Being Jewish in Lancaster: a mother’s dilemma

Choosing primary schools…choosing secondary schools….Jewish education….Jewish food…Jewish friends….a Jewish life?  

Obviously, living in Lancaster, (and having married out, too!) I have made a choice not to be part of a large Jewish community.  It would be different if we lived in Manchester, Leeds or Liverpool.  Or New York or Jerusalem.  But I have always wanted my daughter Anna to know that she’s Jewish, and to understand a little what that means. And despite having had mixed feelings about Judaism earlier on in my life, I’m now quite keen myself to ‘hang out’ with Jews for at least part of my life.

This has meant various things along the way. 

It meant bringing my daughter to regular Jewish events at the University Jewish Society when she was one and a half – when a couple, David and Ruth Brauner, from Israel, were here for two years and created a fantastic Jewish community around them.

It meant taking her to Sunday School in St Annes for a couple of years from when she was five, where the Rabbi’s wife ran a great class for the local children.  Anna began to learn to read and write Hebrew, to learn about a few Jewish customs and festivals, and to meet other Jewish children.  (It was actually her decision to start going – and it was her decision, too, to stop, a couple of years later).

It meant choosing Dallas Road primary school among all the primary schools in Lancaster – as being one where we were sure she wouldn’t be the only non-Christian child in the school.    We were surprised and pleased to meet several more Jewish families, and families of Jewish heritage, at the school – and we also met another Jewish mother with a daughter of the same age, who sent her daughter to Moorside.  (And we thought it was funny when Anna and Natalie were both chosen to play Mary in their respective school’s nativity plays!)

It meant choosing Central Lancaster High School as a secondary school: because Ripley St Thomas won’t take Jews (! – strange but true – according to the terms of their trust they restrict their entry to practising Christians.  They take in 15 per cent of non-Christians on academic references – but I didn’t fancy a school where they would only take in non-Christians if they were clever ones.)   And also by then, although Natalie had gone back to Israel, there was another Jewish family with children at Central, so Anna isn’t the only Jewish child there.

It meant realising that I didn’t know very much about Judaism myself, and bravely making a decision to take a more active part in the University’s Jewish Society, so that I could find out more myself.   It meant inventing a Committee post as ‘Community Liaison Officer’, standing for it, and undertaking it for the last 3 years. 

Wondrously, it meant that every time I said the words ‘I’m Jewish’, finding out that more, and more, and more people in Lancaster are Jewish than I could have ever imagined…. 

And it has meant that since July last year I’ve been helping, with Judith Keshet, to coordinate a group of Jewish people in the city, as a ‘Havurah’.  The Havurah movement [the emphasis is on the last syllable] comes from North America.  Havurahs are non-denominational, egalitarian, Jewish organizations which welcome all Jewish people and their partners and other interested people; and accommodate differences in backgrounds, learning, and observance.   Lancaster’s Havurah now meets monthly and its membership is expanding each month… it.has a range of members and a range of activities – including Jewish learning, Jewish festivals, discussions on aspects of Jewish culture – and very importantly, a chance to eat Jewish food!   We have around fifty people on our mailing list and usually get around 15 people at meetings…and we try to tie in to the University Jewish society regular activities and encourage cross-fertilisation.

Funnily enough, it has meant that I have now embarked on a part time PhD at the Centre for Jewish Studies at Manchester University, looking at Jewish immigration to Glasgow, and transmission of Jewish culture through four generations over 100 years.  For my research, I’m interviewing a whole extended family, and finding out all kinds of things about what it might mean to be Jewish.

It has also meant that I made friends with another Israeli couple who were visiting Lancaster for a year – and stayed with them recently in Haifa, where I discovered what it was like to observe the Shabbat in a big way: and also I discovered that it isn’t all doom and gloom in the synagogue!  (For years I’ve attended shul regularly on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, the holiest day of the Jewish calendar, when there’s no eating and drinking, and you spend the day thinking about the bad things you’ve done all year.  But when I was in Israel, it was Simchat Torah, the celebration of getting to the end of the yearly cycle of reading of the Torah, the five books of Moses – and there was drinking, dancing, and celebration in the synagogue like you wouldn’t believe!)

So, as you can see, it has certainly meant a long, and ongoing Jewish ‘journey’ for me and my daughter, which isn’t over yet….

If you’d like to come with me on this journey, or start on one of your own, email jsoc@lancaster.ac.uk, or phone Lancaster University on 01524 65201 and ask for the Jewish Society rooms; and the University J-Soc will let you know what’s going on both in the city and at  the University.
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