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Once there was a woman who committed a terrible crime and, after being convicted, was sent to 

jail for the rest of her life.  Shortly after arriving in prison, however, the woman discovered that 

she was pregnant. And in the course of time she gave birth to a baby boy, whom the prison 

authorities permitted to live with his mother in her cell so that she could raise him and watch 

over him.  When the boy was still only twelve years old, however, his mother became ill and 

died without ever having divulged the name of the child’s father. 

The prison officials, very fond of the boy but unsure how to serve his best interests, resolved to 

do nothing at all and simply to allow the child to live on in his mother’s prison cell. And so he 

did, listening but never really understanding the other prisoners’ complaints and regrets. They, 

after all, longed for freedom, for their former lives, for normalcy…but prison was all the boy 

knew. They missed their wives and girlfriends, but the boy knew only the company of his 

mother, the guards, and the other inmates…and so, although he missed his mother, he was 

content to remain in the world to which he had long since grown accustomed.   

And so the boy grew through his teenaged years, growing older and, almost despite himself, ever 

more interested in the other inmates’ stories of life on the outside in what they bitterly often 

called “the real world.” 

The prison was built on a winding country road, some small part of which the boy could see 

from the window in his cell.  At a certain point, he boy began to look longingly at that road too, 

wondering where it led, wondering what kind of adventures it could conceivably lead to. He had 

heard the other prisoners speaking of love, but he was never sure what exactly they meant. He 

hear d them speaking about freedom, but he was unsure what that was all about. In fact, it 

sounded to him like the prisoners were the free ones, not the people on the outside. They, after 

all, were free of the obligation to work for a living. They didn’t have to worry about paying rent 



or building homes. They did not marry, so did not have children…and that meant that they were 

free not to worry about where those children were or what they were doing. And neither did they 

have to worry about how to afford to pay for those children’s college tuitions or for their 

weddings.  All in all, the boy was content. But he could not keep from eying that road through 

the bars of the window in his cell and wondering about life beyond the prison’s walls. 

One day, the boy was chatting with one of the guards. As they talked openly and without 

embarrassment—for this is the manner in which prisoners soon grow accustomed to speaking, 

generally having nothing at all to hide from each other—the boy surprised himself by expressing 

how deeply he wishes to walk down that road he could see from his window, how regularly he 

wondered where the winding road led, how curious he was about what the world could 

conceivably offer young men such as himself. 

The turning point in the boy’s life was now upon him as the guard, looking at him directly, spoke 

no less directly and to the point. “You’re not a real prisoner,” he began. “Surely, you must 

understand that you live here simply because we had no idea what else to do with you once your 

mother died. But you weren’t sentenced to life in this place. And you don’t have to stay. Haven’t 

you noticed that we never lock your cell at night? Or that you are never formally told not to 

wander towards the main gate, as you’ve surely heard us warn the other prisoners a thousand 

times. If you stood up right now and walked out of this cell into the courtyard, then through the 

courtyard to the front gate, then through the gate onto the winding road…no one would stop you 

at all. You are totally free to leave if you wish. We like having you here. But your life is yours to 

live. Stay or go. The choice must be yours.” 

The boy laughed, thinking this had to be some sort of joke. He, he reminded himself, already was 

free of most of life’s burdens. And besides, even if he did leave, where would he sleep at night? 

How would he eat? What would he eat? How could he earn a living? And what of all the dangers 

the other prisoners always mentioned to make themselves feel better about being incarcerated—

the danger of criminals lurking in the dark and the danger of falling sick without being able to 

afford adequate health insurance, not to mention the danger of falling in love and making oneself 

look and act in an idiotic manner that leads only to ridicule.  For a long time, this line of 



reasoning was persuasive enough to discourage any serious thoughts of taking the guard at his 

word and leaving.  

But then, eventually, as the boy passed his nineteenth birthday, the lure of the road became too 

overpowering to resist. Losing his inhibitions and deciding to trust his own ability to thrive, the 

boy left his cell one evening and, walking through the main gate, left the prison and never 

returned. 

The boy’s story can serve us all as we consider what it means to be Jews in the world. When we 

are children, we live through others. Indeed, just as the other prisoners’ stories of love and life, 

of work and the world “out there” sufficed to keep him happy in his cell—partially because the 

boy was able vicariously to live through the others’ adventures and partially because of the 

monitory details embedded in those stories, details that unnerved the boy and made him unsure 

of how exactly he even could survive in the world—and certain that he was already a free 

person, therefore not someone in need of seeking freedom. And so we are as Jewish children, 

being the question-askers at other people’s seders, being the blessed parties at our parents’ 

Shabbos tables not the blessers, being the students of teachers rather the teachers of students.   

But there is a certain moment at which things change, at which we are no longer content merely 

to be the acted-upon parties and we begin to long to be adults. Just as the boy could no longer be 

content with life in his cell once the real possibility of embracing the world presented itself, so do 

we lose our interest in living as merely accidental members of the House of Israel and become 

far more seriously interested in being the kind of men and women who actively affirm and 

develop their Jewishness, who live as Jews in the real sense of the word and not as mere 

illustrations in the pageant of other people’s Jewish lives, whose Jewishness is the fulfillment of 

personal destiny and not a mere detail in the stories of our lives. And then a redemptive moment 

presents itself, just as it did to the boy in the story. At a certain moment, the guard told the boy 

the one detail that changed everything for him. And so is it for each of us as we grow through 

our own adolescences into adulthood. At a certain point, someone—usually an angel sent by God 

disguised as a teacher or a rabbi, or  even sometimes as a friend or lover—someone steps 

forward and tells us that the door to our cell is unlocked. And that no one is going to stand in our 

way when we finally decide to walk through the prison date and step out onto the meandering 

road that leads…to adulthood, to emotional maturity, to Jerusalem.  



                                                          

 


