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A journey to your true potential

The popular writer Leah Kotkes brings her celebrated workshops to London and Manchester later this month. She
has been telling Shani Rachamim about her new book and the inspiration she gives to others.

Over the past seven years Leah Kotkes
has developed her writing career from
interview-features writer to columnist at
Hamodia and then Mishpacha, and since
June 2006 to features writer and editor at
Binah Magazine, while being a wife, mother
and homemaker. She is also a global writing
mentor. Annually she hosts a one-day
seminar for over 120 women in Jerusalem;
everyone is welcome at The Writer’s Journey
Seminars where Leah teaches alongside
her team of eight workshop leaders who
include publishers, editors, writers and
writing teachers.

“At the first seminar, five years ago, one
of our participants was an eighty-six-year-
old non-observant lady. She arrived with
her head uncovered, but was eager to join
our community of mostly heimishe writers
and invest in her writing skills. We did
everything to make her feel welcome and
felt inspired by her refined writing style.
She has participated ever since, arriving
bitznius, telling the ladies how she feels
a greater love for Judaism due to the
friendships she has made at the seminars.
Writing workshops are a wonderful way to
bring women together and for women to
give to others as well as themselves,” said
Mrs Kotkes, whoinitiates many endeavours
for women writers including The Writers’
Journal, an annual publication to showcase
writers, which has helped create a vibrant,
productive community of women. Leah
Kotkes’ enthusiasm for the craft of writing
- atherapeutic medium, a journey of self-
discovery and a way to inform, inspire and
influence others - is infectious. “I would
like to see more women keeping journals,
writing letters, expressing themselves
through writing. Writing affords great
benefits; it is a means of expression and
creativity, a way to monitor oneself, to gain

life balance, to touch the lives of others in
a meaningful and profound way. Above
all, through writing we can form a closer
relationship with Hashem and come to
know our truest potential”

“There are few limits to how much
you can achieve in life if you focus your
prayers, efforts and time,” says Mrs Kotkes.
“Defining goals, having a mentor and
nurturing an optimistic attitude will help
a person achieve much in life, particularly
in the world of writing/publishing where
rejection can all too easily thwart a writer’s
hopes”

So what does she feel is the best way for a
person to become a good writer?

“If writing makes a woman feel good,
there is no better reason for her to write.
For myself, becoming a good writer means
writing a good story. The way I do this
is firstly to daven to Hashem for siyatto
dishmayo in my writing endeavours. [ wish
I could write 24 hours a day, I love writing
that much, but I could never allow myself
that luxury. My chosen tafkid is to write
for Klal Yisroel while encouraging others
to use their writing to inspire Klal Yisroel.
I write every day. I also read; to be a good
writer you have to read good writers. I
work on upgrading my editing skills;
when a person learns how to revise, edit
and rewrite they become a writer. Writing
a great story means taking in the great
story of life; ’'m an observer, a listener, a
thinker, as well as a writer. To write a good
story requires mastering the elements
of storytelling, which is essential for all
genres. Story elements are: an authentic
plot-line that is true to the story you want
to tell, appropriate characters, dialogue,
setting/situation, and description and
detail to bring the story to life and propel
it to its final conclusion.”

Leah Kotkes’s hope is that every Jewish
woman will find a point of inspiration
and encouragement in her memoir,
which is her first book. The Map Seeker:
One Womans Quest (Israel Bookshop
Publications) charts the curve of Leah’s
fascinating life journey, from fashion
publicist in London to world traveller to
the astonishingly contrasting life of a kollel
wife and mother of four children. The Map
Seeker has a haskomoh from Rav Chayim
Pinchos Scheinberg. He says the book “has
a most relevant message in today’s times
when so many are in need of a true tale of
perseverance and vision in order for them
to follow G-d’s path and to know Him. It
is my prayer that from between the pages
of this book thousands of people will come
closer to G-d and His Torah”

Leah Kotkes will be in London iyH
on 20" /21" May, and in Manchester on
24™ May, on the last stage of a three-week
book and workshop tour that takes her
from her home in Jerusalem to Lakewood,
Boro Park, the Five Towns, Monsey, on to
Toronto and Montreal, and finally to her
birthplace, the UK. The Map Seeker: One
Woman'’s Quest will be released on 11" May
in New York, and is the inspiration behind
the tour. Leah will give meet-the-author
talks as well as workshops that will include
advice and encouragement to women who
write for themselves as well as instruction
and inspiration for writers keen to advance
their skills for magazine/ book publishing.

For details about Leah’s Stamford Hill,
Golders Green and Manchester workshops
contact Mrs. Rochelle Flam on 020-
8806-1007 or email r.flam@ymail.com
or leahporetsky@yahoo.com. “The Map
Seeker: One Woman’s Quest” will be
available from all Judaica bookstores from
May 11.

Approaching Hashem
on wings of song

Dina Rosell talks to a young London chazan who has won a scholarship to study
cantorial art in Eretz Yisroel

“EVER since I was a child I really enjoyed singing;” says Chazan
Yossi Schwarz. “When I was thirteen years old I started out as a
chazan and I've never stopped since”

Five years ago Yossi began to daven by the omud for the Yomim
Noraim and more recently he became a professional freelance
chazan working in shuls in London. He realised that there is always
room for improvement and he therefore applied for the Julian
Klein Cantorial Scholarship sponsored by Tephilharmonic. After
being auditioned Yossi was entered into a competition for a year’s
scholarship at the Tel Aviv Cantorial Institute and, competing
against three other chazonim, won with flying colours.

Tephilharmonic is an organisation set up to help aspiring young
chazonim establish themselves in their chosen career by sponsoring
their cantorial training in the expectation that they will take up
positions here upon returning to the UK. The scholarship fund
was set up lilui nishimas Julian Klein zI who was niffar at a young
age. Mr Klein was concerned that there is a lack of proficient banlei
tefilloh in England and strongly believed that only a person who
was fluent in the correct nusach and had the required vocal ability
should be allowed to lead the davening.

“Kehillos would gain so much by experiencing a proper davening
and hearing the voice of a chazan as it enhances the entire shul
experience;, Mr Schwarz added. “People are more comfortable
listening to a professional baal tefilloh, especially one who is able
to inspire them. Julian Klein himself encouraged me to further my
career in chazonus”

Yossi has spent the last six years training his voice and learning

nusach hatefilloh. He is becoming ever more popular in local shuls
as requests are pouring in for his special touch on Shabbos, Yomtov
and Yomim Noraim. Together with his amazing vocal talent and his
incredible infusion of emotion he has the ability to uplift and greatly
inspire with his davening.

He says that he is always conscious of the fact that he is simply
a shaliach, trying to bring the kehilloh closer to Hashem. “Every
Yom Tov has a different mood,” he says. “Its important that the
chazan helps create an atmosphere appropriate to the occasion.
For instance, the awe-inspiring Unesaneh Tokef should be sung in a
stirring but subdued manner, as opposed to Hallel which is led in a
movingly upbeat tone” Yossi puts together his own original pieces
that ensure his audience are always kept enraptured and leave the
shul on a high.

The awareness that the voice of the chazan, beautiful and
powerful as it may be, is merely a means of expression of the whole
congregation, is vital. “I feel a great sense of freedom by expressing
myself emotionally through my singing but I must never lose sight
of the fact that this is not my fefilloh but everyones. For this very
reason in the Kaddish Tiskabel following Chazoras Hashatz the
chazan davens that the tefillos of everyone who is present should be
accepted by Hashem”

Mr Schwarz added that he was extremely excited at the prospect
of spending a year in Eretz Yisroel perfecting his creative talent,
where he will iyH have the opportunity to learn chazonus theory,
proficiency in nusach and vocal technique and, especially, the art of
chazonus at a deeper level.

Yossi Schwarz with his Tephilarmonic award.
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