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This is a truly amazing work and telling the many stories of the human soul, of the depth of the human spirit and the power of unconditional love! These stories are so close to the heart, I cannot imagine anything else giving students and caregivers an idea of the core of our elder communities. Through Mary Ann’s stories, we discover that elders of any age and in any condition — especially forgetful (also disparagingly called: demented) — belong to the wisest and most loving of beings our community of humans has created. Mary Ann shows this hardly known fact like few other writers ever have. A must read for those of us in fear of aging and becoming frail, fragile and dependent.

—Nader Shabahangi, Ph.D., Founder of Pacific Institute and AgeSong, Co-author, Conversations with Ed

 

Ms. Konarzewski embodies a rare combination, that of a gifted writer and that of a deeply compassionate caregiver. She has a gift for storytelling that not only brings alive her characters, but also her inner experience as a care provider who draws from a deep spiritual source as she cares from the heart. One cannot help but see the author’s clients through her eyes, as loveable and precious even with their foibles, limitations, and shadows. There is an infectious enthusiasm in Ms. Konarzewski that makes us enjoy, against all expectation, the events she describes about life in care homes. We are inspired as we listen to the author tell us how she gently encourages new adventures in the lives of her octogenarian clients. The result is reclaiming neglected gifts, healing family relationships, and increased joy among fellow long-term care residents.

—Rev. Jurgen Schwing, M.A. BCC Director Spiritual Care Services, Kaiser Permanente Diablo Service Area

 

Mary Ann Konarzewski has cleared a master path rooted in the wisdom of the heart so that anyone who loves and cares for frail elders can become more adept. She lays down a vision: opens the heart with stories about how the vison can be made manifest; and then describes steps we can take to advance on the path of sacred service. Her imaginative, bold humility provides the illumination.

—Barry Barkan, Ashoka fellow recipient, Co-Founder of Life Oak Institute and Elders Guild

 

Ms. Konarzewski provides a model for elder care that deserves attention, praise, and emulation.

—Stanley Krippner, Ph.D., Professor of Psychology and Humanistic Studies, Saybrook University, Co-author of The Mythic Path and Healing Stories

 

Mary Ann shows us the essential humanity of every elder in the book and shows us how to love elders with an open heart and questioning mind. We learn how to interact with elders as sentient beings worthy of kindness and respect, no matter their diagnosis or behavior. We also learn how important it is for elders to be heard and seen, how they are capable of growth and change, and how elders living in care homes want to be assisted according to their individual needs, not those of the institution. Mary Ann has given us a gem of a book. I cannot wait to add it to my library.

—Debora Barkan, Co-Founder of the Live Oak Institute and Elders Guild

 

Creating a Rich and Meaningful Life in Long-Term Care is, truly, about love. Mary Ann has the gift of giving and receiving. She gives us beautiful stories with helpful recommendations that focus on quality interactions during challenging transitions in life. This book is a great tool and must read for anyone in a caregiving role, those who work with elders and students. Thank you Mary Ann for pairing your memoirs with thoughtful and useful activities.

—Dr. Katerina Rozakis, Ph.D., LCSW, DAPA, BCIM, Founder of Insight for Wellness
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PART I

 

IN THE BEGINNING

IT’S ALL ABOUT LOVE…




 

 

 

INTRODUCTION

 

For nearly two decades I have worked with elders in long-term care as a social service worker, activity director, activity therapist, consultant, and certified massage therapist. I have had many heartfelt and inspired relationships with the elders I’ve served. Many have had dementia, Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, or a host of other conditions that limit the full functioning of the mind or body. Some have been completely lucid yet unable to physically manage on their own.

In spite of these limitations, many have continued to live long, productive lives, devoting their time to discovering hidden talents and gifts. I have seen elders blossom and live out long, cherished dreams. I have also watched elders dwindle when neglected by family and friends and not given the opportunity for continued growth.

Each elder I have written about is a living treasure, a legacy within my heart. They have all touched me deeply. I hope that their stories will touch and inspire you, too.

This book is for anyone who is actively involved in elders’ lives: family members, eldercare professionals, clinicians, friends, and volunteers working with elders. My hope is that these stories will spark within you new ways of relating to the elders in your life that will make their lives better, richer, and more meaningful. I hope you will be encouraged to not give up on your loved ones, no matter how disoriented, non-communicative, or remote they may seem. I hope too that you will take away new insights into what many elders experience as they grow older in a care setting, and what you can do to help.

Each chapter begins with one or more essential key points, which are then illustrated in the story. Ideas for creating engaging and inspiring activities, as well as tips and further thoughts are provided at the end of many of the stories. All suggested activities can be easily adapted for family caregivers, as well as activity directors and other elder care professionals. If you are a family caregiver, and an idea inspires you but involves a community, I encourage you to talk to the activity director at your community or to other elder care professionals assisting you. Share the story and your thoughts about what you would like to do, and make it a collaboration.

At the back of this book, you will find three appendices. The first contains information specific to people with Alzheimer’s. The second summarizes the gifts and lessons I’ve gathered in my journey with these elders. The third concludes with suggested readings and resources. Feel free to jump around in the book, choosing the chapters or sections which interest you most.

Among the 43 stories in this book, you will meet Bee, who at 85 years old becomes a painter. By “communing with Spirit,” as she describes it, Bee is able to work with her paint and canvass to create masterpieces so exquisite that they have been exhibited in museums. Her life is one of constant creation and imagination in spite of not being able to walk and having to rely on caregivers 24/7.

And you will meet Rodger, who at the tender age of 65, was put on hospice with a brain tumor and three months to live. But when those three months were up, quite miraculously, he was taken off hospice because he kept getting better. For the first time in his life, he had fallen in love — with a feisty woman 25 years his senior.

And there is Emma, who at 85, has Alzheimer’s, and is one of my greatest teachers. She inspires me to ponder the world and how much more peace there might be if, like her, we knew how to love without judging — seeing the beauty and wonder within each and every being. Every day she rushes towards me with a big smile to embrace me and say, “I love you. You are so wonderful.” With her effervescent blue eyes, she takes me in. We have not known each other for very long, but with a warmth and affection that mirrors hers, I embrace her and tell her the same. That is the extent of our conversation, yet I look forward to our hugs and our intimate exchange of words. They add something special and uplifting to my day.

And there is Rosie, who at 99 years old, suddenly found herself in skilled nursing for the first time in her life because of a broken hip. “What am I doing here with all these old people? I don’t belong here!” she whispered in my ear while staring through her goggle-like glasses at the other elders, who, like her, were all in wheelchairs, except she was so tiny that her feet barely touched the floor.

She then looked at me and waited for my reply. Charmed and touched by her, I threw my arms around her and said, “I love you, Rosie.”

She smiled back and said, “Hey, maybe I am here so we could get to know each other.” From that moment, Rosie captured my heart, and I began visiting her every day.

One day Rosie said to me, “Don’t forget to put me in that book of yours.”

“What book?” I asked.

“The one you are writing about all these people in here.”

I was puzzled because writing a book about all these people in here was the furthest thing from my mind. I had no such intention.

My writing this book and my working with elders both came about unexpectedly, serendipitously, yet I could not imagine my life having passed without having done either one. Both experiences have held some of the most inspired and wondrous moments in my life, moments in which I felt there must be something bigger and greater that propels and moves all things into being — the spirit of love.

This book is about the power and beauty of love. It is about accepting the changes in our loved ones as they age, and seeing what is still possible, instead of focusing on what is no longer possible. Many of these stories are about how the creative arts can be used with elders, including the transformative effects the arts can have on people with dementia. Through poetry, storytelling, and painting, the self is recognized and nurtured.

My work with elders was inspired by my mother, who over fifteen years ago was suddenly diagnosed with terminal cancer. I returned home to take care of her during the last few months of her life. Although I had lost many people in my life — my father, my brother and a best friend — I had never been with anyone while they were dying, much less taken care of anyone in their final days. Being the only family member left, I was alone, sad, and frightened. Yet as the days passed, I began to feel the power of a bigger presence and no longer felt lonely or afraid. It was one of the most profound and transformative experiences in my life: a true gift.

Whatever petty worries and concerns I had paled in comparison to this: my mother was about to embark on one of the most important journeys one can possibly take in this lifetime. She would be leaving all this behind: her daughter, her possessions, and her body.

I was there to help prepare her for that journey. I was there to do whatever was required of me: to take care of her needs and last wishes; to help ease her pain and suffering; and to make her as comfortable as possible. I would sit with an open heart and be deeply present to her. I would try to create an atmosphere of complete love, peace, forgiveness, nurturance, and healing.

Death was nearing, and I could feel it. Yet what I experienced wasn’t death as an ending but as a continuation of a greater life. The presence of that greater life filled the room. I no longer felt like I was taking care of my mother. Rather, that larger force was moving through me as I bathed her, fed her, lay next to her, massaged her, tended to her business, answered her calls and visits, sat in silence with her, prayed with her, held her hand, and sang to her.

My mother loved music, so I sang to her often. She was named after St. Cecilia, the patron saint of music, and for many years she was the church organist, as well as a gifted pianist and singer. One day, I was searching through several huge stacks of sheet music from the 1940’s, trying to decide which song to sing. I chose one at random. Unfamiliar with the words and melody, I did my best to sing its sentimental love lyrics that held a bit of innocence, much like mother’s youthful innocence at age 82.

While I held the music sheets in my hand, the musty smell of the yellowing pages filled me with memories of her sweet stories of old times. Singing, I sat on the edge of her bed, where she lay in her loose pink cotton nightgown with her eyes closed. Then suddenly, she opened her eyes as if wide awake and slowly turned her head towards me, her eyes shining with love and joy.

Although she was unable to speak, I could tell by the way her parched mouth opened ever so slightly that she had something to say, though the words would not come out. Instead, her thin, fading lips curled into a tiny, dimpled smile that made me imagine her as a schoolgirl again. She glowed with happiness as if remembering something dear to her, something that struck a deep chord. Then she lifted her left hand slowly and with great effort. Moment by moment, she wriggled her fingers deliberately, calling attention to her ring finger, with its loose-fitting silver wedding band still on. Her eyes shifted from her finger to me as her lips parted. There was something pressing she wanted to say, but it was a strain to speak.

In that moment, I realized what she was trying to say: it was her wedding song, the song she heard on the happiest day of her life.

My father was the great love of her life. Though he died of cancer seven years after their marriage, she never stopped loving him and never remarried. His presence was always a big part of our house, and his pictures were everywhere.

Each time I asked my mama if she wanted me to sing the song again, she nodded her head in affirmation. As the days passed, I sang that song over and over again.

Those days with my mother were extraordinarily beautiful and profound. They were also filled with much hardship and grief, especially after she had passed on, as I began to clear and empty the house. It was then that I grieved most of all, feeling the intense loneliness of knowing I would never see her again.

Yet there were moments when I felt her presence all around me, lifting, consoling, and reminding me that she was there and would always be there; only her form had changed. The love was there — it would not change or die, and it was within me.

She reminded me of something else too: the love, tenderness, and care that I gave her, I could give to other elders who, like her, were in the last days or years of their lives.

I remembered an old uncle from Poland whom Mama took care of until his death at 101 in the very same room where I took care of her. Affectionately, we called him “Fufu.” I would sit with him, holding his hand while he spoke Polish to me. I never understood him and often asked Mama to tell me what he said, but she could not understand either. “His words are all mixed up and confused,” she would say. “He doesn’t make sense because he is senile and has something called hardening of the arteries.” After he died, I told Mama I wanted to work with “old people.” Three decades later, Mama reminded me of this calling.

Over the past eighteen years, I have worked in a variety of care settings with many different kinds of people from diverse socio-economic backgrounds. Some of the facilities were publicly funded; others were private institutions affiliated with different religious organizations — Episcopalian, Lutheran, and Jewish.

The work I do is about love — giving and receiving. The stories in this book portray the magic and healing that transpire through that exchange. They demonstrate the power of being present, listening deeply, and seeing beyond what appears on the surface. My hope is always to help restore a sense of wholeness and to facilitate the healing of the brokenness within each life I touch.

While this book focuses on the healing journeys of the elders, it also, without my intending it, touches on my own healing journey. It is about remembering dreams, mine and theirs, and even making some of those unrealized dreams come true. I hope these stories will bring inspiration, healing, peace, and well-being to the lives of your elders, as well as to your own lives. May you, too, see dreams come true.
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NEVER TOO LATE TO LOVE

 

Essential points

♦ Aspire to be a channel for love.

♦ Bring love to all you do and observe its miraculous healing powers.

 

When doctors and patients understand the healing power of love, we will begin to add another dimension to medicine.

Dr. Bernie S. Siegel

 

Truly, love is restorative and life changing. Love can give life and return life even when it was supposed to have been taken away.

When Rodger came into skilled nursing, he had a brain tumor and was on hospice with three months to live. At 68, he was too young for skilled nursing. At first, his arrival kept getting postponed because he also suffered from obesity. The beds were not big enough, and we had to have one made that would fit him. It was no easy task.

When Rodger did come, everyone loved him, staff and residents alike, because of his sweet, good nature. He could be gregarious and fun-spirited, though he also suffered from depression. It was as if there were something in Rodger bursting with life, but it was an incomplete life, crushed by the hardships he had endured.

The way Rodger’s shoulders and head slumped over spoke of his inner defeat. Was it his death sentence? It seemed to me that that impending sentence may have been part of it, but there was something else too. He had not yet lived, really lived. He had never seen his dreams come true.

One day he shared with me how terribly lonely he was, saying that he had never married, although he always wanted to. “Maybe it was my weight,” he confessed. “I don’t know, but I’ve known plenty of broken heartedness in my life, when what I really would have liked is to have had one person to really love, who loved me too.”

Maybe that was the deeper sadness I sensed. He also had no family. They all passed away, including his two older brothers who both died in a car crash not more than two years ago. He did, however, have lots of friends. His room was often filled with visitors, including staff, who also enjoyed Rodger’s company. Yet as gregarious as Rodger was, the depression seemed to overcome him at times, robbing him of his self-esteem and confidence, keeping him from ever leaving his room.

Although the staff encouraged him to go to some of the programs, he always declined.

His supportive and encouraging friend Jim visited him every day and often spent hours at a time. Jim was always trying to persuade Rodger to get out of his room, even if for a short while, just to get some fresh air or to listen to music in the activity room. But Rodger rarely got out of bed. It was as if Rodger had given up on life, yet he still had not quite come to terms with his own death.

Then one Christmas Eve, Jim told Rodger how special the evening would be. A costumed choir would sing Christmas carols. Good food and wine would be served, with a choice of turkey with gravy, stuffing and corn bread, or fresh grilled salmon. Jim raved about the dining room’s decorations of Christmas lights and a Christmas tree with lots of presents beneath — one for each resident.

Who could resist opening up a beautifully wrapped gift? Rodger also loved salmon, and although he had lost his appetite, he decided he would muster it up again for this one last Christmas Eve meal. With the help of several caregivers, he somehow found the strength to get up and go. He even combed his few thinning strands of hair and splashed on some aftershave. Dressed in a nice black jacket, and red bow tie, he was escorted in his wheelchair by his best friend to the dining room to a table set for four. Having arrived early, he told Jim he wanted to sit at a table close to the door, “Just in case if I get tired and want to leave early.”

That evening changed Rodger’s life. Shortly after his arrival, Billie Jo, a very pretty, petite lady was brought in a wheelchair by her private duty caregiver. As always, Billie Jo was nicely dressed. That night, she wore a pink chiffon lace dress and a red velvet ribbon in her short silver gray hair that had been curled and sprayed. Around her neck, she wore a pearl necklace and earrings to match. The moment Billie Jo saw Rodger, she pointed to him and his table. This was where she wanted to sit, she told her caregiver. At first, her caregiver did not pay any attention and kept wheeling her to the table she normally sat at, where all her girlfriends congregated, but Billie Jo got angry and, turning to her caregiver, insisted that she be taken over there.

“Where?” the caregiver asked.

“There,” Billie Jo exclaimed impatiently, pointing to Rodger’s table.

“Why do you want to go there?” the caregiver asked.

“I just want to sit with the nice young man. He seems like he needs company.”

In that instant, Rodger turned to look at Billie Jo, who quickly transformed her nettled expression into a softer, more angelic gaze. With a coquettish smile, she batted her eyes. Rodger paused as if stunned that this pretty little lady was pointing and smiling flirtatiously in his direction. Then, in a sudden flash, his face lit up. He smiled, almost like a shy schoolboy, then waved his hand in a gesture of hello.

“Ah, I see,” the caregiver said, and promptly took Billie Jo to Rodger’s table.

At 4′11″ and 95 pounds, Billie Jo was quite a contrast to Rodger, and at 93, she was 25 years older, still lovely and full of charm and warm heartedness. Unlike Rodger, who had struggled most of his life and worked hard as an insurance salesman, Billie Jo had never worked a day in her life. She had always been well-taken care of and pampered — and still was. Her hair was done twice a week. She had weekly manicures and pedicures, and was well-groomed every day. She had been married for 50 years, but when her husband had died 25 years earlier, she moved into the independent living section of this elder community until transitioning to skilled nursing when she was no longer able to care for herself. She never remarried and had spent all those years alone.

Like Rodger, she was lonely and had been for a long time. As lady-like as she could be, she could also be feisty and put up a fight if she didn’t get her way. Had she not gotten her way about where to sit, she had been prepared to battle with raised fists, to scream and kick, to wheel herself, if necessary, determined to get what she wanted.

On that magical, life-changing evening, Billie Jo had sparkles in her eyes and so did Rodger. All evening, she gazed at him adoringly, smiling and flirting coquettishly. Rodger enjoyed it immensely, and this was the first time I saw him look so happy. His face glowed, and his cheeks flushed as we staff glanced over from time to time, trying to be discreet, yet oohing and aahing and smiling among ourselves.

The following evening, Christmas day, Rodger and Billie Jo sat side by side over dinner. Their days of courting were beginning. They were together every evening, and every evening, they made special arrangements to have fresh flowers and a candle put on their table.

Rodger’s depression became a thing of the past. 

Valentine’s Day came. They exchanged cards. He gave her chocolates and had a dozen red roses sent to her room. That evening, she dressed for the occasion, with red lipstick and a red silk dress and pretty scarf. He wore his red bow tie again, knowing how much she liked it because on Christmas Eve, she had complimented him on it.

Spring became their season, the season of blossoming love. Their caregivers took them for strolls in the park, where they could feed the wild geese and ducks by the lake.

Nothing could keep them apart, even though Billie Jo’s room was the last one at the far end of the building and his was the first one at the other end. Quite a distance to travel on your own in a wheelchair, but somehow they managed, even when no caregivers were available to help them. Billie Jo would take herself in the wheelchair, moving with the speed and vigor of a tigress, as if her life depended on it.

Theirs was a song of love, with Rodger becoming a very different man. No longer were his shoulders slumped over. He held his head up confidently, and his eyes embraced a new vision: one that offered hope and healing. And healing rapidly he was. As the days and weeks passed, he did so well that he was taken off hospice. His three months turned into over a year. When I left this community, he was still alive and well, and they were still in love.

 

Further thoughts

Love goes beyond romantic love. Love is an energy that, when we’re open, can come through us to bring deep peace and healing to the elders whose lives we touch. Love brings a sense of connection as well as joy, meaning, inspiration, and renewed life.

In Love and Survival, Dr. Dean Ornish writes:

 

Love and intimacy are among the most powerful factors in health and illness, even though these ideas are largely ignored by the medical profession… Love and intimacy are at the root of what makes us sick and what makes us well, what causes sadness and what brings happiness, what makes us suffer and what leads to healing. If a new drug had the same impact, virtually every doctor in the country would be recommending it for their patients… When you feel loved, nurtured, cared for, supported, and intimate, you are much more likely to be happier and healthier.(p.3)

 

Suggestions for creating engaging and inspiring activities

♦ Organize an event celebrating love and romance. Invite your elders to share their stories. Ask them to bring photos and/or any keepsake items reminiscent of their love life.

♦ Plan a special theme week of love and romance:

• Show old romantic movies with well-known actors and actresses that were popular in your elders’ era.

• Bring in romantic art from books or slides that can be found in the library.

• Read love poetry, celebrate, and share! (See suggested reading for titles)

♦ Organize an event celebrating love in action as illustrated in people who have accomplished great things through love, such as Mother Teresa or Mahatma Gandhi. Invite your elders to discuss who they think exemplifies love for them. It doesn’t have to be someone famous. It can be an elder’s mother or son, or even a beloved animal.

 

 

 




 

 

 

PART II

 

REMEMBERING WHO WE ARE,

REMEMBERING OUR DREAMS
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IGNITING THE FLAME

 

Essential Points

♦ Celebrate your elders’ accomplishments, talents, and dreams.

♦ Honor their wisdom.

♦ Keep a sense of community alive and thriving.

♦ Involve family, friends, neighbors, and other members of your community.

 

It is never too late to become what one might have become.

George Eliot

 

Ben had a dream that he shared with me. It sparked a desire within me to make that dream come true. It’s never too late, I thought, even at 91.

One crisp, cool afternoon, while helping Ben with his wool scarf, sweater, and cap for our outdoor stroll, I noticed a painting of an old, bearded rabbi on the wall. Knowing that Ben had been working on this painting for months, I exclaimed, “You’ve finished! Bravo! It’s beautiful!”

Lowering myself to his wheelchair, I hugged him and gave him a kiss on his rough, whiskery cheek. He smiled modestly, shrugging his broad shoulders, and asked, “Do you really like it?”

“It’s exquisite. You’ve infused it with life. There’s a soul inside that rabbi, who looks like at any moment he will turn around and speak.”

Ben smiled, revealing the dimple in his right cheek, proud of what he had accomplished; yet there was a certain humbleness in how he tilted his head before saying, “Thank you. I put a lot of thought and time into it.”

As I slipped the cap over his balding head, I noticed upon closer study that the penetrating blue eyes of the rabbi, with his bushy white brows, resembled Ben’s, except Ben wore thick, wire-rimmed glasses. There was one other slight difference as well: a glowing fire inside the rabbi’s eyes that held a prophetic vision. Ben’s eyes also had that fire, except there was a sense of defeat, a certain loss of confidence that seemed to diffuse the flames.

As we went for our usual stroll, along a winding path strewn with autumn leaves, we continued talking about what we always talked about: art. Just five years ago, Ben, inspired by the elder community’s art program and teacher, took up painting. It was his “new career,” as he put it, and he pursued it in earnest. Each day was in some way devoted to his art. In a sense, it became a part of his religion and deep spiritual life. Often we talked about religion, but on that day, after two years of knowing Ben, I discovered something about him that I hadn’t known before. When I commented on the resemblance between the rabbi’s eyes and his, he shared with me how he once had a dream to become a rabbi.

“So, then the resemblance was intentional?” I asked.

“No, that was not my intention at all. I studied the portraits of rabbis and prophets. It came from what I saw in books.” Yet there was a resemblance that could not be denied, and now I understood why.

“And why didn’t you become a rabbi?” I asked.

“It was my father’s decision, not mine. My brother was lucky. He got to do exactly what he wanted: become a rabbi. But I was younger, and when I was supposed to go to rabbinical school, the Depression came and everything changed. Times were hard. My father decided that it wasn’t a suitable profession, so he decided I should do something more practical that would earn a good living, like become a doctor. So that is what I did.”

In pursuit of his newly chosen profession, Ben abandoned his dream, but that dream never left him. Although he never formally became a rabbi, he was a rabbi in his own way: in his values and ethics, his forthrightness, his spiritual devotion, and the way he gave advice to others.

At the end of our stroll, we stopped in the garden outside the elder care community, a sprawling, newly-constructed complex set in the midst of rolling hills. I was working there as an activities therapist in the skilled nursing unit where Ben lived. There was also an Assisted Living section, as well as an Alzheimer’s unit, separated by walls and doors that opened automatically with the right code.

Beneath ripening olive trees, we continued our conversation. I asked more questions and learned that Ben had helped found a temple, where he acted as a stand-in rabbi. While he was telling me about his past, I noticed a sort of wistfulness in him as he gazed into the distance at one of the highest hills, with an enormous tree perched on top. No matter what the season, he would often look at that lone tree. Its branches were leafless and jagged, resembling the hands and fingers of a wise old sage, pointing up to the heavens and beyond. That distant point reminded him of his unfulfilled lifelong dream.

Yet I saw how much that dream was still very much alive within him, its sparks never having gone out. It came out every day in almost everything he did, like in the painting of the old, bearded rabbi.

So I had an idea: to have a special program revolving around Ben as the rabbi. Residents, staff, family members, and friends would come to ask anything and everything they ever wanted to know about Judaism. They could also seek advice on how to live life. We would create a holy space where Ben could really live his dream.

With enthusiasm I turned to Ben and said, “Did you know … that you are my rabbi? I hope you know that, Ben.” He raised his brows and looked at me in disbelief, as if to say, I didn’t think you were Jewish.

“I may not be Jewish, but you are my rabbi anyway.”

He smiled, then chuckled and asked me why, a question he asked often if I said or did something that intrigued him or made him curious, like one day when he asked why I do the work I do. After giving some thought to his question, I said, “It’s work I have to do, Ben…I don’t have a choice.”

“That’s a good answer,” he replied. He responded like that often if he liked my response. Otherwise, he was silent or would nod his head or smile diplomatically.

After thinking about all the reasons why I would choose Ben as my rabbi, I said, “You are kind…wise…and knowledgeable, you are gifted, and because I like you best of all. You’re the one for me.” I was hoping for “That’s a good answer,” but instead he smiled and nodded. Then, without further thought, I told him about my idea and said we could call the program Ask the Other Rabbi, since we already had a rabbi at the community, and I did not want there to be any confusion. He liked the idea. I could tell by the twinkle in his eye, and the tone of his voice.

“All right,” he exclaimed. Immediately, I called his daughter, Leah, to tell her about the idea. She was thrilled and knew that her father would be excited about it, too. The anticipated day of Ask the Other Rabbi became a day that Ben looked forward to. Something within him even seemed to change slightly. There was a certain lightness and cheerfulness, a certain confidence that seemed to grace each day. Soon afterwards, Leah and I had a meeting in which she shared some stories of her father’s life. She also expressed her concern over her father’s memory. “What if he forgets and doesn’t know how to answer?” She was worried that it would make him feel bad.

I tried as best as I could to allay her fears. I wasn’t worried about it, and apparently he wasn’t, either. When Leah expressed her concern to him, he replied with his finger tapping the air, “Don’t you worry! I’ll have answers to give.”

In the meantime, I told staff about the program, inviting them to come with questions. I also asked my husband, who is Jewish, for some questions. I really wanted to be prepared should there be any moments of uncomfortable silence. But when that day arrived, I did not have to worry at all. It was anything but silent. Or I should say, when there was a silence, it was profound, one that held more wisdom and wonder than words could ever convey.
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