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From Meri to Milt

Lawyer that I am, I must begin with a mild disclaimer.
The Meri and the Milt who form my title's bookends were
my teachers. I have never been on a first-name basis with
either one. To be sure, irreverent students often use their
teachers' first names behind their backs, but right now ir­
reverence is the farthest thing from my mind. It's just the
devil in me that could not resist the alliteration.

I also recognize that writing about one's teachers is an
ambiguous undertaking. Many of us-I wish it were all of us
-have known teachers whose influence decisively changed
our lives and made us better. But in paying tribute to those
teachers, we are boasting, after all, that we have become bet­
ter-that we actually learned something important and thus
that we actually know something important. And so the dan­
ger is that the story becomes less about my teachers and
more about me. I think the only way to deal with that dan­
ger is to acknowledge it and move on.

The overwhelming emotion I feel toward my teachers is
gratitude, not so much for drumming knowledge into my
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head but for showing me by their example how to think
carefully and critically. Meri and Milt were not the only
teachers in my life toward whom I feel that gratitude, but
the theme I hope to convey here is that they taught by
example through their unqualified commitment to the
thoughtful and careful use of language. And as I get on in
life, I become increasingly convinced that we are surround­
ed by people who cannot think straight because they do not
know how or care how to express a clear thought in words.

I grew up in a small town in suburban New York. From
the start, students in our public schools were indoctrinated
with a deep sense of the world's lies and injustices. The
town was founded in the nineteenth century as Muddy
Creek, named after a small stream that meandered south of
the business district. But when the railroad came through a
few years later, its managers determined that "Muddy
Creek" was no name for a stop on their sophisticated East
Coast line. So the name was burnished to "Pearl River," and
a myth was invented to justify the change: someone had dis­
covered a pearl-bearing mussel in the stream.

Even as a kid I knew that was bunk.

Our town's founding father, Julius Braunsdorf, had laid
out the streets in a grid, naming many of them after his
large brood of children. We were taught to regard him as a
latter-day Benjamin Franklin. The injustice stemmed from
another town myth-this one with perhaps a bit of truth­
that Braunsdorf had once worked for Thomas Edison in

nearby New Jersey and that Braunsdorf, not Edison, had
invented the electric light bulb. Thus, giving credit where
credit was due was a big issue for us, and we were encour­
aged to develop a communal outrage at Edison for stealing
his assistant's ideas.
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Edison was no doubt a genius. Braunsdorf, based at least
on the only remaining tangible evidence of his intelligence,
the four-square layout of our town's streets, was not. So we
must at least consider the possibility that Braunsdorf only
deluded himself into believing the light bulb had glim­
mered in his mind before it glowed in Edison's. The citizens
of Muddy Creek, unsure of their right to be citizens of Pearl
River, sought legitimacy by promoting the belief that
Braunsdorf was a great man. As far as I could see, there was
no evidence supporting the Braunsdorf claim. We were
taught it as an article of faith. But we were not taught how
to distinguish faith from fact.

My first day of school was not a good start. Mter welcom­
ing us and writing her name on the blackboard, my kinder­
garten teacher, Mrs. Dann, called the class roll. When she
came to 'Tomashefsky," she called "Clark Tomashefsky."
Though that is my legal first name, my parents had never
used it, and up to that moment, I had never heard it. When
I didn't immediately answer, Mrs. Dann must have thought
I was being a smart-aleck. She said something like "I guess
Clark doesn't want us to know who he is." I knew enough to
figure there were no other Tomashefskys in the room, and
though I didn't understand why I was being called "Clark,"
I finally answered "here."

I then lost control and started crying. Nothing could
make me stop. The principal, Mr. Reiner, had to take me
out of class and drive me home. The only thing I remember
about the trip is that he handed me a fluted paper cup with
its bottom torn off. Even in my hysteria I wondered why Mr.
Reiner thought that limp and useless object would console
or distract me. Was it the only available object in his car?
Had he learned in principals' school that little boys liked
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holding paper cups? I must suppose it was an act of kind­
ness. If so, it was the first act of kindness a teacher ever
showed me.

People say things usually end as they begin. In my case,
that first day did not become the model for the rest of my
school career. I think I fell in love with my third-grade
teacher, Miss Paulsen, who had just graduated from a reli­
gious college and who made us start each day by reciting the
Lord's Prayer. In those days, prayer in public school was pos­
sible, if not common. Miss Paulsen never asked whether
anyone in the class was not a Christian. I doubt she intend­
ed to offend the few of us who were Jews. Rather, I believe
that she saw the Lord's Prayer as an ecumenical statement
acceptable at least to all Judeo-Christians and perhaps even
to all monotheists.

I recited the Lord's Prayer along with everyone else. I
didn't think it was wrong of Miss Paulsen to make me say a
Christian prayer. Perhaps I did think my praying was point­
less because, I assumed, if the Christian god was listening to
our class, he wouldn't likely be listening to me. But Miss
Paulsen was so young and enthusiastic. She made us want to
follow her. We were her first class, and she really seemed ex­
cited about teaching us. Maybe that's why I loved her a bit
in return.

My parents, however, were concerned about the praying.
And it wasn't just the praying. Religion thoroughly infused
Miss Paulsen's classroom, especially at Christmas time.
From her I learned how Mary and Joseph had been turned
away at the inn; how Jesus was born in a manger; and how
the three wise men brought gifts of frankincense and
myrrh. The words "manger," "frankincense," and "myrrh"
were mysterious Christian words. No one ever used them in
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conversation. Miss Paulsen never explained what they
meant. I assumed they were words only for Christians to
know.

Miss Paulsen was adamant about one thing: we were not
to abbreviate "Christmas" as "Xmas." Crossing out "Christ,"
she said, was like editing him out of your life. When I told
my father what Miss Paulsen had said, he told me she didn't
understand that the "X" in "Xmas" was the Greek letter chi,
not a symbol of deletion. I had to decide whether to inform
Miss Paulsen of her error. I didn't.

My parents didn't tell me to stop praying with my class­
mates. I don't think they lodged any complaints with the
school system. Instead, with MissPaulsen's blessing, my moth­
er came to class one day and told us the story of Chanukah.
You have to understand that my mother is an atheist whose
knowledge of Jewish history and liturgy is slim. I'm sure she
had to research the details of what she told us that day. And
I'm equally sure the details didn't matter much to her except
as a counterpoint to Miss Paulsen's pervasively Christian view
of life. It must have been very awkward for my mother, but
if it was awkward for Miss Paulsen, she didn't let it show.

My mother passed out Eskimo Pies as a treat to everyone
after she finished the Chanukah. I suppose that made Miss
Paulsen think Jews ate Eskimo Pies on Chanukah. The thing
was, we never ate Eskimo Pies at home. I don't know where
my mother got the idea. But even now, whenever I see an
Eskimo Pie, I think of that day in Miss Paulsen's class.

Something dark must have been biding time beneath Miss
Paulsen's enthusiasm. She did not return to teach the fol­

lowing year. Word got around that she'd had a "nervous
breakdown." I spent much of the fourth grade wondering if
I had done anything to help cause that. She never came back.
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When I was about twelve, my parents started planning for
my bar mitzvah. They were not religious believers, nor did
they attend Sabbath services. But like so many parents, they
saw no fundamental inconsistency in requiring their chil­
dren to obtain some Jewish education and to celebrate a bar
or bat mitzvah. I could have called my parents hypocrites. I
could have refused to participate-or at least I could have
tried to refuse.

But a sort of Stockholm Syndrome came over me instead.
I became much more involved than they ever could have
imagined. One of our synagogue's requirements was that,
to have a bar or bat mitzvah there, you had to attend the
junior congregation for the prior year. I had never attend­
ed Saturday services (or any services) before, and I wasn't
keen on giving up my Saturday mornings for praying.

The junior congregation met in a classroom in the school
wing, a cinder-block building whose internal walls were
decorated with the multi-colored spatter-paint that schools
used in those days to hide dirt. The teacher's desk served as
a podium. On it was propped a small Torah scroll, the focal
point of all Jewish services.

I paid little attention to the scroll. What caught my eye
was the man standing at the front like a rabbi. He was bare­
lya man, probably about twenty at the time, and he wasn't
a rabbi. He was the rabbi's son, Aryeh Routtenberg, and he
was the coolest looking Jew I had ever seen. He was then a
junior at Columbia University, and he dressed like an Ivy
League college student, in a tan fitted suit far from his fa­
ther's baggy gray. On his head was a small knit yarmulke,
brightly colored, not the limp black rayon skullcap the old­
er congregants wore. The junior congregation was his cre­
ation, and I quickly became his acolyte.
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Aryeh soon decided that I was not going to have a normal
bar mitzvah. One of his specialties was reading from the
Torah, and several months after we first met he told me I
was going to read the entire Torah portion of the week at
my bar mitzvah ceremony. In Jewish tradition, the Torah­
which encompasses the Five Books of Moses-is divided
into fifty-four more or less equal parts. In orthodox and
some conservative congregations, one of those parts is read
every Saturday of the year. Ours was a conservative congre­
gation leaning toward the orthodox. We read the entire
weekly portion, which could be quite long.

Nevertheless, at a typical bar mitzvah ceremony at our
synagogue, the boy read none of the weekly portion him­
self. He was merely called up to the podium and recited a
prayer while the regular Torah reader-usually Aryeh Rout­
tenberg-read aloud from the scroll.

You have to understand that a Torah must be written by
hand with a quill pen on parchment-in Hebrew, of course,
but not the sort of Hebrew I had studied in Sunday school.
The scroll is written entirely in consonants, with no vowel
markings or punctuation. That's not a great problem for
someone fluent in Hebrew, but I was not. The other catch is
that the Torah is not just read. It is sung. The melody is indi­
cated by a series of small symbols resembling the diacritical
marks used in dictionaries to indicate pronunciation. Those
symbols can be found in printed Torah texts, but they are
not in the scroll, so you must memorize them.

At least once a week, I met with Aryeh (I could call him
by his first name because he was not yet a college graduate) ,
and we went over a few paragraphs of the Torah portion.
His usual attire was a black turtleneck under a white button­

down shirt. Did I mention he represented the height of
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cool? He knew I was not fluent enough in Hebrew to read
from the scroll at sight. The whole project was therefore an
enormous exercise in memorization, the key to which was a
double-columned book with printed Hebrew, punctuation,
and musical marks on one side and on the other a picture
of the hand-written text as it appears in the scroll.

Week after week, I memorized bit after bit and sang it out
for Aryeh to critique. He was funny and a bit sarcastic, but
that didn't bother me. He had decided I could do this, and
no one had ever given me so hard an assignment before.

About two weeks before the bar mitzvah, Aryeh came
over for a full-length run-through, which took close to half
an hour. The portion itselfwas the story of Jacob and Esau
and of howJacob tricked his father Isaac into giving him the
birthright belonging to his older brother. It is one of the
Torah's best-known and most dramatic stories. But I wasn't

reading for comprehension. I was just trying to get the
words right.

Mter I had sung the entire portion from the scroll side of
the book, Aryeh looked me in the eye and said, ''When you
consider how many mistakes you had the opportunity to
make, your reading was very good. But very good isn't good
enough. It has to be perfect. You can't make any mistakes."

I realized from his tone that he wasn't kidding. But the
concept was entirely new to me. In school, we were graded
on a hundred-point scale. Getting 100 on a test or paper was
the ideal, but anything above 90 was fully acceptable, even
to my parents, who were not inclined to cut me much slack
in such matters. No one had ever told me anything I did
had to be perfect. None of my teachers had ever demanded
perfection. None had ever expected perfection. Indeed,
the passing grade was only 65, so you could sail through
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