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Meet Rachel

Rachel Silverstein was a twelve-year-
old Jewish girl living in Poland in the 
summer of 1939. 

Rachel was by nature a serious girl—
one prone to worry. And she had good 
reason to worry in 1939. But we’ll get 
to that in a few minutes. First let’s 
learn about the world she knew back 
then.



Rachel’s world

Rachel lived in a shtetl in eastern 
Poland. A shtetl was was a mainly 
Jewish town. The Jews historically had 
trouble living in Europe because they 
were a minority with a religion that 
wasn’t Christian. Often the Jews 
weren’t allowed to own land and were 
forced to move on a moment’s notice. 
This was especially true in Russia. When 
the Russians took over parts of Poland 
in the late 1700s, they began evicting 
Jewish people out of Russia and forced 
them to set up towns in rural Poland. 
This is how many of the shtetls began.

But the Jews in the shtetls found ways 
to experience joy.



.
Many Jews of the shtetls were 
changing their religious practices. 
Traditionally, the Jews believed in 
the Old Testament of the Bible and 
observed the “Laws of Moses” or 
the Torah, which the men read in 
scrolls in the Hebrew language. But 
many Jews were getting depressed 
in the shtetls because of the 
discrimination they faced from the 
Europeans and too much relidious
emphasis on the strict rules of the 
Torah.



.

Hence a new movement began 
among the Jews. This was called 
Hasidism.  

Hasidism stressed religious 
fervor and joy, as opposed to the 
over-emphasis on rewards and 
punishments in the Torah. Those 
practicing Hasidism believed that 
God was everywhere and in every 
person and every thing. People 
had reasons to feel joyous almost 
all the time, especially during 
times of prayer and meditation. 



.

Those practicing Hasidism also 
believed that the faith brought them 
new leaders who had direct 
communication with the Divine. The 
new leaders were called rebbes. They 
believed the rebbes could perform 
miracles and see the future. People 
would come from hundreds of miles 
away to seek advice from a great 
rebbe.

Rachel’s shtetl had its own Rebbe
Mendl.



.

The Jews of the shtetl supported 
a great court for Rebbe Mendl
because the rebbe had so many 
followers. 



.

The rebbe’s house was home to 
travelers from all over Poland and 
sometimes beyond. Members of 
Rachel’s family had been to the 
great mansion often.



.

Rachel’s younger brother Asher went to 
Hebrew school with two of the rebbe’s
grandchildren. They were taught by rabbis, 
or teachers of Jewish law. The boys learned 
to read the Hebrew of the Torah and were 
introducted to some of the mystical works 
that the Hasidic Jews loved.

The boys also learned to read and write 
Polish and Yiddish at their school. Yiddish 
was the everyday language of the Jews and 
was a mixture of European languages and 
Hebrew.



.

From an early age, Rachel learned 
to read and write Yiddish and 
Polish from her grandparents. 
Her father had died when she 
was only seven and the family was 
being supported by Grandpa 
Silverstein, who was a jewelry 
maker.



.

Throughout her childhood, Rachel was 
living a life like most girls of her time. 
She was learning the skills she’d need 
to become a wife and mother one day.

Rachel spent most of her time caring 
for her younger siblings.



.

But there was also plenty of time to play. 

The favorite game of the children of the shtetl
was “Papa-Mamma.” She and her siblings would 
make believe they were grown-up family 
members and play all the roles. Sometimes 
Rachel would  pretend to be the wife of the 
rebbe and host grand dinners for traveling 
dignitaries.

While her life was filled with family love and 
many fun things to do, Rachel could not help but 
worry.



.Rachel’s worries

At night she and other members of 
her family would listen to the news 
in Polish on the radio (see right). 
They would hear about Germany’s 
Fuhrer Adolph Hitler, his 
Nuremberg Laws which made Jews 
second class citizens, the smashing 
of Jewish stores,  his takeover of 
Czechoslovakia, and now his 
threats to invade Poland.

“What will happen to us, 
Grandfather?” Rachel would ask.



.

“It’s not good to worry,” 
Grandfather Silverstein would 
say. “Listen to the radio reports. 
The Poles believe their military 
will defeat the Germans, if they 
invade.”

Still, as Rachel looked at her 
grandfather as he turned away, 
she thought she saw that he was 
worried too.



.

Much came to a head one Sabbath night in 
May. The Jewish Sabbath always began at 
sundown on Friday and ended at sundown on 
Saturday. 

All day Friday her mother worked to prepare 
for the Sabbath.  She’d wash the children 
from the tops of their heads to the bottoms 
of their toes. She’d scrub the entire house—
even the woodwork.



.

She’d bake the traditional 
twisted bread and then prepare 
the fish and the chicken. Next 
she’d roll out wide noodles from 
dough and add them to a clear 
chicken soup.



.

When everything was ready and 
sundown approached, Rachel’s mother 
would light the Sabbath candles and 
say a quiet prayer.



.

Grandpa and the boys would then 
go to a short service at the 
synagogue to welcome the Sabbath.

But on this August night, 
something a bit out of the ordinary 
happened.



.

A stranger had come to synagogue 
services. The old man was named 
Shmuel and said he’d walked over fifty 
miles from another Polish shtetl. He 
was in town to have an audience with 
the rebbe and would need to have a 
place to eat for Sabbath dinner. 



.

Jews everywhere took in 
strangers. They believed that 
some day the Old Testament 
prophet Elijah (see right) would 
appear to the community dressed 
as a needy person asking for help. 
This was to be a test of Jewish 
kindness. 

While Grandpa Silverstein did not 
think that the man was the 
prophet Elijah, he was still 
anxious to invite him to his home 
for Sabbath dinner.



.
When Grandfather, the boys, 
and Shmuel arrived home, the 
Sabbath table was beautifully 
set. Grandpa introduced the 
man, and then gave the weekly 
greeting to the Sabbath angels, 
said a prayer in praise of his 
wife, filled goblets with wine, 
and chanted a blessing. 



.

Everyone had water poured 
over their hands three times 
and then grandpa blessed the 
bread before eating.

They began with the fish. 
Between courses they 
chatted. Shmuel talked about 
his synagogue in his shtetl. 



.

“But all the people there have 
concerns,” the stranger admitted. “At 
home we do not have a rebbe who can 
know the future. They sent me here 
to have a word with the great Rebbe
Mendl.”



.

Before her mother could shush her, 
Rachel blurted out the question: “Sir, 
what are their concerns?”



.

“It is the man, Hitler,” replied Shmuel. 
“We fear he will attack Poland and 
enslave our people.”



.

At that moment, Grandpa 
Silverstein interceded, with his 
head typically bowed. “Alas, many 
have worries, but these should 
not be brought into the Sabbath. 
The Sabbath is the supposed to 
be like our future world when all 
the righteous will know only great 
joy. One must not bring their 
worries into this day.”

And that ended the discussion of 
the Germans. Shmuel left that 
night for an inn. 

But even though it was Sabbath, 
Rachel could not help but notice 
the look of worry on her 
grandfather’s face.



.

Rachel did not see the old 
man Shmuel again until 
Monday. That was market day 
for her shtetl. She 
accompanied her mother to 
buy chickens, grains, melons, 
and a silver bowl.

Rachel’s mother spotted 
Schmuel at one of the tables 
of vegetables. She greeted 
him and asked if he’d been to 
see the rebbe.



.

“I have,” stated Shmuel.”

“And did he give you reassurances?” she 
asked.

“Well, yes,” he responded. “He advised 
me to stay righteous and keep the 
fervor and feel the divine presence in 
everything.”



.

“But did he tell you the future?” 
demanded Rachel. “Did he tell you the 
Germans won’t come?”



.

To this, Shmuel did not respond. 
Rather he just looked sadly into her 
eyes.



.

When Shmuel left, Rachel’s mother 
talked to her.

“Darling, you must stop this fretting over 
the Germans. You must feel what’s in your 
heart and look at the Divine presence in 
all you see.”



.
“Look at our wonderful shtetl and all 
our friends and cousins here. Focus 
on all the blessings we currently 
have. You cannot destroy your spirit 
by worrying about things beyond 
you—things you cannot possibly 
control.”



.

And so it was that Rachel vowed to try 
and appreciate all the blessings she had 
at that moment. She believed that the 
rebbe knew something serious was about 
to happen, but if even he was urging 
everyone to count their blessings, she 
must too.

She lived out her final days in a quiet 
spirit of bliss.



.

Those days, unfortunately, were 
few. In September the Germans 
invaded Poland and defeated the 
Poles in less than a month. The 
Jews of the shtetls were rounded 
up and taken to concentration 
camps where nearly all died. Over 
six million Jews were killed. It 
was called the Holocaust.

Nothing quite like the shtetl life 
was ever known again. 



The end

Let’s talk!!!


