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What People Are Saying About
Chicken Soup for the Jewish Soul . . . 


“The people who made chicken soup a synonym for healing love now have a heartwarming book of their own. Read it and kvell!”


Rabbi Harold Kushner
author, Living a Life That Matters 


“I defy anyone to read this book and not be moved to tears several times. This is a stunning collection of stories that will make you want to be a blessing in the lives of all the people you encounter. What more could one ask for—a book that actually makes one want to be a better person!”


Rabbi Joseph Telushkin
author, The Book of Jewish Values:
A Day-by-Day Guide to Ethical Living 


“If Jewish humor and wisdom need nourishing, Chicken Soup for the Jewish Soul will feed it. It is the traditional food for the soul and for the mind, whether served in a bowl or in a book.”


Bonnie Lipton
national president, Hadassah—Women’s Zionist
Organization of America 


“Wisdom, intelligence and resourcefulness, but above all, a particular sort of gentle humor, have enabled the Jewish people to survive thousands of years of adversity. These are wonderful stories, reflecting joy and sorrow and warmth, and the authors have compiled them with great sensitivity, affection and thoughtfulness.”


Ronald S. Lauder 
chairman, Conference of Presidents of
Major American Jewish Organizations 


“Chicken Soup for the Jewish Soul covers so many aspects of the Jewish experience, it touches us deeply. What a wonderful read for Jew and non-Jew alike.”


Abraham H. Foxman 
national director, Anti-Defamation League 


“When the world’s miseries and sheer ugliness threaten to overwhelm— as they too often do—our best defense is to recall the kindness of which we are capable. This lovely book, a collection of examples of humanity and humaneness at their most basic levels, is a valuable—and inspiring—refutation to those who think our condition hopeless. One story a day—especially on a gray day— and your spirit will be lifted.”


Leonard Fein
founder, Mazon: A Jewish Response to Hunger
author, Against the Dying of the Light 


“My family reads these stories out loud to each other. We laugh. We cry. We hug. A family that eats chicken soup together will remain culinary Jews. A family that reads Chicken Soup together will remain part of an enduring tradition that has transformed the world with its humor, passion and generosity of spirit.”


Alan M. Dershowitz
Felix Frankfurter Professor of Law, Harvard Law School
author, Supreme Injustice: How the High Court Hijacked Election 2000 


“Chicken Soup for the Jewish Soul is a book that you need to own. In the wisely chosen stories, we meet no less than ourselves at our best. It will inspire, excite and transform you. What more can a person ask for?”


Rabbi Marc Gafni
author, Soul Prints 


“Chicken Soup for the Jewish Soul serves wisdom for and from the ages, informed by horror and humor, by lessons of the battlefield and of the kitchen table. It will nourish anyone’s faith.”


United States Senator Joseph R. Biden Jr.


“These personal stories from every corner of the world inspire us with their tales of the small everyday miracles that have nourished Jews since time immemorial. They speak to the nobility of Jewish ethics, the Jewish passion for life and the universal dignity of the human soul.”


Rabbi Irving Greenberg
president, Jewish Life Network
author, The Jewish Way and Living in the Image of God 


“With all the turmoil and violence in contemporary culture, here is a book that provides rest and nourishment for our souls.”


Susannah Heschel
Eli Black Professor of Jewish Studies, Dartmouth College 


“The Jewish soul has nourished us Christians for two thousand years. Now we get the Chicken Soup version. It is life-giving, edifying and graceful. All people will be enriched by these words that so beautifully capture the essence and the joy of what it means to be a Jew.”


Bishop John Shelby Spong
author, Liberating the Gospels:
Reading the Bible with Jewish Eyes 


“A heartwarming and edifying work; guaranteed to make you feel better.”


Gideon Patt
president and CEO, Israel Bonds
former Minister of Science and Minister of Tourism,
State of Israel 


“A great collection. Inspiring tales, uplifting stories and great jokes. They make us cry; they make us laugh. And if laughter is the best medicine, this book is a cure for the common cold. It’s truly delightful.”


Bernie Marcus
Chairman of the Board, The Home Depot 


“Chicken Soup for the Jewish Soul not only nourishes and warms the soul, as a good bowl of chicken soup should (not too much salt please), but I found that it both inspired me and filled me with pride for the legacy given me by my fellow Jews.”


Rudy Boschwitz
United States Senator 1978–1991 


“This serving of Jewish soul food is a collection of poignant and touching anecdotes, true life accounts of hashgacha pratit—God’s intervention in one’s personal history. The editors are to be congratulated for their efforts in amassing these delicious morsels for the mind, tidbits of Jewish life.”


Limor Livnat
Minister of Education, State of Israel 


“This book is a masterpiece. I laughed and cried and wished for more. May it warm the hearts of many and serve as a living legacy for our people. Were my grown sons still small, I would read them a story from this precious book every night, over and over again. It would be a complete education in life—its joys and sorrows—and how an unseen hand with a great sense of humor works magic in our lives through our love of one another.”


Joan Borysenko
author, Inner Peace for Busy People 


“These stories are like a steaming bowl of chicken soup on a cold, rainy day—they make you feel warm inside, and you want to come back for more!”


Linda Gradstein
NPR correspondent in Jerusalem 


“I had never thought of that Greco-Roman term of ‘soul’ as being ‘Jewish,’ but Chicken Soup for the Jewish Soul gives it the materiality it needs! These are great stories for people of every culture.”


The Reverend Dr. Ross H. Trower
former Chief of Chaplains, U.S. Navy (ret.)


“Chicken Soup for the Jewish Soul offers a wellspring of inspiration to help us celebrate in our moments of joy and fortify us in our moments of deep despair. There are moments when the experiences of the stories are as powerful as a prayer . . . and from every page into every soul, there is healing.”


Debbie Friedman
composer, singer 
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Introduction 


The metaphor of chicken soup as a source of healing and nourishment has been a Jewish linguistic and dietary staple from time immemorial. Likewise, storytelling as an instrument of healing goes back to the earliest stories of Genesis in the Bible. The Jewish influence on the fundamentals of the Chicken Soup series is long and deep. While this particular collection of Jewish tales has been in the making for several years, it can be comfortably said that every Jewish story, from Adam and Eve to Natan Sharansky, is chicken soup to every human soul. Thus, the entire Chicken Soup series has a very Jewish as well as a universal basis.


Ever since the publication of the first Chicken Soup books, readers have been enthusiastically waiting for a book of Chicken Soup stories with Jewish content. How can there be a series of story books, after all, and not have as one of its most distinguished members a book of Jewish stories?


Many people ask the question: What is the secret of Jewish survival? What other people have been driven from their homeland, time and again, persecuted, beaten down, wandered the four corners of the earth, and yet have had an impact so far out of proportion to their still-small numbers, that it defies the imagination? Perhaps it is because when the People left the Land of their ancestors, they carried their stories with them.


No enemy could destroy an inspiring tale in the heart of a banished Jew. No ravage of disease, dislocation or disheartenment could ever rob the People of the Book of the uplifting and inspiring stories contained in their special Book.


Nobel Laureate Elie Wiesel has written that God created the human race because of God’s love for stories. Without creatures on the Earth, what stories could be wrought to bring God the joy, intrigue, curiosity, celebration and sanctification that are imbedded in each and every Jewish story?


Among the stories within the covers of this volume, we have striven to select tales that reflect both the glory and the honor of the proud record of the Jewish people. But even in its times of blackest darkness, its deep collection of legends, anecdotes and narrative traditions of hope and future redemption kept the Jewish people from succumbing to despair or to spiritual or moral deprivation.


The Yiddishisms (who doesn’t know what chutzpah, maven or shlep mean?), the universal Hebrew words (shalom, halleluyah, amen, Sabbath, etc.) have burrowed their way into English and other languages, along with their values, cultural norms and spiritual traditions. So have Jewish stories. Legends and tales from the Talmud, the Midrash, medieval folklore, and modern literary novels contain so much Jewish culture and values that one can say that just by reading Jewish stories one learns much of the history, ideals and sacred occasions of Jewish life.


If Jews have survived for four thousand years, from Abraham and Sarah to Ben-Gurion and Golda Meir, it is because no group of Jews has ever lived their life without carrying a chockful bag of parables, anecdotes and narratives to share with their family, neighbors and anyone who loves a good story. But Jewish stories are not simply stories—they are stories of courage, devotion to education and learning, perseverance, piety, familial love, community solidarity, heroic behavior, noble endeavors and extraordinary achievements.


It is no accident, therefore, that the two coauthors who began this popular series some seven years ago thought of calling it by a Jewish title—Chicken Soup for the Soul. Both chicken soup and stories are quintessentially Jewish. But, then again, most things the Jews have given the world for the last many millennia have become the cultural and spiritual baggage of all major religions, cultures and national groups.


We conclude with a story about stories. This story comes from the Hasidic tradition. Hasidism is that eighteenth-century movement that brought fire, spirit, inspiration, song, love and rich stories back to many Jews who had been bent over by the weight of prejudice and discrimination. Their stories have been resurrected and spread like magical seeds nourishing the earth’s soil by Martin Buber, perhaps the best-known Jewish teacher of the last century.


In the middle eighteenth century, when Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov saw misfortune threatening the Jewish people, he went into a certain part of the forest. There he lit a fire and said a prayer. Then a miracle happened, and misfortune was kept at bay.


Later, when his disciple, the Maggid of Mezritch, was forced to intercede before God on behalf of the Jewish people, he went to that same place in the forest and said: “Ruler of the Universe, I do not know how to light the fire, but I can still recite the prayer.” Once more a miracle occurred, and misfortune was averted.


Still later, Rabbi Moshe Leib of Sassov, in order to save his people, went to the forest and said, “I don’t know how to light the fire. I don’t know how to say the prayer. But I do know the place to go, and I pray that this will be sufficient.” It was, and again a miracle was accomplished.


Then it fell to Rabbi Israel of Rizhin to conquer misfortune. Sitting in his easy chair, the rabbi spoke to God, “I cannot light the fire. I cannot recite the prayer. I no longer know the exact place in the forest. All I can do is tell the story, and this must be sufficient.” And it was.


The story was all that was left. And it was more than enough. There are times when all we have is the story. And it must be sufficient.






Dear Reader 


In an attempt to assist readers who are not familiar with many of the Hebrew and Yiddish terms used in this book, we have italicized some words throughout the book and provided a glossary of terms and definitions on pages 333–334.






1
TO LIFE 


I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse. Therefore, choose life.


Deuteronomy 30:19 






She Didn’t Pray for a Miracle 


One who has compassion for others will receive compassion from Heaven.


Talmud, Tractate Shabbat 


That morning, as every morning, Sonya awoke from a nightmare, her heart thudding. She had heard it all again so clearly—the shouts of the soldiers, the pounding on the door. Quickly she got out of bed, pressing her hands to her head. She could not, would not let the past intrude on her. After a moment, she willed herself back to calmness, and then, methodically, she began dressing for work.


Sonya had escaped from Hitler’s Germany the year before. She and her family had been active in the resistance movement in their small city—and they had paid for it. Her husband had been taken away in the night. For questioning, the SS men had said. But as they led him out, he and Sonya had managed a brief embrace. They knew it was farewell. Her brother-in-law had disappeared in the same way; her sister, niece and nephew had been taken off to work as slave laborers in a weapons factory.


Last of all, the soldiers had come for Sonya’s son. They had arrested him at school. That time there wasn’t even the chance for a good-bye. Shortly afterwards, Sonya had been smuggled out of Germany through American intervention, and she resettled in New York City. An apartment had been found for her, and a job as well, doing alterations and fine needlework in a large department store. She had a life—but not really. To survive, Sonya had not only sealed up her past, she had closed herself off. During the day, she was as removed from the rest of the world as if she was a stone. In fact, that’s how she thought of herself. As made of stone. Only at night, as she slept, would the unwanted past come creeping back.


At the store, Sonya did her work efficiently and well— and silently. She never spoke to any of the people who sat near her, and they knew better than to try and speak to her. At lunch, too, she sat alone.


Only on this day, as she sat in the store cafeteria, a voice interrupted her.


Sonya looked up, startled. “Mrs. Stein!” She gestured to the heavyset woman in the elaborate hat. “Yes, please, please sit.”


Mrs. Stein was on the refugee assistance committee that had found Sonya her apartment and her job. “We have two children, from Germany,” Mrs. Stein began. “They’ve been through so much. The girl is ten; the boy is seven. They need a home. Not just a place to live, a home. I thought maybe you needed someone, too.”


Ten and seven. The exact ages her niece and nephew would have been now. Of course, she couldn’t take these children. They’d be living reminders of the past. Sonya shook her head. “I cannot.”


“Will you at least think about it, Sonya? I’ll come back tomorrow and you can give me your answer then.”


“There’s no need,” Sonya said stiffly. “I cannot take them.” 


For a few moments more, she felt Mrs. Stein’s eyes on her. Kindly eyes, but eyes that saw too much. Sonya kept her head down until the woman moved away.


Sonya worked faster than usual that afternoon and left work early. She hurried home, turned off the lights and crawled into bed. That’s what she did on the bad days, struggling alone in the darkness to keep the door shut on the past. But tonight it wasn’t working and she knew why. The mention of those children had started up memories she couldn’t stop. The ache within became an actual physical pain. The only way she could ease it was with tears. For the first time since she’d left Germany, Sonya began crying.


Sobbing, stumbling, she went to the closet and pulled out the small satchel she’d carried with her from Germany. Wrapped in heavy cloth were three photographs: her husband, her son and her sister. Tenderly, she unwrapped the picture and then she set them on the bureau. It hurt to look at them . . . but they also brought comfort. She began to remember the good times again, the happy times as well as the bad. And she knew that she had to start reaching out again, not only for herself, but for the people in the pictures. She had to carry on for all of them.


Sonya knelt by her bed. It had been a long time since she’d prayed, and the words came hard. “I want to come alive again,” she whispered. “I don’t know how, but I’m hoping you can help me. Amen.”


It had been a very disjointed kind of prayer, but maybe God would understand.


For the first time since her husband had been taken, Sonya slept through the night. And when she awoke, it was naturally—peacefully. She knew what she had to do. She would take the children! That would be the first step in reaching out.


At noon, Sonya stood nervously at the door to the cafeteria, watching for Mrs. Stein. As soon as she saw her, she started to speak, “The children—they still need a home?” 


“Yes, but—”


“Then I will take them! It will be crowded, my apartment is so tiny, but we’ll manage. I want to take them!”


Mrs. Stein’s face broke into a big smile. She took Sonya’s hand. “Good! I’ll bring them over tonight.”


Right after work, Sonya began baking the traditional German pastries she hadn’t made in so long. She would reach out to those children with good food—and love. They would be shy, of course. Maybe they would even be like she had been—closed off, closed in. But it didn’t matter. She would keep trying.


“Sonya!” It was Mrs. Stein. Quickly, Sonya opened the door. The girl stood on one side of Mrs. Stein, the boy on the other. Sonya’s heart lurched. They looked so sad. And why shouldn’t they? They’d lost everything—and everyone. And there was something else, too, something strangely familiar about them that tugged at her.


“Please come in,” she said. Each child carried a small satchel and wore clean clothes that didn’t quite fit. The look of a refugee, Sonya thought. The look she herself had worn not so long ago. Was that why they seemed so familiar? Because they reminded her of the other refugee children she’d seen on the ship coming to America?


“Sonya,” Mrs. Stein said, “this is Liese and Karl.”


Her niece’s and nephew’s names. Sonya’s stomach dropped away; her heart began beating hard. It couldn’t be. Things like that didn’t happen. It would be a miracle, and she hadn’t prayed for a miracle. She’d only prayed to be able to reach out again. But still she took a step closer, searching the children’s faces. It had been so long, and they would have changed in so many ways. As she had changed.


Puzzled, Mrs. Stein said, “Is something wrong, Sonya?”


Sonya shook her head, still staring. The girl lifted her eyes, wide and dark—wrenchingly familiar. It was as if she was searching Sonya’s face, too. And then the boy cried out.


“Karl?” Mrs. Stein asked. “Are you all right?”


The boy pointed a trembling hand toward the three pictures Sonya had set out the night before. He ran toward the bureau, grabbed up the picture of Sonya’s sister and held it to his heart.


“Mama,” he whispered.


Cynthia Mercati 






Salvation in Sarajevo 


I call heaven and earth to witness that whether one be Jew or gentile, man or woman, only according to their good deeds does the Divine Spirit rest upon them.


Midrash 


In the autumn of 1941, most of the Jews of Sarajevo were herded onto trains and sent to concentration camps. Some managed to flee; others joined the Partisans. Josef Kabilio, a Jewish artisan, was a close family friend of Mustafa Hardaga, a wealthy Muslim merchant. Not long after the Germans occupied Sarajevo, Mustafa Hardaga went to inspect one of his properties and found Josef Kabilio hiding there. Mustafa Hardaga now faced an excruciating moral dilemma.


If he turned Josef Kabilio over to the authorities, it would be condemning him to death. Yet, if he were caught sheltering a Jew, it would mean certain death for both of them. But this was his friend for many years; what was he to do? His high principles prevailed. He took Kabilio into his home and hid him there. Kabilio made two attempts to flee Sarajevo, and both times he was caught and jailed. On both occasions, he managed to escape from jail and again Hardaga, his Muslim friend, sheltered him in his home.


Zeyneba Hardaga, the merchant’s wife, also had a close relationship with Kabilio. On one occasion she spotted him in a labor brigade and risked her life by bringing food to Kabilio and his fellow prisoners. At a later date, she explained her actions. “When Josef left us for the third time, all we could do was pray and hope. Later, when my children asked why I did this, I always answered what my husband said, ‘You do not abandon your friends.’”


Miraculously, Kabilio survived the war and returned to Sarajevo in 1945. Finding his home plundered, the Hardagas took him in. In 1948, he left for Israel, promising to write often, as did the Hardagas. Very soon the first letter arrived from Israel to Sarajevo, and they continued like a paper chain for decades.


Over the course of those years, Josef Kabilio married, had children and grandchildren, and became a widower. Similarly, Zeneyba Hardaga in Sarajevo became a widow and then remarried, becoming a mother and grandmother. However, with the passage of the years, in addition to losing her second husband, she also lost all her property and a good deal of her health. Ultimately, a leg had to be amputated, and she could no longer walk. Despite all these woes, she never informed her good friend and correspondent, Josef Kabilio, of her troubles.


All the while, and unbeknownst to her, Kabilio was hard at work in Jerusalem to have her recognized by Yad Vashem, Israel’s National Holocaust Museum, as a Righteous Gentile, a non-Jew who went to extraordinary lengths during the Second World War to save Jewish lives. He went many times to the museum to speak to the office in charge of this award and learned that the necessary process of substantiation was exceptionally arduous, and furthermore, this award had never been given to a Muslim.


Kabilio persisted in the face of many obstacles, and when he turned eighty-eight, Zeyneba Hardaga received a letter from Yad Vashem. They informed her of her award and told her that she would be flown to Jerusalem to receive it. Seven months later, Josef Kabilio had the privilege of watching his old friend helped off the plane at Ben Gurion airport. He was shocked to see that she could not walk. His first words were, “You never told me!” With a smile, she scolded him, “You never told me what you were up to, either.”


Kabilio died just four years later and never knew how valuable his work would ultimately become in having Zeyneba recognized by Yad Vashem. The war broke out in Sarajevo in 1992. In February 1994, Mrs. Hardaga and her family were given special preference to escape the horrors of war by leaving the city on a convoy of 294 Muslims, Jews, Serbs and Croats, organized by the Joint Jewish Distribution Committee. This Muslim family had their lives saved by a Jewish organization.


Furthermore, Kabilio’s family in Israel went to the Israeli authorities and arranged for an El Al plane (Israel’s national airline) to be sent to the Sarajevo area to bring Zeyneba Hardaga, her daughter and her family, to Israel. All these miraculous events occurred in large measure because of Josef Kabilio’s efforts to properly recognize his friend’s heroism during the war. What beautiful symmetry. The Muslim Hardagas saved Kabilio when his life was threatened, and the Jew Kabilio was instrumental in having the Hardagas saved when their lives were in danger.


Isn’t this the way the world should always be?


Rabbi Richard Plavin 






A Special Grandfather 


When the heart is full, the eyes overflow.


Sholom Aleichem 


No other grandfather was like mine. No other grandfather was so youthful, funny and full of impish pranks with us children. What other grandfather would conspire with us to mix up the guests’ overshoes in the hall? Or show us how to walk on our hands when the tenant below complained of footsteps from our uncarpeted floor? Or teach us to speak in rhymes? Or invent a secret language just for us—that the world, which knows him as Sholom Aleichem, the famous writer, does not share?


My cousin Tamara and I were the only grandchildren Papa Sholom Aleichem, as we called him, had in his lifetime, and he adored us. Once, when we were very little, as we were walking with him someplace in Switzerland, each holding onto his hand, he pointed to the distance. “You see that mountain?” he asked. “I’ve just given it to Tamarochka (my cousin, Tamara). You see that lake? I am giving it to Belochka (to me, Bel)!”


I treasure a letter from him written a year before he died in New York to Odessa, where I lived with my parents. “Dorogaya Belochka”— “Dear Belochka,” he wrote, “I am writing you this letter to ask you to hurry and grow up, so that you can learn to write me letters. And in order to grow up, it is necessary to drink milk, eat soup and vegetables, and fewer candies. Regards to your dolls. Your Papa, Sholom Aleichem.” I did grow up, I did learn to write—but not in time.


It’s difficult to know what is family legend and what is true memory, but one particular scene I remember vividly, although I couldn’t have been more than three. Papa Sholom Aleichem and I are in a zoological garden, in front of a monkey. He takes a piece of paper, folds it into a cone, fills it with water from a nearby fountain and offers it to the monkey to drink. The monkey refuses. Papa bends down to me and says, in Russian, the language we always spoke: “Isporchenaya obezyana!” (a spoiled monkey!). He keeps refilling the paper cone with water and drinking thirstily, again and again. I learned only later that this was two years before he died, when he was plagued by an unquenchable diabetic thirst. But even about this he made a joke. He wrote to my parents: “Now I know I’ll never die of hunger; I’ll die of thirst.”


It was more than a joke; it was the essence of his humor. Thumbing the nose at adversity, turning tables on tragedy, losing everything but winning the argument—it was laughter through tears—Jewish laughter.


Though he was loved and cherished in thousands of homes and read aloud to the sound of laughter, he suffered grave illness, excruciating pain, exile and heartbreak. Yet to the end, he wrote humor for others, from his first literary effort at the age of fourteen, when he compiled a Glossary of Stepmother’s Curses, in which he arranged in alphabetical order the daily curses his stepmother lavished upon him; to his last work, left unfinished by his death: Motl the Cantor’s Son in America. Of all his stories, this is my favorite. When little Motl finds himself in America, he expresses his delight at its marvels. Chewing gum, he explains, is a candy made of rubber, and teachers in America are not allowed to whip their children. “Try not to love such a country!” he exclaims.


Sholom Aleichem died on May 12A (he was superstitious and never numbered his manuscripts pages 13 but 12A), 1916, in a shabby little apartment on Kelly Street in the Bronx, at the age of fifty-seven. According to the New York Times, over a hundred thousand people accompanied the funeral procession, mourning their beloved writer. He lies buried in the Workmen’s Circle Cemetery in Queens, New York, for in his will he asked to be buried not among the rich and famous, but among the plain people, the workers, the ordinary folk whom he loved and who had loved their folk writer in his lifetime. Also in his will, which is considered a great ethical document, he asks to be remembered on the anniversary of his death with laughter, by having family and friends gather together and read his merry stories aloud. This has been an inviolable tradition in our family, never broken to this day.


Many have seen Fiddler on the Roof, based on Sholom Aleichem’s Tevye stories, but few know that there was a real dairyman, whose name was Tevye, who delivered dairy products to my grandfather’s family. Not at all like the powerful actors who have played him, he was a small, wizened man with a funny black beard that grew out of his neck, and he had no daughters. Sholom Aleichem used to enjoy talking with him, and subsequently wrote a series of stories about Tevye the Milkman and his seven daughters (Fiddler subtracted two). Sholom Aleichem wrote to my parents how eager he was to have his stories translated into English and his plays produced in America, adding: “My eyes won’t see it; maybe yours will.” Ours did.


It’s awesome to realize that I am now, since Tamara’s death, Sholom Aleichem’s only living descendant who knew him, heard his voice, sat on his lap, and who—as he used to tell me when I was little—helped him write, by holding on tightly to his hand as we walked together. The tighter I held on, the better he wrote.


It was only after I grew up that I understood my grandfather’s gift was a far more valuable one than a make-believe present of a lake in Switzerland. He left a legacy of love and laughter—love for the common people and laughter in the face of adversity. Try not to love such a grandfather!


Bel Kaufman 
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The Story of Mary the Maid 


True humor springs not more from the head than from the heart; it is not contempt, its essence is love.


Thomas Carlyle 


When I was growing up in Delaware, my dad was a Jewish communal worker, and my mom a professional Hebrew teacher. They were truly pillars of the community. Nevertheless, my mom took great pride in keeping a balbatisch (dignified, decorous) house, and training her daughters to do the same. It was her custom to clean windows, for example, the way most housewives did in those days. She would open the double-hung window, climb halfway out, and sit on the sill facing inward. Lowering the window onto her thighs to pin her in place, she would proceed to clean with huge sweeping motions with her arm. This meant she had to ignore the fact that she was dangling out over the street, and could fall two stories onto hard cement with one false move.


One day, my dad came home from work unexpectedly and saw her suspended in space, with her posterior hanging out. He was not amused. He thought it undignified for the wife of the executive director of the Jewish Community Center to be seen in this activity, and he considered it dangerous to boot. He really was quite upset by it, and he told Mom in no uncertain terms that she must get someone to help her. In vain, my mother protested that a maid would cost money, that no one could do the job as well as she, that she did not mind doing her own housework, and all of that. My father persisted until my mom reluctantly capitulated and agreed to hire a maid.


She was as good as her word. She told my father a week later that she had found a suitable candidate through Sylvia Rosenbaum, who lived across the street. Mary was a Polish woman with a long name consisting of a string of unpronounceable consonants. A divorced woman, she was the sole support of her two sons. The older was a no-goodnick who had a drinking problem and had recently joined the Marines, which she hoped would do him some good. The younger boy got good grades, and she was praying that he would get a college scholarship. Mother and her new assistant got along just fine from the start.


We never got to meet Mary because she came after we left for school and work, and she was gone by 3:00 P.M. Every Thursday, however, my father would leave a ten-dollar bill to pay her wages, and every Thursday night the house would sparkle, for Mary was a whirlwind with a mop and pail. Even mother admitted that her preparations for the Sabbath on Friday were much easier now that Mary was here.


All went well for the better part of the year, with Mother periodically updating us on Mary’s life and activities. We felt as if we knew her and her sons, and we were liberal with our advice about how to handle them. Then one day my father came home looking glum. There had been a domestic disaster, a broken boiler, an exploded carburetor; I don’t remember exactly what it was. But it was something that would be expensive to fix, and money was tight.


“How much do you need, Harry?” asked my mom.


“Four hundred dollars at least,” was the reply.


My mother got a thoughtful look on her face, then excused herself from the dinner table and ran upstairs. She returned with a huge wad of ten-dollar bills that she pressed into my father’s outstretched hand. “What’s this?” asked my father in bewilderment, looking down at almost fifty bills. Looking like the cat that swallowed the canary, and chortling in utter triumph, my mother exclaimed, “That’s Mary the maid!!”


We rather missed Mary, from then on, and not a peep was heard out of my father.


Naomi Bluestone 






My Son the Rabbi 


In a storm, it is the bamboo, the flexible tree, that can bend with the wind and survive. The rigid tree that resists the wind falls, victim of its own insistence to control.


Joan Borysenko 


My mother never wanted me to be a rabbi. Her dream was that I receive a graduate degree in mathematics, learn accounting and take over my father’s flourishing CPA practice. She was shocked and sad when I took her out to lunch and told her, “I am dropping out of graduate school. In the fall, I am beginning my rabbinical studies at the Jewish Theological Seminary.”


My mother was deeply Jewish, but her Jewishness had nothing to do with religion. It was ethnicity, memories and a few eclectic religious observances. She had the greatest disdain for Jews who were observant. “They are more interested in the law than in people,” she would say. I heard stories about the poor kids from a kosher family who had to bring their own hot dogs to neighbor kids’ birthday parties because they could not eat the food.


My mother was disturbed when I began keeping kosher. “Now you won’t eat in my house.” When she and my dad first married, he wanted her to keep a kosher home. She said, “No, there are too many rules.” Now, with her oldest son studying to be a rabbi, she bought a separate set of kosher dishes for me to use. When I told her that I would no longer drive on the Sabbath, and when I began to wear a yarmulke all the time, she became more concerned. “Why can’t you be one of those liberal rabbis, who don’t worry so much about the picayune laws?” That was not to be my dream.


For the first three years of rabbinical school, my mother waited for me to drop out and go into the family business. She described to me how delicious lobster was and asked me not to be too religious. One day she said, “I can live with you being a rabbi. But please don’t make law more important than people.”


Then one summer day, I finally convinced my mother that I would be a good rabbi. I shared with her a story of what happened to me on a cross-country drive.


During summer break from the seminary, another rabbinical student and I took off to drive across the country. As we mapped out our route, we discovered that we could reach Rapid City, South Dakota, by Shabbat. In Rapid City, there is one small synagogue that meets on an army base. It serves the few Jewish families in town, as well as those in the military. They were having Friday night services and invited my friend and me to join them.


“My friend and I would love to join you, but we do not drive on Shabbat. Is there any chance we can stay within walking distance?” The members of the Rapid City Jewish community were wonderful, arranging for us to sleep at the army base, and even getting us an invitation for a vegetarian dinner at someone’s home. So began a beautiful Shabbat in South Dakota.


Friday night the lay people led the service. More people than usual attended, intrigued that two seminary students were in town. At the Oneg Shabbat afterwards, my friend and I led a discussion on Judaism.


Suddenly, a little boy of about nine came up to me all excited. He had some things that his grandfather had left him, and he did not know what they were. The boy proudly showed me a velvet bag and took out a pair of tefillin. I explained that they are phylacteries worn by Jewish men on their head and on their arm during the weekday morning prayers. They literally fulfill the commandment, “You shall bind them for a sign upon your hand, and they shall be for reminders between your eyes.” 


The boy was excited. “Rabbi, show me how to put them on.”
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