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The Lonely Journey of a Puerto Rican Jew
By Franklin Velazquez

As a little child on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, | wondered about the Jewish world that
existed side by side with our Puerto Rican one in the late '50s and '60s. | was raised Roman
Catholic by Puerto Rican immigrants who arrived in the mid-'50s, seeking economic betterment.
My parents spoke only Spanish at home. Their English at the time wasn't that good, and we went to
a Spanish language mass at St. Mary's Church on Grand Street.

Next to that world of Catholicism and Puerto Rican culture existed a strange world of Jews,
ranging from Ashkenazi secular to Orthodox Hasidic Jews. Hebrew letterings were all around the
Lower East Side, on shuls and stores. The Puerto Rican and Jewish worlds interacted with a certain
distrust towards each other as well as with moments of cooperation. Our school board elections
were often contentious and racially charged events. Despite the conflicts, most of my friends, as
well as my teachers, at P.S. 110 were Jewish, mostly from liberal backgrounds. | have good
memories of playing with my friends at the Grand Street Coop.

Over the years, | felt drawn to Judaism, curious about
the resiliency of the Jews and their sense of compassion
towards the world. As | read the works of Maimonides,
Abraham Joshua Heschel, Martin Buber and Mordechai
Kaplan, a new spiritual horizon opened itself to me. |
discovered the wonderful world of the One God that
connects us to each other and beckons us to transform
this world. I learned that I, too, could struggle and

. wrestle with God to find new meaning in my life. This
process and struggle led to my conversion in a Reform
temple in 2003 under the spiritual guidance of the very
loving and caring Rabbi Jeffrey Sirkman.

This pull toward Judaism also manifested itself unconsciously. For years prior to my conversion |
had Jewish dreams involving Hassids dancing around me and one with a rabbi pointing to a volume
of the Mishnah. My soul was literally pointing to its need to cross into another spiritual dimension
and world. The Star of David was waiting for me.

Of course, my conversion was not without its difficulties. My wife, of Italian Irish background,
who was also raised Catholic, married me prior to the conversion. My children, Noah and Sara,
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who are now 10 and 4, respectively, were born prior to my conversion. As | moved toward
Judaism, my wife was connecting herself to a humanistic community that had meaning for her: the
Ethical Culture Society. These simultaneous scenarios created tension, especially in breaking the
news to the Catholic in-laws and in determining in what religion to raise the kids.

Upon my conversion, | felt an aura of Judaism around me that was hard to dispel. It also meant that
I wasn't always sensitive to the religion of my wife. Sometimes, | was guilty of spiritual arrogance
that isn't healthy and can be alienating. In a sense | wanted everyone to be Jewish despite having
entered a marriage in which this wasn't even a consideration. For two years, my son went to Jewish
religious school where he learned to read Hebrew. My wife acquiesced, but I know it was hard on
her on some level. This year, the car pool arrangement to get my son to his religious school broke
down, which means that Noah is back at Ethical Culture Society religious school. This outcome is
rather difficult and sad for me since | wanted to share my spiritual journey with my son.

As a Latino, interacting with an Ashkenazi-dominated culture has had
both its rewards and strains. I love klezmer music as well as Spanish
ballads. I love matzah ball soup as well as rice and beans. | love Latino
culture with its sense of pain and happiness, a culture so close to the
Jewish one.

One very difficult issue of going to a large synagogue in the suburbs is
that | haven't met other Latino Jews. | also haven't gotten to know other
synagogue members well enough to be invited to their homes. This is at
variance with my cultural and religious upbringing in which people
frequently visited each other and created deep personal ties. Since | am
relatively new to the congregation and do not have a Jewish family, |
miss out on sharing my Judaism with other Jews in my own personal
space.

An apartment building on the Lower
East Side of Manhattan, where

My closest friend at the synagogue, who has been incredibly supportive, Franklin Velazquez, a Puerto Rican
has been my former Hebrew teacher Rose Wolf. Rose is an Ashkenazi ;rr]gx(i:nitirs;ltg:.]bngl.rﬁé gzggthnaﬁ:?se
Jew who was able to leave Germany in time to avoid the concentration ~ converted to Judaism.

camps. She has told me how difficult it was for her to sit in a classroom

in a corner specially designated for a Jew, all alone. I love these older Jews who still remember the
feeling of oppression. In a sense, they know what it is like to be a Latino growing up with

discrimination. This historical and emotional connection is important to me.

The interfaith struggle within my marriage continues. Ultimately, our marriage must be founded in
deep love, tolerance and acceptance of the other. | cannot impose my religion on others. But, | do
want to continue to expose my children to Judaism. | want them to know that living a good life is
like stepping into the reality of Torah, taking the good with the bad, but always knowing that the
sacred infuses this reality. Whatever happens, | want my children to experience God, whichever
way they choose to define God, and that life is about experiencing what Abraham Joshua Heschel
called radical amazement.

For a perspective on this article from outreach professional Dawn C. Kepler, read The Journey to
Judaism Can Be Lonely.
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Salt Cod on Shabbat

By Rachel Rockenmacher

Reconciling our different religious and ethnic heritages in raising our son has been more
complicated than my husband and | had anticipated when we married nine and a half years ago. We
couldn't have come from more different backgrounds.

I am the daughter of two professional parents, an Ashkenazi Jewish father and a mother who
converted to Judaism. Her English Protestant family has been in New England for centuries, and
their lineage has been traced to medieval times.

My husband emigrated from the Azores when he was 10.
Now an autonomous region of Portugal, this tropical
archipelago in the middle of the Atlantic comprised three
districts of Portugal at the time. His parents were
primarily subsistence farmers; his father occasionally
made furniture to barter and his mother cared for the six
of 11 children who survived diseases easily preventable
here, cooked in an open fire stove and washed laundry in
the river. Villages on their island were so isolated that
dialects varied from one to the next.

We met when | heard him performing music in Harvard
Square in Cambridge, Mass., and our relationship slowly
developed after many years of hesitation because of our
different backgrounds. At first, it was not difficult to
bring each other to Portuguese and Jewish community events, Jewish holiday and family
celebrations, and even to learn a little Portuguese. Both of our families actively took an interest in
the other's heritages: my parents, sister and brother-in-law went to hear my husband's band play at
Portuguese festivals and talked about accompanying us to the Azores one day; his sister gave us a
mezuzah when we bought our house and never forgets to send e-cards for Jewish holidays. My
uncle Joe fondly recalled his stopover in the Azores during World War 11 when he served in the Air
Force.

I found many aspects of Manny's family's cultural traditions familiar: large family gatherings with
too much food and people constantly filling your plate, like my father's side; value placed on
making and fixing things yourself, like my mother's side; plus vegetable gardens even more
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beautiful than my great Uncle Francis's. | never met anyone who could hold and comfort a baby,
prepare a delicious meal and feed a large group simultaneously, or pinch a child's cheeks cooing
"such a beautiful child" (in her own language) like my Grandma Sadie, until I met Tia Florinda.

Before our son Ethan was born, we decided we would share with him the aspects of each of our
heritages that were important to us. We would raise him in the Jewish faith, as Judaism was
important to me while my husband had rejected Catholicism and respected my religious beliefs.
Our home, we decided, would be filled Portuguese music, Jewish holidays and Portuguese,
Ashkenazi and old New England family recipes. We'd share Portuguese and Jewish community
ties, family on both sides, regional ties to New England and the Azores islands, and regular trips to
the Azores and maybe Israel. We'd teach our son to speak Portuguese and English first so that he
could talk with family (many of whom don't speak English), then start Hebrew at around 3.

We were overjoyed when Ethan was born, but also overwhelmed by the power of our desire to pass
on traditions from our backgrounds. Much of the first week of his life was consumed by a bitter,
visceral battle about following through with the plans we had made for a bris. My husband found
the concept cruel and gruesome; | found it necessary. Our final decision was so difficult that we
agreed not to discuss it publicly.

Naming our son was simpler: we easily agreed to choose names for special family members from
both sides of the family who had recently died. He'd call us "Mommy" and "Papa.” Friends and
relatives gave him traditional Portuguese gold: a baby ring, a bracelet engraved with his name and
necklace charms, a traditional Portuguese fist "for good luck,” a soccer ball and a chai (Jewish
symbol of good luck) which my sister-in-law said was "instead of a cross."

Deciding how to handle the "December dilemma" seemed easy when it was just the two of us, but
became more difficult when adoring relatives wanted to share their special traditions with the
newest addition to the family. When my mother-in-law was still alive, she depended on us to drive
her to my sister-in-law's house on Christmas Eve, where we would join the family for an amazing
codfish dinner. We did not celebrate Christmas in our home.

Then, when Ethan was born we explained that we were raising him Jewish and that we would not
have a Christening or celebrate Easter or Christmas. My mother-in-law had passed away a couple
of years before Ethan's birth, and my sisters-in-law wanted to honor her memory by continuing the
tradition she had loved of gathering on Christmas Eve. How could we deny our son this only
regular annual gathering of his paternal relatives? How could we dishonor my mother-in-law's
memory? So we attend the Christmas Eve gathering every year. My husband's relatives understand
that Santa doesn't come to our house, but can't resist at least giving Ethan "a little something" on
that day. I was uncomfortable at first, but my husband felt this was what they knew; that we should
just accept their expressions of love.

Our son doesn't seem confused; he told me that even though he doesn't celebrate Christmas, it was
nice of Tia Fatima and Tia Maria to give him a gift, since that's when they're used to giving them.
He proudly talked to his kindergarten class about what our family does on Hanukkah.

Planning for our son's Jewish education and our own Jewish community involvement has been
another challenge. Because | am the Jewish parent, | feel it is my responsibility to do most of the
research. In looking for a congregation, I look for a community in which | will feel comfortable
with the liturgy and my husband will not feel alienated, where he will hopefully have positive
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feelings. | start by taking our son to Shabbat services and meeting with community members. |
speak with membership coordinators over the phone openly about my husband's background and
discuss how they would treat a non-Jewish spouse and a child of intermarriage. Will they accept a
Portuguese immigrant who never went to college? Will he feel comfortable coming to events, or
will he identify more with his cousin and aunt who used to clean the Hillel building at a nearby
university and were puzzled by some of the customs they observed at this "igreja” (church)?

With membership so expensive, we still bounce between congregations but have narrowed our
search. The three of us fell in love with a Jewish school in our area where we hoped to send our
son, but were heartbroken when, despite their generous offer of financial aid, we could not afford
the tuition. But we have enrolled Ethan in a Sunday gan (kindergarten Hebrew school) class he
enjoys, and last Friday night he fell asleep singing the motzi (Jewish blessing over bread).

It helps that both my husband and I are committed to our plan of passing on aspects of both of our
heritages to our son, the Jewish religion and both of our cultures, though we each have separate
roles in this endeavor. Ethan loves teaching his papa about Hebrew letters, words and blessings,
and about Jewish holidays. He also loves correcting my pronunciation of Portuguese words. His
bookshelf includes books on Jewish holidays, stories in Portuguese and others in Hebrew. The
Portuguese books are only starting to interest him, thanks to the Portuguese TV website's children's
games and his growing interest in understanding conversations at family gatherings. For years he
was very annoyed when Papa would speak to him in Portuguese, and my husband learned that it
was hard to pass on a language mostly alone. I've finally committed to taking a Portuguese class
next year, so | will no longer speak like Tarzan. Now our son is learning both Hebrew and
Portuguese at the same time and seems to be handling it well.

Sometimes aspects of our son's different heritages come together in unique combinations. We
served grilled bacalhau (salt cod) at a Shabbat dinner with our neighbors, and make a vegetarian
recipe for sopa de feijao (bean and vegetable soup), with the right amounts of Azorean crushed red
peppers and paprika so that even the Portuguese relatives don't miss the linguica (spicy sausage,
usually made of pork). | remember, on a bike ride around the block in September, when we stopped
to give flowers to a "vosinha" (neighbor) who baked biscoitos (Portuguese cookies) and their
island's style of sweet bread (similar to challah) for Ethan, after wishing the twins across the street
a "Shana Tova." We found a place that doesn't charge extra to make three versions of holiday photo
cards: one for Hanukkah, and generic greetings in English and Portuguese. On New Year's Day,
after practicing writing his Hebrew letters, our son wished a "Feliz Afio Novo" to our friends who
called from the Azores.

Ethan frequently seeks connections between his different heritages: Aunt Gloria reminds him of
Tia Florinda, Uncle John built an electric train set-up and Titi José built a garden shed with the
same great skill. He notes that "telephone” is the same in the all three of his languages and that
glida sounds like gelado (ice cream). Portuguese relatives (who have trouble saying "th") call him
Eitan. On his globe, he loves to find Boston, New Hampshire, the Azores, Israel and China. (Two
of my nieces were adopted from China.) He loves building projects with Papa and wants to design
and build a sukkah with him from scratch. He shares Jewish holiday traditions with his
kindergarten class and wants Papa to perform his favorite Portuguese song for them. My husband
and | are pleased when he takes an interest in each of our backgrounds, try to set a positive
example, and have learned to make the effort to teach him to be comfortable, hopefully fluent, in
these different worlds.
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