AS TOLD TO LEAH GEBBER

t took 89 years for Savta to recog-
nize G-d. In doing so, she created
an heirloom I cherish to this day: the
legacy of change.

Savta was a child of Viennese
bourgeoisie; an opera singer, she
worshiped culture, not G-d. “If
there’s a G-d, I'll meet Him when I

g0 upstairs,” she used to say. When my sister and
I lived with her for two years after my mother’s
remarriage, 1 was repeatedly asked to tuck my
Magen David necklace into my shirt, and told
thar the Shabbos candles would extinguish in an
hour or two — what was the point of lighting
them?

Bur at 89, Savta lay in a hospital bed, deathly
sick. It was 2 a.m., and shed indicated thar she
wanted me by her side. The phone had jangled
through my sleep as a nurse summoned me. I
pulled on my clothes and drove to the hospital.

I sat beside her and ook hold of her hand. “It’s
okay, Savta,” I said. “It’s Orit. I'm here with you
now.”

She nodded, and then raised her voice. “The
door’s opening. Don't you see it?”

This was not dementia. This was a call to an-
other World.

She quieted down, drifted in and out of con-
sciousness. I sat by her side, at times comforting
her, and at times reciting Tehillim. The first rays
of sunrise filtered through the gray sky and she
stirred. “You can go, now;” she said, tipping her
face toward me. “Thank you so much for com-
ing” She paused. It was clear shed been through
a harrowing night, had felt close to death, and
my being there had banished the horror and fear.
“How can [ ever repay you?”

“There is something you can do for me, Savta.
There’s a prayer you might remember from when
you were a child: the Shema. Say it every night
before you go to sleep.” :

I thought shed kick me out of the hospi-
tal room. She didnt. “I don't remember all the
words. Could you say it with me?” she asked.

“Shema Yisrael ..

I said the words aloud and she repeated them
and promised to say Shema every night. The next
time she was in the hospirtal, Savta ordered ko-
sher food. We talked. “Do you know how much
Hashem loves you?” I asked. “He’s been waiting
89 years for you to acknowledge Him.”

Shema Yisrael were Savta’s very last words.

So Sava taught me that everyone and anyone
can change. Hashem lovingly opens the door
and waits, sometimes for decades, sometimes for
a lifetime, until we're ready and willing to pass
through.

*

Although T grew up in Brooklyn, I was serv-
ing in the Israeli army when my husband and I
married. In Avraham, I found the stability and
warmth Id craved since childhood; growing up
in a single-parent family, life was tense and mon-
ey was tight. Spiritual yearnings were not a top
priority, although I undertook to light Shabbos
candles before the weekly cheeseburger at a take-
out place.

Savta had tried to instill us girls with her own
ambitions for scholastic achievement, but T knew
early on thar I wanted to work with my hands.
When we were married only a few months,
Avraham and I moved to America so I could
earn my chef’s degree. By the time I graduated,
the arrival of our eldest daughter Shani had
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