Zoe and Marlyn
Kress share a
mother-daughter
moment. Opposite,
Zoe lights the
Shabbat candles.

HOW THREE YOUNG WOMEN, ADOPTED FROM CHINA, ARE APPROACHING THE

ZOE KRESS IS ATYPICALJEWISH GIRL, RAISED ON A DIET OF MATZO BALL SOUP AND KNAIDELECH,
along with that other standard “Jewish” fare, wonton soup and pot stickers. She’s ex-
cited about heading to Israel this year with her eighth-grade day school class, and she
had the time of her life at her bat mitzvah last spring, where she read from the family
Torah. The party following the ceremony was especially meaningful for Zoe, because
the theme—China—holds particular significance for her. ¢ Zoe is one of the many
Chinese children who were adopted by Jewish families in the late ’90s and are now
embracing their Jewish faith as they prepare for and celebrate their bat mitzvahs.
However Chinese and Jewish traditions are being woven together—whether it’s a »
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Mandarin reading during the service or a party menu that
includes both brisket and Peking duck—these kids have a
better sense of their dual identity than adopted children
ever did before.

“Things have definitely changed,” says adoption-medicine
specialist Jane Aronson, M.D., who is director of interna-
tional pediatric health services in New York City, CEO
and founder of the Worldwide Orphans Foundation
(www.orphandoctor.com), and clinical assistant professor
of pediatrics at the Weill Medical College of Cornell Univer-
sity. Aronson has evaluated over 6,000 children adopted from
abroad and has traveled to orphanages in Russia, Romania,
Bulgaria, China, Vietnam, Ethiopia, and Latin America.

“When the children came here in 1975 with the Vietnamese
airlift, their culture wasn't yet as well integrated into our cul-
ture,” she says. “We learned a lot from them. Today's adopted
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[t’s so important for these children to
understand their roots as an Asian person

and a Jewish person. 99
— JANE ARONSON, M.D.

children who are coming of age know where they've come
from.” Children adopted by Jewish parents also know that be-
ing from a far-off land and a different culture doesn’t mean
they can’tembrace their Jewish identities wholeheartedly.

Aronson’s family is a case in point: She’s the mother of two
children, one adopted from Ethiopia and the other from Viet-
nam. “My sons go to Hebrew school and they see themselves
as Jewish,” she says. “They don't say, Tm Jewish but...”

“It’s so important for these children to understand their
roots as an Asian, Jewish, and American person,” Aronson ob-
serves. “It'sincumbent on the family to recognize these differ-
ences and embrace them in their own way.”

Here are the stories of three girls—two who have already
had their bat mitzvahs and one who will celebrate hers in the
spring. Each of their families had its own approach to inte-
grating its adopted daughter’s cultural heritage into herlife,

MARK WILDY



and each story speaks volumes about the joys and challenges
of doing so.

EMMA'S ALL-AMERICAN BAT MITZVAH

Emma’s bat mitzvah was the culmination of a huge dream
for her parents, Andrea and Robert Colton of Boca Raton,
Fla. The mother and father of five wanted it to be the best
day of Emma’s life. Held on May 19, 2007, the ceremony
turned out to be the perfect blend of all that Emma loves:
horses and family—but no Chinese rituals.

“Emma didn’t want her bat mitzvah to have anything to do
with her Chinese background,” says Andrea, adermatologist.
“She wanted it to be like everyone else’s—and that was fine
with us.”

Recently, Emma told Andrea that she thinks of herself
more as a Jewish Boca girl than a Chinese girl. “That makes
sense, since she did exactly what my other (biological)
daughters did—they all went to Jewish preschool, then He-
brew school,” Andrea says.

“Growing up in Boca as a Chinese girl, I felt like any girl
growing up in Boca,” Emma says. “It felt normal. In Hebrew
school, no one ever asked about my background.”

Emma loved learning her haftorah and Torah portion in
preparation for her bat mitzvah, and says that one of the
} hardest parts was learning how to chant. “Even harder was
getting up on the bimah in front of all of my family and
friends and singing everything I learned,” she says. “But in
the end, it turned out to be really fun and I didn’t mess up
once. [ had the greatest time of my life”

Her dad, Robert, an internist, did discuss Emma’s roots in
his speech. “I talked about the profound ways Emma has af-
ected everyone's life,” he says now.

From the start, the Coltons did whatever they could to »
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Zoe Kress, left, at the
bimah, and above,
holding her bat mitzvah
invitation, which sports
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her chop, a stamp with
her name in Chinese.
Opposite, Emma Colton
reads the Torah.

H Families With
Children From China
www.fwcc.org

W Jewish Childcare

agencies and support
organizations that
specialize in working
with Jewish families.

Association
www.jccany.org

B Stars of David
www.starsofdavid.org



A SPECIAL

Bat

Mitzvah
Project =

LILY JACOBS, who was adopted at 4 months and
has lived in Beijing with her American family for most
of her 12 years, recently posted an online request
reaching out to Asian-adopted Jewish girls worldwide
who were prepping for their bat mitzvahs. Her goal?
To collect and share their experiences and produce a
small book. We spoke to Lily about the project:

JL: What motivated you to start your project?
LILY: My sisters and | have always been differ-

ent from our other Jewish friends—because we're
Chinese—and from our Chinese friends in China—
because we're Jewish. Becoming a bat mitzvah
means | am now a young Jewish woman, and need to
take upon myself more responsibilities. | wanted to
share my story with other Jewish adopted Chinese
girls and read their stories to see if we have similar
or different experiences, and to learn how they feel
about themselves and their two cultural identities.

JL: When is your bat mitzvah? Will you weave in lots
of different cultural symbols?

LILY: | expect to celebrate my bat mitzvah at the end
of 2007 in Beijing, because | spent my whole child-
hood there and | am really close to the Jewish com-
munity. Because we are Orthodox, my bat mitzvah
celebration will probably be traditionally Jewish, but
since we will be with the Jewish community in China,
there will be some Chinese elements as well.

JL: You mentioned in your online posting that people
often ask about your background when they meet
you. How do you handle that?

LILY: When | get asked why | don't look like my mom,

especially in synagogue, it bothers me because | think

people are only looking at how | look on the outside.
If people really want to know me, | don't mind sharing
with them that | was adopted, but some people are
just insensitive and curious, and this bothers me.

JL: What do you like most about being Jewish?

LILY: Being Jewish is like a special gift. | think that
Jewish people have a little something inside of them
that keeps them smiling. I've told my mother that
I'm so glad she adopted me, not because | get to be
American, or have a lot of nice things that | might not
have had in China, but because | got to be Jewish.
Being Jewish is the most important thing in my life.
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Susan Sachs, left,
recently had her
own bat mitzvah.
Here, she helps her
daughter Hannah
study for hers.

integrate Emma’s Chinese culture into her life, from attend-
ing Chinese playgroups, language classes, and festivals, to
taking her on a “heritage” trip to China three years ago.
“Emma got to meet the foster mother who took care of her
for six months. It was such a beautiful, positive experience,”
Andrea says. “Mostimportant to us was that she saw that she
came from so much love.”

Two of Emma’s older sisters lived and studied in China be-
fore the family adopted Emma, and they speak Mandarin flu-




Given Hannah’s be

‘ ginnings, I wanted her to
feel thatshe had I

: roots in a world community
towhich she would always belong. 2

ks after Emma’s bat mitzvah, the
1 China, this time to adopt 4}4-year-
<t addition. “Emma tried to learn as
- sisters as possible so she could com-
srother” Andreasays. “Thisyear, she’s
«+ead of Spanish in school.”
Hebrew-speaking Boca girl, who will
“andarin as well, may feel perfectly
thingbutaverage.

—SUSAN SACHS

HANNAH'S BUMPY PATH TO BAT MITZVAH

When Susan Sachs, an executive search consultant in Mount
Kisco, N.Y,, started thinking about her daughter Hannah's bat
mitzvah, she had just had her own. “I had abat mitzvah to com-
plete something that never really had a chance to happen—
namely, myformal ‘statement thatIwasa committed Jew, she
says. “I also hoped that in doing so, Hannah would see thisasa
continuation of a family tradition and would take her place
on the bimah when it was her time.” (Continued on page 95)
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BORN AND RAISED
(Continued from page 87)

Susan’s husband, Shelly, a vice presi-
dent of business development for a busi-
ness support company, has a strong af-
filiation with the culture of Judaism but
notwith the religious aspects.

“Hannah went to Hebrew school for
about two years and hated it,” Susan
says. It started to look like a bat mitz-
vah might not be in the cards. “For the
most part, she was bored, so she was re-
sistant on those grounds. But a year or
so into her religious education, it be-
came clear to us that part of her resis-
tance had to do with the fact that she
was the only non-Caucasian in the
school and she was having trouble un-
derstanding how shefitin.”

Hannah acknowledgesthatthetough-
est part about going to Hebrew school
was that she was the only Asian person
there. “I stood out.” she says. “Also, kids
asked guestions about whether it’s
‘legal’ to be Chinese and Jewish at the
same time. That was hard.”

Ultimately. Susan and Shelly decid-
ed totake Hannah out of the synagogue
school and hire a tutor who was also a
dear friend When the tutor fell seri-
ously ill. Hannah became discouraged
and decaded that she was no longer in-
terested im stadving for her bat mitz-
vah. This was wrenching for Susan. “To
me, given Hammah's early beginnings, I
wanted hes 8o Seed that she had roots in
aworkd comsmemity to which she would
alwans Bellome " she saws. Still, Susan re-
spected Hassah's wishes.

7 feit Bl | mas Betting go of one of
those dsesss we all have for our chil-
dren.” Sesas said “But if we had any
hope s @sssing her to Judaism, I real-
ized see it et it Bappen naturally.”

This gt seae. Hannah started at-
tendime e Semds’ bar and bat mitz-
vahs A s dee. she announced that
she s Bl %0 have one after all.

S el Shelly found her another
futor "I e B engaged Hannah at
her g S savs. “They sit on the
floos St i our family room, talk-
ing. Mg stadying, and Hannah
is sl semmarkably quick progress
leassig B pessers, her haftorah and
her Tl pertionss. She studies her He-

bress s s before she goes to bed,
and & el a0 on a family vacation,

shewassinging the prayersin the car”

On May 24, 2008, Hannah will have
her batmitzvah in the synagogue where
Susan and Shelly got married, Hannah
had her baby naming, Susan’s parents
renewed their vows for their 50th wed-
ding anniversary, and where, five years
ago, Susan’s mother, then 78, celebrat-
ed her bat mitzvah,

“Hannahis going to experience herbat
mitzvah in one of the most meaningful
places that exists for my family,” Susan
says. “I will take the tallit that both my
mom and I wore out of the needlepoint
case that we both made, and put it
around the shoulders of my beloved Jew-
ish daughter who was bornin China.”

There may just be some Chinese tra-
ditions woven into the day. “We are
looking for ways to make Hannah's
Chinese heritage an important part of
this event,” Susan says. “We always
hoped that she would embrace Juda-
ism and her Chinese heritage.”

Susan says there was never one way to
ensure that Hannah would feel “Jewish.”
“We've had to live our lives the way that’s
right for us—to alarge degree thatis de-
fined by Jewish values. Sure, we've had
to change direction several times with
her bat mitzvah and that has required a
great deal of creativity and flexibility.”

Ithas also given the family an under-
standing that there’s more than one
path. “The traditional route to Judaism
doesn’t always work,” Susan says. “But
that's okay.”

THE YIN-YANG STORY OF ZOE

For Marlyn Kress, a single mom from
Mount Laurel, N.J,, planning her
daughter Zoe'’s bat mitzvah was the cul-
mination of every hope she had for the
baby she adopted at 8 weeks.

“I knew that whatever child I had,
biological or adopted, was going to be
raised as a Jew,” says Marlyn, a sales ex-
ecutive who adopted Zoe from China
after years of trying to have a baby. “1
wanted her to be proud of where she
came from and who she is, but I also
wanted her to make alife asa Jew—not
just to practice as a child, but as she
grew up and had a family of her own.”

Zoe, whowas converted in an Ortho-
dox ceremony at a mikvah when she
was ayear old, attended a Jewish nurs-
eryschool and then a Solomon Schech-

ter day school. Her bat mitzvah on
April 21, 2007, paid tribute to the yin-
yang story of her life.

The service was entirely traditional
in custom and ritual, right down to
Zoe's decision to twin her bat mitzvah
with a girl who perished in the Holo-
caust. (Tibor Rubin, the brother of the
girl Zoe honored, is a Congressional
Medal of Honor winner. He's become
like a grandfather to Zoe, and he at-
tended her bat mitzvah.)

“Both Zoe and Ilearned so much about
tikkun olam. And we learned that you
may not know why you do things, but
thatwhatyou receive backisathousand-
fold, Marlyn says. Add to that a discov-
ery that a family Torah, appropriated
years earlier, was found in the Torah
vault at Marlyn’s synagogue, and that
Zoe read her parsha from it, and you
have an event steeped in ancient ritual,
spirituality, and personal revelation.

“Being Jewish is a big part of my life
and I'm proud of it Zoe says. “As a
young kid, I always looked forward to
my bat mitzvah. When you become abat
mitzvah, you become a woman in the
Jewish world. You take on the responsi-
bilities of an adult and people treat you
asone. Itis hard to imagine my life with-
out its Jewishness. It's hard to explain
how I feel. All T can really say about it is
thatbeing Jewish is a part of my heart.”

While the ceremony was all Jewish,
the party was a tribute to Zoe’s Chinese
background. The handmade invitation
was written in Hebrew and English
and adorned with Zoe’s Chinese chop,
a stamp with her name in Chinese. Zoe
wore a pink floral dress made of Chi-
nese silk and the tables were named for
Chinese cities. Fortune-cookie-shaped
place-card holders were made of
Chinese fabric, and the tables were
adorned with Chinese lanterns and
vases of orchids.

Zoe says she loved sharing pieces of
her Chinese background with her fam-
ily and friends. “My favorite part about
my bat mitzvah was definitely my par-
ty,” Zoe says. “As much as I enjoyed the
service, the party was so much fun.”

“Iwanted her to know who sheisand
how she got here,” her mother says. “I
wanted her to be proud of both sides of
herself. She’s an American-raised
Chinese-Jewish girl.” e
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