
When the Naples Jewish Congregation 
was founded, its numbers were small—
just 26 members. Their meeting place was 
modest, too. The group gathered in each  
other’s homes. 

Now, the congregation is preparing to cele-
brate its 25th anniversary. 

There certainly have been some changes: 
The membership almost tops 100, and the 
synagogue has formed a partnership with the 
Unitarian Universalist Congregation to hold 
its weekly services at the church’s North Na-
ples campus. But despite this growth, mem-
bers agree that the congregation has held 
onto its warm, cozy feeling.

“It doesn’t feel like an institution,” said 
Rabbi Howard Herman. “It feels like a family.”

Herman joined the congregation in 2017, 
serving as its third full-time rabbi. 

“I feel blessed to have such a wonder-
ful group of adults who come together and 
have a love of services, love of learning and 
most importantly, have a love of each other,”  
Herman said. 

When it was founded as a Reform congrega-
tion, it was with the idea that the group would 
serve the needs of adults without young chil-
dren, a focus that would allow its resources to 
be fully devoted to its adult members. 

“That’s kind of a unique congregation,” 
Rabbi Herman noted. 

To that end, the Naples Jewish Congre-
gation offers adult education classes once a 
month October through March. These class-
es are held prior to the 7 p.m. Friday night 
services; all are welcome, regardless of their 
faith. The topics vary, ranging from healthy 
aging to Jewish views on current events. One 
recent adult education class addressed a spir-
itual perspective on growing older. More than 
half the members typically attend. 

The congregation’s sisterhood sponsors 
numerous activities during the year, includ-
ing Tai Chi classes, book discussions, dinners 
and other gatherings. 

The congregation also hosts a popular so-
cial event called “Flamingle.” Held about once 
a month at a park or restaurant, the event 
gives members a chance to meet and discover 
more about their fellow members. About half 
the members usually participate.

Charles Flum, the synagogue’s presi-
dent, said there’s a reason for the consistent  

turnout. 
“We just like each other,” Flum said. 
Steve McCloskey agreed. He and his wife 

Shelley joined as members in 2014. 
“Our resource is our people,” he said. “Our 

members. And our ability to reach out to  
each other.”

The membership shares a passion for many 
of the same causes and concerns, as well. So-
cial justice is a cornerstone of the congrega-
tion. Clothing, food and eyeglasses drives are 
all regular undertakings, and during election 
season, the membership staffs an election 
precinct. The congregation is also part of the 
Interfaith Alliance of Southwest Florida. 

“As reformed Jews, part of our calling is to 

engage in social action,” McCloskey said. 
There’s another passion that unites the 

congregation, too: its members’ love of song. 
Jane Galler is the congregation’s cantorial 

soloist and Alla Gorelik is the group’s music 
director and pianist. Both are longtime mem-
bers of the synagogue.

“I love this congregation,” Galler said. 
“They’re wonderful. They’re supportive. And 
they do love to sing.”

To mark its 25th anniversary, the congre-
gation will host a special Hanukkah dinner 
this year at 6:30 p.m. Monday, Dec. 11, at Cy-
press Woods Country Club in North Naples. 
All are welcome. For more information, visit  
naplesjewishcongregation.org 
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LELY’S ‘BLUE CHRISTMAS’ MEMORIALIZES 
LOST LOVED ONES AT A DIFFICULT TIME

No matter when you lost your loved 
one in the past year—or even years—
pain can well up again during the hol-
idays. 

“You’re alone. Or you’re the third 
wheel at someone else’s place,” ex-
plained Ed Brandt, pastor of Lely 
Presbyterian Church on St. Andrews 
Boulevard. 

“People see families gather and re-
member what they don’t have.” 

 That’s why Brandt and Lely Pres-
byterian Church are offering a Blue 
Christmas service at 2 p.m. this Sun-
day (see information box for details). 
It acknowledges loss and hopes to 
bring some solace, perhaps peace, for 
those remembering loved ones. 

The church has been holding the 
service, roughly 30 minutes, for the 
past two years. While its crowd is inti-
mate, perhaps 20, it drew people from 
as far away as Fort Myers last year. 

Brandt had heard about such a ser-
vice the first time he served in Dela-
ware, and decided to start one in his 
congregation. He’s done it through 
pastorates in Philadelphia and 
brought the idea to Naples. 

“We sing songs, we read scripture 
and then we ask whether people want 
to say anything about their loved ones 
that ought to be remembered. We do 
that. We sing. We say a prayer. It’s very 
quiet. There’s soft piano music.” 

BLUE 
CHRISTMAS 
SERVICE

When—2 p.m. Sunday, 
Dec. 10
Where —Lely Presbyteri-

an Church, 110 St. Andrews 
Blvd., Naples
Information —lpcnaples.

org or 239.774.6151

At the service, attendees light a 
candle in memory of their loved one 
and place it in a tray holder, where the 
joined candles glow in tribute to all of 
them. 

Brandt has his own memory of the 
year his father died, “with my mother 
taking just us kids to Christmas Eve.” 

She told her son he would now sit in 
his father’s seat at the Christmas din-
ner table. 

“It was emotional,” he recalled. “I’m 
sitting there and Mom said, ‘Say the 
prayer,’ because Dad always led the 
prayer. I’m sitting in his seat. We’re 
holding hands and praying. I’m usual-
ly fairly composed, but I was crying.” 

Brandt hopes the attendees will 
feel some sense of release, that the 
bereaved are together for poignant 
reflection in a church otherwise dec-
orated with festive Christmas decora-
tions. 

“It just captures where people are 
at this time.” 

By Harriet Howard Heithaus  
harriet.heithaus@naplespress.com

Ed Brandt, pastor of Lely Presbyterian Church, lights one of the types 
of candles that participants receive during the Blue Christmas service 

Sunday. Photo by Harriet Heithaus

Despite two years of planning, NCH has yet to 
receive the green light from the city of Naples to 
start construction on its new heart and stroke in-
stitute.

The proposed five-story R.M. Schulze Family 
Cardiovascular and Stroke Critical Care Center 
is planned to be built at the current site of the 
Telford Education Center, south of NCH Baker 
Hospital in downtown Naples. Last month, NCH 
petitioned the city’s Planning Advisory Board for 
a rezoning of the property to public service and 
conditional-use approval, allowing the building 
to exceed the city’s maximum height allowance of 
three stories. 

The board elected to continue the discussion 
to its Dec. 13 meeting, citing concerns including 
parking, signage and traffic flow. In response to the 
delay, NCH officials expressed frustration with the 
process and are launching a “Yes is Critical” pro-
motional campaign.

“The planning board had some questions that 
we’ve tried to clarify, and now we feel like we’ve 
given all the information,” NCH President and 
CEO Paul Hiltz said. “We’ve been working on this 
for almost two years now. We feel that it’s time to 
vote on this project, because then we can get start-
ed on this project in early January.” 

NCH hosted a public meeting at its Garden of 
Hope and Courage on Nov. 29 to provide surround-
ing neighbors a forum to express their concerns 
and gather further support. Mark Shannon, senior 
project manager at Fort Myers-based architecture 
firm Studio+, presented changes to the proposal 
since the last planning board meeting. 

Some of the changes include bringing warm-
er colors to the entrance and further details on 
stormwater management. Shannon said construc-
tion will begin at the northwest corner of the site 
so storm chambers can be installed appropriately. 

“We’ll be able to maintain the Telford building, 
all of its parking and all of the southwest corner 
surface parking during that process,” Shannon 
said. 

Once that is finished, the southwest corner will 
be closed off to build the parking garage while the 
northwest corner is used for parking. Then, the 
major construction of removing the Telford build-
ing will begin. 

Carolyn Tieger lives on Fourth Avenue North in 
a home abutting the NCH Regional Cancer Insti-
tute. With more than half of the city’s population 
age 65 and older, she said, the project will bring 
great benefit to the community. 

“In my wildest imagination, I wouldn’t have 
thought that this community would actually want 
to stop or slow down a project like this. I think 
it’s going to be incredibly beneficial,” Tieger said. 
“Many of us are at a point in our lives where heart 
disease is so prevalent, a heart attack can happen 
to anybody at any minute.” 

Dr. Robert Cubeddu was recruited by NCH in 
2021 from Cleveland Clinic Florida, where he was 
chairman of cardiology. He said it’s important the 
project isn’t further delayed.

“I think frustration is brewing and growing by 
the minute, because it’s been two and a half years, 
and we don’t have a clear signal yet,” Cubeddu said. 
“It doesn’t feel right.”

Hiltz said the construction of the institute is im-
portant in recruiting and retaining medical talent, 
who aspire to practice medicine at a world-class 
facility. 

Downtown Naples resident William Jack said 
it’s inappropriate for the hospital to build higher 
than the city allows. He is concerned the project 
could encourage other developers to build higher 
than the maximum three stories.

“Go for it. Get your architect to design a world-
class facility in one place. Just don’t make it exceed 
your charter height,” Jack said. “Don’t be the prec-
edent-setter.” 

NCH doctors will host a white coat rally Dec. 12 
to voice their support for the project. 

“This is not just the community asking for it; 
I think our staff and our team locally is excited 
about this project,” Cubeddu said. “They under-
stand the need for it, because they’re in the trench-
es every day and they know what it takes to take 
good care of patients. For them it’s equally import-
ant to be able to work under an infrastructure that 
promotes high-quality care and promotes the best 
level of patient experience possible.” 

The next Planning Advisory Board meeting 
will be at 8:30 a.m. Dec. 13 in the City Council 
chambers. 

NCH CONTINUES TO 
SEEK APPROVAL OF 

5-STORY HEART AND 
STROKE INSTITUTE

H E A LT H  C A R E

By Samantha Roesler  
samantha.roesler@naplespress.com

NAPLES JEWISH CONGREGATION MEMBERSHIP 
NEARLY TOPS 100 BUT STILL FEELS LIKE A FAMILY

By Elizabeth Kellar

Rabbi Howard S. Herman, of the Naples Jewish Congregation, speaks during an adult education class  
on self reflection on Nov. 10. Photo by Chris Tilley


