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Preface

Megan Kelly first met the Greensteins, her future in-laws, at a kosher deli. She ordered a ham and cheese sandwich. She needs this book. She is not alone. According to a 1990 national Jewish population study, a staggering 52 percent of American Jews marry someone outside their faith. And that leaves a lot of room for slip-ups like Megan’s. We’ve been there, and we’re here to help you survive mealtimes, holidays, and shopping excursions with Jewish family and friends.

What to Do When You’re Dating a Jew: Everything You Need to Know from Matzah Balls to Marriage will introduce you to all things Jewish, from chicken soup to “Seinfeld,” from Hanukkah gelt to “oy gevalt!” With your newfound knowledge, you’ll feel confident drinking your four cups of wine at the Passover seder table. You’ll trade Yiddish barbs with the best of them. You’ll be leading the hora at the next wedding. Heck, you could even whip up a Shabbat dinner from scratch.

As Jewish women, we have a lifetime of experience dealing with Jewish men and their families. We’re happy to enlighten those in need of a little guidance. You don’t have to thank us. Just the fact that you have this book in your hands gives our mothers great naches.*  

Enjoy!

—VIKKI WEISS AND JENNIFER A. BLOCK
January 6, 2000




*   Joy parents derive from their children




Introduction

Let’s begin at the beginning.

When I was a young bride, standing under the chuppah (the Jewish bridal canopy, symbolizing, among other things, the future home the couple will build), the rabbi (oh, come on, you know what a rabbi is) exhorted me to be a good Jewish wife: to light candles on the Sabbath, to observe the holy days, and to bring up my children in the Jewish faith. All of which I did.

Yet in spite of the fact that I followed all of the rules—or perhaps because of it—my children (including one of the authors of this book) have presented me with a succession of non-Jewish in-laws … and they’re still coming. Over the years, my children’s spouses became my children as well. By the way, the rabbi who literally put the fear of God into me on that long-ago wedding day wasn’t spared the changing times either. He lived long enough to welcome an African-American in-law into his own family.

I still keep a Jewish home, to the occasional bemusement of my non-Jewish children-in-law. They have had to learn to eat latkes (potato pancakes) on Hanukkah and participate in the Passover seder. It hasn’t always been easy, but to our credit, we all keep trying. If they ever get around to giving me grandchildren, I’m sure the complications will multiply. And I’m just as sure that we will deal with them.

In the old days, in the Eastern European shtetls (think Fiddler on the Roof) to which most American Jews can trace their roots, life was easier. All you had to worry about was scratching out a living and running away from the cossacks. Assimilation was out of the question.

When my great-grandmother Judith—my bubbe—came to this country, she brought with her little besides her heavy brass Sabbath candlesticks and some five thousand years of tradition. My grandmother passed these along to me, along with the family recipe for chicken soup and some nice shares of AT&T—before it started splitting.

I sold the stock but I still have the candlesticks, which I hope one of my daughters will inherit and use. Plus I have the recipe, practically guaranteed to cure everything from mild depression to menstrual cramps to the common cold, which I will share with you. What else can a Jewish mother do?

MOM’S CHICKEN SOUP


1 stewing hen, cleaned and quartered

Several teaspoons salt (keep tasting, I never seem to add enough)

4–6 carrots, peeled

4–6 large stalks of celery, cut up

2 large onions, peeled and halved

Small bunch of parsley



In a stock pot, cover chicken with water, add salt, and bring to a boil. With slotted spoon, skim off the film that forms at top of the pot (use a clean paper towel to clean the rim). Reduce heat and cover. Peel and cut up the vegetables and add to the pot after skimming again, if necessary. It is not a bad idea to add more salt at this point as well. Simmer for three hours. Cool and strain. (Strip chicken from bones to use in chicken salad or casseroles; slice carrots to float in soup if desired, but store separately.) Refrigerate liquid until fat forms a solid crust at the top of the container. It can easily be lifted off at this point and discarded. Reheat soup and serve with wide egg noodles or matzah balls and plenty of love.


Schmaltz, or chicken fat, was considered a delicacy in the old days and used in making chopped liver or spread like butter on bread. No wonder so many of my uncles expired from heart attacks!



BY SUZANNE WEISS,
VIKKI WEISS’S MOM


Chapter 1

First Things First:
The Basics of Judaism
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WHY YOU NEED THIS BOOK

So you’re dating someone Jewish. Or maybe you’ve already married that someone. Well, you’ve come to the right place. This book will enlighten you to all things Jewish, from knishes to kreplach, kosher to keppe.*  

It is a quick reference guide to help you feel comfortable in Jewish circles. It is not a resource for all things Jewish. It is not meant to tell anyone how to be a Jew, nor is it a guide to conversion, God forbid. All we’re trying to do is to keep you from ordering a ham and cheese sandwich in a kosher deli or planning a party to celebrate the Jewish New Year. Think of it as a little advance warning about what you are getting into by dating a Jew. You’ll thank us later.

You may even surprise your loved one with your newfound knowledge. More important, you’ll be more at ease in situations that could otherwise be awkward because of cultural differences. You’ll know what to expect, what to do, and what to say. And it’s a good thing, because, like the old Hebrew proverb says, “A slip of the foot is better than a slip of the tongue.”


CULTURAL JEWS

People who are Jewish by birth consider themselves to be Jewish and identify with the Jewish culture even though they do not regularly practice the religious rituals and traditions. These individuals might also refer to themselves as “ethnic Jews.”




PROSELYTIZE THIS

Jews do not openly proselytize. No one is going to come knocking at your door. In fact, rabbis discourage non-Jews who want to convert until the rabbis are convinced they are sincere and want to convert for the right reasons (monotheism, devotion to the Torah, etc.). The vast majority of converts are non-Jewish women who marry Jewish men. They usually convert so their children will be born Jewish. However, if you are involved with a Reform Jew, this is no longer necessary. In the 1980s the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, the major association of Reform congregations, decided that if one parent is Jewish, the child is Jewish. How nice, easy, and Reform.
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WHY ARE SO MANY JEWISH PARENTS OPPOSED TO INTERFAITH DATING?

Jews think of themselves as a separate people—this is a reason in itself. But it also ties in with the sad fact that Jewish populations are plummeting. Judaism, one of the oldest organized religions in the world, is in great danger of dying out. Jewish birth rates are pretty low to begin with. Then there’s the fact that one third of the world’s Jewish population perished in the Holocaust. With interfaith marriage, this population depletion continues. Even before we had these statistics to worry about, Jews grieved when a child married out of the faith. Pogroms and holocausts aside, Jewish life is rich and beautiful. Practicing Jews don’t want their kids to miss out on that. If your mate’s parents aren’t practicing, you should have a much easier time of it.
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THE BASICS

Anyone who tells you “the reason for this is …” is wrong. There is more than one reason for everything in Judaism. In fact, there are 600,000 reasons for everything, according to the Zohar*  . But that doesn’t stop most Jews from being know-it-alls.

THE CHOSEN PEOPLE

It’s a mystery why God chose the Jews. In fact, Jews often ask God “Why us?” Looking at the history of the Judaism, one might assume a “light unto the nations” means a light for oppressive rulers and crazy mobs to try to extinguish. This is not so. That God called Jews a “light unto the nations” means that Jews are supposed to lead exemplary, moral lives and set an example for other people. In return, God will watch over the Jews and give them the land of Israel. This is the deal, the covenant. It is, however, not as easy as it sounds. Observant Jews work extremely hard to live the kind of life God wanted them to live. Sometimes they’ve got to wonder if it’s such an honor. It’s like being president of the temple. It sounds good, it looks easy, but oy, it’s a job you’d wish on your worst enemy.

GOD

Jews believe in one huge God. God is everywhere. God knows everything. God can do anything. That’s about all we know. It’s very hush-hush. Jewish theologians sometimes say that it is easier to describe God by what God is not than by what God is. Jews aren’t even supposed to know the name of God. Nor are we supposed to write out the alias: G-o-d. That is why you might come across some Jewish writings and see God spelled “G-d.” Apparently, if the “o” is omitted no sin has been committed.

In the same vein, Jews do not begin to imagine what God looks like. According to the book of Exodus, God says, “You cannot see my face. For no man can see me and live.” God is supposed to create a sense of mystery and wonder rather than be the provider of neat solutions.

An important theme in Judaism is that God is dependent upon man when wanting to act in the world. This means that God’s presence is inextricably bound with people. The Lord is passionately involved with the affairs of mankind. In fact, the Jewish idea is to foster a sense of God within each person so that dealings with others are viewed as sacred encounters.


THE MOST IMPORTANT PRAYER IN JUDAISM

The Sh’ma is the Jewish affirmation of faith, recited in the morning and before going to bed. Jews are also supposed to say the Sh’ma as their last words before dying: “Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God. The Lord is one. Blessed is his glorious kingdom forever and ever.”



FREE WILL

Even though God already knows everything that is going to happen to man, Judaism maintains that people have freedom of choice. In some ways, this seems like a paradox. Think of it this way, just because God knows what is going to happen does not mean that man doesn’t get to choose whether he is going to be sinful or ethical.

ORIGINAL SIN

Judaism believes that people are born with a clean slate. The sin bank is empty. Unfortunately, this could be a temporary situation. Born with opposing life forces, one pulling a person to do good and the other to do evil, everyone at one time or another will be inclined to do evil. Whether they do or not is up to them. To make it easier to do good, God gave the Jews the Torah, a text teeming with tips on how to lead a good life. With vivid descriptions of the horrible fates that befall sinners—turning into a pillar of salt, drowning in a flood, being tormented by plagues—the Torah also makes a pretty poor case for sinning. The good news for sinners is that when someone does sin, as humans are apt to do, he can redeem himself through repentance and good deeds.


THE GOLDEN RULE OF JUDAISM

If I am not for myself, who will be for me? And if I am only for myself, what am I? And if not now, when?
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Rabbi Hillel, Ethics of the Fathers 1:14



DUALITY

Someone who loves God and follows all the ritual commandments but isn’t compassionate toward his fellow man is not cutting it as a Jew. Praying is half of it. Love for other people, usually manifested by good works or gemilut hasidim (acts of loving kindness), is the rest of it.

THE MESSIAH

Jews believe in the eventual coming of the Messiah. However, it hasn’t happened yet. The Jews are still waiting. According to Jewish teachings, a descendant of the house of David will come and redeem humanity and establish the reign of God on earth. Most Jews today think of the Messiah as humanity collectively rather than as an individual savior, so people can usher in the Messianic Age by their own actions of kindness, justice, and enlightenment. In fact, Jews believe that the fate of the world depends upon man bringing in the Messiah through right action. Every commandment performed tips the scales in favor of redemption. Conversely, every unjust action is a setback. Therefore, according to the Jew, if one person does something bad, he tips the scales against himself and the entire world. This must be where Jewish guilt originated.

Many Christians are curious as to Jesus Christ’s place in Judaism. Jews do not deny the existence of Jesus Christ, but do not believe he is the Messiah. In fact, they don’t really think about him at all. To Jews, Jesus was a person. He was a teacher. He was a Jew. Judaism had been around a long time before he came on the scene. If we thought he was holy, we’d be Christians, right? And once and for all, the Jews did not kill Jesus. The Romans did.


WHAT IS A JEW?

A race? A nation? A religion? People identify with Judaism on many levels: historically, culturally, spiritually. There is no real definition of being Jewish. Jews are an extremely complex group of people. The Israeli parliament has changed the definition of being a Jew three times in the past fifty years. It is hard to combine spiritual, cultural, and religious identities. This we do know: The Jews started off as a family. All Jews are descendants of Abraham and the tribal house of Israel. However, blood is not vital to Judaism. Belief in one God and the Torah is what counts. The nation of Israel came to be long before it ever had any land. Israel, the Holy Land, is historic fulfillment for the Jews, but not their origin.



THE REST OF THE WORLD

One reason why you need this book is that Jews have their own language. Several of them, actually. Even American-born, English-speaking Jews pepper their speech with snippets of Hebrew and Yiddish. One language just isn’t enough to supply the endless streams of chatter. Yiddish in particular adds some descriptive words.

What would you do if you heard yourself referred to as a shiksa or a shaygets? Don’t panic or get angry. If you are a woman and you’re not Jewish, you’re a shiksa. Shiksa is simply the term for a non-Jewish woman. Lesser used is shaygets, a non-Jewish male. A goy, which literally means “stranger,” is anyone who is not Jewish. For example: “My son with the shiksa. No one settles down with a nice Jewish girl anymore.”

DIFFERENT TYPES OF JUDAISM

Jews categorize themselves by level and type of observance. The main movements are Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform. The modern Reconstructionist movement is also gaining popularity. There are other movements, but for the sake of simplicity, this book only mentions the most established and mainstream of them.

ORTHODOX

This is the strictest, most to-the-letter form of Judaism. Like the Catholic Church, Jewish Orthodoxy has been criticized for not adapting the rules to better fit contemporary life. You can usually recognize Orthodox Jews by the way they dress. Men always wear yarmulkes (skullcaps) or hats, and married women always cover their heads, usually with a wig. The men cover their heads as a sign of respect to God. Women wear wigs or hats because the Talmud says that a religious woman should cover her hair so as not to inspire lust in men. Orthodox men often wear beards, thereby heeding the commandment that says you shall not “destroy the corners of your beard.” Today, Orthodox Jews are allowed to use electric razors but not a straight-edge blade. Ultra Orthodox men also wear long side curls called payos (pronounced “pay-us”).

Orthodox men and boys over the age of thirteen also wear tefillin (pronounced “te-fill-in”), two black leather cubes with long leather straps, during daily morning prayer. The cubes contain passages from the Torah written on strips of parchment. One cube is placed on the left arm facing the heart (Shel Yad). The other is worn on the center of the forehead (Shel Rosh). The long strap worn on the box on the arm is wrapped seven times around the arm. The strap of the forehead box is looped to allow the adjustment of the cube. Wearing tefillin is a reminder that the Torah must be read and studied every day.

The Orthodox talk a lot during their services, which usually last several hours. When they are that lengthy, who can blame them? No one minds the talking, although occasionally it will get so loud that the rabbi will stop the service to get everyone to calm down.

If you ever attend a service at an Orthodox temple, you’ll notice the extreme rapidity with which the worshipers pray. They actually are in a hurry—not to get out of temple, but to fit in as many prayers as possible. Through the years, as more and more prayers were written, they were added to the prayer book. Soon, there were so many prayers, there wasn’t enough time to get through them all. Despite all the rushing, Orthodox services are still very long. That’s why people are always going in and out during the service. Sometimes you just need to take a break.


SHIKSA

The bad news is it’s the Hebrew word for “blemish.” The good news is that modern Hebrew and Yiddish dictionaries define it as
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