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When COVID hit, I went home to my parents. For Election Day, I came home to New York. 2

My roommate and I struck out early to vote Tuesday 
morning. Close to our polling place, a school in deep 
Brooklyn, we began to pass strangers wearing voting 
stickers. It wasn’t a very New York thing to do, but we 
waved at them, and they waved back.

I couldn’t help it: despite the extenuating demands of 
this time, I was happy. It was my first walk in the area 
after a long absence — much longer than I ever 
intended — and I was glad to once more be out among 
my neighbors. I’d come back to vote, and seeing them 
was a reminder of why that had felt so necessary.

I left for Denver, where I grew up, in early March, when 
the pandemic first took hold, and it seemed we were 
going to experience a temporary halt to ordinary life, 
not an entirely new normal. Like many millenials, I saw 
moving back in with my parents as the wise choice, a 
way to achieve some of the security, in an insecure 
time, that I would have otherwise lacked. I kept my 
apartment in Brooklyn, and reasoned that I would be 
gone for a month, maybe two. But I found, once back in 
my parents’ house, an unexpected new depth to my 
life.

For the first time since adolescence, I got to share in 
the daily routine of my family, supporting them through 
fear and sorrow — and some joy — and being supported 
by them. I hadn’t realized how lonely I’d been for that 
kind of profound, stabilizing love. A month passed, then 
two, then the whole summer and part of the fall, and I 
stayed.

Slowly, that sense of newfound nurture forced me to 
face an unexpected choice. After years of rejecting my 
attachment to my hometown — I’d always felt that 
something fundamental about me simply didn’t fit there 
— I was finally at peace with it; even, despite the 
pandemic, something close to happy.

For the first time, I could imagine a good adult life in 

Denver: Weekly dinners with my parents, weekend 
camping trips with my brother and future sister-in-law, 
maybe even season tickets for the Nuggets, the NBA 
team that I passionately love. But the good life I’d 
already built — my friends, my career, my sense of 
individual place in the world — was in New York. I 
couldn’t have both.

I had dreams that I returned to New York and was 
wracked by the kind of unmanageable homesickness I 
hadn’t felt since childhood. And I had dreams that I 
never returned to New York, and was never happy 
again. In the scope of human suffering that had 
descended on the country and the world, my 
uncertainty was a small problem to have. But in my 
consuming inner landscape, it had enormous gravity.

The election decided it for me.

As November approached, my muddling-through led 
me to two hard facts: I needed to vote for my 
neighbors, and I needed to do it in person.

Five years ago, I missed my honeymoon with New York 
City. I’d dreamed of moving here for almost my whole 
life, and I was ready to glory in the city’s autumn 
splendor. But at the end of summer, two weeks before I 
was scheduled to move to Brooklyn from St. Louis, 
where I’d gone to college and held my first job, the 
boyfriend who was supposed to move with me ended 
our relationship. So I spent my first months as a New 
Yorker in a fog of grief.

The thing that saved me was the neighborhood in 
which I ended up by accident, off the stretch of 
Flatbush Avenue south of what was once Ebbets Field. 
From the start, I loved everything about it: The parties 
that filled the streets in summertime, the bagel shop 
that was always unaccountably filled with smoke, the 
perpetual drum circle in the far east corner of Prospect 
Park.

When COVID hit, I went home to my parents. 
For Election Day, I came home to New York.
By Talya Zax

Culture
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The West Indian bodegas, the sidewalk stalls selling 
coconut water straight from the coconut, the sleek old 
brownstones, the restaurants turning out roti and jerk 
chicken and plantains. The bars and their regulars, 
whom I came to know by face, if not always by name. 
The coffee shop where I became a regular, and people 
came to know my face and name.

I felt, and feel, a loving obligation to this neighborhood 
that transcends what I feel about Denver, or anywhere 
else I’ve lived. When I began to think, in early fall, about 
electing a local government, I thought about the 
government that would help or harm these people and 
this place.

I could have gotten an absentee ballot, but I’ve always 
loved Election Day in New York. There’s a determined 
energy in the streets, a sense of a clear-eyed need for 
change and a genuine joy in the endeavor to achieve it. 
No matter the other pulls in my life, that energy was 
and is my home, something I needed and wanted to be 
a part of.

So I booked an airline ticket that landed me at JFK 
Airport exactly 15 days ago — just enough time to do 
the required two-week quarantine and be ready to vote 
on Election Day, in person. The future life I want myself 
is still murky. But where I owe my civic duty — and how I 
want to see it through — is crystal clear.

When my roommate and I got to the school this 
morning, we found the line to vote was mercifully short, 
and — even better — the ballot machines were, for once, 
not jammed. Like we’ve done after every election since 
we first moved in together in 2015, we went to that 
favorite coffee shop to celebrate. The same people who 
gathered in front of it every morning in ordinary times 
were there, masked and more sober than before, but 
present and well.

There was no pretending this election might be 
reassuring, peaceful or smooth, and no pretending the 
way forward for any of us might be easy. But I felt a 
wild infatuation with this neighborhood — and by 
extent, the whole city — and what it means to be a 
citizen here, even in the dark times.

After all these years, it was like a honeymoon: An 

honest one, love mixed with the understanding that 
trouble likely lies ahead. I took a breath to calm my 
nerves. And underneath my mask, I smiled.

-

Talya Zax is the Forward’s deputy culture editor. 
Contact her at zax@forward.com or on Twitter, 
@TalyaZax.
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Editorial | If your guy wins, please don’t gloat. 4

Enough name-calling. Enough demonization of the 
opposition. Enough defining people out of the debate.

We’ve had more than enough gloating these last few 
years. Gloating is easy. Empathy is hard. But empathy 
is Jewish: Hillel summed up the whole Torah as “what is 
hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor.” And 
empathy is what we need now.

The most important thing I heard during this campaign 
was also the most obvious, something I used to 
consider trite because every politician said it. It came at 
the end of the second debate, when the moderator 
asked President Donald Trump and former Vice 
President Joe Biden what they would say in their 
inaugural address to those who did not vote for them.

Trump punted, instead talking again about “the plague 
coming in from China” and saying that if he lost “your 
401(k)s will go to hell.” Biden took a direct swing at this 
softest of softballs.

“I will say, ‘I’m an American President. I represent all of 
you, whether you voted for me or against me, and I’m 
going to make sure that you’re represented,” he said.

I know this is career-politician pablum; I’ve heard it in 
every modern campaign, real and fictional — Matt 
Santos said as much in his victory speech on “The West 
Wing.” But when I heard Biden say it, I was surprised at 
how much I’d been missing it, even yearning for it.

It has somehow become unusual for a leader to 
acknowledge our divisions and to put our sameness, 
our collective Americanness, above those divisions.

Shame on us for letting that happen — for doing it in our 
own families, synagogues, communities.

This election comes as coronavirus cases are climbing 
toward 100,000 a day; just a few days after the 
yahrzeit of 11 Jews murdered during Shabbat services; 
with unemployment soaring and the stock market 
plunging; with unrest in Philadelphia over yet another 

police killing of a Black man and mourning in France 
over yet another terrorist attack.

Just Monday afternoon, several people were injured in a 
shooting at Vienna’s central synagogue.

So much has been lost, and so much is at stake.

This campaign has been marked by unprecedented 
political polarization, by hateful, dehumanizing speech 
and disinformation. We have seen a spike in cancel-
culture — and a rapid decline in our civil discourse.

This is not a one-sided phenomenon. It is when we at 
the Forward publish thoughtful, serious, heartfelt 
columns and articles by and about Jewish Trump 
supporters that I get attacked most on social media, 
that I get ugly comments and subscription-cancelation 
threats in my inbox.

As we put together a “Jewish report card” on Trump’s 
four years in the White House, I kept coming back to 
the 2018 “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville, Va. 
The rally where white supremacists chanted “You will 
not replace us,” an antisemitic trope, as well as the 
even more directly offensive “Jews will not replace us;” 
where a man rammed his car into a counter-protest, 
killing a 32-year-old woman after which President 
Trump said that there were “very fine people on both 
sides.”

This was a bastardization of empathy. White supremacy 
is not a “side,” racism is not a side, antisemitism is not a 
side — it’s a scourge.

But this attempt to legitimize illegitimate ideologies is 
not license for us to delegitimize legitimate differences 
of political opinions.

Most Trump supporters were not in Charlottesville, 
would never chant “Jews will not replace us,” are in fact 
very fine people, perhaps a quarter of American Jews, 
who may just be your neighbors. We are obligated as 
Jews to not do to them what is hateful to ourselves, 

Editorial | If your guy wins, please don’t gloat.
By Jodi Rudoren

Opinion
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Fear and resilience: Vienna’s Jewish community takes stock after night of terror 5

obligated as humans to empathize with their 
experience, obligated as citizens in a democracy to 
seek to understand their policy positions.

Maybe they were buoyed by Trump’s recognition of 
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, or believe his stance on 
religious liberty protects their way of life. Maybe they 
got a job or a tax cut as the economy improved, 
maybe they believe abortion is morally wrong.

I’m not telling you who to vote for. As a 501(c)(3) not-
for-profit, the Forward does not endorse candidates, 
and by now you’ve surely made up your mind if not 
already cast a ballot.

What I’m asking is that you, too, consider what you’ll 
say afterward to people who voted for the other guy.

On Halloween this weekend, my 13-year-old son was 
with some boys who wanted to “egg” a certain house 
with a Trump sign on its lawn. We live in a bright blue 
New Jersey town that people jokingly call the People’s 
Republic of Montclair, so the rare Trump sign does 
stand out — his twin sister had wondered only a few 
hours earlier whether the one we drove past was a 
Halloween spoof.

Luckily, my son was more interested in collecting 
candy, so he left the boys and Trick-or-Treated his 
way home. I told him what Hillel said: What is hateful 
to you, do not do to your neighbor.

Definitely don’t throw eggs at your neighbor’s house. 
And if your guy wins, don’t gloat.

-

Jodi Rudoren is the editor-in-chief of the Forward. You 
can email her at rudoren@forward.com.

Rabbi Lior Bar-Ami had just wrapped up a board 
meeting on Zoom with members of Vienna’s liberal 
Jewish community Or Chadasch when he received a 
phone call.

It was one of the board members, calling him to say 
that shooting had broken out in the area of Vienna 
near the city’s main synagogue on 
Seitenstettengasse. The board member knew this 
because his son was working as a waiter in a 
restaurant in the vicinity of the attack. “He 
immediately locked up the restaurant, turned off the 
lights, and helped move everyone to the back of the 
restaurant where they were safe,” Bar-Ami told me.

This board member was not the only one of Bar-Ami’s 
congregants to have some connection with a night of 
terror in Vienna which, as of writing, has left four 
people dead and 22 injured. Another member of Or 
Chadasch was dining in a restaurant on the other side 
of the street to the one the board member’s son was 
working in. They, too, hid in the restaurant until it was 
safe to leave. Bar-Ami told me the past 24 hours of 
his life have been dominated by pastoral work, 
speaking with members and congregants until the 
wee small hours of the morning.

Milli Segal, a PR advisor, had the good fortune to be 
out of Vienna on a skiing vacation with her 
grandchildren at the time of the attack. Her ex-
husband, however, lives in the city’s first district. 
About 10 minutes before the first shots rang out, he 
left his apartment and went to Café Korb, one of the 
city’s most beloved coffeehouses, Segal told me, on

Fear and resilience: 
Vienna’s Jewish 
community takes 
stock after night 
of terror
By Liam Hoare

News
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the last night restaurants and bars were allowed to be 
open before Austria’s second lockdown began at 12:00 
am Tuesday. “I was really frightened for him. I couldn’t 
sleep. I was up until 3 o’clock in the morning,” Segal 
said, the events in Vienna jarring amidst her peaceful 
surroundings.

Segal was bombarded with messages from friends and 
family in the United States and Israel asking after her 
and her family. Bar-Ami had much the same 
experience, he said.

“I’ve been on calls almost all day and all night. 
Immediately following the attack, I was called by 
several members [of Or Chadasch] and several 
members of congregations in France and other places 
where I used to work. We sent out a newsletter to 
community members informing them about what 
happened, as did the Orthodox community this 
morning, and we have held two community forums—
one at 10:00 a.m., one at 4:00 p.m.—so that people can 
get together and express their feelings about what 
happened.”

Of the congregants Bar-Ami has spoken to, generally 
people were calling him “expressing their fears, their 
insecurities, and their anxiety about the situation,” 
especially given the confused reporting that emerged in 
the fog of the incident in the immediate minutes and 
hours after the first shots were fired.

Immediate reports of deaths and injuries following an 
assault on the Seitenstettengasse synagogue itself 
proved unfounded, and as far, no injuries have been 
reported within the Viennese Jewish community, its 
president Oskar Deutsch said late Monday night. It also 
remains unconfirmed that the synagogue was the 
assailant’s direct target.

The liberal Jewish synagogue Or Chadasch is one part 
of a Jewish community in Vienna, between 8- and 
10,000 people strong, best described as a mosaic. Its 
reconstruction after the devastation of the Holocaust 
was undertaken by a core of Holocaust survivors and 
their descendants, the so-called second generation. 
Over the following decades, their ranks were swelled 
first by refugees from central and eastern Europe, 
Poland and Hungary, and then, beginning in the 1970s, 

Jews from Georgia and Bukharian Jews from the central 
Asian republics of the former Soviet Union who left in 
search of religious freedom and better economic 
prospects.

Though the Seitenstettengasse synagogue is in the 
first district, the majority of the Jewish community lives 
on the other side of the Danube Canal. The second 
district has long been regarded as the city’s de facto 
Jewish district and it is where many of its synagogues—
some 20 in all, including Or Chadasch—schools and 
kosher supermarkets are located. The Stadttempel was 
the only synagogue to survive Kristallnacht in 
November 1938. This is a Jewish community that has 
known terror before, not only during the Nazi period, 
but also in August 1981 when, on a Shabbat morning, 
members of the Abu Nidal terror organisation launched 
an assault on the Stadttempel using machine guns and 
hand grenades, killing two people and injuring 18 
others, including three children.

There is in the story of Vienna’s Jewish community both 
immense tragedy and resilience. Lara Guttmann, co-
president of the Austrian Union of Jewish Students, told 
me that Jewish students in Vienna are planning to 
organise a solidarity rally in the centre of the city as 
soon as the police allow it—hopefully this week. She 
was at home in the first district when the attacks 
began, first hearing about the terror from a friend of the 
family who owns a restaurant in the area where four 
people were killed and 22 injured. From the family 
home, where she has remained since the attacks, she 
observed police armed with machine guns roaming the 
streets in an attempt to secure the area.

“A few friends of mine in the Austrian Union of Jewish 
Students were dining in restaurants really close to 
where the attacks took place” and had to shelter-in-
place there until it was safe to leave, Guttmann said. 
Another colleague in the students’ union was studying 
in her university’s library, where she remained until 
7:00 am this morning.

Members of the Austrian Union of Jewish Students have 
been in touch with each other via WhatsApp, sharing 
their experiences and snippets of information including 
videos recorded in the confusing hours after the 
attacks began. “When rumours spread that it might be

Fear and resilience: Vienna’s Jewish community takes stock after night of terror



GET THE LATEST AT FORWARD.COM

7

an attack on the synagogue, it was really scary, 
especially because my brother was still around there, 
around 500 metres away” at around 8:00 p.m. last 
night, Guttmann said.

All Jewish institutions including synagogues, schools, 
and kosher supermarkets remained closed 24 hours 
after the attack. The community announced at 5:49 
p.m. that they planned to re-open tomorrow. The 
insecurity in Vienna combined with the coronavirus 
outbreak and the second lockdown, however, means 
it is unclear when Jewish life can resume in full.

Rabbi Bar-Ami said he will tell his congregants it is 
safe to cease sheltering-in-place as soon as 
authorities deem it safe. “In general we have advised 
people to stay inside not only because of the terror 
but because we are in the middle of a pandemic,” he 
said.

-

Services in his shul have been moved online. And 
there, for now, they will remain.

On November 9, 2016, on about three hours of sleep, I 
wandered shocked and unkempt out to my Jerusalem 
neighborhood, where other residents were going 
about their day unaware an election had taken place, 
and fairly disinterested.

Clinton lost? Donald who?

Israelis are devoted fans of the United States, but 
don’t usually focus on the details.

How things change. On Wednesday, a local radio 
station popular with cabbies and football fans 
devoted the full day to a minute-by-minute stream of 
micro-factoids emanating from places as remote as 
rural Wisconsin.

This year, a kiosk owner making early-morning 
takeaway espressos kept the radio turned on, her 
clients leaning in to listen.

This is not normal, as we’ve taken to saying in 2020. It 
also doesn’t appear related to Trump’s perceived 
popularity among Israelis, but to a much deeper 
concern.

“I’m so nervous, it’s worse than when we have 
elections here,” Shelly Yachimovich, former chair of 
the Israeli Labor Party, said on the air on Wednesday, 
“I’m more stressed out than when I myself was a 
candidate.”

Yachimovich, not a fan of Donald Trump’s, found it 
impossible to explain the magnitude of her angst, 
vaguely mentioning her preference for Biden because 
of his support for LGBTQ rights and his generally 
sterling liberal credentials.

Lacking a vote, but feeling their lives depend on it, 
citizens of the global village have trained their eyes

Trump who? Israelis 
are less attached to 
Trump than you think
By Noga Tarnopolsky

News
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on United States like children staring at a door, waiting 
for their parents to return.

None, perhaps, more than Israelis.

“Few countries have been as invested in Donald 
Trump’s presidency as Israel,” Shalom Lipner, a 
nonresident senior fellow at the Atlantic Council, wrote 
hours before the polls closed, running through the long 
list of the “rhetorical or symbolic” favors Trump 
bestowed upon his ally Benjamin Netanyahu.

They include recognition of Jerusalem as the capital of 
Israel and the State Department’s recent (and hollow) 
declaration that the “establishment of Israeli civilian 
settlements in the West Bank is not per se inconsistent 
with international law.”

But even these Trumpian gestures don’t explain why 
Israeli stomachs are in a knot.

The reason they can’t take their eyes off America is the 
emerging answer to the question “are you back?” No 
matter who wins in the coming days, hours or weeks, 
the answer appears to be “no,” or at best, “it’s 
complicated.”

For much of the world, not only for Israelis, the fact that 
the United States election has wound its way to an 
angry Trump ranting about a stolen victory sounds like 
an era ending.

This was poignantly described by another observer, the 
Argentine political analyst Carlos Pérez Llana.

Speaking on a Buenos Aires radio station, where locals 
were just as rivetted by details of the distant election, 
Pérez Llana said the 2020 vote provided hope that “the 
United States would return to the world, and the Trump 
thing was an episode.”

“We have to forget about it,” he said. “Trump isn’t just 
an episode, and the United States that one knew, and 
hoped would return to the world, isn’t this United 
States… the world will have to get used to the absence 
of that United States, with everything it implies.”

As far back as 2017 German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
realized that Europe needed to manage its own affairs 
without the United States.

However tickled they may be about Trump, Israelis 
know no other country needs a strong, stable and 
respected United States like they do. Israel cannot go it 
alone.

Netanyahu’s former National Security Advisor, General 
Yaakov Amidror, a pillar of Israel’s right-wing security 
establishment, bluntly told me that Israel’s top military 
and diplomatic asset is its relationship with the United 
States — not its massive arsenal, not its soldiers, not its 
storied tech sector or its new links to the Persian Gulf 
emirates.

“It is not good for Israel if in this region, its top ally is 
perceived to be weak or unstable,” he said in an August 
interview, at the time the Israeli-U.A.E normalization 
agreement was announced.

“Nothing compares to that relationship.”

Israelis may indulge Trump, but they see through 
opportunism and fickleness. They know that the United 
States embassy continues to work out of Tel Aviv. That 
the Golan’s ‘Trump Heights’ was a conceit dreamed up 
in Netanyahu’s giddy sycophancy. Israelis have a sense 
that the United States under Trump has become a 
wobbly, preening friend.

Even the number one Israeli knows this. Netanyahu has 
no worse nightmare than a cocksure, untethered 
Trump, to whom he has attached himself at the hip. 
Netanyahu’s aura of invincibility would be tarnished by 
a Trump loss, but devastated by a second term Trump 
flying to Tehran to sign a bigger, better deal.

Netanyahu’s awareness of America losing the ineffable 
qualities that have defined America in the Israeli 
consciousness may, in fact, be one reason Netanyahu 
gave up the West Bank annexation he promised his 
base in exchange for an Emirati embassy in Tel Aviv.

“No one wants weak allies,” a senior Israeli official told 
journalists in an August off-the-record briefing. “Israel 
is in this region. We’re not going to become neo-
isolationists or pivot to Asia.”

The subtext: Israel needs new, powerful friends.
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Before Rabin, another Hebrew leader was assassinated — and the parallels are uncanny 9

November 4, the day after Election Day, will mark the 
25th anniversary of the murder of Yitzhak Rabin. It’s an 
important day to remember and ponder. Important, 
because of who this Israeli prime minister was in his 
day, what he stood for and what his murder wrought. 
Important, because historical memory fades so quickly 
into forgetfulness in our time. Important, too, because 
of the plain fact that Rabin was the second prime 
minister of the Jewish state to be assassinated by a 
Jewish extremist.

Yes, the second. The first, of course, was Gedaliah Ben 
Ahikam, the chief minister of ancient Judah. He had 
been appointed by King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylonia 
to govern what was left after the king was done 
destroying Jerusalem in 586 B.C.E. and exiling most of 
its inhabitants to Babylonia. He was murdered by a 
fellow-Jew four years later, in 582.

The parallels between the two assassinations deserve 
deep reflection, not least because of how they’re 
remembered. The anniversary of Gedaliah’s murder was 
declared shortly afterward a religious day of mourning, 
observed on the 3rd of Tishri, the day after Rosh 
Hashanah, as an obligatory dawn-to-dusk fast. The 
observant honor it to this day, 2,602 years later. Those 
who don’t still keep it in their homes, marked in plain 
magenta-and-white on that grocery-store Jewish 
calendar sitting in the silverware drawer.

And yet the anniversary of Rabin’s murder, just 25 
years ago, isn’t any kind of unifying Jewish day of 
mourning and shows no signs of becoming so. Rather, 
it’s a day for recriminations and mudslinging. Many 
gather in official ceremonies in Israel and in 
communities around the world to remember Rabin as a 
brave soldier who was tragically struck down in a 
senseless act of violence. Others gather to remember 
why he was killed, by an ideological extremist intent on 
stopping Rabin’s Israeli-Palestinian peace effort. The 

first accuse the second of incitement against the right-
wing faction that succeeded him. The second accuse 
the first of expunging Rabin’s true memory to hide their 
shame. The public is increasingly bored with it all. The 
ceremonies grow ever more desultory. This year Israel’s 
official remembrance on Mt. Herzl was simply called off.

The parallels between the two murdered leaders run 
deep. Gedaliah, like Rabin after him, was a pragmatist, 
willing to recognize reality and accept its limits while 
piloting a fragile vessel through a hostile sea. Like 
Rabin, his willingness to compromise with the foreign 
enemy earned him fierce enemies at home. He was 
murdered four years after the destruction by a 
disgruntled former army officer named Ishmael Ben 
Netanyahu.

No, I’m not making this up.

The killer is named in the biblical narrative itself, in 
Jeremiah 40:8 and again in 41:9. (You won’t find it in 
your English Bible, though. Every English translation, 
oldest to newest, drops the final U from his actual 
Hebrew name, just as they do to a roster of more 
familiar biblical names ending in -iah, including the 
prophets Jeremiahu, Isaiahu and Elijahu, not to mention 
Gedaliahu himself. Look it up.)

According to the text, Ben Netanyahu was a 
descendant of the royal house of David. He probably 
thought he should have gotten Gedaliah’s job. There 
was more to it: Gedaliah’s guards reported that Ishmael 
was working for the king of neighboring Ammon, 
today’s Amman, and apparently hoped to pick up some 
abandoned real estate. For Ishmael himself, though, 
putting a royal heir back on the throne must have 
looked like a first step toward restoring the ancient 
glory of David’s kingdom. 

As always, history repeats itself. That same hope of 
restoring ancient glory is what inspired Yigal Amir to 

Before Rabin, another Hebrew leader was 
assassinated — and the parallels are uncanny
By J.J. Goldberg

Culture
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kill Yitzhak Rabin in 1995. Amir followed a stream of 
modern Judaism that views the restoration of David’s 
kingdom as imminent and urgent. It holds that Israel’s 
miraculous capture of biblical Judea and Samaria in 
1967 proved the process of redemption is already in 
motion, that keeping and settling the captured 
territories will bring the day closer — and that 
surrendering control will bring down God’s wrath.

In retrospect, Ishmael can be seen as a sort of ancient 
composite of two characters in the modern drama. 
Rabin’s killer, Yigal Amir, is not of royal blood and had 
nothing personal to gain from the murder. However, 
there is another character in the Rabin-Amir story who 
might check those boxes on Ishmael Ben Netanyahu’s 
resume: a member of a small circle of Israeli leaders 
often described as “the princes,” offspring of a founding 
generation remembered fondly as a sort of modern-day 
Jewish nobility. He was nowhere near the scene when 
Amir shot Rabin that night and couldn’t have dreamed 
any such thing might happen. However, as leader of the 
opposition he campaigned against Rabin and 
compromise with a fury that, to his critics, created a 
deadly, combustible atmosphere. His harshest critics 
even claim, without real evidence, that his rhetoric 
culpably helped motivate the killer, much in the way 
Israel’s leaders now claim Mahmoud Abbas’s rhetoric 
inspires terrorists. Of course, that goes too far.

On the other hand, the modern prince stood, like his 
ancient namesake, to inherit the prime ministry should 
the seat fall open. Unlike his namesake, he got the job.

History records that Ishmael Ben Netanyahu’s plot 
totally backfired. He ended up a fugitive, not a king. The 
remaining Jews in Judah fled to asylum in Egypt, leaving 
the land desolate. Ishmael didn’t restore David’s 
kingdom but rather extinguished its last vestige.

Some Jews returned from Babylonia a half-century later 
to build a second Temple and put the Jewish state back 
on the map. But that state soon slid into a squalid, 
Borgia-like dynasty that lasted a few centuries until it 
too was crushed, this time by Rome. For the next 2,000 
years Judaism would be defined not by the kings and 
armies of the Jewish state but by the ideas and 
behaviors of the Babylonian diaspora.

By contrast, Yigal Amir’s action hasn’t failed, not yet. He 
may not have restored the kingdom, but he kept the 
road open. The end result might be, as Amir hoped, the 
securing of a greater Jewish state, perhaps restored to 
its ancient glory. Or it might, as Rabin would have 
feared, contain the seeds of its doom.

-

J.J. Goldberg is editor emeritus of the Forward, where he 
served as editor in chief for seven years (2000-2007).
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If you’re anything like us, you spent last night toggling 
between cable TV, the infamous New York Times 
election needle and supposedly “soothing” Netflix 
picks, all while clutching the pint of ice cream you’d 
intended to save for the inevitable post-election civil 
strife.

As it became clear that election night was becoming 
election week, we knew we needed better strategies for 
passing the time . We pined for the sage advice of our 
ancestors, and we got it: as we drifted off into a fever 
dream of electoral graphs, we found ourselves 
wondering how Jewish luminaries might have viewed 
this election.

Here’s where we ended up, who we met, and what they 
told us to do while we’re waiting to find out what’s 
going on in Pennsylvania.

9th Century BCE, Jerusalem —
King Solomon

Lifting our faces off the cool, stone floor, we found 
ourselves in a lavish throne room with a man of kingly 
mein before us: King Solomon, renowned for his 
wisdom, horny poems and possible employment of 
demons. What luck to stumble upon this most just of 
judges! We explained to the king — in our faltering 
Hebrew — the predicament our country was in. But he 
was unfamiliar with our electoral system. Falling back 
on our Bible stories, we explained that there were two 
men fighting for the country, each claiming it belonged 
or would soon belong to him.

“If it helps,” PJ suggested, “imagine our land is a baby.”

He then suggested a brutal, geographically untenable 
division of the United States between blue and red 

states. Somewhere in the corridor of time space, 
Shakespeare’s ears pricked up and Jefferson Davis got 
goosebumps.

1668, Voorburg, Netherlands —
Baruch Spinoza

“The basic purpose of democracy is to keep people 
rational, as far as possible, in order to live in peace and 
harmony,” Spinoza proclaimed, through alarming 
coughs, in his lens-grinding studio. “An entire people 
will never transfer its rights to a few people or to one 
person if they can reach agreement among 
themselves.”

In his eyes, he said, the United States is probably failing 
at the democratic project and its end goal of liberty, 
and certainly failing at rationalism. But it wasn’t really 
our fault, he said. President Trump, who couldn’t even 
manage his own affairs, was not up to caring for the 
public interest, and knew his only hope was deception. 
That’s why he was calling for a premature verdict and a 
court battle.

On that promised contest, Spinoza had this to say:

“Men of leisure are never deficient in the ingenuity 
needed to enable them to outwit laws framed to 
regulate things which cannot be entirely forbidden. He 
who tries to determine everything by law will foment 
crime rather than lessen it.”

1933, Paris, France — Gertrude Stein

The floral couches, original Cubist paintings and 
pervasive scent of cigarette smoke left us in no doubt 
of our location: 27 Rue de Fleurus, the Left Bank salon 
from which Gertrude Stein surveyed nearly half a 
century of increasingly grim American politics.

What King Solomon, Gwyneth Paltrow and 
other Jewish luminaries taught us about the 
2020 election
By Irene Katz Connelly and PJ Grisar
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Stationed beneath a Picasso portrait, Stein shared her 
simple advice: escape for Paris, publish several 
confessional works of literature and leverage 
friendships with avant-garde artists to build up a trove 
of priceless objects. France has seen its fair share of 
strongman regimes, but there are ways to deal with 
that.

We explained that, due to the deadly disease 
rampaging unchecked through the nation, France had 
closed its borders to us. The closest we could come was 
a visit to the Met Museum, where, properly masked, we 
could gaze upon Stein’s moody visage through a 
(thinner-than-usual) thicket of selfie sticks. Though she 
didn’t quite grasp the concept of face coverings, Stein 
remained undaunted. “America is my country, but 
France is my hometown,” she remarked. We looked at 
each other in amazement — why hadn’t we thought of 
that before? We may not have French passports, but 
we’re pretty sure those noble sentiments will get us 
across the border.

1968, New York City — Rabbi Abraham 
Joshua Heschel

American Jewry’s mensch-in-chief greeted us from a 
desk stacked high with brochures from every summer 
camp and Jewish organization that has ever featured 
quotes from his speeches in its promotional materials.

“Our goal should be to live life in radical amazement,” 
he told us. We replied that we’d already achieved that: 
We were radically amazed at the failure of national 
polls to accurately predict a second consecutive 
election.

Frowning, he clarified: “Get up in the morning and look 
at the world in a way that takes nothing for granted.” If 
the last four years and the current necessity of 
disinfecting our groceries has taught us anything, we 
assured him, it was the importance of this lesson.

He sighed and spelled it out: We needed to stop 
watching cable news, stop pretending that liking snarky 
tweets constitutes meaningful social action and stop 
freaking out our parents by begging them to stock up 
on canned goods. The election was out of our hands, 
and we should hunker down and bake some sourdough.

Inspired, we vowed to call our mothers and pay more 
attention to the wonders of everyday life. “Justice, 
justice, we shall pursue,” we said, while refreshing 
Twitter on our phones.

2010, Washington, D.C. — Ruth Bader 
Ginsburg

Proving that Etsy does in fact ship to the Great Beyond, 
the late Supreme Court justice appeared to us clad in a 
“notorious RBG” t-shirt and clutching an “I Dissent” 
mug.

As she often did during her lifetime, she reminded us 
that “real change, enduring change, happens one step 
at a time.” In other words, we should start learning 
about our local ballot initiatives — or, you know, go to 
law school and then use litigation to reframe the 
concept of gender equality.

Before we departed, Ginsburg asked us to bring one 
important message to our fellow earthlings: Using 
20,000 perfectly good tampons to create a portrait of 
her face, and then displaying it in a pricey boutique 
hotel does not, sadly, constitute “real change.”

2020, Los Angeles — Gwyneth Paltrow

We found ourselves in a $13,600 portable study pod 
stationed outside Gwyneth Paltrow’s Los Angeles 
mansion. Before us, seated in a futuristic armchair 
designed to assist with home births, sat the Goop guru 
herself, bathed in a benevolent glow she’s acquired 
through years of of doling out expensive and 
scientifically dubious wellness advice.

We explained to Gwyneth that the weary American 
populace desperately needs some advice on practicing 
self-care.

“Really, if you can figure out how to spend time with 
the people you love, how to laugh, and how to take 
care of yourself, that’s the whole thing right there,” 
Paltrow declared. For example, we could distract the 
people we love from electoral woes by searing them 
some artisanal Japanese steaks, available on her 
website for just over $2,000.

When we pointed out that this sum was far greater
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than the one-time stimulus check that many 
Americans, a large number of whom are currently 
unemployed at historic rates, received several months 
ago, a frown marred Paltrow’s otherwise unlined face. 
Instead, she proffered several other items from her 
gift guide for contested elections: a pyramid-shaped 
commode, a post-structuralist vulva coloring book 
and a leather bag designed to transport watermelons 
(price on request).

That a market for these items exists, she assured us, 
is a testament to America’s thirst for innovation — not 
evidence of the gross economic inequalities that lead 
to partisan, rage-filled politics.

We left Gwyneth behind, bidding farewell to her 
manse, tiptoeing past Apple’s room and, with her and 
our other luminaries’ words of wisdom, awoke to 
await results, knowing no more than anyone.

-

Irene Katz Connelly is an editorial fellow at the 
Forward. You can contact her at 
connelly@forward.com. Follow her on Twitter at 
@katz_conn.

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

Why is this day-after Election Day different from all 
others? Because we truly don’t know yet who won.

Actually, it’s not different from all others. We’ve been 
here once before: Wednesday, Nov. 8, 2000. I was in 
East Lansing, Mich. I’d been sent there by the New 
York Times national desk because it was a swingy 
swath of a swingy state, with fiercely fought races up 
and down the ballot. My assignment was to do a 
feature story every day for two weeks on what life 
was really like in the battleground, and boy was I out 
of ideas by the time the final one published on 
Election Day. And then I had to write another.

Let’s hope 2020 is different from that chaotic recount 
20 years ago. It looks like we should have a reliable 
result in less than five days this time, not five weeks, 
and hopefully it will be decided by voters and not by 
the Supreme Court.

But right now we have few answers, so I’m focused on 
questions. I’m much more of a question-asker than 
answerer anyhow, and I’m also the youngest child in 
my family. So, in the spirit of the Passover Seder, here 
are Four Questions for Jews to consider right now:

What did all that Jewish money buy? Michael R. 
Bloomberg, the former New York mayor and 
Democratic presidential aspirant, devoted $100 
million to back former Vice President Joe Biden in 
Florida, where it looks like President Trump will beat 
him by a solid 3 percentage points.

And Bloomberg was hardly the only Jewish donor or 
group to target the Sunshine State, perhaps the only 
one where Jewish voters — there are about 650,000 of 
them — had a chance of swaying the outcome. The 
Republican Jewish Coalition spent at least $3.5 million 
to run ads on South Florida television, and the 
progressive group Bend the Arc said it was devoting

Why is this one different? 
Four (Jewish) Questions 
for this election
By Jodi Rudoren
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“six figures” to digital videos, phone- and text-banking. 
IfNotNow had its members calling their Jewish 
grandparents in the state to make personal appeals.

Perhaps the biggest shift in Florida’s vote between 
2016 and 2020 came in Miami-Dade County, the state’s 
most populous, with 2.7 million people — 1.9 million of 
them Hispanic, 123,000 of them Jewish. Biden won 
there, as Democrats always do, but only by 6 points —
Hillary Clinton’s margin over Trump in the county was 
30 points. It seems this was largely because Miami’s 
diverse Latino communities shifted to the president.

So I’m wondering: Did the Democrats spend too much 
effort targeting the Jewish community, while the 
Republicans focused on Latinos (or won Latinos by 
blanketing the general population)? It reminds me of 
the shift that Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu of 
Israel has made in his strategy towards United States 
public opinion — toward evangelical Christians, and 
increasingly Latinos, as the most reliable Zionists rather 
than American Jews. It was a view Trump seemed to 
share when he admitted at a Wisconsin rally that his 
recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital was “for the 
evangelicals.”

What did young people do? There were a lot of 
predictions before Election Day for record turnout 
among millennials and Gen Z. In Texas, more than 1.3 
million people under 30 voted early, surpassing the 
total of ballots cast by that age group four years ago.

The high turnout, overall, is perhaps the brightest light 
in this dark and divisive campaign. But it’s going to take 
a bit more time and a lot more analysis to understand 
what really drove the numbers up.

Given the generational gulfs among American Jews 
over Israel and other issues — which was on stark 
display during this year’s Democratic primaries — we 
should dig deep into the numbers to understand 
whether, where and how millennial and Gen Z Jews 
participated in this election.

Did the campus progressives that were all-in for Bernie 
show up for Biden? Were young adults focused more 
on climate change or the economy, the coronavirus or 
human rights abroad? What about the young Orthodox 

population, perhaps the fastest growing demographic 
segment of our community?

How can we bridge the deep divides in our 
community? One of the most pressing questions about 
the Trump era, one that political scientists will 
undoubtedly parse for decades, is whether he created 
the stark, ugly divisions playing out now in our society 
over immigration, race and other issues — or whether 
he just tapped into a vein ready to burst.

There’s a similar question for our community, where the 
divide is far more lopsided — more like 75-25 or 70-30 
than 50-50, according to surveys of Jewish voters — but 
just as deep, just as vitriolic, and maybe even more 
painful, as inter-tribal conflicts tend to be.

A voter poll sponsored by the liberal Zionist 
organization J Street and conducted by GBAO 
Strategies breaks out Jewish voters by denomination 
(including no denomination) and party. Orthodox voters 
made up 10% of its sample — about the same as it is in 
the general population, according to the Pew Research 
Forum.

These Orthodox voters named the economy as the top 
issue determining their vote, and Israel (a distant) No. 2. 
Reform, Conservative and “no-denomination” Jews all 
put the coronavirus at the top of their list of concerns, 
and Israel way at the bottom — below climate change, 
health care, the Supreme Court, police reform, Social 
Security and Medicare.

We don’t need a poll to tell us about the deep divides in 
our community. We are split over Israel, certainly — not 
over whether it has the right to exist as a Jewish state, 
which more than 90% support, but over how to balance 
Palestinian rights to self determination with Israeli 
security, about the ongoing occupation of the West 
Bank and restrictions on travel and trade to the Gaza 
Strip, about what kind of democracy we can support.

We are also still divided on intermarriage — and even 
whether to call it “intermarriage.” We are divided on 
questions of religious liberty: Liberal and secular Jews 
tend to think of the separation of church and state as a 
way to protect our freedoms in a Christian country, 
while the Orthodox often align with Catholics and 
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evangelicals in support of things like vouchers for 
private schools.

We are even divided on antisemitism, the thing that 
should unite us all, with too much focus on whether it’s 
more pernicious from the far-left or far-right.

Amid this profound uncertainty, we should remind 
ourselves of the Jewish values we share. Our tradition is 
founded on open, respectful debate. We believe in 
science, in facts, in truth-telling.

We care about democracy, and know that every vote 
must be counted — and that majority rules.

What would Rabin do? It’s easy to forget as we obsess 
about the margins in Wayne County, Mich., or 
absentees in Kenosha, Wisc., but today is also the 25th 
anniversary of the assassination of Israeli Prime 
Minister Yitzhak Rabin.

This horrific murder of a leader trying to make peace, 
by a religious Jew basing his action on a bastardization 
of Talmudic mandate, was perhaps the nadir of the 
modern Israeli experiment. In a special collection of 
essays we published this week in partnership with the 
Israeli social-justice organization BINA, writers from 
across all spectrums reflect on the assassination. Many 
of them imagine what might have happened if Rabin 
had lived.

Would there be a Palestinian state today? Might Israel’s 
political left be stronger, perhaps still in power? How 
might Rabin, a warmonger turned peacemaker, engage 
with Trump and Biden regarding the Arab world, or 
Iran?

What would he say about our hopelessly divided 
nation?

A lot to ponder. But I’ve got one more thing. It came 
Tuesday morning from a reader named Dick Goldsmith, 
who shared the email his son, Rabbi Howard J. 
Goldsmith, had just sent to his Cong. Emanu-El in 
Westchester County, N.Y. Rabbi Goldsmith said he and 
his wife were headed out to vote in their local school 
gymnasium, which he called “fitting.”

“In elementary-school gyms kids learn about pushing 

themselves to run faster and jump higher and exceed 
their perceived limits,” he wrote. “They learn about 
competition, how to work hard against classmates with 
sweat and heavy breathing and even a skinned knee or 
two. They learn about teamwork, the truth that we are 
stronger when we work together, when we take 
responsibility for others, when we sacrifice for the good 
of the whole. And, most of all, they learn about 
sportsmanship, about the respect and kindness and 
camaraderie that comes from recognizing that higher 
values and truths transcend competition, are more 
important than winning.”

I grew up going to vote with my mom in our 
elementary-school gym, and normally vote in a school 
here. I missed that this year, instead casting my ballot 
early by having my husband drop it off at a lockbox 
outside the town hall. I took a drive by the school where 
I usually vote on Tuesday, though, and thought about 
Rabbi Goldsmith’s words.

Pushing ourselves to exceed our perceived limits. 
Competition, but also teamwork and sportsmanship. 
Truths that are more important than winning.

-

Jodi Rudoren is editor-in-chief of the Forward. Follow 
her on Twitter: @rudoren or email 
rudoren@Forward.com.
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The story of Akhnai’s oven is one of my favorite Talmud 
passages to tell non-Jews, because it so perfectly 
captures the contrast between Judaism and the 
dominant understanding of religion in the West. In it, a 
group of rabbis disagree with God, and God, in 
response, smiles and states, “My children have 
triumphed over Me; My children have triumphed over 
Me.” In what other religion would God be happy to be 
defied?

That Jews lack an inherent respect for authority is a 
familiar stereotype; think dinner tables full of people 
talking over each other in movies and on TV. And this 
lack of respect is written into the very function of 
Jewish text — the Talmud and midrash are full of 
arguments about what a text or piece of halakha 
means without any consideration of seniority.

But disagreeing with God seems like a whole new level. 
What is holy and absolute if not God’s word?

In Baba Metzia 59a-b, a group of rabbis argue over the 
purity of an oven. I’ll spare you the details. What’s 
important to know is that one rabbi — Eliezer —
disagrees with the rest of the group and calls upon God 
to show that he’s right. Gesturing to a tree to prove his 
point, it flies out of the ground. A river reverses its flow. 
The walls of the study hall begin to collapse, though 
one of the other rabbis scolds the walls for their lack of 
respect for rabbinical debate, and they right 
themselves. Finally, a heavenly voice echoes out, 
saying “Why do you differ with R. Eliezer? The halakha 
is in accordance with his opinion in every case!”

Still, the rabbis reject the position, telling God “It is 
written ‘It is not in heaven’” and that they “ do not 
regard a Divine Voice, as You already wrote at Mount 
Sinai, in the Torah: ‘After a majority to incline.’” And God 
laughs and smiles at the rejection.

That even God is not entitled to override a majority of 
constituents seems like an inherently democratic value. 
And yet, our voting system is based off of an Electoral 

College system that undervalues the popular vote and, 
theoretically, could have allowed more powerful and 
educated people — the electors — to override the 
majority rule. Not to mention the fact that the president 
and the Supreme Court (perhaps not equivalent to God, 
but not too far off) may override the majority opinion 
before we even know what it is.

But Judaism has always valued healthy disagreement 
over authoritarian rule. Everyone is equal. Everyone is 
entitled to an opinion, and the best way to solve a 
dispute is by discussing it and hearing everyone’s 
perspective.

Majority rule doesn’t preclude tyranny, of course —
majorities have chosen wrong plenty of times. 
Sometimes it’s good to follow in Rabbi Eliezer’s 
footsteps and stand for what you think is true and right. 
But, when it comes to laws for governing society, the 
issue is bigger than any individual’s opinion, however 
educated. No one person’s truth can dominate — not 
even God’s. Let’s try to hold that to heart as we wait for 
the election results.

-

Mira Fox is a fellow at the Forward. Contact her at 
fox@forward.com or find her on Twitter @miraefox.
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