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My Jewish Husband 

By Harriet Eisenkraft 

 

Gary and I did not marry under a chupa.  We didn’t sign a Ketuba, he didn’t 

break a glass at the end and we did not even say our vows in front of a rabbi 

or ritual leader.  A very nice woman, a justice of the peace, officiated in her 

living room in small-town Massachusetts on Jan. 6, 1979.  It was Shabbat, 

btw. There were no rings.  Later, we went out to eat at the restaurant where I 

had been working and celebrated with the five people who had attended our 

wedding: my parents, Gary’s parents and my younger sister, Susan.  We 

hadn’t given much notice, so it wasn’t surprising that our other siblings 

couldn’t make it there from all over the world where they were then living.  

After supper, Gary and I returned together to the same wood-fired house 

where we had woken up and from which we had emerged that morning. We 

didn’t go on a honeymoon.  We had been living and traveling together for 

almost two years, and the only reason we decided to marry was because I 

wanted a quick green card so that I could aspire to better job opportunities 

than the one I had in the hospitality field.  It wasn’t a Jewish wedding, but it 

was a wedding and, at the time, that was more than enough for me. 

 

When I first met Gary, he told me that he had been very religious and devout 

as a child and teenager but, after a positive reading of Bertrand Russell’s 

books and a negative encounter with his rabbi about faith, he had become an 

ardent and committed atheist. I told him that I felt differently.  We discussed 

all this on our second “date,” and I remember pausing before I entered his 

apartment that night, wondering, very briefly: should I sleep with somebody 

(again!)  who,unlike me, doesn’t believe in God, in fact who exhibits down-

right hostility in that department?  In many ways, Gary was really different 

from of the other men I had been with up to then. I’d had a few other Jewish 

ones, but none like him, frankly.  He was so intent on discussing these 

spiritual/theological matters, and knowing me.  

 

Let me give you an idea of the time and setting: this was Montreal, in the 

late 70s, and I had been a full participant in the free and wanton ways of my 

artsy, hippy circle.  I had grown up there and traveled before that; he had 

arrived recently, an American former anti-Vietnam war activist. When, 

months after we first hooked up, he asked me if I was ready to make a 

commitment, you know, of a monogamous nature, it was both strange and 

sexy at the same time.  I decided to give it a go. A year and a half later, we 

married.  
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I had been raised Reform and, notwithstanding Montreal’s rich Jewish 

culture and my haymishe household, I had found the whole religious part 

pretty cold and irrelevant.   So the civil marriage and our secular days that 

followed were of little concern to me. There was much I didn’t know about 

Judaism, because I hadn’t been interested. But as time went by, I couldn’t 

help but take note of some aspects of my house atheist’s behaviours and 

statements: At the services or Shabbats we attended for family and friends, 

he seemed to know all the prayers by heart. At Chanukah parties or Pesach 

seders, he sang the songs with great gusto.  He was often the first to lift up 

the chairs at weddings and other simchas. He knew what to do at shivas, in 

fact he knew that it was important to go to shivas. His knowledge of 

Holocaust history was immense.  When we found swastikas painted on the 

trees behind our house on a ravine in Etobicoke, he insisted on nailing a 

mezuzah on our door, something we had both neglected up to then.  He 

came of age in an extreme Leftist, indeed Maoist circle, which was mainly 

hostile to, although not preoccupied with Israel; nevertheless he has 

remained stubbornly supportive although not uncritically. He told me, well 

before issues of gay and lesbian rights became so prevalent in our life, that 

his support there had as much to do with being a Jew, therein an outsider, as 

being a former activist and present humanist.   And always, as in our first 

encounter, he made me laugh, even when that got really difficult to do, a 

very Jewish trait, I think. 

 

Because or despite him and his background and ideas, soon I felt a need for 

a richer Jewish life, all of which has led me to here today.  When I first 

started introducing holiday celebrations into our young family’s life, after 

finding liturgy that was both feminist-friendly and inoffensive to non-

believers, Gary demurred about the ritual parts.  Still, he participated with 

enthusiasm in other aspects, rolling knedelach or frying crisp latkes for our 

parties.  There was music and there were good times at Jewish events both in 

and out of our home.  But, like everybody, we eventually started to have sad 

and hard times, often to do with the ill-health and deaths of loved ones.  

Gary had always said that a cornerstone of Jewish practice, and still of 

relevance to him, was the priority of doing over believing.  Four years ago, 

at my brother’s funeral, we formed a chain from his grave to my mother, 

sitting out of necessity in the car nearby.  It was my husband who was the 

final link to her, holding her hand and reciting the Yis gadol, by heart, so she 

could do what was needed for her son.   
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In trying to find something of relevance to my marriage in today’s Torah 

portion, I recently told Aviva that the story of Joseph and his brothers in a 

strange land was a troubling one for me, given that today is the fourth 

anniversary of my own brother’s Yahrtzeit. She reminded me that Jews must 

stop to remember but that simchas must prevail. She advised me to look 

instead into Jewish marriage philosophies and wedding protocols, especially 

having missed out on the latter. Surprisingly, I had never really delved into 

some of the details.  Now, having done so, I’m a little more reassured that 

our decision to go civil, in the days before egalitarian Jewish rituals 

abounded, may have been a sound one.  Some of those rituals do symbolize 

a patriarchal system, which we have worked hard to avoid in our life 

together, including the way we raise our children.  The ring, the ketubah, the 

circling and even the glass, all have roots in the notion of woman as a chattel 

to be acquired. There remain issues of heterosexism as well.   I know that 

couples today are re-defining and re-drawing and goodness knows I have a 

great interest in new interpretations of old traditions.  I would do it 

differently today, if I were to marry.  Still, I think that except for the lovely 

chuppah gesture, I didn’t really miss out on anything. 

 

According to the Talmud, 40 days before a child is born, a heavenly voice 

announces the identity of this soul's mate.  This image and idea of an 

anthropomorphic deity pronouncing from on high contradict my own view 

of Godliness. They also violate Gary’s view of the natural world and life 

itself.  Still, there’s something there that resonates. I decided to take one 

more look at today’s Parsha and finally found some meaning in the text, 

after reading scholar Karen Armstrong’s book on Genesis.  She maintains 

that the entire chapter is complex and offers no clear-cut answers.  Like 

Jacob who figures so prominently in Genesis, we may need to wrestle and 

struggle through life, and marriage, with only occasional moments of 

illumination, or joy.  But it is her interpretation of the symbolism of sight 

that means the most to me.  Joseph and his brothers had to figure out the 

identity of each other when they reunited after his exile in Egypt.  

Armstrong says that “ever since Issac mistook their father Jacob for his 

younger brother Esau, the ability to recognize a person has been an 

indication of spiritual insight and capacity for truth,” painful or otherwise.  

Today, I am grateful that despite our differences, I heard the voice within, 

not from above. I’m grateful that I recognized Gary for the virtuous and 

spiritual person that he is, and that I said “yes.”  

 
     - end - 


