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BOOK BREAK —E

Book offers unusual
American Jews

view of

ers of America. To be-
gin with, there's the
land. It's flowing with
mitk and honey. People
make heaps of moncy,
’ make foriunecs,
they literally scoop up
gold. And business
s0 good, it makes you
dizxy. You can do any-
thing you want. If you
want a factory, you sct
up a factory. If you feel itke opening
little store, you open a little store. And
the size of the cities! The width of the
streets! The height of the buildings!”

“That's all very well . . . but tell me:
Don't people die in America, just like
here! Or do they live on and on?”

“Of course they die, but the way they
die — that's what's wonderful

— from Sholom Alelchem's “Beryl
Isaac and tho Wonders of America”
{1948)

Thess sentiments, expresaed by the
Yiddish suthor whose stories form the
basis of "Fiddler on the Roof,” were
shared by countless Jewish immigrants
who cama to Amatica, They also pro-
vide the framework to “The Wonders of
Ametica” (Hill and Wang, 1934), a fas-
cinating and informative book by Jenna
Weissman Josclit, Princeton University
professor and author of

ESTHER
LITTMANN

try,” and advertisements to entica the §

Jewish homemaker.

Along with the minutlao of dally liv-
ing — marriage, childbirth, parenting
and departing — Joselit includes some
uil.nrtllng, little-known items of informa-
tion,

Beginnings

For example, wee learn that Bat 3y
Mitzvah (coming-of-age ceremeny for R

girls) ian’t a liberal innovation.

It atarted in the Conservative move- Ty
ment, and was even practiced by some [

Re-

Orthodox congregations before the
form 1 d its fncl
The latter, after all, already had o cere-
mony that acknowledged women's relig-
jous quality: Confirmation.
Mitzvah, purists claimed, was redun-
dant. But who could ignore the tide of
popular opinion?

Also intervating is Joselit's account
of tho double-ring ceremony. Although
its roots were in non~Jewish 19th centu-
ry Germany, the ritual was adopted in
1871, afer ) educatod, cultured
German-American Jewish brides asked
if they could give thelr grooms o ring.
Reluctant to be pasaive at the oltar,
they wanted “equal participation.”

But whother the examples come from
the kitchen (beef-frye, a meat product
that bled bacon) or the wedding

worka ca popular culture.

When Jews came to America, the
dom to p happi took many

forms, religious e well an commercial

ond professional. But freedom of wor-

ehip was only the beginning.

Aflter that, writes the author, Jews
laimed freedom to discard, modify, In-
vent and reappropriate. Not for them a
religious atraitjacket of “ideological and-
behavioral consistency.”America was
the place to excrciss choice, to practice
indulgence rather than sclf-denisl, to
secure matorial well-being as well a3
spiritual welfaro.

f

Grass-roots

(the clectric chupa), Josellt’s work s
alivo with amusing anccdates and tell-
ing detail that deacribe what it means
to be Jewish in Ametica.

When the community’s lcaders “saw
only deterioration,” writea Joselit, “the
folk, by contrast, saw color, liveliness,
fun and pood-natured sentimentality.
When the clite believed consumption
and religioua ritual tobe. . . adversari-
al, the folk joined them together.”

During this holiday scason, many
Jewish clergy will, no doubt, address
the issuc of Identity versus assimila-

tion.
“Qur distinctive characteristics aro
going.” said one rabbi from & pulpit in

Chicago. “Intermarriage is Hsing, and
temple d is In declino.”

Joselit has written a book of mod
Jewish history in America like we'vo
never read before. It's about a Judaism
sheped by consumers rather than by
ths “cultural custodians,” a grass-roota
phenomenon, created by the people and
for the people.

When time constraints msde stelct

Sabbath observance too difficult, Jews -

channeled their encrgy and enthusiasm

That wan 1893. Since then Jews have
bemoaned the same trends and contin-
ue to ask, “Can we survivs froedom?”
Joscllt's response s provocative: “Tho
wonder of it all — and of Amezica — in
that the answer remaina tho same.”

Jenna Weissman Josolit will epeak
on tho topic *“The Unaffiliated Jew” 1
p.m. Friday, Oct. 13, at thoe Birmingham

to another family ovent — the Bar Temple in Farm{;?gwn Hills as part of
Mitzvah celebration. When adh “Colloquium '95. .
- to dietary laws bogan to wane, the lovo

of Jewlsh cooking proliferated, dotting
the urban landseape with bage! shops
and delicatossens.

The suthor's 40-page bibiliography
contains no weighty tumes by biblical
scholars. Instsad, we find references to
temple yearbooks, articles in popular

_Jewieh magazines, personal letiers to

" relativés atill living in the “old coun-’

Esther Littmann, ¢ resident of Bloom>
field Township, is G tecturer of English
end German at Lowrence logical
University in Southfield. As
child, Littmonn grew up regording
books as substitutes for siblings. You
can leave her ¢ message from o toych-
tone phone at (313) 953-2047, mailbox
1893, Her fax number i8 (810) 544-1314.,.
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Showroom
Design Studio

Fabrics + Wallcoverings « Custom Draperies

Furnishings/Accessories

OCTOBER 31

33% OFF

Designer Handpriats and others

FABRICS .

L b )
Robert Aller, Ruth Witson, Greeff, Kravet and others.

WALLCOVERINGS

perial, Blonder, Thybony Scabrook, Warner, Greeff

50% OFF BLINDS

7 Mertical, Min!, Wood, Pleated Shades
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