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From Tiffany’s to Torah: the Value of Being a Jewish Educator 
 
by Sapphira Fein 
 
 
 
Tell what you were doing at 10:00 this morning.  I dreaded ice-breakers in general, but this one in 
particular was a nightmare.  It was bad enough that at every Friday night Shabbat dinner the first 
line of conversation with anyone — whether someone new or a regular in the havurah — would 
be about our professions.  Weren’t we supposed to refrain from work on Shabbat?  Nonetheless, 
we went around in a circle, each sharing a glimpse into his or her life.  After several people 
mentioned their patients or promotions, their successful legal cases or loving family, it was my 
turn.  At 10:00 that morning, I had sold a $35,000 diamond ring at Tiffany & Co.  I really wanted to 
make up something like I was working with homeless families on a mural for the public library or I 
was signing a contract to be a tap dancer for a South American cruise company.  But, if I had lied, 
I may not have become a Jewish educator. 
 
After the “oohs” and “ahhs” of Tiffany talk, the next woman shared that she had witnessed a 
beautiful Torah dedication earlier that morning — a new congregation was receiving its first sefer 
Torah.  Someone asked her, “How much does a Torah cost?” “I think it was $35,000,” she 
replied.  That number hit me in the gut.  On the same day, at the same time, in the same city, for 
the same amount — one person decided to spend his money on a ring and another invested in 
the past, present, and future of the Jewish people.  I realized at that moment that if I wanted to 
express myself authentically, then I needed to do something with my life that was worth far more 
than all the rubies in the world.  But what profession would I be suited for that would have such a 
value?  Searching for an answer to this $35,000 question, I came across the JESNA website 
(Jewish Educational Services of North America).  With a click on the door icon for DeLeT: Day 
school Leadership through Teaching, I went from a brilliant Tiffany showroom to a different kind of 
light-filled room — a classroom of sparkling children.   
 
One morning — perhaps it was 10:00 — I was encouraging a student to read a certain book 
before seeing a version of it in an upcoming movie.  He shrugged and apologized, “Sorry, if I read 
the book, it just ruins the movie for me.”  This exemplifies a major challenge I carry as a Jewish 
educator.  How do I make being Jewish engaging and valuable in a time when there are so many 
distractions?   
 
To borrow a phrase from Socrates, my job now is not to turn over sparkling merchandise, but to 
“turn the soul” of a child.  Movies can be transformational.  There is no doubt about that. And 
gemstones are exquisite products of humankind’s ability to bring forth beauty from nature.  
However, the glitz and glamour of our society holds nothing to the stunning complexity of our 
tradition.  I don’t want to stop a child from seeing the movie version of a book, but I can 
encourage interaction with the written text, if not before, then at least after.  In fact, I might 
propose that our lives are the movie versions of the Torah.  Ideally, we are constantly going back 
and forth between engaging the written text and watching how these stories are played out in our 
lives.  This is what I hope to do with children. 
 
In parashat Pinchas, the transferring of authority from Moses to Joshua with his two hands invites 
us to ask ourselves this question:  How do we use the hands we were given in this world? Now, 
there’s a better question for an ice-breaker. 
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