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Parshah Vayeishev: Outside the Box—Denise Sherer Jacobson                                    12/8/2012


Whenever I have a new friend over to my house, I'll play hostess by offering something to eat and drink. Pressing forward on my joystick, I lead the way into my kitchen. Invariably, the person will take the initiative to search out the cups or glasses and plates by opening the overhead cabinets, alas, in vain. “Where are they?” finally comes the question from a puzzled-looking face. I point to a cabinet below, “Down there,” I reply, amused. I can see a light bulb go on, “Oh yes, of course!”


I grew up in a Jewish home of the 1950s and '60's. Families then, as most do now, had traditional ways of doing things and traditional expectations of how they would live their lives, without giving it too much thought.  My father was probably raised to be a breadwinner, like his father before him. My mother, a homemaker. My sister expected to follow in my mother's footsteps. And then there was me..., who, by virtue of having a physical disability, would become destined to explore uncharted territory. I knew from the time I was little that I wouldn't be able to simply go with the flow of the times and let life just happen to me, because if I did, I'd probably end up as a supporting player in my family's life. I didn't want to do that; I didn't want to become someone's responsibility, feeling like someone's burden... Yet I had a significant disability and, at that time, what seemed to be limited choices and options. I would have to start thinking outside the box.


In this week's Torah portion Vayeshev, we read about the plight of Tamar, Judah's widowed daughter-in-law. When her husband, the oldest of his three sons, dies, Judah—according to lawful tradition of his time—arranges a levirate marriage between Tamar and his second son Onan. But, as we know, Onan never consummates the marriage—a case of coitus interruptus, which G-d is not too happy about and, as a result, slays him—still leaving Tamar without a husband. Judah then tells Tamar to go back to her father's house and wait for his third and youngest son to come of age.  Again, the son grows up, but the marriage never happens. So Tamar, having no other means of livelihood, no other options, ends up living in a state of limbo in her father house.


After I graduated from college at twenty-two, with no job in sight, and no means of support, I returned to live in my father's house in a quiet, isolated section of the north Bronx. (For those of you not familiar with New York, think of  it as far beyond the outskirts of town.) My mother had died when I was a teenager and my sister had, indeed, gotten married and moved to an apartment in the same neighborhood. I spent my days alone, attempting to peck out a novel on an electric typewriter that, at the time, I didn't have the experience or skill to write. In those days, I didn't have a motorized wheelchair, and even if I did, there was no place  to go—the entrance to my father's apartment building

had one step and a big heavy door. The neighborhood had very few adequate curb cuts and wheelchair accessible public transportation was nonexistent. I felt frustrated, depressed, and trapped, much the way I imagine Tamar had felt when she, too, moved back into a father's house.


We know that Tamar devised a very unconventional—some might say immoral—plan to change  her fate. She disguised herself as a lady-of-the-evening, offering the then widowed Judah comfort for a night, but not before extracting a pledge for payment from him at a later date to be sealed by having him leave three personal items—his signet, his cord, and his staff—for her to keep until he rendered payment. Judah, being a more upright man to a harlot than to his daughter-in-law—or, most likely, wanting to get his possessions back—tries to make good on the payment, but the woman was nowhere to be found. Three months later when Judah is told that Tamar is pregnant, he's ready to condemn her to death until she shows him the three items, proving he is the father of, by the way, her twins.


 Tamar's circumstances were, of course, different from mine. Nonetheless, because we both found ourselves in difficult situations which prevented us from living the lives we wanted to live, we had to expand our ways of thinking to bring about change. Most often, in order to do that, it involves a willingness to consider doing something other people wouldn't, or couldn't, even consider, as I did by moving 3,000 miles away from home to live in a friendlier environment.  Or sometimes, it as simple as rearranging the kitchen cabinets.     
Shabbat Shalom!

