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The U.S. presidential election has divided Jews as it has 
the whole country. While recent surveys show that 
some three-quarters of Jewish voters support former 
Vice President Joe Biden, as they have largely backed 
Democrats for the last century, a sizable portion of our 
communities are siding with the incumbent Republican 
President Donald Trump.

With the election six days away and millions of 
Americans casting ballots, we asked two of our writers, 
Eli Steinberg and Joel Swanson, to debate an essential 
question: Is President Trump good for the Jews?

Joel Swanson: This week, the American Jewish 
Committee released a groundbreaking survey about 
antisemitism in America. The results were sobering: 
82% of Jews think antisemitism has increased in the 
past five years. Nearly half of us feel less secure than 
we did a year ago. And seven out of 10 U.S. Jews think 
the Republican Party has a serious antisemitism 
problem, compared to only four out of ten who think 
that about the Democratic Party. And fully three-
quarters of American Jews think the far-right poses a 
“very serious” or “moderately serious” threat to Jewish 
safety in the United States today, compared to only 
one-third who feel that way about the far-left.

So the facts are these: We’re living at a time when we 
have a United States president who dog whistles to 
white supremacist groups during nationally televised 
debates, energizing these groups through remarks that 
the Anti-Defamation League says “provide rhetorical 
aid and comfort to these groups.”

So my first point is this: If Trump is really good for the 
Jews, why is he opposed by the vast majority of 
American Jews, who also think that he and his party 
bear personal responsibility for dramatically rising 
antisemitism in the country?

Eli Steinberg: The question which lies before us is 
whether re-electing Donald Trump is good for Jews, not 
whether most Jews will be supporting him in the 

upcoming election. We can agree that they will not be 
voting Trump. The question is why, and the answer is 
that for most Jews, the issues most important to them 
have nothing to do with Judaism at all, as a 2012 Public 
Religion Research Institute found. 66% of Jews said the 
economy and income inequality were their top 
priorities. What’s more, 46% of Jews defined their 
actual Jewish identity as a commitment to social justice 
and equality, double those who defined their 
Jewishness in terms of religious observance (17%), 
cultural heritage and tradition (6%), or a general set of 
values (3%) combined.

So there needs to be a clear distinction here: Are we 
discussing whether Trump is good for progressives who 
happen to be ethnically Jewish? Or are we going to take 
a hard look at which one of the two tickets before us is 
better for Jews qua Jews? That is the question we are 
debating.

And on that, there is no question.

President Trump has made religious liberty a consistent 
priority, whereas his challenger, Joe Biden, has taken 
the opposite path, promising to go back to court with 
the nuns of the Little Sisters of the Poor to force them 
to do something they say will violate their sincerely 
held beliefs. And his VP pick, Kamala Harris, sponsored 
a law to water down the Religious Freedom Restoration 
Act, essentially putting the government in charge of 
determining what legitimate exercise of religion is.

So which one of the two is good for the Jews?

Joel Swanson: It seems the heart of our disagreement 
here lies in two questions: What are Jewish values, and 
should we evaluate “Jewish values” in a normative, 
prescriptive sense, based on what they should be, or 
should we just look at what Jewish values among the 
overwhelming majority of American Jews actually are?

Because the fact is, data consistently shows  that the 
overwhelming majority of American Jews do not define 
“Jewish values” in terms of halakhah or adherence to 
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Jewish law. A major Pew poll found that only 19% of 
American Jews think that “observing Jewish law” is 
essential to being Jewish. But those values of “leading 
an ethical and moral life” and “working for justice and 
equality” that you so dismiss are essential to the way a 
lot more American Jews define our Jewishness. And 
here is where most of us disagree with President Trump 
so strongly.

I’m sure you would respond that those aren’t really 
“Jewish values” per se; that they’re just a way for ethnic 
Jews who no longer follow Jewish law to smuggle their 
own left-leaning politics into an ostensibly Jewish 
cultural framework. But here is where we 
fundamentally disagree: There’s a lot more to Jewish 
history and culture than just Jewish law and Jewish 
Orthopraxy.

In fact, most American Jews see Jewishness as an 
expression of a people’s culture and history as much as 
a “religion,” which is why fully two-thirds of us believe 
you can be Jewish without believing in God, and why 
growing numbers of millennial Jews describe ourselves 
as culturally but not religiously Jewish.

But, for those many American Jews who might identify 
with Jewish culture and history but not necessarily 
formal religious practice, I would argue that our 
overwhelming rejection of President Trump is no less 
rooted in an understanding of Jewish culture, history, 
and identity than is the Orthodox Jewish embrace of 
President Trump, even if it is a very different 
understanding of what “Jewishness” means. The single 
value that the largest number of American Jews cite as 
essential to being Jewish is “remembering the 
Holocaust.”

And there’s a reason why so many young Jews cite our 
collective memory of the trauma of persecution and the 
Holocaust as motivation to fight against the Trump 
administration’s cruel family separation and 
immigration policies. (And, by the way, polls show that 
the single issue that unites the largest number of 
American Jews politically, 78% of us, is opposition to 
the Trump administration’s family separation policies.)

Are those not “Jewish values” also?

So I think the question before us is this: What does it 

mean for a value to be “Jewish,” and might the 
overwhelming majority of American Jews who reject 
President Trump, also be voting based on the fact that, 
when the President of the United States shows support 
for violent far-right movements, it reminds us of 
lessons we take from Jewish history?

Eli Steinberg: I think what we are doing here is 
conflating the why with the what. You seem to be 
focused on the former instead of the latter.

There is undoubtedly a long list of justifications people 
might invoke as they oppose Trump, many of which you 
cite above. Many of these are justifications which, as 
you point out, are shared by many progressive Jews.

But a fundamental Jewish value — in fact, the most 
fundamental — is that might does not make right. Truth 
is not the province of, nor is it determined by, the 
majority alone. If it were, there would not be a Jewish 
nation to speak of at all. And do we think that 
stereotypes of Jews become real in the Middle East 
because 74% of people there believe them to be?

As a Haredi Jew, I am quite used to the minority within a 
minority status I’ve been assigned. I embrace it. 
Because I believe that truth, informed by 3,000 years of 
tradition in the Torah as transmitted from Sinai, is on 
my side. But that is not what we are debating here.

I ask you, is it good for the Jews when a President — any 
President — sees government as the ultimate decider 
on what we, as Jews, are or are not allowed to do? Is it 
good for Jews when a President is determined to put 
religious institutions on unequal — and even weaker —
footing than those which are not?

Joel Swanson: I think our fundamental disagreement 
here is about whether there is some sort of “objective” 
standpoint from which to judge what is best for “the 
Jews” as a community that goes beyond the facts of 
what the majority of us actually believe. You seem to 
think there is. But I would argue that ignoring the 
viewpoint of the vast, overwhelming majority of 
American Jews is actually less Jewish than listening to 
that majority voice and heeding it. I would point out 
that there is a long tradition of truth being determined 
by the majority in Jewish tradition, so much so that 
there’s the famous story in the Talmud of a majority of 
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rabbis overruling God on a matter of rabbinic law.

But that principle aside, I would argue that the ultimate 
danger is dismissing the concerns of the majority of 
American Jews about President Trump in the name of 
some abstract principle that most of us do not believe 
in. Because the simple facts are these: Eight out of 10 
American Jews think antisemitism in the United States 
has increased in the past five years, which is exactly 
the time frame during which Trump has been a major 
figure on the political scene. And more than half of 
American Jews think Trump and his party bear 
responsibility for that well-documented rise.

President Trump has openly signaled his support for 
the baseless QAnon conspiracy theory, which polls 
shows fully half of his supporters now believe in, and 
which experts on far-right extremism say is becoming 
increasingly antisemitic.

Is it any wonder that that 60% of American Jews 
believe Trump “bears at least some responsibility” for 
rising antisemitic violence, and that survivors of the 
Pittsburgh synagogue shooting feel that “Trump is 
definitely courting right-wing militias?”

Doesn’t the greatest danger lie in dismissing our 
community’s concrete concerns for our immediate 
safety in the name of some supposed higher abstract 
principle of “truth”?

Eli Steinberg: We seem to agree about what we 
disagree, if about nothing else: I believe Judaism 
inherently means something, while you contend being 
Jewish means nothing beyond what people want it to 
mean.

I certainly don’t dismiss the concerns they have for 
American Jewry’s safety, or for the safety of any Jew. 
That safety has been a real concern for visibly 
Orthodox Jews like myself living in so-called “blue 
states” of New York and New Jersey, where we’ve been 
experiencing violence and other sorts of bigotry and 
discrimination most overtly and consistently. We know 
all too well that antisemitism transcends political 
ideology, finding ways to manifest on both the right 
and the left.

So the question remains what it was when we began 

this exercise: Is Donald Trump good for Jews? If one 
assigns meaning to Judaism beyond progressive 
dogma, the answer is clearly yes.

He has indisputably made Jews around the world more 
safe physically through his work on the Abraham 
Accords, the normalization agreements which Israel 
has signed with an ever-growing number of Arab 
states. He has made it much safer for Jews to, in the 
words of George Washington to the Hebrew 
Congregation of Newport, “continue to merit and enjoy 
the good will of the other Inhabitants; while every one 
shall sit in safety under his own vine and figtree, and 
there shall be none to make him afraid.” He’s done this 
by positioning himself as a champion of those of us 
who have had our rights trampled on, and who are the 
ones actively being discriminated against.

It’s from this vantage point of someone who has an 
acute feeling of what it means to be stigmatized and 
attacked for being Jewish that I can say that Donald 
Trump is undoubtedly good for the Jews.

Joel Swanson: I find it interesting that you begin your 
description of how President Trump has supposedly 
made American Jews safer with the Abraham Accords, 
which by definition concern Israeli and not American 
Jews. There’s a reason why President Trump believes 
American Jews are basically displaced Israelis and 
should be loyal to Israel first and foremost. There’s also 
a reason why the overwhelming majority of American 
Jews do not prioritize Israel, a country where we 
intentionally choose not to live, when we cast our 
votes.

But that leads me to my final point, with which I’ll close. 
You seem to think, implicitly, that Orthodox Jewish 
opinions on President Trump should count for more 
than the American Jewish majority, because of 
adherence to Jewish law. I just fundamentally reject 
that premise, but I do not believe that means that 
Jewish identity means nothing for non-Orthodox Jews 
at all. After all, the deadliest antisemitic attack in U.S. 
history was not against Orthodox Jews, but against a 
Conservative synagogue, and it was motivated by the 
shooter’s fears that Jews are secretly pulling the strings 
behind immigration to the U.S., a conspiracy theory 
which, by the way, President Trump has repeated.

Debate | Is Trump good or bad for the Jews?
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But for many Jews, support for immigrant rights and for 
organizations like HIAS are not ways of ignoring Jewish 
values, but of expressing our understanding of Jewish 
history and persecution through our politics today. The 
synagogue shooter hated Jews because we 
overwhelmingly support immigrant rights, and we do 
that because we know what happens when persecuted 
refugees are kept out of the US.

There are so many ways of being Jewish, and we can’t 
dismiss the majority of American Jews, whose politics 
are deeply informed by our history and culture, just 
because we don’t necessarily strictly follow Jewish law. 
And I’m making that argument, after all, in a publication 
that is historically culturally Jewish socialist.

Eli Steinberg: If you’ll notice, nowhere in making my 
point about the Abraham Accords or anywhere in this 
exchange did I say anything about the interests of the 
state of Israel. What I said was that Jews worldwide 
would be safer because of Trump. If the ongoing 
conflict between Israel and the Arab world makes Jews 
less safe, normalization makes us safer.

I’ll close this with: To me, to define what is good for 
Jews by looking at what a majority of ethnically Jewish 
Americans thinks is good for them strips the beauty 
and meaning of Judaism from itself, replacing it with a 
dark historical prism informed by “our understanding of 
Jewish history and persecution.” That idea makes me 
incredibly sad. Being a Jew is about so much more than 
that.

But if you define what is “good for Jews” as good for 
the physical safety of our Jewish brethren around the 
world, whether in this great country we are privileged 
to call home or abroad, if you define it as a leader who 
will stand up and make sure Jews can exercise the First 
Amendment without fear of reprisal, if you define it as 
someone who isn’t looking to disadvantage Jews 
because they adhere to their traditional values, then 
Donald Trump certainly is good for the Jews.

-

Eli Steinberg lives in New Jersey with his wife and five 
children. They are not responsible for his opinions, 
which he has been putting into words over the last 

decade, and which have been published across Jewish 
and general media. You can tweet the hottest of your 
takes at him @HaMeturgeman.

Joel Swanson is a contributing columnist for the 
Forward and a Ph.D. student at the University of 
Chicago, studying modern Jewish intellectual history 
and the philosophy of religions. Find him on Twitter 
@jh_swanson.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are 
the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect those 
of the Forward.
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Growing up, Erran Baron Cohen and his younger 
brother, Sacha, would entertain their parents’ guests 
during Shabbos at their home in London.

“Me and Sacha were often quite bored actually,” Baron 
Cohen said. “We used to make up funny songs on the 
piano for our own amusement. One was called 
‘Schvitzin”, which was about Jews wearing all their 
Hasidic clothes and sweating and eventually taking the 
clothes off and converting to Christianity.”

Soon the brothers were performing the tune in London 
clubs. They each got an early start in performing and, 
as adults, they still collaborate. Erran is a founding 
member, composer and trumpeter for the world music 
group Zohar and has written music for the Barcelona 
football club. Sacha became known as a comedian 
provocateur, the creator of “Da Ali G Show,” which 
introduced the world to a fish-out-of water journalist 
from Kazakhstan, Borat Sagdiyev. When that character 
made his film debut in 2006, Erran composed the 
music. 14 years later, both have returned to the 
character for “Borat Subsequent Moviefilm,” a sequel 
that was even more of a challenge than its daring 
predecessor.

“This movie was like the impossible movie to make, the 
sequel to ‘Borat,’” said Erran Baron Cohen, who also 
scored his brother’s films “The Dictator” and “The 
Brothers Grimsby” and his Showtime show “Who Is 
America.” “Would it even work? We didn’t know if he 
could get away with it and secondly there’s the 
pandemic and everything got shut down and then we 
all had to work remotely.”

Nevertheless, the film was completed; Erran Baron 
Cohen even traveled to Vienna to record with an 
authentic “Gypsy” band, while Borat was quizzing a 
farm equipment store employee about how many 
propane canisters it takes to effectively gas a vanful of 

Romani people.

The elder Baron Cohen’s task, in the face of this 
absurdity, is to play it straight, scoring a scene where 
Borat thinks he’ll be devoured by Jews at a synagogue 
like a horror film and framing the love story between 
Borat and his daughter in a touching orchestral mode. 
With many playing the new soundtrack on repeat, we 
could call it, after the fashion of Borat, a “great 
success.”

I reached out to Baron Cohen, who spoke to me from 
his home in London, about his interest in world music, 
working with his brother and how he ended up 
composing music for an orchestra in Kazakhstan. The 
following conversation has been edited for length and 
clarity.

PJ Grisar: You and your brother are both musicians —
was it a musical family?

Erran Baron Cohen: We all grew up playing 
instruments. Sacha plays cello. I play trumpet and 
piano and have an older brother who played clarinet. 
I’m the only one who carried on, really.

Over the summer we saw one musical performance 
from your brother. It was interesting seeing that and 
wondering what he was up to and how it would all 
come together.

That’s how I feel as well.

Does he keep you in the dark about a lot of what he’s 
doing?

The process evolves as it goes. Under lockdown it was 
changing, which it always does. It’s a constantly 
changing film, almost, so it makes it hard to know what 
you’re doing sometimes. There’s a feeling of 
uneasiness, I would say, and you hope that it works out 
in the end — which I think it did.

How ‘Borat’ got its sound — an interview with 
Erran Baron Cohen
By PJ Grisar

Culture
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How did you develop a sound for “Borat” - did you do 
a lot of studying up on the region’s music?

The sound is actually Eastern European — Gypsy stuff, 
rather than Kazakhstani stuff. There’s nothing 
Kazakhstani in this film at all. The first movie was more 
violin — we had cymbals and accordion. We had quite a 
small main band, but for this one we actually had two 
Gypsy bands for the orchestral score. One was this big 
brass band with three trumpets and two tubas and 
euphoniums and trumpets. We also had more 
emotional Gypsy stuff, which was clarinet, accordion, 
double bass and acoustic guitar, which is playing a lot 
of the main father-daughter theme. The music really 
tries to amplify that arc of the story where he finds his 
daughter and ends up falling in love with her — as a 
father.

The irony — Borat hates “Gypsies” and this music is 
Gypsy music.

Yeah, and he hates Jews and he speaks Hebrew.

You are also a member of Zohar, which blends Arabic, 
electronic and cantorial music. Has world music 
always been what you’ve been drawn to?

Living in London there was such a cultural mix, and we 
had great radio shows. There was this great show with 
a DJ called Charlie Gillet, he was quite a legend, and he 
did this world music stuff. That opened my eyes to the 
whole ethnic thing, and I always loved trying to 
combine these two things together to make them 
different but try to keep the essence. For me, the soul 
music which you hear in Aretha Franklin and the great 
soul singers, you hear that in the great world singers. I 
was always interested in that and Zohar took that idea 
with Jewish, Arabic, Middle Eastern music, which is my 
heritage. I went to Israel and heard that music with an 
electronic sound, which was interesting, because I 
loved Kraftwerk.

Why did you go more the Eastern European route 
with “Borat?” Why not do Kazakh music?

It’s not filmed in Kazakhstan, it’s filmed in Eastern 
Europe, so that’s where we took the music from. It 
fitted the picture. I actually worked with the 
Kazakhstani Philharmonic Orchestra afterwards, so 

then I had to immerse myself in Kazakhstani music — it 
doesn’t sound at all like this stuff.

How did you end up with the Philharmonic? I know 
that not all Kazakhs are not all pleased with the film, 
so that surprised me. I’m not sure why your brother 
picked that country, actually.

No one had ever really heard of Kazakhstan. It was kind 
of random. The film’s not about Kazakhstan; it’s about 
America, it’s about prejudice, and politics, particularly, 
in this one. After the first “Borat” this guy Marat 
Bisengaliev, a Russian-trained violin virtuoso who runs 
this orchestra Turan Alem, approached me and I wasn’t 
sure if it was a joke in the beginning, but he met with 
me and said “I’d love to work with you.” I jumped at the 
chance — being able to write for a symphony orchestra 
is something you don’t get asked to do often.

Who were the performers on the score? There’s a 
female vocalist who’s quite impressive.

Diyana Vasileva, Diyana the Mountain Girl, who’s 
actually from Bulgaria. I also worked with Aleksey 
Igudesman, who’s an amazing violin player. I’d done a 
“Borat Suite” for him, which he’d played. He was 
playing violin and then we had a bunch of great 
musicians that were part of the Gypsy band from 
Vienna. In Vienna we got the whole Gypsy element. We 
try to keep things very authentic. There was a nice 
sachertorte also, which is a cake you could eat 
occasionally. That was a bonus.

Not an antisemitic cake like in the movie.

No. Actually it’s interesting. There’s a very dark history 
obviously. It was an amazing Jewish cultural community 
that then actually got wiped out. I went to Leopoldstadt
one evening, which was the Jewish area. A lot of 
students live there but also a lot of Hasidic guys 
walking around. It’s a growing Jewish community. It was 
just before Yom Kippur this year that I was recording 
out there and my rabbi from London called. Because we 
were under lockdown and not going to synagogue he 
was ringing everybody personally. I picked it up and 
told him I was in Leopoldstadt. He had lots of 
conflicting feelings.

You’ve done most of your brother’s comedies and

How ‘Borat’ got its sound — an interview with Erran Baron Cohen
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also some thrillers and dramas and even a 
documentary on the Arab-Israeli conflict. Is comedy 
a kind of return to your comfort zone — given you 
and your brothers’ early days writing goof songs?

From a musical standpoint, the music always has to 
sound straight and authentic, as if what was 
happening to him was real. Musically you’re writing as 
if you’re writing a sort of serious piece. Any jokey bits 
would probably be wrong and ruin the whole thing. 
Doing comedy you have to actually tread carefully. If 
you set in too long or too short it can affect the joke. 
You have that with horror music as well with the 
whole buildup. You have to be quite eclectic because 
each scene is a different story.

-

PJ Grisar is the Forward’s culture reporter. He can be 
reached at Grisar@Forward.com.

There is a point in “Letter to You,” the new film 
documenting the making of the new album by the 
same name, when Bruce Springsteen dons his 
prophetic cloak and declares:

I dwell in a house of a thousand dreams…. We’re not 
been made perfect by God, but here I try to speak in 
the voice of my better angels. We have been given the 
tools and the property of the soul to be attended to 
and accounted for and that takes work, work that we 
might build on the principles of love, liberty, fraternity 
– ancient ideas that still form the basis for a good life 
and a humane society. What happens in this house 
matters. So brothers and sisters, wherever you are, 
let’s light up this house.

The Boss and his tribe – the members of the E Street 
Band – then launch into a version of “House of a 
Thousand Guitars,” one of several numbers on the 
album, including “The Power of Prayer,” that speak 
directly to the power of music to heal, unify, and even 
to conjure spiritual transcendence.

The album and film were recorded in the fall of 2019 in 
a barn-like recording studio and clubhouse amidst the 
snow-covered grounds of Springsteen’s New Jersey 
retreat. The whole thing has the feeling of an 18th-
century Hasidic rebbe and his followers on a retreat in 
the woods, composing and practicing nigunim, the 
vocal melodies that are tools used to achieve 
transcendence.

The role of rebbe suits Springsteen, who at 71-years-
old and having played with a number of these 
musicians for nearly half a century commands a 
following of acolytes around the world who are eager 
to venture from their homes whenever he comes to

On his new album, 
Bruce Springsteen 
plays the 
rock ‘n’ roll rebbe
By Seth Rogovoy

Culture
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their towns or close enough for them to make a 
pilgrimage to hear him lecture firsthand, a bit in words 
but mostly in the form of his joyful and triumphant rock 
anthems. They are often profiles of the lonely and 
forgotten, the lost and haunted, those who for one 
reason or other have had their dreams dashed and are 
living out lives of pain and hardship. In the presence of 
the rock ‘n’ roll rebbe, and with the aid of his inner circle 
of musicians, including Max Weinberg and Roy Bittan —
who may just know a thing or two about the real rebbes
of old — the Boss blesses his followers with a modicum 
of dignity and hope and, in spite of his never having 
worked a day in his life (his words, not mine), serves as 
a guide and a role model toward living a more 
meaningful life.

It’s not for nothing that keyboardist Bittan once called 
the E Street Band “the greatest bar mitzvah band of all 
time.”

Springsteen has come around to see himself overtly in 
this prophetic role. Speaking about the new album, he 
recently told an NPR interviewer:

It’s basically a spiritual record, and I consider myself 
primarily a spiritual songwriter…. To be a spiritual 
songwriter means that you are primarily addressing the 
soul of your listeners. I want people to dance. I want 
people to be entertained. I want people to do their 
laundry to my music. I want people to vacuum their 
floors to my music, to diaper their babies to my music. 
At the same time, I try to insert something that can, in 
certain moments, address your inner life, you know, by 
revealing my own inner life.

On “Letter to You,” as always, the Roman Catholic 
references of his youth flow freely: characters include a 
priest, the Virgin Mary, the Holy Ghost, and Jesus 
himself. Madonna also makes an appearance, but not 
the fellow Catholic-and-Kabbalah-obsessed pop star 
(the song was written in 1971). This Madonna is more 
likely a reference to the one in Bob Dylan’s 1966 song, 
“Visions of Johanna,” which Springsteen named as one 
of his all-time favorite Dylan songs in a recent interview 
on The Late Show with Stephen Colbert.

But Springsteen has always been ecumenical in his 
theology, dating at least as far back as “Adam Raised a 
Cain,” found on the 1978 album, “Darkness on the Edge 

of Town.” Moses, one of his go-to prophets, shows up 
in “Song for Orphans,” and he invokes the figure of 
Yahweh in “Rainmaker,” a not-so-subtle screed against 
demagogues that can easily be read as a commentary 
on the current occupant of the Oval Office (although it 
was written before 2016). Springsteen has fully 
absorbed the cadence and rhetoric of the Hebrew Bible; 
in that same NPR interview, he notes, “It was very 
unusual — we recorded, really, the whole album in four 
days. And on the fifth day, we rested.”

Many of the songs on “Letter to You” – his 20th studio 
album — deal with mortality and death. Springsteen has 
lost a few beloved bandmates along the way – most 
notably saxophonist Clarence Clemons and keyboardist 
Danny Federici — and most recently, the frontman of 
the first real band he was in, the Castiles, from 1965 to 
1968. When George Thiess died a few years ago, the 
Boss realized he was the Castiles’ last man standing, 
hence the song, “Last Man Standing.” The refrain relies 
on the popular image of “rock of ages” drawn from 
Isaiah 26:4, which in his midrash gets a rewriting as 
““Rock of ages lift me somehow / Somewhere high and 
hard and loud.”

One final image in the song “House of a Thousand 
Guitars” also argues strongly for Springsteen’s 
prophetic mission whereby music brings about spiritual 
transcendence. He sings:

Here the bitter and the bored

Wake in search of the lost chord

That’ll band us together for as long as there’s stars

Yeah in the house of a thousand guitars

One can’t but help hear in that “lost chord” the echo of 
that “secret chord that David played, and it pleased the 
Lord,” from Leonard Cohen’s “Hallelujah.” In the end, 
“Letter to You” works as an affirmation of tribal bonds 
as well as a memorial liturgy, his own Mourner’s 
Kaddish.

-

Seth Rogovoy is a contributing editor at The Forward. 
He first saw Springsteen perform at C.W. Post 
Auditorium in fall 1975. There have been many other 
concerts since.

On his new album, Bruce Springsteen plays the rock ‘n’ roll rebbe
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In 1987, I wrote and directed the film, “Conspiracy: The 
Trial of the Chicago 8,” which received an ACE award 
that year for best cable movie. I had initially been hired 
by CBS to make a TV movie based on the transcripts of 
this famous political trial, as earlier I had written and 
directed “Katherine,” a successful and controversial TV 
movie, which tracked the radicalization of a young 
woman during the late 60s. Abbie Hoffman, while still 
underground, wrote in the Village Voice that this was 
the best portrayal of the movement of that time. After 
CBS read my script, they thought it was too political 
and critical of the American government, and they 
decided to not make the movie. Years later, an article 
appeared in TV Guide about the best scripts never 
made and the first one mentioned was mine. I got a call 
from the new HBO that they wanted to make it.

In my research, I had traveled around the country 
meeting all the defendants and lawyers and 
videotaping them for hours, having them tell their 
experiences. When meeting the new HBO executives I 
insisted that I use video cameras, not film, and four of 
them, so that I could, for the very limited budget they 
gave me, still simultaneously weave the actors 
recreating the trial with the real documentary footage I 
had been able to find, so you could see what actually 
happened even when certain witnesses denied it; you 
could also see and hear the real people commenting on 
their experience as the trial proceeds. To my delight, 
many actors wanted to be in the movie including Elliot 
Gould, Martin Sheen, Robert Loggia, Peter Boyle, Carl 
Lumbly, Barry Miller, Michael Lembeck and Robert 
Carradine, and they all stayed on the set throughout 
the 12-day shoot because they were so into living the 
experience.

The judge was played by the great Yiddish actor David 
Opatoshu. On our first day of shooting, I noticed how at 
times, he was kind, and I reminded him that Judge 

Hoffman despised these defendants and lawyers. David 
then said to me, “If I get ‘nice,’ just say the word 
“Yekke.”

Yekke?

He explained that the German immigrants to Israel 
regarded themselves as superior to Jews from other 
countries and to prove it they wore jackets in the heat 
as a sign of their dominance. Hence, the Yiddish word 
for jacket – yekke. It worked. David turned mean. I also 
decided to have the viewer be the jury, so that when 
the judge or the lawyers or defendants address the 
jury, they look directly into the camera, at us the 
viewers.

On the last day of shooting, I invited all the defendants 
to come to the set and Abbie Hoffman and Tom Hayden 
and Jerry Rubin began to disagree on how a moment 
had occurred. What was the truth? Did Jerry stand on 
the table or the floor when he Heil Hitler-ed the judge? I 
had the transcripts and the reporters’ articles and the 
interviews, all of which were the source of the script 
and scene. Tom then said: “Now this will be the history 
of what happened.” I asked him what he meant and he 
responded that this film would supersede the written 
accounts in newspapers and books. History gets 
rewritten and, in our time, re-filmed.

Which brings me to the new film “The Trial of The 
Chicago 7.” Aaron Sorkin is a gifted director and brilliant 
writer, but I am concerned that the generations who did 
not live through this time will now think of this version 
as what happened. And it wasn’t and isn’t. It is an 
interpretation.

In my opinion, the new film does not do justice to the 
intense moral passion, irreverent humor and visceral 
dedication of these defendants and their lawyers. And 
in some cases that passion came from their roots — in

How ‘The Trial of the Chicago 7’ gets 
history wrong
By Jeremy Kagan

Culture
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Abbie’s case, his Jewish heritage. The last scene in the 
new film has Tom Hayden read the names of the 
dead. While this works as effective narrative cinema, 
it was David Dellinger who read the names, as shown 
in my film. It was also earlier in the trial — on a day 
when the whole country was protesting the war, and 
he read the names of the Vietnamese as well as 
Americans who had died, as these defendants all 
knew this war was unnecessarily killing people on 
both sides.

When making my movie, the most dramatic moment 
of the trial was when Bobby Seale was bound and 
gagged, which happened twice on the same day, and 
only once in Sorkin’s version. All through it, Bobby 
continued to struggle to speak even when gagged, 
demanding his right to defend himself. In the new 
film, Bobby is quiet after being gagged. But in truth, 
as he himself says in my movie, he refused to submit 
and was therefore removed from the trial, hence the 
subsequent title, “The Trial of the Chicago 7.”

As a Jewish filmmaker who has made such films as 
“The Chosen,” “Crown Heights” and “Golda’s Balcony,” 
I related strongly to many of the Jewish participants in 
the trial including defense lawyers William Kunstler 
and Leonard Weinglass, and poet Allen Ginsberg, and 
to the quote of Chicago Mayor Richard J. Daley 
attacking Senator Ribicoff, “F-ck you, you Jew.” I made 
sure that moment and Ginsberg reading his poetry on 
the stand were in my movie. I grew up with a father 
who was a Reform rabbi who was continually 
motivating his congregants to acts of compassion and 
justice. No surprise how many Jews were outspoken 
opponents to the cruelty and injustice of that time.

I understand that creative and interpretive choices are 
always made when we make historical films, but 
hopefully this new film’s audience, and those who see 
my version that plays on Amazon Prime and Vimeo, 
will be reminded of the courage it takes to stand up 
and speak truth to power. As Abbie says in my movie, 
quoted from the transcripts, “When the laws are 
tyranny, the only order is disrespect, and that’s what 
all people of free will, will show.” The last words in my 
movie are from Weinglass, who paraphrases the 
Jewish sages, saying: “Dedication to principle is the 
basis on which a life should be built.”

During the course of her confirmation hearing for the 
Supreme Court seat left open by Justice Ruth Bader 
Ginsburg’s death, Amy Coney Barrett was often asked 
about her judicial philosophy, which she summed up 
over and over as “Originalism.” It’s a view of the law 
which was favored by Judge Barrett’s mentor, 
Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia, which says that 
the correct interpretation of the law is the 
interpretation which would have been intended at the 
time the law was written. Originalists believe that 
their way of interpreting the law is the only way to 
protect the sacred nature of America’s founding 
document.

But Coney Barrett, and the Republicans who 
confirmed her Monday night, have a thing or two they 
could learn from the rabbis of the Talmud, who were 
equally if not more concerned with preserving the 
sacred nature of the Torah.

Unlike the Originalists, the Talmudic rabbis 
understood that the divine comes into the world 
through the tradition of sacred interpretation. For the 
Talmudists, there was no original text — not in the 
sense that Coney Barrett believes the Constitution to 
be. They understood that a text is sanctified through 
time only because we read it, because we bring it into 
our world, be it through study in the case of the 
Torah, or through court rulings, performances, and 
our interpretations in the case of the Constitution, or 
a Shakespeare play.

Works are not intrinsically sacred but become so 
through their histories, and the attention we give to 
them. This is the lesson of the Talmud.

And it is apt here. For Americans and for all those who 
continue to be inspired by the vision of the Founding 

What the Talmud can 
teach Amy Coney 
Barrett about 
‘Originalism’
By William Kolbrener
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Fathers, the legacy of the Constitution is both alive and 
sacred. Ironically, those who claim to want to preserve 
its sacred character through Originalism are in fact 
turning modern democracy’s foundational work into an 
antiquarian curiosity.

As any smart undergraduate knows, the idea of an 
original work found in its pristine purity is a fantasy. 
This is no irresponsible license for postmodernism or 
relativism, nor is it the belief that “anything goes.” 
Rather, this call for a Talmudic view of the Constitution 
rests on the rabbis’ view of themselves as charged with 
the preservation of the most sacred text to exist, the 
Torah; they realized that it was in the process of 
preserving it that they made it sacred.

When the ritual life of the Jewish people was destroyed 
with the Temple, Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai, smuggled 
out of a besieged Jerusalem in a coffin, led the process 
which canonized the Hebrew scriptures: Song of Songs 
and Ecclesiastes, for example, were in, while the Book 
of Maccabees was out. But what really happened was 
Yochanan ben Zakkai got out of his coffin and brought 
Judaism back to life; in choosing what would count as 
sacred, the rabbis created Judaism; in interpreting 
those works, they made Judaism live. They gave 
Judaism a future.

Moreover, when the rabbis affirmed the divine nature of 
the oral law, they were smashing the idea of 
Originalism, the very idea that a text has a single, literal 
meaning. It’s true that there are a few ultra-Orthodox 
literalists today who teach the children that the Talmud 
was given word-for-word on Mount Sinai. But in 
denying the historical process of the oral law, they turn 
a living tradition into a dead one. An originalist view of 
interpretation removes human freedom from the world, 
which both the Constitution and the Torah celebrate.

Believing in interpretation does not mean that the 
author is dead, as most of my professors at Columbia 
insisted, and many English professors today just 
assume. For the rabbis, it was precisely the quest for 
intention that drove the interpretation of Scriptures; 
the “author” of the Torah was for them a living God, and 
the generational mesorah — the Hebrew word for 
tradition that means the activity of passing on — is an 

interpretive one, with later generations striving to 
understand earlier ones.

In interpreting the Divine, the rabbis committed to 
understanding the author’s intention, asking the 
question, “What does the author mean?” But they relied 
on their own insights as the answer. That they come up 
with different answers, in different times and different 
places, does not undermine the sacred nature of the 
tradition; it affirms it.

The rabbis of the Talmud understood what polemicists 
on the right reject as the “subjective” aspect of 
interpretation. The noted legal scholar of the 16th 
century, Rabbi Solomon Luria, writes that everyone 
reads according to their capacities, and that readings 
reflect the unique character of individual souls. Only the 
inspired reader understands the inspired work.

There is no objective reading, but a purely subjective 
reading is not worth our attention. Sacred works —
Shakespeare, the Constitution, and the Torah — come to 
life and reveal their meanings by thriving in our 
communities, through reading and interpretation. The 
sacred does not inhere in a work, but becomes present 
through the activity of reading.

This is not a concession to relativism but the 
acknowledgement of the human participation in the 
creation of the sacred.

Today, with the confirmation of Amy Coney Barrett, the 
world is turned upside-down. In the name of 
Originalism and preserving the sacred nature of the 
Constitution upheld by right-wing fundamentalists, the 
activities of reading and interpretation — the very acts 
which bring the Constitution to life and make America 
great and a modern light to the nations — are being cast 
aside.

We must remind ourselves that belief in sacred books is 
idolatrous, and that only the belief in living traditions —
whether religious, literary, or political — can be 
redemptive.

-

The views and opinions expressed in this article do 
not necessarily reflect those of the Forward.

What the Talmud can teach Amy Coney Barrett about ‘Originalism’
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I recently shared a (socially distanced) meal on a Jewish 
holiday with an Orthodox rabbi I know and his family. 
The subject of President Trump came up, and I shared 
the perspective of an Israeli diplomat who felt that for 
all the hype, the Trump administration has been bad for 
Israel. The rabbi, a brilliant, sensible and compassionate 
man, was surprised. “I’ve never heard that perspective 
before,” he told me.

His surprise would certainly surprise a lot of American 
Jews, most of whom view Trump’s record on Israel and 
antisemitism the way the Israeli diplomat does — as an 
abysmal failure. But these Jews, too, have a blind spot: 
They simply cannot comprehend how their fellow Jews 
could support Trump.

I can. I was raised with these Jews. They are my closest 
family and friends. And we have to understand that 
when this is all over, we can’t just throw them away.

I was educated in Modern Orthodox institutions and 
involved in traditional synagogues. I view myself within 
these communities, not on the outside. But it’s not just 
through my Orthodox connections that I know people 
who support the president.

Along with being mainly Orthodox, the community I 
was raised in is — like me — 50% Mizrahi, though Mizrahi 
observance doesn’t always fit neatly into 
denominational boxes. And it should not come as a 
surprise that the experience of Mizrahim, often first-
generation Americans, is vastly different from 
Ashkenazi Americans, many of whose ancestors arrived 
in the United States 150 years ago. This colors their 
politics, as everyone’s experiences do.

My grandparents were raised in Tehran, and they were 
thrilled when Trump killed Qassem Soleimani, a 
notorious Iranian terrorist in charge of the Quds Force 
and its clandestine operations. They are open about the 

fact that what they are looking for in a leader is 
someone who rules with an iron fist and bullies the 
world into respecting our country. The world as they 
see it is a cruel place full of others waiting for a sign of 
weakness to take advantage of innocents. In Trump, 
they see a protector.

On my other side, my relatives from Uzbekistan are also 
drawn to Trump. They shudder at the thought of 
anything resembling socialism, and vividly recall the 
USSR providing welfare for everyone — except the Jews. 
They see in Trump a bulwark against the Left.

Meanwhile, my Iraqi cousins are over the moon at the 
seeming integration of Israel into the Arab world in the 
Abraham Accords, overseen by Trump, which 
normalized relations between Israel and the United 
Arab Emirates. They remember the long history of 
being tolerated at best and slaughtered at worst in Iraq, 
and believe they have witnessed something historic. 
They see in Trump a bringer of peace.

As for my Orthodox community, the thing you have to 
realize is that over the past 50 years, secular Ashkenazi 
Jews have seen their political values and cultural 
identities represented across this country in areas like 
government and the entertainment industry. Not so the 
Orthodox community. There are few actors, politicians 
and tech CEOs who are Shabbat observant or keep 
kosher. Jared Kushner and Ivanka Trump are probably 
the first Orthodox Jews that the average American has 
even heard of since Joe Lieberman. And they’re not the 
only ones in Trump’s sphere: From David Friedman to 
Avi Berkowitz, the Trump administration is not shy 
about placing Orthodox, visibly observant Jews in high 
levels of government, especially in positions overseeing 
its Middle East policy.

The Orthodox community feels pride towards Trump’s 
embrace of the reputation as a womanizer and a 

We can’t give up on Trump voters. They’re 
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narcissist does privately bother many religious Jews, it’s 
insignificant to them compared to his perceived 
contributions to the Jewish community. Despite 
Trump’s words and actions, from the perspective of the 
religious Zionist community, he has been more friendly 
to the version of Israel they revere than all U.S. 
presidents prior.

This does not mean he protects Israel’s national 
security interests per se, but that he has legitimized the 
Jewish presence in religiously and historically 
significant areas, sites the Orthodox community 
connects to far more than it does to Tel Aviv and Eilat.

Of course, many American Jews will point to Trump’s 
rhetoric empowering white supremacists as reason 
enough to vote him out. But the vast majority of 
Orthodox Jews live in major urban centers or insular 
communities and have never encountered the right-
wing racist agitators who assembled in Charlottesville 
and Kenosha. What they have experienced is 
antisemitism in the left-wing bastions where they live. 
From the Orthodox perspective, what is far more 
threatening is a progressive left that they see as anti-
religious and anti-Israel.

I don’t agree with these people who are my friends and 
family. I’ve spent countless hours trying to persuade 
my relatives to train a more critical eye on Trump’s 
policies, even those that seemingly favor us. I’ve 
pleaded with my grandmother, desperately pointing out 
that Biden really does represent our family’s values. 
I’ve raised my voice far too often in discussions with my 
uncle about Israel’s security needs. Staying in these 
relationships requires emotional energy, and time, and 
frustration.

But as Jews, we have no choice — especially if we want 
to make the world reflect our values.

Sharing the part of ourselves that cares deeply about 
political issues is important, and we cannot expect 
people we never speak with to understand us.

It pains and shocks me that there are Jewish families 
being torn apart by this divide. There is no political 
issue that should threaten the strength of our families 
and the Jewish community in America. The key to 

avoiding this divide is to accept that the “quintessential 
Jewish American experience” tends to not apply to 
Orthodox or Mizrahi Jews, and to be cognizant of their 
varied life experiences.

Stop insisting that Jewish values are always 
progressive, that American Jews are always 
assimilated, and that a minority community is bigoted 
for wanting to protect its communal interests.

A real family does not allow itself to be broken by one 
leader. How the Jewish community reacts to this 
diversity of political opinions and the passions evoked 
by them will be a reflection of our strength, or lack 
thereof. If we cannot overcome this divisive moment, it 
says little about Trump and a whole lot about our 
intolerance of one another. We will have failed at the 
commandment to love our fellow Jew, and just as the 
Jews of the second Temple period were severely 
punished for this failure, so too will we see a decline of 
American Jewry should we go down this path.

It is my belief that Trump makes all Jews less safe. I 
hope that my community will be able to see this by 
November 4, but if they can’t, I promise to love them 
anyway.

-

Shanie Reichman is IPF Atid Deputy Director at Israel 
Policy Forum, based in NYC. Previously, Shanie interned 
for the human rights team at the Permanent Mission of 
Israel to the UN and at Hillel International’s Office of 
Innovation. She also serves on the board of the Center 
for Ethnic, Racial, and Religious Understanding and is a 
proud member of the Nash Didan community. The 
views reflected here are her own.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are 
the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect those 
of the Forward.
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If there’s one thing I’ve come to know about Vice 
President Joe Biden from working for him, it’s that he 
wears his heart on his sleeve. I was Biden’s personal 
assistant from 1986-87, during which time I learned 
that he says what he means, and he brings his life’s 
experiences with him, whether tragedy or triumph, 
sorrow or success, pain or promise. And when Joe Biden 
gives his word, there is never a shred of doubt that we 
can trust him.

This is especially true when it comes to Joe Biden and 
Israel, a strong relationship from the start that has only 
deepened over decades. It’s a relationship I’ve 
witnessed firsthand, both as his staffer and as a pro-
Israel activist. Contrary to what some of his political 
opponents may assert, I can attest from firsthand 
experience that there is no question about Joe Biden’s 
respect for Jewish values or his love of the Jewish state.

But beyond my personal experience, if we need any 
further reassurance, his record and relationships speak 
for themselves — a career spanning dozens of visits and 
the service of nine Israeli Prime Ministers. (Before 
anyone asks, Donald Trump never traveled to Israel 
prior to his presidency. He’s been once during his time 
in office, for 28 hours; he’s currently on-track to spend 
100 times as long at his own golf clubs.)

But it’s not just the frequency of Biden’s trips or the 
longevity of his ties that matter. It’s the fact that none 
of this is symbolic. As I’ve seen over the years, this is 
part of who he is. Joe Biden has known, befriended, and 
worked with every single one of Israel’s leaders during 
that time to stand firm for the nation’s survival and 
strength.

The story goes back to 1973 when he first met Prime 
Minister Golda Meir on the eve of the Yom Kippur War, 
what he called “one of the two most meaningful 
meetings I ever had as a Senator.” He met a decorated 

general named Yitzhak Rabin, and heard PM Meir speak 
of the personal, perilous, and existential threats facing 
the Jewish state every day.

Over the years that followed, Joe Biden earned himself 
a reputation as an unyielding defender of Israel’s 
qualitative military edge, opposing efforts by 
Presidents Carter and Reagan to sell advanced 
weapons to Saudi Arabia that could threaten Israel. 
Even when Biden disagreed with Israel’s next premier, 
Menachem Begin, Begin knew he could count on the 
Delaware Senator when it mattered, as a true leader in 
Congress against risky arms sales to Riyadh.

Deeply impressed by the economic sacrifices Israel 
made to forge peace with Egypt, Senator Biden 
championed the major hike in U.S. aid to Israel that was 
requested by Begin’s successors, Yitzhak Shamir and 
Shimon Peres, proudly calling it “the best $3 billion 
investment we make” in the Mideast.

And when President George H. W. Bush tried to topple 
PM Shamir in 1991, withholding loan guarantees over 
settlement activity, Joe Biden signed up as an original 
co-sponsor to Republican-led legislation in the Senate 
that would have funded loan guarantees without 
condition.

For Biden, this was all personal. As the top Democrat on 
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee’s Europe 
panel, he organized hearings to highlight hardships 
faced by Soviet Jews. As a father, he took his children to 
Dachau to witness the lessons of the Holocaust. He 
believed that loan guarantees to resettle Soviet Jews in 
Israel should never be exploited for U.S. leverage.

Moving ahead through the 1990s, Biden was 
devastated to see his old friend Rabin assassinated for 
making overtures toward peace. Yet he went on to 
work closely with a new Israeli PM named Binyamin

I worked for Joe Biden. Here’s what he really 
thinks about Israel.
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Netanyahu, who counted Biden as a personal friend 
since the ‘80s, when Bibi was Israel’s U.N. envoy. In 
fact, years later, Netanyahu emphasized that he and 
Biden will “always be buddies” and welcomed him to 
Israel as “part of our mishpucha.”

When the Second Intifada destroyed the Oslo peace 
process, Biden worked closely to support three Israeli 
premiers as they fought terrorism: Ehud Barak, Ariel 
Sharon, and Ehud Olmert. Biden teamed up with Mitch 
McConnell to introduce and pass the Palestinian Anti-
Terrorism Act, described by the Jerusalem Post as “one 
of the harshest bills ever drafted” against Palestinian 
terrorism and a rising Hamas.

As Vice President, Biden stayed true to his Senate 
record: jumpstarting talks that gave Israel the largest 
military aid package in U.S. history to date, shepherding 
an emergency Iron Dome resupply through Congress to 
protect Israelis from Hamas rockets, fighting the 
delegitimization of Israel from the boycott movement 
and at the U.N. as “the single most dangerous” and 
“pernicious” slanders against Israel on the world stage, 
and emphasizing that “progress occurs in the Middle 
East when everyone knows there is simply no space 
between the United States and Israel.”

It’s not that I’ve never disagreed with Joe. I actively 
opposed the Iran Deal. But Joe has personally pledged 
to never let Iran acquire nuclear weapons, and I trust 
him.

He’s earned it. I know that we share a sincere, 
unflinching desire to protect Israel, the U.S., and the 
world from a nuclear-armed Iran.

Finally, another thread has tied together Biden’s stellar 
record: bipartisanship. Labor or Likud, Democrat or 
Republican, Israel is simply too important to fall prey to 
partisan politics. Which is why it was no surprise to 
hear Biden representing the American government at 
memorials for Israeli titans of left and right — delivering 
the eulogy at Ariel Sharon’s funeral in Israel and the 
National Memorial Service in Washington for Shimon 
Peres.

The bottom line is, Joe Biden holds Israel in his heart. 
Between my personal experiences working for him, and 
his impressive record of service, and I know he will 
always have Israel’s back.

-

Sam Lauter is a nationally recognized pro-Israel activist 
from San Francisco. He serves on the board of 
Democratic Majority for Israel and is a decades-long 
AIPAC leader. Lauter previously worked on the Senate 
staff for Joe Biden, where he served as the Senator’s 
personal assistant.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are 
the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect those 
of the Forward.
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