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WHY DO WE COOK? How many of us have asked this question as we rush home on Friday afternoon, or for that matter any afternoon, having ambitiously planned a feast and not left enough time to cook it? Despite the fact that there are take-out options in abundance and a restaurant on every corner where I live, I spend the week poring over recipes, planning menus, and shopping for food. And all in all, it’s a pretty joyous experience.


The desire to nurture our family and friends is at the heart of why we cook. A special dinner at a restaurant or lunch out with friends can be lovely (I personally have a secret love for department store cafés), but when we sit down at the table at home, time slows down. Gratitude bubbles up around me—for the people I love, for the food we too often take for granted, for the conversation (however mundane), and especially for the time to appreciate it all.


In Jewish tradition, we say a blessing before we eat, giving thanks for the bread that comes from the earth. But bread doesn’t actually come from the earth. There are a multitude of steps that take place before bread appears on our table. The soil has to be prepared, the wheat planted, and then watered by the rain, warmed by the sun, harvested, and brought to the mill to make flour. When we combine the ingredients, knead the dough, let it rise, and shape it into bread, we become a part of the blessing.


We begin with a single ingredient when we cook, but that ingredient quickly becomes transformed. Is there anything as wonderful as a crisp Macoun apple on a chilly autumn day? Try combining that apple with other apples of different varieties and add some sugar, oatmeal, flour, and butter and bake it for an hour or so. The sum really can be greater than its parts. Cooking is an opportunity to create, to take raw material and shape it into something more, something wonderful and even magical.


This idea, this power to transform, is what animates JCC Manhattan and indeed JCCs throughout North America and beyond. Every day, we remember the central Jewish teaching that every person is unique, bringing something important to the world. Every day, we are witness to what happens when one person is joined with others in community. We become different; we often become better. There is strength when we build good communities and we are reminded that, as special as we are as individuals, when we come together we can be more, do more, and expect more.


The Community Table is the result of these two big ideas—the values inherent in cooking and the value of community—coming together. Like most projects, it started with a few people who later became the architects, chefs, and authors of this cookbook. Our three authors have each been intrinsically connected to JCC Manhattan over many years.


It was Judy Bernstein Bunzl’s idea to do a JCC cookbook, celebrating the ten years JCC Manhattan has been a catalyst for community building on 76th Street and Amsterdam Avenue. A major foodie and terrific cook, Judy has spent the last several years tending her magnificent organic garden in the backyard of her Riverdale home. Judy’s garden not only feeds her friends and family with beautiful produce, but also feeds her soul.


Katja Goldman is the professional and published chef of the group. An invitation to Katja’s Shabbat table is prized for its culinary treats and for the stimulating conversation that occurs there every week. She is one of the leaders and primary teachers of the New York home challah baking trend: For Katja, challah making is an act of meditation and giving challah is a gift of compassion.


Lisa Rotmil is also a foodie who has previously edited a community cookbook and cooks every night for her family. For Lisa, cooking is a way of slowing down the hectic pace of a busy Manhattan family and provides her with a strong bond to her grandfather, who as a master craftsman taught her the importance of paying attention to detail and artistic expression.


Each of these women is a force of nature in her own right and together they have collaborated to create a work of art for all of us to savor. They share a love of food and a love of JCC Manhattan and the many ways we create powerful community every day. They have brought the best of themselves to the project, sharing recipes and memories as they diced, braised, and roasted. When they disagreed about a recipe, they simply made the dish each way and sampled them. Would that all our conflicts could be settled by tasting chocolate cookies three ways!


For Judy, Katja, and Lisa—and for us at the JCC—sharing food is an important way we nurture one another, whether we are on the Upper West Side of Manhattan or in places like San Francisco, Detroit, Atlanta, Pittsburgh, Washington, or Houston. We are grateful to our fellow JCCs in those cities for sharing their stories with us, which you will find throughout the book. When you walk into a JCC, you may see a gym and a pool, a nursery school or day camp—but there is so much more at play. We hope through these stories you will come to know the JCCs as they really are—places that bring people together, that support, nourish, and value the mind, body, and spirit of everyone who walks through our doors.


We invite you to make these recipes your own and to build your own community table. The food you make will delight; the community you create will inspire.




From our community table to yours,


Joy


RABBI JOY LEVITT,
 EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR,
 JCC MANHATTAN
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When you invite someone to sit at your table, and you want to cook for them, you are inviting a person into your life.


—MAYA ANGELOU





WELCOME TO OUR COMMUNITY TABLE—a celebration of the remarkable community built at JCC Manhattan. We are the lucky three authors who embraced the challenge to create a cookbook celebrating the JCC. It is a cookbook that reflects how we cook today: conscientiously, healthily, creatively, locally, and internationally inspired. We are three New York women, all mothers, wives, and committed cooks: one art historian, one professional chef, one organic vegetable gardener; one traditional, one Conservative, one Reform Jew. We come from different backgrounds, yet share many passions and priorities, most important our love of food. As one of our daughters said, “You are always in your kitchen, or in each others’ kitchens talking, cooking, or tasting food.”


How true, and how fortunate we are. Whether we are poring over seed catalogues, discussing farmers’ markets in New York City or elsewhere, or helping with homework, we are most often found in the kitchen—the center of our homes. Each of us has always enjoyed cooking on her own, but cooking together for the last few years has been addictive. While we have always built mini-communities around our individual dining tables, together the three of us formed a micro-community. We started with different cooking styles and different palates, and emerged with those preferences intact, but with an added ability to compromise, and an eagerness to share.


Better yet, this food journey has turned us into the fastest of friends. For us, food is a way to nurture and build relationships. Our process of spending days, weeks, months together in the kitchen has made us tightly bonded. We’ve had a delicious time.


How did we choose the recipes to include in our book? We first looked at our community of JCC Manhattan. What are they cooking? If the wealth of languages one hears in the lobby—English, Hebrew, Korean, Spanish, and any number of others—is any indicator, the home kitchens of our members are extraordinarily diverse. We have relished all the culinary influences this community has shared with us. Beyond that, Jewish communities of both the present and the past have inspired us. Throughout Jewish history, Jewish cooks have adapted recipes and styles of cooking from their adopted homelands. As such, we have included classic recipes and our own updated versions of those dishes from Italy, Spain, France, Hungary, Morocco, the Middle East, India, and more. We did not set out to write a survey or a comprehensive chronicle of Jewish cooking. Rather, we wrote a book that reflects the great joy and diversity in cooking today—when exciting changes are happening in our food sources at the local level and every influence and ingredient is available to the chef on the web or around the corner.


Why this book now? Living in New York City, or really anywhere, life is fast-paced and can shift in a heartbeat. As home cooks, we passionately protect those precious times preparing meals for family and friends and the gatherings that ensue. Sure, the food is delicious, but the time spent together, creating our own “islands in time”—these are the moments that make us feel connected, engaged, alive, and thankful.


Food, family, and community have always been at the center of our lives. We hope this book will add to the bounty of your table and the richness of your lives. May your copy be filled with splatters and crumbs, and may you enjoy many new wonderful gatherings drawing inspiration from our book.


—Lisa, Katja, and Judy
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The shared meal elevates eating from a mechanical process of fueling the body to a ritual of family and community…


—MICHAEL POLLAN


















How to Use This Book
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OUR FOOD AND COOKING PHILOSOPHY is fairly simple and straightforward, but in this section we’re including some basic guidelines for how we prefer to shop and how to adapt these recipes for your home.


The recipes in this book were written for all home cooks, including traditionally kosher ones. But we respect the diversity in the homes of our community members, so adapt these recipes to fit your kitchen. We’ve included comprehensive charts at the back of this book, designating each recipe as dairy, meat, or pareve, including a complete list of recipes that are kosher for Passover.
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The Market


PRODUCE


In an effort to avoid sounding pedantic, we have not specified “organic” before every ingredient in our recipes. However, we believe in buying organic as often as possible. Organic farming reduces the synthetic chemicals and poisons put into our water sources and soil, which would otherwise be harmfully consumed by humans and all living things. Check out the Environmental Working Group’s Shopper’s Guide to Pesticides in Produce (including the “Dirty Dozen” and the “Clean Fifteen”) at EWG.org/foodnews/ for starting guidelines.


But we also suggest using organic eggs, grains, sugar, dairy products, meat, poultry, and nuts. One of our particular obsessions is to use organic lemons, limes, and oranges as we frequently use the zest with the juice (and we highly recommend squeezing your own citrus juices).


We also feel strongly about cooking with ingredients that are in season and locally grown, when available. Food tastes better when it’s eaten close to its harvesting and from a nearby source.


Obviously, where you live plays a big factor in how you shop, and we are aware of the challenges that you might face. Still, we urge you to shop conscientiously. Above all, we encourage you to shop for what is fresh in your markets and use those ingredients to inspire your cooking.
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FISH, MEAT, AND POULTRY


The environmental impact of our food systems should not be ignored. Unfortunately, the information out there is very confusing. We wouldn’t dare suggest that we have all the answers, but we would encourage you to do a little research on the products you buy. Take a look at Seafoodwatch.org to learn which types of fish to buy and which types should be avoided. Or simply ask your local fishmonger—he or she should be able to answer any questions about sustainability.


Regarding meat—the same applies. Your butcher can be a great source of information. One easy way to be conscientious about your protein consumption is to simply buy and eat less of it.


Please note that our recipes were made and tasted with kosher meat. Because kosher meat is salted, we really mean it when we say “salt to taste.”


EGGS


When a recipe calls for eggs we always use extra-large organic eggs. In truth, the size differential becomes important only when you are using five or more eggs at a time. But for simplicity’s sake we used extra-large while we were testing recipes. Whenever possible, buy eggs straight from a farmer. You will be amazed at the difference in taste, color, texture, and freshness.



MILK AND MILK SUBSTITUTES



While we’ve taken a health-conscious approach to cooking, avoiding the heavy creams of classic French and Italian cuisine, we do use low-fat milk in many of our recipes. However, if you are dairy-free, there are now many alternatives on the market: almond milk, rice milk, coconut milk, and many other alternatives can be substituted for regular milk. But be aware that these milks have distinct flavors and the end result will be different.


BUTTER AND MARGARINE


Unless otherwise noted, when a recipe calls for butter, we mean unsalted and organic. Current health findings have led us away from partially hydrogenated vegetable oil and trans fats, and steered us back toward butter. Nothing is better than butter, really. And many of our recipes call for it. But if you’d like to make something pareve or dairy-free, margarine, non-hydrogenated vegetable shortening, or grapeseed oil can be substituted in several of our dessert recipes. However, when using a butter substitute, we usually add a dash of vanilla or nut extract, a pinch of cinnamon, or lemon zest to fill in the flavor profile. For baking, you can also experiment with solid oils such as coconut oil.
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The Pantry
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OILS


Olive Oils: We always recommend using a high-quality extra-virgin olive oil, though on occasion you will see us specify a lighter variety. Be careful in choosing your olive oils—not everything claiming to be extra virgin really is. We recommend referring to the website truthinoliveoil.com. In addition, we are specifically sensitive to the expiration date on olive oils. It’s best to buy an olive oil with a harvest date so you know exactly how fresh it is. We use our best olive oils for finishing dishes and to dress salads. We tend to cook with less expensive versions, but ones that are still high in quality. Olive oils have distinct flavor profiles depending on where they are produced. So taste a variety of oils to determine what you like best.


Seed Oils: For cooking, try other oils such as grapeseed, safflower, and sunflower. Many times we select an oil based on its smoking point or neutral flavor. Grapeseed and peanut oils have the highest smoking points so you can really crank up the heat without worrying about burnt flavor and a smoky kitchen. Grapeseed oil is also good for baking. We tend to buy organic oils in the hopes of avoiding GMO products.


Nut Oils: Nut oils should always be stored in the refrigerator as they go rancid rather quickly. For this reason we suggest you buy small bottles to avoid waste.



SALT, SUGAR, AND FLOUR



In our recipes, we always use kosher salt, which we prefer for its texture. We also like sea salt for its mineral benefits and intense flavor. Flaked sea salt can garnish sweets, and fine sea salt is wonderful sprinkled over a salad. When we say “salt to taste” we truly mean you should take into account what salt you are using and how salty you prefer your food. Flavored salts are increasingly popular. Use them for an extra burst of flavor to finish a dish.


In keeping with our overall philosophy, we use organic sugar. Due to its coarse granulation, we suggest pulsing it in a food processor fitted with a metal blade for 10 to 15 seconds when preparing delicate baked goods.


At times we suggest experimenting with whole-grain organic flours instead of all-purpose flour. Please note that when using whole-grain flour you will need to increase the amount of salt.


SPICES


We recommend seeking out the harder-to-find spices that are used in some of our recipes. Specialty markets are wonderful for finding treasure troves of aromas and flavors, so we always recommend starting there, but you can also find many ingredients online if necessary. Keep in mind, while there are no expiration dates on spices, the fresher your spices are the more flavorful they will be. It’s a good idea to cull your spice cabinet periodically. You can prolong the shelf life of spices by storing them in your freezer.


HERBS


Unless otherwise noted, all our recipes call for fresh herbs.


PASTAS


Recently, there has been an explosion in the range and quality of pastas available in your local grocery store. Once upon a time, whole-wheat pasta tasted like cardboard. Today, there are many superior whole-grain options to choose from. You can even find pasta being made from ancient grains, such as farro, barley, and spelt, which have a slightly nutty flavor and firmer texture. We also love their whole-grain health benefits.


BEANS, LENTILS, AND GRAINS


Again, we suggest using organic whenever possible. Choose what works best in your kitchen and with your schedule, as long as you add these nutrient powerhouses into your repertoire in some form. A great time-saver is to cook extra beans and grains and store them in the freezer for future use.


STOCK


Stocks are an essential part of well-flavored cooking. We keep our Vegetable Consommé (here) and chicken stock (strained Chicken Soup, here) in our freezers to always have on hand. You can also buy stocks from your butcher, in boxes, or even organic bouillon cubes. We prefer homemade (no surprise) because you can control the flavor and the sodium content.















Equipment



Assuming you already have well-sharpened knives, assorted pots and pans, mixing bowls, and mixers, below is a list of our favorite and most-used kitchen tools. None of them are fancy or expensive, but they are all great investments for a well-rounded kitchen.
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Bamboo steamer


Brown sugar saver (13)


Cast-iron grill pan


Cast-iron skillets


Cheesecloth (preferably unbleached) (17)


Dough whisk (3)


Dumpling press


Heat-resistant rubber spatulas (19)


Instant-read thermometer (18)


Julienne peeler (14)


Kitchen scale


Kitchen timers (6)


Liquid measuring cup (11)


Mandolin (2)


Measuring cups


Measuring spoons (5)


Metal tongs (assorted sizes)


Microplane zester (16)


Mortar and pestle (8)


Parchment paper


Pastry brushes (10)


Rolling pin (1)


Shears (12)


Small ceramic paring knives


Spaetzle maker


Undyed kitchen twine (4)


Vegetable peeler (15)


Whisk (9)


Wooden chopsticks


Wooden spoons (7)



















BREADS



Weekly Challah


Queen Esther’s Crown Purim Bread


Chocolate Crumb Babka


Light and Easy Cornbread


Fig and Fennel Bread


Grilled Rosemary Flatbread


Rye Bread


Swedish Cardamom Ring


Morning Glory Muffins with Oat Flax Topping


Lemon Scones


Homemade Pretzels


Bubbes’ Hungarian Sweet Cheese Hamantaschen
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Weekly Challah
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Preparing the Shabbat loaves is a wonderful way to wind down at the end of a busy week. For us, challah isn’t just bread. It’s home, family, and tradition. When you’re preparing to make challah for the first time, take a deep breath and relax. It’s not as hard as it may seem. The dough is very forgiving and with practice we know you’ll ease into it and own the process, creating your own family traditions.







NOTE: To prepare challah the night before, place the dough in an oiled resealable plastic bag and refrigerate it overnight. The next morning, open the bag and, with the dough still inside it, punch the dough down by pushing on it 3 or 4 times with the heels of your palms. The dough will need to come to room temperature before you shape it, about 2 hours. To speed up the process, remove the dough from the bag, flatten it out on a parchment-lined baking sheet, and place it in a warm, draft-free space. It will be at room temperature in about 30 minutes. Shape the dough into braided loaves and proceed according to the recipe below.





MAKES 2 LARGE LOAVES




Bread


2 cups warm water (105°F)


2  packages dry yeast (4½ teaspoons)


2 teaspoons plus ⅓ cup sugar


¼ cup honey


4 extra-large eggs


6 to 7 cups unbleached all-purpose flour, as needed, plus more for dusting


4 teaspoons kosher salt


1 cup grapeseed or safflower oil, plus more for oiling the bowl


1 cup white whole-wheat flour


1 cup bread flour


3 tablespoons of one or a combination of sesame seeds, poppy seeds, and za’atar (optional)







Glaze


1 extra-large egg


2 tablespoons water


2 teaspoons honey (optional)









To make the bread, place the warm water in a large bowl and sprinkle the yeast and 2 teaspoons of sugar over the water. Let stand until foamy, about 10 minutes (this is called proofing or activating the yeast).







Add the honey, eggs, 2 cups of all-purpose flour, and the remaining sugar to the yeast. Beat hard with a bread whisk or stir vigorously with a wooden spoon until smooth.







Add the salt and oil and continue to whisk or stir until the oil is incorporated. Stir in white whole-wheat and bread flour. Gradually add remaining all-purpose flour, starting one cup at a time. When you can no longer stir in the bowl, transfer to a lightly floured surface and continue to gradually add flour, kneading gently until dough is smooth, elastic, and no longer sticky. (The flour amount may vary depending on the age of the flour, the humidity, and the size of your eggs.) Form the dough into a ball.







Oil a large bowl and add the dough, turning it once to coat it. Cover the bowl with a damp cloth and place it in a warm, draft-free spot, such as in an oven that’s turned off. Allow the dough to double in bulk, 1 to 2 hours. (To slow the rising process, refrigerate it at this point and let it rise for as long as 8 hours or overnight, see the headnote.)







Poke the dough with 2 fingers; if the indentations remain, the dough has adequately risen; if the indentations fill in, cover the dough and allow it to rise 15 to 30 minutes more.







When the dough has doubled, transfer it to a lightly floured work surface and deflate the dough by pushing down on it with the heels of your palms 3 or 4 times (called punching down the dough). If the dough feels sticky or seems too soft, knead in more flour. Divide the dough into two portions and braid them according to one of the sets of braiding instructions below.







Transfer each loaf to a parchment-covered baking sheet. Allow the shaped dough to rise in a warm place until an indention remains when the dough is poked lightly with a finger, 30 to 40 minutes.







Meanwhile, preheat the oven to 350°F.







To make the glaze, beat the egg in a small bowl with the water and honey, if using.







Bake the challot until they sound hollow when tapped (or to an internal temperature of 195 to 199°F; you can use an instant-read thermometer to test the temperature), 45 to 60 minutes. Just before the they are done (at 190 to 193ºF), remove them from the oven and brush with the glaze. Return the breads to the oven and bake until golden brown, 5 to 10 minutes. Brush again with the glaze, sprinkle with the seeds, if using, and return them to the oven until they look shiny and the glaze looks cooked, about 2 minutes. Remove from oven and cool on racks.
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Braiding Instructions


NOTE: We have given directions below for making two large challot. However, the recipe can easily be divided into four portions to make four medium-size challot. If making four challot, roll the strands (for braiding) 1 to 2 inches shorter than indicated below.






THREE-STRAND BRAID




1 For each challah, divide one dough portion into three equal pieces. Roll out each piece into a long uniform strand (about 16-inches). Place the three strands side by side lengthwise.







2 The strands will be braided from the center down and the center up. Starting at the center, take the strand on the outer right, cross it over the middle strand, and bring it into the middle.







3 Take the strand on the outer left, cross it over the middle strand and let it rest in the middle.







4 Repeat this procedure, alternately bringing the one on the outer right to the middle, and then bringing the one on the outer left to the middle, to the bottom.







5 Reverse the loaf so the free ends point downward and finish braiding in the same manner.







6 At each end, pinch the individual strand ends together and tuck them under the braid to finish.
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FOUR-STRAND BRAID





1 Divide one dough portion into four equal pieces. Roll out each piece into a long uniform strand (about 14-inches). Place strands side by side and pinch together the ends at the top.







2 Beginning from the left and working to the right, take the outside strand and weave it over the next strand, under the next, and over the last on the right.







3 To continue, from the left take the outside strand and weave it over the next strand, and under the next and over the last on the right.







4 Proceed as above weaving each strand over and under the other strands until the ends of the strands are reached. Pinch the ends together and tuck them under the loaf to finish.










DOUBLE BRAID




Follow the steps for a three-strand braid with slight modifications: Divide one dough portion into four equal pieces and roll out three of the pieces into long uniform strands (about 14 inches long each). Follow braiding directions for a three-strand loaf. Divide the fourth piece into three equal pieces and roll them into strands the same length as the already formed braid. These pieces will be much thinner. Make a long thin braid out of these strands. Place on top of the three-strand loaf and stretch it so you can tuck the ends under the loaf. Pinch the ends and pinch along the top (every inch or so) to attach the top braid to the challah.










ROUND CHALLAH




1 Using one portion of dough, roll it out into a long strand approximately 18 inches long by 3 inches wide. The strand should be tapered with one end thinner than the other.







2 Hold the thicker end in your hand and coil the dough around your fingers to form a spiral. Gently and slowly remove your hand. Tuck the tapered end under the challah.
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Round Challah










ROUND CHALLAH WITH HONEY BOWL




1 Using one portion of dough, divide the dough into four equal pieces. Roll one piece into a very long, thick strand. Working on a parchment-lined baking sheet, wrap the strand around a 3-inch ovenproof glass bowl. Pinch to close.







2 Roll the remaining dough into 3 equal strands and make a braid following the three-strand directions.







3 Wrap the braid around the dough that surrounds the bowl. Tuck the ends under the challah so the braid appears continuous. Bake with the bowl empty. Fill the bowl with honey before serving.
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Round Challah with Honey Bowl









VARIATIONS



For earthier-tasting bread: Substitute 1 to 2 cups of whole-wheat flour for the equivalent amount of white whole-wheat flour. You can experiment with different white, whole-wheat, and bread flours to get the texture and flavor you like. NOTE: When using more whole grain or bread flour you will want to increase the salt by ¼ to ½ teaspoon.


For dairy bread: Substitute melted butter for all or part of the oil.


For Rosh Hashanah bread: Before you begin making the dough, place ½ cup raisins in a small bowl with ¼ cup hot water. Let the raisins plump for at least 30 minutes. Add the plumped raisins to the dough before the first rise and shape the dough to make a round loaf. Add 2 teaspoons honey to the glaze for a sweet New Year.







BREAKING BREAD



[image: image]


Any dedicated baker will tell you that there’s a particular kind of joy in making bread and sharing it with others. Bread is worth every bit of the effort that goes into making it. We can’t have a celebratory meal without it, really, or a meal of any kind. The Jewish blessing over the bread is the umbrella blessing for the entire meal.


Of all the breads though, it’s challah that holds a special place in our hearts and our tradition. So it’s no surprise that challah also plays a pivotal role at JCCs around the country. At the Jewish Community Center of Greater Pittsburgh, Shabbat is celebrated by the entire community, with young children leading the charge, sharing challah with everyone.


Every Friday, two hundred preschoolers and their teachers set up a Shabbat table in the light-filled community-gathering hall, complete with candles, a kiddush cup, and a huge plate of challah. They lead a song and dance fest that draws everyone in—parents, teens, seniors, and staff—whoever happens to be walking by at the time. Everyone stops, recites the blessings together, and then challah is passed around.


The children welcome the guests and serve the seniors first, embodying the values of honoring your elders, respect, and hospitality. For these young students—children of all Jewish denominations and non-Jews as well—challah means Shabbat, a celebration to look forward to every week. For the seniors, challah provides an opportunity to connect with the younger generation, witnessing the continuity of Jewish life.


Within Jewish communities, homemade challot are baked to celebrate life-cycle events such as births, b’nei mitzvah, graduations, and more, and also to provide comfort in times of loss and pain. Beyond the making and giving of challah, breaking bread and sharing it is the key to nurturing communities large and small. Challah (or any bread for that matter) is the ingredient that is the foundation of our community table.







 



Queen Esther’s Crown Purim Bread
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Rabbinic commentators suggest that while Queen Esther (the Jewish heroine of the Book of Esther) lived in the palace of King Ahasuerus in Persia, she ate only seeds, nuts, fruits, and vegetables in an attempt to keep kosher. As a result, many Jews eat seeds and fruits on the holiday of Purim; hence the poppy or fruit-filled hamantaschen tradition at Purim. Another tradition is to make a twisted bread in the shape of a crown. We use our Weekly Challah and fill it with poppy seeds and onions. This recipe is one of our most requested and unusual holiday culinary treats.





MAKES 1 LARGE RING




½  recipe Weekly Challah (here)







Filling


1½ cups very finely chopped yellow onion


6 tablespoons olive oil


½ cup poppy seeds, plus more for sprinkling


½ teaspoon kosher salt







Glaze


1 extra-large egg beaten with 2 tablespoons water











It is a Purim custom to exchange food baskets (mishloach manot) filled with sweets, fruits, and delicious treats. The dough in this recipe can be easily halved so you can make two smaller loaves, the perfect size for mishloach manot packages.















Prepare the challah dough through its first rise of 1 to 2 hours (see here). (NOTE: Do not punch down the dough or knead further.)







Combine the onion, olive oil, seeds, and salt in a small bowl.







Divide the dough portion into two pieces. Using your hands, roll one piece into a 26-inch-long strand. Then, using a rolling pin or your hands, flatten the strand into a 30 x 4-inch rectangle. (If the dough is too elastic to hold the rolled out shape, let it rest for 10 to 15 minutes on the counter and roll it again.)







Spoon half the onion-poppy mixture lengthwise down the center of the dough. Fold one long edge of the dough to just cover the filling. Take the second side of the dough and fold it so that it overlaps the first side by ½ inch. Pinch firmly to seal. Pinch the short ends closed.







Repeat with the second piece of dough.







Arrange the filled strands side by side, seam-side down. Beginning in the middle, cross one strand over the other to form an X-shape, being careful to keep the seams facing down. Starting from the middle cross, continue to cross the strands, one over the other in the same direction, until you reach the end. Pinch the ends together. Repeat with the other end. Coil it into a ring and transfer it to a parchment-lined baking sheet, seam-side down. Tuck one end under the second and pinch to seal tucked end. (NOTE: At this point the ring can be refrigerated up to 24 hours. Remove from the refrigerator and let come to room temperature about 2 hours before baking.)







Preheat the oven to 350°F.







Let the ring rise for about 1 hour in a warm, draft-free place, until doubled in size. Glaze with the egg wash and sprinkle with more seeds, if desired. Bake for 45 to 50 minutes. Rotate the baking sheet in the oven halfway through the baking. The bread should be golden brown and sound hollow when tapped. The internal temperature can be tested with an instant-read thermometer and should be 190°F.
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Chocolate Crumb Babka
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This is coffee cake par excellence for chocolate lovers. We have taken the same dough that we use to make challah and turned it into another sublime treat. The dough is layered with a chocolate schmear, cinnamon sugar, and chocolate chips to create a rich bread that is perfect for breakfast, brunch, or tea.







The word babka is derived from the Polish word baba, meaning old woman or grandmother. While many people are used to seeing babkas shaped like loaves, they were traditionally round and plump (like our bubbes!). We’ve returned to this shape, primarily because it is how our grandmothers served their babkas. We can still see one of our grandmothers “putting it to her coffee for breakfast” as she used to say.





MAKES 1 LARGE BUNDT BABKA




½  recipe Weekly Challah (here)







Chocolate Schmear


5 ounces bittersweet chocolate (preferably 65% cacao or higher), broken into small pieces


½ cup low-fat milk


8 tablespoons (1 stick) unsalted butter


2 tablespoons cocoa powder


¼ cup sugar


1½ teaspoons pure vanilla extract







Cinnamon Sugar


¼ cup packed brown sugar


2 teaspoons ground cinnamon







Crumb Topping


1 cup unbleached all-purpose flour


8 tablespoons (1 stick) chilled unsalted butter, cut into pieces


½ cup packed brown sugar


1 tablespoon ground cinnamon


1 to 2 teaspoons hot water









Prepare the challah dough through its first rise (see here).







While the dough is rising, prepare the chocolate schmear. In a medium bowl, combine the chocolate pieces, milk, butter cocoa powder, and sugar. Place over a pot with simmering water (or in a double boiler) and melt slowly for about 10 minutes, stirring occasionally. Remove from the heat just before the chocolate has completely melted and stir in the vanilla. Set aside.







To make the cinnamon sugar, combine the brown sugar and cinnamon in a small bowl and set aside.







To make the crumb topping, combine the flour, cold butter, brown sugar, cinnamon, and hot water in the bowl of a food processor fitted with a metal blade. Pulse until the mixture is crumbly. (Or, you can place the ingredients in a bowl and cut the butter into the mixture with two knives.) Transfer the mixture to a bowl and squeeze it with your hands to form crumbly clumps. Set aside.







To make the chocolate drizzle, place the chocolate pieces in a small bowl over a pan with simmering water and, as they begin to melt, add the milk and sugar. Stir, and when the chocolate is completely melted, remove from the heat and set aside. NOTE: This mixture is much thinner than the chocolate schmear.







Grease a Bundt pan with 1 tablespoon softened butter, making sure to fully coat the grooves of the pan. Working on a lightly floured surface or on a piece of parchment paper, divide the dough portion in half. Knead each piece of dough a couple of times. If the dough is very sticky, sprinkle a little bit of flour over it, sparingly. With your hands, roll each piece of dough into a 14-inch-long strand. Cover each strand with a piece of parchment paper and, using a rolling pin, roll the dough into a 14 x 6-inch rectangle. The dough should be very thin, about ⅛ inch thin. Remove the top piece of parchment paper.







Spread half the chocolate schmear onto one piece of the dough, leaving 1 inch from the edges bare. Sprinkle with half the cinnamon sugar and half the chocolate chips if using. Roll the dough up like a jellyroll from a long side. Scrunch the roll and place it in the greased Bundt pan so that it fills only one half of pan—the roll will have an irregular wave shape.
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Repeat the process of filling the remaining dough with the chocolate schmear, cinnamon sugar, and chocolate chips. Scrunch the roll and place snugly into the other half of the pan. Pinch the ends together to form a circle. Do not worry if some of the filling is oozing out.







Sprinkle the babka with the crumb topping. If you are using the pecans, sprinkle them over the top. Let it rise for 1½ hours at room temperature or place it in the refrigerator to rise overnight. (If you refrigerate overnight, you will need to remove the babka from the refrigerator and let it come to room temperature for 1 hour before baking.)







Preheat the oven to 350°F. Place the filled Bundt pan on a baking sheet. Bake for 45 to 50 minutes, until the top is golden brown. Remove from the oven and cool in the pan for at least 30 minutes. Loosen from the pan with a blunt knife. Invert the babka onto a plate and then flip it back over to serve. Using a spoon, drizzle it with the chocolate drizzle and serve.










Chocolate Drizzle


2 ounces bittersweet chocolate, broken into small pieces


2 tablespoons low-fat milk


2 tablespoons sugar







1 tablespoon unsalted butter at room temperature to grease pan


1 cup bittersweet chocolate chips or pieces (optional)


½ cup pecans, broken into pieces (optional)
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VARIATIONS


You can also make two babka loaves with this recipe. Scrunch or twist each filled roll to fit into a 9-inch loaf pan. Bake both at 350°F for about 45 minutes. Then you can eat one and save one in the freezer for another delicious day.


Cinnamon Raisin Babka: For those who prefer cinnamon to chocolate, omit the chocolate schmear and the chocolate drizzle. Plump 2 cups of raisins in ¼ cup hot water for 10 minutes and then drain the raisins if the water is not completely absorbed. Double the cinnamon sugar. To assemble the babka, sprinkle each of the pieces of dough with half the cinnamon sugar and half the raisins. Sprinkle with the crumb topping if desired and scatter pecans on top.




















Light and Easy Cornbread
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A JCC Manhattan member who grew up in Atlanta gave us this recipe for cornbread. Her family, like so many Jewish families across the globe, absorbed local recipes and integrated them into their food traditions. Moist, crumbly, and delicious, this cornbread is also great when made into muffins. For a spicy variation, add two medium jalapeños, seeded and finely chopped, to the corn before sautéing. For a great crust, bake the cornbread in a 13-inch cast-iron skillet: Heat the pan and add a pat of butter for a little extra crispiness, then pour in the batter and bake for 40 to 45 minutes in a 375°F oven.





MAKES ONE 9 X 9-INCH BREAD OR 12 MUFFINS




1 cup (2 sticks) plus 1 tablespoon unsalted butter


1½ cups corn kernels, either fresh (from about 3 cobs) or frozen and defrosted


3 cups unbleached all-purpose flour


1 cup sugar


1 cup medium cornmeal


2 tablespoons baking powder


1½ teaspoons kosher salt


1½ cups low-fat milk


2 extra-large eggs









Preheat the oven to 375°F. Line a 9 x 9-inch square pan with parchment paper or 12 muffin cups with liners.







In a small saucepan, melt 1 cup butter over medium-high heat and then allow to cool.







Melt the remaining 1 tablespoon butter in a medium skillet over medium-high heat. Add the corn kernels and sauté, stirring occasionally, until some of the kernels are beginning to brown, 5 to 7 minutes. Remove the corn from the heat and let it cool slightly.







In a large bowl, combine the flour, sugar, cornmeal, baking powder, and salt. In a separate medium bowl, combine the melted butter, cooked corn, milk, and eggs. Add the wet ingredients to the dry and mix until just combined. The batter will be very thick.







Transfer the batter to the pan or muffin cups, filling each cup three-fourths full. Place in the oven and after 5 minutes lower the heat to 350ºF. Bake until the top is golden brown and a toothpick inserted in the middle comes out clean, about 45 minutes for the square bread, 30 minutes for the muffins.













 



Fig and Fennel Bread
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This impressively flavored loaf is quite easy to make. The fig and fennel combo is inspired—a little sweet, but savory too. Serve with soup, as a snack, or sliced thin and toasted with cheese. Resist eating it straight out of the oven and let the bread cool to achieve the perfect texture.





MAKES TWO 12-INCH LOAVES




1 package dry yeast (2¼ teaspoons)


1 tablespoon sugar


1¼ cups warm water (105°F)


3 cups bread flour


1 cup rye flour, light or medium


8 ounces dried Calimyrna figs, chopped (about 1½ cups)


2 tablespoons fennel seeds, crushed


1 tablespoon kosher salt


2 teaspoons grapeseed or olive oil









In a small bowl, sprinkle the yeast and sugar over the warm water. Let stand until the yeast activates (the mixture will bubble), about 10 minutes.







In the bowl of a standing mixer fitted with the paddle attachment, combine the bread flour, rye flour, ¾ cup of the figs, fennel seeds, and salt. Mix at the lowest speed, gradually adding the yeast mixture. Mix until all the flour is just incorporated. (To mix by hand, stir the mixture vigorously with a wooden spoon until the dough comes together.)







Replace the paddle with the dough hook and knead at a low speed until the dough is smooth and elastic, about 3 minutes. (To knead by hand, transfer the dough to a floured work surface and knead until smooth and elastic, about 5 minutes.)







Coat a large bowl lightly with oil. Transfer the dough to the bowl and turn to coat it. Cover the bowl with a damp kitchen towel. Let the dough rise in a warm, draft-free place until doubled in volume, about 1 hour.







Punch the dough down and transfer it to a lightly floured work surface. Knead gently until the dough is deflated and all air bubbles are worked out. Knead in the remaining figs. Halve the dough and shape each piece into a 12-inch-long loaf.







Preheat the oven to 375°F.







Line a medium baking sheet with parchment paper. Transfer the loaves to the baking sheet, leaving 4 inches between them. Cover the loaves with a damp kitchen towel and let the loaves rise in a warm, draft-free place until almost doubled in volume, about 35 minutes.







Bake the bread until the crust is golden and the loaves sound hollow when tapped (to an internal temperature of 190°F), about 45 minutes. Cool the bread on a large rack.
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Grilled Rosemary Flatbread
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Easy and adaptable, this flatbread is a real crowd-pleaser. The dough rises for a very short time (because we use instant or rapid-rise yeast) and is incredibly forgiving. It can be rolled and rerolled and left to rest. We like to have a big group over for a flatbread-making party where each guest gets their own grilled flatbread to top as they like. Our suggestions for toppings (see the box) are simply a starting point. This recipe is easily multiplied.





MAKES 6 FLATBREADS




1 package instant or rapid-rise yeast (2¼ teaspoons)


1 tablespoon sugar


1 cup warm (105°F) water plus ½ cup lukewarm water


3 cups bread flour or unbleached all-purpose flour, as needed, plus more for dusting


¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil, plus more for coating the bowl and brushing the breads


1 tablespoon chopped rosemary


1 teaspoon kosher salt


¼ cup coarse semolina flour, cornmeal, or additional bread flour


Coarse sea salt (optional)


Optional toppings (see box)











Possible toppings include grated Parmesan, mushrooms sautéed with thyme and topped with grated Emmentaler, basil leaves and sliced plum tomatoes brushed with oil, and roasted red and yellow cherry tomatoes sprinkled with Parmesan.















In a large bowl, combine the yeast, sugar, 1 cup warm water, and 1½ cups of the flour. Allow to rest in a warm place until the yeast activates (the mixture will bubble), 5 to 10 minutes.







Coat a medium bowl with olive oil. Set aside. Add the ½ cup lukewarm water, ¼ cup olive oil, rosemary, kosher salt, and 1 cup of the remaining flour to the yeast mixture and stir to mix well. Gradually add the remaining flour 1 tablespoon at a time and incorporate it by hand, until a soft dough is formed. Flour a work surface, transfer the dough to it, and knead until the dough is smooth, 5 to 10 minutes. Transfer the dough to the oiled bowl, turn to coat, and allow to rest in a warm, draft-free place until the dough doubles in size, about 20 minutes. (At this stage, the dough may be left for up to 2 hours.)







Punch down the dough and divide it into 6 equal pieces. Heat a grill pan over high heat.







Sprinkle a work surface with the semolina, cornmeal, or bread flour. Roll out the dough one piece at a time to make a ¼-inch-thick free-form shape. Brush the dough with olive oil and sprinkle with the sea salt, if using. Transfer to the pan and grill, turning once, until the flatbread is cooked through, 5 to 8 minutes. Repeat with the remaining flatbreads. Add toppings, if using. (NOTE: If using a topping with cheese, transfer the flatbread to a 350°F oven to melt it.)
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Rye Bread
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When our grandparents and great-grandparents left the Old Country for the New, they brought their love of rye with them. Rye bread became a staple in Polish, Russian, and probably German Jewish homes for two main reasons: Rye flour was easy to find and it was less expensive than wheat flour. Thus the “Jewish rye” was born: specifically a rye seasoned with caraway seeds. All three of us remember going to the local Jewish bakery as kids and ordering two rye loaves—one seeded, one not.







Our recipe will remind you of your grandparents’ rye—slightly sour, seeded, and with a great chew. The beer adds the Old Country fermented flavor, and since you only use 1 cup, the baker gets to finish the rest of the bottle. A QUICK NOTE: Rye flour has significantly less gluten than wheat flour, so don’t expect a light or airy dough. This bread slices easily and will keep very well for a few days.





MAKES 2 MEDIUM LOAVES




1 package dry yeast (2¼ teaspoons)


1 tablespoon sugar


¾ cup warm (105°F) water


1 cup dark beer


3 cups medium rye flour


3 cups unbleached all-purpose or bread flour, plus more for dusting


1 tablespoon table salt


2 tablespoons honey


1 tablespoon grapeseed or canola oil, plus more for oiling the bowl


3 tablespoons caraway seeds, plus more for sprinkling


Semolina flour or cornmeal, for dusting


1  egg white mixed with 2 teaspoons cold water









In a large bowl, sprinkle the yeast and sugar over the warm water. Allow the yeast to activate (the mixture will bubble), 5 to 10 minutes.







Meanwhile, in a small saucepan, bring the beer to a simmer over medium heat. Remove from the heat and allow the beer to cool to room temperature (you want the beer to be flat.)







In a large bowl, combine the rye and all-purpose flour with the salt and stir. In the bowl of a standing mixer, combine the yeast mixture with the flat beer, honey, and oil. Switch to the dough hook. Mixing on low speed, begin adding the flour mixture 1 cup at a time, about 4 minutes. The mixture will become very stiff; you’ll need to add the last of the flour by hand.







Transfer the mixture to a floured work surface and knead until the dough is smooth and no longer sticky. Spread the dough out and knead in the caraway seeds, 1 tablespoon at a time, until they are fully integrated.







Grease a large bowl with grapeseed oil. Roll the dough in the bowl so it’s coated with oil. Cover with a damp towel and allow the dough to rise in a warm, draft-free place until it’s doubled in size, 2 to 3 hours, depending on air humidity.







Punch the dough down, halve it, and form each half into an oval loaf. Line a baking sheet with parchment paper. Sprinkle semolina or cornmeal on the parchment to coat the bottom of the loaves. Place the loaves on the sheet at least 4 inches apart.







Whisk the egg white and water together and brush on the loaves to glaze. Allow to rise, uncovered, in a warm, draft-free place until the dough doubles again, 1 to 2 hours. For a shiny, firm crust, reglaze about every 30 minutes during this rise.







Preheat the oven to 400°F. Brush one last time with the egg wash and sprinkle the loaves with additional caraway seeds. Bake the bread for 15 minutes, lower the heat to 375°F, and bake until the loaves sound hollow when tapped (an internal temperature of 190°F), about 15 minutes. Cool the bread on a rack for 40 minutes.
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Swedish Cardamom Ring
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A good friend of JCC Manhattan who grew up in Sweden brought this recipe to our attention, variations of which are found in every Swedish household. It’s the kind of bread that verges on breakfast pastry or dessert with its sweet and festive flavors. Swedish pearl sugar consists of hard, irregularly shaped grains that can withstand high baking temperatures and adds a pleasing crunchy texture to many baked goods. Don’t be put off by the length of this recipe; the beautiful presentation and taste are well worth it. NOTE: This bread freezes well.





MAKES TWO 14-INCH RINGS




1 package dry yeast (2¼ teaspoons)


18 tablespoons (2¼ sticks) unsalted butter, 8 of the tablespoons at room temperature


2 cups 2% milk at room temperature


1 cup sugar


2 tablespoons ground cardamom or cinnamon


1 teaspoon kosher salt


6 cups unbleached all-purpose flour, plus more for dusting


1 extra-large egg, beaten


1 cup Swedish pearl sugar (optional)


1 cup slivered almonds (optional)











For Swedish holidays, it’s traditional to add saffron to the bread instead of cardamom. To do this, add 1 tablespoon powdered saffron to the milk and yeast (and omit the cardamom added to the sugar). Then top the bread with raisins.















Place the yeast into a medium bowl. In a small saucepan, melt the 10 tablespoons of cold butter. Add the milk and remove from the heat. When the mixture has cooled to lukewarm (about 105ºF), add to the bowl with the yeast.







In another small bowl, combine the sugar, cardamom, and salt. Add half the sugar mixture to the yeast mixture (reserve the rest). Mix until smooth.







Add the flour, ½ cup at a time, to the yeast mixture and stir with a wooden spoon. The dough will be lumpy at first but will become smooth as the flour is incorporated.







Knead the dough on a lightly floured work surface until smooth, light, and pliable. (You can also knead it in the bowl.) Return the dough to the bowl, cover it with a damp kitchen towel, and allow the dough to rise in a warm, draft-free place, about 45 minutes.







Line two baking sheets with parchment paper. Halve the dough with a knife. Roll the first half into a 24 x 15 x ⅛-inch rectangle. Spread half of the softened, room-temperature butter in a thin layer over the rectangle with a blunt knife, being careful not to tear the dough. Sprinkle half the remaining sugar-spice mixture over the dough (keep the rest for the second ring).







Starting from one long side, roll the dough tightly, ending with the seam side down. Join the two ends together to form a ring and pinch the ends tightly to close securely. Transfer the ring to the baking sheet. With a sharp paring knife, make cuts every 2 inches from the outside of the ring near to, but not through, the inside. Make sure to leave ½ inch of the inside of the ring intact. Give each section a quarter twist, always twisting in the same direction; the cut surface will now be uppermost. With your hands, nudge the dough slightly inward to tighten up the ring.







Repeat with the remaining dough and sugar mixture for the second ring.







Preheat the oven to 400°F. Allow the rings to rise 20 minutes more. Brush the tops and sides of the rings with the beaten egg. Sprinkle with the pearl sugar or almonds or both, if using, and bake until golden brown, 15 to 20 minutes. Transfer to a rack to cool.
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