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			For my parents, Fred Warnick and Yi Sulja, who traversed boundaries for love and taught me to embrace the heart of a stranger.
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			Author’s Note

			The Jewish tradition understands memory—and remembering—as sacred. We also understand that memory can be fluid, pliable, selective, and personal. In this memoir I have done my best to share the emotional truth of my memories as I experienced them, as accurately as possible. I recreated dialogue to the best of my ability. And I chose chapters and scenes from my life that I felt spoke to the particular theme of Heart of a Stranger. Every character in this memoir is real, but I have used pseudonyms in a few cases. Those pseudonyms appear as first names only.

			Hebrew translations found in these pages are my own. Within those translations, any italics for emphasis are entirely mine.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			“What is a rabbi?”

			On December 29, 2021, reigning Jeopardy! champion Amy Schneider selected the $800 clue in the “I Am Woman” category. A picture of me, draped in a purple-striped prayer shawl, appeared in the box along with this clue: “Korean-born Angela Buchdahl is the first Asian American to be ordained a cantor as well as this leader of a Jewish congregation.”

			If you had told me as a little girl, newly immigrated with my Buddhist Korean mother and Jewish American father to a tiny Jewish community in Tacoma, Washington, that one day I would be featured as the Jeopardy! clue for “What is a rabbi?,” I would have said, That’s impossible.

			This is the story of an unlikely rabbi. A story that could only happen in America. A journey that only became possible when I entered the world, in the seventies, thanks to its pioneers and revolutions. A story of loving parents who didn’t let their wildly dissimilar families stand in the way of building their own, of mentors who told me to ignore the naysayers, of lucky breaks, stubborn determinism, and more than a touch of the Divine Hand.
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			Most people who go into the God business speak of a moment when they heard “the Call.” You might imagine it to be a blinding flash of clarity, when God’s voice is unmistakable, speaking directly, spelling out your future.

			But it’s rarely like that—even in the Bible, where God seems to call people all the time.

			“Go forth from your land, from your birthplace, from your father’s house, to the land I will show you…and you shall be a blessing” (Genesis 12:1).

			Those words were God’s call to Abraham five thousand years ago, when God instructed Abraham and his wife Sarah to leave everything behind—home, family, way of life—to follow God to an unknown place with a promise of blessing. The charge was clear; the purpose and path were not. Abraham and Sarah left all that was safe to pursue God’s assurance of a lineage and legacy. Only when they crossed over the river Euphrates and became strangers in an unknown land could they give birth to a new people, my people, known as the Hebrews. Our name, Ivrim (“Hebrews”), translates literally as “those who cross over.” The descendants of Abraham have been boundary crossers ever since.

			My Jewish American father traveled far from home and met my Korean Buddhist mother in Seoul. Despite vast differences, they fell in love and married in 1968—one year after Loving v. Virginia made interracial marriage legal in every state. I was born in 1972, the same year that Sally Priesand, the first female rabbi in America, was ordained, following solely male leadership. That same year, Congress enacted Title IX, forcing schools across the country to increase equity for women. Yale, my alma mater, had only just achieved gender parity a few years before I arrived on campus. And I immigrated to America in the mid-1970s, just as the Reform Movement—a quintessentially American brand of liberal Judaism—changed its attitude and policies toward interfaith families like mine from outright rejection to outreach and inclusion. It’s not an exaggeration to say that had I been born even a decade earlier, my very existence as a female Korean American Reform rabbi would not have been possible.
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			When I first felt pulled to become a rabbi, it didn’t feel like a call.

			More like a gasp: What? Me? A rabbi?

			The first tug, at age ten, came through Jewish music: a vocalization of longing, release, pain, and praise that bypassed the intellect and channeled to every nerve ending in my body. When I sang Jewish music and prayer, I came alive and felt like God heard me. The sense of belonging was visceral, corporeal; through these melodies, I felt, and often witnessed, instantaneous community.

			And then, at age sixteen, while on a summer program in Israel, I had a transformative reaction to the enduring exercise of Jewish study. When I was first guided through a piece of Talmud with its core text in the middle, surrounded in the margins by centuries of rabbinic commentary, so many thoughts started firing, my brain hurt. Ancient questions felt relevant, prescient. “How did they know?” I would ask of the sages who lived millennia before me. Once I realized that a rabbi’s job was to immerse herself in this ongoing conversation, it became the only thing I wanted to do.

			But the path to the rabbinate wasn’t clear for a mixed-race Jewish girl from a town without many Jews. Despite feeling like the “Jewish representative” of Tacoma, the minute I ventured into the wider Jewish world, I learned that traditional Jewish law defined Jewish identity through matrilineal descent. Without a Jewish mother, the majority of Jews did not see me as “legally” Jewish. Even Reform Jews, who had recently adopted patrilineal descent as sufficient for Jewish status, took one look at my face and questioned how I could possibly be a real Jew. The deeper I got into Jewish leadership positions and into organized Jewish life, the more disorienting the thicket of legal strictures and Jewish signposts I didn’t fully understand. That’s where the angels came in: my hometown rabbi; a teacher here; a camp counselor there; friends who insisted I could do this, who said I could be one of Judaism’s translators, despite there being no guide who resembled me. These champions waved off my rookie missteps and kept me focused on connecting more people to the same spiritual place that had become so essential for me.

			I became a mother just months before I became a rabbi, and the responsibilities of caring for congregants and my own babies weighed on me with alternating gratification and guilt. With only male rabbinic supervisors in my career, this balancing act was also new territory. I saw the ways in which being a woman in this historically male profession challenged people’s liberal and feminist assumptions, including my own.

			And while I quickly learned that a rabbi’s real routine was not going to match my romantic ideal of sitting all day long with ancient texts and talking about God and the meaning of life, I found the actual work even more compelling: drawing people’s attention to the ways life is wondrous, pushing against complacency, opening avenues to a little more awe, and building and maintaining a real unwavering community. I am constantly moved in this job by the responsibility a rabbi is given to help a congregant see to the other side: whether navigating an ocean of grief, the shock of betrayal, the dread of a diagnosis, the transition to adulthood, or the earthquake of parenthood. Being a rabbi affords me a unique intimacy that comes with people’s openness in life’s key moments. Their vulnerability and trust is our covenant; I carry it carefully.
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			I became the first Asian American to be ordained a cantor in 1999 and the first to be ordained rabbi in 2001. Still, I did not set out to be a pioneer. The lure was the spell of ancient verses, the emotion of the music, the tug of a monumental story. I still pinch myself that today I am the senior rabbi of Central Synagogue in Manhattan, the first woman to lead this historic synagogue with the largest membership in the world and a livestream viewership that reaches more than one hundred countries. I am honored to serve one of the country’s most engaged, vital, innovative, influential, and diverse Jewish communities. This position has given me the opportunity to offer Hanukkah Blessings at the White House for President Barack Obama in 2014 and President Joe Biden in 2023. I have been asked to serve as the Jewish voice in interfaith interviews on national television. But despite all this, there are still significant numbers of Jews who, if pressed, would say I’m not a Jew at all—at least not according to their legal definition. This belief has at times been said to my face, and it continues to show up in various media. The only response I’ve ever found is to continue to do what I do.

			I never gave up because my ancestors’ spiritual imperative and my parents’ example taught me that the goal of life is not to be affirmed, settled, and comfortable. Rather, it’s to find a purpose and pursue it. Almost always, this requires leaving what is most familiar and secure to wander into what is risky and uncertain. We hit barricades, get lost or diverted, but by persevering, we can become who we are called to be. Sometimes these journeys from the familiar are physical and geographic, but more often they are internal and emotional—a crossing of historic precedent, familial expectations, external barriers, or traditional gender roles. It would be easier to just stay put. No one likes to be a stranger; the desire to belong and stay safe is universal. But when we understand what it feels like to be an outsider, we cultivate a radical compassion for others who have been dismissed. We learn to press past the gatekeepers, turn exclusion into empathy, rejection into resilience. We stumble upon the blessings that come from inhabiting the heart of a stranger.

			This book is part narrative memoir and part spiritual guidebook for boundary crossing. There is blessing on the other side of fear, and even as an outsider, we are never alone. I grew up feeling like an oddity—a freak on my worst days, and a pathfinder on my best. And yet when I studied the stories of my ancestors from a different era, from an extraordinarily divergent worldview, I’d feel the shock and comfort of seeing my own yearning in theirs. Of feeling connected to powerful threads and knowing that I have a tiny role to play in interweaving them.
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			My teacher Rabbi David Ellenson of blessed memory would often say, “All theology is autobiographical.” I understood this to mean that the formative experiences of our lives—how we have loved, suffered, healed, forgiven—will necessarily color our core beliefs about whether God is loving and just, whether human beings are fundamentally good, whether or not we have agency to change our circumstances. So I share my story not as a blueprint but as a way of understanding how I have come to my convictions. Each chapter is followed by a d’var Torah—literally a “word of Torah”—with one Hebrew word anchoring a kernel of Jewish teaching. In these mini sermons, I’ve tried to convey some of Judaism’s ancient wisdom, relevant today regardless of what faith, if any, you call your own.

			My hope is that these texts resonate for you the way they’ve guided me. And that you will begin to see how your journeys are reflected in these stories.

			When I immigrated to America just months before kindergarten, I remember classmates, noting my foreignness, asking me where I was from: “I’m Korean,” I said proudly. Two years later when I returned to Korea for a summer visit, the children asked me the same question, to which I gave the same response. “No you’re not,” they retorted. I remember running to my mother, sobbing that I didn’t have a home. She assured me: “Home is wherever your people are, Angela.” This book is, fundamentally, about my zigzag quest to find belonging, and the realization that home is where you create it.

			Abraham’s expedition to “a land that I will show you,” as God put it in the Bible, ended in Canaan, the Promised Land of Israel. There is this paradox: Abraham had to leave his birthplace to ultimately find his “homeland.”

			Sometimes we have to leave one home behind to build our truest one.

			God—or some larger, unseen force in the world—has given every one of us the strength to make that pilgrimage, however daunting. When God promises Abraham, “You will be a blessing,” the syntax matters: The guarantee is not that he will receive a blessing, but that he will become one.

			

			[image: ]

			Go forth. And you will be a blessing.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 1

				The Mountain

			
			“It’s time to do the mountain,” Mom announced to my father at the dinner table, where most of her pronouncements were made. My Korean mother, with her trim hair and trimmer frame, just under five feet tall, barely 110 pounds, clapped her hands and filled the kitchen with her infectious exuberance. My sister and I—ages seven and ten at the time—had no doubt which mountain she meant among the many Cascades encircling our city. Towering over fourteen thousand feet high, Mount Rainier dominated the Tacoma skyline, perched like a glittering crown atop the city below. Gina and I cheered; we were finally getting the keys to the palace in the clouds.

			Mountains reminded my mother of her homeland; from everywhere you stand in Korea, you can see peaks. She also believed these masses of earth and rock carry a mystical, mythical power. According to ancient Korean shamanism, nature spirits reside in the hills, rivers, and trees. Starting in the fourth century, Koreans layered this shamanism with Buddhism, and we can see that amalgam in folktales. At bedtime, my mother filled my imagination with stories in which poor scholars were sages, the water held secrets, and tigers would spar with the Buddha. My mother’s spirituality, like that of so many Koreans, was a mix of Confucianism, Buddhism, and animism—the belief that plants and other natural objects like rocks or rivers have souls. Where some might see contradictions among these philosophies, my mother just saw the connective tissue that bound all things, animate or not. Especially in nature, each atom could hold lessons for every other part of the ecosystem; wisdom, she insisted, was everywhere you looked.

			Mount Rainier appeared to me like a massive climb, but my lanky father, with his gentle eyes and a game smile, insisted we could do it. “We won’t start at the bottom,” he assured us. “We’ll start at Paradise.”

			“We’re going to heaven?” I asked.

			“Not quite. Paradise is the visitor center,” my father clarified, adding that we could hike several different trails from the parking lot.

			My deflation must have been obvious, because Dad reassured me that it felt a lot like Paradise up in the clouds. This mountain, his childhood set piece, had become a kind of personal metaphor: His family, part of a small Jewish community in Tacoma, had a tenacity and volatility that paralleled the geologic history of Mount Rainier in its eruptions and endurance.
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			For my Korean mother, our first mountain excursion was an event. She instructed my sister and me to help her prepare lunch. There would be no humdrum peanut butter sandwiches for our pilgrimage. We spent the morning wrapping rice and vegetables in kimbap hand rolls, packing up side dishes and kimchi, and marinating bulgogi—thin slices of beef for a barbecue.

			“How do you plan to cook this when we get there?” I asked my mother.

			“Charcoal and a little disposable grill,” my mother said, as if that were obvious.

			I could already feel the embarrassment of being the only family on the trail with a portable stove and dusty charcoal dangling from our packs. “Mom. I don’t think Americans do that. We can just put the kimbap in baggies and be fine.”

			“Aiiii!” she exclaimed, throwing up her arms at the indignity of cold food on a trip of this importance. “And Americans also think baloney and a granola bar can be lunch! It’s your first trip to the mountain! Dad will carry the charcoal.” There would be no further discussion.

			We woke early the next morning and loaded up our new maroon Buick with an Igloo of tea, food, and meat, the small gas grill rattling around in the trunk.

			We passed the town’s old paper and pulp mills, which infused the air with a sulfurous odor known as the “Tacoma aroma.” Dad detoured to see “the Shop”: Puget Sound Manufacturing, the family millwork business that my great-grandfather started in 1919 and that my uncles still ran sixty years later.

			Trees had brought my Jewish ancestors—woodworkers by trade—to the state of Washington from Romania and Ukraine. My father never joined the family business but worked in proximity to lumber as the construction coordinator for the city’s new pride, the Tacoma Dome, which in 1983 was the largest wooden-domed sports arena in the world.

			I remember learning that its blue-and-white-diamond pattern was a modern homage to the city’s iconic mountain. I inscribed my name on one of the rafters when Dad brought Gina and me to the site. The public was invited to scribble their signatures onto the last wooden beam that would be hoisted 150 feet to prop up the bubble. Taking special care with my cursive, I felt like I was sealing our family connection to history: We are part of this.

			As we left Interstate 5 and turned onto Route 410, the city receded and the mountain grew strikingly lush and green. Forests of cedars, hemlocks, and Douglas firs were fixtures of our so-called Evergreen State. This was our first car with electric windows and Gina and I spent the greater part of the two-hour ride playing with the levers, racing each other to open and close our windows until Mom insisted we stop.

			We parked the car and Mom loaded each of us with a knapsack weighted with bottles of water and containers of food from the Igloo. As we entered the trailhead and gazed up into the treetops, the mountain actually did look like a slice of heaven.

			After an hour, it felt like we had been hiking for a day, but Mom never tolerated complaints, so Gina and I restrained ourselves to a few exaggerated sighs and foot-dragging. We had traveled far enough for the microclimate to change, from heavy foliage to snow and glaciers.

			My mother instructed us to remove our backpacks and, before eating, sit and “appreciate the mountain.”

			“Feel the wind. Feel the rock under you. You may think you are separate from this giant, but you are not. Be one with the mountain.”

			Gina and I looked at each other with raised eyebrows, suppressing our snickers. Be one with the mountain? That seemed silly. And impossible.

			I looked at the tree in front of me, which was a tree, not a mountain. And yet, the tree and the mountain were one. Above me I saw snow, which I knew would melt away and be gone in a month. But for this moment, the snow and the mountain were one.

			I closed my eyes and noticed the smooth stone holding me up. The way the wind stirred my hair and the branches at the same time. I felt the sheer thrill of actually sitting on this natural dinosaur, which I had seen from afar every day of my childhood. Then it hit me: For any other person looking at the mountain today, their view would include me. They might not know it, I thought, but I am here, indistinguishable from the mountain.

			I thought of the Shema prayer we recite in synagogue, the one my rabbi called the “backbone of our faith.” It ends with Adonai Echad. “God is One.” In ancient times, pagans worshiped many gods. But Abraham founded a faith based on the surety that there is only one God.

			As a child, I believed this to be a statement of superiority: Our God is number one. My misunderstanding was not entirely a result of immature, unschooled theology. Every Jewish service includes the Mi Chamocha prayer, which asks, “Who is like You, among the gods that are worshiped?” So I understood that there were other gods, but our God was best. The One.

			But on that hike, my mother showed me that the verse we repeat—“God is One”—was never about preeminence or dominance, but rather wholeness.

			“You might feel like a tiny speck on this mountain,” she said, “but you are part of it. And when you breathe in the air, it becomes a part of you too.”

			Oneness is about unity, interconnectedness; if everything is one, then we all belong to this mountain, to the earth, and to each other. We are all gears in a fragile, interdependent system. This is not just the foundational principle of Judaism and my mother’s Buddhism but a truth coursing through all religions.

			My stomach grumbling, I opened my eyes to see a picnic blanket my mother had loaded with plates and Tupperware, the grill smoking.

			“Use chopsticks to take the hot bulgogi off the grill,” she instructed. It sizzled in my mouth. The day’s effort, which exhausted both my legs and head, only seemed to intensify the flavor.

			“Chew, chew!” she slowed us. “I know you’re hungry, but you must enjoy!”

			My sister and I collapsed on the blanket after lunch, warmed by the fullness of our bellies, the blazing sun, and our mother’s entreaty: Be one with the mountain.

			She had no Buddhist community in Tacoma. But my mother made the mountain her temple and the grill her altar. She wanted us to taste her particular spirituality—forged in meditation, breath, presence, and a conviction that we are all One.
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			Echad 
ONENESS

			I walked into an apartment on the twentieth floor.

			A hospital bed had been placed in the living room overlooking Central Park so that the dying man could look out the window onto the city that had been his home since birth.

			His wife thanked me for coming. Children and grandchildren had gathered from all over the country.

			I had been summoned to help usher this beloved patriarch into eternal life. I invited the extended family to gather around him. Relatives held his hand. He had been a real estate giant, but in the end it was not the skyscrapers he built, or the charity he gave, but this circle around him that would be his legacy.

			And just as the biblical Jacob offered blessings on his deathbed, so did this man bless each person around him. Words of gratitude, praise, and comfort.

			I delivered the viddui, a deathbed confessional that we also recite on Yom Kippur, our day of atonement. It’s a simple prayer that encourages the dying to forgive the lingering harms of others, and in turn asks God to forgive our own shortcomings.

			I invited the entire family to join me in saying the Shema, the last words a Jew is instructed to utter before leaving this earth.

			Shema Yisrael. Hear, O Israel, Adonai is our God. God is One.

			Why do we say this prayer before we die?

			Perhaps because it encapsulates the monotheistic core of Judaism that undergirds all other beliefs.

			A midrash—a rabbinic legend—tells of another reason that the Shema is said not just daily but specifically at our deathbed.

			When the biblical patriarch Jacob—renamed “Israel” by God—was nearing death, his twelve sons all gathered around him. Jacob worried aloud that his children would not continue to tell his story or carry on his values.

			But then something beautiful happened:

			His sons drew close to him and loudly declared the first line of the prayer,

			Shema Yisrael! Listen, Israel (Jacob’s other name).

			Adonai Eloheinu. Adonai is our God.

			Adonai Echad. God is One.

			It’s as if his children were saying, “Listen, Father. We will carry on your faith and story. None of us will leave your legacy behind.”

			Jacob uttered with his last breath, “Baruch shem kavod,” the second line of the Shema, which can loosely be summed up as “Thank God.” He was reassured, finally ready to leave the world with the knowledge that Judaism in his family would not end with him. That is one explanation for why it is customary to say the first line of the Shema in a loud voice and the second line in a whisper, as Jacob did before he departed.

			I remind all those gathered that dying is a return—to the Source from which all of us came. Whether you take a religious view that we originate from clay shaped by God’s hand or a scientific view that we are made from the stardust of exploding supernovas, it all serves to remind us that we have the same beginning and end. Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust. I tell the family that when we say the Shema at the bedside of the dying, we remind them they are returning to Oneness.

			We often think of ourselves as distinct from others. Individual, independent, self-sufficient. But in truth we are part of an undeniable whole, more entwined than we sometimes admit. We all begin and end the same way; that makes us one.

			Rather than devastate us as we face an ending, this idea can be a source of comfort. If everything is one, then you are essential to—and inextricable from—that Oneness, intertwined with the stars you see and the earth you stand on. Shepherded by a force you may or may not believe in but whose power binds us together and promises unexpected strength to cross whatever boundary is before you.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

				A War and an Education

			
			Yi Sulja, my mother, was a boundary-crosser before I understood the notion, the first person to teach me about risk and resettlement.

			Sulja was born in Japan in July of 1942, in the middle of World War II. While Japan was battling the world, Mom’s home country of Korea was in a different struggle: a decades-long occupation by the Japanese Empire. Starting in the 1920s, Japanese colonizers forcibly brought Korean intellectuals, artists, and even female sex slaves back to Japan to serve their national interests. Since my great-grandfather was a Confucian scholar, he and his family, including the five-year-old Gae-ran, who would one day be my grandmother, were taken captive and brought to Japan. This is how my mother and many of her siblings would be born on foreign soil and obligated to take Japanese names.

			Having spent most of her childhood and early adult life in Japan, forced to speak only Japanese in public, my grandmother started to feel Japan was her home. Nevertheless she was always viewed as a stranger—Korean, and lower class. With few professions available to her, Gae-ran ran a boardinghouse near Osaka and eked out a living.

			One day, a handsome Korean resistance fighter showed up seeking lodging and food: It was the man who would become my grandfather, Yi Sam-dal, clandestinely running messages between the Korean independence movement and Korean nationals in Japan. Though not rich, he was a yangban, part of an elite, scholarly class versed in Korean history, Confucian classics, and literature. He carried himself like royalty, believing himself descended from Korean kings, though this status carried no weight in Japan. My grandmother, also the daughter of yangban, was a legendary cook, and apparently that sealed it for my grandfather. It was an unlikely match: She a pragmatic, astute businesswoman, and he an ideologue and dreamer. As my mother tells it, after marriage, her father continued his resistance work, and every time he returned to Japan from Korea, my grandmother would get pregnant and have another child. Gae-ran eventually gave birth to nine babies, seven of whom grew into adulthood.

			When World War II ended, with Japan defeated and the occupation over, my grandfather was elated that finally their family could move back to Korea. My grandmother resisted; she felt comfortable in Japan despite her Korean lineage. Plus, she had a flourishing business, having added a bookshop to her small inn, while my grandfather was now out of a job. My grandfather proudly insisted they return to Korea. How could they not go back to their homeland?

			When they arrived at my grandfather’s small village, they found their neighbors did not fully accept this Korean woman who spoke with a Japanese accent. But my grandfather garnered a certain respect because he was one of the few in town who was literate. He became the town’s storyteller, and neighbors would crowd into their hanok to hear his novelistic oratory, bringing a bottle of soju or a bag of rice as payment. He regaled them for hours.

			Just as their rural town began to recover from both the occupation and the Second World War, the Korean War started. My mother’s family was forced to flee once again, this time to a remote refugee camp outside Busan, Korea.

			When I ask my mother about that time, she admits that it felt like an adventure. Later she realized how difficult this chapter must have been for her mother—pregnant, parenting five young children, able to pack only a few belongings, forced to live in leaky tents.

			When Gae-ran delivered her sixth child, Pyongyung, in the wartime camp, the midwife screamed. Something was terribly wrong. Gae-ran believed that all the stress of war and dislocation during her pregnancy had caused what they called his “deformity”—a cleft palate. It was many years before they could afford to pay a surgeon to repair it.

			My grandfather Yi Sam-dal died when my mom was just eleven, leaving Gae-ran to raise seven children alone. Older siblings watched over the younger ones and helped with cooking and cleaning while my grandmother opened a bookstore to support the family. From a young age, my mother was more interested in assisting at the bookstore than in the kitchen. She unpacked boxes, stocked shelves, and answered customers’ questions, reading as many books as time allowed, gaining a lens on the world beyond her small village.
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			Mom has always recalled a childhood that was happy despite its deprivations. On the banks of the Nakdong river, women washed clothes and children roamed freely. Mom was mischievous, often the ringleader of a band that would steal peanuts or a prize watermelon from a neighboring farm. Though she owned almost nothing, her days were buoyed by filched treats, retelling her father’s tales, and reading volume after volume from her mother’s bookshop.

			My mother began to think about higher education—possible only if she passed a challenging national exam. Then and to this day, South Korea offers one definitive, centralized test, called Suneung, seen as the culmination of an entire academic career, which determines whether one may attend college. At twenty, Mom moved into a Buddhist temple for six months to prepare for the exam. Alone with the monks, she woke up each morning, meditated, completed chores, and then studied diligently. She scored the highest marks, receiving a full scholarship to Hyosung Women’s College in neighboring Daegu. She went on to graduate studies at Ewha and Yonsei Universities in Seoul, two of the most prestigious schools in the country. Neither her parents nor a single one of her six siblings had ever attended college or even attempted to take the test.

			Whenever she recounts this story to me, I can sense that she, too, had felt a calling of some kind. Once she glimpsed the world that education opened, she hungered for it.

			Everything that came after stemmed from her original grit and rigor. My mother is diminutive in stature but inspires big awe; growing up, my sister and I both revered and feared her. Her parenting philosophy was summed up in her oft-said dictum: “Children are like bamboo; bend them while they’re young.”

			My mother bent us plenty.

			She was the strictest mom I knew among my friends, and the only one who used a switch from the yard on the back of our legs when she really disapproved of our behavior. The sarangeh-mae, “cane of love,” was a classic Korean-mom punishment but totally foreign to my American friends, so I told no one about the three times she actually used it. But even as I found it embarrassing (and no longer recollect what I did to warrant the whacks), I do remember that my mother never resorted to the branch in fury. She would collect herself and dole out the discipline as a calm and careful form of loving correction, which is just how I experienced it.

			Ironically, once I became a teenager, my mother went hands-off: She gave me no curfews, trusted me to spend weekends in middle school at a ski cabin with “the potheads,” and never once punished me.

			“I bend you while you’re young, so now you’re older, you grew straight! I don’t worry about you.”
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			I watch her these days, vigorously sweeping her floors at age eighty-two, firing the garden hose at her porch plants, expertly flipping a large watercress pancake and then cutting into it with kitchen shears, spooning out spicy gochujang sauce, insisting we sample the tea she brewed or the kimchi she fermented, and I see a hard-driving athlete who never tires, energized by her to-do list. I watch her direct my father—eighty-four as I write this—to haul large metal containers into their makeshift garden, where she’s growing the herbs she cooks with every day. I watch how young Korean community leaders thank Mom for all the resources she created five decades ago at the Korean Women’s Association for Korean immigrants who were overwhelmed by a new land and a difficult language. Tiny as Mom is physically, the first word that comes to mind when I think of her is “fighter.”

			Sometimes when I talk to a synagogue congregant facing something hard, I think about my mother’s tenacity, the inner resources none of us know we have until we’re forced to marshal them. Though she never warmed to traditional religious observance, Mom believed she could call upon some reservoir of strength that was beyond her. That might be the very definition of faith.
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			Gesher 
BRIDGE

			At Jewish summer camp, there was one song guaranteed to get everyone belting and bouncing on the chorus: “Gesher Tzar Me’od”—“The World Is a Narrow Bridge.” An Orthodox American Rabbi, Baruch Chait, who moved to Israel and founded an Orthodox seminary, was the unlikely composer of this iconic and beloved song, ubiquitous in Israel and the wider Jewish world.

			Chait composed “Gesher Tzar Me’od” for soldiers in 1973 during Israel’s Yom Kippur War. Adapting the words of the eighteenth-century Rabbi Nachman of Breslov, founder of Hasidic Judaism, Chait sang:

			“Kol ha’olam kulo, gesher tzar me’od.” “The whole world is a very narrow bridge.”

			And crucially: “Lo lefached klal.” “The main thing is to have no fear at all.”

			The words and the melody became an anthem of our people.

			When I was young and felt invincible, it was easy to have no fear. I biked without a helmet. I danced in public. I skied mountain faces way beyond my skill. I overshared my innermost thoughts.

			But as I got older, and experienced the fragility of my body, the betrayal of broken secrets, my first real heartbreak, the shame of failure, the finality of a loved one’s death, I realized how narrow that bridge is, and how precarious. The charge to fear nothing began to seem willfully blind, naive, and maybe even dangerous.

			Eventually I realized that the goal isn’t to never feel fear but to not let fear win.

			I recently learned that Rabbi Chait, when he set Nachman’s words to music, had actually altered the words to say lo lefached klal, “have no fear.” But Nachman originally used the verb “fear” in the Hebrew reflexive form: lo yit’pached klal, which offered a more profound truth: “The most important thing is not to bring fear upon ourselves.”

			We are in control of our fear. Fear is a choice.

			There is a Talmudic teaching by the second-century BCE sage Ben Sira that cautions: “Do not suffer from tomorrow’s trouble…as you do not know what a day will bring” (Yevamot 63b).

			Ben Sira is not denying the pain and suffering from loss, betrayal, and illness that we might experience today, which is inevitable and real. But he suggests that our anxiety about the hypothetical future may be pointless. Ben Sira essentially states: Tomorrow, you may be dead, so why worry about something you may never have to face, about a world that may change before your fears come to pass? While his statement could seem a harsh response to our worries for tomorrow, he thrusts our mortality before us to shake us into the present moment instead.

			My mother has always had this orientation. Maybe that’s because so many of the things we fear did happen to her: She was a refugee. She lost her father while still young. She traveled to a new country in which she didn’t always feel welcome. She has walked that narrow bridge and is still standing. She’d developed the muscle to focus on what was in front of her and not what might be.

			Mom modeled the Buddhist maxim that we should not judge a moment as good or bad before understanding how it fits into the whole of our experience. My mother didn’t tell us everything would be fine, but simply trusted that every one of life’s events—joyful or calamitous—had something to teach. There is not only one positive outcome to any situation, she insisted, nor only one love in our lives. A painful hurdle, which we might at first wish never happened, might actually be the source of our greatest growth. Whenever I’m feeling anxious, this long view still helps. And when I’m overcome by fear, I push myself to keep moving forward.

			Nachman describes the bridge as narrow on purpose: The narrowness leaves little room for error, which makes it seem more hazardous to cross. Life can feel unforgiving and shaky like that. But if you train your eyes on the rung just ahead of you and place one foot in front of the other, you do—eventually—get to solid ground.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 3

				Love Wins

			
			“When he smiled, he had these terrible teeth.”

			My mother was describing the nice Korean doctor whom the local matchmaker had found for her, the one she refused to marry. “It was not only bad teeth,” she tells me. “There was no way I could marry a typical Korean man. I was not going to cook his dinner and sit in the kitchen.”

			Korean marriages in the 1960s were arranged for economic stability, geographic desirability, and a good gene pool. But my mother had read too many Western novels—Austen, Hemingway, Fitzgerald—to settle for the smart doctor with a smile she couldn’t imagine kissing.

			When my father, Fred Warnick, a recent Stanford graduate in military uniform, arrived in Daegu through his ROTC placement, he was invited to give a talk at the Pine Tree Club on “college life in America.” My mother and her fellow English literature graduate students frequented the Pine Tree Club’s weekly meetings to practice their English and learn more about American life. The cliché of a dashing man in uniform held true; the friends were atwitter. Mom thought Dad was handsome, dignified. When one friend suggested Lieutenant Warnick meet them at the tea room for a weekly English conversational lesson, Dad remembers, “How could I turn that down?”

			Her weekly class began with six of her girlfriends. One by one they dropped out until just Mom and Dad remained.
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			I have often wondered how they managed to fall in love when their worlds were nearly indecipherable to each other.

			My father, Fred, the third of four children, was born in 1940 in Tacoma, Washington, a third-generation Jewish American. His Warnick ancestors, woodworkers all, built a prosperous millworking shop that made doors, fireplace mantels, and cabinets. The postwar era was good for their business. My grandfather Robert Warnick, a bit of a showman, enjoyed the prosperity of the postwar building boom. Often seen with a cigar in his hand and a sarcastic quip on his tongue, he bought one of the original Cadillacs with tailfins and wraparound chrome, owned the first color television on the block, and loved entertaining friends on Sunday evenings at their beach house on the Puget Sound.

			Dad spent his childhood summers at that magical getaway, named “Aljafrel” for the four children in the family: Alan, Jack, Fred, and Elsa. The older children worked in the woodshop during the day and crossed the famed Narrows Bridge to Aljafrel every night. My father and his younger sister spent their days at the Sound with my grandmother, playing cards, lazing on the paddleboat, and swimming. When my father turned fourteen, he did what his two older brothers had done: went into the shop with their father for a forty-hour workweek, lunch pail in hand, learning the ropes, sorting lumber, running simple machines, and doing “gopher” work.

			Grandma Phreda was the classic Jewish matriarch, playing mah-jongg, canasta, and bridge every week with the shul ladies, sprinkling Yiddish (her parents’ mother tongue) into

			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			V’Ahavta 
AND YOU SHALL LOVE
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