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Faith to Faith


Remember there’s no such thing as a small act of kindness. Every act creates a ripple with no logical end.


~Scott Adams


The devastation started with a small malfunction in the plug conducting electricity to the kitchen refrigerator. Within minutes, the entire kitchen was engulfed in flames, destroying its stoves, ovens, and a storage closet filled with serving trays and table decorations used for bar mitzvahs and weddings.


The conflagration roared into the Social Hall, setting the walls aflame and leaping toward the rafters. The seventy-five-year-old certificate of the founding of the synagogue burned. The framed photos of all the temple presidents were consumed. The cabinet that contained the sound and recording equipment squawked, popped and died.


By the time the fire department arrived, minutes after it received the alarm, flames leaped toward the sanctuary, blistering its walls.


The last two rows of pews were burned, and the next four were scorched and blistered. The fire shattered the etched-glass entrance doors, obliterated the prayer books in their storage racks, and destroyed the classic chandeliers.


I had been the synagogue’s rabbi for two decades before I retired, so I was receiving calls from worried congregants. “How widespread is the fire?” “Was anyone hurt?” “Are the Torah scrolls safe?” “Are we having services next Friday night?”


“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m on my way to the temple to find out. I’ll call you back as soon as I can.” I jotted down their names and phone numbers and rushed off.


By the time I arrived, the firefighters had knocked down the fire. The kitchen was in ruins. The closets that contained all our banquet tables and chairs were charred beyond repair. A few sections of the Social Hall walls and ceiling were smoldering, and the firemen continued to hose them down.


Thank God, no one was hurt. The fire occurred in the dark of night before any of our employees arrived to work. A few hours later, hundreds of children and their parents might have been caught in the conflagration.


I saw the current rabbi and the temple president talking to the fire chief.


“We thoroughly examined the school building for any damage or possible hot spots. There were none — not among the trees and bushes around the school, not on the roof, not in the library and not in any of the classrooms.”


“So the fire was completely confined to the sanctuary building?” asked the rabbi.


“Yes. Unfortunately, the damage in this building was quite extensive.”


“How extensive?” asked the president.


“The kitchen, assembly hall, board room, and storage closets were severely burned. I doubt that any equipment in those areas is still useable. The fire penetrated the ceiling and singed the rafters. My men had to open the roof to hose down all the smoldering sections they couldn’t reach from inside,” said the fire chief.


“Flames penetrated the folding door between the sanctuary and the assembly hall, and scorched the ceiling, walls, floor and pews about ten feet into the temple. Water and smoke damaged most of the rest. The chandeliers, pews, sound room and prayer books are probably damaged beyond repair.”


“You’d be a better judge than I about damage to the Ark and the scrolls, but I do see some singe, water, and smoke damage.”


“Do you think we can use the sanctuary for services?” asked the president.


“Or for weddings and funerals?” echoed the rabbi.


“I doubt it. I think you’re going to have to remove all the pews, strip the walls and tear up the carpeting to discover all the damage — if only to figure your insurance claim and plan your remodeling.”


“How long do you think that will take?”


“That all depends on your remodeling goals,” answered the chief. “I’d make plans to use another facility for worship for at least twelve to eighteen months.”


This was bad.


The president immediately divided the temple leadership into four task forces — one to assess in detail the damage to our facilities, another to press our claim with the insurance company, a third to draw up suggested plans for remodeling, and a fourth to secure a new facility wherein we might worship every weekend for the next year and a half.


Local synagogues invited our members to join them in their worship services, but they could not offer their facilities for our use. They had worship services already scheduled for the same Sabbaths and holidays.


A neighborhood Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints rescued us. The stake (the name of their administrative district) agreed to let us use their sanctuary for Jewish worship every Friday night and Saturday morning for eighteen months. They refused to accept any payment and assigned their own members to set up for and clean up after each worship service. They couldn’t have been more kind or cooperative.


Fourteen months later, we began to plan our return to our newly remodeled facilities. A new chapel had been added to our sacred space. The temple offices had been refurbished. The temple entrance now included a pleasant lobby in which congregants could gather after services or before meetings. The sanctuary walls and ceiling had been completely remodeled with recessed lighting and windows to the exterior. The Holy Ark was pristine again, awaiting the arrival of its six Torah scrolls.


We moved hundreds of boxes back into the temple and began to load their contents into shiny new filing cabinets. Some cartons, covered with dust, included files dated decades earlier — board resolutions from the 1940s and 1950s, correspondence from previous rabbis, and the scripts of former temple musicals.


In one file, bent and stained over time, was a series of letters between the president of the Orange Stake of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and our temple president. The stake was building its first facility then, and the stake president indicated how grateful he was for the Jews’ willingness to house Mormon worship services and Bible study in the temple. The temple president refused to accept any fees and assigned the temple’s staff to provide the stake’s custodial needs. Amazingly, the very church that had been our temporary home had asked the temple decades ago for temporary housing. Jews had welcomed their Mormon neighbors to use their synagogue facilities and rejoiced with them when their own facility was dedicated.


Both Mormons and Jews marched the mile and a half from the church to the synagogue, carrying six Torah scrolls back to the Holy Ark in the newly refurbished temple sanctuary. Completely intermixed, members of both communities carried the sacred scrolls, walking a half block or so, and then handing a scroll to another person nearby. No one asked his neighbor’s religious affiliation; no one questioned his neighbor’s faith. We — temple and stake, Mormons and Jews — had discovered that a kind act is not a matter of belief. It is an expression of love from one human being to another.


~Frank Stern
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Sunrise Pizza


Food is our common ground, a universal experience.


~James Beard


It was a midnight flight from John F. Kennedy International Airport to Minnesota, set to take off at exactly midnight on a Friday. After three “one-hour” delays, I was told the flight had been overbooked, and I was bumped to the 6:00 a.m. flight. Normally, I was not a complainer, but after twelve consecutive hours of traveling, and with stale granola as my only nourishment, no amount of free air points could ease my irritation.


I was directed to a small waiting room at a far corner of the airport. The phone signal was horrendous and there was no Wi-Fi. The tiny TV on the wall was streaming the same old depressing news.


I wasn’t alone in those three hours of murky near-dawn. There were six of us: a quiet woman in a hijab, her small daughter who seemed unable to stay still, a heavyset man with stern eyebrows, a man in a startlingly pink suit, and a teenager whose music I could distinctly hear through her headphones.


If three hours seemed long on paper, it felt even longer surrounded by these strangers, who were just as disgruntled as I was. Thirty minutes had not passed, and I was ready to renounce my morning flight, book an overnight hotel, and take my chances with the airlines another day. I was done with hope.


A tiny voice suddenly fractured the stillness. “Mama, I’m hungry.”


It was the little girl. Two half-eaten, unappetizing cereal bars lay abandoned next to her stuffed pony. The mother whispered something to her, placing a finger to her lips. The little girl was desperately trying to keep her voice quiet, but her words were distinct in the muted room. “But I have three dollars, Mama!”


“I got cash.”


The gruff voice belonged to the old man with severe eyebrows — underneath which, I noticed, were soft eyes fixed on the girl. “How’s pizza sound? My granddaughters can’t go a day without it.”


“Hey, I’m hungry, too.” The man in the extremely pink suit smiled at the mother, who had begun to shake her head. “And I’ve got a few dollars lying around.”


“I’ve been living on granola,” I admitted, pulling out my own purse. “Count me in.”


The teenager pulled off her headphones and said, “Extra cheese, please.”


In fifteen minutes, two boxes of extra-cheese pizza arrived like the sunrise. I devoured my first slice in an embarrassingly short time and quickly reached for another.


The teenager mentioned how there was a serious lack of good, greasy pizza in Japan. “That’s where I was this past week,” she said, “to participate in a science competition.” She told us of her keen interest in mental health, in the sicknesses that we have yet to understand. “Alzheimer’s is the most interesting,” she said. “There isn’t a cure yet, but I know I’ll find it.”


The old man had his eyes downcast. “You’d better,” he murmured. “My wife hasn’t recognized me in years.”


It was a solemn quiet until the little girl patted the man’s arm. “Don’t worry. When I grow up, I’ll find a cure, too.” Then she paused. “Or maybe I’ll train horses.”


She seemed perplexed when we all broke into giggles.


Slice by slice, speaking became much easier. We spoke of the ridiculous snow Minnesota had gotten. We discussed the increasing prominence of technology in our lives. We criticized the color choice of Princess Sparkle Pony’s mane. “I hate pink,” the little girl declared.


Her eyes widened a second later, shooting to the man in the neon suit. “No offense!”


The man just laughed. “I love pink!” His laughter slowly fell away. “Not sure if Ryan’s parents do.”


“Who’s Ryan?” I asked.


The smile returned to his lips. “My fiancé,” he said. “I’m meeting his parents this weekend, but . . . they’re not too happy about me.”


The old man reached forward to squeeze a pink shoulder pad. “If they love their son, they’ll learn to be happy.”


The smile didn’t leave the young man’s face after that.


The woman in the hijab told us that she was on her way to visit her husband. “I travel a lot,” she said. “I get many air points! Especially today, since I offered to take the next flight.”


The teenager gasped. “You offered?”


The woman said, “Maybe someone needed the seats more than we did.”


“Are you a saint?” the teenager asked.


The woman laughed. “No, I am a doctor.”


The teenager’s eyes widened. “That is so cool. Wait — aren’t you going to tell me that loud music is bad for my ears?”


The woman smiled. “I figured you already know.”


“I do,” she admitted. “Still, I like it. It helps me drown out the world.”


“Why do you want that?” I asked.


The teenager glanced at the TV. I’d forgotten it was there. It was blasting clips of bloodied children waiting to be treated in a makeshift medical center. Then, it cut to armed men peering through smoke.


The teenager said quietly, “Why wouldn’t you?” “Because, despite everything, hope defeats fear.” It was the mother speaking. Her voice was quiet, but her eyes held fire. “No matter what happens, you can’t forget that.”


The old man murmured, “Hope begets happiness.”


The teenager shook her head. “It’s more complicated than that. I mean, what is happiness? It’s not easy to define.”


“Yes, it is!” The little girl’s voice turned our heads. “Happiness is when it’s a snow day, and Mama lets me eat cereal in front of the TV.”


We couldn’t stop roaring at that. Still chuckling, the teenager said, “Maybe it’s not so complicated, after all.”


Somehow, without really realizing it, the hours disappeared — as did the strangers around me. The old man with the strict eyebrows became Jim, a grandfather anxious to reach his granddaughters. The quiet mother with the hijab was Mina, a gynecologist with the most vibrant four-year old I had ever met. The newly engaged Ming had a smile as bright as his suit. The sullen teenager was the incredibly brilliant Ruth, and I knew that it wouldn’t be long before she was making headlines.


We were no longer strangers connected by only a delayed flight to Minnesota. We were inventors, healers, dreamers, and lovers, Americans who respected each other and embraced our differences.


Almost too soon, it was time to board. We folded our pizza boxes, gathered our belongings, and pulled out our tickets. We knew it was time to say goodbye.


The little girl turned to me. She said, “Wait a minute, miss! What do you do?”


I smiled at the girl. “I’m a writer,” I said. “I write about the things that give me hope.”


~Sabrina Forest
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The Folded Flag


Patriotism is the admission that people who share a land, a place, and a history have a special obligation to that place and to each other.


~David Ehrenfeld


I had traveled to California to say farewell to my sister Rose, who died suddenly of a heart attack at the age of fifty-four. She had served in the Women’s Army Corps during the Vietnam War and received a military funeral at Riverside National Cemetery in Riverside, California. I was presented with the commemorative American flag and the three brass casings from the volleys fired by the honor guard, and then I rushed off to the airport.


I was carrying the flag, which had been folded into the traditional tri-corner form with the blue field of stars visible from both sides. The three spent shell casings were carefully tucked inside.


Going through security, which was at an all-time high due to the recent September 11th attacks on our nation, was quite an ordeal. I was ushered to a highly visible, roped-off section, flanked by security officers. The casings, still containing gunpowder residue, had been detected.


I tearfully explained over and over that the casings were from the commemorative rounds fired at my sister’s funeral. Still, they closed the security line, and passengers were redirected to another area as they strained their necks trying to see what was happening. After several phone calls and discussions, security finally let me through with the flag and casings intact.


I held the flag even tighter as I looked for my gate and began my walk through the airport, which turned out to be an unexpectedly emotional experience. People looked at the flag and then at me with compassion and respect. “I’m sorry for your loss,” many said as they hurried past.


While on the automated walkway, I thought of my sister. I held back tears as I held the flag to my chest. Across the aisle, headed in the opposite direction, a dozen or so young men — perhaps a high-school sports team — looked at me and simultaneously gave the thumbs-up. My sadness mixed with pride as I realized this was their salute, their show of respect.


Arriving at the overcrowded gate, a gentleman respectfully stood up, took off his hat, and gestured to his seat. I thanked him and sat next to a young mother who was explaining to her child why I was carrying the flag.


“Someone died who had served our country,” she explained.


As I boarded the plane, people ushered me ahead, patting my arm and expressing condolences. A young man offered to take my carry-on. He smiled, gave a half salute, and swung it into the overhead compartment. Thanking him, I sat in my seat and placed the flag in my lap. The exhaustion from the emotional roller coaster of losing my sister so suddenly, and the quick cross-country trip for her funeral, were finally catching up to me. I decided to try and relax, but just as I was on the verge of settling down, I heard my name over the plane’s PA system. “This is the captain. Linda Feist, please come to the front of the plane.”


Was I being called back to security due to the casings? Full of apprehension, I made my way up the aisle amid the stares and low murmurs of the other passengers. I was greeted by a flight attendant, who took my arm and politely pointed to a seat.


“The captain and the crew asked me to extend this courtesy to you,” she said. It was a first-class seat! I thanked them and thought about how I would always remember this day . . . the day I buried my sister, the day of immeasurable kindness, the day I felt patriotism so profoundly.


During my connecting flight, a passenger looking for her seat stopped in the aisle when she saw me. She looked at the flag in my lap and said she had noticed me walking through the airport. “It was quite an impressive sight,” she said, “to see the commemorative flag being carried, and so many knowing what it symbolizes.”


Arriving home, I was anxious to share these extraordinary experiences with my husband and daughter. During dinner, I told them about the funeral, my flights, and the respect and kindness I received from total strangers. “I was in awe of how many people were genuinely affected by seeing the flag,” I said. “I felt a universal reaction, whether it was from those who knew what it symbolized or not.” My daughter, in her early twenties at the time, was quite moved.


“Mom, do you have a renewed sense of faith in our country by this show of patriotism?” she asked.


I thought carefully about her question. “I’ve always felt it, sensed it,” I answered. “I was just one of the fortunate ones to experience it.”


That day, on March 6, 2002, I felt my sister traveled with me. I proudly carried the flag in her honor. I realize now that the flag is a symbol for all those who went before and will continue after her. When we honor the flag, we honor them.


~Linda Ann Feist
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Getting to Know the Sicilian


When you really know somebody, you can’t hate them. Or maybe it’s just that you can’t really know them until you stop hating them.


~Orson Scott Card


I was never a big genealogy buff, but I did know that I had some Italian in me. I thought that was pretty cool until I discovered I’m not really Italian at all — I’m Sicilian . . . at least a little. The rest of me is German, Welsh, Cherokee Indian and, well, you get the picture.


My maternal great-great grandparents immigrated to the United States from Palermo, Sicily. This knowledge didn’t stop me from proudly and erroneously proclaiming my Italian roots anytime I met someone with a remotely Italian-sounding surname. And that’s exactly what I did when I met Alonzo Ricci.


I was in my early thirties and working a civil-service job at a local military hospital. Alonzo was the born-and-bred Italian husband of my co-worker, Sergeant Julie Ricci. Sergeant Julie met Alonzo while stationed in Italy. They fell in love and married, and he accompanied her to Texas. Alonzo looked every bit the stereotypical beefcake Italian guy I’d seen on my favorite television shows. Having lived in America for only a short while, he sounded the part, too. I’d never met a “real” Italian before, but of course he had, and it didn’t take long for Alonzo to call my bluff.


As the holidays approached, I sent an open invitation to my enlisted co-workers to spend Thanksgiving at my home. I was pleased to learn that Alonzo and Julie would be joining us. As my guests ate and mingled, I noticed my mother visiting with Alonzo across the room. Suddenly, the look on Alonzo’s face changed, and he seemed perplexed. My mother had shared her maiden name with our new Italian friend. Our “secret” was out.


I learned that day that Alonzo hailed from a family of Italians who despised the Sicilian people. He seemed conflicted over the fact that he had just broken bread with “the Sicilian,” as he began referring to me. I assured him it was fine — we were actually one hundred percent American. Besides, he had just celebrated the quintessential American holiday with us. How could he possibly dislike someone who had fed him turkey and mashed potatoes?


Julie felt the need to apologize repeatedly over the next week for her husband’s sudden and apparent disdain for me. I assured her it wasn’t necessary. I felt so bad for her embarrassment that I found myself inviting her to my family’s annual Christmas caroling hayride. She seemed surprised.


“Alonzo, too?” she asked, incredulously.


I laughed, “Yes, of course, Alonzo, too.”


I’d like to think it was my winning personality, along with my mashed potatoes and gravy, that convinced Alonzo to revisit the home of “the Sicilian.” Whatever it was, there he was, sitting on a bed of hay and reluctantly singing along to the American Christmas carols I had grown up with. I offered him a cup of steaming hot chocolate, which he first refused. Sergeant Julie gave him a discreet but swift elbow to the ribs, and he begrudgingly accepted my peace offering.


Alonzo seemed to relax as we wound through the streets of our picturesque small town. He even joined in when our group periodically broke out into laughter. At the end of the evening, Sergeant Julie gave me a heartfelt hug. “That was so much fun! Thank you! We would have been alone for the holidays if not for your hospitality.” She turned to her husband and looked at him expectantly. “Isn’t that right, Alonzo?”


“Yes, thank you, Sicilian,” he added stiffly. I could swear I detected just the faintest smile from him. I smiled back and nodded.


The following day, Alonzo showed up at work to have lunch with his wife. They were passing me on their way out of the clinic when Julie stopped. “Melissa, why don’t you join us?” Alonzo looked just as surprised by his wife’s invitation as I was. I tried to decline politely, but she was insistent.


We settled into our booth at a local diner. There were a few minutes of awkward silence as we pretended to study our menus. I finally couldn’t take it anymore. “Why don’t you like Sicilians?” I asked Alonzo point-blank. He looked startled and a little embarrassed as he fumbled with an answer. Nothing he said made any sense to me, and I told him so. He actually seemed to appreciate my candor.


We spent the next hour talking about our families and our experience growing up in our respective countries. He shared about his life in Italy. I told him what I love most about America is that when push comes to shove, we care about one another, regardless of where our ancestors started out. He listened, and I do believe he was surprised to learn we weren’t as different as he had been conditioned to believe.


Alonzo extended his hand to me as he dropped off Julie and me at work. I gladly took it. “I enjoyed our conversation, Sicilian,” he offered gruffly.


“Yeah, me, too, ya big Italian,” I answered with a smile. Much to my relief, he laughed.


A few days later, Alonzo arrived back at the clinic. This time, it was he who extended the invitation to join him and his wife for lunch. The conversation seemed to flow much more naturally this time. I found Alonzo to be pretty charming when he wasn’t consumed by hating my Sicilian heritage.


“Ciao, Melissa. I see you soon, no?” he asked as we parted ways. I nearly fainted. It had taken one Thanksgiving dinner, a hayride, and two lunches, but he had finally called me by my name.


That weekend, my family and I rang in the New Year with food, games, and the Riccis.


When the clock struck midnight, Alonzo called his family in Italy. “You’re never going to believe where I am!” he practically yelled into the phone. “I’m celebrating at the home of a Sicilian!” There was a pause before he continued. “No, no, no . . . these are good ones!” he finished. And I could tell he really meant it.


As our guests gathered their things to leave, Alonzo took me by my shoulders and kissed each side of my cheek. “Ciao, my friend . . . my American friend,” he said in his thick Italian accent.


Sergeant Julie hugged my neck. “Thanks, again. I can’t believe you kept inviting us back, but I’m so glad you did.”


I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s what we do . . . we good Americans.” I winked at Julie as she stifled a laugh.


I don’t know much about my Sicilian ancestors’ arrival in America, but I’m willing to bet there was at least one “good American” who showed them kindness and hospitality, who made them feel welcome in a country where they knew no one. More than one hundred years later, their great-great granddaughter continues to pay it forward.


~Melissa Wootan
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America Carried Me


So if there was ever a moment for all of us to reflect and reaffirm our most basic beliefs that everybody counts and everybody has dignity, now is the time.


~President Barack Obama, June 16th, 2016


My iPhone screamed the news as I stood in front of the open closet door in my hotel room. “49 DEAD IN MASSACRE AT GAY BAR!” I tried to take a step back and sit on the bed, but the unexpected grief kept me frozen. I’d just finished the Lake Placid Half Marathon, and spent the last several hours slogging through the rain and cold, daydreaming about collapsing into bed. But now, even with 13.1 miles behind me, I couldn’t sit down. I just stood there, reading through the horror.


The words bounced around in my head, scrambling my thoughts into an ugly fog of anger, fear, and sadness. I transformed back into that little girl in elementary school, when I was always under attack.


“If you don’t wear a dress to school, I’m going to fail you,” said my fifth-grade teacher.


“Let’s play ‘Kill the Queer’!” yelled the kids at recess.


“What are you, a dyke or something?” sneered a boy in the lunch line.


Even as a young child, I knew I was different. Teachers and peers alike made sure to remind me every day. I didn’t even understand the words “tomboy,” “homo,” “queer,” “faggot,” or “dyke.” I had no idea what they meant, but somehow I knew they were me. More importantly, I knew that all those words were the worst thing anyone could ever be. Shame, fear, loneliness, and desperation all went hand in hand with whatever “gay” was. As a child, it meant being hated — that was all I knew for sure. Back then, my best hope in life was to be invisible, to shrink back into the depths of the closet in my childhood bedroom, blanketed by the shadows and the darkness, alone but safe.


I’ll just kill myself if it’s true . . . I remember thinking matter-of-factly at seven years old.


Seven years old.


In the 1970s and 1980s, when one of the queers “got themselves killed,” there was laughter. There was snickering. There were jokes. Even worse, there was silence. That was the majority opinion. If I turned out to be gay, then all of those sneers from the playground at recess were right. I’d be a queer, a faggot, a homo — a sin so great that my death would be a joke. Better to just kill myself to spare my family the humiliation, spare them the unbearable shame.


“That queer had it coming. One less pervert to worry about!” my young ears overheard from the TV in the other room.


I was terrified to be gay. Gay was expendable. Gay was perverted. Gay was a dead, bloodied body being mocked and laughed at by the masses.


My heart started pounding, and sweat beaded on my forehead as I relived the dark past of gay history in America.


Then my son’s high-pitched toddler voice cut through the silence and snapped my mind out of its tailspin.


“MOMMY, I NEED GO PEE!”


Finally, I stepped back and sat on the bed.


“Okay, buddy. Good job using your words. I’ll help you.”


I stood up and followed him into the bathroom, my knees cracking in protest. As my son peed all over my sneakers, my mind wandered. I began to assume that a quiet indifference would settle in the air, and the country would move on without skipping a beat. That’s what almost always happened in the past when these tragedies occurred.


After I sopped up my son’s pee from the bathroom floor, I nestled into the couch next to my wife, with him lying horizontally across our laps. I braced myself for the hate and turned on the TV.


I was blinded by the rainbows. Politicians, news outlets, TV channels, companies, entire cities — all mourning, shrouded in colors. My parents called in tears. My wife’s father called, outraged. In my grief and horror, I was not alone, I was not shrinking into the shadows, not hated. I was loved and giving love. President Obama released a statement condemning the violence and embracing the gay community. This time, the hater was the outcast, and the country was behind us. My wife and I looked at each other, teary-eyed and amazed.


A sad, deranged man with a gun stole forty-nine lives and affected countless others. It was unimaginable and tragic. The darkness came calling, urging me to retreat in fear, to hide myself in the shadows. But the love and support from family, friends, and country pulled me back from the darkness that day. I felt the weight of my profound grief spread across millions of shoulders. Even though the country I know hasn’t always been kind, after the Pulse nightclub massacre on June 12, 2016, America carried me.


~Julia Pfeiffer


[image: image]




[image: Images]


Just Lucky


How often we fail to realize our good fortune in living in a country where happiness is more than a lack of tragedy.


~Paul Sweeney


Just my luck. Right in time for Thanksgiving, one of my favorite pearl earrings broke. I’d had the pearls for years, and they were deeply sentimental, not to mention they matched everything. Besides that, I felt good with them on. Most people buy earrings to go with their outfits, but in this case, I’d bought my Thanksgiving sweater to match my earrings — a wheat-colored pullover with pearls and rhinestones encrusting the crewneck collar.


One of the pearls popped off the post right in the middle of a yoga class, and by some miracle, I managed to wrestle myself out of extended side angle to retrieve it off my mat before it had a chance to roll across the studio’s bamboo floors to be lost forever. I groaned inwardly. Now I’d have to get it fixed if I wanted to wear it to the formal holiday dinner we were sharing at a dear friend’s house. As if I didn’t have enough stuff to do already. I mean, the day before I’d gone to three different grocery stores trying to find cardamom, plus I had three pies to make on top of two different kinds of sweet potatoes. I had to pick up my brother at the airport, and my kindergartner had some sort of school project due that involved feathers and poster board. Did I mention that I also work two jobs?


A friend had recommended an excellent jewelry repair spot in the mall closest to my house. I needed to go there anyway because my six-year-old had outgrown her dress shoes, so I thought I’d pop in, pick up some new shoes, and hopefully get the earring fixed.


The mall was predictably packed, and it was definitely beginning to look a lot like Christmas. Garlands were hung, and the stores were jammed with merchandise that promised to be the perfect gift. “Silver Bells” piped in from invisible speakers, and I couldn’t help but notice the signs in every shop window, blaring in all caps about upcoming doorbusters for Black Friday. They annoyed me almost as much as trying to find a parking spot in the crowded lot just minutes before.


Located in the back of a card store was the jewelry repair counter. A young Muslim woman stood behind a glass case filled with gold chains and various charms. Crosses, crescents, Stars of David, and even little silver American flags all sparkled together in velvet trays. She wore a beautifully patterned green hijab and a loose tunic with long sleeves. She smiled warmly as I showed her my broken earring and explained the situation.


“I would have to send these out, and it would be a week to get them back. Then you couldn’t wear them for Thanksgiving, so let me tell you what. Please go to my competitor instead — he’s a friend of mine. He will fix them for you right now, and for less,” she said.


Then she told me how to locate his kiosk in the center of the mall across from a store that sold luxury bath products.


What I found shocked me. The kiosk sold Judaica. I’d passed it a hundred times and never paid much attention, but this time the jewelry, wind chimes, wall hangings, and what my mom would have called “tchotchkes,” caught my eye. Selling the Chais, Hamsas, and Star of David bracelets was a young, religious Jewish man. I knew he was observant because he wore a head covering. He spoke with a thick Israeli accent, which I recognized because my dad is also from Israel. In ten minutes, my earring was fixed, ready to go, and I was only out six dollars.


That afternoon, I gained a lot more than my favorite earrings repaired. I got a new perspective, a spark of hope. After a vicious election, headlines furious with scandals every day, and a twenty-four-hour news cycle with its endless loop of worldwide hate, brutality, and unthinkable violence, I realized that the anger and fear had gotten to me, made me cynical, and stolen my normally unshakable optimism. I understand that a broken pearl stud is but a minuscule inconvenience in the grand scheme of things, but I’d needed it to bring me to this experience and to see that what we read in our news feeds and see splattered across our screens isn’t all that exists. There is friendship, honesty, and integrity, too. A lot of it.


It was Thanksgiving, and I was really grateful for something I normally took for granted — the United States of America. A Muslim woman sending me to her friendly competitor, a Jewish Israeli, so that I could wear my favorite earrings to a holiday dedicated to gratitude may not seem like a big deal, but to me it represented everything that I love about America. Suddenly, my pride in my country returned.


The news is filled with terror and vitriol. These things exist and shouldn’t be downplayed lest we become complacent, but real life in America is also, just as importantly, filled with real human beings getting along, being decent, kind, and honorable, and we must recognize and celebrate this, too. The freedom we love in the USA lets people from all over the world work, own businesses, observe their differing faiths as neighbors and, best of all, be friends. As I left the mall that afternoon, right before Thanksgiving, I thought, It’s just luck that this is where I get to live.


~Victoria Fedden
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Working at the Muslim Community Center


I do believe in religious tolerance and finding the commonality between all of us. I think that’s how we’re all going to come together.


~Dennis Quaid


“Alright, everybody, how are we doing?” I shouted, trying to heighten the energy in the room. I glanced around, recognizing my normal participants: an Egyptian woman, the women who worked in the office upstairs, a Peruvian, other Americans practicing Islam, and my aunt and mother.


My class looked toward me with big smiles. Some of them had already removed their headscarves because in this women-only space they could be comfortable. I pressed Play on the stereo and started the warm-up, noticing my participants already relaxing, even though some of them were a little shy about shaking and grooving to the Latin rhythms of the Zumba routines.


At first, my friends and relatives didn’t really understand why I was doing it.


“If you’re not Muslim, why are you going to work at the Muslim community center?” they asked, confused.


I hadn’t really thought of it like that. I was just finishing my first year of college studying Arabic language and culture. A summer internship at the Muslim community center seemed like the perfect place to put my theoretical skills to practical use. The center helped new immigrants settle into the Indianapolis area, it helped the refugees with legal matters, and it had a space for Muslims to join together to celebrate holidays or hear a lecture about religion or history. These were all things I was curious to learn more about. Plus, once the center learned I taught Zumba, they quickly arranged for twice-weekly classes for women — not just Muslim women, but any women who wished to join. I was only one of two non-Muslims working there, but I was accepted just the same.


That summer, I met refugees from Eritrea, Ethiopia, Burma, and Iraq. I participated in an intercultural, interreligious community night where I made spring rolls with a Vietnamese-American co-worker and ate too much baklava. I went to a lecture about the Syrian civil war, which had then just erupted. The Zumba classes weren’t only chances to get fit and have fun; they provided a space where my participants forged unlikely friendships.


People are busy in their daily lives. They normally go from home to work to home again, scrambling to make dinner, helping their kids with homework, and taking care of the house at the same time. It’s not surprising that many people never branch out of their immediate social circles, which usually include people similar to them.


But at this special Zumba class, to which I had invited everyone from different areas of my life to join, there was a range of people as diverse as the city itself.


One of my most loyal participants was my supportive aunt, who lived nearby. She, like all of us, has a big heart. She always remembers birthdays and gets excited about all of my achievements.


What I hadn’t realized when I started to invite her to the Muslim community center Zumba classes was that she never really had an opportunity to spend time with people different from her. I watched her in the class, dutifully following my instructions, and leaving with a big smile and drenched shirt.


She came to almost every class, but I didn’t think it was a big deal — she always supports me. Then, the summer ended, and so did my internship and Zumba classes. I went back to school. But a few months later, when I got together with my aunt, she confessed something to me.


“You know, Allie, I was kind of scared of Muslim people before the class,” she said, lovingly. “But then I got to know them at Zumba and realized they are normal just like everyone else.”


When I heard her say that, I felt a wave of gratitude and achievement. I was so grateful for the Muslim community center for providing a space — not just for Muslims, but for people like my aunt and me. Because of their openness, there was the opportunity for an encounter that might not have happened. My aunt could have continued to be hesitant to trust a woman in a headscarf or afraid of a man with a long beard. But it was because of this shared space that maybe we did something to better our country.


And that’s what makes America so wonderful. It is a willingness of different people — on all sides of the spectrum — to share and create together. We are inherently tolerant. We just need a chance to express it.


~Allison Yates
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The Kindness of Strangers


I have always depended on the kindness of strangers.


~Tennessee Williams


My husband and I are avid rock-art fans. We are fascinated by the art of the Native Americans who chiseled, pecked or incised on rocks to produce images that depict the spirituality, daily life, travels, and other facets of their culture. I got hooked on this form of artistic expression the first time my husband took me west not long after we were married, and it has been a mutual passion of ours for many years.


Recently, we were in Mesa Verde National Park in south Colorado and wanted to see what petroglyphs (the name given to this art form) were found in that park. After much frustration, we found that only one site within the park was open to visitors, and that was on a two-and-a-half-mile trail, aptly named Petroglyph Point Trail, near the museum of the park. Now, two and a half miles didn’t sound like a very long hike. We are both in our seventies and fairly fit, and we can pretty easily do two and a half miles if the hike is not too strenuous. I suppose I must have really wanted to do this hike because I was only halfway listening when the ranger said that the hike was pretty strenuous, and it was steep and rocky over most of the first mile and a quarter. After all, I had my hiking boots. Surely, I could do this!


Another thing she said was that if we could negotiate the stairs, we would find that the last mile and a quarter or so would be on level ground and extremely easy. I realize now I minimized that “if.”


On the appointed morning, we got up fresh and rested, ready to go on our petroglyph hike. First, we would have a good protein-filled breakfast. We waited for a café near the trail to open at 9:00 a.m. This was our first mistake. Turns out that café did not serve breakfast. We rushed four miles back to a place that did serve breakfast, but we had already lost a few good morning hours waiting for the other place to open. It would be nearly ten before we could get on the trail. In June, every minute of early-morning coolness counts.


Sure enough, when we did get started, it was beginning to get warm. We headed out for our big adventure. The first quarter-mile of the trail was not too bad although it was pretty much downhill all the way. Then it became treacherous. The trail twisted and turned between huge boulders. I grabbed onto trees, rocks, and anything I could to find a handhold to steady me. Gordon, my husband, was watching my every step as well as his own.


The sheer drop-off below us was awe-inspiring. One misstep and we could be plummeting over the edge. Nevertheless, younger hikers were passing us by with nary a worry.


Sometimes Gordon walked ahead of me, and sometimes he thought it best to follow me. He was always close by, and I did appreciate him. He held my hand often when he thought I might need the extra support, and it was definitely needed. I was embarrassed that I needed help. A couple of years earlier, I was in better shape, but now I had serious back problems and three joint replacements.


The park had placed a couple of rangers at strategic places on the trail to check on hikers and make sure everyone was okay. That was reassuring. They were both encouraging, making us feel that we could indeed make it to the end.


A little before we got to the petroglyph panel, we met up with a man who looked vaguely familiar. After speaking with him briefly, we realized we had encountered him the day before on the Southern Ute Indian Reservation at a fry-bread stand. This man, his wife and her sister, who were Hopi Indians, were also having bread. As we visited with him, he said that he would see us at the petroglyphs, and we thought no more about it.


The man passed and we continued on the trail to the stairs we had been told about. But we found our Hopi friends there waiting for us! They wanted to help us up those challenging stairs! It turned out that I would never have made it up those stairs without their help.


After we got to the top of the mesa, they continued to watch out for us. If we lagged behind on the trail, we would find them waiting for us to make sure we were all right. They acted as our guardian angels the rest of the way back to the museum. It was hot, and we were out of water. I think we would have survived, but I was in bad shape, and they realized it. After the hike, one of the women rushed to her car and brought back a container of Gatorade for me.


It was such an eye-opening experience to know that people wanted to help us. They demonstrated their brotherhood and faith to us by simply befriending us.


~Carol Nash Smith
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Provisions


More things are wrought by prayer than this world dreams of.


~Alfred, Lord Tennyson


I was in Charleston, South Carolina, on the night of the infamous attack at Mother Emanuel A.M.E. Church in June 2015. My husband and I had just arrived at our hotel when the story came on the news: Bible study becomes a bloodbath as an unknown white gunman mows down African American worshipers who had welcomed him into their circle. It seemed impossible that such a horrific event could occur here, in Charleston, a place routinely lauded as one of the friendliest cities in America. We stayed up long into the night watching the reports, trying to make sense of the madness.


The following morning, I had to go out for groceries. Everyone in the store was shuffling around in a fog, still in shock. We ambled about like robots, mechanically going through the motions of filling carts and lining up to pay for purchases.


I had picked up a few basics and was standing at the register when a young black man walked up to my cashier — who was also African American — and gave her a gentle hug. He stood back and took a folded newspaper from under his arm, opening it to reveal the glaring headline: “Church Attack Kills Nine.”


“One of the victims is my neighbor’s cousin,” the man said solemnly. “And Pastor Pinckney is gone, too.” He shook his head and put down the paper. Then the two resumed their silent embrace.


I glanced at the woman behind me. We were both white, and I think we instinctively felt some shame and guilt at our racial commonality — however incidental — with the gunman. I wanted to say something, but couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t come off as insensitive, or worse, patronizing. The lady behind me also seemed to be struggling with the awkwardness and angst of the situation.


But before either of us could muster a comment, the cashier stepped away from the distraught man and walked over to where we stood.


“We need to pray,” she said, looking from her friend to the two of us in line. “Let’s join hands and ask Jesus for a blessing.”


Without another word, we all reached out our hands and formed a circle — four strangers of various races, ages, faiths, and economic statuses. (I’m not even sure, really, because we knew literally nothing about one another.) And we prayed there, in the checkout line of a Charleston grocery store, for the victims, for their families, and for the police, who had to tell mothers and fathers and children and friends that their loved ones were gone and then risk their own safety apprehending the murderer. We also prayed for Charleston, the “Holy City,” and for cities everywhere that suffered such heinous events — that this might be the last.


“And Lord, we ask your grace be upon the killer, too,” she said at the end. “And on his family. This is a terrible thing he’s done; please turn his heart back to you, and give his family some measure of peace. Amen.”


That evening, candlelight vigils were held along Calhoun Street, and the gates of Mother Emanuel A.M.E. Church were adorned with white satin bows. By Friday, the suspect had been arrested (I will not use his name; he does not deserve to be memorialized within these pages), and he appeared in court for a bond hearing. Family members of his victims came, too — not to demand blood, but to forgive him and encourage him to repent. “May God have mercy on you,” said a woman who survived the massacre but lost her son to the very gunman she was now blessing. Another explained she would respond to his violence with compassion, so “hate won’t win.”


In the days that followed, South Carolina’s Governor Nikki Haley removed the Confederate flag (a symbol the killer used as his personal emblem) from the State Capitol. An outpouring of love and support swept over Charleston from around the country. President Obama came to the Holy City and led a chorus of “Amazing Grace” that resonated throughout the nation. Hate didn’t win.


The villain who committed these vile atrocities sits behind bars for the rest of his life. The victims’ families will never be the same, but have crafted beautiful mosaics from the broken pieces fate handed them that June evening, confident in the knowledge they will see their loved ones again. Mother Emanuel Church is stronger than ever, focusing not on past brutality but on everlasting glory. And the heart of the Holy City, once cruelly broken, continues to beat.


I will never forget that summer morning, the smell of salty sea air and bread baking in the grocer’s ovens, the feel of a stranger’s hand in mine as we said our improvised prayer, the affirmation that good always overcomes evil.


That is the real Charleston. That is the real America. That is who we are.


~Miriam Van Scott
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Speaking Up for What’s Right
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The Other Bus Story


It ought to be possible, in short, for every American to enjoy the privileges of being American without regard to his race or his color.


~President John F. Kennedy


In the early 1950s, in a small South Carolina town, a little girl refused to sit at the back of the bus. Her mother gave her the evil eye and insisted she move. But the little girl continued her protest as she sat in a front seat beside a white woman, leaving barely enough room for air between them. The white woman looked back at the little girl’s mother and said, “Oh, it’s okay. She can sit here beside me so she can have a better view.” The bus doors closed, and they all proceeded to their destinations without incident.


This story has not been recorded in any history books or newspapers because I am finally writing it down for the first time. My mother was that little girl, and the white lady is an unnamed character in a story that has helped to shape my image of life in this country. I remember my mother telling this account to my sister and me on more than one occasion, and it has stuck with me all these years. That incident on a bus in segregated South Carolina is the picture of America that I am determined to keep in my heart. While numerous outrageous lines were drawn throughout the southern United States at that time, every person on the bus that day, black and white, made a conscious choice to maintain peace.


Hearing this story as a child was significant to me in a few ways. First, it demonstrated that, regardless of how dire the circumstances, there is hope. At the very core of American life, there has always been hope. Despite the obvious turmoil that plagued the country during that time, there was hope that great things were still possible. On that day, my mother hoped that her determination would result in a better seat, and she prevailed. It was a small victory for a little girl, but an enormous victory for humanity that would reach the next generation.


Second, I learned that “we the people” are just trying to make it — just trying to live a good life and make it home without incident. I do not know if that white lady was just tired, a secret freedom fighter, or a mother who had a little girl waiting at home for her. But I feel certain that she, like most Americans, believed in “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” for all people. It can be hard to cancel out the chaos that surrounds us, but that lady was able to focus on doing the right thing.


And, third, this story taught me the importance of storytelling. How many other little girls and boys of color were brave like my mother? How many small victories have been won in some quiet corner of this nation? The only way to begin to answer these questions is through storytelling, so that we can help paint a more complete picture of this place we call home. I have shared this story with a few people over the years, and they always seem happier after having heard it. I have often wondered if that lady shared this story with her children. I like to believe she did, and that they, too, were inspired and encouraged to share the story as I am doing now.
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