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Month after month in the early 1960s, demonstrators 
poured into the streets of Birmingham and 
Montgomery, of Jacksonville, Florida and Jackson, 
Mississippi. They marched to demand justice and were 
beaten by police and set upon by dogs. Most were 
black, but some were white, and two-thirds of those 
whites were Jews, often coming down south from the 
North. Their persistence and courage riveted the 
country, moved the Democratic Party to the left, and 
led to the passage of the Civil Rights act of 1964 and 
the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

Yet two years after those triumphs, blacks and Jews 
were often at each other’s throats. Younger black 
leaders — Stokely Carmichael, H. Rap Brown — called for 
the radicalization of the movement, attacking white 
power structures, and expelling white allies. Some civil 
rights groups printed leaflets denouncing Israel.

Some Jewish intellectuals launched the neo-
conservative movement and attacked black demands. 
The split was personal and bitter. When I interviewed 
Jews who lived through this period, they complained 
they had been “kicked out” of the civil rights 
movement. When I interviewed blacks, they charged 
that Jews had selfishly “abandoned” them. From the 
late 1960s through the 1980s, black-Jewish relations 
deteriorated in a downward spiral as the groups fell out 
over the 1968 New York City school strike, affirmative 
action, Israel, Jesse Jackson and Louis Farrakhan.

With two of its most important constituent groups 
feuding, the Democratic Party lost four of the next five 
presidential elections. It wasn’t until Barack Obama ran 
for president in 2008 that blacks and Jews were able to 
reconstitute a semblance of their old political alliance. 
Obama was America’s first African-American President. 
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He was also the first President to hold a Passover 
Seder in the White House.

The collapse of black-Jewish cooperation after 1965 is 
important because it shows how powerful coalitions 
can be — and how fragile. As the country stands poised 
for a new reckoning with racism and police brutality, 
the challenge now is whether this moment of unity 
flooding the streets can be turned into a common and 
lasting political agenda.

The early 1960s marked the high point of the black-
Jewish alliance, which was always complex and had its 
roots reaching back to the start of the 20th century. 
Jewish immigrants and their children who rose in 
America as professionals and intellectuals felt 
sympathy for blacks and at times identified with them.

Writing in 1917 about a white-led riot in East St. Louis 
that killed 39 blacks, the Forward compared the attack 
to the Kishinev pogrom in Russia in 1903 when more 
than 50 Jews were killed. “Kishinev and St Louis — the 
same soil, the same people. It is a distance of four and 
a half thousand miles between these two cities and yet 
they are so close and so similar to each other.”

The Ku Klux Klan, Jews knew, targeted “Koons, Kikes, 
and Katholics.” The Jewish Spingarn brothers helped 
found and lead the NAACP. The president of Sears 
Roebuck, Julius Rosenwald, worked with Booker T. 
Washington and funded a network of schools for black 
children in the segregated south. By the early 1960s, 
not only did Jews make up two-thirds of the whites 
marching and going on Freedom Rides (epitomized by 
the murder of Michael Schwerner and Andrew 
Goodman next to James Chaney in the summer of 1964) 
but three-quarters of the money being raised by Martin 
Luther King and other civil rights groups was coming 
from Jews.

What wasn’t fully appreciated at the time, or in the 
romantic recollections of some Jewish participants, was 
that Jews were motivated not just by common ideals 
but by common interests. Jews were among the first to 
use anti-discrimination laws to eliminate restrictive 
covenants that kept them out of apartment buildings 
and suburban housing. The growing tide of tolerance 
fostered by the civil rights movement opened 

opportunities for Jews in law firms, corporations, and 
universities. The rapid ascent of Jews in America since 
the 1960s owes a huge debt to the civil rights 
movement.

Even at a spiritual level, the rhetoric of the civil rights 
movement stirred Jews in ways their rabbis and Jewish 
education never did. The Jewish writer and activist 
Michael Walzer, then a graduate student at Brandeis, 
visited Alabama in 1960 and walked into a small Baptist 
Church in Montgomery. “There on the pulpit, the 
preacher… acted out the ‘going out’ from Egypt and 
expanded its contemporary analogues: He cringed 
under the lash, challenged the pharaoh, hesitated 
fearfully at the sea, accepted the covenant and the law 
at the foot of the sea.” It was Walzer, wrote, one of the 
most extraordinary sermons he had ever heard.

After 1965, with voting rights and anti-Jim Crow laws 
enacted by Congress, the civil rights movement 
broadened its goals, demanding economic justice and 
criticizing the war in Vietnam. It moved north where it 
confronted not southern sheriffs and the Ku Klux Klan 
but, in 1968, Albert Shanker and the teacher’s union in 
New York, which was overwhelmingly Jewish and 
opposed community oversight of schools in a poor 
black Brooklyn neighborhood. Many blacks in Harlem 
and other ghettos resented Jewish landlords and 
shopkeepers, who they believed overcharged and 
exploited them.

They challenged what today would be called Jewish 
”white privilege” — the behavior of Jews in positions of 
power and influence. “You can go to synagogue on 
Saturday,” a black civil rights veteran from the 1960s 
told me. “But surely being holy is something you do the 
other six days a week as well.”

And Israel, then as now, was a flashpoint. The Six-Day 
War galvanized Jewish pride. Many American Jews grew 
livid when some black groups criticized the treatment 
of Palestinians and attacked Zionism — criticisms that 
have only grown in urgency as Israel expands its 
settlements and continues its military occupation.

Yet even as the Black Panthers and some in the 
Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee sought 
the removal of liberal Jewish advocates from civil
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rights leadership roles, moderate black leaders like 
Bayard Rustin worked with Jewish labor leaders, and 
Whitney Young worked with diverse corporate leaders 
to craft solutions to employment and voting rights 
issues.

In 1967, Martin Peretz, a Jewish activist and Harvard 
academic who had given and raised hundreds of 
thousands of dollars to civil rights groups, financed a 
“New Politics” convention in Chicago designed to bring 
blacks, Jews and other liberals together to challenge 
Lyndon Johnson and the Vietnam war. Designed to 
build coalitions, the convention instead pitted blacks 
against whites, radicals against liberals, African 
Americans against Jews.

King delivered a speech and was heckled by militant 
black teenagers. A “black caucus” seceded. A “white 
caucus” followed. Delegates passed a resolution 
denouncing Israel’s “imperialistic Zionist war.” Peretz
walked out of his own convention. He went on to buy 
and edit The New Republic and came to symbolize for 
many the weakening of traditional Jewish liberalism.

The marches today echo the public outrage that 
followed the Birmingham Church bombing in 1963 that 
killed four little girls and the “Bloody Sunday” attack in 
1965 on civil rights demonstrators as they attempted to 
cross the Edmund Pettus bridge — an attack that 
prompted Abraham Joshua Heschel to join King and 
march across the bridge two weeks later.

In many ways blacks and Jews are better positioned 
now to help lead the country into change than they 
were in the 1960s. African Americans hold political 
power across the country; Joe Biden will likely pick a 
woman of color as his running mate. Jews hold 
unprecedented and powerful positions in business, in 
media, at universities. Today, everyone from Amazon to 
the NFL say they “stand with” protesters and African 
Americans. But what does that mean? How do we “end 
police brutality”? How do we battle systemic racism in 
government, corporations, universities, the media?

Many of the 1960s coalitions arose around electoral 
politics; the upcoming election could spur that again. 
Building coalitions and reconciliation groups on 
campuses could help as well, as black and Jewish young 

people are again marching together. Encouraging 
Jewish leaders in the private sector to speak out and 
take leadership could also help.

The power dynamics have changed since the early 
1960s. Will Jews and other whites be comfortable in a 
movement like Black Lives Matter? Can supporters of 
Black Lives Matter and the organizers of protests find a 
way to sustain their coalition without succumbing to 
the divisiveness that drives allies away? While many 
Jewish groups have proclaimed their solidarity with the 
protests, there are also outspoken Jewish 
conservatives, including many advising President 
Trump.

One thing that struck me as I wrote my history of black-
Jewish relations was how much time King and other 
leaders of the civil rights movement spent in meetings. 
They negotiated with Washington. They hammered out 
lobbying strategies. They leaned on allies and 
compromised with supporters. They built the coalitions 
to make the dreams and slogans of their marches a 
reality.

That is the hard work of change, and it needs to start 
now.

-

Jonathan Kaufman is the author of Broken Alliance: The 
Turbulent Times Between Blacks and Jews in America 
which won the National Jewish Book Award. His new 
book, The Last Kings of Shanghai: The Rival Jewish 
Dynasties that Helped Shape Modern China is out this 
month.

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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All of last week and into this one, Americans grieved 
and demonstrated and were beaten in the streets by 
police as we protested George Floyd’s murder. It is an 
emotional time, with the wins of the Black Lives Matter 
movement making change seem, finally, possible. Yet 
existing communal tensions remained.

All week, I’ve been asked the same question: Can I 
financially support the fight for racial justice while 
refusing to compromise on my stance on Israel?

The answer is an unequivocal yes.

First, some context: In August of 2016, the Movement 
for Black Lives put out its policy platform. Among a list 
of social justice initiatives, it included an inflammatory, 
deeply anti-Zionist policy brief which put forth an 
ahistorical and lopsided version of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. The platform was immediately met 
with widespread condemnation from the Jewish 
community. Even those who are deeply critical of the 
Israeli government felt the platform had gone far too 
far, and that when they spoke up about it, the 
movement’s leaders completely dismissed their 
concerns in a way that left lasting pain and anger.

Ever since, the conversation on the relationship 
between supporting racial justice, Black Lives Matter, 
and support for Israel has remained explosive. I have 
heard from countless people this week that they feel 
they are in an impossible moral quandary, forced to 
choose between their love of Israel and the fight for 
justice for black Americans — including their neighbors, 
friends, and family. Others expressed rage at the idea 
that any Jew or any person for that matter could have 
any doubts at this moment that they must open their 
wallets, put on their sneakers, and fight for justice. And 
many felt caught between these positions, torn in two.

I am here to tell you that you can absolutely support 
racial justice while supporting Israel.

For starters, Black Lives Matter has no campaign goals 
around Israel in 2020. Israel policy does not appear on 
its website.

Certainly, there are people in the racial-justice 
movement who hold views that are anti-Zionist and 
inflammatory on Israel. Black Lives Matter is a diffuse 
and decentralized movement. There are debates and 
disagreements. There are substantive tensions and 
disagreements within Black Lives Matter about whether 
the movement should be pushing policy at all, and what 
exactly the movement is.

The guiding principle behind the movement is the fight 
for a world free of anti-blackness, an umbrella which 
includes many. There are anti-Zionists and proponents 
of Boycott, Divest, Sanctions who are part of this 
movement. There are also champions of Israel, like civil 
rights hero Representative John Lewis and Mayor Muriel 
Bowser, who lead a trip with JCRC from D.C. to Israel 
promoting trade and partnership just last year.

And they are not marginal characters. Representative 
Lewis and Mayor Bowser both stood together at the 
newly named Black Lives Matter Plaza declaring their 
support for the movement. Mayor Bowser changed the 
name of Lafayette Square to Black Lives Matter Plaza 
and had an enormous Black Lives Matter mural painted 
on the ground, largely aimed as a provocation towards 
the White House.

This bottom-up, raucous, debate-infused structure may 
be confusing to many in the organized Jewish 
community, as most of our influential communal 
organizations are well-known for being hierarchical and 
centralized, especially on an issue as flammable as 
Israel. But those organizations that declare Black Lives 
Matter often include diverse views and many 
viewpoints on achieving black liberation and don’t 
always agree even within themselves, whether the
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issue is Israel, defunding the police, or what police 
reform and criminal-justice reform will lead to real 
change.

Just like many people with many different views can 
identify as pro-Israel, many people with varying views 
can be in favor of Black Lives Matter.

It’s also important to remember that the Movement for 
Black Lives and Black Lives Matter are not one and the 
same. The Movement for Black Lives is a coalition of 
organizations fighting for a variety of causes under the 
larger umbrella of racial justice. Meanwhile, Black Lives 
Matter is its own individual movement, with its own 
website and its own campaign goals. That isn’t meant 
to excuse the language in the 2016 platform, or to 
excuse rhetoric from Black Lives Matter leadership or 
individual activists; it’s merely to clarify the current 
situation.

And it’s worth noting that Back Lives Matter doesn’t 
lobby, and therefore has never lobbied on Israel. If you 
donate to Black Lives Matter, you are donating to a 
protest movement that is not pushing anti-Israel policy 
on the Hill or in any of its 2020 campaigns (you can 
read about their 2020 plans here).

Crucially, choosing to take yourself out of the racial 
justice movement, Black Lives Matter or otherwise, 
because you are pro-Israel actually hurts Israel. It’s 
often said in politics that if you aren’t at the table, 
you’re on the menu. If people who love Israel decide 
they are going to stay home, close their wallets and 
take off their shoes, refusing to participate in the entire 
racial justice movement because some people within it 
support BDS or are anti-Zionists then the only people 
fighting for the lives of black Americans will be those 
who support BDS and those who are anti-Zionists._ 
This will make the pro-Israel movement less powerful, 
to say nothing of what it will do to our own Jewish 
communities to abandon a struggle so important to us. 
It would mean turning our backs on the black Jews 
among us, and abandoning our own values for equality.

The truth is, we should stand for racial justice because 
of our morals, because we believe everyone was 
created Btzelem Elohim, because no one’s child 
deserves to be choked for eight minutes and 46 

seconds by a police officer in the street until they die 
while other officers watch.

This moment simply isn’t about Israel. People are still 
grieving George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud
Arbery. That’s what this moment is about. Their lives. 
They deserved to live. They were innately worthy of life 
and it was taken from them.

Lastly, I recognize that many American Jews still feel 
deeply uncomfortable donating to the Black Lives 
Matter movement. Many people I deeply respect want 
to give their money to organizations that are pro-Israel 
or fully neutral on Israel. The good news is, most racial 
justice organizations fit those criteria, including the two 
oldest and largest civil rights organizations in America, 
the NAACP and the National Urban League. You can 
also choose to support the Innocence Project, 
Leadership Conference on Civil and Human Rights, the 
National Black Justice Coalition, the Jews of Color Field 
Building Initiative, Campaign Zero, or the Bailout 
Project.

It is a fallacy that you must choose between standing 
up for racial justice and supporting Israel. Don’t fall for 
it.

-

Carly Pildis is an organizing and advocacy professional 
living in Washington, D.C.

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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Rabbi Ariel Stone stood at the protest with a gas mask 
hanging around her neck, a megaphone in one hand 
and a shofar in the other.

Gathering with the Portland Clergy Interfaith 
Resistance on Sunday, Stone, a longtime human rights 
advocate and leader of Portland’s Congregation Shir
Tikvah, called for an end to the use of tear gas on 
peaceful protesters. Lowering her face mask, which 
was emblazoned with a star of David, she blew the 
four-foot-long ram’s horn to cheers from the crowd 
that had gathered outside the county’s courthouse 
building.

Stone blew the shofar, she said, “because this is a time 
of Earth-shattering importance,” the Oregonian 
reported.

“Real bravery, real change comes from calmly standing 
for truth,” she said.

During the Jewish High Holidays, the sound of the 
shofar announces the opening and closing of the Gates 
of Prayer, and marks the season of personal reflection. 
But over the past two weeks, the shofar has sounded a 
different spiritual call: as part of the soundtrack of 
protests over institutional racism sparked by the police 
killing of George Floyd.

Rabbi Jill Jacobs, executive director of T’ruah: The 
Rabbinic Call for Human Rights, noted that her 
organization’s logo and name are inspired by the 
shofar, and its role as both a wake-up call and the way 
to usher in the jubilee year described in the bible, when 
debts are forgiven and land lies fallow.

“The three sounds of the shofar contrast the 
brokenness of the world with the possibility of a world 
made whole,” Jacobs wrote in an email. There is t’ruah, 
nine staccato bursts; shevarim, three short blasts; and 
tekiah, the climactic, unbroken roar the shofar is best 
known for.

Shofars have made appearances in protests in New 
York; Lexington, Mass.; Chattanooga, Tenn.; and Napa, 

Calif.. In Evanston, Ill., one Jewish doctor sounded the 
shofar to end a silent vigil of eight minutes and 46 
seconds — the amount of time Derek Chauvin, a former 
Minneapolis police officer, pressed his knee to George 
Floyd’s neck, causing Floyd’s death.

In mainstream Judaism, shofar-blowing was on the 
decline around the turn of the 20th century, because 
assimilated Jews, especially in the Reform movement, 
considered it a primitive relic of Judaism, according to 
Jonathan Sarna, a professor of American Jewish history 
at Brandeis University. But the shofar staged a 
comeback, and became a common enough Jewish 
symbol for many families to display in their homes. It 
has been seen in protests since the civil rights and anti-
war demonstrations of the 1960s.

In New York on June 4, one photographer captured an 
image of a handcuffed protester on the ground while 
the police officer arresting him holds what appears to 
be the protester’s shofar.

In “West Side Story,” the shofar heralds the coming 
reckoning of the final fight between the Jets and

Jewish protesters blast shofar at rallies across 
the country
By Ari Feldman

News
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the Sharks. Avant-garde composers and Jewish punk 
bands use the shofar to create a bridge between 
tradition and their contemporary expressions of 
Judaism.

The shofar is also a symbol of reckoning for 
evangelical Christians; in 2016, members of an armed 
militia group occupying federal lands in Oregon blew 
shofars as a call for rebellion.

“CHRISTIANS THE BATTLE TRUMPET HAS BEEN 
SOUNDED TIME TO RISE! CALL TO ACTION SEND IN 
THE TROOPS TO STAND WITH US IN BURNS 
OREGON!” one of the militia members wrote in a post 
on Facebook accompanying a video of the shofar 
blowing.

Like T’ruah, other Jewish groups have seized upon the 
shofar as a wake-up call. In April, the Jewish 
environmentalist group Hazon organized a mass 
shofar blowing for Earth Day.

“We blow shofar at a time of celebration; at a time of 
alarm; and as a call to teshuva, to repentance and to 
changing our behaviors,” Nigel Savage, Hazon’s CEO 
said at the time.

More than 1,000 people participated remotely, Hazon
says on its website.

“It’s a symbol for Jews of their crying out, when their 
crying out, as Jews, needs to happen,” Sarna said.

-
Ari Feldman is a staff writer at the Forward. Contact 
him at feldman@forward.com or follow him on Twitter 
@aefeldman

The CEO of Holy Land 
Hummus I know 
doesn’t match the 
social media monster
By Rob Eshman

News

The last time I saw Majdi Wadi, the owner of the Holy 
Land Brands in Minneapolis, and his daughter Lianne, 
we had our arms around one another, on stage in a 
synagogue auditorium.

That was four years ago. The second time we spoke 
was Monday afternoon, as Wadi’s world was 
collapsing around him.

Viciously racist tweets and social media posts that 
Lianne wrote in 2012, when she was 14, had surfaced 
on the Internet. The reaction was swift and harsh 
against the 34-year-old company, which has 
leveraged its authentic hummus into restaurants, a 
catering company, and a multi-million dollar
wholesale business. A building that houses one of 
Holy Land’s locations, Midtown Global Market, 
terminated its lease. Several Midwest Costco stores 
said they would no longer carry the company’s 
popular hummus. Two major co-operative markets in 
the Twin Cities also pulled the company’s products 
from their shelves.

Twitter and Facebook lit up with diatribes against the 
family. Wadi and his daughter received death threats,
someone published his home address online.

In a matter of hours, a family that I had known as 
warm, open-minded and dedicated to using food to 
bridge the differences among Jews, Arabs and all 
people became infamous as the most racist Muslims 
in the Midwest.

When I reached Wadi by phone, the shock of the last 
few days had morphed into resolve.

“We are determined to do whatever it takes to make it
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right, even if we lose the business,” he told me. “What I 
don’t want to lose is my reputation. I’m not going to go 
down in history as someone who closed his business 
because he was racist.”

The first thing he did was fire his own daughter, the 
morning after the tweets went public.

“You think it’s easy for me to destroy my daughter’s 
career?” he said. “I fired her because it was the right 
thing to do.”

I met Wadi in February 2016, when the Temple Emanu-
El Streicker Center in Manhattan asked me to lead a 
panel discussion on hummus. The panelists the center 
had booked included the director of a documentary on 
the subject and an Israeli hummus maker in New York. I 
wanted a Palestinian to speak as well, so we could talk 
roots, appropriation, authenticity – all the controversial 
issues contained in a bowl of pureed garbanzo beans.

Two New York-based Arab hummus makers declined, 
not wanting to appear on a panel with an Israeli. when I 
learned that the chief executive officer of the Midwest’s 
largest hummus maker is a Palestinian raised in Kuwait 
and Jordan. I expected another hard “no.”

Instead, Wadi wrote back that he would be honored. He 
flew to New York, at his own expense, with his wife and 
daughter – the now notorious Lianne. He even brought 
cases of free hummus samples.

This was not some prestigious international food 
festival. It was 150 Jews on a Sunday night in shul. Wadi 
said two things that evening that I remember clearly. 
The first was that when you make hummus, you should 
always blend in some ice cubes. “It makes it creamy, 
whiter,” he explained — and I have done so ever since. 
The second was that he refused to even entertain the 
fraught question, raised by the documentary, of which 
country or group hummus belongs to.

“What does it matter?” he said. “I know my family and 
my recipe. It is from the region. It is Middle East. 
Hummus can be a bridge. We can use it to make 
peace.”

Wadi told the audience that anti-Israel activists had 
urged him not to sell to synagogues and other Jewish 

organizations, especially for Israel-related events.

“I refused,” he said. “ I don’t want to boycott. Hummus 
is for everyone.”

When Wadi called me on Monday, I told him I was 
having a very hard time reconciling the father and 
daughter I had met in 2016 with the news I wast
reading.

Lianne’s tweets are vile. “#IfIwasPresident I’d finish off 
what Hitler started and rule the world,” she wrote on 
May 9, 2012. “Holy shit blacks are as bad as Jews. Gas 
em all I’ve always known,” she tweeted that same 
month. There are more, many more: the N-word 
features prominently, and she demeans gays, Somalis, 
and Mormons, among others.

The posts that have surfaced are from 2012, though 
Majdi said his daughter also shared a racist Instagram 
caption in 2016.

Many of the online critics are calling for a total boycott 
of Holy Land. It is impossible, they say, that Lianne 
didn’t learn this hate at home.

“I couldn’t even finish reading them all,” he said. His 
voice was pained and strident. “I raised seven kids, 
three mine and four of my brother’s. If this is who I am 
inside my home, all of them will be sharing the same 
views.”

“I don’t want to throw my daughter under a train,” he 
said, before detailing a very difficult period in his 
family’s life.

“She was the first child,” he said. “We had to learn how 
to raise an American teenager.”

Wadi said Lianne was a troubled adolescent. He lays 
the blame for her racist language on her high school —
where, he said, she was the first Muslim student.

“She was trying to fit in,” he said. “She would come 
home crying.”

He and his wife hired a therapist to help them 
communicate with Lianne. They sent her to boarding 
school for two years, then continued therapy with her 
after that. Eventually, she received a bachelor’s degree

The CEO of Holy Land Hummus I know doesn’t match the social media monster
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from the University of Minnesota, and Wadi brought 
her into the business, where she became the head of 
catering and the restaurant.

He said he’s convinced that Lianne, who has publicly 
apologized, is not the same troubled teen she was. 
During the protests over the police killing of George 
Floyd, he said, Lianne went out on the streets to 
distribute water bottles to protesters.

“I’m very proud of who my daughter has become,” he 
told me.

Wadi said no civil-rights complaints have ever been 
filed against his company. While complaints to the 
Minnesota attorney general are not public record, the 
restaurant and wholesale business both have A+ 
ratings from the Better Business Bureau. On Yelp, 
where the restaurant has four stars, the negative 
reviews were about cold French fries or less-than-
perfect food, not racist staff.

Wadi told me his 189 employees run the gamut of 
ethnicities and faiths. He is worried about their future 
as well. The canceled contracts have already cost him 
$3 million, and may well cost him his business,

“Why should they be punished,” he said, “for what 
some teenager wrote 8 years ago?”

For now, Wadi said he will work hard to show what he 
and his company have always stood for. Holy Land 
will be creating a foundation to help improve life in 
minority communities, and it will continue to finance a 
school in Sudan, where Majdi and his daughter have 
both volunteered.

I don’t know whether Twitter and Facebook will read 
these moves as cynical PR ploys or too little too late–
the Internet is not generous with second chances. I do 
know that Majdi Wadi came through for me when no 
one else would, when doing so would only cost him 
time and money. Someone’s a bad judge of character. 
I hope it’s not me.

-

Rob Eshman is national editor of the Forward. Follow 
him @foodaism .

Welcome to the first of what we hope will be a 
recurring feature in which we explore a passage from 
the Talmud that resonates with current events. The 
goal is not to determine “the Jewish view” but to 
prompt thought and discussion. You can find more 
about this passage — Sanhedrin 74a-b — at the 
author’s Twitter feed @drnelk.

Preserving life is the most important commandment, 
according to Sanhedrin 74a-b. At least, that’s how the 
passage begins: 

With regard to all other transgressions in the Torah, 
if a person is told: Transgress this prohibition and 
you will not be killed, he may transgress that 
prohibition and not be killed, because the 
preserving of his own life overrides all of the 
Torah’s prohibitions.

We are comfortable with voting and sometimes with 
protest, but shocked by violence.  After all, 
lawlessness has so often led to Jewish deaths. 
Another rabbinic passage:

“Pray for the welfare of the government, for without 
the fear of it, man would swallow his fellow alive.” 
(Pirkei Avot 3:2)

Yet Talmud Sanhedrin 74a-b, beginning with its 
emphasis on the sanctity of life, also expresses a 
mood not far from that expressed by many of the 
Black Lives Matter protesters who are risking death 
for dignity. It recognizes that there may come a time 
when you have to put your own life on the line 
because your society is ready to kill you and make it 
seem like it’s your fault.Talmud Sanhedrin 74a-b came  

Can a single passage 
of Talmud help us 
think about Black 
Lives Matter?
By Dov Nelkin

Life
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out of a particular historical moment. It is talking to the 
Jewish generations that came after the failed Bar 
Kokhba revolt against Rome. It is talking to a minority 
people who lived under an oppressive system. 
Sometimes, that system nominally guaranteed their 
rights. But it also left them vulnerable to the whims of 
whoever was in charge at the moment.

Yes, it starts with the premise that preserving life is the 
most important commandment. It invokes the 
frequently quoted rule that, if necessary, we should 
even break almost every biblical commandment in 
order to survive.

But then it contradicts itself:

When Rav Dimi came from Eretz Yisrael to Babylonia, 
he said that Rabbi Yocḥanan said: The Sages taught 
that one is permitted to transgress prohibitions in 
the face of mortal danger only when it is not a time of 
persecution. But in a time of persecution, even if they 
issued a decree about a minor commandment, one 
must be killed and not transgress.

In other words, Rav Dimi, newly arrived from Israel to 
Babylon, is quoting another rabbi, Yochanan, when he 
says this: The rule about preserving life only applies 
when the laws and social order aren’t persecuting and 
degrading the Jews. If the degradation becomes overt, 
one is expected to die rather than yield on anything.

Another rule: Even when the degradation isn’t the 
explicit law of the land, when the authorities try to 
humiliate you in public, one must die rather than yield 
on anything, even something insignificant, even if all 
they want you to do is change your sandal strap.

The Gemara asks: What is a “minor commandment?” 
Rava bar Yitzḥak says that Rav says: Even to change 
the strap of a sandal. 

Such an absurd demand — “Change your shoes or we’ll 
kill you!” — but it’s how the Talmud draws our attention 
to the way an oppressive society crushes its minorities 
while hiding the violence it does under a framework of 
reasonable-seeming laws.

There are obvious parallels between a society willing to 
kill one over a sandal strap and one that marks 

someone as dangerous because of their hairstyles, or a 
style of clothing. A month after white protestors 
carrying weapons capable of massive casualties were 
endorsed by the president, we find unarmed protestors 
resisting police brutality assaulted again and again.

In the language of the Talmud, we find ourselves in a 
time of persecution, not of Jews, but of people of color, 
and especially of black people. This text, I think, argues 
for empathy with those willing to put everything on the 
line for justice. Even better, we should find a way to join 
and support them.

-

Dov Nelkin teaches Talmud, Tanakh, and philosophy at 
the Abraham Joshua Heschel high school in New York 
City. He holds a doctorate from the department of 
religious studies at the University of Virginia. He 
welcomes questions, comments, and disagreement via 
Twitter @drnelk.
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Help! I’ve become a slob

Dear Abbys,

The other day in the shower I started to shave my legs. 
I got through one leg and then I was like: What’s the 
point for the other? So I left the other one to its hairy 
self. Mind you, I hadn’t showered in possibly three days.

This is not me! I normally am a two-a-day-shower-
kinda-girl. I used to love being clean and shaven and to 
wear a little makeup and don a cute skirt every now 
and then. My daughter asked me if it was the fourth 
day in a row I wore a ratty black T-shirt. I lied and said, 
“Of course not!”

But we both knew the truth. Pandemic or not, how do I 
get back to my clean, cutie self?

— Dirty Girl

Dear Dirty,

Remember those early days of motherhood when you 
spent all day in the same breastmilk-soaked T-shirt and 
ratty sweatpants? Remember not washing your hair 
in…how long was your maternity leave? Or maybe you 
were the one who made it to the shower only to wash 
your hair twice because by the time you got to the end 
of the shower you couldn’t recall whether you’d washed 
it at the beginning or not?

Yeah, it wasn’t pretty. But you had a great excuse. Le 
bébé.

We get it: Why on earth would you shave both your legs 
right now?

Because you are not on maternity leave (we assume, 
given the level of your daughter’s commentary). We, 
too, have resisted makeup, shaving and putting on cute 
outfits — but a few weeks in, one of us Abbys started 

putting on jeans, makeup and earrings a few days a 
week (yes, regularly) and it felt like one of those 
“Before/After” makeover moments — but for free and 
without a cut or dye job! Do you know how good it felt 
to not recoil at her own image in the mirror?

Basic hygiene (yes, please shower daily and brush your 
teeth twice) really helps. Simply putting on jeans can 
alert you to how much banana bread you are actually 
consuming. Putting on makeup can inspire you to walk 
around the block or call up a friend on Facetime (“I put 
on makeup!”) or just trick you into a sense of normalcy 
for a few hours. See how you feel, all dressed up and 
ready to go (nowhere!).

Now, as for shaving: we Abbys are just as feminist as 
you can get, so if hairy legs feels like a way to protest 
the patriarchy in the middle of a pandemic — or just the 
pandemic — put down your razor. Who will know?

Will my baby be a screen zombie?

Dear Abbys,

Not only am I worried about my 10-month-old now 
watching TV, but I’m also worried about how much he 
sees me on electronics. He’s obsessed with my phone 
and computer. I know I should be on them less around 
him, but I’m always around him and need to zone out 
sometimes. Not to mention, work!

Only a saint is sticking to the now ancient pre-Covid
American Academy of Pediatrics guidelines about 
screen time. So he loves TV and is obsessed with your 
phone — whatever. Aren’t you, too?

At the risk of sounding like a psycho sleep trainer, use 
his naps to your advantage: Presumably he sleeps 12-13 
hours a night, and at that age still has two naps that 
are an hour each? This is the moment to force him into

Is showering even worth it these days? Plus 
advice on kicking expensive habits
By Abby Rasminsky and Abby Sher

Life

Is showering even worth it these days? Plus advice on kicking expensive habits



GET THE LATEST AT FORWARD.COM

Is showering even worth it these days? Plus advice on kicking expensive habits 12

those sanity-saving midday 3-hour whoppers so you 
can DO WHATEVER YOU WANT. Work. Call every person 
you know. Stare at the ceiling.

Everything is upside-down and inside-out right now, 
but every child psychologist in the world will tell you 
kids still need a schedule — and, surprise, so do we. So 
instead of trying to work for 12 minutes here and there 
while he slobbers all over your phone or computer, put 
him down at the same time every afternoon and get on 
with it.

And by the way: your phone and computer aren’t evil. 
We Abbys have more than once wondered what it 
would be like to survive a pandemic and democratic 
unrest without technology. How would we stay in touch 
with friends, hear about the latest protests, see 
grandparents from far away? Think of your time online 
as modeling a different kind of connection for him. 
Hopefully someday soon he’ll find out that people other 
than his family are also in 3-D.

A (very) expensive habit

Dear Abbys:

I am pretty stressed, and fearful of coronavirus. I take 
all the precautions but I am so nervous I sneak a few 
cigarettes. I know it is a terrible habit; I have tried to 
quit so many times but never succeeded for any 
significant length of time. Every day I evaluate all the 
tried and true methods to stop, but still have a few a 
day, no matter what new idea I come up with. My 
doctor calls and asks if I have quit yet? Weekly. Oy, he 
is becoming a very big annoyance.

The thing is, hardly anyone knows I smoke! I use the old 
“smoke & spray” routine. Chanel No. 5 is great (what a 
fragrance!), but here is the problem: I am running very 
low. It’s hard to get, not like I can go to Target for it. I 
am self-isolating so I do not get out much. Who is going 
to go to Saks Fifth Ave. for me (Is Saks still in business 
even)? If I have no spray, I surely cannot smoke; if I 
cannot smoke I will go crazy, be more than cranky and 
no one will want to even email me, let alone see (six 
feet apart, of course) me. And OY, it’s so expensive, the 
Chanel, and the cigarettes. What does an addict like me 
do?

I hope you have some creative thoughts but please, do 
not tell anyone about my secret behavior.

Yours very truly,Smoke & Spray

Dear Smoke & Spray,

Please, for the love of all things Chanel, stop.

Yes, easier said than done, we know. One of us Abbys
did a stint in rehab for addictive behaviors, and it was 
not pretty. Addiction is not a logical thought process. 
The best analogy we know is that your brain is like a 
locomotive hurtling forward on this one track and you 
have to jump the rails and forge a new path. It’s painful 
and messy. But every time you use a coping strategy 
like chewing gum, getting exercise, or even delaying 
your smoke for 10 minutes, you are making those new 
grooves deeper and stronger.

You don’t have to do it alone. There are tons of support 
groups, counselors, and even phone apps ready to 
guide you through this process — all while you self-
isolate. Just type in QUIT to your toolbar and see what 
happens. You also have a built-in deadline. When your 
Chanel runs dry, you’re done.

If nothing else, please think of how precious a deep 
breath of air is right now. Yeah, we’re laying on the 
Jewish guilt.

You’re welcome.

-

Abby Sher and Abby Rasminsky are writers living in, 
respectively, Maplewood, N.J., and Los Angeles. Got a 
question? Submit your questions to 
dearabbys@forward.com.
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When Sholem Aleichem’s stories were translated into 
Russian, renowned critic Alexander Amfiteatrov likened 
him to Charles Dickens. The great Yiddish writer balked 
at the comparison.

“He imagines that our literature has the amplitude of 
English literature and can produce a Dickens!” Sholem
Aleichem wrote to his son-in-law, Y.D. Berkowitz. “Were 
Amfiteatrov to spend even a short time in Warsaw and 
learn something about the source of our literature, see 
our trivial penny papers, our writers who grovel for a 
small advance, he would look only for financial motives 
in my writing rather than compare me to Dickens.”

Still, the writer understood the nature of the analogy —
and so did most educated secular Yiddish-speaking 
Jews. Dickens, who died 150 years ago today, was an 
immensely popular writer in Yiddish translation around 
the time Yiddish was developing its own secular literary 
tradition. While Sholem Aleichem didn’t believe his work 
to have the historical precedent, or economic rewards, 
to label him a Yiddish Dickens, his fiction and that of his 
contemporaries was undeniably stamped by Dickens’ 
influence and so was Yiddish culture as a whole. Of 
non-Jewish authors, Dickens was singularly admired by 
turn-of-the-century Jews for his humanism as well as 
his craft.

As Yiddish-to-English translator Goldie Morgentaler 
notes in her 2017 paper “When Dickens Spoke Yiddish,” 
the novelist was first translated into Yiddish in 1894 
(almost a quarter of a century after his death of an 
apparent stroke) and new translations continued until 
1939 on the eve of the Second World War. Dickens was 
required reading in the secular schools in the Central 
Yiddish School Organization, or TsiSho, in Poland. So, 
middle-school-aged kids in Bund-organized classrooms 
read Dickens, too.

But these students weren’t alone. The three writers 

who heralded the birth of modern Yiddish literature —
Mendele Mokher Sforim, I.L. Peretz and Sholem
Aleichem — read Dickens in Russian and used his 
storytelling as a template as they built their own canon. 
They were great Anglophiles, Morgentaler writes, and 
believed that England, where Benjamin Disraeli had 
served as prime minister, was enlightened, democratic 
and above anti-Semitism.

This is a curious belief, particularly given Dickens’ 
characterization of Fagin, the hook-nosed ringleader of 
a band of child thieves in “Oliver Twist.” Yet, that book 
did little to damage Dickens’ following among Yiddish 
readers. “Oliver Twist” was published in at least six 
different Yiddish translations, including a 1927 Warsaw 
edition by Yitskhok Daytsher, an active Bundist and 
prolific translator of Dickens.

Even though some of the earliest translations arrived 
during a time of anti-Semitic pogroms in Ukraine, 
Morgentaler writes that Fagin’s Jewishness “becomes 
muted” when every other character is speaking Yiddish. 
In Dickens’ text, Fagin is regularly referred to as “the 
Jew,” but in Yiddish, this phrase loses its prejudicial 
edge, since “der yid” is an in-group classification of an 
individual, the name for a Jew from a language used 
nearly exclusively by Jews. Morgentaler contends that 
presenting the story in Yiddish allowed the Jewish 
reader to subliminally identify all characters in the work 
— good or bad — as Jews. In that context, Fagin appears 
as a villain who happens to be Jewish rather than a 
villainous Jew. And in one translation, mentions of 
Fagin’s Jewish background are removed altogether.

But some Jews’ antennas still tingled when they 
approached Fagin. While Yiddish managed the magic 
trick of making the mendacious and contemptible 
character less problematic, the same was not true 
when he appeared in Russian.

Why Jews loved Charles Dickens — and 
even Fagin
By PJ Grisar

Culture
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Sholem Aleichem once raised the issue of the character 
in a letter to the editor of a Russian journal, lamenting 
that Dickens furthered Jewish suffering through his 
fiction. “How can one understand that when Charles 
Dickens, the great humorist, to whom I have been 
falsely compared, needed to describe a thief who 
founds a school for thieves, he could find no other 
candidate in all of England but a Jew,” he wrote, but 
added, somewhat incredibly, “Of course, it would be 
great foolishness to accuse such a good soul as 
Dickens of anti-Semitism.”

This is, of course, naive, mistaking Dickens’ regular 
subject of the voiceless — orphans, the poor — for an 
immunity to a very English brand of the Oldest Hatred.

English Jews did not always grant Dickens the benefit of 
the doubt. In 1863, Eliza Davis, wife of the Jewish 
banker who purchased Dickens’ Tavistock House, wrote 
to the author, “It has been said that Charles Dickens, 
the large-hearted, whose works plead so eloquently 
and nobly for the oppressed of this country has 
encouraged a vile prejudice against the despised 
Hebrew.” Comparing Fagin unflatteringly to a recent 
production’s sympathetic treatment of Shakespeare’s 
Shylock, Davis wrote, in a letter “Fagin, I fear, admits of 
only one interpretation; but [while] Charles Dickens 
lives the author can justify himself or atone for a great 
wrong.”

Dickens appears to have tried to address Davis’ 
concern by creating the character of the selfless Mr. 
Riah in “Our Mutual Friend.” Riah, as Louis Shaffer 
noted in a 1951 piece for the Forverts, was a paragon of 
virtue, but many critics thought the elderly money-
lender was an over-correction. G.K. Chesterton called 
the saintly Jew “needless and unconvincing.”

In the late 19th century through to the early 20th, 
Dickens was regarded as an essential novelist and 
foremost humanist and many notable Yiddish writers 
produced translations of his work. B. Gorin, the 
Forverts’ onetime theater critic whipped up “Dovid ben 
Dovid Koperfild” in 1894 and Itsik Kipnis delivered his 
own translation of that bildungsroman in the 1920s in 
the Soviet Union. Esther Kreitman, sister of Forverts
contributor and Nobel laureate Isaac Bashevis Singer 

translated “A Christmas Carol,” rendering Tiny Tim’s 
closing line as a more familiarly Jewish “God bless us 
each alike and all as one!” ending in “Amen.” (Dickens’ 
Christmas stories were very popular among the Jews.)

Dickens’ oeuvre spoke to the Jewish socialist’s concern 
for the poor in an age of industrialization, and 
references to the author’s work appeared frequently in 
the Forverts. Founding editor Abraham Cahan’s story 
“The Imported Bridegroom,” published in our paper in 
1909 presents a character named Flora reading 
Dickens’ “Little Dorrit” (“di kleyne dorit”) and sports 
writer Joe Grayson likened legendary restaurateur 
Toots Shor to a character from “Dombey and Son.” In 
1914, The Forverts offered $1 collections of Dickens’ 
work from its East Broadway office as a gift for recent 
public school grads.

Yet, while this paper serialized translations of such 
authors as Victor Hugo and Guy De Maupassant, 
Dickens did not receive that treatment. Perhaps he 
didn’t need the help. In 1934, Sholem Asch, a successor 
to I.L. Peretz and Sholem Aleichem, addressed the 
English PEN Club in London by hailing the city’s native 
son. “Every writer who wishes to be true to his mission 
and to the discipline of art must regard himself as a 
student of the great teacher Charles Dickens,” Asch 
said, praising Dickens’ empathy for the common man.

Since then Jews, have managed to take Fagin back. In 
1960, the New Theater in London debuted Jewish 
composer Lionel Bart’s “Oliver!” which cast fellow 
landsman Ron Moody in the role of a sympathetic 
Fagin, giving him a Klezmer-style solo. Moody reprised 
the part in the 1968 film. More controversially, another 
Jew took a turn adapting “Oliver Twist” in 2005 —
Roman Polanski. David Copperfield gave illusionist 
David Seth Kotkin his stage name, J.D. Salinger the 
opening line of “Catcher in the Rye” and fans of the 
Wizarding World their Jewish Harry Potter.

As a major writer, Dickens is something of a minor, if 
outspoken, anti-Semite. But his work is still read not for 
what makes it objectionable, but what speaks to a 
common humanity and empathy for the disen
franchised. Of the nearly 1,000 characters Dickens 
created, Fagin is only one (albeit odious) example and 

Why Jews loved Charles Dickens — and even Fagin
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one he tried — if failed — to make up for. In the same 
way that “The Merchant of Venice” doesn’t negate the 
canon of Shakespeare, Dickens’ work will continue to be 
read — and translated — by Jews.

In 2018, after months of serialization, Barry Goldstein 
published a Yiddish translation of “The Pickwick 
Papers” (“Di pikvik papirn”), thus reviving a long 
dormant trend that was stalled in 1939 by a world war 
that eradicated much of the world’s Yiddish speakers. 
With the language now riding an unprecedented revival, 
there are likely more to come. In the meantime, the 

Yiddish Book Center has some of the older translations 
available online. At the top of the list, transliterated and 
alphabetical, is “Aliṿer Ṭṿisṭ,” which many remain the 
least objectionable way to encounter one of the more 
noxious Jewish characters in fiction.

-

Additional reporting and translation by Chana Pollack.
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