
OPEN MIC—Susan Cherry 

 

This is a “lost and found” story—a story that proves the maxim, “when you are hurting, 

help someone else who is hurting, too. You will both feel better.” 

 

I’ve chosen to tell you this particular story because JRC is about to embark on an exciting 

project. We are going to publish an anthology of writings by congregants called “Lost 

and Found: Embracing the Whole of Life.” The book will come out late next year, just 

before Chanukah. Information on how you can contribute is on a table at the entrance to 

this church. It will also appear in the weekly emails you get from JRC. 

 

Now for my story. As many of you know, I have been widowed twice. Each time I lost 

my beloved, I had to regroup and create a new life for myself.  

 

When my husband Dale died, my younger daughter was only 13. So although I was grief-

stricken, I was not living alone. It was hard when my daughter left for college years later, 

but eventually, I fell in love again and planned a wedding that was supposed to take place 

last August.  

 

Unfortunately, my fiancé died suddenly, six weeks before we were to be married. This 

time, I had no children at home to focus on. My daughters, now grown, were both living 

on the East Coast, and although I talked to them often, my loneliness loomed large. 

 

The activities that had fulfilled me in the past became like trees that have lost all their 

leaves. I continued living my life as I always had, but I wondered if I would ever 

experience joy again. 

 

Then, last spring, I signed up to tutor a 7-year-old refugee from Syria through an 

organization called RefugeeOne. Ali (not his real name), was sweet, lively, curious, and 

intelligent. He was one of seven children ranging in age from 3 to 12. His father had been 



a pharmacist in Syria and his mother, a teacher. They had had a stable middle class life 

before they were forced out of their country by war.   

 

Ali’s family, which had already experienced a great deal of trauma, had many problems 

after they arrived in the U.S. They could barely speak English, so the parents had to take 

jobs that paid poorly and made no use of their professional skills. They were renting from 

a slum landlord in an unsafe Evanston neighborhood. The house was filled with mold, 

and several of the children had elevated levels of lead in their blood, most likely from the 

drinking water.  

 

It didn’t take long before I became extremely close not only to Ali, but to his siblings and 

parents. They needed help with lots of things, not just tutoring. I became part of an ad hoc 

group of volunteers who did everything from raising money for the family to taking the 

kids on outings.  

 

Then, this summer, the family’s house burned down, and they lost everything they had. 

RefugeeOne found them temporary shelter, but they needed to find a new place to live 

and acquire furniture, clothing, and everything else one needs to run a household. Our 

volunteer group solicited donations through our various networks, and in a matter of 

days, we had a surplus of items. It was incredibly gratifying to see the outpouring of 

generosity toward this unfortunate family.  

 

As I worked with the volunteers, I had a realization: my grief and loneliness were finally 

starting to subside. I was helping people whose lives were WAY worse than mine, and it 

felt good. It put my own problems into perspective. I started regaining interest in my old 

activities, and my creativity started to come back.  

 

And most importantly, I started to feel joy again. 

 

 


