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For my mother, Hélène Diamant




Introduction



Before The Red Tent, before Good Harbor, before and during six books on contemporary Jewish life, I was a columnist.

I wrote essays about friendship and fashion, about marriage and electoral politics, about abortion, lingerie, situation comedies, birth, death, God, country, and my dog. I covered the waterfront and the supermarket, my synagogue, the waiting room outside the intensive care unit, and my own kitchen table.

I did this over the course of twenty years for publications that included a weekly newspaper with a mostly twenty-something readership, and later for a Sunday-magazine audience of millions. I wrote for food lovers in a New England magazine, for the parents of young children in a national publication, and for an international Jewish audience in an on-line magazine. Most of the time, my assignment was weekly; sometimes, it was monthly.

My job was to report on the events of the day and the changes under my own roof. The challenge was to pay closer-than-average attention and then shape my experiences and reactions into entertaining prose that rose above the level of my own navel. It was more than a great job—it was a meaningful job.

This collection, culled from those publications and years, turns out to be a sort of diary. It includes musings about the contents of my refrigerator as well as reflections about the most important decisions of my life. To divorce and marry again. To have a child. To live a Jewish life.

I suppose it’s a measure of how much the world has changed that what once seemed like “edgy” choices now seem fairly mainstream. But at the time, I was thinking and doing things that were simply unimaginable for women at any other period in human history. Having been born female, white, and middle class in the United States, in the middle of the twentieth century, meant the women’s movement happened to me, in me, for me. It meant that it was highly unlikely that I would die in childbirth, and it meant that I could teach my daughter to speak in her own voice. It meant I could love my work and love my family. And it meant that there was an audience for what I had to say about the trials and joys of this girl’s life.

Actually, the audience was the great, unexpected gift of the assignment because they wrote back. A few said, “No way,” and “How dare you?” But many more said, “Me, too,” and “Thanks.”

We connected—my readers and I—because we were trying something entirely new. We were not just tinkering around the edges, adjusting our “roles” as women and men. We were reinventing the female psyche and soul, which of course required a radical recasting of the male. We’re still at it, too, and with more confidence, wisdom, and resources every year. That our daughters and sons are blasé about this transformation is a measure of our success.

Looking back through these essays, reflecting on the reflections, is a lot like leafing through the family photo album. I stop and exclaim over the difference between my daughter then (kindergarten) and my daughter now (college). The changes in me are not quite as photogenic, but I think I’ve become kinder and more patient. I sure hope so.

My tent is filled with friends and songs and books and memories. My tent—and I hope yours, too—is filled with blessings. Come see.








Love, Marriage,

Baby Carriage

I’M NOT on this journey alone. I travel with Mr. Jim Ball, magazine pack rat, teller of jokes, sweetheart, catalyst. Our falling in love was a beginning for so much, including my own religious journey.

Of course, Jim didn’t bargain for the prominent role he would eventually play in my writing. But he didn’t object, either. If he had, you wouldn’t be reading these pages. Whenever an essay about Jim was published, readers would ask me (actually, they’d sidle up to me and whisper), “Is he okay with this?” And he was. He vetted every word and often encouraged me to include a funnier detail that I’d thought too personal to mention. He’s that kind of guy. Lucky me.













The Kiss



EVERY FRIDAY NIGHT, I kiss my husband. No matter how tired we are. No matter what dreadful things we said to each other earlier in the day. No matter what. The kiss is neither perfunctory nor passionate. And yet, even when there are six other people in the room, it is intimate.

All week long, a kiss is just a kiss. But our Friday-night kiss is something else. It acknowledges a connection that is ultimately as mysterious as any sunset, as sacred as any psalm.

This is a ritual kiss. It takes place in the dining room, immediately after we light two new, white candles and sing the blessing that marks the beginning of Shabbat, the Jewish Sabbath. Candles and kiss are followed by blessings over wine and bread.

I didn’t grow up with this kind of ceremony. My parents were not religiously observant at home and we didn’t belong to a synagogue until I was in junior high school, so I had little formal religious education. But my parents survived the Holocaust in Europe, and Yiddish was one of the languages spoken at my house. I never had any doubts about my ethnic or religious identity; still, it was only when I fell in love with a lapsed Presbyterian and began to think of us as a family-to-be that I realized how important it was to me that any child of mine know that she was Jewish.

Jim had no problem with raising our hypothetical offspring within my tradition. The problem was that I didn’t know enough about Judaism to pass it along to another generation. So, with my gentile boyfriend willingly in tow, I started my remedial religious education and recovered my spiritual birthright. Jim and I joined a Jewish reading group and began attending Sabbath services. When we started shopping around for a rabbi to officiate at our wedding, Jim decided to convert to Judaism.

We both attended the intro class offered by the Reform movement, and we met regularly with Rabbi Lawrence Kushner, who remains our teacher and dear friend. In the process, Jim and I had the pleasure of being students together. We read books, discussed Rabbi Kushner’s questions as we drove home from our sessions with him, and started lighting candles on Friday night.

Jim’s conversion curriculum was part of my Jewish education, too, including a survey course with a hundred other people, and my first attempt at learning Hebrew. And as we began to plan our wedding, I was amazed by the joyous wisdom of Jewish ritual, and found the idea for my first book. Along the way, Jim and I joined a synagogue, which, it turns out, is just about the only public venue where we are identified and known as Anita-and-Jim, the couple.

Like most other married folks we know, Jim and I live discrete lives. We lunch and gossip with different colleagues, we never serve on the same volunteer committees, we sometimes go to the movies separately. On weekends, we often end up running errands on opposite ends of town.

But at temple, we sit side by side, holding hands, nodding at sermons, singing in unison, sighing in prayer. If I show up for a service by myself, people are quick to ask where Jim is.

At one point when Jim was laid off from a job—in a particularly nasty and abrupt way—I insisted we go to Shabbat services. As soon as our bad news got around, we were surrounded by faces registering concern and reassurance. There were offers of help and support, not just for each of us individually but for both of us. “We know how tough this can be,” we were told by other couples who’d been through it.

For Jim and me, religious ritual and affiliation are mainstays of our marriage. Hanging in our bedroom is a ketubah—the Jewish marriage contract we signed at our wedding. It’s a romantic reminder of one of the best days of our life together, but it’s also a legal document, a black-and-white (and red and blue and gold and green) testament to our commitment.

I feel very lucky—blessed is really a better word—about this particular aspect of our relationship. Religion is so often a loaded subject for couples. Questions of faith and religious practice can unleash yearning, misunderstanding, anger, pain—sometimes separation and divorce. Couples can find it even more difficult to talk about religion than about sex or money.

This silence reflects the American notion that religion is a strictly private matter. It’s a view that helps contain intolerance and also abolished most taboos against inter-faith marriages, but it tends to paper over profound spiritual differences within relationships. Even when couples share the same religious background, questions like “Do you belong to a church?” or “Are you going to send your kids to Sunday school?” can stir up unforeseen conflicts: She’s nostalgic for the community of her youth, while he remembers nothing but hypocrisy and boredom. He thinks it’s essential that the family attend church on Sunday; she feels that spending a day in the woods is much more spiritually uplifting.

Couples get divorced over issues of faith. In some cases, religious differences reflect dissimilar personalities. The person who wants to join a church may be someone who thrives in groups, while the spouse who has no interest in affiliating feels overwhelmed by them. But most couples starting out are unaware of the significance that religious choices can have on their marriage over time. Even people who explore the subject before they marry often don’t have any idea of what the impact will be—especially if and when children get added to the mix.

Jim and I certainly had no idea how important a shared religious life would be when we first got married and had all the time in the world for each other. After a few years, we were routinely forgetting to tell each other what we did all day, who we saw, how we felt. The Jewish calendar works as our emotional clock, reminding us to reconnect as we follow ritual cycles synchronized to the week, the year, and our unfolding lives.

During the annual observance of the High Holidays—the Jewish New Year and the Day of Atonement—the liturgy includes an admonition to ask forgiveness of all the people you have wronged during the previous year. Since we inevitably do the most damage to the people we love the most, Jim and I turn to each other and apologize. It’s pretty humbling to enumerate and confess the pettiness, rudeness, thoughtlessness, and occasional cruelties of our married life. But we forgive each other and we resolve to try harder, knowing full well that next year we will face each other to make the same amends.

And then there is our Friday-night kiss.

Our daughter, Emilia, has seen this kiss ever since she was born. Over the years—as a baby in our arms, as a four-year-old standing on a chair between us, as a teenager with friends in tow—she has watched us embrace. When she was little, I could see how it reassured her. It reassures us, too, especially after a rocky week.

From the beginning of our marriage to last Friday night, Jim and I have stopped the clock to see, smell, taste, and touch what’s right with the world and with our life together. We offer prayers for food and drink, light and life. We create a little island of peace. We kiss. We say, Amen.







Religious Fanatics



IF I LET IT SLIP in casual conversation that the Friday-night meal in my house begins with blessings over candles, wine, and a braided loaf of bread, I risk the following response: First, the eyebrows ascend into the hairline. Then the eyes narrow slightly, telegraphing surprise, even alarm. You? Religious? But you seem so, well, normal.

When it comes out that I not only do Jewish stuff at home but am an active synagogue member and have written books about contemporary Jewish practice, nostrils flare, searching out a telltale whiff of cant or self-righteousness. Or I’m asked if The New Jewish Wedding and How to Be a Jewish Parent are humor books.

One man, who was stunned by these revelations, bombarded me with a list of questions, aimed at finding out the precise extent of my fanaticism. “You mean, if someone gave you tickets, you wouldn’t go out to see a play on Friday night? How often do you go to services? Does your daughter attend public school?”

But when I told him that I did not keep one set of china for meat dishes and another for dairy, he relaxed. For that particular secular Jew, the litmus test for authentic religious Judaism is the willingness to forever forgo spaghetti carbonara, which contains not only pork but cream as well. While I was still a curiosity, a throwback, at least, I had ceased being a threat. Because I do not keep that kind of a kosher home, I was not, by his lights, entirely serious.

A woman I met in Texas would agree with that assessment, though for diametrically different reasons. She told me plainly that she would not permit my Jewish books in her home because they might give her children the wrong ideas. I understood her point since nearly every page affirms the existence of more than one authentically Jewish choice for everything from the contents of a marriage contract to the contents of one’s refrigerator. My kitchen would have been proof positive to the lady from the Lone Star State that I was not to be taken seriously.

It’s striking how the messages from the left and from the right are so similar: either you are strictly kosher (according to an Orthodox interpretation) or you are not really Jewish at all. Either you fall in line behind the pope or you are not a good Catholic. Either you take the Gospels literally or you are not a genuine Christian. Either you embrace some brand of orthodoxy or the authenticity of your religious belief, practice, and identity is suspect.

One of my friends is circumspect about her profound faith and identity as a Christian because, as she puts it, people immediately assume she is a “Falwellian,” someone who has ceded her cerebral cortex in exchange for the smug certainty of a berth on the other side. And yet, within the walls of her mainline Protestant church, she is viewed as something of a radical, if not exactly a heretic, for her insistence that the congregation take a stand on such worldly issues as hunger in the cities and injustice in the hemisphere.

There are countless examples of nonorthodox piety thriving within the American landscape, though they rarely make the nightly news. When it comes to the subject of faith, the media continue to be fascinated with monks and nuns of the strictest orders, children who become so devout they will not eat in their parents’ homes, denominations that banish gay sons and lesbian daughters.

It is never easy explaining how or why one chooses to acknowledge the holy or to express radical awe. But the added awkwardness of being nonorthodox and a serious Jew, Catholic, or Protestant owes a lot to romantic fantasies about religious life in the past: Once upon a time the churches were full to bursting every Sunday. In the good old days, no Jew ever touched a plate of spaghetti carbonara. But then the evils of modernity (such as birth control) erased that communal state of grace, and now we’re stuck with a world-class mess of doubt, alienation, women in the pulpit, too many questions, too many choices.

Some people find refuge from the contemporary fray in received authority. I relish my freedom to wrestle with my faith, respectful of the sustaining traditions of the past and grateful for the insights and wisdom of the present. I agree that nothing is simple anymore. And for that, I thank God.







Why Marry?



I HAD JUST TURNED twenty the first time I got married, and that was not so much a decision as a convenient and comfortable acquiescence to two eager families. It wasn’t anything like a shotgun wedding, nor did the pressure come out of concern for appearances. Our parents wanted us to marry so that they could be unequivocal in their support for their already-living-together children, and so they could be part of each other’s families, too. They all seemed certain that our marriage was a good idea, but I wasn’t so sure. One of my friends recalls that, about ten minutes before the wedding ceremony, I was joking about escape clauses and hatches, “just in case.”

My nervousness was as much a cultural marker as a personal panic. It was 1975 and none of my friends or classmates had gotten married yet. At the time, it seemed a pretty dubious option. Marriage was seen as a symptom of patriarchy, with supporting evidence provided by actuarial charts and domestic violence reports. The 50 percent divorce rate seemed to argue for keeping love free from the workings of the State. (That’s how people talked in the mid-seventies.)

Family pressure trumped our politics, so we got married and stayed that way for seven years. It went from good to no longer good to what-exactly-are-we-doing? For most of that time, I avoided telling people I was married because I wasn’t exactly sure why I was.

I suppose I could chalk up my malaise to having been too young to make such an enormous decision. Of course, lots of people get married even younger and sometimes those couples make it, forever after. The other half of that statistic doesn’t stop anyone from trying. The numbers remain amazingly consistent: most people spend some part of their adult lives legally wed, and the vast majority of divorced people will try it again.

I don’t believe the urge has much to do with our genes. Studies and theories that attempt to explain monogamy with analogies to swans and chimpanzees just make me giggle. Bird and monkey couples don’t plan for retirement, don’t try to change each other’s habits, don’t know their mothers’ maiden names. Nor are the animal records rife with male birds or monkeys who kill their mates.

Marriage is a powerful cultural tropism with lousy odds. Because no matter how amicable, no matter how little community property, any divorce is a trauma. The way a broken collarbone is a trauma.

I’d been through that once, so when Jim fell in love with the older/wiser me, I needed an answer to the question Why marry? Why risk it again, especially since living together was working out just fine?

The prospect of parenthood certainly contributed to our decision to tie the knot. If I was ever going to head down that irrevocable road (I was thirty and looking ahead), I wanted a trustworthy associate, for all the conventional social, economic, and ergonomic reasons. Jim seemed to be the perfect candidate: easygoing, patient, a great goofball around babies. And besides, I was nuts about him.

So I did it. And I did have an answer to the question this time, though it barely addresses the biology, sociology, or even the social conventions of marriage.

Why marry?

Because marriage publicly affirms the possibility of moving toward another person without reservation. With that momentum, we are propelled toward the center of the heart, toward the center of the universe, and however far that gets us is farther than we’d otherwise go alone.

Why marry?

Because every wedding enacts a personal connection to the universal story of the human hope for wholeness. Because by stepping into the hyperbarically charged space on the altar (in front of the priest, under the canopy), the bride and groom join in a dance that goes all the way back to the beginning of memory.

Getting married is an attempt at turning air into matter, transforming the ineffable workings of the heart into things that are “real”: the invitation, the dress, the ring. The words that constitute a wedding are magical incantations of the highest order. In the presence of witnesses and voiced by a vested authority, two people are pronounced a single unit. Ta-da!

And by the way, the legal arguments for extending the marriage franchise to queer couples simply acknowledge that gay men and lesbians are members of the human family, complete with photographers, caterers, and the challenge of juggling Thanksgiving between two families of origin.

Every wedding is an invocation of peace and wholeness and connection and joy. Good wishes flow from family and friends, through history and community, with wings and prayers and everything that might turn out to be holy in the universe.

So that’s why Jim and I got married—to receive that shower of blessings, hoping with all our hearts to make them last.
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