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Transforming your values into reality

H
ere we are, having just finished Passover, 
and hopefully most are grateful that 
much of the hard work has actually been 
done to get us here.

For those who turned over their kitch-
ens, cooked, cleaned, prepared a Seder and more, 
along with working, looking after children, as well 
as having a “to-do” list a mile long, it’s a miracle in 
itself that people got to the Seder table and were both 
physically and mentally present. Once, while dread-
ing Passover preparation, I was shocked to discover it 
was our children’s favorite holiday.

It’s precisely because we are at this point that it is 
important to take a step back and ask ourselves, just 
how did we get here? What did we do right and what 
could we have done better?

One of our precious little granddaughters asked me 
again if this year everyone would get new packs for 
their backs so they can march around the living room 
like slaves. She also asked whether the table would be 
decorated with magnet tile pyramids and little people 
crossing the sea. Some days it takes a five-year-old to 
remind us just what is important. I took a break from 
my clients, the kitchen cleaning, and even my lists, to 
make sure we purchased those backpacks again and 
some things such as tambourines and fake cameras 
for the “journey.”

What are our takeaway lessons? I can’t help but 
ponder this as I tried to make space for eight adults 
and seven children under the age of seven (including three under nine months) in 
our apartment. I know with certainty that if we know what it is that we consider 
important, we will have a better chance of instilling those values in others and 
achieving them ourselves. When I look around at all the minor issues that I love to 
kvetch about, I am truly grateful for this package and really don’t want to replace it 
with anyone else’s.

So this year, I know that part of my sanity came from being organized and 
planning ahead when possible. How does one plan a Seder – the first part of which 
had us sitting on the floor and was, if nothing else, child-friendly? My husband, who 
initially boycotted the idea of doing 10 plagues and dipping into grape juice while 
seated on the living room floor, as he thought I was insane, finally agreed to it.

How, too, did one get everyone out of the house when one child was ready, 
another needed the bathroom, when one was wide awake, another was jet-lagged, 
and parents endorsed a strict sleep schedule? One practices patience, cooperation, 
enjoying a sense of togetherness, which at best only happens once or twice a year. 
Could it be that this is all about redefining expectations and taking goal-setting 
down a notch?
 

SO NOW we are about to celebrate the 75th anniversary of our amazing country. In 
spite of our fractious behavior, we too have so much to appreciate. It’s time we all 
take it down a notch as well and look around at what we have. As I, an Ashkenazi 
woman, was picking out just the right box of Pesach cookies in the store, a sweet 
Sephardi gentleman came by and asked me if I really liked those cookies, and if so, 
which ones should he buy. Before leaving, he blessed me, wished me a chag sameach 
(happy holiday), a good month and much more. In spite of the late hour and the 
crowds in the store, there was a true sense of achdut (togetherness). We all have our 
“only in Israel” moments, but isn’t this what we also want to be celebrating?

We are truly blessed to see miracles. How often in the course of a day are we 
spared from danger, bad things or misfortune – and all the while, we are neither 
aware of nor do we appreciate it? Whether it’s the food we eat without choking, 
the car ride we take without injury or the decision we make to do or not to do 
something that inadvertently turns out to be the wise choice – these things in 
themselves are little miracles.

Making time to be aware and thankful for what we have can change our entire 

outlook on life. Thanking someone for a good deed 
or actually doing a good deed for someone else does 
require going out of our way – taking a detour. It may 
require an investment of time, often going against 
our “we want it now” immediate gratification philos-
ophy, and certainly takes us off course in our highly 
pressured focus on “achievement and success.”

Or does it? Perhaps what we can’t see is how we 
get there faster and more contentedly with a totally 
different approach toward life. Perhaps the goal isn’t 
in successfully “getting there,” but instead it is the 
act of going there or “living life” that makes us suc-
cessful. If we travel with the right set of equipment 
or values, every step of the journey can be potential-
ly wonderful, thus making the end destination less 
important. We can see and appreciate what there is 
along the way. As the song goes, we often don’t ap-
preciate what we have until it’s gone. Think about 
your eyesight, your loved one, or just the ability to do 
a small task that is now impossible.

Here is my personal “to-do” list for attempting to 
create my own miracles.

1. Let go of things. Decide when it’s time to move 
on and don’t hold a grudge. Anger gets in the way of 
forgiveness.

2. Make the choice to see the cup as half full instead 
of half empty. See each drop put in as a blessing.

3. Always be happy with what you have and 
don’t dwell on what you don’t have. Being rich 
is in the eye of the beholder. All I have to do is look 
around me, and I am a billionaire.

4. Smile. If outwardly you can be happy, then your 
inside will begin to radiate with joy as well. Smiles 
are contagious, and those around you will want to be 
with you and experience your joy.

5. Don’t wait to appreciate things. Grab the moment. It might not come again. 
Appreciate all that nature has given you for free.

6. Say thank you for even the smallest things. See how your world can change 
as a result. Never think that what you were given was not enough and look for more. 
Don’t have expectations. Be grateful for everything you have.

7. Teach your children to say thank you. Whether it is for a gift or because 
someone did something nice, a thank you (in person or electronically) is a nice hab-
it to get into. Teach your children to do nice things for someone else.

8. Listen to what others tell you. Often you can fulfill a need and create a miracle 
in just a split second.

WE MAY not have a choice over the package that we are given in life, but we have a 
choice as to what we do with that package. We can see the package as a blessing or 
a burden, the glass half full or mostly empty. We can feel “done to” or we can take 
control over our lives and treat people the way in which we ourselves would hope 
to be treated. When we get to an intersection, maybe just once we might choose to 
let the other person go ahead, even if we were not sure who got there first. We can 
smile and really catch people off guard.

Can you imagine the shock you might give someone if “just because” you pay for 
the cup of coffee for the person behind you in line? The list of possibilities is end-
less, and these small acts of kindness really can promote change. But don’t take my 
word for it – try it yourself.

Life is what you make of it. You can open your eyes wide and see everything 
around you and appreciate the moment or you can walk through life with your 
head down and your eyes closed. You create your own miracles every day. While the 
grass often looks greener on the other side, and you may be jealous of what others 
seem to have, when you look at all that you have, you might just discover that what 
you have been blessed with is the best gift of all and it might be right in front of you. 
You may not have been looking in the right place.

Now is the time to personally take stock and look at your own miracles. May the 
miracles in your life keep you going back for more and more during this holiday 
season.  

The writer is a licensed clinical psychologist in private practice in Ra’anana and au-
thor of Life’s Journey: Exploring Relationships – Resolving Conflicts. She has written 
about psychology in The Jerusalem Post since 2000. ludman@netvision.net.il; www.
drbatyaludman.com
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Efim Gimelshtein

Efim Gimelshtein was born in 1935 in Minsk in 
the Soviet Union (Belarus) to Mikhail and Rachel 
Yudovich, traditional Jews who spoke Yiddish at 
home. His grandparents lived with them. 

In June 1941, the Germans invaded the Soviet 
Union. Efim’s father was recruited into the Red Army 
and killed in battle.

About a month after the German occupation, 
the Minsk ghetto was established, and Efim and his 
family were imprisoned there. He witnessed Jews 
being murdered by gunfire, hanging and being put 
into gas vans. In 1943, Pinchas Dobin, Rachel’s broth-
er-in-law, and his sons dug a hiding place under the 
house next to the Jewish cemetery in the ghetto. The 
entrance to the hideout, intended for seven people, 
was through a stove. Pinchas placed food and water 
in the bunker.

In October 1943, when the Germans began to liqui-
date the Minsk ghetto, 26 people entered the bunker, 
including Efim, who was the youngest child there. 
They sat in almost complete darkness, distinguishing 
between day and night only by the faint light that 
entered through a small air hole. Rats tried to gnaw 
their fingers and toes. 

After their food and water ran out, Efim’s mother 
would leave the bunker and approach Russian ac-
quaintances for food. Those in hiding began to die of 
thirst, hunger, weakness and disease, including Efim’s 
grandmother. They were buried in the floor of the bun-
ker. The soil was removed from the cemetery graves 
and sprinkled in the bunker, causing the floor to rise. 
The ceiling became lower and the bunker space kept 
shrinking. They stayed in the bunker for nine months.

On July 3, 1944, Minsk was liberated, and the group 
was discovered by Soviet soldiers. Only 13 of the 26 
who entered the bunker survived. They did not have 

the strength to walk, and their vision was impaired 
due to being in the dark for so many months. Soldiers 
carried them on stretchers to a hospital. 

Efim was hospitalized for three months. After 
the war, his mother married Ya’acov Gimelshtein, 
a partisan whose entire family was murdered in the 
Holocaust. Ya’acov treated Efim like a son.

In 1992, Efim and his wife, Rivka, immigrated to 
Israel. He volunteers at Yad Vashem and tells his story 
to groups of Russian-speaking students. 

Efim and Rivka have two sons and five grandchil-
dren.

Malka Rendel

Malka Rendel, born in 1927 in the Hungarian town 
of Nagyecsed, was the youngest in an Orthodox family 
of eight. Malka’s father, David-Aaron Freundlich, died 
before her birth, and her mother, Sarah, ran the fami-
ly’s fabric store after his death. Her two older siblings 
immigrated to Eretz Yisrael before WW II.

Upon entering the town in 1944, the Germans 
closed Jewish-owned shops, forbade the Jews to trade, 
and ordered them to wear the yellow star. Malka was 
assigned the humiliating task of cleaning the street in 
front of her Hungarian friends.

In May 1944, the Jews of the city were deported to 
the Mateszalka ghetto. The entire extended family 
lived in one apartment. Three weeks later, Malka and 
her family were deported to Auschwitz in a cattle car – 
a journey of about six days. 

On arrival, Malka tried to grab hold of her mother, 
but most of the family was sent to one side and Malka 
and her sisters, Miriam and Rachel, were sent to the 
other. Her mother gave her two cookies and told her 
sisters: “Take care of Malka.” Of all the family members, 
only Malka, Miriam and Rachel survived the selection.

After three months, the girls were sent to the Plaszow 

concentration camp, where they labored in a quarry 
carrying stones with their bare hands, in the freezing 
cold. People around them were constantly killed by 
rock explosions. The three were returned to Auschwitz 
and from there they were sent to Neustadt, a factory 
for weaving parachutes.

On Hanukkah, the women stole oil and threads to 
light makeshift candles. “It made it feel like home, 
that they didn’t take everything from us,” Malka says.

As the Red Army approached, Malka and her sis-
ters were forced on a death march to the Gross-Ros-
en concentration camp. Prisoners who could not 
continue walking were shot. At night, they slept in 
each other’s arms to keep warm. In order to survive, 
Malka imagined her mother, her home and the foods 
she used to eat.

Malka and her sisters were transferred to 
Bergen-Belsen, where Miriam and Rachel died. “That 
memory still haunts me,” Malka cries. “Mother told 
them to look after me, and they gave me their bread. 
If I hadn’t eaten it, maybe they would have survived.

“Sometimes I can’t believe I went through all this. 
Then I roll up my sleeve and look at the number on my 
arm, which proves to me that it did happen.”

After liberation, Malka was transferred to Sweden, 
where she was hospitalized. She took Zionism and 
Hebrew classes from emissaries who came from Eretz 
Yisrael, in a school established for the survivors. She 
became a teacher, and after retirement, she taught 
Hebrew to new immigrants.

Malka and Yehoshua have three daughters, 11 
grandchildren, 36 great-grandchildren and one great-
great grandson.  

The official state opening ceremony for Holocaust 
Remembrance Day will take place on Tuesday, April 17, at 8 
p.m. in Yad Vashem’s Warsaw Ghetto Square. It will be broad-
cast live via the Yad Vashem website and Facebook page.
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