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    Words from the Publisher


    Earlier this summer, Deepak Chopra wrote on Twitter.com, “This intelligence at the deepest core of my being & of other Beings & of the Universe, has been called GOD by many spiritual traditions.”


    
I enjoyed receiving this tweet, and I appreciate that the new world of social media includes many reminders of our connectedness, our common consciousness, even our spirituality.

    



    I like Chopra’s reminder that God exists “in the deepest core of our Being.” We’ve often heard the expression, “There are many paths up the mountain.” But Chopra’s words remind us how internal God is as well. That we do not need to solely climb high, or look up to an authority established by a particular religion. We must also look within, at ourselves, to connect with God.


    


    Of course, even the word God is encumbered with meaning specific to various religions and cultures.


    


    The doctrines of some religious leaders and followers hold that moral values, and both punishment and reward from following ignoring those values, come from above, from without.


    


    But it’s fascinating to realize the underlying unity, the common language, and the common core of so many faiths. Did you know that “The Golden Rule” is expressed similarly in 11 of the world’s religions? (Thank you to Religious Science teacher Jennifer Berkeley for this list.)


    


    Christianity:All things whatsoever, ye would that men should to you, do ye even so to them.


    Islam:No one of you is a believer until he loves for his brother what he loves for himself.


    Taoism:Regard your neighbor’s gain as your own gain and regard your neighbor’s loss as your own loss.


    Judaism: Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.


    Hinduism:Men gifted with intelligence should always treat others as they themselves wish to be treated.


    Jainism: In happiness and suffering, in joy and grief, we should regard all creatures as we regard our own self.


    Sikhism:As thou deemest thyself, so deem others. Then thou becomes a partner in Heaven.


    


    Become a partner in Heaven. Not just a dweller at the foot of the mountain.


    


    As our society morphs into an increasingly connected world with social media shortening both the time and space between us, democratizing communication, I wonder what it will do to global consciousness. There are many on Twitter working for social good, following the precepts of The Golden Rule.


    You can subscribe to quotes from the Dalai Lama, tweets from Marianne Williamson. One student events posts Twitter prayers to the Western Wall in Jerusalem.


    With our rapidly increasing exposure to new ideas, new media, our individual and group consciousness grow exponentially. As the Dalai Lama noted on Twitter.com, “All the waters and rivers of different lands have their ultimate meeting point in the ocean.”


    


    Donna Baier-Stein


    Publisher/Editor-in-Chief


    

  


  
    


    


    The Rabbi and the Maid by Debra Goldberg


    Long ago in the town of Spolat there lived a rabbi who was said to be one of the thirteen great saints upon which the fate of the world rests. His name was Moshe Levi Aaron but he was known throughout the Ukraine as the Spolater Rav. He spoke in a soft voice, had a beard that flowed to his waist and a quick gait. The power of his prayers was legendary; even the Christian gentry summoned him late at night to pray at their children’s sick beds under the sleeping noses of the village priests. It was true his rabbinic rulings were often stern, but this was a rabbi who cloaked his judgments in the mercy of a mother’s kiss. 


    For many years the rabbi lived peacefully with his wife and four children in a modest house with clay walls and a dirt floor. The oldest child, a daughter, was married. He spent his days in his study or the synagogue, a wooden structure that each year sunk a few more inches into the thick Ukrainian mud. Catastrophe is drawn to peace and quiet—isn’t that so? One afternoon when the Jews were taking their Sabbath naps a storm blew up. Lightning struck the chestnut tree that shaded the rabbi’s house. The tree smashed through the thatched roof and killed his wife and three young sons.


    For a year the rabbi retreated from the outside world. He wrapped himself in the Holy teachings: Psalms, Talmud, Commentary. He took long walks in the forest by himself, his caftan barely covering his thick black boots. Blessed be the Almighty One who grieves deeply for the human heart. The rabbi’s daughter was given three sons in three years. They were named after her brothers. The sight of his grandchildren succored the poison from his wound, and the familiar sweet smile returned to his compassionate lips.


    It’s no secret that Satan takes a personal interest in bringing down the choicest of venerated souls. The Devil was convinced the rabbi’s heart could not withstand another loss, even a small one. He looked for signs of weakness and found one in the spice merchant who married the rabbi’s daughter. The son-in-law was unhappy in Spolat, inwardly thinking he would be more successful if he lived in a more cosmopolitan environment. The Devil immediately dispatched a demon to whisper in the spice merchant’s ear that if he moved halfway around the world to South America he would be rich and live like a king. It’s well known that many crazy ideas come from the Evil One. Even the spice trader knew this, but he refused to seek refuge in the Holy Books to protect him from his own greed, and soon enough, despite the protests of his wife, he decided to take his family and move to Argentina, leaving Spolat for good.


    When the rabbi’s daughter broke the news to her father, he made no attempt to hide his dismay. He cried out and clutched his head. “Why not book passage for the moon?” he wailed. But what could he do? He gave them his blessing and when the Sabbath arrived with its commandment to feel joy, he changed into his holiday clothes and reminded himself that all earthly pain and pleasures are of a temporary nature and the lower world an annex to the World to Come.


    A person either goes up or down in life and it’s the same with souls. Isn’t that so? Despite many attempts to match him with a second wife, the rabbi refused all invitations. He became a recluse, locked behind closed doors in his study pouring over sacred texts. This pleased Satan who uses grief to create spiritual confusion and even, God forbid, a loss of faith.


    You should know that the Evil One doesn’t take chances. One day while the Rav was walking in the forest he slipped and broke his leg. The leg wasn’t set right forcing him to hobble around in great pain. As much as he wanted to live by himself, he could no longer take care of his own needs. The town fathers volunteered to pay for a maid to keep house for the rabbi under the supervision of his secretary, a nervous type named Dov Hillel. He had a long face and a bird beak nose and hopped around the synagogue on crane-like legs.


    After a long and thorough search, Dov Hillel picked a local girl named Leah Rifka to be the rabbi’s maid. She was a widow’s daughter known for her piety and good looks. Her arms and legs were shapely, she blushed easily beneath her creamy skin, and her brown eyes were shaped like almonds and flecked with gold. She favored colorful blouses tucked modestly into her long skirts, but only a sleepwalker could fail to see her lithe figure beneath her clothes. Let me say this and no more, God forbid I should commit lashen hora, but to tell the truth the girl had grand ambitions. She wanted a rich man. She would take a Torah scholar, but only if he was handsome and kind. This from a poor girl with no dowry!


    It’s no secret that one termite left long enough to its own devices can devour an entire house. The maid was eighteen years old and her father died when she was an infant so she had little experience with the kind of humility that is provoked by tragedy. Leah Rifka’s most precious dream was to have a large family. She would accept nothing less than twelve children for the tribes of Israel or at the very least seven, three for the blessings before the Shema and four for the blessings said afterwards.


    Unfortunately she had only ambitions for her dowry, so the matchmakers brought mostly broken packages to her door. This one was rich but clenched his jaw and scowled when Leah Rifka disagreed with him on small matters, preferring to bake her noodle pudding with raisins which he couldn’t stand. “If he scowls at trifles,” she complained, “he will beat me over the head on more important matters.” Other matches were not interested in pleasant conversation, only in having a wife who performed her duties while he spent his days and nights in the House of Study.


    “I’m not a cow to be milked,” she said.


    Still, her friends had made good matches and she had uncles and cousins who treated their wives with love and dignity so why couldn’t she have such a husband for herself? When she received the offer to become the rabbi’s maid, she immediately accepted, hoping the nearness to the great saint would improve her chances for an excellent match.


    The maid performed her tasks expertly and with efficiency. Even Dov Hillel found nothing to complain about. The rabbi was comforted by her cheerful disposition and when she asked him about the Holy Books he found her questions insightful. He quickly grew attached to her and his affection was returned. Sometimes he accidentally called her Frieda which was his daughter’s name. She eagerly cooked his meals, carefully poured his tea, dutifully scrubbed the chulent pot so clean she could admire her pretty dimples in the shiny surface. When Friday arrived she lay down new straw on the mud floors in preparation for the Sabbath and whitewashed the clay walls. She cut and arranged fresh flowers in a tin cup to cheer the dark interior of the home. The fragrance of purple tulips and lilacs filled the three small rooms of his modest house.


    When a year passed, boredom set in and this led to an even greater obsession with her future. Housekeeping only intensified her desire to have a home and family of her own. She confessed her deep longing to the Rav who immediately set about to find her a proper husband. Six months passed without a word from him. She found it nearly impossible to be patient. Then he returned from a trip to Cracow with unbelievable news. A wealthy rug dealer named Nachaim was interested in meeting Leah Rifka. He was a widower, ten years older than she, without children and desirous of a large family. The rabbi arranged a meeting. It was clear to Leah Rifka that the Almighty One had favored her with an exceptional match. He was a handsome man with a trimmed beard, was elegantly dressed, and displayed a generous and kind manner. Within a month the joyous wedding took place.


    The Spolater Rav clapped the loudest of the men when they marched the beaming bridegroom to the wedding canopy. Even so, it was difficult for him to say goodbye to Leah Rifka. The night of the wedding the Spolater Rav dreamt of birds. He tried to grasp them and they flew away. He woke up feeling lonely and afraid, although of what he couldn’t say.


    “Blessed are the ways of the Holy One,” he sighed.


    Leah Rifka wrote to the rabbi often and he read each letter twice before tucking it away. Her letters brimmed with happiness about her new life. She even wrote to the new maid, reminding her to make certain the rabbi was served “honey on his eggs and milk in his porridge” and that he didn’t overwork himself to exhaustion. For two years they corresponded regularly, then the letters to the rabbi abruptly stopped. When six months passed without a word, the rabbi dispatched Dov Hillel to Cracow to inquire after the former maid’s health. He wrote to the rabbi with troubling news.


    Leah Rifka had left her husband! She was returning to Spolat to seek the rabbi’s permission to be granted a get, a divorce decree. Dov Hillel spoke to her husband who sat in his parlor chair like a hanged man. He insisted that Leah Rifka was at first happy. He saw to it she lacked for nothing material in her life. She had servants, fine clothes, a horse and carriage. Her piety impressed everyone and her charity work inspired other women to do the same. But when a pregnancy didn’t result from nearly three years of marriage, her yearning for children became overwhelming and could not be contained. Apparently some of her wealthier friends, pampered girls with nothing better to do than poke their noses into her troubles, encouraged her to believe that her husband was keeping some health problem to himself, or God forbid something even worse. It was a common belief that serious punishments were the result of serious sins.


    At first Leah Rifka ignored the accusation believing it to be foolish. She loved her husband and except for her concerns about children she was content in every way. Then she noticed he seemed uncomfortable when she asked him details about his first marriage. She reproached him for not agreeing to see a doctor. She had been to several physicians herself. She didn’t know what to think and became so anxious she could hardly sleep at night. Leah Rifka found herself longing for the past when she was at the rabbi’s house with her dreams intact. Then one day before she put on her shiedel, her marriage wig, she suffered a fright when she found a grey hair among the black ones in her close cropped hair.


    “How can this be?” she asked. “I’m only in my twenties.” She decided her anxieties were making her prematurely old. What if he was indeed hiding something? She would grow old without children, her deepest fear. No longer willing to keep her concerns to herself, she summoned the courage to confront her husband, accusing him of knowing he was unable to have children.


    The rug dealer banged the table with both fists. “I have not lied to you, Leah Rifka,” he said, his eyes expressing pain. “What nonsense is this?” His protests did no good. She took to her bed and when he demanded they speak she turned her gaunt face to the wall. Even then he saw the distrust in her eyes. He wept at his own misery but his wife’s suffering tore at his heart. So after Sabbath he told her he would grant her a divorce if the Spolater Rav agreed to it. This kind of man is very rare and yet it was so.


    When Leah Rifka arrived at the rabbi’s house she was overcome by joy at seeing him. But when he asked her what she wanted, she started weeping like a tired school girl and confessed everything.


    “In the end I have no choice but to ask for a get,” she said. The rabbi was not so sure. He had a reputation for being able to see a problem and its solution at the same time. He sent her to her mother’s house while he deliberated for a week before calling her to his study.


    “Leah Rifka,” he said, his tone soft, fatherly, “If you still desire a get I will write your husband immediately and tell him I approve. However, first I must ask you to do me a favor.”


    Relieved, she told him she would do any favor he asked.


    He leaned forward and spoke in a tone that suggested he was taking her into his confidence. “I have been distracted by a very big case. I trust you not to say a word of what I’m about to tell you to anyone unless I direct you to do so. I believe you can do this because you have a pious soul and a loving nature.”


    The young girl blushed and lowered her eyes to the ground.


    “The Shekinah, blessed be God’s name, appeared to me a few weeks ago in a dream. She was furious and revealed to me the cause of her wrath. She complained that the sons of Israel had become spiritually infertile. She said too many of them either refused to keep the mitzvas or did so with half a heart. Worse, she was forced to witness their disrespectful behavior: gambling and sleeping late when they should have been learning from the Holy Books. Most disturbing to her was the heartless manner in which men treated each other, without compassion, gossiping and trying to succeed at the expense of their neighbors.


    The rabbi’s face turned ashen and he shut his eyes tight as if all the sins of the world were lined up in front of him. “The Shekinah has lost patience. Who can blame her? She commanded me to write up a divorce decree from the Jewish people and grant her a get.”


    Dov Hillel, eavesdropping behind the door, started to shake. Since he knew that the Shekinah was married to the Jewish people when the Torah was given at Mount Sinai, a divorce meant the Covenant between God and the Jews would be broken.


    “But this can’t be allowed!” Rifka Leah said.


    The rabbi raised his hand for silence. He reached over his desk and picked up a document and placed it in a thick yellow envelope.


    “Leah Rifka” he sighed. “I have prayed and thought deeply about this, and I feel I must abide by the Shekinah’s wishes. Here is the divorce decree. Take it immediately to the rabbis I have named in the envelope and ask them to sign it. When they sign it and you have returned, I will add my signature and it will be done.”


    Leah Rifka was terrified. “What will happen to the Jewish people?”


    “The Jewish nation will cease to exist,” he said, “once the marriage is dissolved.” She took the document but instead of abiding by the rabbi’s instructions, she fled to Dov Hillel who examined it for authenticity, thinking the Rav was playing some strange joke. He examined it, then clutched his beard and began to sob.


    “Woe to the tribes of Israel,” he said. “The great Rav is so highly regarded in the upper realms that if he signs it the Heavenly Court might feel compelled to comply.” Even so, Dov Hillel told her she must do as she was told.


    Somehow Leah Rifka summoned the strength to travel to nearby towns to gather the signatures he requested. Inwardly she was furious at the rabbi. Why give her such an enormous responsibility? She was just a maid. She hoped the two rabbis she was told to approach would tear the document up but after a while, with grief-stricken eyes, they signed their names. Then they donned sackcloth and said special prayers pleading for a reversal of the decree.


    When Leah Rifka returned the envelope to the Rav she thought her skull might crack from fear. It was a few hours before sundown. Already the indigo hem of the Sabbath Queen was visible in the eastern sky. It seemed strange to her that she could not focus on the great tragedy that was about to happen but instead worried on what she could hear, see, smell, touch, feel. She was suddenly aware of every sound as if all sounds of the world were begging to be heard. Her ears took in the shrieks of schoolboys racing around outside by the cheder. What would happen to them? A bee lingered above the flower bed. What good would pretty flowers do for the world now? In the distance a poor Jewish peddler clanked his noisy pots and pans down the dirt road. Would such peddlers suddenly vanish from sight?


    The rabbi slowly opened the document and stared at it for a long time as if it were an open gate to a hidden realm. Then he picked up his pen and was about to sign his name when Leah Rifka bolted from her chair and thrust her hand between the document and the Rav’s pen.


    “Wait!” Leah Rifka said. “I myself have an infertile husband so I know first hand the nature of the Shekinah’s sorrow. Even so, is it worth the dissolution of her marriage vows and the destruction of the Universe as we know it? The Shekinah must have more patience.”


    “Leah Rifka,“ the rabbi said her name so quietly she could barely hear him. “How can you ask the Shekinah to be patient when you yourself are not patient?”


    For a long time they sat in silence. The maid’s resolve wavered. How could she think only of herself in such a time? She watched as a silent terrified witness as the fantasies and dreams that she wore like warm blankets crumbled to dust. “Then I will wait,” she said firmly. “I will not divorce my husband. If the Shekhina agrees to wait, I will wait too.”


    The rabbi smiled sweetly and slowly put the unsigned get back into the envelope. “It will be good,” he said. Leah Rifka prepared to return to Cracow to repair her marriage.


     As soon as she left the study Dov Hillel burst into the room.


    “Rabbi,” he asked. “Why did you risk the entire world for the sake of a maid? If you had signed the document, the Heavenly Court might have granted the get. How could you engage in such a risky act?”


    A thoughtful expression formed on the rabbi’s face. “It is written that to take a life is to destroy a Universe. I have already seen the child she was meant to have. I put the world in her womb in place of the child so she would understand her actions and make amends.”


    “But that was such a dangerous test!”


    “Who is to say that such a test won’t fall someday unknowingly upon your shoulders,” the rabbi replied, his tone stern. “Are you so foolish to think that only the actions of rabbis determine the fate of Jews?”


    Nine months later a letter arrived that gave the Spolater Rav great joy. Leah Rifka gave birth to a baby boy who grew up to study with the Spolater Rav, becoming a famous scholar himself. She bore six more children after that. The divorce decree for the Shekinah was never mentioned by the Spolater Rav again.


    But who can shut the mouth of a town? The story was passed through the generations. There are Holy men even today who worry that the Shekinah has lost patience and that such a divorce decree is in the making.


    

  


  
    


    


    A Garden for Amytis by Melissa Studdard Kirkpatrick


    


     Be still. The Hanging Gardens were a dream


    That over Persian roses flew to kiss


    —Trumbull Strickney


    


    Nebuchadnezzar II knew woman


    by her real name:


    flower, fountain, dewdrop.


    He knew that to win her


    even in the desert


    was not impossible,


    because


    if his imagination was moist


    and his heart was like soil,


    he could become more


    than mere conqueror—


    he could be a creator too,


    and he would grow not only roses


    or dangling fragrant vines,


    but there in Babylon


    he could grow, also,


    that hardiest of stalks:


    love.
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    Om by Melissa Studdard Kirkpatrick


    


    He sent us flowers without a card,


    God did—that trickster soul.


    It must have been a sound that started it all,


    And he’s still out there somewhere, laughing


    While we seek directions, or direction,


    While we, the addressees, search for an addresser,


    While we sort and sift and categorize and collect,


    Divide, classify and analyze. Our refrigerators hum to us,


    And heaven knows the bugs make their merry at night.


    Once I even saw the color yellow hum


    When I imagined van Gogh stroking its thick,


    Vibrant passion onto the page.


    That yellow song was anything but hum-drum.


    I swear, I felt it on the roof of my mouth


    And at the back of my throat


    Like a yogic ritual or some sort of Tantric stunt.


    Even deep in my chest, yes, I felt the hum.


    And in the other room—the clothes in the washer,


    Round and around they went, their own spinning universe,


    And next to them, a parallel world, the dryer,


    Connected to the same outlet,


    Hum, hum, humming away.


    This life is anything but ho-hum,


    With all this motion and noise.


    Hell, I can hardly even hear over the hum of my phone,


    Which I have cursed for interference,


    Which I have indignantly labeled, “that silver piece of shit,”


    Which I have threatened to replace (like it cares),


    And which was really Om all along.


    Washing clothes, I’ve since learned, is an act of prayer.

  

