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Introduction 

 
If you grew up in the Jewish community, you know that grandparents have a special place in 
Jewish culture. In many other cultures, too, grandchildren are the reward for parenting 
children--delightful young people there for you to give treats and enjoy. It's supposed to be like 
having children, but easier and more fun. It's a chance to pass along the wisdom you 
accumulated through the hard work of parenting.  

When your child marries someone from another faith, the way they parent their children may 
not look like what you did when you parented them. Grandparents come to our site because 
they aren't Jewish and want to know what to expect of Jewish holidays and lifecycle events. 
They come because they are Jewish and want to know how to interact with their children and 
children-in-law around the Jewish education of the grandchildren. Some are sad that their 
grandchildren aren't being raised in their religion.  

All are eager to support and enjoy their grandchildren. (There must be some mean 
grandparents out there, but they haven't written to us!)  

We put together this packet to give you an easy way to read a few articles about 
grandparenting in an interfaith family. You can print them out and read them off the screen, 
email them and talk about them with your family. Sometimes, being a grandparent in a way 
you didn't expect can feel isolating. We hope you will find these pieces, and the accompanying 
values clarifying questions, helpful and supportive.  
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Definitely Not The World of Our Fathers or Grandfathers 

By Arlene Lippman 
 

Originally published July 2004. 

Like almost 50 percent of Jewish families in the United States, we have sisters-in-law, the 
aunts by marriage to our children, who are not of the Jewish faith. 

My husband's family consists of four sons who were raised by Modern Orthodox parents and 
influenced by Orthodox grandparents. Two of his brothers are married to non-Jewish women.  

I have an older sister who is married to a Jewish man and a younger brother whose wife is of a 
different religion. 

Our three sons have been raised in a Conservative Jewish home. Every major holiday is 
observed and celebrated. Often a non-Jewish family member is at our home celebrating with 
us. This is a comfortable and natural occurrence for us. 

We are a close-knit family and are accepting of these differences. Still, we very much wished 
for our children to chose partners who shared our same traditions and beliefs. Our sons 
observe firsthand that interfaith relationships "can work." However, their cousins from these 
unions do not necessarily live "Jewishly"--with what we consider that special commitment to 
this unique "world." 

We are the parents of three adult sons, born of a Jewish mother and Jewish father. We are the 
in-laws of three lovely young women, one who is Jewish and two who are not. We are the 
grandparents of four adorable children, none born to a Jewish mother. This is definitely not the 
world of our fathers or grandfathers. 

What's a Jewish mother-in-law and father-in-law to do? As we are adjusting to our unique 
family--or not so unique in 2003--we are feeling our way and learning as we go along. 

Fortunately, both of our non-Jewish daughters-in-law have "agreed" to raise their children in 
the Jewish faith. What does this mean? How will that happen? We do not live in the same town 
as either of our sons' families, so we cannot be as influential or as much a part of their daily 
lives as we would like to be. When we are together, especially at holiday time, we celebrate 
our traditions as we always have and try to be inclusive without being overbearing. 

We also realize that our grandchildren are with their other grandparents, cousins, etc., during 
their holidays of Easter and Christmas. When the little ones talk to us about the Easter egg 
hunt and Christmas tree at Grandma's house, we listen and try to be open-minded and not turn 
them off. We also always call the "machetunim" (our children's in-laws) to wish them happy 
holidays. We cannot pretend that their celebrations do not exist or are not important to them. In 
return, we often receive Passover and Hanukkah greeting cards from them. Respecting and 
recognizing each other's differences is very important in ongoing relationships. 
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Is all of this easy? Absolutely not. But the paths our sons have taken have created a situation 
that calls for us to be sensitive, open-minded and grateful that our children are happy with the 
choices they have made. 

The world of our fathers? No way! But an interesting and enlightening one to be sure. 

 

 

Arlene Lippman taught first grade in the New York City school system for a 
few years before becoming a full-time, stay-at-home mom to her three sons, 
now all adults. She has been an active member and past president of the 
Greater Hartford Juvenile Diabetes Foundation, as well as a West Hartford 
parent volunteer in the schools and a docent at the Wadsworth Atheneum in 
Hartford. She and her husband Lenny are the proud grandparents of five 
grandchildren. 
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Making "From Generation to Generation" Meaningful for All 
Grandparents 
By Eve Coulson 

 
Originally published January 2006. 
L'dor V'dor . . . Hebrew for "from generation to generation." A beautiful and central concept in 
Judaism, and one that evokes emotional images of the Torah lovingly passed from 
grandparents who are kvelling (beaming with pride and happiness), to proud parents, to a child 
at his or her bar or bat mitzvah A happy and proud moment for a family, enjoyed by the 
onlooking congregational community, but also an important moment symbolizing survival and 
continuity for the Jewish people. What does it mean in an interfaith family, when some of the 
grandparents are not Jewish? 

I'm certain that when my mother Joan Coulson became an Episcopalian in her early 20s, she 
didn't imagine a future that included a Jewish daughter, never mind Jewish grandchildren! She 
had grown up in a Protestant Christian (though not particularly religious) home in Kansas City 
during the thirties. She tells the story of going to a Christmas concert with a friend and falling in 
love with the ritual and ceremony at that church . . . something about it spoke to her, and a 
month or so later, she joined St. Paul's Episcopal Church. Several years later she married my 
father, who was raised Southern Baptist but as an adult was thoroughly disinterested in church 
membership of any denomination. My brother and I attended Sunday school and church 
sporadically, but it was not a central aspect of our family life. 

When I married my born-Jewish husband Nelson Obus, our totally Jewish wedding (complete 
with chuppah, or wedding canopy) was preceded by much exploration of Jewish resources in 
New York City and discussion of Christmas trees (or lack thereof) and how hypothetical 
children might be raised. My mother was aware of these premarital negotiations, and it was at 
this time that what I am certain is the world's largest Midwest-based Judaic clipping file was 
born. To this day, more than twenty years later, I regularly receive fat envelopes full of articles 
featuring Passover and Hanukkah recipes, Jewish women's events in Kansas City, and 
interfaith couples' December dilemma stories. When nearly a year after our wedding I called to 
tell her I had decided to convert to Judaism, her first response was, "That's great. I always 
thought it was a matter of when, not if." 

It has been easy to include her, at our son's bris, on Shabbat (Sabbath), at Hanukkah, at 
Passover, even Purim. She has become something of an expert on everyday Judaism among 
her friends. When I had an adult Bat Mitzvah with five other women, my mother, of course, 
attended, bringing a carefully chosen gift of a Kiddish cup. 

A year later, and about six months before my son's bar mitzvah, I approached our cantor and 
then rabbi with a simple request . . . that we find a way to honor and include my mother in the 
ceremony. They were willing but at first uncertain as to what she could do. In our congregation, 
she could not touch the Torah or open or close the doors to where the Torah is kept, or (what I 
had most commonly seen grandparents do) chant the traditional blessing before the Torah is 
read. I made it clear that I was not looking to cause controversy, but that it was important that 
she be recognized not only in her role as sole surviving grandparent, but also for her 
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willingness to be a supportive fellow traveler in our family's religious life. I suggested that she 
might make a few personal remarks and perhaps find a poem to read. They agreed this 
sounded right. 

In my entire life I had never known my mother to speak in public, and I expected her to 
hesitate, or possibly say no. So when I called her and asked if she was interested, she 
surprised (and pleased) me with her immediate willingness. She then drove me crazy for 
several months as she tried to come up with just the right words. Finally, these are the ones 
she chose: 

Eli, I am sorry that you were not privileged to know your grandfathers. Your other grandmother, 
Clara Obus, who was very proud of you and would have been so much a part of this day, is 
also no longer with us. These words from the Talmud are a wish from all of us: 

May you live to see your world fulfilled. 
May your destiny be for worlds to come; 
May you trust in generations past and yet to be. 

My your heart be filled with intuition and words with insight; 
May songs of praise ever be on your tongue 
And your visions be on a straight path before you. 

Eighteen months later, she blessed her granddaughter's bat mitzvah with some equally 
wonderful words: 

You are a woman of a beautiful legacy, 
with a future of endless possibility. 
May your every dream be realized, 
your every hope come true. 

Many people later told me that they had been "fine" until my mother spoke, at which point they 
were moved to tears. One friend could not imagine her mother in the reverse situation, sitting 
in the pews of a church while her grandchild was welcomed into another faith. This simple act 
gave people a lot to think about. But mostly, it meant a lot to our family. Was my mother 
kvelling? Of course. It may be a Yiddish word, but it refers to the universal condition of 
grandparents in the presence of their grandchildren doing wonderful things. 

 

When Your Child Intermarries 

 

Eve Coulson has spoken, written, led groups, and organized conferences on 
intermarriage issues as they affect individuals, couples, families and the 
Jewish community. She serves on the boards of Lilith Magazine and Jewish 
Family and Children's Services of Greater Mercer County, NJ. 

http://www.lilith.org/
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By Phoebe Kerness 
Originally published January 2006. 

"Here is the church and here is the steeple. Open the door and see all the people." However, 
in our case at Congregation Mickve Israel in Savannah, Georgia, it is, "Here is the temple and 
here is the steeple," for as the only gothic synagogue in the country we do have a steeple. 

And the people come. "Shabbat Shalom," "Yom Tov," "Chag Sameach," we greet them as they 
arrive for Shabbat (Sabbath) services and the High Holidays and festivals throughout the year. 
Sitting in our pews are people who were born Jewish, Jews-by-choice, Christians, as well as 
others with no religious affiliation. 

As we all know, a large proportion of temple members throughout the nation are in interfaith 
relationships. Many are raising their children as Jews in Jewish homes. 

Then there are the parents, grandparents and families of these intermarried couples. In today's 
open and assimilated society, where approximately 50 percent of Jews marry outside their 
religion, it is highly likely that all of us have close relatives who aren't Jewish. 

While we may be philosophical about our children's relationships, we parents deal with a 
myriad of mixed emotions because of our children's marriages out of our faith. Feelings range 
from disappointment, a sense of personal loss, rejection, fear over the possible loss of a child, 
fear that our grandchildren will not be Jewish, and outright grief. Such feelings need to be 
acknowledged and processed by parents, singly and together, without involving the 
intermarried couple in their turmoil, and with recognition that both partners may not feel the 
same way about the issue. 

The challenge for us as parents is how to encourage our children to establish a Jewish home 
without interfering with their lives. Ultimately, it is the young couple's decision how their 
children will be raised and what their home life will be like. 

It is important for parents to be accepting of our non-Jewish in-law children as individuals with 
spiritual lives of their own and to show an interest in the rituals and observances that are 
important to them--to ask about what their religion means to them, and how holidays are 
celebrated in their families. It is important to learn about the different holiday and lifecycle 
traditions of your in-law children. 

As much as parents might love to see our non-Jewish in-law children convert to Judaism, it is 
not our place as in-laws to ask them to do so. One has to grow into Judaism. For your child, 
much less yourself, to insist that the mate convert is akin to telling him or her, "I love you so 
very much for who you are and what you are, but now I want you to change." The fact is that 
many of them, for multiple reasons, do eventually convert, as witnessed by the increased 
number of conversions taking place around the country. But that needs to be a decision that 
they come to on their own. 

Our child's intermarriage provides an opportunity for us to examine the meaning of Judaism in 
our own lives. It can lead us to question why we care so much that our child has married 
someone from another faith, what being Jewish means to us and what we value most about 
Judaism. Once we clarify for ourselves where our commitments to the Jewish religion and the 
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Jewish people lie, we are then better able to communicate with our children on this important 
and sensitive subject. 

As you read the following list, think to yourself which of these commitments to Jewish 
observance means the most to you: 

 - Yom Kippur observance: fasting and attending synagogue as symbolic of a commitment to 
observe the High Holidays and the festivals; 

- Lighting Shabbat candles: symbolizing a commitment to begin to observe Shabbat at home 
and in the synagogue; 

- Having a mezuzah on the doorpost of your home: symbolizing a commitment to having a 
Jewish home; 

- Dietary laws: accepting some aspect that reflects understanding of their importance for 
Jewish life and the validity of the discipline. Such acceptance may begin with the commitment 
to eat matzah on Passover; 

- Love of Israel: believing in the Jewish people and the Land of Israel as the historic Jewish 
homeland and the Jewish State, support for organizations that act on behalf of Israel and Jews 
in America and around the world; 

- Affiliation: a commitment to join a synagogue and become an active member of the Jewish 
community; 

- Tzedakah: a commitment to giving of self, time or money, according to your ability; 

- Worship: a commitment to regular worship experience; 

- Raising children as Jews: a commitment to "teach them faithfully to your children"--to raise 
children in the Jewish tradition; 

- Education: a commitment to life-long Jewish education for yourself. 

You can check with your local branch of the Union for Reform Judaism to see if they offer a 
course for families of intermarried children--"Our Children, Their Loves, Our Faith"--that helps 
family members explore and prioritize these commitments and further delve into why they are 
Jews. 

Once you have clarified what is most important to you about Judaism, you can have a 
conversation with your child and see if he/she shares that sense of importance and wants to 
transmit it to his/her children. Whether or not your child agrees with you, as Jewish parents 
and grandparents we should reflect the joy and pride we feel in being Jewish and model our 
love of Judaism. Have your home reflect the elements of Judaism that are important to you. 

Invite your kids to share in your holiday observances and celebrations and to go to temple with 
you when you go. Invite them to help you prepare for such occasions, thus providing an 
opportunity to teach about the holidays, their rituals and symbolic foods. Be genuine in your 
practices. To suddenly light Shabbat candles, when you have never done so, to impress your 
non-Jewish daughter- or son-in-law will not achieve your goal and might alienate your child, 
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simply because your child, remembering how he or she was raised, will see through such 
duplicity. However, if you are becoming more observant, and have added new rituals to your 
life, be certain that your child knows about them before the couple visits your home. 

When families live in the same city, sharing your Judaism is a much easier task. With long-
distance children, it becomes much more of a challenge. When you see your children 
infrequently, you don't want to spend your visits overwhelming them with your religious 
practices. Hopefully, families will continue to travel and get together for the major holidays. 
Passover is the most likely time for this to happen. 

Other opportunities to share and model your Judaism will present themselves over the years, 
including lifecycle events in the extended family and, unfortunately, the death of close 
relatives. 

Ultimately, our children's choices are their own. As loving parents, deeply interested in the 
happiness of our children and in the future of Judaism, we must strive to love our children for 
themselves, honor and respect their choices and let our homes "glow with the beauty of our 
heritage." 

 
 

Phoebe Kerness served in the past on the URJ-CCAR Commission on 
Outreach and Synagogue Community and chaired the Outreach Committee 
for the Southeast Region of the Union For Reform Judaism. 
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Thoughts on Being a Bubbie 
By Mae Rockland Tupa 

 
Originally published January 2006. 

When I was growing up in the Jewish corner of the East Bronx more than half a century ago, 
"intermarriage" meant a Litvak (a Lithuanian Jew) marrying a Galiciana (a Jew from Poland), or 
even more outrageous--an Ashkenazi (Jew of Eastern European origin) marrying a Sephardic 
(Spanish or Middle Eastern) Jew. But, in my own case, when, after divorce ended the 22 year 
marriage to the Jewish husband I had married at 17, my second marriage was to a Roman 
Catholic. When I told my mother that I would be intermarrying, she said, "What about the 
children?" "Mom," I replied, "the children know they are Jewish and our home will be a Jewish 
home as it has always been." 

In the more than a quarter century since our wedding ceremony, which was officiated by both a 
rabbi and a priest in our living room, our family has grown to include Catholics, Protestants, 
Secular Humanists, and Buddhists. Meanwhile, along the way, my former altar-boy husband 
Myron converted to Judaism. 

Twenty-one years ago the phone rang. It 
was my eldest son, "So, Mom," he asked, 
"what do you want to be called?" A bit of 
mental telepathy flashed through the phone 
wires. "Oh my," I sighed, then shouted: "a 
BABY!! I will be a bubbie; call me "Bubbie." 
Bubbie is Yiddish for grandmother and it was 
the most natural choice for me. Yiddish was 
my mame-loshen, my mother tongue. My 
mother had been called "bubbie" and now I 
would be. "And what does Myron want to be 
called?" my son asked. That was not as 
simple a decision since my second husband 
was not yet Jewish and wasn't comfortable 

using "zayde," the Yiddish appellation for grandfather, and since "grandpa" was already 
spoken for. Myron chose to be called "Papa" which has worked out marvelously over the years 
as we have accumulated, thus far, a total of six grandchildren, all being raised Jewish even as 
our family has become increasingly multi-ethnic. 

Two decades after becoming a bubbie our patchwork family looks like this. 

My first son has two daughters by his first wife, who is Jewish. Each has had a bat mitzvah and 
they identify as Jews. This son, the great-grandson of a Russian-Jewish peddler, is now 
married to a descendant of Mayflower voyagers--a family that has been in this country long 
enough to have received land grants in Maine from The Royal House of England. My new 
daughter-in-law, a caring stepmother and devoted aunt, hosts, along with my son, their favorite 
holiday celebration, which is Thanksgiving. Members of his family and members of her family 
all blend as our family celebrates the gift America has given us all. 
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My second son has two children by his first wife, who had converted to Judaism from 
Catholicism, and one child with his second wife, who is from Thailand and is Buddhist. At their 
baby's naming ceremony in a Reform synagogue, my daughter-in-law sang a beautiful Thai 
lullaby. All three children attend religious school classes at their synagogue and the youngest 
goes to a pre-school at the Jewish Community Center. 

My daughter is married to a man of Catholic background and their child is being raised in a 
Jewish home environment and preschool. At the party after her Reform synagogue baby-
naming ceremony, talented musicians entertained the family with multi-ethnic tunes as we all 
enjoyed our bagels and lox. 

There is no English word for the Yiddish machatunim; in Spanish it is consuegros and means 
"co-in-laws." The parents of the people my children have married are my machatunim. Having 
a word in one's vocabulary to define the relationship gives that relationship the importance it 
deserves. My wonderful grandchildren are not mine alone but are shared with my machatunim. 
Together we have celebrated the marriages of our children, baby namings and the bat 
mitzvahs of the two oldest grand-girls. Hopefully we will be together for more bar and bat 
mitzvahs and we will all dance at the grandchildren's weddings. 

So how do we get along? Really well. What must be taken into account in this discussion is the 
reality that divorce and remarriage affect the family climate at least as much as cultural and 
religious differences. That said, all of the assorted machatunim make every effort to be open 
with one another and to be respectful of one another's traditions. As Jews living in America we 
know more about Christianity via the general culture than the other way around. It has often 
fallen to me to do some of the educating about Judaism. 

In the fall before the High Holidays I send Rosh Hashanah cards to everyone in the family. My 
Christian machatunim send us Hanukkah cards in December, which we respond to with 
Christmas cards. I've had long conversations with the nana of my next-to-youngest grand-girl 
about the "December Dilemma." It was hard for her to understand that the emphasis during 
Hanukkah is not on the gifts. She has since discovered a Jewish bookstore in her area and 
enjoys buying assorted presents for her granddaughter there. Along the way she has picked 
up some books and knowledge of her own. 

During a visit with our Thai-Jewish-American part of the family, we had a lovely Friday night 
Sabbath dinner at home and went to a Reform service. The next night we went to an Asian 
community dinner-dance, and I found myself happily on the dance floor with all the women 
during a special women's dance, which felt extremely bonding. Later, the whole family danced. 
Music, movement, and celebration soften the edges of difference. My task as the bubbie is to 
keep a Yiddish tam, Jewish flavor, in the food, music and observances. 

Yiddish was my first language; I didn't speak English until I entered kindergarten. It never 
occurred to me to teach my children the language, although they have picked up some 
expressions from me and some which have entered the popular culture. Now, I am sorry that I 
didn't make an effort to teach them this very geshmak, tasty, language.  

What I do, however, pass along from my mother's kitchen is chicken soup. Even though we 
lived more than two hours away by public transportation, my Yiddishe mama would bring me 



 

This document may be reproduced for educational or discussion purposes. Commercial uses are prohibited. No portion of this document may be 
reprinted or repackaged without the express consent of InterfaithFamily.com.      12 

quarts of homemade chicken soup in very large plastic containers. She would freeze them for 
the trip. I now do the same for my children, whether we travel to see them by car or plane. The 
recipe below is very simple and can be made with a whole chicken or with the equivalent 
amount of thighs and legs. We prefer it made with chicken breasts. Enjoy. 

Bubbie Bella's Chicken Soup 
Best made the day before. 

4 chicken breasts with skin and bones 
1 lb carrots, peeled and cut into "pennies" 
½ of a small bunch of celery (use the top ½ with leaves or 4-6 stalks of celery, chopped 
½ of a bunch of broadleaf parsley, including stems, chopped 
Salt, paprika, saffron to taste, pinch of garlic powder 
Place in 5-quart kettle with the chopped celery, parsley, carrots and seasonings. Cover with 
cold water. 
Bring to a boil. Reduce heat and simmer covered for one hour. 
Cool 10 minutes, remove chicken from broth and while still hot remove the meat form the 
bones. Return the meat to the broth and discard skin and bones. 
Chill in the refrigerator. When cold remove fat from the surface. 
Cook noodles separately and add to each serving bowl as desired. 
Es gezuntereit, eat in good health! 
 

 
 

 

Mae Rockland Tupa is an artist and author. Her books include The Jewish 
Yellow Pages, A Directory of Goods & Services (1976) and The New Work of 
Our Hands, Contemporary Jewish Needlework and Quilts (1994). When not in 
the kitchen making chicken soup, she can be found in her studios in B
Mass., or Castellon, Spain. 

rookline, 
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Discussion Questions 
1. How do you deal with your machatunim, your child's in-laws? 
How would you like them to treat you? 
 
2. What do you do, or would you like to do, for your 
grandchildren, that your grandparents did? What do you do, or 
would you like to do, differently? If your grandparents weren't 
around when you were growing up, compare how you would like 
to grandparent to how your parents did it when you were 
parenting. 
 
3. What has been the hardest part of having your child 
intermarry? What has been the best part? 
 
4. What's the one thing you wish you could tell Jewish 
community leaders about supporting grandparents in interfaith 
families? 
 

 
 

InterfaithFamily.com empowers people in interfaith relationships--individuals, couples, families 
and their children--to engage in Jewish life and make Jewish choices, and encourages Jewish 
communities to welcome them. 
Through our website and other programs, we provide useful educational information, connect 
interfaith families to each other and to local Jewish communities, and advocate for inclusive 
attitudes, policies and practices. 
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