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In a few minutes, we will be saying the Hebrew sentences that say,  “Hashem is the foundation of everything, perfect in every action, who can tell G-d what to do?  G-d, who rules above and below, who causes death and restores life, who lowers down to the grave and raises up.”

My mother, Juliette Mizrahi Radinsky, Yaffa Bat Eliezer V’Emma, was an exceptional woman.  She was aptly named Yaffa, which in Hebrew means “beautiful.” All of her deeds were truly beautiful.  She was born into an affluent family in Cairo, Egypt in 1934.  Later, I believe as a teenager, they moved to Maadi.  She attended and graduated from the American School for Girls, and later the American University in Cairo with a degree in social anthropology.  After the Israeli War for Independence, things got progressively more difficult for Jews in Egypt.  Things further deteriorated after the 1956 conflict.  Their families had to get out.  In a harrowing tale, my mother and her father barely escaped with their lives the day the Islamic Brotherhood burned down Cairo.  My mother was a rare exception in her generation, a highly educated, university-degreed woman living in Egypt.  She received several full scholarships to attend graduate school in the United States.  She left her family, a close-knit clan, father, mother, brother, aunts, uncles, cousins, numbering well over 100, not knowing if she will ever see any of them again.  Yet, she ventured on.  Shouldering the responsibility, she hoped that maybe her escape out of Egypt would lead to their salvation as well.  All of this at the age of 22.  She was truly an exceptional person.  My mother had a defiant personality in her younger days.  I don’t think anyone would have called her docile or meek.  She had to have had a strong, independent personality in order for her to succeed in the environment that she was in.  My mother also had tremendous faith.  She was not the type that went after the chumra of the week, or the type that analyzes the minutia relating to an observance, but rather she had true faith.  The kind that believes that everything flows from Hashem and has a purpose, whether or not we can understand it at the time.

My mother arrived in Seattle to attend graduate school at the University of Washington on Erev Rosh Hashonna.  Upon disembarking from the airplane and being met by a contingent of representatives from the organization funding her scholarship, she asked them for the location of a synagogue, as Rosh Hashonna was rapidly approaching.  The representative answered her by saying, “You mean a mosque, don’t you?”  My mother remarked that she fully knew the difference between a synagogue and a mosque, and she meant a synagogue, at which the representative made known her feelings that they thought that they were going to get, as my Mom would say when she repeated the story, “a regular Arab as a scholar.”  Although this conversation may seem somewhat innocuous to us today, my Mom felt that there was a greater than 50% chance that she was going to be put back on the next flight to Egypt.  This would not only dash her personal dreams, hopes, and ambitions, but may place the fate of her parents and relatives in peril as well.  As an epilogue, two days later she met my father.  Six months hence, she was married without having a single family member in attendance.  She believed in God’s Providence.

Although she integrated into American society, she retained the Egyptian and  Sephardic culture of demonstrating love through food, as early remarks demonstrate.  My mother was a most gracious hostess.  Hachnosas orcheem were the hallmarks of her home.  Her house was open to all.  Some of my earliest memories was of her making loaves, literally loaves of sandwiches for poor homeless people in the kitchen.  We called these people “our customers” because the business that she and my father ran, being Rabbi and Rebbetzin, was to help those in need.  We always had guests at our table, and she would cook, not just for us, but for the entire community.  Growing up in Indiana, there were no caterers.  Every event, bar mitzvah, wedding, bris, even a regular kiddish, was done by the local women, either in the shul proper or in our kitchen.  Anyone’s simcha became everyone’s simcha because everyone participated by the day before, setting up the kiddush room, etc.  Purim was an especially big Chag for us because my mom used to make hundreds and hundreds of hamantashen, enough for everybody in the community.  My mother cooked for countless numbers of people who were in need, people who nobody knows of even to this day.  She did this discreetly without seeking any adulation.  That was her way.  My mother did not lead by pontificating.  Her leadership style was one of action, and you had better be quick if you wanted to catch up with her.  My mother headed or was involved in countless organizations, too many to be enumerated here.  At that time, it was customary for organizations to honor one of its members who had passed on.  Early on, my mother convinced many organizations to change this practice and honor those senior members who had made an indelible mark on the organization.  She thought it senseless to tell someone how much they meant to you after they had gone when one could say it to them while they are right there in front of their eyes.  Although this practice may be widespread today, it was not back then, and she was one of the leaders of this change.

Although growing up in a house of means, my mother was not attached to material possessions.  Almost abnormally so, since she was detached from them, if something was destroyed, stolen, or damaged, she viewed it as a kapara, or as they would say in Arabic, “Inshallah – it’s G-d’s desire.”  She was very forgiving in this regard.  Her way was one of giving, not of taking.  She would literally give the shirt off her back to help someone in need.

As she experienced her own going out of Egypt, Pesach was a special personal Chag for her.  She began cooking Rosh Chodesh Nisan for Pesach.  We always had innumerable guests at our seder.  In Indiana, we always had between 40 and 45 per seder and virtually everything was made from scratch.  She would give away dozens and dozens of boxes of Shmurah Matzah and pounds of her delicious charosis.

She had a special relationship with my father, working hand in hand in building the community.  One year a local priest asked if he could come to our seder to experience how it is performed today.  Following the seder he told my parents of his feelings for a certain nun, and because he saw the beautiful relationship that my parents enjoyed, he was leaving the priesthood and was going to marry her, and so he did.  The following year, another priest asked if he could come.  Although my parents acquiesced, his bishop interceded and would not give him permission to come. That was the power of my parents’ relationship.

Honoring one’s parents was not discussed in my house, but it was practiced in our house.  My grandmother, Nona, became ill in New York.  I believe my mom spent 12 out of 15 or 12 out of 18 months taking care of her.  Until the day that she was called back to New York and was going to be missing my eldest sister’s birthday, my father and she called up and said that my Nona should come and live with us. Nona spent the rest of her life with us, and after my grandfather retired, Nono, he spent the rest of his life with us as well.  Nona was not well for many of those years, and my mother unrelentingly helped her, going well beyond what any person would normally do.

My mother had a special generosity of spirit, not by only giving of things, but by giving of herself.  The countless hours spent counseling, listening, and talking to people, just being there for those in need, or even those not in need, just being a friend, a good friend.

The Mishna gives us a blueprint of what we should be doing.  These include honoring parents, doing acts of kindness, offering hospitality to strangers, visiting the sick, helping the needy bride, attending to the dead, praying sincerely, and bringing peace betweeen others and promoting Jewish learning.  We say this every morning in our prayers.  My mother excelled in all of them. 

Before concluding, I know my mother would want me to express our thanks to all of you in attendance today for your support, generosity, and friendship in our time of need.  Words cannot describe how appreciative we are.  I know my mom would have wanted me to express this to each and every one of you individually, and we mean it as well.

HEBREW

“Righteous are You, Hashem, who causes death and who restores life, for in Your hand are deposited souls of all for safekeeping.  Far be it from You to erase our memory.  May your eyes look toward us with mercy and pardon.

May our memories of my mother, the Rebbetzin, never cease, and may they inspire us to emulate her ways.

