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y zeidy was a 
frum Jew with a 
long beard. He 
le! Russia a!er 
the massacre 
known as Bloody 
Sunday, which set 

o" the Russian Revolution of 1905. His wife 
and #ve-year-old son remained in Russia, 
waiting for him to earn enough money for 
their passage to the US. He worked as a 
tailor on the East Side. It took him seven 
years to become a US citizen and longer 
than that to save enough money to bring his 
family over. 

While he was away, his son, who had 
already been recognized as an iluy, died 
in Russia. Letters were infrequent and 
unreliable, and his wife—my bubby—
didn’t want to break the sad news to him 
that way. She waited year a!er year for the 
opportunity to join him. 

World War I broke out and interrupted 
their plans. A!er the 1917 revolution, she 
was #nally able to leave. The journey took a 
year. When my zeidy met them at the port 
in New York, 13 years a!er he’d le! home, he 
found out that his son had died. 

M
A S  T O L D  T O  D EVO R I E  K R E I M A N

Light to 
Bring Light

I had no idea why I wanted to take  
the menorah with me...

My grandparents settled on the East 
Side and raised another son, my father, on 
the American dream of succeeding with a 
college education and a career. My father 
went to CUNY along with many other 
smart Jewish kids. He became an aerospace 
engineer and moved to Texas, and he 
actually helped build the rockets that went 
to the moon. 

My grandparents lived in another city, but 
we saw them o!en. I remember sitting on 
my zeidy’s lap. I can still see his face. On Yom 
Kippur of 1958, when I was four years old, 
my zeidy went to shul to daven. He walked 
back home a!er the fast, and as soon as he 
stepped into the house, he collapsed and 
passed away. When I was older, I learned 
that someone who is ni!ar on Motzaei Yom 
Kippur is pure and that his neshamah soars 
up fully cleansed.

A!er my zeidy’s death, my father, who 
hadn’t had a Jewish education, felt a desire 
to become a better Jew. There were no 
Orthodox shuls in our city. My parents joined 
the Conservative synagogue and became 
active members. In those days, there weren’t 
many sefarim available in English. My father 
bought the Soncino Tanach and studied on 

his own. I remember him telling us stories 
about Avraham Avinu. His yearning for 
Yiddishkeit a"ected me deeply; it was a 
spark waiting to be lit, though it wasn’t until 
many years later that I understood this.

My parents sent us to public school and to 
Hebrew school, where I learned how to read 
Hebrew. My brothers had their bar mitzvahs 
and I had my bat mitzvah in the Conservative 
synagogue, and then we stopped going to 
Hebrew school. I remember one of the girls 
in Hebrew school telling me that her family 
used two sets of dishes and silverware. I’d 
never heard of that, though our family did 
have a Seder on Pesach. We were considered 
religious because we skipped school on both 
days of Rosh Hashanah, whereas many of 
the other Jewish kids took o" only one day. 

Our house was the only one on the 
block that didn’t have non-Jewish holiday 
decorations. My parents bought a menorah, 
an Israeli one made out of bluish metal, with 
the words“Haneiros Halalu” on the base. 
They lit it on Chanukah, but only when my 
brothers and I were young. By the time we 
were in our teens, the menorah stayed on the 
shelf, unused.

In 1967, when I was in the eighth grade, 

Ami544_Human.indd   196Ami544_Human.indd   196 11/29/21   9:24 PM11/29/21   9:24 PM



Ami544_Human.indd   197Ami544_Human.indd   197 11/29/21   9:24 PM11/29/21   9:24 PM



198  A M I  M A G A Z I N E   D E C E M B E R  1 ,  2 0 2 1   2 7  K I S L E V  5 7 8 2

the Six-Day War broke out in Israel. In 
those days, even non-observant Jews felt 
connected to Israel. My brothers went to the 
Israeli Consulate to !nd out how to go to 
Israel to !ght. 

College in the 1970s was a time of 
searching. My friends tried religious 
communes and transcendental meditation. 
I poured my ener" into politics and the 
antiwar movement. I was a philosophy 
major, interested in understanding how 
society worked and how I could be of 
service. I studied Aristotle, Plato, Hobbes 
and Locke. I longed for something more, 
something greater; I didn’t know that it was 
my neshamah calling me home. 

I volunteered in campaign a#er 
campaign. In the 1972 presidential 
campaign, I supported McGovern in his 
attempt to unseat Nixon. I drove a car in 
the presidential motorcade (it’s harder 
than it looks because the drivers must keep 
exactly half a car length behind each other 
at 60 miles per hour). I was so invested in 
McGovern that I took a semester o$ from 
college to work on his campaign. He lost in a 
landslide, and I was devastated. My mother 
gave me a gi# to raise my spirits, a dog whom 
I named Landslide.

As a college student, I rented an 
apartment with three other girls. None of 
them were Jewish. Once, when I was walking 
in the “free speech plaza” on campus, I saw a 
rabbi with a long red beard sitting at a table 
full of books. I picked up one of the books, 
which had a hideous mustard-colored cover, 
and read the title: Rabbi Shneur Zalman 
of Liadi. I put the book back and went on 
my way. Years later, I would meet this rabbi 
again and spend many Shabbosos with his 
family.

When I was still living in my college 
apartment, I noticed that the calendar 
said it was Yom Kippur, and I remembered 
my zeidy’s yahrtzeit. I opened the only 
siddur I had—the one I’d gotten from the 
Conservative synagogue when I was a 
child—and on the night of Yom Kippur, I 

said all the te!llos.
One of my Jewish friends, Dave, met 

some black-hatted rabbis who talked him 
into what I was sure was a cult. Poor Dave, 
I thought. He’s lost his mind. He’s planning to 
drop out of college and move to New York to 
learn. He’s throwing his life away.

During the winter break in 1973, the 
college dorms were closed, and most of 
the students went home. I couldn’t leave 
because I worked as a secretary at the 
biomedical library in the college, and they 
remained open over the break. Because 
I couldn’t stay in the dorm, I stayed at the 
home of a couple named Henry and Edith. 
A group of us who considered ourselves 
hip students used to gravitate to their large 
home; they were a non-Jewish older couple, 
former hippie commies with a so# spot for 
any student with a cause. They used to leave 
a key hidden for us, and we o#en used their 
home for gatherings and as a place to crash 
if we needed it.  

A few weeks earlier, I’d gone home to visit 
my parents. As I was leaving, I noticed the 
menorah, forlorn, on the shelf, and for some 
reason that I couldn’t articulate—I hadn’t lit 
a Chanukah menorah in years—I asked my 
parents if I could take it. They said, “Sure. 
We’re not using it,” and the menorah ended 
up in my college apartment. When I went 
to stay at Henry and Edith’s home, I took it 
along. 

On the morning before Chanukah, Edith 
was on her way out to go grocery shopping, 
and she asked me if I needed anything. We’d 
been up the night before decorating her 

tree, and I decided to mark my own holiday. 
I asked her for candles. She came back from 
the store and told me that they were out of 
candles. I !gured I’d have to skip Chanukah. 
It wouldn’t be the !rst time.

On Erev Chanukah in Brooklyn that year, 
the Lubavitcher Rebbe urged his chasidim 
to seek out their fellow Jews and give them 
the opportunity to light Chanukah candles. 
Three young rabbis, Chabad shluchim who 
had recently arrived in our town, heard the 
Rebbe’s call and decided to go to the college 
dorms—a 25-minute drive from their 
Chabad House—to distribute menorahs 
and candles and talk to the students. Dave, 
who had been hanging around the Chabad 
House, came with them. 

When they got to the campus, they found 
that the dorms were locked. Dejected, they 
got back into the car for the return trip. 
That’s when they saw that their gas tank was 
nearly empty. They drove around searching 
for a gas station, but because of the oil 
embargo, all the gas stations had closed 
early. They started to panic about getting 
stranded, and then Dave remembered that 
Henry and Edith lived nearby and could be 
counted on to lend a hand. He directed the 
rabbis to their house.

It was a#er midnight. I’d already gone 
to sleep when I heard banging on the front 
door. I ignored it, but then Edith came to 
get me. “Rebecca, Dave is here with three 
rabbis. Come on out.” I came out wearing 
jeans and smoking a cigarette.

One of the rabbis asked me, “Are you 
Jewish?”

I was furious. What kind of question was 
that? Didn’t I look Jewish? 

Then he said, “Did you know that tonight 
is the !rst night of Chanukah?”

What did he think I was—an idiot? I 
went to my room and came back with the 
menorah. I said, “I have this, but no candles.”

They said, “We have candles” and ran to 
their car to get them.

As I prepared to light the menorah, they 
asked me if I knew the brachah. I said, 

People at nearby 
desks dropped 
their pencils and 
stared. I was 
horrified and 
hustled the rabbis 
out the door.
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“Yes—L’hadlik ner shel Shabbos,” and they 
had to correct me.

Then we all sat down—even Henry 
and Edith—and said l’chaim and talked 
until about 2 a.m. They told us they were 
from Chabad. I’d never heard of Chabad. 
Eventually, they siphoned some gas from 
Henry’s car and drove o!. 

I assumed that was the end of an 
interesting story. 

I was at work the next day when Dave 
called to tell me that the rabbi wanted to talk 
to me. My "rst thought was that he wanted 
to recruit me as a volunteer.

I said, “I’m busy at work until "ve.” 
Dave said, “He’ll meet you a#er work.” 
I agreed, but I said to Dave, “Tell him to 

wait outside and not to come in here.” 
At 4:50 p.m., Dave and all three rabbis 

showed up in my o$ce. People at nearby 
desks dropped their pencils and stared. I 
was horri"ed and hustled them out the door. 

One of the rabbis said, “You seem to be 
someone who would like to know more 
about Judaism.”

I wasn’t prepared for that. I said, “Yeah, I 
guess.”

He told me about a program in Minnesota 
where I could learn about Judaism and 
o!ered to pay for my ticket. I replied that 
it sounded cool; I thought it would be an 
opportunity to meet new, fun people. The 
rabbi didn’t mention that it was an all-girls’ 
program.

Two days later, I was on the plane to 
Minnesota. I’d gone shopping in a rush; I’d 
heard Minnesota winters were brutal, so 
I’d stocked up on warm pants. Little did I 
know…

Rabbi Manis Friedman met me at the 
airport. The plan was that I would stay for 
a week and then return to college. Every 
day was the same. We learned in the old 
Lubavitch House of St. Paul for six hours 
straight. I don’t think I got out of my chair at 
all during those sessions—I was trans"xed. 
We did this again every evening—asking 
questions and listening to Rabbi Friedman’s 

explanations, sometimes until three or four 
in the morning. 

The concepts, the depth—it all resonated 
with me. For example, we learned that our 
actions in this world are an awakening 
from below that cause a corresponding 
“awakening” above. Eventually, I made the 
connection: I’d brought the menorah with 
me from my parents’ house to my apartment 
and then taken it to Harry and Edith’s house, 
and Hashem had sent shluchim to make 
sure I lit it.

It was a confusing time for me. I loved 
the ideas about the purpose of creation 
and the power of a Yiddishe neshamah. The 
di$culty was that I was terri"ed of the life 
that came with it. I was still very attached to 
the pleasures and values of the secular world. 
The thought of living as a frum woman was 
foreign and overwhelming. I didn’t know 
that I could be a frum woman and still have 
a career. 

I took more classes. I began to use my 
Hebrew name, Rivkah. I continued to learn 
and made many new friends, who called me 
the “Chanukah girl.” 

Gradually, I took on more and more 
mitzvos. Sometimes I’d backslide, but 
then I’d be inspired and recommit. It took 
a few years, but once I became fully frum, I 
couldn’t imagine living any other way. 

I married a rabbi, and our children and 
grandchildren lead frum lives in di!erent 
cities all over the world. 

Every Chanukah, I remember that 
wondrous night nearly 40 years ago when 
the course of our family’s life was changed 
forever. 

My husband lights his large silver 
menorah at our window, and hopefully 
others who are lost in the darkness will see 
the %ames and be drawn to their light. O

To submit your story for this column or to 
have your story featured here, please send 
an email to editorial@amimagazine.org or 
call 718-534-8800, ext. 202. Your story and/
or submission will be kept con!dential.
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Miles 
that go 

the extra 
mile.
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