
house, which makes everything worse.  
Once he has something to compare his 
situation to, his perception changes and he is 
able to be grateful for what he previously had. 
Bad and good are relative and depend on your 
perspective. As a pianist, pieces that looked 
hard to me years ago now feel easy because 
I’ve now done much harder things. When 
compared to the past, my perception  
is different.

How to Be a Mensch by A. Monster (Age 4)
Written by Leslie Kimmelman
Illustrated by  
Sachiko Yoshikawa
Published by  
Apples and Honey Press

This book teaches us the values of  
kindness and inclusion. Through whimsical 
pictures of helpful monsters, this book 
illustrates the point that anyone can be nice, 
no matter their appearance. By not judging 
monsters (or, in the applicable lesson, people), 
you are being kind. This book connects to the 
proverb, “don’t judge a book by its cover.” 
It shows us that just because someone is 
different from us doesn’t mean we should  
treat them differently. We all need kindness  
and sometimes a helping hand. Earlier this  
year at my school, we welcomed Israeli children 
(one of whom was in my class) whose schools 
had closed. It felt really rewarding to help 
people in need.

Editor’s note: PROOF magazine is proud  
to work with a variety of talented writers.  
Here we’re thrilled to welcome PJ Library 
subscriber Micah Blachman, age 10, as a 
PROOF contributor reflecting on some  
of his favorite books.

When you outgrow clothes, you can 
always look back and appreciate 
the designs. You can also do 
that with PJ Library books. The 

“design” for PJ Library books is the part that 
sticks with you years after you’ve finished the 
book — the Jewish value.

I’m 10 years old, and I’ve been receiving  
PJ Library books for practically my whole  
life (I now choose my own books through  
PJ Our Way, PJ Library’s extension program  
for kids ages 9-12). Certain PJ Library books 
have stuck with me over time because I can  
still relate to the values. Here are a few I’d like 
to share with you.

It Could Always Be Worse (Age 3)
Written and illustrated  
by Margot Zemach
Published by Macmillan

A classic Yiddish folktale, this book 
teaches us about gratitude. At first, a 
man is upset by how noisy his family is, 
which makes life in his crowded one-room  
hut unbearable. But then his rabbi tells him 
to bring his goat, cow, and chickens into the 
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Favorite books 
can take on  

new meaning  
over time.

PHOTO  
COURTESY OF  

MICAH BLACHMAN

Lessons  
I Learned 
from  
PJ Library 
I’ve been receiving PJ Library  
books for as long as I can remember.  
Their lessons have stayed with me  
over the years. 
BY MICAH BLACHMAN

Look Closely

Look at the page with the park and 

the fountain. How are the monsters 

helping protect the earth and all its creatures? 

Try to spot a mensch on every page. What 

menschy things are the monsters doing?

What similarities do you find between the 

monsters’ houses and where you live?

Your Turn

Can you think of ways to be kind 

that aren’t mentioned in this book?

Which acts of kindness in this book would you like 

to try?

Which monster in this book would you like to be?

Talk It Over

D I S C U S S I O N  I D E A S

Lift the flap 
    for an activity!

Be a Mensch!

It’s true: anyone can be a mensch. Mensch

means “person” in Yiddish, the language once 

dominant among Jews in central and eastern 

Europe. Yiddish words such as schlep (to drag or

carry), chutzpah (audacity), and kvell (to burst with 

pride) have entered English dictionaries. So has

mensch, which has come to mean a “good person”—

someone honest and upstanding. Though some 

might think of monsters as vilde chayas (Yiddish 

for “wild creatures”—often used to describe 

spirited children!), in this book we see them 

being very menschy indeed. To learn more, visit 

pjlibrary.org/howtobeamensch.

Do the Right Thing

Every menschy thing the monsters do in 

this book qualifies as a mitzvah. Hebrew for 

“commandment,” a mitzvah is often understood 

as simply a good deed. Some of the things that 

the monsters do in this book—returning things 

that are lost, treating teachers and parents with 

respect, and celebrating Shabbat, the Jewish 

Sabbath—are among the 613 commandments 

spelled out in the Torah, the first five books of the 

Bible. As the monsters show, it can be challenging 

at times to do the right thing, but fulfilling a 

mitzvah makes us feel “ten feet tall.”

www.pjlibrary.org

How to Be a Mensch 

by A. Monster

What does it mean 

to be a mensch?

Continued on back of flap . . .
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A Matter of Perspective
Clean dishes, folded laundry, a made bed — that’s all great, but the most important bit of housekeeping is the Jewish value of shalom bayit, Hebrew for “peace in the home.” In this story, a “poor unfortunate man” feels his house is cramped and chaotic. In the end, he didn’t need a new house. He needed a new perspective — a change on the inside, not the outside. Once the man is able to adjust his attitude, boom: he’s no longer poor or unfortunate! To learn more, visit pjlibrary.org/itcouldalwaysbeworse.

Who Is Rich?
Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Ancestors, an ancient collection of rabbinic sayings) says, “Who are rich? Those who are content with what they have.” It’s okay to want things, like ice cream on a hot day or a special gift for our birthday, but we should also take time to be grateful for what we already have — especially the care and love of our family. Psychological studies suggest that the early sages of Pirkei Avot were on to something: the more gratitude we feel, the happier we tend to be. 

It Could Always Be Worse

How can we  
create peace?

(continued on back of �ap)

Make It Worse  
(and then Better!)
Want to try this out at home? Don’t worry — we’re not going to suggest that you bring chickens and cows into your house (phew!). Build a tiny house instead.

Supplies
• Small cardboard box
• Paints
• Scissors
• Dolls, dollhouse furniture,  

animal figurines, toy cars . . .

Turn the box on its side and you will have a roof, floor, and three walls. Cut windows into the walls, and decorate the house to your taste. Now fill it! Don’t feel the need to limit yourself to dolls and dollhouse furniture. In the spirit of this story, go ahead and cram the house with all sorts of things . . . and then see how nice it is when you take them all out again. 

HANDS ON!

www.pjlibrary.org

Bring Jewish stories home
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LISTEN IN FOR  
MORE PJ LIBRARY
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Kids of all ages love PJ Library books. Did you know  
they can also put on their headphones and tune in to  
PJ Library’s original podcasts? Children (and their 
families) are discovering even more storytelling joy on 
PJ Library’s award-winning podcast network, PJ Library 
Presents. In fact, families have downloaded PJ Library 
podcasts over 1 million times!

Afternoons with Mimi is a storytime 
podcast that invites young children 
to listen as everyone’s favorite 
grandmother — Mimi — reads  
PJ Library books, Jewish folktales, 
and original stories designed to 
capture the imagination. Afternoons 
with Mimi is now a two-time Webby 
Awards honoree!

Beyond the Bookcase, a fantasy 
series for older children, allows 
listeners to follow a group of friends 
as they adventure to a magical land 
where familiar fairy tales come to life. 
Beyond the Bookcase is a 2023 Signal 
Awards silver winner! 

Radio Chitaika is PJ Library’s new 
Russian- and Ukrainian-language 
podcast. Families can enjoy 10 
episodes featuring familiar Jewish 
folktales and favorite PJ Library 
books, all in Russian or Ukrainian. 

P J  L I B R A R Y  P R E S E N T S

PJ Library podcasts are available 
on the Yoto Player, the Kids Listen 
app, and anywhere else you listen 
to podcasts. You can also hear 
episodes at pjlibrary.org/podcast.

Does your child understand Hebrew? 
Check out Yarden and Didi in Pajamas, 
a new Hebrew-language children’s 
podcast produced by the Israel 
Broadcasting Authority in partnership 
with Sifriyat Pijama, PJ Library’s sister 

program in Israel. Stories, songs, and poems — in Hebrew 
— enliven each episode. Scan the QR code to listen!

Bagels from Benny (Age 5)
Written by Aubrey Davis
Illustrated by Dušan Petričić
Published by Kids Can Press

In this book, Benny’s grandfather, a baker, 
teaches Benny a lesson about giving thanks. 
Although Benny’s grandfather is the one who 
bakes the bagels, he teaches Benny that he is 
not the one deserving of thanks; instead, Benny 
should thank God. To do so, each week Benny 
asks his grandfather to give him a big bag of 
bagels, which he then puts into the synagogue’s 
holy ark. Little does he know, a poor man visits 
the ark weekly and takes the bagels to eat. On the 
surface, this book teaches the lesson that feeding 
the hungry helps make the world a better place. 
But there are other lessons too. When Benny’s 
grandfather first sees him putting bagels in the 
ark, he yells at him because he doesn’t know 
Benny’s intentions. But what Benny was doing 
wasn’t bad — he was just trying to thank God 
for the bagels. We can’t always make judgments 
based on our initial instinct. For me, each year I 
am afraid to get a flu shot (mostly because I don’t 
remember how much it hurt or didnʼt hurt the 
previous year). But then when I get it, it hurts 
for a second, and I realize that it wasn’t nearly as 
painful as I anticipated. Sometimes assumptions 
turn out not to be true. 

These books have taken on new meaning for 
me now that I’m older. No matter your age, you 
can still take out your old PJ Library books and 
see how their Jewish values fit in your life! 

Micah Blachman lives in New York and is going 
into sixth grade. He enjoys crossword puzzles, 
Scrabble, and writing short stories.

www.kidscanpress.com
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Bagels from Benny

Anybody Out There?
Benny’s prayer of thanks begins an eye-opening 
experience with the divine. We reach out into 
the universe with our prayers (tefillah in 
Hebrew), but is anyone listening? If we pay 
attention, we may feel God communicating with 
us in many ways — in kindness from a stranger, 
in the beauty of nature, and sometimes even in 
the challenges we face. When we keep our eyes, 
ears, and hearts open, we might begin to notice 
divine messages all around us. To learn more, 
visit pjlibrary.org/bagelsfrombenny.
 

Thanks in Action
According to Benny’s grandpa, if God made the 
world and everything in it, we should say thank 
you! A great way to say thank you to God is by 
making the world a better place. In Jewish life, 
this is the concept of tikkun olam (Hebrew for 
“repairing the world”). We can choose to speak 
and act with kindness, give tzedakah (Hebrew 
for “justice,” often referring to charity), visit 
and care for the sick, work to enrich our 
families and communities . . . there are endless 
ways to make the world better. And like Benny, 
when our hearts are turned toward gratitude 

What are you  
grateful for?

(continued on back of flap)

H A N D S  O N !

Cookie-Cutter Thank You Cards
You don’t have to be a bagel baker to help make 
the world a better place. Use common baking 
tools to create these cute cards as a sweet  
thank-you to others.

Supplies 
Colorful card stock
Cookie cutters in fun shapes — hearts, stars, etc.
Pencil
Scissors
Crayons and markers
Glue

Trace a few cookie-cutter shapes in pencil on 
the card stock. Cut out and decorate the shapes. 

Glue the shapes onto pieces of folded  
card stock.

Write messages of thanks inside the cards. 
Consider thanking people for their acts of love: 

“Thank you for your smile . . . for taking care of 
me when I was sick . . . for reading to me . . .” 
Hand out the cards and get ready for big smiles!

www.pjlibrary.org


