.
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A word on this year's programming

Hello, my name is Naomi Richards, and
I'd like to share an update about my
transition this past year into the role of
Director of Community Engagement
and Programming here at JCNCF. In this
position, | help plan and support
programming for adults ages 18 and up,
with the goal of creating opportunities
for connection, Jewish learning, and
meaningful community experiences. As
I've settled into this role, I've been
grateful for the chance to work closely
with community members and see how
shared experiences can strengthen
relationships and deepen engagement.

One recent program was Reverse
Tashlich, which took place in September,
and offered a thoughtful
reinterpretation of the traditional ritual.
Instead of symbolically casting away
“sins,” participants focused on repairing
the world through direct action. We
gathered at Veterans Park, where
volunteers picked up trash, painted park
structures, and worked together to
improve a shared public space. We also
included a symbolic moment of
throwing seeds, representing renewal
and growth. The day combined hands-
on service with reflection and Jewish
values, creating a meaningful
experience for everyone involved.

We also recently came together for a
community Hanukkah celebration in
December that welcomed
approximately 150-175 attendees. Held
at the Cuscowilla Nature and Retreat
Center, the event brought together
families and individuals for an afternoon
of celebration. Activities included a
magic show, a bounce house, children’s
programming, and live music by the
Klezmer Katz. Guests enjoyed latkes,
jelly donuts, and other holiday favorites,
all in a warm and festive setting.

In addition, a new book club has begun
meeting and has already gathered twice, and
this program is ongoing. The group has
provided a welcoming space for discussion
and connection, and the next meeting is
scheduled for January 4th, 2026. The
upcoming selection is The Boston Girl by
Anita Diamant, a coming-of-age novel set in
early 20th-century Boston, which offers rich
themes for conversation and reflection.

Community-building has also continued
through the Gainesville Jews’' 20s and 30s
group, which is ongoing. This group has met
twice so far, once for a Shabbat dinner and
once for a Friendsgiving celebration. Both
gatherings offered relaxed social
opportunities to connect. The next event will
be a bonfire on January 11th, and it promises
to be another casual and welcoming way to
spend time together.

For ongoing updates and information about
upcoming programs, | encourage everyone to
read our weekly newsletter, which is sent out
on Thursday afternoons. You can sign up at
jencf.org. I'm also deeply appreciative of my
colleagues, Katherine Paedae and Linda
Maurice, whose guidance and collaboration
have been invaluable during this transition.

If you have questions, feedback, or ideas
related to adult programming, please feel free
to reach out to me at engagement@jcncf.org.

Happy holiday season,
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In this newsletter
you can expect:

Community Updates

Photos from Tu B’shevat

Photos from the Purim
Carnival

An article from Linda
Maurice

Reverse Tashlich photos

PJ Library photos and
updates

Community Hanukkah
Party Photos

Our Sponsors
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Tu B'Shevat

This year for Tu B'shevat,
both Congregation B'nai
Israel and Temple Shir
Shalom’s Religious schools
came together, along with
other children from the
community. Rabbi Joseph
and Rabbi Caiman spoke
with the students about the
holiday. Together, we
planted seeds and cleaned
up B'nai Israel’s premises.
We were so happy to bring
together both religious
schools to celebrate this
holiday of the trees.




Purim Carnival

For the annual Purim
Carnival hosted by
Congregation B'nai Israel,
we had a wonderful time
coming together as a
community in celebrating
the story of Esther.




The Importance of Community
Linda E. Maurice
Executive Director

When | first arrived in Gainesville | wrote a column
about the importance of community, or in Hebrew,
Kehila, in our lives. In the years since then, | am
proud to say that despite the current world
“difficulties” (an understatement, but | am at a loss
to find an appropriate singular word), living in our
lovely, warm, friendly, diverse and accepting North
Central Florida community helps to ease the pain
and worries of the world around us.

Earlier this month, that community spirit was on full
force display at the JCNCF annual community
Hanukkah party. Since we are a united North
Central Florida Jewish community and our
catchment area includes Alachua and Marion
Counties, we held the party at Cuscowilla Nature
and Retreat Center in Micanopy. As you will seein
the photo spread about this party, and other events
so far this year, we had our largest holiday party
turnout yet (between 150-175 people). What made
the enthusiastic response even more moving was
that we woke up the morning of the party to the
horrific news of yet another antisemitic attack, this
time in Sydney, Australia. | was so proud of our
community that while we were all feeling the pain
and horror following Bondi Beach, it didn’t stop
people from coming together to celebrate the first
night of Hanukkah. On the contrary, | heard from
many people that they felt it was even more
important to be with the rest of the Jewish
community in solidarity, and to make sure that the
Hanukkah lights still shone bright.

Following the holidays we have a lot of great events
in our schedule for all ages. Our family programs
keep growing, and in response we have created new
groups for different ages:

» Mazel Tots - for families of toddlers to take
nature walks and have other outdoor
experiences

« JCNCF Youth —two cohorts, 4/5th grades and
6/7th grades

JCNCF | DECEMBER 2025

JCNCF Holocaust Education programming is also
always evolving. Please join us on January 18th for
an interfaith event commemorating both
International Holocaust Remembrance Day and
Martin Luther King Jr. Day. United Church of
Gainesville will be hosting the documentary
screening of “From Swastika to Jim Crow,”
followed by a panel discussion moderated by
Gainesville Mayor Harvey Ward, and including
retired University of Hartford history professor Dr.
Warren Goldstein and University of Florida
professors Rev. Dr. Rik Stevenson and Dr. Norman
Goda.

With 2025 winding down and 2026 upon us, |
continue to hope that this coming year will be a
better one. | have been wishing people a happy,
healthy, peaceful and meaningful holiday season.
Yes, those are a bunch of adjectives to use in a
greeting, but they feel especially important to use
right now.

Wishing us all a happy, healthy, peaceful and
meaningful holiday season!

[t




Reverse Tashlich 2025

This year, the whole
community came
together to clean up
Veterans Park as an act
of “reverse Taslich”. We
blew the Shofar, did
crafts, painted, and
refreshed the
beautiful park!




BESA: A Code of Honor
Combined Religious School Event

BESA: A Code of Honor is
an exhibit provided by Yad
Vashem about Albanian
Muslims who aided Jewish
people during the
Holocaust. Both
Congregation B'nai Israel
and Temple Shir Shalom'’s
religious schools joined
together to learn from
this exhibit.




JCNCF Community Hanukkah Party

This year's JCNCF
Community Hanukkah
Party was certainly one to
remember. From the
bounce house to Magic
Mike, to the klezmer band,
and all the wonderful
activities for children, we
all had a great time!
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PJ Library 2025 Update
Katherine Pacdace
Family Programs Coordinator

We've had a very busy programming year at PJ Library in 2025!

We kicked off the school year back in August with a PJ Library
pool party at Westside Park, where we had about 50 kids and
their families come play together and celebrate the '25-'26 school year starting.

In September we took part in our community Reverse Tashlich event at Veterans
Park, where we had Rosh Hashanah crafts, as well as a children’s tashlich where we
wrote down what we were sorry for on dissolving paper and threw our “sorries” into
the water to dissolve away.

To celebrate Sukkot we had S'mores in the Sukkah, where we painted pumpkins,
had a bonfire, made s’'mores, hung out in the sukkah, and played in the field behind
Temple Shir Shalom. More than 40 kids and their families came out to play, and we
only left when it got too dark to see!

At the beginning of November, the JCNCF Youth program kicked off with our first-
ever Ultimate Teen Lock-In. We had 10 seventh graders come spend the night at UF
Hillel, where they were up just about all night with games, activities, and more! Look
forward to more programming from JCNCF Youth in 2026.

We also had PJ Rescue Readers in November, where we took a dozen kids on the
first day of Thanksgiving Break to the Humane Society of North Central Florida.
There they read aloud to the cats, then cuddled and played with them for the rest of
the morning. The shelter staff were so grateful to have volunteers come spend time
with the adoptable kitties, and the kids were more than happy to do the job.

Finally, in December we took part in the JICNCF Community Hanukkah Party. The
kids painted their own menorahs, rolled their own beeswax Hanukkah candles,
played outdoor games, and enjoyed a bounce house and magician, along with lots
of latkes and sufganiyot (jelly doughnuts). Then we all got together at sundown to
light the first Hanukkah candle and enjoy Magic Mike.

PJ Library is so grateful to have the support of the north-central Florida community,
and we can’t wait to have more fun events and experiences with you in 2026!




PJ Library and Youth Events




PJ Library and Youth Events (continued)




Upcoming Events 2026
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Thank you to the 2024-25 JCNCF sponsors and those who have already committed to the 2025-26
year.
The following businesses and individuals sponsored JCNCF weekly emails, Holocaust Education
events, PJ Library events and book mailings, Caring Connections holiday bags, Helping Hand Clinic
Meals, event security and JCNCF events including the annual Yom HaShoah commemoration and
community Hanukkah party.
For more information about becoming a sponsor, please email linda@jcncf.org_







Thank vou to all of our
wonderful sponsors!




