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The Second City 
American cities often have nicknames 
and Chicago is no exception. It’s called both 
the Windy City (I wish I had known that 
on my first trip, which was in the subzero 
month of January) and the Second City.
New York, of course, is America’s “First 
City,” whether in size or economy — or, as 
New Yorkers will insist on telling you, ev-
erything else as well. Still, I have always 
preferred second cities. When I arrived in 
Chicago a few weeks ago to speak at a Shab-
baton hosted by my friend Rabbi Zev Cohen 
and his congregation, Adas Yeshurun, I 
found my instincts were right on target. 

Seasoned trav-
elers can pretty 
much predict 
their airport 
routine, along 

with typical scenes and sights. But Chicago’s 
O’Hare Airport had a surprise for us. As my 
wife and I traversed the motorized walkway 
between concourses, we discovered we were 
in the middle of a work of art. No fewer than 
466 neon tubes, the equivalent of over a 
mile when stretched out, lit up above us. 
The light patterns, which never repeat, vary 
the colors, and glowing pastel walls enclos-
ing the underground walkway complete 
the visual experience. George Gershwin’s 

Rhapsody in Blue plays in the back-
ground as the colors change, giv-
ing the tunnel its popular name, 
“Gershwin’s Tunnel.”

All that made the mundane 
act of collecting the bags a very 
unusual and enjoyable expe-
rience indeed. Still, nothing 
quite matched my delight when 
our suitcases actually arrived 
on the belt. (I always worry this 
might not happen and that my se-
forim, tallis, and clothes have been 
put on the wrong plane and are now 
on route to Fiji. Do all Jews share the 
same fear?)

Giving and Getting
At the end of my Chicago Shabbaton, I made my fifth and last speech, this 
one about how Jews get through the toughest times. Afterward I signed 
copies of my book The Little Book for Big Worries: Dealing with Serious Ill-
ness.
A smiling Chicago couple approached me to buy a copy of the book. Then 
the wife asked if I could pose alongside her husband for a picture. They ex-
plained that their little boy had been just diagnosed with a serious illness. 
Here is his story:

I’m three years old and I don’t walk or talk, but if I did I would tell you all 
my story. My birth seemed normal ... I began to develop normally ... I was still 
not walking at 21 months, so they took me to a pediatric neurologist. On an 
autumn Friday the neurologist called with the most devastating news — it 
was a disorder called leukodystrophy. I won’t sugarcoat this — it’s an irre-
versible, not fixable, degenerative genetic disease ... in simple English, it’s 

terminal and fatal.
Don’t feel bad for me; I’m doing what G-d intended for 

me to do, and don’t feel bad for my family.
As Daddy says, G-d feels my family is special and wor-

thy to have such a special child as myself in their care. I 
may not know how to walk and talk, but I most certainly 
know that I’m loved by my parents, my siblings, and so 
much family and friends. So we will fight the good fight.

Please join me as I scale the tallest HILL of my life 
(Help Izzy Lick Leukodystraphy). This is my journey, 
and thank you for being a part of it.

Izzy Zundell

Izzy’s family has established a HILL fund, to help Izzy scale his moun-
tain and get the best treatment available. In two weeks since setting it up, 
over 1,800 people have been in touch. Only a few can help pay the cost of 
his treatment, but all want to show their support.

Worth the Trip
In Chicago, America’s Second City, an exceptional rav leads a remarkable congrega-
tion. School principles are passionate about their talmidim, and somehow everyone 
seems to know everyone else. Its Jews are full of chesed, courage in the face of life’s 
tests, and an awe-inspiring attachment to emunah in Hashem.

If you doubt it, just ask the parents of Izzy Zundell — or those Chicago baalei chesed 
trying to help raise funds to make sure a little boy gets to the very top of his hill.

No Beggars Here
My host for Shabbos was Adas Yeshurun Anshe 
Kanesses Israel, led by Rabbi Zev Cohen. The 
theme of the Shabbaton was “Let Me Introduce 
You to You.”

In a world where we are sadly well used to 
hearing less than flattering views expressed 
about the Jewish People, I felt it important to 
ensure that we still feel pride and positivity 
about our nation. To that end, I shared a quote 
from Mark Twain, arguably America’s greatest 
writer of all time, indelibly associated himself 
with that great waterway into which Chicago’s 
river flows. In 1898 in Harper’s Magazine Mr. 
Twain wrote:

Whenever a Jew has real need to beg, 
his people save him from the necessity 
of doing it. The charitable institutions 
of the Jews are supported by Jewish 
money, and amply. The Jews make no 
noise about it; it is done quietly; they 
do not nag and pester and harass us for 
contributions; they give us peace, and 
set us an example.…

And so I reminded my audience of what we of-
ten forget about ourselves. As the Gerrer Rebbe 
ztz”l used to constantly insist, “Yidden zeinen 
gut! [Jews are good people!]”

But I had yet to realize how true that mes-
sage was — and how accurately it described my 
audience. 

Fun Fact: The entire metropolitan 
area, sometimes called Chicagoland, 
is home to 9.5 million people and is the 
third largest in the United States. (In case 
you can’t guess which is the largest, ask a  
New Yorker.) 
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Fun Fact: Chicago has the fourth-largest gross 
domestic product among metropolitan areas in the 
world, behind Tokyo, New York, and Los Angeles, but 
ahead of London and Paris.$

Fun Fact: President Barack Obama got his start in 
community work and civil rights in Chicago. He served 
in the Illinois state senate and then as a US senator 
before being elected president in 2008.
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Rabbi Yehudah Yonah Rubinstein

The Chicago River and the city’s many 
parks lend great beauty to Chicago. But 
natural wonders aside, it was the city’s 
Jews I had come to meet and speak to, and 
they are well worth the trip.
My first destination: the Arie Crown He-
brew Day School. It is one of the oldest, 
largest, and fastest-growing Jewish day 
schools in the Midwest.

The principle, Rabbi Samber, and assis-
tant principal, Rabbi Kirschner, knew I 
had launched an initiative called “D’Ku-
lo Bo,” where I go into chareidi schools to 
offer chizuk, inspiration, and answers to 
hashkafah questions, and so they asked if 
I would speak to their eighth-grade boys. I 
was very surprised when they told me that 
many of the talmidim have deep questions 
and are searching for answers. 

But the two rabbanim were quite right. 
The questions, despite the young age of the 
talmidim, were profound and deep. These 
students were bothered about issues like 
“How can Jews be commanded to kill inno-
cent Amalekites?”

I don’t know if I was more impressed 
with the maturity and depth of these young 
talmidim, or the fact the two rabbanim 
knew them so well and actually wanted 
them to ask their questions and hear the 
answers. 

Question   Answer

Originally from the UK, Rabbi Yehudah Yonah Rubinstein currently lives in New York. An author 
and lecturer, regular BBC broadcaster and former campus rabbi, he travels throughout the world, 
visiting Jewish communities near and far. His column will appear every second week.
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