Who wants to be a “Frayer”?
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*Working in Park HaZahav
As a part of this year’s Leading Up North mission, a group of 42 students from North California traveled to Israel in order to help rehabilitate northern Israel following last summer’s war. A big part of the trip included “hands on” volunteering in forests, shelters and community facilities. 

The work planned for January 2nd 2007 was to help clean Park HaZahav (Golden Park) in Kiryat Shmona, a park that the San Francisco Jewish Community donated as a gift to the Israeli town and its community years ago. We met up with a couple of representatives from the Amuta (non-profit organization) who take care of the park and also met a couple of JNF volunteers who guided us through the practical aspect of the work. 
The sight of the park was ambivalent: beautiful, large and green landscape filled with plants, trees and running water, but in the same time the land was unkempt and neglected. After a half day of work, our dirty and happy group had made respectable progress. We had completed more than the JNF volunteers expected; they even had to call their supervisor because we were out of garbage bags. 
Around noon that day, a class of local 13-14 year olds approached the park with their teacher as a part of a little field trip, noticing an unfamiliar group of people working and cleaning the park. 

“Who are you? Where are you from?” they asked me, probably detecting my Israeli look.
“We are Jews from America” I answered. 

“So what are you doing here?” wondered the choir. 
“We are cleaning the park as you can see.”  I stated the obvious, which was a little hard for them to comprehend.
“Are you getting paid?” they recovered and asked.

“No” I said. “We are doing it voluntarily, pro bono.”

“For free?!” the kids laugh “what are you Frayerim (Yiddish-Israeli slang often used to describe mega suckers)?”

“Well” I calmly responded although I was slightly upset by their last statement, “I don’t think that to reach out to help clean this park makes me a Frayer. In fact a lot of us traveled a very long way just for it. Would you like to help us?”
The choir fell silent. You could feel them processing this unusual set of events. Their reactions, something between “I don’t want to get dirty” or “it’s too heavy for me” to actually helping us picking up some of the trash, wasn’t as important. The questions started to build up quickly, and this time it was from our group. 

Later, during our evening orientation the event was the talk of the day. 

“What does ‘Frayer’ means?” I was asked.
“’Frayer’ means ‘sucker’ in Hebrew,” I answered. “But in the Israeli culture it means way more then that. Almost everything an Israeli would do, will be motivated by the ambition not to be ‘Frayer’. It’s the worst thing to be. It’s a word that some Israelis build up in recent years to excuse their own laziness and carelessness for others and for themselves” I stated.
“So why are we here if that’s their reaction?!” one of the participants said “why are we working so hard for?”

“This is a very good question” I agreed. “Why should we travel half way across the world during our winter break and volunteer for somebody else, when it feels like they don’t really appreciate it?” I paused and looked at the group, they stared at me back. I noted, “it’s a hard question, that every one of you should answer himself. All I can give you is my answer. We are doing this because we care about our people, and we want to reach out and do something active about it. But there’s only so much we can physically do. The important part of our work is the educational aspect. We made all this trouble to be here, and the true volume of our work is to set an example by showing Israelis that they are not alone, and that we stand with them. I don’t know what the kids that we met today actually knew or thought about American Jews, but next time they’ll remember the hard working young adults that came and cleaned their park. Maybe they’ll revaluate whether we were ‘Frayerim’. Maybe next time they’ll try harder to keep it clean themselves.”
