Odyssey

The author's Hebrew language class includes, from leff,

a8 Russian, threg persons from Argentinag, from Turkey,

Morocco, Marion Shuman from the U.S., Turkey, and
three maore from Russia.
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Ilehrew Is n mﬂerent Tongue

This iz the lsurth isstallment in
the ““Odyssey o rael™ story of Ber-
aard Shuman, his wife and three
ieen-age children, Tormerly of Sioux
City, Ia., whe left their native land
last May to retum to the land of thedr

Armed with a determination to
learn the Hebrew language, although
I baszically didn't know an *‘aleph™
from a “"gimmel™ and a “shin,™ | en-
mlled in an ulpan shorily after our
arrival in Jerosalem. An olpan iz a
spord oourse concelved by lsrael to
teach the Hebrew language quickly to
new immigranis,

Fortunately for me, my wife Mar-
mn enrolled in the same class, With-
oul her life-saving ability, based on
Hebrew lessons as a young girl, 1
would have drowned in a gea of Hebr-
ow words, conjupations of wverbs,
present, past and fulure [enses, mas-
culine and feminine endings, and as-
sorted characteristics identifiable
only with the Hebrow language.

Marion and | are the only Ameri-
cans in our class. Although our in-
stroctor has a keowledge of the Eng-
lizsh language, =zhe insists under-
standably that Hebrew be the lan-
guage used in the classroom.

This is a fair and considerate ges-
ture (o the other newly-arrived immi-
grants in the ulpan, including a hus-
band, wife and mother-in=law from
Buenos Aires, Argentina; a father,
mother and teen-age son (rom
Georgin, Russia; elderly women from
Moscow and Tangiers, Morocoo; men
from Paris and Romania, and a fa-
ther and dawghter fram Turkey,

Thus the compasition of the class
is cosmopolitan, and Hebrew is the
only language that can break down
the communications barrier that ex-
ists among all the spudents,

o o o

FREQUENTLY, howewer, the
native tongues of the immigrants in-
terrupt the leaming process, espe-
cially when there is an acute failure
o comprehend the meaning of the
Hebrew word that the teacher is ex-
plaining.

The stodents hastily retreat to
their comfortable English, French,
apanish, Russian or Yiddish, whai-
ever Ltheé case may be, im a semi-

comibcal strugghe to discover what the
strange-sounding Hebrew  word
TS,

The woman [rom Moscow will
speak in Yiddish te Marion, asking
what the teacher said. The Roma-
nlan, who knows some English, will
reaffirm the meaning by questioning
ws in English. The woman from Ar-
pentina will speak Spanish to her
hushand, who has a previous lmited
knowledge of Hebrew., The woman
frim Moroceo and the Parisian will
doublecheck their interpretation in
French.

The een-ager from Georgin, Rus-
gia, whi possesces an amaring capa-
city 10 devour all Hebrew words, will
convey the meaning in the language
af his homeland (o his parents. At
first, the route traveled sounds like
the nonsensical babblings of a room-
ful of infants. Eventually, however,
the sounds converpge, and the stu-
dents beam proudly at their onder-
slanding of the new Hebrew word. Al
this congratulatory point, the class
advances to the next Hebraic ob-
stacle.

On thiose reGcCUrFing OoCEsions
when [ individually fail o decode the
Hebrew word, and Mariom is unable
o whisper the English counterpart to
me, | can't hide my ignorance by
nodding my head and smiling. The
tesacher sees through my mask of de-
cepltion, 5he breaks her bhan on the
use of English in the clazs and asks
mie 1o tell her in English the méaning
of the Hebrew word. What do 1 do
w7

Many years have passed since [
studied journalism at the Universicy
of Webraska in Linoolm, and it ism't
easy o return o the world of memo-
rization, classroom concentration,
homework assignments and exam-
inations. Do 1 take my grade home (o
my childrén when [ take a (esry

o o o
PREPARING for our first
test pul me (n a state of panic. |

studied and worried because |
seemied unable to retain the mean-
ings of the words we had studied.
The present, past and fulure tenses
had me tense, and 1 was giving mas-
culine endings 1o [emining words, |
confess 10 a sleepless night.

Since then | have learmed not to
react in such a childish fashion.
There hawve been other wests, and al-
ithough | have studied, the prepara-
tion has not been © & point of ex-
haustion. Furthermore, our [esls are
not graded; thus, Ellis, Debby and
Judy don't know whether or mot 1
passed or (alled.

Our olpan began with Dina, the
t=acher, explaining Hebrew words 1o
s win piclures dravm on the hlack-
board in the classroom. She used
stick figures of a boy and girl stand-
ing, walking, sitting, lHving In
houses, riding on buses, going o
school and visiting friends, The boy
iz David. The girl is Rachel

Everything in our stark white
classroom becomes the foundation for
adding a newcomer o our Hebrew vo-
cabulary, opening and closing the
windows and door, writing at the
desk, sitting in the chair, walking 1o
the blackboard, tuming the light on
and off, the pens and pencils that we
write with in our notebooks, as well
as the clothing that we are wearing.
MNothing Is sacred.

Anything that happens unexpsc-
tedly becomes an oppoartunity for
learning another Hebrew word. There
i a dynamite blast in the distance,
The class takes_a (rip. There is a
knock at the door, The students are
beothered by Mies and hot weather,
One of the students is late; another
student is absent.

As we progress into the com-
plicated world of Hebrew, [ some-
times feel as though 1 have requrmed
ix my kindergartéen and elementary
school days. This occurs, for ex-
ample, when | must recite in simple
Hiebrew what | ate for breakiasy that
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Jewish forebears.

moraing or when | must disclose,
aleo In simple Hebrew, how | spent
my Sabhath, the single day of rest
from our clssroom activities.
o 0 0

I HAVE discovered thal
learning Hebrew is not easy. 1 fre-
quently feel so stupid and dis-
couraged that I'm ready to be Labefed
“an ulpan dropoul.”" [ ARl cormpara
myself m the Romanian who entered
the class soveral weeks after it was
in session and guickly acguired an
enviable working knowledge of the
Lunpuage.

I am reminded by Marion and
Dina that he comes Irom a coniinent
where a large percentage of the
people are multi-lingual, People in
Euwrape are familiar, even fluent, in
several lanpuages, one reason being
that they can't travel a greal distance
without crossing the border into a
neighboring country where anather
lanpuage is spoken. My origin is the
United Siates where English is the
one and only language used for thou-
sandds of miles.

Conceivably, one could survive in
lsraed with English and a hit-and-run
knvwledpe of Hebrew. English is Mo
2 in Israesl,

Marion, who must be commonded
for her courage in using the Hebrew
that she is learning, is immediacely
recognized as an English-speaking
American. She'll speak in Hebrew,
the Israeli will answer in English,
Ope explanation is that the Israeli
wants to help us by making the con-
versation easier; another explanation
5 that the [srasli wants to display
ke knowledge of English, which s
taught in school beginning with the
fifth grade.

A knowledge of Hebrew will elimi-
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Haim Malka helps
Shuman, above, read
a4 Hebrew Iﬂng:__raga
newspaper.

wile Marion and wl-
pan teacher Dina at

the blackboard.

ight,

Cargmoed [ preredog, gge-

nate many minor complicatkns con-
tinuously experienced by the Shu-
mans, such as receiving all our mes-
sages at the absorption center office
in Hebrew or Nilling oul employment
application and school enrollment
forms in Hebres:.

There is also nothing worse than
standing like an ignoramus amidst a
group of people who are enjoying
themselves while speaking Hebrew,

I must concede [hal some Hebrew
waords have penetrated this head of
mine, and [ have even risked using
pne or two of them outside the class-
room. But it assuredly must sound
ridiculous (o the lsraeli on the receiv-
ing end when I put a “please™ at the
end of my request for “ehsehr mich-
taveem™ (ten letiers).

Our ulpan class for beginners will
last slightly more than fiveé months,
al which time the students are en-
abled to leave the conlines of the
classroom and enter Isroell society,

speaking, resding and writing Hebr-
(T
The wlpan approach to teaching
Hebrew (o new immigrants in Israel
is a controversial issue. Dpponents
argue that more emphasis should be
placed on spoken Hebrew, soquoiring
A man-on-thestrest vocabulary that
will help the newcomer live, work
and play T'mom day o day,

Too much effort is devoted o con-
jugatins, tenses and correct word
endings, according ro the apponents.
When I realize that [ don't ever in-
tend o write the great Israsll movel
in Helirew, I'm inclined to agres with
this viewpoint

o 0o

THEM one truth emerges
through the running debate, placing
mi on the other side of the lence—if
one is going to learn a language,
whether it be Hebrew, Spanish,
French, Russian or English, it is bess
i lesirn the language correctly (rom
the beginning. There will be no other
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opportunity than the ulpan to acquire
a proper foundation for an accurate
knowledge of the language.

Each ulpan session lasts four
hours, from B am. o 12:30 pom,, six
mornings a week, Sunday through
Friday. The half-hour from 10 a.m. (o
10:30 a.m, it & much-deserved coffes
break, a respite from sitting on the
game hard, uncomfortable chair for a
two-hour stretch.

Sometimes as | shill about, Cross-
ing and siretching my legs, twisting
about in the seat, 1 wonder which
part af my anstomy is doing the best
job at learning the language.

Attending uipan on Sunday, or go-
ing to work for thal matter, or shop-
ping in stores thal are open, s per-
haps one of the most perplexing ad-
justments an American encounlers in
this country.

Don't misunderstand. There i a
tremendows satisfaction in having the
Sabbath (Saturday) as the day of
rest, recreation and religion. This is
8 fundamental reason for Jews living
in larasl, one of the basic motivations
why the Shuman family made alivah,

We can now observe the Sabbath
as we wish, There are no longer the
contradictions that we faced in Sioux
City, la., when we wanied to observe
the day and were confronted with the
normal functions of the everyday
American world,

Regardless, 1 must reiterate the
question that countbess other Ameri-
cans have asked —Whatever happened
i Sumnday? Sunday is Monday in this
land where the six-day work woek

prevails.
o 0 o

0N PAPER, the thoory of liv-
ing in an absorption center and de-
voting one’s time and energy for five
months 06 the study of Hebrew in an
ulpan works out superbly. Placed into
actual practice, it falls apart like the
pleces of a jigsaw puzzle dropped on
the :

A man who has been accustomed
to prowiding stability and security for
his family can't divorce himself enti-
rely from thinking about these issues,
Gnawing constantly in the recesses of
his mind are the guestions of employ-
ment, housing, education and liviag
together as a family.

Too often these problems emerge
intn the open, choking you from a va-
riety of sources, when you well-
meaning friends, other residents of
the absorpilon center and the center's
stalf begin asking the vsual ques-
tians,

“Have you found a place o live?"
“Have you found a job?" “Where are
your thres children going to school?*

These questions cannot be an-
swered when one is enrolled in ulpan.
And the individeal begins 1o wonder
whether or nof the answers can wait
until ulpan graduation day.

Unfortunately, at our absorption
center, located in Jerusalem's Kata-
mon Tet neighborhood, there is a
Glrong undercurrent of dis-
couragement about alivah to [srasl.
Here where alivah physically begins,
where there should be anticipation
and optimism, the outleok for tomor-
row already has a pessimistic flavor.

Some_of the families openly dis-
cuss the possibility of returning 1o
the United States. Of course, return-

ing to America s the alternative, the
ace-in-the-hole that the American im-
migrant to Israel has in contrast with
his Russian counterpart, who can't go
home again,

Employment and housing are (he
twio influencing elements in the ower-
all discouragement package. The cost
of an apariment in Jerusalem is out-
rageously high, completely out of
reach of & middle-class income (ami-
Iy such as ours. Job hinting iz not a
simple chore, and [ hiave been for
wirmesd (hat when one is olfered em-
ployment, the salary is unbelievably
low in comparison with what is being
paid in the 1.5,

o o o

THE culmiral shock iz anoth-
er factor. Cultural differences be-
tween the lsraeli and the American
are immediately rocognizable. Jewish
heritages link the two together, bot
the formulative years when each one
matursd in completely cmirasting at-
mospheres keep them apart. There is
no similarity between the Israeli way
of doing things and the American
i,

At this strategic point. | must
search out persuasive points why we
made aliyah, simple truths that will
hurriedly demolish all these faciors
that lead away [rom alivah, 1 must
nat dwell too loag on the neégative
side of the ledgér less | join the
ranks of the disenchanted at this
early sLage.

Here in Israel we identily our
gelves as Jews by simply living here
There is no urgent rush to attend
synagogue services for the emotional
satisfaction of dentification parposes
Our presence in the country suffices
Ewverything that we do has a Jewish
quality.

Perhaps the oddest owist of all is
the fact that here in Istael we are
members of the majority, a member-
ship mever known before. In the
United States, regardless of all arpu-
ments o the contrary, we as Jows
were different from our Anglo-Saxin
neighbors. Isa't it fromie that the Is-
raclis consider us as Anglo-Saxons
becaunse of our American back-
grounds?

In Skoux City we regularly attend-
el Friday night services at Shaare
Zion Synagogue, a conservalive Jow-
ish house of worship. Atlendance
there was as necessary to our lives a3
waking up in the moming and eating
thrse meals a day. Whether ar nod we
attend synagogue services here in Is-
ragl no onger matters. We know who
W are,

Observance of the Sabbath in Is-
rael is the truest moment of
all. Here the traditional Sabbath meal
begins in virtually every home al
sundown Friday, with the mother re
citing the blessing over the candies
and the father reciting the kidduash.
The memorable Sabbath prayer scene
from the beloved “Fiddler on the
Roof** was not a figment of the play-
wright's imagination.

This is [srael, the Jewish home-
land where the Jewish past s irmeve
cably entwined with the Jewish
present and the Jewish fulure. Ab-
sarplion for the immigrant is ot
easy; however, nobody sald that it
would be. An oleh (immigrant) mus
constantly remind himself of the rea-
sons for his aliyah.
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