
C/) 

CD 

. 2 

CD 

CD 

Holy Days and Holidays: 
The Interfaith Family's 
Fall and Winter 

When my children were 
growing up, i t sometimes 
seemed I couldn't catch 

my breath between late August and 
m i d February. Labor Day, for 
openers, was not a holiday but an 
i r r i ta t ing impediment to getting 
back-to-school clothes and supplies 
i n order: who needed a picnic? 

Next, i n our dual-faith family, would 
come the High Holydays. In part, this 
was a blessed relief One of the lesser-
noticed benefits o f maintaining both 
Judaism and Christianity in a 
household is the spiritual advantage 
for the Christian partner i n being 
privileged to participate in Jewish 
ri tual . I've grown to love the prayers 
that have become familiar over 35 
years of marriage; I t h r i l l to the 
sound of the shofar; my heart swells 
when I hear my daughter sing Kol 
Nidre for the congregation; even the 
long Yom Kippur fast has become a 
cleansing, centering experience. 

Still , there's no denying, I also felt 
the pressure o f producing the special 
Rosh Hashanah meal: baking the 
magnificent, round, saffron-scented, 
raisin-studded hallah; cooking the 
traditional dishes that, though 
delicious, are alien to my Italian 
culinary heritage (unt i l , that is, I 
discovered Italian Jewish cuisine!); 
remembering to prepare the apples 
and honey enough beforehand to 
avoid delaying our departure for 
synagogue but not so early that the 
apples turned brown. Even Yom 
Kippur required careful planning to 
ensure that nourishing yet easy-to-
digest meals were provided to the 
fasters; and that food which was easy 
to prepare and not too tempting to 

me, but still appealing to young 
palates, was available for non-fasters. 

Then came the pleasant but t ime-
consuming rituals o f Sukkot: making 
paper chains, gathering gourds and 
Indian corn, and searching out the 
permanent decorations for the 
sukkah; bui lding the sukkah itself; 
overseeing and dealing wi th the 
extra work involved in eating 
outdoors (we never slept in ours); 
dismantling everything and deciding 
how to use the etrog this year— 
pomander or fruitcake?—since I 
could never bear the thought o f 
simply throwing away something 
that cost so much 

In an all-Jewish family, we would 
now have been at the point where 
there was nothing left to do for 
months but deal w i th Thanksgiving 
and th ink about a few simple 
Hanukkah gifts. But we were not 
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only a Jewish/Christian family, but 
an American family: for weeks, even 
before Halloween (which in itself is 
fraught w i th religious and social 
overtones for members o f both faiths 
to contend w i t h ) , we would have 
been bombarded wi th a barrage of 
carols, ho-ho-ing santas, T V images 
of wreaths and sleighs in snow 
(carefully larded, you should excuse 
the expression, w i th the occasional 
menorah still-shot). Plus programs 
offering handy hints on how to t u rn 
the entire house into a combined 
vision o f how the colonial settlers 
might have decorated for Christmas 
i f only those sobersided Puritans 
had ever dreamed of doing such an 
idolatrous thing, and our own local 
branch of FAO Schwartz. 

We had a couple o f strategies for 
defusing some of the hysteria. The 
first was a straightforward Christian 
practice, but one in which, unusually, 
the Jewish members o f the family 
had no problem participating. 
Starting from the first Monday in 
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Advent (the four-week pre-Christ-
mas period)—and the day after the 
Advent wreath had been made and 
its first candle l i t—we kept a cookie 
jar on the breakfast table filled w i th 
folded slips o f paper. Each had 
wri t ten on i t an activity: Buy a toy 
for a needy child out o f your own 
money; Do a favor for the family 
member you've most recently 
quarrelled w i t h ; Visit someone at 
the nursing home, and so forth. 
There were also a few surprise treats: 
Go to a movie; Take a day off f rom 
your chores. I composed most of 
them, but the others were free to 
contribute. Every day we would each 
pick one. This helped us focus on 
what the holiday is actually about. 

Our other way of metaphorically 
inserting graphite rods in the 
children before they reached critical 
mass derived directly from our 
mixed-faith situation: celebrating 
Hanukkah. The gifts would be things 
the whole family could enjoy by the 
light of the hanukkiah each night: a 
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jigsaw puzzle; some easy-to-play 
sheet music; one year it was the 
deluxe anniversary edition o f 
Monopoly. The holiday usually fell 
before Christmas, but close enough 
to drain off some of the excess 
energy—and acquisitiveness—that 
had been bui ld ing from at least m i d -
November. The chocolates and 
hazelnuts we played dreidel for also 
helped satisfy the treat-craving that 
seems to peak at this season. 

O f course, Hanukkah also meant 
grating potatoes for latkes and, i n 
ambitious years, preparing 
souvganiot—Israeli-style jelly 
doughnuts—while getting started 
on Christmas-tree cookies and 
gingerbread critters, searching out 
the goose and salmon that our family 
favors but that used to be much 
harder to fmd than they are today, 
and of course, shopping and wrap
ping, shopping and wrapping. A n d 
I haven't even mentioned holiday 
cards, and the elaborate lists: o f 
friends and relations who get them; 
those who already got Rosh Hashana 
cards; those who get both; those who 
get dual-holiday cards; and secular
ists who get neutral Currier-and-Ives 
landscape cards. 

Then there's the passion and high 
drama of choosing, dragging home, 
mount ing, and decorating the 
Christmas tree. No sooner have the 
discarded gift wrappings been sorted 
into "too good to throw away," " w i l l 
go one more year," "can go into the 
fireplace," and "has to end up i n the 
landfi l l" than the tree's needles are 
being ground into the carpet and my 
husband is muttering darkly about 
fire hazards. Helping me hand-sweep 
the l iving room one year (the needles 
clog the vacuum cleaner), a Jewish 
friend said incredulously, "You 

deliberately put yourself through 
this aggravation every year?" I could 
only repeat my cleaning lady's similar 
observation on the exigencies o f 
Passover preparation, but I must 
admit he had a p o i n t . . . 

Wait a minute, did I skip over 
Christmas itself there? Funny how 
that happens. No time to th ink about 
i t now, there's the New Year's open 
house to get ready for. Then just 
about the time the last forgotten 
pointsettia napkin r ing has been 
crammed through the flap on the 
cardboard box in the basement that 
holds its brethren, it's Purim: more 
baking, and the perennial question, 
"Can I eat hamantaschen in Lent? 
What i f I skip the St. Patrick's Day 
absolution from fasting?" 

I've worn myself out just thinking 
about all this. So what's the point? 
It is, of course, that whether every-one 
in your family celebrates all holidays— 
Jewish, Christian, and secular; or only 
one person celebrates one set while the 
rest of you do the others; or you all 
celebrate in only one faith but one of 
you has memories and emotional 
attachments to the hohdays of the 
other; whatever your pattern: 'tis the 
season to be fraught (NOT) . 

We hope the articles in this special 
double holiday issue contain sugges
tions and strategies you can use to keep 
an even keel and a calm frame of mind, 
and help you develop your own. I f 
you've married someone of a different 
faith, you already know that you need 
even more tolerance, flexibility, humor, 
and hard work than same-faith couples 
do. The good news is that, as wi th 
physical workouts, spiritual exercises 
make your soul strong. ^ 
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Origins of the 
Christmas Tree 

Excerpt by Joan C. Hawxhurst 

from the pamphlet "Don't Light 

the Menorah So Close to the 

Christmas Tree," available free 

to DI-IFR members or on request 

by calling 800-530-1596. Originally 

published in Vol. 1, #2 of Dovetail 

(Dec. 1992-Jan. 1993; © Dovetail 

Publishing, Inc.; all rights reserved). 

For many Jewish-Christian 
famihes, decisions about a 

Christmas tree in their home is the 
central question o f the "December 
dilemma." What is the or igin of the 
tradition? A n d why has this seem
ingly harmless plant come to 
symbolize so much? 

History 

Anthropologists associate the 
Christmas tree w i t h pr imit ive tree 
worship. Ancient pagans considered 
plants the dwelling places o f gods. 
Dur ing the Roman Saturnalia, i t was 
customary to present people w i th 
branches for good luck in the New 
Year. At northern Europe's icy winter 
solstice, the festival o f Yule, ever
greens were brought into people's 
homes and blazing fires were bui l t to 
honor Odin and Thor. In medieval 
times trees used in "Paradise plays" 
symbolized the Garden o f Eden. The 
decorative apples, once symbols o f 
humanity's fall, were gradually 
replaced wi th oranges, brightly 
colored balls, and cookies. 

The tree as a symbol o f Christmas 
has been attributed to the 10th 
century story o f George Jacob, an 
Arabian geographer, that on the 
night o f Christ's b i r th all the trees in 
the winter forest bloomed and bore 
fruit . I t was as f i rmly believed, i n that 
time, as the v i rg in b i r th . This legend 
developed into the custom of forcing 
plants into b loom at Christmas time. 
I t is also said that M a r t i n Luther, 
inspired by the Christmas Eve stars, 
cut a tree, brought it inside, and 
i l luminated i t w i th candles to 
represent starlight. 

The use of decorated trees indoors spread 
from Germany through Europe and then 
the United States. The first White House 
Christmas tree was decorated in 1856. 

The Emotional Charge 

Today, for most people, the Christ
mas tree represents fond childhood 
memories o f family togetherness and 
warmth rather than faith statements 
about Jesus. These are emotional 
memories, difficult to intellectuahze. 
So when Jewish and Christian 
partners attempt to "make peace 
w i t h the Christmas tree," the sparks 
can fly. Even those who have decided 
to raise their children in the Jewish 
faith can find the prospect of a "tree-
free" house emotionally upsetting to 
the Christian partner. I t is natural to 
want to pass on to one's children the 
traditions o f family warmth and love 
represented by Christmas symbols. 
But, rest assured, interfaith families 
have found acceptable, religiously 
respectful solutions to these issues. 

Suggestions 

• Some famihes have hohday trees 
(non-evergreen houseplants deco
rated wi th lights) that are l i t for 
many holidays, not just Christmas. 

• Some clever families, instead o f 
a tree, decorate w i th branches and 
lights over doors and on mantels to 
brighten the winter season. 

• Some families decorate their 
Christmas trees w i th Stars o f David, 
dreidels, gelt, and menorahs. We 
caution, though, symbol mix ing 
may upset your extended family. 

"Tree talk" can push you both to 
look more deeply into your own 
faiths. By pinpoint ing key issues and 
values, sharing them, and identifying 
what you really want to pass on to 
the children, you may weave together 
the many threads that create a r ich 
spiritual t radi t ion as well as fond 
childhood memories. ^ 
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Daunting December 
By Randi Field 

For years, I got unusually 
cranky when December rolled 
around. I t seemed that 

everywhere I turned, Christmas 
was " i n my face." Being the Jewish 
partner i n an interfaith marriage 
served to magnify this feeling. I put 
on a happy face but underneath I 
was seething about how much time, 
money, and energy I expended on a 
holiday that wasn't even mine. 
Christmas was just something else 
that got dumped on my already 
burdened schedule. I t wasn't fair. 
When my husband brought home a 
tree to decorate, I to ld h i m "It's your 
holiday," and found something else 
to do. A l l I could th ink was, "Bah 
humbug." 

Two major life events budged me 
from my position. Their names are 
Jared and Casey. Becoming their 
mother caused me to reevaluate 
many issues i n hght o f a new 
framework: "What's best for my 
children?" Dur ing their earlier 
years, I didn't have to budge too 
much. They didn't understand 
much. As they grew, so d id I . 

One o f the biggest challenges we face 
as parents is teaching our kids to be 
decent human beings in the face o f a 
violent, negative, media-driven 
wor ld . For me, teaching them 
decency means t ry ing to be the 
k i n d o f person I want them to be. 
Respecting my husband's religious 
beliefs and practices is r ight up there. 
By stretching myself as a human 
being, I ' m teaching my children to 
be tolerant and flexible, not r ig id 
and self-righteous. Moreover, 
working out our conflicts i n a 
constructive way teaches our 
children sharing, compromise, 
cooperation, and mutual respect. 

Al though we agreed to raise our kids 
as both Jewish and Christian, that 
was easier said than done. We don't 
have family in the area. After a few 
years o f discussing how we should 
provide more religious teaching and 
celebrations, we acknowledged that 
we could not successfully celebrate 
both faiths wi thout a solid support 
system at hand. Fortunately, we 
found the Interfaith Families Project 
o f Greater Washington, DC (IFFP), 
a local group o f Jewish-Christian 
families w i t h depleted energy levels 
much like ours. 

Christmas What? 

While our children attend Sunday 
school, IFF? adult members can 
attend group meetings to discuss a 
mult i tude o f interfaith issues. This 
past winter, Ian Spatz, our adult 
group leader, led a discussion o f the 
December Dilemma. Members 
reflected on Rabbi Ar thur Blecher's 
advice from the pr ior year to keep in 
m i n d that Hanukkah isn't a major 
Jewish holiday like the High Holy 
Days. Dr. Blecher advised us to let 
Christmas retain its significance and 
not t ry to downgrade i t or elevate 
Hanukkah to be more than i t is. He 
suggested that Jewish partners can 
avoid feeling snubbed by Christmas's 
preeminence by t ry ing to take 
pleasure in their spouse's and 
children's enjoyment o f the holiday. 
For me, having the issue clearly 
articulated was the first t ime I 
realized just how cranky I had 
become. 

Some Jewish partners reflected on 
their joy in being "let into" Christ
mas by way of their interfaith 
marriage. They observed that gaining 
"access" to Christmas might hold the 
subconscious key to explaining the 
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attraction of some Jews to interfaitJi 
relationships. It's liJce being let into 
the " i n " crowd. In a dialogue resem
bling a Seinfeld episode, the idea was 
raised that "Christmas envy" could 
be a possible motive for interfaith 
marriage. Months later, that theme 
resurfaced as some Jewish members 
discussed possible feelings o f "Easter 
envy." 

Humor aside, many Jewish partners 
acknowledged continued feelings o f 
ambivalence over Christmas tradi
tions. For some, having a Christmas 
tree in the home took some getting 
used to because it was viewed as such 
a Christian symbol. Other Jewish 
partners thought the tree was a lovely 
symbol o f the holiday season but 
drew the line at having a creche in 
the home. After discussing the issues 
that prevented Jewish partners from 
enjoying December, we focused on 
rebuilding the holidays in a positive 
light. 

Strategies for the Bumpy 
Roads 

1) Communicate, communicate, 
communicate! 

I ' m not sure how my husband and I 
digressed into the pattern. I suppose 
I was wi l l i ng to do the work and he 
was more than wi l l ing to let me. At 
any rate, I finally spoke up. "Look," 
I told h i m . "You're the one w i th the 
Irish-Cathohc family and friends. Do 
you have any idea how exhausting it 
is addressing all those Christmas 
cards? I 'm going on strike." He 
leaped into action w i t h understand
ing support and a ball-point pen. 
The more he chipped in , the more 
my aggravation level dissipated. He 
also participated more in Jewish 
holidays which, i n tu rn , made me 

want to participate more in Christian 
holidays. By communicating and 
sharing, we have made the holidays 
a t ime to look forward to being 
together and appreciating how truly 
blessed we are. 

2) Keep each holiday i n its proper 
place. 

IFFP Cochair Melinda Frederick 
and her family keep Christmas and 
its rituals separate from Hanukkah. 
They celebrate Christmas after 
Hanukkah, i f the calendar cooper
ates. "The tree goes up when Hanuk
kah is finished, or as close to the end 
as possible," says Melinda. "We also 
t ry to schedule the Hanukkah gift 
orgy as far apart from Christmas day 
as possible. I f a conflict arises in 
dates, we play down, or do an 
abbreviated version of Hanukkah in 
favor o f Christmas." Melinda finds 
that having two sets o f holidays 
makes deciding where to spend them 
effortless. There is never any discus
sion of whose family to go to for 
each holiday. 

3) Try on a new perspective. 

I f you don't like what you see, change 
how you look at i t . Part o f my 
struggle to deal w i t h Christmas was 
tied to my Jesus aversion. Recogniz
ing Jesus seemed like a very anti-
Jewish thing to do. Last winter, IFFP 
Board member Lance Flitter gave a 
wonderfully insightful discussion on 
the historical Jesus. I was surprised 
to learn that Jesus, the man, espoused 
the same ideals as I d id . He was also 
quite the rebel in his t ime—all the 
more reason to like h im . M y anguish 
was tied to the religious ideology 
created by Jesus's followers rather 
than to Jesus himself. That revelation 
allowed me to enjoy Christmas for 
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what i t meant to me—a celebration 
of the b i r t h o f a great man, much 
like Gandhi or M a r t i n Luther King. 
Melinda suggests that "Christmas 
may be actually a l i t t le easier [than 
Easter is] for Jews because i t simply 
marks the b i r th o f Jesus, a Jew: not 
his death/resurrection, as Easter 
symbolizes." 

4) Learn f rom the kids. 

Now that the kids are older, they can 
be my teachers too. The holidays 
take on new meanings when I see 
them from my kids' viewpoints. I've 
discarded a bi t o f cynicism and 
replaced i t w i t h some of the childlike 
wonder I lost years ago. 

5) Give yourself t ime. 

"Know that it gets easier over time," 
advises Lance. "At least i t d id for me. 
Some of the angst you may feel 
during the holiday season may not 
be ideologically based, i t may just be 
a reaction to something strange and 
new. The first t ime I had a Christmas 
tree in my home, i t was very strange 
to me. I th ink the strangeness o f i t all 
was a large part o f the anxiety I felt 
dur ing that time.... I ' m sure the 
Christian partner feels some anxiety 
over the strangeness o f the Hanuk
kah rituals as well, and the same 
advice applies there." 

6) Do as much as you can and no 
more. 

" I f you can't go along w i t h some
thing, don't push yourself," advises 
Lance. "You have to be true to your 
own feelings as well as those o f your 
spouse. I have a problem w i t h 
Christmas carols. I like to participate 
at holiday parties but, there are 
certain songs I don't like and don't 
want to sing. I won't sing any song 

that refers to Jesus as God or King o f 
the Jews. So, I sing the ones that are 
OK, like "Rudolph the Red-Nosed 
Reindeer," and I don't sing the ones 
that bother me. You have to be 
wi l l ing to accept that you each have 
hmits." 

7) Slow D o w n . 

Instead o f going into overdrive, 
focus on slowing down. Watch It's a 
Wonderful Life. Look at the holidays 
as a chance to lighten the burden 
w i t h love, humor, and perspective. 

Tradition! 

The word alone conjures memories 
of Zero Mostel or Chaim Topol 
passionately dancing and gesturing 
in Fiddler on the Roof After discuss
ing strategies for coping w i t h the 
holidays, IFFP members focused on 
treasured traditions. One distinct 
advantage to raising children in both 
traditions is that all the grandparents 
have an opportuni ty to share their 
respective traditions w i t h their 
grandkids. 

Melinda, her husband, Rich Lerner, 
and their children, Grace and Griff in, 
spend one Hanukkah night at Rich's 
family for a big family gathering 
where presents are opened and a 
meal is shared. "The rest o f the 
nights, we do on our own," says 
Melinda. "We light the menorah, 
say the prayers, and Rich gives token 
gelt,' usually a dime a night, to the 

kids. We also play games and sing 
songs." 

A t IFFP, we are creating our own 
traditions. I n Sunday School, the 
kids make advent wreaths and 
wooden Hanukkah menorahs. We 
have an annual potluck holiday 
dinner. Families br ing gifts for the 

By communicating and 
sharing, we have made 
the holidays a time to 
look forward to being 
together and appreciating 
how truly blessed we are. 
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children to decorate, then donate to 
needy children in our area. Last year, 
we took our books o f Hanukkah and 
Christmas songs and went caroling 
at a nearby nursing home. The 
unforgettable highlight was a ninety-
something woman who assumed the 
role o f conductor and led us through 
the evening's repertoire. 

What are Christmas and 
Hanukkah Really About? 

Julia Jarvis, our new minister and 
director, reminds us to focus on the 
true nature o f the holidays. "We get 
anxious about the t r immings instead 
of rejoicing and reflecting on the 
soul," says Julia. "We live in a culture 
which uses the holiday seasons to 
overwhelm us w i t h material goodies. 

Instead o f encouraging us to spend 
more time w i t h our children and 
family, we are encouraged to spend 
more money. As people o f faith, it is 
important for us to use the holidays 
as a t ime to be w i th each other, w i t h 
ourselves and w i t h God." 

Looking for ways to be together 
means looking for messages that 
work for you and your family. Lance 
acknowledges, "While I do not feel 
about Christmas the way a Christian 
does, that does not mean I cannot 
get something positive out o f it . The 
general messages o f Christmas are 
peace and good w i l l . Noth ing wrong 
w i t h that.... The same is true for the 
Christian w i th regards to Hanukkah. 
Hanukkah is about fighting for 
freedom, which is a sentiment most 
people can appreciate. Look for 
messages in the hohdays that you 
both can appreciate and i t w i l l make 
celebrating the holidays together 
more meaningful and fulfi l l ing." 

Peace from all o f us at IFFP! f^. 
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Simplifying the 
Holiday Season 

Recently I've been attracted to the 
idea o f simple l iv ing. Books like 

Sarah Ban Breathnach's Simple 
Abundance (New York: Warner 
Books, 1995), Janet Luhr's The 
Simple Living Guide (New York: 
Broadway Books, 1997), and Joel 
and Michelle Levey's Living in 
Balance (Berkeley, CA: Conari 
Books, 1998) have been constant 
companions as I nurse my newborn, 
wait at my preschooler's gymnastics 
lessons, and t ry to calm my spinning 
thoughts at bedtime. 

The Problem 

As a partner in an interfaith family 
w i t h young children, I don't th ink 
it's a coincidence that the concept 
o f simple l iving is so powerful to me. 
In our family life, we have an extra 
dimension that often steers us away 
from simplicity—the constant 
balancing act o f embracing and 
l iv ing two faiths under one roof. 
Some interfaith families accept the 
challenge o f integrating both 
religious traditions into our family 
lives; others o f us have chosen one 
family faith, but still must respond 
to our children's questions and 
experiments w i t h the other partner's 
religious t radi t ion. Whatever our 
own family's choice, our lives are 
more complex because o f i t . 

Especially as we approach the busy
ness o f the winter holidays, it's wor th 
taking a breather to th ink o f how we 
as interfaith families can simplify our 
holiday celebrations. Does i t really 
make sense, are our children really 
getting the messages we want to send 
them, when we spend the entire 
month o f December running and 
doing, shopping and baking, cleaning 
and wrapping, instead o f spending 
time just basking in the warmth o f 

each other's company? Must we 
really bake both Christmas and 
Hanukkah treats? Do we really need 
to give two sets o f gifts? Must we 
really appear at all the holiday events 
th rown by both sets o f family and 
friends? Isn't there a simpler way? 

M i n d you, I ' m not advocating 
merging the two separate celebra
tions into one larger, "simpler" 
holiday. It is vitally important for 
our children (and for ourselves, 
for that matter) to understand that 
Christmas and Hanukkah are unique 
commemorations o f two completely 
separate historical events. I t just 
doesn't make sense to combine them, 
whether by hanging Hanukkah 
ornaments on the Christmas tree, 
or by burn ing Santa candles on the 
menorah. 

Yet the proximity o f the two holidays 
makes it challenging to celebrate 
both w i t h the fervor modeled by T V 
commercials and Martha Stewart 
ads. This year I ' m t ry ing hard to let 
go o f the holiday trappings and 
traditions that don't add joy and 
peace to my family's life. I ' m hoping 
to simplify our Hanukkah and 
Christmas celebrations. 

The Plan 

what are my plans? First I ' l l t ry to 
control the gift-giving. Janet Luhrs 
sees the holiday season as the perfect 
t ime to rethink the "love-equals-
money myth . . . . When we stop to 
th ink about i t , our entire holiday 
season, from gifts, to food, to 
decorations and entertainment, is 
now measured by money.... Along 
w i t h the consumption-equals-love 
theory comes holiday stress." She 
suggests that i f we plan low-key 
celebrations and comfortable 

Joan C. Hawxhurst is the founding 

editor of Dovetail and the president 

of Dovetail Publishing. A United 

Methodist by upbringing, she lives 

with her Jewish husband and two 

children in Kalamazoo, Ml. She will 

be writing a semi-regular column for 

Dovetail. 
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Helpful resources: 

Robinson, Jo and Jean Coppock 
Staeheli. Unplug the Christmas 
Machine. New York: Wi l l i am 
M o r r o w & Co., 1982. 

Lambert, David. Celebrating 
Christmas as I f I t Matters. Grand 
Rapids, M I : Zondervan Publishing 
House, 1992. 

Goldin, Barbara Diamond and 
Elaine Greenstein. Whi le the 
Candles Burn: Eight Stories for 
Hanukkah. New York: Vik ing , 1996. 

traditions, we can create balanced 
holidays that are not too much and 
not too little. 

This year I th ink I ' l l choose all o f the 
Hanukkah gifts from a single catalog 
or two, and augment these wi th 
hand-made objects from our 
children. M y Christian family 
decided a few years ago to forego 
material gifts (we'd spend countless 
hours o f brainpower t ry ing to figure 
out what to get the grandfather who 
had everything, so this mutual 
decision was a huge relief!) in favor 
of making donations to charity in 
the name of the family. I ' m glad to 
have such a clear opportuni ty to 
share w i t h our children the impor
tance o f sharing our resources wi th 
others, a theme which is common to 
both Judaism and Christianity. O f 
course, the kids still get l i t t le pre
sents, but nothing like what is 
showered on their friends. 

In our family this year, we'll be 
celebrating w i t h easy, comfortable 
rituals. We'll l ight the Hanukkah 
menorah for all eight nights, and 
each night as long as the candles 
are burning, we'll stop the normal 
routine o f doing dishes and picking 
up the house, choosing instead just 
to hang out together, playing dreidle 
and listening to hohday music. Last 
year I didn't even go to the consider
able trouble of making latkes, and 
nobody seemed to mind . 

M y sister is a United Methodist 
pastor in Kentucky, and hopefully 
we'll go and spend Christmas wi th 
her. Hearing a family member preach 
about the real importance o f Jesus's 
birthday is an easy way for our family 
to keep our focus, and by being away 
from home, we are comfortably able 
both to skip the complexities o f 

Christmas decorations and to decline 
a number of the myriad holiday 
invitations we receive. M y sister is 
too busy wi th her congregation at 
this t ime of year to feel pressured to 
prepare an extravagent Christmas 
dinner, so we all get off the hook and 
get easy food, freeing us up to focus 
on being together. -,-^1' 

The most important addit ion I want 
to make to our family's holiday this 
year is to reach out to others. Before 
we had kids, my husband and I 
worked at holiday soup kitchens, but 
since our family has grown, we've 
not figured out a way to incorporate 
this into our celebrations. Now that 
our oldest is ready to understand, i t 
feels especially right this year to 
reintroduce outreach into our 
holidays. I hope that we' l l visit a 
nursing home and deliver some 
holiday cheer to families in need. 
I w i l l take the kids, along wi th toys 
and clothes that they've chosen to 
share, on a t r ip to the Salvation 
Army's holiday donation center. 
These trips w i l l do more to foster 
the holiday cheer that I want my 
children to remember than any 
amount o f gift-giving or party-going. 

By focusing on simple ways to enjoy 
Christmas and Hanukkah this year, 1 
hope that our interfaith family w i l l 
have a r i c h — and manageable— 
holiday season, p 
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Holidays on the Internet 

The Internet offers a variety of resources for 
interfaith famihes facing the challenge of 
celebrating two traditions. Articles address
ing the December Dilemma include: 
• Two Holidays, One Challenge 
f http://wp4.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/ 
local/longterm/library/holiday/ 
challenge.html. 
an overview of the struggles inherent in 
celebrating both Hanukkah and Christmas. 
The article features an interview with Marilyn 
Fenichel, co-chair of the Interfaith Families 
Project of Greater Washington, D.C. (IFFP) 
(http://members.tripod.com/~IFFP). 
• When Two Faiths Collide 
(http://family.disney.com/Features/ 
family 1997 12/ript/riptI27faiths/ 
riptl27faiths.html) 
explores the December Dilemma in detail, 
including the natural feelings of anguish, 
the preference of most religious leaders for 
choosing one religion, and helpful advice 
from United Church of Christ minister 
Janet Cooper-Nelson, who emphasizes 
the importance of parents talking to their 
children. 

• Don't Light the Menorah So Close to the 
Christmas Tree: Coping with the Winter 
Holidays in an Interfaith Family 
(http://family.disney.com/Categories/ 

Activities/Features/family 1997 12/kids/ 
kids 127interfaith/kids 127interfaith.html) 
lists some of Dovetail's holiday resources for 
interfaith families. 
• Want to add a little humor to December? 
A Suburban Jewish Kid Looks at Christmas 
(http://www.mindspring.com/~abe3/ 

messianic/noel.html) 
offers an upbeat Jewish perspective on 
Christmas. 

D E - S T R E S S I N G STRATEGIES 

I f the stress of juggling too much in 
December gets to you, 
' Women's Wire Holiday Survival Guide 
(http://www.women.com/promotions/hsg/ 
blended.html) 
is there to help. Noting that holiday traditions 
are as diverse as families, this resource 
provides menus and recipes for Christmas, 
Hanukkah and Kwanzaa celebrations. Tips 
for de-stressing your lifestyle are offered, 
including suggestions for setting positive, 
realistic goals and addressing negative 
thoughts by acknowledging them, then let
ting them go. 
• ICN Holiday Coping Tips 
(http://www.sonic.net/iill/icnet/ 
hoHdays.html) 
provides excellent holiday stress management 

guides as well as mail order shopping ideas, 
holiday food ideas, holiday history, and 
fun sites for children. 
• Need help keeping your dates straight? The 

National Conference of Christians and Jews 
has a Calendar of Holidays and Festivals 
(http://www.uwm.edu/Dept/Acad Aff/ 
my html/religcal.htm) with explanatory 
notes for Jewish, Christian, Buddhist, Islamic, 
Sikh, Hindu, Baha'i, Jain, and Mormon 
traditions. 
• Can't decide on the right holiday card for 
family and friends? Mixed Blessing 
(http://www.mixedblessing.com) offers a 
variety of interfaith and multicultural holiday 
cards and products aimed at celebrating 
diversity. 

• Another site, www.interfaith.org, provides 
resources for all the world's great faiths and 
additional links of spiritual interest. The site 
also provides a holiday calendar, interfaith 
postcards and a gift shop. 
• When you're ready to begin celebrating, the 
Jewish Community Network (JCN) 
(http://www.jcn 1 S.com/holidav/hanukkah) 
provides a fun Hanukkah site where you can 
play Virtual Dreidel. WTiat else? Rusty on your 
rituals? There's a how-to guide with blessings 
and guidance on when and where to light the 
candles each night. Need a refresher on the 
history of Hanukkah? There's a discussion 

of how and why the holiday came to be 
celebrated. Hanukkah's changing role is 
explored, including a discussion of how 
Hanukkah in America has been influenced 
by Christmas. The tradition of giving money 
or "gelt" is an old one, but gift-giving was 
borrowed from Christmas. JCN's "Top 12 
Reasons We Like Hanukkah" wil l bring a 
smile to your face. My favorite is "never a 
silent night when you're among your Jewish 
loved ones." 

• The Jewish Outreach Institute 
(http://vfww.joi.org/edutain/hanuknew) 
provides another quality Hanukkah site with 
blessings, history, traditions, and activities. 
• The Christmas Chronicles 
(http://www.bconnex.net/~mbuchana/ 
realms/christmas) explains the origins of 
Christmas traditions and superstitions. 
There is also a wonderful collection of 
Christmas stories and legends. Kids can 
color pictures, play puzzle games, do crafts 
projects or learn Christmas jokes. 

• Christmas! Christmas! Christmas! 
from "Not Just for Kids!" 
(http://www.night.net/christmas') 
is another lively source of Christmas songs, 

poems, stories, and traditions. 
Enjoy! ^ 

Resources compiled by Randi Field 
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A Great New Holiday Gift Idea 
from Dovetail Publishing 

Gift Sets at 
Discount 
Prices! 
This holiday season, in appreciation 
of the loyalty of Dovetail subscribers 
over the years, we are offering two 
specially priced gift book sets. 

For the dating or engaged interfaith 
couple, our Cowp/e's Sef includes two 
titles: Interfaith Wedding Ceremonies: 
Samples and Sources and The Interfaith Family Guidebook: Practical 
Advice for Jewish and Christian Partners—a $36 90 value for only $29.95! 

For interfaith children, our Children's Sef includes three titles: Bubbe & Gram: My Two Grandmothers, 
Hanukkah and Christmas at My House, and Light the Lights! A Story about Celebrating Hanukkah 
& Christmas—a $32.85 value, for only $29.95! 

These two gift book sets are available only to Dovetail subscribers, and only until December 31.1998. 

To order, call toll-free 1-888-R-FAITHS (1-888-732-4847), 
or send your check (add $4.50 shipping and handling for each 
Dovetail Publishing 
P.O. Box 19945 , C 
Kalamazoo, Ml 49019. 

For a complete 
list of other holiday 
products available from 
Dovetail Publishing, 
call us at 888-R-FAITHS, 
write to us, or visit 
our web site at 

set) to: 

http://www.mich.com/~dovetail 

Bubbe & Gram, winner of a 1997 BenjaminT|anklin 
Silver Medal Award for excellence in independent 

publishing, and winner of the 1998 Helen Keating Ott 
Award for Outstanding Contribution to Children's 

Literature from the Church and Synagogue Library 
Association, includes descriptions and illustrations of 

how the characters celebrate Hanukkah and Christmas. 
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Strangers to the Tribe, 
by Gabrielle Glaser 
A Review by Adam F. Strassberg-Phillips 

Strangers to the Tribe is a bool<; 
best defined by what i t is not. 

Author Gabrielle Glaser has not 
produced a sociological treatise on 
the state o f interfaith marriage in 
America, nor has she completed 
a detailed statistical analysis o f 
intermarriage trends and forecasts. 
Rather, w i t h i n thirteen chapters, 
Gabrielle Glaser paints thirteen 
elegant and moving word-essay 
portraits, depicting the very differ
ent lives o f thirteen very different 
interfaith couples. I t is a diverse 
collection, sampling a range of 
ethnicities, religions, degrees o f 
devotion, levels of cultural affiliation, 
layers of socioeconomic class, regions 
of American geography, different 
decades in history (from the 1940s 
through the 1980s), even different 
sexual orientations (one couple is 
same-sex)—yet each couple depicted 
shares a single defining similarity: 
one partner is Jewish and one 
partner is not. 

The National Jewish Population 
Survey in 1990 found that 52 percent 
of Jews who married since 1985 have 
chosen a mate not o f their faith. But 
can statistics alone give us an 
understanding o f these couples? The 
author is "convinced that the 
complexities o f merging two cultures 
can hardly be understood by learn
ing, as surveys ask, whether a family 
lights candles on Friday nights, or 
has a Christmas tree." Thus, an 
understanding o f interfaith marriage 
calls for a far more descriptive 
analysis, one which Strangers to the 
Tribe certainly provides. " M y intent 
was to write about their lives, their 
reflections on their decisions, the 
long-term influence of angry or even 
dead relatives on adult children, their 
spouses, their grandchildren." 

For three years, Gabrielle Glaser 
asked intermarried partners "ques
tions about their relationships, and 
their relationship w i t h God." 
Thirteen couples later, she has 
completed a search which is as 
strikingly incidental as i t is non-
incremental: Catholic, Protestant, 
Methodist, Buddhist, WASP, Leba
nese, Chinese, Hawaiian, pogrom 
descendants. Holocaust survivors, 
converts, religious dogmatists, 
spiritual experimenters, secularists.... 

Through her use o f portrait-l ike 
essays, she attempts to "see the 
intermarried, as much as possible, on 
their own terms, rather than through 
the lens o f historic Jewish communal 
norms." Her discussions generally 
begin w i th the parents and grandpar
ents of each partner, then focus upon 
the partners themselves, their 
courtships, engagements, marriages, 
hardships and struggles, victories 
and defeats, the reactions o f each 
partner's parents and extended 
family to the reality o f their mar
riage. 

Finally, w i t h these outhnes in place, 
color is added, as the daily lives o f 
these interfaith families are de
scribed, including their various 
cultural and religious practices, the 
lives o f any children and grandchil
dren, and, most o f all, the delights 
and difficulties each partner faces 
learning to understand and integrate 
the other partners culture and 
religion into their single family unit . 

The resulting book. Strangers to the 
Tribe, tells the thirteen stories o f 
thirteen very different couples, but 
several common themes do emerge. 

There is the innocence o f falling in 
love: "People falling i n love and 
during their courtship, they say—I'll 

Adam F. Strassberg-Phillips is a 

freelance writer and member of the 

Palo Alto, CA faith community who is 

also the Jewish partner in a Jewish/ 

Christian marriage. He and his wife 

are enthusiastic about combining 

Jewish and Christian rituals and 

customs in family celebrations, and 

particularly enjoy writing new 

ceremonies. In the coming year, they 

expect to be blessed with a 

combined bris/baptism Baby Naming 

ceremony. 
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"When we celebrated our 
first Rosh Hashanah 
together it made us 
realize that we could 
create our own traditions 
in our own home. It didn't 
have to be at my parents. 
I could do these things, 
too, and I could do them 
with her." 

deal w i t h T H A T later..."; "You can 
send your kids to college where a lot 
o f other Jews go, but you can't 
control who your children fall i n love 
wi th" ; " I wasn't all caught up in 
whether or not someone was a 
certain something. I had other 
priorities...." 

There is the torment o f dealing wi th 
often angry parents and relatives: 
"We had to deal w i th a lot of t u rmo i l 
and anger and sadness for such 
young people starting out"; " I th ink 
the real difficulty w i th my parents 
was not the dramatic effect my 
marriage would have on the Jewish 
people, but their own sense o f 
failure"; "Despite the prosperity her 
parents enjoyed in the United States, 
they never escaped their shtetl 
mentality." Several couples recount 
the first meetings of their in-laws 
w i t h a humorous foreboding: "The 
disparity between their backgrounds, 
their parents, even their meals, 
loomed LARGE." There is the fun of 
first celebrating together as an 
interfaith family: "When we cel
ebrated our first Rosh Hashanah 
together i t made us realize that we 
could create our own traditions in 
our own home. I t didn't have to be at 
my parents. 1 could do these things, 
too, and I could do them w i t h her"; 
"Part of being a child and a young 
adult is that you don't step into the 
role o f making things happen in your 
family. Now my sister and I take 
responsibility for Passover." A n d 
finally, there is the uniquely Jewish 
juxtaposition o f culture, religion, and 
identity: "The fact that they attended 
their Conservative synagogues only 
for the High Holidays and bar and 
bat mitzvahs seemed of little 
importance. Religious practice was 
hardly a focal point; i t was the 

communi ty that mattered"; "She 
couldn't understand why, i f he called 
himself a Jew, he never went to 
synagogue, never prayed"; " M y father 
didn't believe in God. He basically 
shook his fist at the whole idea o f 
rel igion. . . . But when i t came to Jews, 
nothing mattered more"; " I ' m not 
religious—I'm agnostic—and I don't 
have a lot o f faith in any k ind o f 
organized religion. But as far as 
cultural ties and cultural identity go, 
I ' m Jewish"; "Judaism is a rehgion, 
but it's also a culture. To many 
gentiles, the idea o f being born into 
a faith is unfamiliar. Wi thou t 
exposure to Jews and Judaism, many 
gentiles are unaware that Jews see 
themselves as a people, a nation, a 
tribe, not just a religion." 

One o f the thirteen couples explored 
i n this anthology is the author's 
marriage itself She is the gentile 
wife of a Jewish husband; they were 
married in this recent decade of 
intermarriage as the 52 percent 
norm, and so she "knew many 
intermarried couples—not just my 
sister and brother-in-law, but 
colleagues, friends, and cousins. 
They hardly seemed remarkable in 
my nominally religious world . 
Church, for me, had gone by the 
wayside as soon as I h i t college. 
Before we married, religion seemed 
to touch (my husband's) hfe as 
sporadically as i t d id mine; he 
attended Rosh Hashanah and Yom 
Kippur services at a nearby univer
sity and participated in a cousin's 
Passover seder. When we went to 
Jewish weddings, he helped hoist the 
bride or groom up on a chair for the 
hora, the circle dance." But dur ing a 
t r ip to Poland, the author was able 
to confirm her suspicions that she 
herself had a hidden Jewish ancestry, 
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f rom a Polish Jewish grandfather. 
When "Grampa Glaser" came to 
America in the 1800s, he rapidly 
assimilated via a "pioneer" interfaith 
marriage to become a "Pioneer" 
Oregon Lutheran Farmer. There 
were many unanswered questions— 
this"pioneer" interfaith marriage, 
her own intermarriage, and the many 
mixed marriages around her—and 
so her curiosity grew into a quest for 
understanding as she began her 
research interviews for Strangers 
to the Tribe. She gained deep insight 
into "the fears, anxieties, and 
insecurities that Jews feel as a t iny 
minor i ty in a predominantly 
Christian country." and she finally 
"began to understand (her) 
husband's sense of growing up an 
outsider i n America, his painful 
stories o f singing "Silent Night" as 
an elementary school student, his 
reluctance to have a Christmas tree 
in our home, his ability to make 
friends w i t h almost any Jewish 
person he met—even i f their faith 
was the only thing they seemed to 
have in common." 

Strangers to the Tribe by Gabrielle 
Glaser is highly recommended 
reading for all members o f our 
interfaith community. The many 
couples portrayed are likely to share 
familiarities for each of us. Their 
stories, like our own, are at once 
entertaining, enlightening and 
inspiring. They, like us, are a mix o f 
very different couples, w i t h different 
issues, solutions, and resolutions. 
Their relatives, like our own, react 
w i t h a range o f different emotions, 
opinions and desires. The thirteen 
stories are cathartic, honest, and 
elegant essays, but most o f all, it's 
fian to see a bit of ourselves i n print! 

One finishes the book left w i th many 
questions, but few answers. So where 
do we travel now? 

Strangers to the Tribe moves beyond 

the impl ic i t argument—one 
that can be felt i n subtle and 
not-so-subtle ways in many 
families and synagogues across 
the country—that intermarriage 
must be stopped by any means 
necessary. I n t ru th , the battle has 
already been lost. The assimila
t ion o f American Jews and their 
ensuing success i n this country 
means that intermarriage is here 
to stay. Even so the hostil i ty 
towards it persists in some 
quarters, in families, and w i t h i n 
mainstream Judaism. 

Wi th so much intermarriage in 
American culture today, we are 
evolving towards something of 
which we intermarried couples are 
each a part, yet something too vast and 
distant yet to be seen. We are each a 
part o f the sweep of history, 
a whole far greater than the sum of its 
parts, and historians wi l l no doubt 
write about us hundreds of years from 
now . . . much as historian Gabrielle 
Glaser has written about us today. 

Strangers to the Tribe is filled w i th 
quotes from many people; one 
touched my heart the most: says 
a Jewish partner o f his interfaith 
marriage, " I remember learning that 
Jews were supposed to be a light unto 
nations. I f Jews stay insular and 
marry w i t h i n Judaism, then it's just 
going to be like a black hole, w i t h no 
light getting out. Those Fiasids who 
t ry to keep it all w i t h i n aren't 
radiating any light. But we're the rays 
of light." A n d so we each become a 
ray o f light, shining brightly and 
proudly on towards the future. ^ 

Strangers to the Tribe: Portraits of 

an Interfaith Marriage by Gabrille 

Glaser. Houghton Mifflin Company 

Boston 1997; $24.00; 265pp. 
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How to Explain Judaism to Your 

non-Jewish Neighbor: A primer 

to a better understanding of the 

world's oldest monotheistic 

religion. Rabbi Edward Zerin, 

Ph.D.; David W. Epstein, ed. Isaac 

Nathan Publishing Co., Inc., Los 

Angeles, 1997; ISBN 0-914615-20-3. 

How to Explain Judaism to Your 
Non-Jewish Neighbor by Rabbi Edward Zerin, Ph.D. 

Review by S. Ned Rosenbaum 

This is a l i t t le book that packs a 
big wallop. In fewer than 100 

pages, Rabbi Zerin gives a capsule 
history o f American Judaism, an 
annotated list o f holydays, a walk 
through a Jewish service and much 
more, while maintaining balance 
and impart ial i ty among the several 
Jewish denominations. No mean feat. 

Zerin does his Christian readers a 
service by showing the similarities 
between their practices, liturgies, 
and beliefs and those of their Jewish 
neighbors. The explanations of the 
Holy Days and the walk-through of the 
(Reform) service wi l l be particularly 
helpful. He doesn't preach, he just 
politely explains, even when affirming 
that self-styled "messianic Jews" are not 
Jews at all, but Christians. 

There are a lot o f Hebrew terms 
here, but each is followed by a 
suitable translation and there is a 
whole page of important words w i t h 
both Ashkenazic (European) and 
Sephardic ( in this context, Israeh) 
transliterations. 

Obviously, i n such a short book, 
much must be left out. This reviewer, 
however, would have been happier to 
see i t noted that the first American 
Jews were Portuguese-speaking 
refugees from Brazil. A more recent 
and perhaps more influential 
phenomenon the book ignores is 
that thousands o f Israeli Jews have 
been moving to the United States. 
The absence of mention o f this 
recent "counter-Zionist" trend is not 
surprising, since Zionism itself is 
not mentioned. 

I was surprised, though, not to f ind 
any reference to disproportionate 
Jewish representation among the 
professions: law, medicine, teaching; 

or in the entertainment industry. 
This tendency was caused largely by 
the exclusion of Jews, both i n Europe 
and here, from many more t radi
t ional or "honorable" walks o f life, 
particularly agriculture. Perhaps 
Zerin felt that this would be an 
implied crit icism of gentiles/ 
Christians, and crit icism is some
thing he scrupulously avoids. 

Feminists would probably like to 
point out that Esther's exposure o f 
Haman's plot was done at peri l to her 
own life. Hers was a notable example 
of "intermarriage," and this subject is 
treated, too, albeit w i t h extreme 
brevity, on p. 81. Feminism itself is a 
controversial subject among Jews, as 
i t is i n Christian circles, which 
probably explains its absence here. 

One might also quibble w i th 
Zerin's dates. I t just isn't true that 
the earliest part o f TaNaCh dates 
from 2000 years before Jesus. The 
actual figure is closer to 1200, and 
only a handful of texts are that old. 
Some, like Esther, date to w i t h i n 
four hundred years o f Christianity's 
beginning. 

Since Zerin's book, in one form or 
another, has been reprinted for over 
forty years, these shortcomings 
might easily be rectified in the next 
revision. 

The good news is that what's here 
now is a crisply wri t ten , easily 
digestible primer o f basic Jewish 
concepts and practices which goes a _ 
long way toward informing gentiles 
and, I would hazard, w i l l tell many 
Jews a lot o f needful things that they 
previously d id not know. ^ 
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Thanks, Giving, 
and Light 

Often parents see November and 
December as one long stretch o f 

hassles. Yet for children, these 
months are often the time for peak 
childhood experiences. The sense-
memory bank for interfaith families 
gets double deposits dur ing these 
hectic times. The challenge that 
interfaith families face is making 
these holidays authentic, yet reflec
tive o f our dual faith home. This 
often necessitates quiet reflection 
on spiritual roots and creative 
adaptations o f honored traditions. 

Tradition! "Well, i t always has to 
be done this exact way or it's not a 
tradition." Tradition comes in the 
repetition o f some meaningful, 
shared act. The cumulative effect 
evokes sense-memories and emo
tions. That evocation makes ho l i 
day moments and family traditions 
vibrant and renewed. However, new 
traditions are just as v iv id as old ones 
for our children. 

The holidays bombard children w i t h 
sensory experiences. The challenge 
for interfaith families is to focus 
selectively the st imuli to your 
family's center and comfort level. 
Remember two factors in approach
ing these hohdays: The Christian 
partner w i l l not be able to re-create 
fully the Christmases o f the past; the 
Jewish partner w i l l need to re
examine past images o f Christmas 
in light of new experiences as an 
involved participant. 

Most new families face selecting 
and incorporating traditions that 
w i l l comprise that unique, individual 
family system. A l l marriages and not 
just interfaith ones are, in effect, 
blending traditions from their 
distinct famihes o f origin. Even i f 
these events are exact reenactments 

of the past, new participants w i l l 
change dynamically how families 
interact. 

How might an interfaith family 
adjust to the demands o f Thanksgiv
ing, Hanukkah, and Christmas? 
From a child's perspective, i t does 
not really matter how old any 
tradi t ion may be; each t radi t ion is a 
fresh, current experience. Whatever 
you proffer and repeat w i l l be stored 
i n their emotions and memory for 
the future. You first must decide: 
"What is i t that we want our children 
to carry away from this holiday?" 
Then you plan activities to meet 
those goals i n ways that both 
partners can participate in jointly. 
Here are some ideas to serve as a 
catalyst for creative approaches. 

Thanksgiving for interfaith families 
is more than a secular holiday. I t is 
the one religious holiday that we 
share. However, it has been reduced 
too often to only the meal. Somehow 
the very act o f giving thanks for all 
we have has gotten lost i n our 
culture. How many parents make a 
daily reminder for their child to use 
good manners, but on Thanksgiving 
i t becomes, "Pass the drumstick, 
please? Thanks." 

Spend a few moments for six days 
the week before the holiday to make 
a Gratitude List. O n sheet o f paper, 
make a headline that reads: " M y life 
is great and I am grateful for . . . ." 
Write singular letters for each day: 
T-H-A-N-K-S . Have your children 
list what they are thankful for (1) 
Toys and Treasures; (2) House and 
Home; (3) Awesome Things; (4) New 
Things; (5) Things that I Know; and 
(6) Special People. Hang them up in 
a row on the wall . This can easily be 
made into a gift for your holiday 
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guests or hosts: A wri t ten prayer 
for the child to read at Thanksgiving 
dinner; a handmade or computer-
generated card, etc. 

Hanukkah's focus has, perhaps 
regrettably, become intertwined 
w i t h the gifts o f Christmas. This 
minor Jewish holiday o f temple 
rededication has evolved into eight 
major days o f unwrapping. Yet for 
the child the presents are tangible 
proof o f love and joy. How can we 
rededicate our family dur ing these 
eight days and use giving construc
tively? Susan Salidor and Jay Rehak 
of Chicago shared w i t h a group o f 
interfaith parents their version of, 
" I f you can't beat 'em, adapt 'em to 
meet our family's goals." This 
family's approach is very sensitive, 
spiritual and practical. They have 
eight nights o f giving, but each night 
has a different focus: parent-to-child, 
child-to-parent, sibling-to-sibling, 
family-to-community, relatives-to-
family, family-to-relatives, family-to-
friends, etc. The eight nights cu lmi
nate i n a shared meal w i t h the same 
treasured friends at which traditional 
foods and music are plentiful. 

At Christmas, gifts need not be the 
only focus either. Nor does the Bir th 
of Jesus need to be an obstacle in 
sharing the spirit o f the holiday. 
Perhaps i f we look beyond the 
d iv in i ty aspect and into the human 
dimension, our families w i l l f ind 
many areas o f "comfort and joy." 
Here are two possibilities: 

One Chi ld Can Change the Wor ld : 
A l l good stories need a hero wi th 
w h o m to identify. For children, it is 
the Baby Jesus. The infant experience 
is something that your child and 
family already can share. Let your 
children experience the baby in a 

creche scene. Tell them how you felt 
when they were born: what were 
some of your hopes for them? Share 
w i t h them how you have changed 
since they came into your life. 

Light i n Darkness. Take a few extra 
minutes to talk before bedtime. 
Focus on the image o f l igh t - in -
darkness common to both Christmas 
and Hanukkah. Th ink o f ways to 
br ing light into this t ime of darkness: 
candles, tree or house hghts, and a 
star. Read stories that focus on these 
aspects and discuss what i t means to 
have l ight when there is darkness all 
around. As a goodnight prayer, here 
is a poem you may wish to share. 

LIGHTS I N DARKNESS: 
A poem for Christmas and Chanukah 
by PARK 

In this month o f more night than day 
H o w w i l l I know to fmd my way 
To where I feel both safe and warm. 
To where I 'm home and free from harm? 

Now God d id give the Maccabees 
Eight days o f oi l to see their enemies. 
So now we light those candles eight 
To remember and commemorate. 

A n d God so loved each one o f us 
He sent words o f peace through Jesus 
And announced his word from near and far: 
In the black night was a big bright star. 

These lights in dark show that God above 
Cares for us and shows us love. 
Now dark has hope for all to see. 
M y family's light o f hope is me! 

I asked my 10-year-old what was the 
most important part o f the winter 
holidays. He quickly replied: "Spend
ing more t ime together as a family." 
I n does not matter what you choose, 
just do i t , and do it together. ^ 
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Christmas/Hanukkah 
Creativity 
When I was i n high school, my 

concert choir performed a 
selection entitled December, A Joyous 
Month for All. I t began w i t h the 
Hanukkah story — narration 
interspersed w i t h Hanukkah songs. 
Then we had a segue, and a second 
narrator to ld the Christmas story 
while the choir sang several t radi
t ional carols. 

In my senior year, one o f the narra
tors was out sick for our winter 
concert, and the choir director asked 
me to take her part. Ironically, even 
though my name was Maguire, the 
part I was given was the Hanukkah 
story. 

Little d id I know back then that 
memorizing that story would come 
in so handy later! 

As the winter holidays approach 
again, i t is t ime to plan out how we, 
as an interfaith family, w i l l celebrate. 
Initially, when I flipped my calendar 
ahead to December, 1 was relieved to 
see that we do not have the overlap 
of Hanukkah and Christmas this 
year. But, then I remembered how 
warm and lovely i t was to have the 
extended family gathered around the 
menorah at last year's Christmas Eve 
dinner. 

I n my family, we have been lucky 
enough to fmd some ways to 
celebrate both Christmas and 
Hanukkah wi thout losing the 
integrity o f either. For us, the tr ick 
has been to fmd common ground 
and ways we can share the spirit o f 
the season. But this has not always 
been an easy process. 

I n mid-November o f the first year we 
were married, my father called to say 
that he and my mother had bought 
new Christmas lights for their house. 

and he offered us their former 
display. I am proud to say that I 
realized immediately that the idea o f 
hanging multicolored bl inking lights 
on our house might not fly well with 
my husband, especially since he had 
lived in our house for several years 
prior to our marriage. This would 
not have been a welcome change. 
A n d yet, Christmas lights on a house 
had always been part o f the festivity 
for me. 

A n d so our creativity kicked in . 
Creativity can be the key for success
fully navigating the holidays wi thout 
insulting or overwhelming anyone 
(or at least not too many people). 

Al though we d id refuse my father's 
generous and well-intended offer, 
we agreed that i t would be all r ight 
to have a Christmas tree and to put 
i t near a window so that i t could be 
seen from outside. We also agreed to 
put a menorah in the other window. 

In fact, i n that first year, I decided 
to buy my husband a new, larger 
menorah that seemed suitable for 
a family. A t the same time, he 
surprised me by bringing home a 
Christmas tree! ( I t actually reminded 
me of O. Henry's famous Christmas 
tale, "The Gift o f the Magi.") When 
that happened, we knew we were of f 
to a good start, and the rest o f our 
traditions seemed to take shape. 

I n deciding what to do—and what 
not to do—to celebrate the holidays, 
i t is best to th ink about and talk 
about which things matter most to 
both partners. When we really took 
the t ime to consider each aspect of 
our celebrations, we found many 
compromises were possible so that 
we could both be comfortable i n our 
holiday-filled home. 
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She has been assistant director of the 
Office for Renewal of Pastoral Life for 
the Archdiocese of Philadelphia, 
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Standard and Times newspaper, and 
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air host for radio show Live with 
Cardinal Bevilacqua. 
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As far as decorations other than the 
tree and the menorah, we t ry to Iceep 
i t simple. We put a plain green 
wreath on the door and decorate it 
w i th many tiny, brightly colored 
dreidels. M y husband says that this 
gave h i m a new appreciation for 
wreaths. 

We also have a creche, which is 
important to me, but we keep i t i n a 
room other than the l iv ing room. At 
first, this bothered me, but I now t ry 
to look at i t as keeping the creche in 
a very special place where I can go to 
have some quiet t ime during the 
hectic holiday season. I actually like 
i t better than having the creche out 
among all the holiday clutter that 
usually collects in our house. 

We send out holiday cards, but we 
t ry to select a design that is some
what neutral—like a photo o f our 
daughter—or we use interfaith cards. 
To us, this is a good opportuni ty to 
wish our friends a new year filled 
w i t h peace. 

When December 13 rolls around, 
we w i l l gather w i t h our families for 
a tradit ional Hanukkah celebration. 
M y parents w i l l be there as well as 
my husband's family. We all l ight the 
candles together and exchange a few 
gifts. A couple o f years ago, I found 
phonetic spellings and translations 
for the Hebrew prayers, and I made 
copies on blue paper. I pass these out 
to anyone who, like myself, is not 
well-versed in Hebrew. 

O n Christmas Eve, 1 like to begin the 
evening by singing Silent Night w i th 
my daughter by the creche. This was 
a t radi t ion in my parents' home. M y 
husband joins in by taking pictures 
or videotaping while we sing. 

Later in the evening, we usually 
host a Christmas Eve dinner party 
for family and friends. We serve 
everything from potato latkes to 
Christmas cookies. Either before 
or after the party, I go to church w i t h 
my family while my husband sets up 
or cleans up. This usually works out 
perfectly for both o f us. 

When Christmas morn ing comes, we 
have some immediate-family t ime, to 
open gifts and celebrate w i t h our 
daughter, before making the rounds 
to visit our families. 

As an interfaith family, we seem to 
have the best of both worlds when 
December arrives. Al though some 
extra sensitivity can be needed to 
get through gracefully, we have 
found that i t really is a joyous 
month for all. • . 
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What They're Saying about the 

Dovetail Institute for 
Interfaith Family Resources 

• We admire your work and fmd i t 
highly significant. 
-Director , Pastoral Psychology 
Institute of C W R U School o f 
Medicine 

• I ' m Thr i l l ed : . . . this is a 
wonderful concept.... I plan to 
tell everybody! 
~ Wedding consultant 

• This is wonderful. 
~ Mother o f intermarried 
couple 

• [Provided] good ideas on how to 
handle things to come 
~ Couple married w i th help 
from DI-IFR board member 

• Thank you for making these 
resources available. 
~ Dovetail Journal subscriber 

• Quite wonderful. 
~ Baptist minister 

• Comfort ing to know there are 
others like me. 
~ Adul t child, interfaith parents 

• I t is a great relief to know that 
there is actually a non-
denominational resource 
available for interfaith families. 
~ Dialog group leader 

• God bless you, you're what I've 
been looking for. 
~ DI- IFR member 

• This is wonderful! 
~ Intermarried mother o f 
young children 

• Thank you for providing such 
wonderful outreach to all o f us 
that struggle w i t h these issues. 
~ Conference attendee 

• Nice work; let me know how I 
can help! ~ Rabbi 

The Dovetail Institute for Interfaith 
Family Resources is a non-profit 
organization. Respecting the right 
and need of Jewish and Christian 
partners to explore—without 
pressure or judgment—the spiritual 
and religious dimensions o f an 
interfaith household, DI- IFR 
("differ") provides these couples, 
their families and friends, and the 
professionals who serve them, wi th 
educational and networking venues 
and opportumties. DI- IFR also 
conducts and reports on research of 
concern to interfaith families. 

'We agree to DI-IFR" 

How to Become 
DI-IFR Member 
Send $50 for a one-year 
membership in The Dovetail 
Institute for Interfaith Family 
Resources. This includes a 
year's subscription to 

Dovetail, a 10% discount on 
conference fees and tape or 
transcript costs, and automatic 
inclusion on the mailing list for 
free brochures on interfaith 
topics. This sum also includes 
a $25 tax-deductible donation 
to this non-profit organization, 
and will help us continue in 
our work of non-judgmental 
research and education in 
Jewish/Christian marriage. 
Thank you for your support. 

October/November 1998 Special Double Issue page 21 



Dovetail 

Bulletin Board 
Interfaith Support 
Around the Nation 

To be listed as a contact person for a new or 
existing group, or to indicate that you are 
seeking to join or form a group, please send 
information to: 

Dan Josephs 
1175 S. Euclid Avenue, Oak Park IL 60304 
Home phone: (708) 660-9503 
Fax: (630) 574-8089 
E-Mail: IosephsDA@aol.com 

Dan is one of the founders and coordinators 
of the Chicago Jewish-Catholic Couples' 
Group. We look forward to hearing from you. 

PLEASE NOTE: Dovetail does not interview 
or endorse any entry listed here. 

Arizona, Phoenix area* 
Interested in joining an interfaith group. 
Contact; Warren Nechtman 
(602)- 980-4484 

California, San Francisco Bay Area* 
Existing interfaith group. 
Contact: Alicia Torre 
(415) 591-9434 

California, San Francisco Bay Area* 
Interfaith Connection 
Groups for interfaith couples. 
Contact: Rosanne Levitt, Director 
(415)292-1252 

Colorado, Denver* 
Interested in forming an interfaith group. 
Contact: Karen McCarthy and Dan Kowal 
(303) 439-7750 

Connecticut, New Haven* 
Existing interfaith group. 
Contact: Christina Giebisch-Mohrer 
(203) 287-9110 

District of Columbia, Greater Washington * 
Interfaith Families Project 
Existing interfaith group. 
Contact: Laura Steinberg 
(301) 589-9280 

District of Columbia, Greater Washington 
Bethesda Jewish Congregation 
Jewish congregation welcomes interfaith families. 
Contact: Maran Beth Gluckstein, Exec. Director 
(301) 469-8636 

Illinois, Chicago metropolitan area* 
Jewish-Catholic Couples Dialogue Group 
Existing interfaith group. 
Contact: Abbe and Dan Josephs 
(708) 660-9503 
or Patty and David Kovacs (773) 275-5689 

Kentucky, Louisville* 
Interested in forming an interfaith group. 
Contact: Carolyn Humphrey Si Fred Gross 
(502) 423-8583 

Louisiana, New Orleans 
Outreach programs on interfaith issues. 
Contact: Courtney Nathan, Jewish Family 
Service, (504) 831-8475 

Maryland, Baltimore 
Jewish Outreach Network Programs 
Groups, workshops, and counseling for 
interfaith families, parents, and converts, 
including interfaith discussion support group. 
Contact: Beth Land Hecht, Director 
(410) 466-9200, ext. 381 

Maryland, Rockville 
Interfaith Outreach Program, JCC of Greater 
Washington, DC 
Introduces interfaith families to Jewish life 
and offers workshops, classes, and programs 
dealing with interfaith issues. 
Contact: Lisa Shapero, Director 
(301) 881-0100, ext. 6782 

Massachusetts, Amherst* 
Existing interfaith group. 
Contact: Janet Lehan Bloom 
(413)253-3685 

Massachusetts, Boston* 
Developing a network of interfaith families. 
Contact: Adina Davidson and Joel Nitzberg 
(617) 776-3235 

Michigan, Huntington Woods 
Group called "Celebrating Differences" 
Contact: Miriam S. Jerris, Jewish Humanist 
leader, (800) 696-0380 

Minnesota, Minneapolis* 
Twin Cities Support Group 
Existing interfaith group. 
Contact: Joan Cleary and Jerry Helfand 
(612) 698-7987 

New Jersey, Hasbrouck Heights 
Temple Beth Elohim 
Congregation welcomes Jews and non-Jews. 
Contact: Rabbi Fredric S. Dworkin 
(201) 744-3304 

New Jersey, South Jersey/Philadelphia area* 
Bifaithful Families Si Children Network 
Group currently not active. 
Contact: Miriam Gilbert, (609) 753-1173 

* denotes a group not sponsored by a 
religious institution. 

New Jersey, Whippany > 
United Jewish Federation 
Interfaith families educational program and 
support/discussion groups. 
Contact: Lynne Wolfe (973) 884-4800 ext. 192 

New York, Long Island 
Long Island Havurah (Fellowship) for 
Humanistic Judaism 
Existing group stresses intercultural strengths. 
Contact: Leonard Cherlin, (516) 889-8337 

New York, New York - - ^ 
Temple of Universal Judaism 
Participation is open to all. 
Contact: Rabbi Charles Lippman 
(212)535-0187 

New York, Rochester 
Interfaith Connection, Jewish Community 
Center 
Contact: Michele Ruda Leve, C.S.W. 
(716) 461-2000, ext. 825 

New York, Rockland County* 
Interested in forming an interfaith group. 
Contact: Eric and Elizabeth Kohlmeier 
(914) 639-9380 , •, 

Ohio, Cincinnati* 
Interested in joining an interfaith group. 
Contact: Christine M . Segal, (513) 793-2866 

Ohio, Columbus 
Gateways: The Jewish Interfaith Connection 
Groups and programs for grandparents, 
parents, interfaith couples, and families. 
Contact: Nancy Heiden, Project Director 
(614)231-2731 

Ohio, Dayton ' . ; ' 
Jewish Interfaith Network , . s • • 
Interfaith group. 
Contact: Tonda Learner, (937) 439-4313 

Pennsylvania, Philadelphia Area , ' 
Jewish Converts 8( Interfaith Network 
Support groups for grandparents, parents, 
interfaith couples, converts, and children. 
Contact: Lena Romanoff, Director 
(610)664-8112 

Tennessee, Memphis* 
Interfaith group. 
Contact: Jan and David Kaplan 
(901) 767-4267 

Wisconsin, Milwaukee 
Interfaith Connection, JCC of Milwaukee 
Existing interfaith group. 
Contact: Joyce Gutzke, Interfaith Coordinator 
(414)967-8218 
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T h e Per fec t K e e p s a k e 
fo r In te r fa i th C o u p l e s 

The Ketubah, or Hebrew marriage contract, has been a 

tradition since ancient times. The intent of this tradition 

is powerful and its meaning universal. A ceremonial and 

artistic document, a Ketubah witnesses a bride and groom's 

promi.se and commitment to love and honor one another. 

Now, for the first time, a Ketubah is available in language 

especially suited to interfaith couples. Rabbi Allen Secher 

of Chicago adapted the text and collaborated with an artist 

and a specialist in typography and fine printing to create 

this unique piece. The poetic and egalitarian style clearly 

expresses an interfaith couple's commitment to respect 

each other's heritage. It is a beautiful art piece, a keepsake 

and an ideal gift to reflect your love and support. 

• Send me the free, full-color miniature reproduction. 
I want to examine the colons and text before 
ordering. 

• Send me the full-size ketubah. Enclosed is $95 plus 
SIO shipping and handling. (IL residents add $6 tax.) 

ACTUAL SIZE l6 X 20 INCHES IN SIX VIBRANT COLORS 

To order by telephone, call: 

312-913-9193 
Express deliver^' is available. 

To order by mail. (jCDr^r) 
complete the form ^ v . ^ " ^ 
and .send it to: C O M P A N Y 

P.O. Box 3218. Chicago. Illinois 60654 

C I T I ' / S T A T E / Z I P 

A A Journa l by and for Jewish/Chris t ian Families 

775 Simon Greenwell Lane 
Boston, KY 40107 
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