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Rosita on the Wall
On the other side of the thick and dusty adobe wall, the rooster started his pre-dawn clamor.  Rosita turned over on the mattress, hardly aware of its lumps and humid stench. She had to move fast to pack her things and take care of the morning chores. Everything was arranged.  She knew Gloria wouldn't stand her up. All she needed to do was listen for the bell and walk her way to freedom.

But Rosita lay frozen under the thin blanket that protected her from the brisk mountain air, unable to move.  All of her possessions would fit in the woven bag her mother gave her four years ago when she left the village.  She had not been home since.  Dona Elsy and Don Nelson wouldn't let her leave their house, except to go with one of them to the market or to drag the garbage out onto the curb after the garbage men marched down the street ritualistically ringing their bell every Monday morning.  Rosita figured Elsy and Nelson rightfully feared she would never return.           

Elsy and Nelson's residence could best be described as rudimentary with little character and none of the charm of fine woodwork or intricate wrought iron balconies that adorn most homes in the old quarter.  Rosita's room was on the far side of the patio, a miserable, dingy tool shed lit by bare bulb dangling haplessly from a rafter on the low ceiling.  She had no days off, no sick time, or holiday vacations.  If the patrones and their children went out for a ride or to the movies, they locked her in the house.  Fire safety regulations had never been a big thing in Ecuador, let alone in Rosita's village, so she accepted this as the normal way those in charge behave.  She expected no more and resigned herself to the terms of their confinement.  After all, she had a place to sleep and meals.  That was more than most.

It wasn't until Nelson started beating her that Rosita's tolerance for life at the Lopez's began to shatter.  As he'd kick and punch her, Nelson would mumble things like "swine" and "Indian slut."  Rosita was fifteen when the beatings commenced.

One night, as Nelson stumbled home drunk sometime past 2:00a.m., I was awoken.  I lived in the Lopez's ground floor apartment, which was a discombobulated series of rooms and corridors that somehow managed to pass for an apartment.  My bedroom window looked out onto a small walled courtyard.  On the other side of the thick adobe wall was Rosita's room.

Rosita and I became friendly the day we met.  I had visited the rugged and remote region where she came from.  When Elsy and Nelson were out, I would sometimes stand perched by the adobe wall on a tomato crate while Rosita stood atop an old chair.  That way we could talk.  I asked her lots of questions about her village, her mother, grandmother, elders, their rituals and beliefs. She was curious about the United States, my parents, childhood, why I came to Ecuador, what foods I liked.  Soon we started exchanging small gifts.  Rosita delighted me with some quinoa patties she made once while Elsy and Nelson were out.  I surprised her with a wool shawl and hand cream. Rosita washed all of the Lopez's clothes by hand in frigid water, using the piedra right outside her room.  Piedras are cement washing stations where women stand hunched over for hours soaking, rolling, rubbing, and banging clothes in ways that probably have been repeated by women in the Ecuadorian highlands for hundreds of yeas.  It got me wondering about how that gets passed down, especially as I traveled the country and saw the same hand movements and rhythm when other women in the Andes washed clothes or coaxed a broom to sweep their floors.  Sometimes Rosita washed in the early morning while the water pressure was strongest.  Nelson refused to install a pump, relying on gravity and the good graces of Saint Peter.  This meant that the household’s water supply, including my rambling quarters, was often reduced to a pitiful trickle, except for 5:30 a.m. when water rushed from the lone copper pipe that emptied into the piedra.   Predictably, Rosita's way of inaugurating each day was to wash the ever-present pile of clothes that Elsy, Nelson, and their three children accumulated.

One Sunday morning while all the Lopez's were at church, I heard Rosita washing out back.  There was the usual gush of water, then a gentle tapping of the clothes on the cement washboard, and finally the slurp of wash water that bottlenecked as it rushed to find the exit down the tight drain.  I was surprised to find her washing on Sunday and went out to greet her. It was then that I learned she had no days off and was confined to the apartment. As an after thought she added that on Monday mornings she gets to step out onto the sidewalk momentarily to deposit the family's trash in the hands of the garbage men.

I had only been renting the Lopez's apartment for three months and because I made frequent trips out of town, I hadn't heard the beatings until late one Friday night.  At first I thought it was a robber, or cats in heat clinging to the wall, but then as I shed my slumber, I recognized Nelson's voice as he cursed Rosita through the thickened drawl of his drunkenness.  Raised in a 911 culture, I immediately called the police.  Ten minutes later a patrol car drove up and two policemen banged on the front door. I decided to listen from my apartment.  They said there'd been a complaint that a woman was being beaten.  Elsy assured them there was no problem, that the muchacha had gotten out of line and Mr. Lopez was simply reminding the girl of the house rules. The officers quickly peered into the dark apartment, saw and heard nothing suspicious, and seemed satisfied with the woman's explanation, never asking to see the muchacha for themselves.  

By then Rosita had a black eye and swollen lips.  Nelson lay in a heap at the foot of the cement stairs that led to Rosita's room. Elsy put on her coat and shoes before going down to retrieve him, shouting at him all the while for getting drunk again.  He disgusted her but they had been married by the church and she told me her duty was to aguantar him and put up with whatever he dished out. Only once in all those twelve years had she thrown him out, upon discovering that he had a querida at work and frequented some of Quito's clandestine motels, frequented by sex partners who find themselves in need of a secluded bed.  Elsy insinuated that Nelson beat Rosita out of self-hatred.  He himself was a good example of an upwardly mobile Ecuadorian mestizo trying to be white in a society anchored in prejudice, brutality, and a cult to whiteness, where denial of heritage was richly rewarded.  Rosita's very existence haunted him and every time he drank, he sought revenge for the shame and awkwardness he felt in his world, one that both encouraged and thwarted him, embraced and spat upon him. 

I couldn’t fall back asleep after Elsy dragged Nelson up the stairs, nearly slipping and tumbling backwards with the full weight of his uncooperative body. I feared he’d raped Rosita and decided to go see if I could help her.  It was cold in my unheated apartment and I quickly pulled off the flannel nightshirt my sister had sent me from Massachusetts and put on a pair of jeans and sweatshirt.  I was going to scale the wall, for the first time. There was a small table in the courtyard and I carried it over to the wall. Once I placed the crate upon the table, it was high enough for me to hoist myself over. The only problem was that the chair on Rosita’s side was nowhere to be found.  The best I could do was break my five-foot fall by aiming for the nearby mound of dirty clothes.

I found Rosita shivering on the floor of her room, moaning and bloodstained.  I ran out to the clothesline and grabbed something clean, drenched it in the cold water of the night and began to wipe her face. Her left eye was badly swollen.  With her right eye she watched me with a look of numbed and remote acceptance.  I tried to pull her onto the mattress but had almost as much difficulty as Elsy had dragging Nelson up the stairs.  Finally I was able to lean Rosita back onto a pile of clothes that doubled as a pillow.  Her lower torso remained on the floor.  I tried to get her to drink some water but her lips smarted and she turned away.  Rosita was trembling so intensely that I decided to bring her my sleeping bag.  I placed the chair by the wall to help me get back over.  It wasn't easy because her side of the wall was higher than mine.  After a couple of attempts, I got over, scrambled into my dark apartment, and grabbed the sleeping bag and an aloe vera leaf as well.  By the time I got back, Rosita had hoisted herself up onto the mattress.  A good sign, I thought.  I wrapped her in the sleeping bag and oozed the aloe onto her wounds.  She soon stopped trembling and drifted off into light sleep, interrupted by intervals of moaning. I stayed with her until the rooster crowed.  It sounded louder from her room than my apartment.  

At lO:00 a.m. I called Rodrigo at his office to ask if he had time for a quick lunch.  I told him it was important.  We met for a ceviche and beer, both of which revived me.  Ecuadorians use the raw fish cooked in limejuice to recover from unforgiving hangovers.  I finally understood why. I told Rodrigo what happened and described to him Rosita's situation of virtual incarceration.  When I mentioned that her only instant of freedom was when she surrendered the Lopez's trash to the oncoming garbage truck, his eyes lit up.  When he said, "what if," I knew exactly what he was about to say.  What if we got a bell that sounded like the garbage truck bell and rang it in front of the house before the real garbage men arruved, thereby giving Rosita the excuse to walk toward the curb.  We'd have a car parked safely nearby to take her way, to another place to live and work. Rodrigo said he'd talk to a co-worker who maybe could help.

I waited for nightfall until the Lopez's were quieted down before going out to the wall to call for Rosita. She came out slowly. I slipped over the wall and asked how she was.  He hadn't raped her but she told me he'd been beating her for years and didn't know what to do.  I told her that if she was interested, there was an alternative.  After explaining the broad strokes of the plan, she said she'd do it, that she'd leave them and take her chances elsewhere, although she said she feared that all patrones were the same.  I tried to assure her that that was not the case.

Upon returning to my apartment I phoned Rodrigo.  He told me he'd spoken to Fabian and Susana and they were happy to have Rosita come and work for them. She'd have a small but comfortable room in their apartment, days off, vacation time, and she'd earn nearly twice as much. We decided to do it the following Monday, just four days away.  Finding the right bell would be hard but I thought I knew how to crack that one.  The next morning I called Telmo Hidalgo, a friend and well-known trade union lawyer.  I asked him if he'd ever defended the Sanitation Worker's Union and he proceeded to give me a very long, intricate account of a strike they launched against the city in the late seventies.  I asked him if he still had any contacts with them and if he could get me one of their ever so special bells. He said "no sweat," that I'd have my bell by tomorrow.

That night I went to see Rosita again. She looked a little better as the swelling began to go down.  I did my best to boost her spirits, talking about a new life, the possibility of getting a job somewhere she could earn a salary, but I sensed that she didn't share my enthusiasm and optimism for the future.  Unfortunately I had to go away for the weekend but assured her I'd be home on Sunday night and Monday morning at about eight Rodrigo would ring the bell and Fabian would be parked in a blue car on the corner.

Before leaving I stopped by Telmo's office for the bell.  It was heavy and tarnished, and looked ancient.  I made me wonder how long Ecuadorians had been hauling their trash out to the ringing of bells. It seemed strange to me because it assumed that there was always someone home, listening for the bell and available to bring out the trash.  It was clear that such a system could only function in a society predicated on women being home bound as domestic workers, as wives or paid servants. And here I was, temporarily the keeper of the bell.  It made me feel more intimate with Ecuador even though I detested what it represented.

When I got home on Sunday night I called Rodrigo and Fabian to make sure everything was in place.  I went to see Rosita but she was still upstairs at the Lopez's washing the dinner dishes.  I decided to take a shower after my weekend of work in the countryside and trusted that everything would go as we had planned.

Rodrigo came over for breakfast at about 7:00a.m.  He was going to ring the bell once Fabian and Susana arrived.  I knew that the real garbage men didn't ever come before 8:30a.m., so we were fine.  When the blue car pulled up, I handed Rodrigo the bell.  I could hear that Rosita was already upstairs clearing the breakfast dishes off the table.   Rodrigo walked down the block and began to ring the bell, trying hard to look like a garbage man, not easy for an upscale urban architect.  Doors started to open and women - invariably women - emerged from behind locked doors with the trash.  Fortunately, no one was really looking at Rodrigo - those performing the lowest of tasks are always invisible.  I was peering through my living room window.  All of a sudden, Rosita came out with the trash. I was surprised that she didn't have her woven bag.  I figured that she decided to leave everything behind and make a fresh start.  Fabian and Susana were watching her from their car, smiling and motioning for her to come.  She gave them a fleeting look and quickly ran back inside, slamming the door.  I was flabbergasted, speechless, disappointed, felt betrayed in my trust and foolish in my conspiracy.  A few moments later, leaving a street strewn with bags and cans of trash, Rodrigo, Fabian, and Susan came into my apartment.  They asked me what I thought had happened, and I told them I thought I'd never understand their country and the ways of its people.  They said she probably just got scared and left it at that.  Rodrigo gave me back the bell, and they departed.

Days later when I saw Rosita she told me she just couldn't go through with it.  What if the people in the blue car were worse than the Lopez's? It was no use running away.  She just had to bear it.  

Soon thereafter, I moved out of the Lopez's downstairs apartment.  The thought of re-witnessing the abuse and getting enmeshed in a drama not my own was unappealing.  Rosita and I said our goodbyes perched on our wall.  She never fully explained to me the choices she made, and I didn't press her.  As a farewell gift, I gave her one of my down pillows, lamely trying to offer her some comfort.

Seven years later, I was at a trade union protest near Quito's airport.  Hundreds of workers were building barricades, burning tires, dodging the police, hurling tear gas canisters back at them.  I was interested in witnessing this dimension of Ecuador's young democracy at work. 

During the predictable noon-time truce when both the army and protesters respected each other's right to lunch by retreating from the front line, I spotted Rosita among a crowd of women workers.  She looked quite different, wearing pants instead of the full, brightly colored skirts she brought from her village, and her hair was short and stylish.  I went up to her.  She gave me the biggest of smiles and the warmest of hugs.  She said that Elsy threw Nelson out three years ago, this time for good, and once he was gone, she'd decided to leave and get a factory job, that now she lived in a shared apartment in the old quarter of the city where life was better, and that she even had a novio - a boyfriend.  I was delighted, and mused to myself that all things have their time.  Just then, the army launched another canister of tear gas about ten feet from where we were standing.  As the acid seared our eyes and throats, Rosita and I ran for cover and lost each other in a cloud of smoke. 

Mishy Lesser

Quito, Ecuador

1981
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Family and Feet
When I was forty-eight, I had foot surgery and spent four weeks in bed with ice packs balanced tenuously on my ankles. I drank countless cups of hot water with a slice of lemon, just like my grandmother. My husband took superb care of me and my mother visited almost everyday. The sorry state of her feet was one of the reasons I decided to endure surgery on both of mine. The other reason was my husband’s sabbatical. My feet couldn’t wait another six years for this operation, and I couldn’t recover without his daily attention to my needs. He would regularly detach himself from the ever-expanding task of writing two books, a novel, and several journal articles to refresh the ice packs, refill the mug, open the window, close the window, and in general anticipate my next request.

On one of my mother’s visits, we talked about her feet: how as a young woman, everyday for five years she used to walk to work in New York City from the subway at 5th Avenue all the way to 10th Avenue wearing high heels, and whether that had anything to do with the fact that today, all five toe joints in both her feet are dislocated. When you look at her toes they somehow seem stacked on top of one another rather than standing at attention in an orderly row. 
Then my mom mentioned that her mother used to have problems with her feet, too. Often described to me as a beautiful and at times vain woman, according to my mom, my Bubbie used to cram her feet into size 4½ shoes.  I emphasize “according to my mom,” because since I started writing this story, one of her sisters said that wasn’t the case, and has expressed displeasure over the assertion that her mother be portrayed as having subjected herself to voluntary discomfort for reasons of vanity. Suffice it to say that this image of the fleshy part of my grandmother’s feet puffing out of her pumps is imprinted in my memory, as if they were part of a forced cleavage, engineered by a bra way too small that squishes the breasts up and out in an act of not so subtle provocation.

And so I found myself full of questions about family and feet, wondering especially about my grandmother’s journeys and wanderings.

My maternal grandmother was a short woman, barely grazing the bar at five feet. Her name was Bouza but she anglicized it to Bessie, and believe it or not, she was from a small village in Bessarabia, tucked inside what is today Moldova, formerly part of western Russia. I wonder if her parents, Nachum Leib and Maryam Trianofsky, ever imagined that one day Bouza would have ten American grandchildren who composed refrains about their Bubba Bessie from Bessarabia.

Bubbie’s father, Nachum Leib, was a peddler of sorts, selling tallit (prayer shawls) and other ritual objects to Jews, and running a tavern for non-Jews. In Czarist Russia, Jews were allowed to sell wine but not vodka or distilled alcohol. The story goes that one day in the early 1900’s, Nachum Leib had the misfortune to receive and pay for a bad batch of wine, one so sour as to make it unpalatable. His only hope was to sweeten it and pray that no one noticed. But the truth leaked out and he was threatened with arrest and exile to Siberia. He decided to take his chances by fleeing to America instead, leaving his wife, Maryam, and their four children with her father, Shmuel Zelick Kaufman. Shmuel was an innkeeper in the village of Brichon, over the border into Romania. So Maryam, 25 at the time, Bouza (10), Hanie (8), Mayer (7), and Mechale (3) waited.

Nachum Leib traversed Europe, crossing at least five borders, until he climbed aboard a ship pointing west toward Philadelphia, sometime between 1902 and 1905. Fortunately, a cousin had already made the journey and found work to support himself, his wife and their five children. This cousin, whose name is not known, labored as a paper-hanger and invited my great grandfather to join him on the job and sleep on a straw mat beneath the kitchen sink of their squalid apartment. 

It took Nachum Leib Trianofsky, now known as Louis Neff, nearly five years to save enough money to pay for the Schiffs Cartes that would provide passage for his family, who by now had returned to their village, Yedenitz, in Bessarabia. Sometime in the winter of 1910, relatives and neighbors arranged for a wagon brimming with hay to hide Maryam and her children as they left Bessarabia for America. According to family lore, Lizzie Rosenberg, Bouza’s childhood friend, took off her scarf and wrapped it around Bouza to keep her warm. A few years later, Lizzie and Bouza would become sisters-in law when Bouza married Lizzie’s brother, Sam. And so it was that the family wound their way into Romania, then probably crossed into Hungary, Austria, Germany, Belgium, and finally England where they boarded a ship headed for Philadelphia. They arrived in December, and were met on the dock by Louis, who according to my grandmother looked gaunt and weary. In spite of his weakened constitution, within a month of their reunion, Louis and Maryam conceived Sheyva, who became known as Eve. My great aunt Eve will turn 90 in October, the first member of my mother’s family born in the United States, and the only surviving member of her generation. She danced at my wedding last year, even though she said her feet and legs were killing her.  
Bouza started to work the day after they arrived in America at the age of 14, and went to school at night, trying to learn English, a skill she never fully mastered (she always called scallions “scunyuns”). Soon after, she was reintroduced to a childhood acquaintance, a young man named Samuel Rosenberg, eldest son of Joseph and Rose from Yedenitz, the place the Trianofsky’s used to call home. Bessie and Sam were married in 1913. They had five children, four daughters and a son. They lived in Philadelphia for years, and during the depression, were in Lansdale, Pennsylvania among the Amish and Mennonites. Lizzie, who had wrapped her scarf around Bessie’s neck as she left Yedenitz, came with her husband Harry and their children to live with Sam and Bessie. Sam and Harry used to venture together into Philadelphia during the week in search of work. 

Sam and Bessie kept a kosher home, a challenging feat in rural Pennsylvania. Once, in celebration of Passover, Louis Neff sent his daughter a kosher chicken from Philadelphia by way of the U.S. Postal Service. When the neatly wrapped package reached the Lansdale post office, the stench was so unbearable that the postmaster summoned my grandfather immediately to retrieve the putrid parcel.  Nachum Leib must have thought the postal service possessed supernatural powers, capable of moving something from one place and making it reappear elsewhere, but apparently he did not consider how long it took to work that magic.  

By the time Sam died, my grandmother was practically blind, struck by both glaucoma and cataracts. While he was still alive, Sam used to take Bessie to New York to have her eyes examined. She would get staggering headaches, use drops all day long, and often took to her bed with eyes hurting. It would seem that sometimes my mother was left in charge. She was the third of four daughters. Her older sisters were out working and her youngest sister was, well, too young. And so Bessie relied heavily on my mother to shop, cook, and take on some formidable cleaning chores: sanding the floors with carbolic acid and steel wool, scraping off old varnish, whitewashing walls, ironing, scrubbing the kitchen floor, taking down the curtains in the morning before school so they could be washed, and then hanging them on curtain stretchers. 

It has also been reported that Bessie used to bury silverware in the backyard in order to kosher-ize it. She would wrap her forks, knives, and spoons in cloth napkins and deposit them underground so that mother earth could redeem them after they crossed the forbidden line between dairy and meat. As her sight began to fail, a growing number of utensils were lost out behind the house. I wonder what kind of story the archaeologists of the future will invent to explain this phenomenon when they happen upon these precious bundles. 

Carl, Sam and Bessie’s only son, was killed on January 1, 1943 while serving in the U.S. Merchant Marines. His ship, the Arthur Middleton, was torpedoed at sea by a German gunboat, his body never recovered. The family was notified by way of a telegram and for years, his sisters refused to believe that their brother Carl had perished.  Bessie tried to keep the news from Sam for as long as she could. Sam’s health was already failing and she feared this would end his life. To try to restore his strength she used to cook bacon on a stove in the basement and feed it to her husband. She still kept kosher in the rest of the house but her logic went like this: the ‘goyim’ seem in good health and maybe it is because they eat bacon, so I might as well give it a try. My mother and her siblings delighted in devouring the leftovers. Sam died of heart failure two years later when my mother was just sixteen. By now, the family was living in Astoria, Queens.

And all this brings me back to feet. I think perhaps my grandmother was a bit vain, investing energy and scarce resources in creating a beautiful home, while tending to her ill husband, mourning the loss of her son, and facing the perils of fading eyesight. So, was nudging her feet into overly tight shoes part of a more complex pattern informed by hardship, adversity, and some denial? Maybe, and I don’t fault her. When all else fails, why not resort to a little cleavage?

Mishy Lesser

Boston, Massachusetts

July 11, 2001

Acceptance

I couldn’t accept the world as it is

until the jagged peaks and tilted cliffs of Alberta joined my dreams,

and the cloudy blue of alpine streams entered my veins,

until the insistent marks of a bear’s claw on a felled lodge pole pine awakened my senses,

and the smell of mud and moss from the forest’s floor became embedded beneath my wet skin,

until moist rocks etched by green and brown and grey splotches of lichen reminded me of a detailed county map,

and a bear cub blissfully tangled in a roadside bush stopped me in my tracks.

I couldn’t accept the world as it is

until the thunder of a distant avalanche made me shudder then wonder,

and two lakes stacked up like a terraced garden watered by a glacial cascade stole my imagination,

until the lingering smell of a campfire in my hair became a coveted fragrance,

and meadow after meadow replete with thickets of purple aster and pink Indian paintbrush left me gasping to describe their splendor,

until yet another rock ribboned with layers of limestone and sandstone and shale leapt into my pocket and made me the carrier of gems,

and the gaze of a great grey owl penetrated my core and made me feel whole,

until I finally knew that once I left this treasured place I would return again and again.

Oh Canada, you shelter us from the madness that brews south and lead me to pray that others may look upon your sacred heights and grow grubby with the embrace of your backcountry trails.

Mishy Lesser

Sunday, July 31 – Wednesday, August 3, 2005

Waterfowl Campground on Route 93, Alberta, Canada

Personal Prayer for Yom Kippur morning

In 2007, Mishy was invited by a board member of her Temple (TBZ) to offer a personal prayer during the High Holy Days.  She shared it on Yom Kippur morning (5768 in the Jewish calendar).   A shortened version of the prayer was broadcast on 90.9 WBUR (Boston’s NPR news station) on September 21, 2007. 

This past year I decided to make room in my life to begin to regularly visit a young man who is incarcerated for dealing drugs.  The son of a friend, he is someone I’ve known since his childhood.  Girard was a high school football star who rarely got into trouble.  Set up by an acquaintance to sell cocaine to an undercover police officer, he is more than halfway through a mandatory ten-year sentence.  Girard turned twenty-nine last month and has become an avid reader, lyricist, and musical composer.  His voice is astonishingly beautiful.  He was always a sweet person but I don’t recall the strength of character he now exhibits.  In spite of the chatter of hundreds of people huddled with inmates in the visiting room, he is utterly present and focused during our time together.  My husband Chris, who teaches religious studies at Stonehill College, is coaching him on how to develop a meditation practice while confined in a minimum security facility.

I have been thinking some about the choices and circumstances that led Girard to prison, and the retributive justice system that isolates and punishes him for his mistakes.  He has had no opportunity to right his wrongs and the harm done to others, but he has had five years to learn to forgive himself for his misdeeds.  It is an ongoing struggle, where guilt, regret, blame, and self-doubt visit him on a regular basis.  He is terrified of life on the outside, which I think is a good sign.  There is no hubris in this young man.  Rather, he is sober about what awaits him: no job, no college degree, no place to live.  And if that weren’t enough, there are old acquaintances eager to wrap him once again in a destructive web of relationships and behaviors, and a criminal record that will prompt those in positions of authority to make quick judgments about who he is, and what he is or is not capable of.  Confinement provides him endless opportunities to either explode or manage his anger.  Fortunately, Girard has become skilled at detaching himself from the triggers and humiliation that encircle him.  He knows that his most important task is to shore up his strengths so he can someday experience the kind of contentment and fulfillment that come from making life-enhancing choices.  

The great message of the High Holy Days is tshuvah – returning to our highest selves.  It is a powerful reminder that change is possible in our lives. I wonder what would have become of Girard if rather than punishment, he’d been held to account by the community he harmed and given an opportunity to atone for his transgression.  Would he feel more sure of himself today if he’d been allowed to make amends for his actions, not isolated because of them?  And how might I have made a difference, had I been more involved in his pre-teen years, actively trying to guide him toward healthier relationships and choices?  

It seems fitting to reflect on this today as we sink into our own thoughts about atonement, both as individuals and as a community.  In our tradition, transgression is not seen as merely an individual failure but as something that belongs to the collective.   As the “Al Chet” prayer echoes here today, I will acknowledge that I carry some responsibility for the narrow place Girard inhabits.  As I do this, I feel gratitude for the ways that TBZ challenges me to ask what it means to walk in G_d’s way and how to participate in the infinite work of caring for others.  Our Tikkun Olam Team provides me with an opportunity to focus on fulfilling the Jewish imperative to "repair the world" through thoughtful, aware, persistent participation in political and social action. 

And so my prayers:

For all the times I have made assumptions about others and had doubts about what they are capable of, I ask the force of healing and transformation in the universe to forgive me.  

For the ways I participate in a criminal justice system that chooses punishment and confinement over atonement and the righting of wrongs, I ask for forgiveness. 

For the ways I have failed to express anger at the things and forces that truly anger me, and for not taking constructive action to challenge those forces, I ask for forgiveness.   

And for the ways I have been more concerned with my personal well-being than that of the community, I ask to be forgiven.

May I come closer to acting in the world as someone created in G_d’s image, and deepen my learning through TBZ of what it means to walk in G_d’s way.  And may we as a community grow in our capacity to act on what it means to be holy. 

Mishy Lesser

Watertown, Massachusetts

September 22, 2007
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