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Are you Jewish? Are you Jewish? Are you Jewish? Are 
you Jewish?

The Lubavitchers parked their Mitzvah Tank at the 
corner of my college post office, and asked this 
question repeatedly, like a jingle. In the early 1990s, 
Yale was about 25% Jewish. Most of my Jewish friends 
were accosted multiple times each day.

But not once in four years did they ever ask me.

I would have liked some free Shabbat candles. Or to sit 
in their makeshift sukkah. Or just to have been 
acknowledged as a Member of the Tribe.

And the Orthodox weren’t the only ones. I led Yale’s 
Reform minyan: I chanted Torah, I read the entire 
liturgy in Hebrew, all while wearing a tallit, but 
inevitably, someone would come up afterwards and 
ask, “Are you Jewish?”

I know what you’re thinking. I don’t exactly have the 
“Jewish look.” You think of Jews as a people, with Jewish 
surnames, Jewish features, even our own genetic 
diseases.

I understood what the community was telling me. That 
Jewish peoplehood was akin to race. Something 
immutable and hereditary. An exclusive club you had to 
be born into.

And even though I had a Jewish father, with my Asian-
American face, I would never really be Jewish.

Jewish Peoplehood is powerful and real, but too often 
we misunderstand what that means. Starting with: we 
Jews are not a race.

‘We Jews have never been just one color’

The earliest biblical reference to the Israelite people as 
a race is made by Pharaoh in Egypt. He used it to justify 

our enslavement, and to kill our firstborns. He stoked 
racist fear that the Israelites would grow to outnumber 
Egyptians and rise up against them.

Pharaoh’s message to his subjects echoes through the 
centuries — it’s what the white supremacists chanted in 
Charlottesville: Jews will not replace us.

The first historical articulation of Judaism as a race was 
during the Spanish Inquisition. Even those who 
converted to Christianity, were still seen as polluted 
with impure bloodlines. Later the Nazis used pseudo-
science to systematically dehumanize Jews and claim 
that there were identifiable racial features and a 
genetic propensity in Jews toward certain behaviors 
and beliefs.

The notion of Judaism as a “race” is a construct — one 
created by our enemies— to justify antisemitism, 
violence, and even genocide.

And yet, we Jews still cling to this idea that there is 
something immutable about us — a genetic type, “a 
look” — that makes us what we are.

But we Jews have never been just one color, or one 
cluster of chromosomes. When the Torah first calls us a 
People, coming out of Egypt, we are described as an 
erev rav, a “mixed multitude.” And when we were exiled 
from Jerusalem, more than 2,000 years ago, we spread 
out to every imaginable corner of the world.

Jews went to India, Yemen, Russia, China, and Ethiopia. 
The majority of Israeli Jews today are Jews of Color from 
Middle Eastern, African, and Asian countries.

And in America, the assumption that Jews are white is 
outdated.

A lot has changed in the Jewish community since I was 
growing up. The American Jewish community has

‘We Jews are not a race’: A rabbi of color speaks 
personally on Yom Kippur
By Angela Warnick Buchdahl

Life



GET THE LATEST AT FORWARD.COM

3

become a lot more diverse, and a lot more aware of its 
diversity. But I have been speaking with many Jews of 
Color recently, and realizing how much work we still 
have to do, right in our own house.

‘Like a perpetual stranger’

In 2019, the first Jewish population study to measure 
Jews of Color in America found that we are at least 12-
15% of American Jews. That is about 1 in every 7 Jews —
about 1 million people. One. Million. Jews of Color.

You might be thinking, “I don’t believe that. I don’t see 
them anywhere in my Jewish community.” And you’re 
right. We need to do some soul-searching and ask why 
that is.

One Friday night this summer, after a Black rabbinical 
student preached from my congregation’s pulpit, a 
Black congregant in his 20s reached out to share his 
experiences in our community.

He told me that the first time he walked into Central 
Synagogue, a security guard trailed him and watched 
him suspiciously. He almost didn’t return after that. But 
he loved coming to Shabbat services — back when you 
could actually, you know, come to services — even 
though he said he faced questions from congregants 
every single week.

What neighborhood are you from? Who are you here 
with? Are you Jewish?

You might hear this story and excuse it as well-
meaning curiosity. But imagine that this was his 
experience walking into Bergdorf Goodman: He is 
regarded with suspicion the minute he walks in the 
door, with overt curiosity about what he is doing there, 
and an assumption that he does not belong. We would 
clearly see that as racism.

But somehow, in synagogue, we feel justified in our 
assumptions and prejudices — because we regard 
Judaism as a race.

I don’t think it’s overt racism that prompts a congregant 
to ask an Asian mother in our lobby if she is the 
babysitter. Or to give a Black congregant a drink order 
at a synagogue gathering. But the impact of these 

seemingly innocent questions is undeniable: Jews of 
Color experience racism in our community.

If you “look Jewish,” you don’t get asked these 
questions; these are questions that only get asked of 
“strangers.” So because Jews of Color are asked these 
questions every time we walk into a Jewish community, 
that’s exactly how we feel: Like a perpetual stranger.

It’s exhausting.

I remember meeting with a couple before their 
wedding. The bride was a Southern-born Protestant 
who grew up going to church every Sunday. She was 
intrigued by Judaism and open to conversion. She asked 
her fiancé, “What does being Jewish mean to you?”

He replied: “I’m not that religious. Judaism is more my 
culture and identity. It’s the feeling that I can walk into 
a party, and just pick out the Jews in the room.”

She looked at him. And so did his Asian rabbi. “So 
would you pick us out in the room?” I asked.

That couple got married, but she never converted.

The Nazis borrowed from the Americans

Letting go of the idea of a Jewish race is difficult, 
because there is a real comfort in expecting that we 
can “pick out our own.” And there is pride in feeling that 
there is something inherited, genetic, even divinely 
ordained, about Jewish Chosenness.

But making our identity a tribal race is not only 
exclusive, it’s dangerous. Because race is not scientific.

Geneticists and anthropologists agree that race is a 
human construct with no real basis in biology. ”The idea 
of race was,” wrote Ashley Montagu, a 20th century 
British-American anthropologist, “the deliberate 
creation of an exploiting class seeking to maintain and 
defend its privileges.” Or, as the writer Ta Nahisi Coates 
bluntly says: “Race is the child of racism, not the 
father.”

This idea is brilliantly fleshed out in Isabel Wilkerson’s 
groundbreaking new book, “Caste.” She convincingly 
shows how race has been manipulated to create 
hierarchies of human value —to assert the supremacy
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of one race over the inferiority of another. Whether it 
was Blacks in America, Untouchables in India or Jews in 
Nazi Germany, Wilkerson shows how these societies 
positioned the lowest caste through a perverse 
portrayal of the inferiority and pollution of their 
ancestry and other immutable traits — from birth.

These corrupted views of race were used in remarkably 
similar ways to create caste systems across time and 
geography.

For example, did you know that when Hitler created his 
caste system in order to exterminate the Jewish “race,” 
the Third Reich actually studied America’s race laws for 
ideas? James Whitman, a law professor at Yale 
University, wrote that in the 1930s, the United States 
was “the leading racist jurisdiction in the world,” so 
Nazi lawyers “ looked very closely at” and “were 
ultimately influenced by American race law.”

In particular, Nazis admired the Jim Crow-era laws that 
discriminated and segregated Black Americans from 
white Americans. They adopted the anti-miscegenation 
laws that banned mixed-race marriages, “something 
radical Nazis were very eager to do in Germany,” 
Whitman said.

At the time in Germany, “intermarriage” rates between 
Jews and Aryans were more than 60%, so it was 
difficult to define who was Jewish and who was not.

Here again the Nazis borrowed from the Americans. As 
late as 1890, the United States Census included 
categories for those who were “one-quarter Black” 
(quadroon) or one-eighth (octaroon). The Nuremberg 
laws of 1930s Germany defined a Jew as anyone with at 
least one Jewish grandparent, regardless of religious 
practice.

Through these laws, the Nazis established a caste 
system that put Jews at the bottom: as untermenschen
— subhuman. This dehumanizing view of Jews as an 
inferior race was critical in enabling the Nazis to 
persuade Germans to participate or stand by 
indifferently to the murder of 6million Jews.

It was a caste system that the Nazis learned in great 
part by studying the legal caste system we created for 
Black Americans.

Who is a Jew?

After World War II, when the State of Israel was 
founded, with a mission to take in Jewish refugees, 
Israel, incredibly, adopted our Nazi enemy’s definition 
of one-quarter Jewish ancestry as the foundation of 
who was eligible for the Law of Return. I was taught 
that Israel defined “Who is a Jew” by saying: “If it’s 
enough Jewish blood to get you killed, It would be 
enough Jewish blood to get you saved.”

This “one Jewish grandparent” definition for the Law of 
Return does not, however, match Israel’s definition for 
Jewish status for things like marriage, which requires 
proof of Jewish matrilineage. This results in a shameful 
condition where immigrants can be considered Jewish 
enough to come to Israel, become citizens, fight in the 
Israeli Army and even die for the Jewish state, but then 
not be considered Jewish enough to be buried in a 
Jewish cemetery!

Once again, defaulting to a racial definition of “Jewish 
blood” creates a most problematic definition of Jewish 
peoplehood.

I don’t deny that heredity is an important, meaningful 
element for our People. It is powerful to imagine an 
ancestral line of Jews going all the way back to Sinai. 
But I’m suggesting that it is time to stop thinking of 
Jewish Peoplehood as a race. Instead, think of Jewish 
Peoplehood as a family.

Race is something we view as inherited and 
unchanging, but there are many ways to become 
family.

You can be family through birth.But also adoption. Or 
choice, like conversion. You can even become the 
closest of family through a covenant, as one does in 
marriage.

Our covenant with God is the foundation of Jewish 
Peoplehood.

We read about it in the Torah on Yom Kippur. “Atem
nitzavim,” — you stand, all of you, before God: leaders 
and commoners, grown-ups and children, the stranger 
and convert — into this sworn covenant I make with you 
today.

‘We Jews are not a race’: A rabbi of color speaks personally on Yom Kippur
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Instead of defining Jewishness by having the correct 
fraction of Jewish blood, let every Jew who feels 
bound by this covenant be seen, and counted, as part 
of the Jewish people.

‘Are you Jewish?

I want to end with a story. A few years ago, I was 
walking on the Upper West Side, on Broadway And 
there was a Mitzvah Tank parked on the corner. I saw 
a boy, not yet Bar Mitzvah age, in a black hat and suit, 
and as I hurried past, he stepped right in front of me, 
looked me straight in the eye and asked: “Are you 
Jewish?”

I stopped in my tracks. I had to hold myself back from 
my enormous urge to embrace the boy. “YES!” I said 
excitedly. “Yes, I AM JEWISH! Thank you VERY MUCH!”

The young boy, confused by my passionate 
response,shrugged his shoulders and offered me a 
box of candles: “Happy Hanukkah,” he said and 
walked away.

The boy thought nothing of it, but I’ve replayed that 
moment many times since. It was my Hanukkah 
miracle. He gave me a taste of a Jewish Peoplehood 
that was beyond race. Where the color of my skin, the 
shape of my features, were no longer the markers of 
my belonging or authenticity. In that young Hasid’s 
question was a revolutionary assumption, one that 
could truly change the world. That he could see me, 
and imagine me, as part of the same family.

-

Angela Buchdahl, senior rabbi of Manhattan’s Central 
Synagogue, was the first Asian-American to be 
ordained as a rabbi and, before that, as a cantor.

My temperature was normal, and everyone in the 
lobby of the Jewish Museum knew it.

On Tuesday morning, I ducked out of a light drizzle on 
92nd Street and into the Jewish Museum, which 
reopened on September 24 after a six-month closure 
due to coronavirus. Gone were the hallowed museum 
customs of the Before Times: the long lines, the selfie 
sticks, the tense negotiations over who qualifies for 
student admission and who has to cough up full price. 
Instead, my visit began under the cold scrutiny of a 
non-contact body scanner, an artificially intelligent 
monitor that looked deep into my eyes and 
announced out loud that my internal climate raised no 
alarms.

A century-old cultural fixture housed in a Gilded Age 
mansion on New York City’s Upper East Side, the 
Jewish Museum grew out of a collection of Judaica 
owned by the Jewish Theological Seminary and has 
long enjoyed a reputation as an unlikely incubator of 
contemporary art. Now, it’s one of several museums, 
including the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the 
Museum of Jewish Heritage, that has resumed 
operations as part of Phase 4 of the city’s reopening 
plan.

That morning, the museum was still shaking off its 
long sleep. Admission was limited to members, and 
there were more staffers than guests in the lobby. In 
the basement, the shuttered Russ & Daughters cafe, 
designed to evoke the hamish appetizing counters of 
yesteryear, looked like an abandoned movie set. After 
pulling a door handle covered in “continuously

Timed tickets and 
temperature scans: 
The Jewish Museum 
reopens for the 
pandemic era
By Irene Katz Connelly

Culture
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cleaning” material (I sanitized my hands anyway), I 
found myself alone, but for a security guard, in an 
exhibit of sculptor Rachel Feinstein’s work.

The temperature checks were just one of many 
changes awaiting the vanguard of museum-goers. To 
ensure it operates at or below 25% capacity, the 
museum, like many others, is requiring timed tickets. 
Before arriving I’d already received and read a list of 
instructions warning me to wear a mask (duh), follow 
the one-way walking paths, and be prepared to wear 
(not carry!) my jacket, since the coat check was closed.

If the pandemic requires prioritizing safety over 
spontaneity, those wandering the museum were more 
than willing to make the trade. My expedition was a 
rare foray out of my apartment and my first museum 
visit since a pre-pandemic outing to the Brooklyn 
Museum in March; the last time I’d seen an actual piece 
of art, I didn’t even know what an N95 mask was. But 
for most of my fellow visitors, the Jewish Museum was 
only one stop on a museum reopening tour — and a 
relieved return to a way of life.

“It’s great to have something on my calendar,” said Jan, 
a longtime museum member. “Something to wear real 
pants to.” As a retiree, she told me, she normally 
devoted much of her time to concerts, trips to the 
theater and museum visits. Of the three, only museums 
have returned.

Eileen Schuler, a member of “most museums” in New 
York, had already visited several others before the 
Jewish Museum. She found some solace in the new, 
more structured system: with timed tickets there was 
no need to wait in line or crowd in front of the most 
famous pieces. And for her, the chance to see an 
exhibition was worth the risk (however limited) of 
coronavirus transmission. “I’m tired of all the Zoom 
culture,” she said, pointing at an enormous black 
sculpture and informing me that it was actually made of 
foam. 

“I’m glad I’m back to live culture.”

We were standing in the museum’s newest exhibition: 
“We Fight to Build a Free World,” a show curated by 
Jonathan Horowitz and featuring artists from Bernard 
Perlin to Kara Walker that examines how artists have 

responded to social injustice. Most of the visitors had 
bypassed the Feinstein survey, which opened in 2019, 
and the museum’s stock of Judaica (menorahs, many of 
them) to end up here. Sometimes playful, sometimes 
bleak, the collection toggled between reflecting on 
Jewish identity and examining racism in its specifically 
American context.

The black foam sculpture turned out to be Horowitz’s 
rendering of the now-infamous equestrian monument 
to Confederate General Robert E. Lee in Charlottesville, 
Va., which the city’s officials covered with a tarp after 
the Unite the Right rally in 2017. Nearby was another 
symbol of white supremacy, a recreation of the “Arbeit 
Macht Frei” sign that greeted prisoners of Auschwitz. 
While I walked between them, a video installation 
broadcast the Oscar acceptance speeches for “Green 
Book,” a film widely criticized for its “white savior” 
narrative, on a constant, ironic loop.

A wacky melange that fused Warhol screen prints, the 
raised fist emoji, and clips from Mel Gibson’s antisemitic 
thriller “The Passion of Christ,” the collection was 
deeply interested in both the particularlities of Jewish 
identity and the broader political landscape in which 
American Jews live and participate. Several visitors said 
the exhibition felt especially relevant in the wake of the 
nationwide reckoning with racism sparked by the 
murder of George Floyd. Yet the exhibition, originally 
scheduled to open in March, was first conceived in 2017, 
as a response to a resurgence of anti-Semitic incidents. 
A spokesperson for the museum said that while the 
exhibit might “inform and enrich our thinking about 
what is happening in our society today,” it explores 
“issues such as anti-Semitism and systemic racism that 
have existed for many years.”

Nearly everyone I spoke to at the Jewish Museum said 
they felt relieved that indoor activities were arriving 
just as the weather becomes less hospitable to outdoor 
ones. For them, the Jewish Museum and its peers would 
provide the refuge that nearby Central Park afforded 
over the summer. “I’m ready to adjust to whatever 
changes need to be made for us to become a little more 
normal,” Schuler said.

I wasn’t so sure. Conscious of the aerosols swirling 
around me and the one visitor wearing her mask under

Timed tickets and temperature scans: The Jewish Museum reopens for the pandemic era
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her nose (a security guard eventually reprimanded 
her), I found myself hurrying through the exhibit, 
reminding myself to appreciate the art but unable to 
stop in front of any piece for too long. Normally, 
museums afford me the singularly comforting feeling 
of being simultaneously alone and united with 
strangers. Now, I felt unsettled by the proximity of so 
many people outside my pod. Careful social 
distancing can bring us back to the buildings we miss, 
but as long as the absence of a coronavirus vaccine 
makes public life unsafe, it feels impossible to 
recapture the pleasure of sharing space.

When I visited the Brooklyn Museum on a Saturday 
night in March, coronavirus was everywhere in New 
York City, but I didn’t know it yet. I touched all the 
surfaces and spent long moments in a malfunctioning 
elevator with a dozen cheerful strangers. There was 
no need to hurry or maximize my experience: I spent 
fifteen minutes looking at a few Renaissance portraits 
and then left, certain I’d be back soon. This mid-
pandemic outing felt like a funhouse version of that 
night, a dream in which something is not quite right. 
No matter how carefully museums manage their 
return to life, I don’t expect that feeling to subside 
soon.

-

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.

By its very nature as a harvest festival, Sukkot is the 
Jewish holiday of our dreams, the one least affected 
by restrictions imposed by the coronavirus on this 
year’s observances. Whereas Rosh Hashanah and 
Yom Kippur found so many families sitting before 
computer screens attempting to follow services and 
share meals virtually, Sukkot promises the possibility 
of real human interaction, because it’s celebrated 
outside.

Sukkot marks the end of the harvest as well as the 
period when Jews survived in the wilderness after 
fleeing the bonds of slavery in Egypt. To celebrate, 
they construct small temporary structures called 
sukkahs, which can be tent-like or hut-like and must 
have open-air elements and roofs made from (or 
covered with) branches, leaves, and other organic 
materials. Over a week-long period (seven days in 
Israel and eight everywhere else), they take their 
meals, socialize, and sometimes sleep in their sukkahs 
— and it’s traditional to lay out an array of foods so 
visitors can graze as they go.

We asked Jewish chefs and cookbook writers what 
they were cooking for Sukkot, and how their 
celebrations might look different this year in light of
Covid-19. Their responses are below, along with a 
slew of delicious seasonal recipes suitable for Sukkot 
or any autumn meal.

Molly Yeh, North Dakota-based 
cookbook author and host of Food 
Network’s “Girl Meets Farm:”

How She’s Celebrating: I haven’t done a Sukkot 
celebration in a while because, ironically, [my 
husband] Nick and I are always too busy with the

Chefs reflect on 
Sukkot, the outdoor 
holiday we need 
right now
By Liza Schoenfein

Eat, Drink + Think
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actual harvest. But now with [baby] Bernie in the 
picture I’m thinking it might really be fun to decorate a 
Sukkah.

We celebrated Rosh Hashanah outside and socially 
distanced, which was actually really beautiful! Rosh 
Hashanah is always on the perfect Fall day. Rather than 
serving food family-style, I was able to pull out my cute 
school lunch trays and give everyone their whole meal 
at once. I actually had way too much fun with it. It was 
a shame not being able to travel and see more people, 
but we had the loveliest celebration.

How Covid Is Affecting Her Holiday Cooking: The only 
thing I did differently was that I made individually sized 
challah loaves instead of big loaves so that everyone 
had their own serving.

Advice: Having Bernie was the major way that I’ve been 
able to make our tiny celebrations feel way more 
special…so… I guess ‘have kids’ is my greatest advice?? 
Also, listen to the Unorthodox podcast. It’s made me 
feel less isolated for years.

What’s Cooking: I have some shawarma stuffed 
peppers and some pita ribollita that’s on my site that’s 
warming and nice. And tomato squash soup from my 
book, “Molly On The Range” is always a good choice.

Elisa Spungen Bildner and Robert Bildner, 
authors of “The Berkshires Farm Table 
Cookbook:”

How They’re Celebrating: We will have a sukkah —
made New England-friendly with outdoor heaters — and 

socially distanced guests, so not too different, but 
fewer guests. We love to entertain in large numbers.

Last night [Elisa] made four batches of our cookbook’s 
apple bread recipe using honeycrisps we picked 
ourselves at a local orchard. And I have one more huge
load of apples in our refrigerator. Plus we’re returning 
to another local orchard this weekend to do more 
picking (a great Sukkot activity!). I’m going to send 
loaves to each of my siblings since we’re spread over 
the country and can’t be together either for Sukkot or 
the High Holidays.

We actually have two book talks for Sukkot on the 
same day [September 30], one with the JCC of Miami 
Beach, which is through the Jewish Book Council, and 
the second, another Jewish Organization that found one 
of our themes (that buying local is in consonance with 
Jewish values) to resonate.

Their Sukkot Message: Support organizations that are 
out there to support local farmers. There’s one called 
Berkshire Grown in our area, one in the Pioneer Valley 
called CISA, which does a wonderful job, and Roots 
Rising, a local organization that helps to feed those 
who can’t afford local food. These organizations are all 
over. Support farmers in your area and find ways to buy 
local. Sukkot — the harvest festival — when we’re 
conscious of bringing in our harvest and sharing it and 
gathering in the sukkah, it’s a really good time to share 
this message.

Advice: Send food if you can’t be together. Also, eating 
local is easier than ever — it’s not just a summer event 
for those in colder climates. The farmers we 

Chefs share recipes for Sukkot, the outdoor holiday we need right now
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Image by Chantell Quernemoen

Vegetables and goat cheese lasagna
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interviewed have increasingly found ways to extend 
their farming well into the shoulder seasons. So it’s still 
easy to buy local for Sukkot.

What’s Cooking: Definitely the apple bread. And one 
recipe in the book that’s a little more intricate, that 
takes more time because there are more steps to it, is 
our Confetti Vegetable and Goat Cheese Lasagna. 
That’s definitely a crowd favorite. It’s got zucchini, 
summer squash, peppers, eggplant… It’s a great recipe 
for this time of year, and you can sub in and sub out 
vegetables. It’s a beautiful, beautiful lasagne.

Danielle Renov, New York-born, 
Jerusalem-based author of the cookbook 
and blog “Peas Love & Carrots:”

How She’s Celebrating: I live in an apartment building 
and our sukka is one flight down. They’re all built in the 
parking lot outside of our building. It’s kind of like a 
shanty town in the best possible way. The kids run 
around and it’s such nice vibes. I think the vibe in 
Jerusalem will be affected this year because usually 
Jerusalem gets flooded with tourists, and this year that 
won’t be happening. 

I love Sukkus because I’m an extrovert and it’s a billion 
times more opportunity for me to talk and converse 
with people. This year there will be a different feel in 
the air. We can have some guests at Sukkus because 
it’s outdoors. Obviously it won’t be as abundant with 
guests as it is in previous years. But after months of 
only making food my family likes, company is a good 
excuse to make those dishes you don’t regularly make. 
I’m really looking forward to that.

And Sukkus usually I’d make 10 to 12 different salatim, 
now with fewer people I’m going to have to be more 
selective. I’m going to have to choose five or six, and it 
can be difficult to choose.

What’s Cooking: I always make Moroccan Fish the first 
night of Sukkus, because even though I live in a desert 
where it’s not cold on Sukkus, I grew up in New York, so 
in my mind you need something warm and comforting 
to dip your challah in.

What else do we do for food? It’s a more fun type of 
food. It’s not Shabbos so you can reheat things. I like to 

make party foods that lend themselves to having 
guests. I always make watermelon granita. When 
people walk into the sukkah they get this shot of icy 
refreshing granita, a little alcohol to get you in the 
mood to sit at a table with tons of people that all have 
different views and opinions, and just take the edge off. 
It’s cool and crisp and refreshing.

We don’t really do a lot of day trips on Sukkus because 
my husband likes to stay in the Sukkot.

I usually make a really nice brunch at 10 or 10:30 a.m. 
Shakshuka, pancakes, cheese platters, I’ll go to the 
shuk in the morning to buy delicious fresh breads, I’ll 
make some sort of break pudding, and I’ll leave it out all 
day until three, four o’clock. Every day I make a really 
nice brunch and for dinner we’ll barbecue. We try to 
keep the food really fun and the vibe really relaxed. The 
only thing that will really change is the pop-in visitors, 
which we’ll really miss. That’s the great thing about 
Sukkus, everyone’s out in their tents, they’re not hidden 
in people’s backyards, it’s a really open-door policy 
time of year, and there’s so much hospitality in those 
seven days. We love it and we hope that to whatever 
extent it can happen this year it does. The sukkah is 
four cloth walls and open on top and we cover it with 
palm leaves. We can keep it open enough that people 
can walk in. In Israel it’s the law to wear a mask — it’s 
not a choice that people can make. So anybody coming 
in is wearing a mask.

Evan Bloom, co-owner of Wise Sons Delis 
in the Bay Area and co-author of “Eat 
Something: A Wise Sons Cookbook for 
Jews Who Like Food and Food Lovers Who 
Like Jews:”

How he’s celebrating: We used to do Sukkot with my 
family and they built a big sukkah. I think this year’s a 
great opportunity to be outside with your friends and 
family. I couldn’t think of a better excuse. We talk in the 
book about how Sukkot is this holiday that should be 
more widely celebrated. Especially now. You don’t need 
to be cooped up inside. You can set up a big table in 
your makeshift sukkah, and it’s perfect with the times.

What’s Cooking: Not a Lower East Side Knish from our 
“Eat Something” cookbook.

Chefs share recipes for Sukkot, the outdoor holiday we need right now
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Amy Coney Barrett is bad for women. Her nomination 
to the Supreme Court might actually be a setback for 
working mothers.

I’m not talking about her anti-abortion ideology or her 
opposition to the Affordable Care Act. Let’s stipulate 
that reasonable people can disagree about such things. 
Even reasonable women: 38% of American women 
believe abortion should be illegal in most or all cases, 
according to a 2019 Pew poll.

I’m talking about carpool.

There are of course many weightier issues around this 
nomination. Including how we as Jews should feel 
about the role her Catholicism plays in her 
jurisprudence. But I found myself distracted from the 
more serious questions on Saturday as she spoke on 
the White House lawn after President Trump nominated 
her for the Supreme Court.

“While I am a judge, I’m better known back home as a 
room parent, carpool driver and birthday-party 
planner,” Barrett said proudly.

When Trump touted the fact that Coney Barrett would 
be the first woman with school-age children to sit on 
the Supreme Court, I should have been inspired. 
Instead I felt intimidated. Magna cum laude, Phi Beta 
Kappa, first in her law-school class, professor of the 
year three times, and she drives carpool, too? Maybe 
that’s setting the bar a bit too high.

Certainly there is much to admire in both Judge Coney 
Barrett’s resume and commitment to work-life balance. 
Two of her children are adopted from Haiti, another has 
Down’s Syndrome. She is tops at her career but knows 
what truly matters. She has it all — and for many, this 
makes her the ultimate role model.

But as an actual working mother, it makes me want to 
scream. Because I know most of us absolutely cannot 
have it all. Even those of us lucky enough to have 
partners who prioritize our careers and split parenting 
duties struggle daily with feeling we are falling 
hopelessly short at both work and home. Many working 
moms are solo parents juggling multiple jobs and need 
to be reassured it’s O.K. to put their kids on the bus.

And that was before the pandemic! Now, as the food 
writer Deb Perelman famously put it in a New York 
Times column that went viral in July, the frightening 
reality for many moms with young children is that “you 
can have a kid or a job” but not both.

Yet here’s Judge Coney Barrett, gleefully reporting that 
when schools went virtual, she and her husband, Jesse, 
“became co-principals of the Barrett e-Learning 
Academy — and yes, the list of enrolled students was a 
very long one!”

And here I am, feeling terrible about missing most of 
Family Movie Night (“Enola Homes”) to write this 
column.

In my town, the vast majority of the “room parents” —
volunteers who help coordinate who brings what to 
Halloween parties — are people without full-time jobs, 
and many of the carpool drivers are babysitters. I am 
pretty proud of myself for showing up at school 
concerts and back-to-school nights. Last spring, I even 
prepared a presentation for middle-school Career Day 
— though it got canceled because of the coronavirus.

And birthday parties? One of the great gifts of having 
twins is that we generally only have one each year — I 
arranged for an ice-cream truck in the driveway a 
couple of weeks  ago, thank you very much, along with 
a big lawn sign! Are you seriously telling me that  this

On the federal bench and carpool too? Amy 
Coney Barrett is making us working moms 
look bad
By Jodi Rudoren
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woman plans seven birthday parties every year and 
sits on the federal bench besides?

It’s too much. I thought ours was the generation that 
understood the tradeoffs. The one where high-
powered career women — and men — sometimes take 
years off to parent full-time and our role as good 
feminists was to respect that choice, and to welcome 
them back to work when they were ready without any 
mommy-track penalty. The one where we forgave 
ourselves for not driving carpool.

Whenever I worry about falling short as a parent —
which is to say, most days of most weeks — my 
husband and friends buck me up by saying what a 
great example I’m setting for my daughter, and 
especially for my son, by working hard at an 
important job that I love. One of my husband’s 
favorite stories is about the morning I tried to teach 
the kids, who were then about 6, how to sweep.

We were living in Israel then; my husband had quit his 
job as an architect when I’d been named Jerusalem 
bureau chief of The New York Times. “It’s especially 
important for me to learn,” said our son, Lev, 
“because mommies have the big jobs and daddies 
clean up the house.”

Over the last week of memorializing Justice Ruth 
Bader Ginsburg, one of the things that has become 
clear is how she embodied the working-mother 
dilemma. In the documentary “Notorious R.B.G.,” her 
children spoke of her laboring into the wee hours and 
sleeping all weekend — I don’t think she was a “room 
parent.” One of her former law clerks said that when 
Ginsburg marked her staff’s birthdays in chambers, it 
was her devoted husband, Marty, who made the 
cakes.

A Supreme Court Justice who makes her own cakes 
might just be a bridge too far. But at least Judge 
Coney Barrett said on Saturday that her kids prefer 
her husband’s cooking.

-

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

Of all the shows I’ve done and made, this one gets the 
most comment. And yet, it’s never really been seen or 
aired,” said the veteran British TV writer Geoff 
Atkinson.

He was speaking about “Heil Honey, I’m Home!,” a 
comedy series that aired a single, infamous episode in 
the United Kingdom on September 30, 1990. As the 
title implies, the show was a sendup of 1950s-era 
American sitcoms, with a twist: It followed the 
domestic squabbles of Adolf Hitler and Eva Braun and 
their dealings with a pair of intrusive Jewish 
neighbors, Arny and Rosa Goldenstein. Comedy 
ensued — or at least, was meant to.

Though the public never saw more than the show’s 
pilot, which aired to some 175,000 satellite 
subscribers, it’s become the subject of a bizarre 
cultural fascination in the 30 years since its debut.

And at the center of that fascination is a single 
question: How did such an outrageous idea even 
make it to TV in the first place?

“Heil Honey, I’m Home!,” Atkinson said, was a 
remarkably easy pitch for the then-nascent British 
Satellite Broadcasting network’s Galaxy station, which 
was launched in March of 1990. He sold a first series —
what we in the U.S. call a season — on the strength of 
a partial script, and filmed eight episodes.

While the show earned a bit of outcry from the press 
and the Board of Deputies of British Jews before its 
premiere, its rollout was largely smooth. One reason 
for its easy path was that the Brits had a long-

‘Heil Honey, I’m 
Home!’ — the secret 
history of the 
scandalous Hitler 
sitcom you never saw
By PJ Grisar
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established affection for transgressive comedic takes 
on Hitler. John Cleese had taken the piss out of the 
tyrant both in “Monty Python,” as a “Mr. Hilter” running 
for local office in England, and in “Fawlty Towers” as a 
goose-stepping caricature at a dinner service. The 
series “Allo ‘Allo!,” set in a cafe in occupied France, 
mocked Nazis for 10 years, to great acclaim. And in 
America, home of the sitcom format Atkinson was 
skewering, the long-running series “Hogan’s Heroes,” 
set in a German prisoner-of-war camp, was an 
improbable hit.

Popular belief has held that “Heil Honey” was received 
with shock, and cancelled instantly. But according to 
Atkinson, what killed the show wasn’t outrage but a 
corporate takeover. In October 1990, after the pilot 
aired, BSB told the LA Times that 13 more episodes 
were on the way for the new year. But then in 
November, the flailing BSB merged with its rival 
satellite service, Rupert Murdoch’s Sky Television. 
Galaxy’s signal, along with most of its programming, 
was dead by December 2, 1990. While BSB had been 
willing to risk a “Honey Mooners”-style sitcom about 
Hitler’s home life, Sky was more interested in movies 
and sports rights than courting controversy. The show’s 
cancellation, Atkinson said, was “a slow death” made 
up of a series of unanswered calls.

Because only the series pilot aired, Atkinson said the 
show’s artistic credibility was never truly put to the 
test. A first season is always exploratory, he said, and 
when a series is potentially inflammatory, having the 
space of a few episodes to develop the ideas and work 
out any kinks is all the more vital.

It’s clear that “Heil Honey, I’m Home!” could have used 
that space. The pilot — framed as the recently-
discovered work of a fictional American TV producer 
from the 1950s — suffers from conceptual overload, 
torn between being a riff on the subversive-if-fluffy 
gender politics of shows like “I Love Lucy” and a 
takedown of Hitler and all that he signifies. That odd 
mix is introduced in a familiar sitcom setup: The boss is 
coming to dinner, except in this instance, the “boss” is 
British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, who’s 
bringing by the Munich Agreement, the infamous 
appeasement document that aimed to avert the 

outbreak of war. Threatening the successful meeting 
between Hitler and Chamberlain are the Goldensteins. 
As Hitler (Neil McCaul) says, in a Ralph Kramden-like 
accent, “I don’t want those putzes to know about 
Chamberlain. You saw the way they were when the 
Mussolinis were over here.”

Eva (Denica Fairman), of course, spills the beans to 
Rosa (Caroline Gruber), who decides the visit marks a 
swell opportunity to set her dowdy niece up with the 
PM. The Goldensteins make camp in the Hitler 
apartment; Eva and Adolf scheme to get them drunk so 
they’ll pass out before Chamberlain arrives; after a 
series of hijinks, including a conga line, Hitler, bested by 
his Jewish neighbors, is made to sign the “peace in our 
time” document, which he’d hidden in the fridge. (Arny
discovered it while getting chips and dip.) After signing 
the papers, Hitler, portrayed as an easily ruffled idiot, 
says “Now am I a nice Führer or what?”

Atkinson chose to set the entire series in 1938 — the 
time of appeasement — because he thought it marked 
something of a probationary period for the Reich: Hitler 
couldn’t be seen to attack the Goldensteins outright 
and they had a rare chance to outdo him. He aimed for 
his Hitler to be intent on keeping up appearances. As 
Eva says, “You want it to get out that Adolf Hitler 
insults his neighbors?”

That framing is ahistorical. By 1938, Hitler had already 
annexed Austria. Rather than hiding his cache of tanks 
and planes, like the dictator in the series, he was years 
into openly reviving his military in defiance of the 
Treaty of Versailles. As for insulting his neighbors? Well, 
by 1938 Hitler had overseen over 400 new regulations 
limiting the lives of the Jews in the territory he 
controlled, so if there had been real-life Goldensteins, 
their kind treatment wouldn’t have been a concern —
and Hitler certainly wouldn’t have been carpooling with 
Arny to the Reichstag.

But Atkinson wanted viewers to suspend their disbelief 
for a sense of justice served: A world in which the Jews 
living down the hall could make Hitler look the fool. In 
the show creator’s vision, Hitler is an excitable, thin-
skinned despot living in a humble flat, clad in an argyle 
sweater and only able to calm himself by closing his
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eyes, hugging his arms and dreaming of conquering 
Poland, Sudetenland and France — a fragile 
combination that lets his witty neighbors earn some 
cheap shots at his expense, and carry the day.

“The notion of a Jewish couple being allowed to dance 
rings around Hitler, it’s not true, and their perils were 
enormous,” Atkinson said, “but allow us the freedom to 
just destroy him for half an hour.”

Like many Brits, Atkinson conceived of the Nazis as ripe 
objects for fun, citing their goose-stepping and, most 
preposterously, their leader, who, while preaching 
Aryan purity, had few of the features he praised to his 
_Volk_.

In the “Monty Python” sketch “Mr Hilter and the North 
Minehead by-election,” a group of terribly-aliased 
escaped Nazi leaders including “Mr. Hilter,” (Cleese), 
”Bimmler” and “’Ron Vibbentrop” make their home in 
Somerset. The sketch, which sees the Nazis pitching 
their same old thinly-veiled ideas in a small coastal 
English town — think “boncentration camps” — wins 
laughs by showcasing the displaced Nazis as facile and 
unimaginative. They’ll always win some acolytes, the 
sketch suggests — some of the local population is quite 
taken with their ideas — but equally, they’ll always be 
fundamentally absurd.

That satire succeeds where “Heil Honey” fails, because 
the latter satirizes the sitcom format more than Hitler 
himself. The show’s critiques of Nazism are superficial 
and flout the reality of its subject’s true menace for the 
sake of one-liners. When the show starts to lampoon 
ideas as fundamental as Hitler’s belief in race science or 
his expansionist ambitions, its set-up and punchline 
arrangement can’t help but feel glib. It’s captive to the 
limitations of its cheery ‘50s trappings.

That arrangement also compromises the role of the 
Goldensteins. Broad and Borscht Belt-y, it’s not that the 
characters are particularly offensive — they’re played by 
two Jews — but their proximity to their greatest foe 
creates a degree of discomfort too great to be 
meaningfully spun into comedy. It’s telling that none of 
the show’s comedic antecedents made Jews — or 
Hitler’s hatred of them — so central to their premise.

As the show’s production moved past the pilot, 

Atkinson said, the writers struggled with the question 
of how to make the Goldensteins appear less naïve 
about their circumstances, while also not alluding to 
the darker side of their predicament. There was no “off 
list” about subjects to avoid, he said, but as a rule of 
thumb the explicit persecution of Jews were never 
considered for inclusion in jokes or stories.

“There’s a sense of ‘this is very unfunny’ when you deal 
with the real harsh realities of what life was like,” 
Atkinson said. “I think we probably didn’t get that line 
quite correct.”

“Heil Honey, I’m Home!” might not have been the 
subject of much public outrage. But behind the scenes, 
there were some indications of upset.

A recent retrospective in the Telegraph claimed that 
some theatrical agents wouldn’t send their actors to 
audition for the show, although the article didn’t cite 
specific sources for the claim. Adding to pre-production 
wrinkles was the fact that the show was originally 
scheduled to premiere close on the heels of one of the 
holiest days in the Jewish calendar, a choice that would 
likely have invited more controversy. “It was actually 
going to be broadcast an hour after Yom Kippur ended 
at dusk,” a BSB spokesperson told the Telegraph. “But 
we thought we’d better be ultra-careful.”

Atkinson left the writer’s room after a few episodes, 
owing to creative differences with the showrunner, but 
maintains that the director and cast believed in the 
series.

Today, almost no one involved in the show, apart from 
Atkinson, is willing to speak about the project. Three 
core cast members declined requests for interviews. 
Neil McCaul’s manager wrote in an email that his client 
had “no wish to revisit” the series. A request for 
comment sent to director Juliet May’s representative 
yielded no response.

Were it not for the pilot episode’s sudden appearance 
on YouTube in 2012, “Heil Honey” might have remained 
a blink-and-you-missed-it televisual oddity defined by 
its failure and novelty. With millions of people now 
granted easy access to the show, a stigma against it 
was reenergized along with an incredulous interest. 
Most critics who revisit the show cite its existence as 
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fundamentally misconceived and wrongly claim that it 
was cancelled before it could get to the bit where 
Hitler tried to kill the Goldensteins. (Atkinson said that 
plotline was never part of his plans.)

Yet there have been some kinder treatments as well. 
In a high-profile reassessment last fall, the Museum 
of the Moving Image in Astoria screened the pilot as 
part of an evening on satirical films about dictators 
and killers, praising the show’s “singularly irreverent 
vein.”

For all the postmortems, it’s hard to imagine how the 
show might have ever worked. But Atkinson, 
encouraged by recent Hitler satires like “Jojo Rabbit” 
and the German comedy “Look Who’s Back,” is 
optimistic about its contemporary prospects.

“I suspect if you could get it right there’d be a big 
audience, because it’s the same as laughing at 
Trump,” Atkinson said, a conflation that he aims to 
test with his latest project — a Trump musical in which 
the American president dies in the end. (He has a 
contingency ending for the possibility of Trump 
winning reelection, an eventuality which the writer in 
him — if not the person — hopes may happen.)

30 years on, “Heil Honey” may be the work he wants 
to revisit most.

“I think that’s the only sadness, is that we weren’t 
able to be judged on something that we really felt had 
done it,” Atkinson said. “Though I acknowledge it’s not 
as simple as saying ‘Well if everyone had seen it they 
would have loved it.’ It was a work in progress.”

-

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

By almost all accounts, Tuesday’s debate between 
President Trump and Vice President Biden will be 
remembered most for the President’s refusal to 
condemn the anti-Semitic white supremacist group 
known as the Proud Boys. But the context of those 
words involved another controversial group 
altogether: Antifa.

“You have repeatedly criticized the vice president for 
not specifically calling out Antifa and other left wing 
extremist groups,” Chris Wallace, the debate’s 
moderator, asked President Trump. “But are you 
willing tonight to condemn white supremacists?”

After persistent prodding, the President made his 
infamous comment: “Proud Boys, stand back and 
stand by.” And then he pivoted back to the left: 
“Somebody’s got to do something about Antifa and 
the left because this is not a right wing problem this is 
a left wing.”

Was the President’s comparison fair? Is it to 
compare the Proud Boys to Antifa? We asked our 
contributing columnists Ari Hoffman and Joel 
Swanson to debate the question.

Joel Swanson: It was one of the most jaw-dropping 
moments in what was otherwise a deeply 
disheartening, depressing, and underwhelming 
debate: Asked to condemn white supremacists, 
Trump issued what some have taken as a directive to 
the right-wing militia Proud Boys to “Stand back and 
stand by.” The Proud Boys and other right-wing 
militias have themselves certainly taken Trump’s 
comments this way, taking to social media to 
celebrate his refusal to denounce them, and former 
extremists say Trump’s words will directly embolden 
further far-right militia violence.

Ari, I know we share a deep disdain for the Proud 
Boys movement, and I’m sure Trump’s dog whistle to

Can you compare the 
Proud Boys to Antifa?
By Ari Hoffman and Joel Swanson
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them made both of us equally physically ill. Where we 
might disagree is in the framing of the question, which 
was explicitly posed by Chris Wallace in terms of a 
supposed equivalency between far-right and far-left 
violence in the United States. What I want to suggest 
today is that the whole framing of this question is 
wrong, that it’s inappropriate to even suggest that 
there’s any sort of equivalency between Antifa on the 
far-left and militia groups like the Proud Boys and many 
others on the far-right, and that by even presenting the 
question in these terms, Chris Wallace was playing right 
into President Trump’s hands.

For starters, as Biden himself correctly noted in the 
debate last night, even the FBI director has conceded 
that Antifa is an ideology, not any sort of organized 
paramilitary group.

In contrast, again per the FBI, far-right paramilitary 
groups are highly organized and centralized, with the 
capacity to carry out specific, planned acts of violence 
and extremism. It’s why right-wing extremist groups 
were able to respond to Trump’s comments last night 
with formal celebration, something it’s impossible to 
imagine on the left had Biden had said something 
similar in their favor.

Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, there’s simply 
no equivalency in the level of violence for which the 
far-right militia movement and far-left groups such as 
Antifa have been responsible in the United States. Anti-
fascists have committed zero murders in the United 
States in the past 25 years. In contrast, as the Anti-
Defamation League has documented, 90% of the 
extremist murders committed in the U.S. in 2019 were 
committed by the far-right. That’s why the ADL itself, 
which has hardly been sympathetic to Antifa in the 
past, has nonetheless conceded that “it is important to 
reject attempts to claim equivalence between the antifa 
and the white supremacist groups they oppose,” 
because “right-wing extremists have been one of the 
largest and most consistent sources of domestic terror 
incidents in the United States for many years; they 
have murdered hundreds of people in this country over 
the last ten years alone.”

Meanwhile, to date, there has been just one single 
Antifa-related murder.

Perhaps as importantly, to the extent that there even is 
an Antifa network in the United States (and thanks to 
the FBI, I’m skeptical that there is), it isn’t looking to Joe 
Biden for leadership the way the far-right militia 
movement is looking to President Trump. Far leftists 
tend to see Joe Biden as just another part of the 
neoliberal capitalist edifice that needs to be 
overthrown, not as any sort of ally, whereas the far-
right showed after last night’s kerfuffle that it sees 
President Trump as a tacit ally of its violent goals; the 
Proud Boys themselves called the debate “historic” and 
said it was already leading to “new recruits” to their 
violent movement. Then, of course, there’s the fact that 
while President Trump has hemmed and hawed on 
condemning far-right extremism throughout his entire 
presidency, Biden has in fact condemned Antifa, on 
multiple occasions. Biden simply isn’t an avatar for the 
far-left in this country in the way that Trump is for the 
far-right.

So for those reasons, there’s just no equivalency 
between far-right and supposed far-left extremism in 
the United States today, and even framing the question 
in terms of some tit-for-tat, where Biden has to 
condemn Antifa and Trump has to condemn white 
supremacists, is already playing directly into the far-
right’s hands.

It’s worth noting that American Jews know this. There’s 
a reason why 54% of American Jews hold Trump and 
the Republican Party substantially responsible for 
rising antisemitism in the United States, compared to 
only 18% who feel that way about the Democratic 
Party. And a poll of American Jews taken over the 
summer by the Jerusalem Center for Public Affairs 
found that 52% of American Jews think the dominant 
threat from antisemitism in the United States today 
comes the far-right, compared to only 1% who think 
that about the left, and 12% who think it comes equally 
from left and right.

American Jews know there’s no equivalency here, even 
if Chris Wallace at the debate did not.

At a moment when the FBI itself is saying white 
supremacists are the greatest terror threat the US now 
faces, it’s time to reject any comparison between left-
wing and right-wing extremists. Antifa is not
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the Proud Boys, and any attempt to frame the situation 
that way actively makes Jews and other minority 
communities less safe.

Ari Hoffman: Joel, something about last night felt 
unique. In a year where so much seems adrift, this 
looked like the wheels coming off our Republic in real 
time. A line from Philip Roth’s “American Pastoral” kept 
popping into my head: “the indigineous American 
berserk.” What Roth meant and what Trump 
demonstrated is that there is a part of our national 
culture that is simmering on the edge of violence, that 
is angry and aggrieved, and thinks the road to 
restoration is best decorated by breaking things along 
the way.

President Trump’s language last night that white 
nationalists “stand down and stand by” should set off 
deafening alarm bells in every American’s head. White 
supremacists are a cancer, and they should neither 
stand down nor stand by, but be eradicated from our 
political landscape.

At the same time, I think that forcing Americans to rank 
the threats that come from the toxic edges of our 
politics is the wrong strategy. This summer has shown 
us that the threats to American democracy are 
morphing just as fast as COVID-19, and seemingly share 
its contagious quality

I think condemning both the Proud Boys and Antifa is a 
position that is not only defensible, but that is 
necessary if we are to rebuild our society on surer 
footing.

I feel this way because I take seriously the growing 
echoes between our moment and Weimar Germany, as 
Andrew Sullivan and others have noted. Our institutions 
are weak, our norms are faltering, and the famous line 
from the W.B. Yeats poem rings truer every day: “The 
best lack all conviction, and the worst are full of 
passionate intensity.”

The extremes do battle in the streets, and each try to 
impose their visions of heavens, leaving us to live in 
hell.

On top of the ruins of our decayed civic culture, newer 
and more strident ideologies are grappling for 

dominance. These include the inchoate dogmas of a 
wokeness that inspires religious fervour, a hard left that 
has torched cities and undone neighborhoods, and a 
poisonous mixture of rancid populism and white 
nationalism that is coming in from the cold, even as it 
leaves many of us shuddering.

Why do I continue to believe that Biden must condemn 
both Antifa and the Proud Boys? Because I simply 
watched what transpired this summer. And here is what 
my eyes saw: a majority of peaceful protests to be sure, 
but also a spasm of violence that was real and 
sustained and widespread, and that convulsed whole 
swaths of American cities in anarchy and violence.

More than anyone, Jews know the horrific cost of white 
nationalism. But I also think about the terrorized 
shopkeepers in Seattle, Portland, Kenosha, and 
elsewhere, the burning buildings and looted 
convenience stores. I think of elite radicals justifying 
violence, and the intellectual theoreticians of chaos. 
And I worry.

Like antisemitism, no side owns a monopoly on rage. 
And that means we have to keep both eyes wide open. 
Jews know in their bones that the far left and the far 
right have equal designs on their bodies and souls. 
Americans should feel no differently.

Joel Swanson: Ari, thanks for the response, but here is 
where our perspectives begin to diverge, much as we 
may share in our distaste for the Proud Boys 
movement and for the president’s despicable and 
cowardly refusal to condemn them during the debate. I 
appreciate your invocation of Philip Roth’s “indigenous 
American berserk,” a phrase that I find popping into my 
head often these days as well, and which captures 
something uniquely disturbing and uniquely American 
about our moment.

But the fact is, Roth wrote “American Pastoral” about 
the 1960’s, when there was, quite simply, far more left-
wing violence than there is today. It might have been 
reasonable at that time to look at the country and 
demand an equal condemnation of left- and right-wing 
extremist violence. But that simply isn’t the situation 
we find ourselves in today.

Today, as the Anti-Defamation League has documented
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so ably, nearly all the extremist violence we face comes 
from the far-right - a threat assessment echoed by the 
FBI itself. Whatever you may think of overly woke 
professors on university campuses, no one is dying 
because of their actions, and no one is dying because 
of Antifa, either.

These are simply not in any way equivalent threats, and 
refusing to name the far-right as the predominant 
threat that it is helps no one, least of all Jews. There’s a 
reason why the American Jewish Committee finds that 
four out of five American Jews consider the extreme 
right to present a serious threat to Jewish safety in the 
United States today, compared to only one-third who 
think that about the extreme left. You say “no side 
owns a monopoly on rage,” but the rage of one side of 
the political spectrum is simply erupting into violence 
right now a lot more than the rage of the other.

Name the threat for where it’s coming from, and it isn’t 
the left.

Unfortunately, our own establishment institutions 
struggle with this. Yesterday afternoon, hours before 
the debate, the Jewish Democratic Council released an 
advertisement doing precisely that, comparing America 
today to the rise of fascism in the early 1930’s.

It was a deeply powerful ad, intercutting footage from 
fascist brown shirt rallies from the 1930’s with footage 
from such events as the 2017 Charlottesville “Unite the 
Right” white supremacist rally, which we all remember 
the president infamously saying included some “very 
fine people.” It was a perfect example of showing how 
history may not perfectly repeat, but it rhymes, that 
when you have the president of the United States dog 
whistling to far-right paramilitary groups and militias, 
this is going to lead to rising ethno-nationalism and far-
right violence, and these groups will hear this tacit 
support for what it is.

And yet, instead of saluting this advertisement for 
making painful but necessary historical comparisons, 
the response from most of the official organs of the 
American Jewish community was to condemn the 
Jewish Democratic Council ad as hyperbolic and 
overheated. On Twitter, Jonathan Greenblatt, CEO of 
the Anti-Defamation League, called the ad “deeply 

offensive to the memories of 6M+ Jews systematically 
exterminated during the Shoah,” while the American 
Jewish Committee said that the ad would “trivialize the 
memories of both victims and survivors.”

Of course, just hours later, both organizations were 
justifiably horrified by the President’s support for the 
Proud Boys right-wing militia. The AJC rightfully told 
President Trump that “Bigots, racists, and antisemites
are rejoicing at your refusal to condemn white 
supremacy,” while Jonathan Greenblatt of the ADL 
insisted that the president “owes America an apology 
or an explanation. Now.” And the ADL itself pointed out 
that the president’s words would embolden the Proud 
Boys, noting that they got a lot more attention on 
social media from people who might not have heard of 
them before the debate.

So I ask today: Isn’t this a moment for reflection from 
the American Jewish community? Shouldn’t the fact 
that, just hours after they got upset about a 
comparison between the rise of fascism in Germany 
and the president of the United States, that president 
legitimated such comparisons by directly dog whistling 
to far-right militias, cause these organizations to ask 
some questions? And might responding to the historical 
moment that we’re in require the leadership of the 
American Jewish community to be a little more 
explicitly partisan than it has been in the past?

Ari Hoffman: Joel, you’ve powerfully and eloquently 
made the case for the real and present danger of right 
wing extremism in this country, and I am in agreement 
that what we witnessed last night is a troubling affinity 
between the holder of the highest office in the land and 
the most noxious element of society. I hope that “stand 
down and stand by” comes to stand in infamy.

I take a slightly different lesson from Weimar than you 
do. Yes, the destination of the story is of the 
ascendance of a totalitarian right that brought misery 
to the world. But the means by which it happened was 
a society unmoored and cleaved into extremes, with a 
far left that refused compromise and so created the 
conditions for Hitler’s ascendance.

Over the course of this primary, I have been making the 
case for a politics of the center. The avatars of this are

Can you compare the Proud Boys to Antifa?
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all imperfect (remember Mike Bloomberg?) but the 
logic is, I believe, sound: The path beyond Trump can’t 
lie in imitating him, but in isolating and rejecting his 
blueprint and playbook.

The more of us can come together to do that, the 
safer we’ll be. How tragic if in swapping Trump for the 
hard left, we repeat history, first as tragedy and then 
as more tragedy?

As is evident from just our discussion, the work of 
drawing analogies from the past into the present is 
always bound to strike some as essential and others 
as inappropriate. There are no higher stakes, and 
disputes more inevitable, than when the Holocaust is 
involved.

My general position is that prudence is the best 
course of action. Undoubtedly, history echoes. But 
just as those on the left criticized Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu for consistently evoking 1938 in 
relation to the threat to Israel from Iran, the 
differences between this moment and that moment 
are just as salient as the differences.

We may not live in the best of all possible worlds, but 
I don’t yet think we are living in the worst. Let’s keep 
it that way.

-

Ari Hoffman is a contributing columnist at the 
Forward and an Adjunct Assistant Professor at N.Y.U. 
He holds a doctorate in English Literature from 
Harvard and a law degree from Stanford.

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

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

I’d like to say a few words about Adolf Hitler, Donald 
Trump, and Ruth Nussbaum.

Let’s start with Ruth, who is marking her 100th 
birthday on September 30th, and isn’t overly thrilled 
with the occasion. As she told me a few weeks ago, “I 
wouldn’t recommend it to anybody”.

Ruth Rozanski was born in Offenbach, Germany, a few 
miles from Frankfurt. By the age of five she’d learned 
how to knit, an activity in which she finds enjoyment 
and meaning to this day. After her father’s untimely 
death when she was 11, she lived with her mother 
Henriette and younger sister Ellen in a building owned 
by an aunt; her mom and aunt managed a small store 
downstairs from their apartment.

An exceptionally bright teenager, Ruth worked for 
three years as an apprentice bookkeeper until 
Kristallnacht in November, 1938. During that 
nationwide anti-Jewish orgy of violence, death and 
destruction, Nazi thugs ransacked her family’s store 
and residence.

Several months later, fearing what the ominous future 
might hold for German Jews, Henriette made the 
wrenching decision to send Ellen to safety in England 
on the now-legendary Kindertransport.

Ruth, however, was already past the 17-year age limit; 
it took another year of desperate attempts – and the 
help of the refugee organization HIAS – to make her 
escape from Nazi Germany, leaving her mother 
behind.

In late 1940, the 20-year-old, with only the clothes on 
her back, got on a train that rumbled through Russia 
for days, made her way to Japan, and boarded a ship

100-year-old 
Holocaust survivor 
compares Trump 
to Hitler
By Steve North



GET THE LATEST AT FORWARD.COM

19

that eventually docked in Seattle. Literally penniless, it 
took her some time to raise the one cent needed to 
send a postcard to relatives in New York City, who 
arranged through HIAS to bring her east.

In New York, Ruth was reunited with her fiancé Norbert 
(later Norman) Nussbaum. The couple met at a dancing 
school in 1935 when he was 17 and she 15; he fled 
Germany separately, and they married in 1942.

I am familiar with Ruth’s saga because Norman was my 
mother’s cousin, and our two families lived near each 
other for decades in Queens, NY.

After World War II ended, Ruth discovered that her 55-
year-old mother Henriette had been murdered in 
Treblinka.

In 1956, tragedy struck again, when the older of Ruth 
and Norman’s two sons died of leukemia at the age of 
nine. Although never fully recovered from that 
heartbreak, the Nussbaums carried on, moving to 
Delray Beach, Florida in the 1980s; Norman passed 
away in 1993.

In the years since being widowed, Ruth has kept busy 
by knitting blankets and hats for hospitalized children 
with cancer. Still living alone in her own home, she 
creates a blanket a day, and has been recognized 
several times for her remarkable charity work. She 
enjoys visits from her surviving son and two grandsons, 
as well as the children and grandchildren of her sister 
Ellen, who died in 2018.

One might think Ruth could look back with some sense 
of contentment and comfort at a lifetime of triumph 
over tragedy, but that’s not the case. In our recent 
conversation, she lamented the nation’s current crises, 
saying “I’ve seen a lot in my 100 years, but I don’t know 
why I had to stick around for all of this. It’s awful”.

Her pessimism has grown since 2016, when we met at 
an Italian restaurant for dinner during the presidential 
election campaign. After sharing joyful memories of my 
parents’ wedding and gossip about various relatives, 
Ruth turned to politics.

The woman who was forced to listen daily to Adolf 
Hitler’s lunatic rants on the radio for seven years in the 

1930s was blunt: “When I hear Trump speak, I hear 
Hitler again. When I see his rallies, it’s like what I saw in 
Nazi Germany”.

I pushed back against Ruth’s emotional comments. As a 
journalist who has interviewed dozens of survivors and 
reported extensively on Holocaust-related topics, and 
as the son of a mother who escaped the Nazis and a 
father whose aunts, uncles and ten first cousins were 
murdered by them, I have long believed that nobody 
and nothing can or should be compared to Hitler and 
Nazism.

The slaughter of six million Jews has been used and 
abused far too often by those who have no concept of 
its mechanized magnitude, from PETA (People for the 
Ethical Treatment of Animals) on the extreme left, to 
evangelical Christians on the extreme right. Its 
unfathomable evil has been cheapened by pop culture 
references to “soup Nazis” and sitcom jokes about 
Anne Frank.

So I told Ruth in 2016 I thought she was exaggerating, 
that the Holocaust was an event unique in its horror, 
that the unhinged diatribes of Donald Trump, as racist 
and moronic as they might be, were not equivalent to 
genocide.

The woman who was forced to listen daily to Adolf 
Hitler’s lunatic rants on the radio for seven years in the 
1930s was blunt: “When I hear Trump speak, I hear 
Hitler again. When I see his rallies, it’s like what I saw in 
Nazi Germany”.

Four years later, I’ve come to realize Ruth is right. 
Donald Trump still is not the Adolf Hitler of 1944. But he 
legitimately can be compared to the Hitler of 1934 –
and that, perhaps, is by design. Legal filings from 
Trump’s first divorce revealed he owned and studied a 
book of the Führer’s early speeches. A new analysis by 
prominent civil liberties attorney Burt Neuborne cites 
twenty ways Trump’s words and actions are similar to
those of Hitler in the early years of the Third Reich, 
from the attacks on mainstream media and objective 
truth to huge rallies, mass detention, ultranationalism 
and demonization of all opponents.

In recent weeks, as early voting begins, Trump has

100-year-old Holocaust survivor compares Trump to Hitler
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repeatedly refused to commit to a peaceful transfer of 
power if he loses in November. This is no surprise to 
Ruth, who told me earlier this month that “Trump is 
like a dictator. He’s crazy like Hitler was”.

Despite the barbed wire and caged children, a 
detention center in Texas is not Dachau in Bavaria. 
But when an eyewitness such as Ruth Nussbaum with 
a century of wisdom and lived experience warns us of 
the similarities, we ignore her at our own peril.

-

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

Perhaps the most curious fact about the Proud Boys, 
the violent far-right group President Trump appeared 
to call up to the reserves in the first 2020 presidential 
debate, is how they got their name.

The name can be read as an unapologetic affirmation 
of the things they stand for — which, according to the 
Southern Poverty Law Center, include so-called 
“western chauvinism” married to an anti-PC crusade 
mottled with anti-Muslim and baldly misogynistic 
rhetoric all dressed in Fred Perry polos. But “Proud 
Boys” is in fact an irreverent reference to a song that 
was cut from the 1992 Disney film “Aladdin.

It all began in 2015 when the group’s founder, Gavin 
McInnes, heard the song, “Proud of Your Boy,” at his 
daughter’s school music recital (you can see him 
explaining this here, mocking the child singer based 
on his perceived lack of masculinity and for being 
raised by a single mom).

McInnes hated the treacly tune, placed back in the 
“Aladdin” songbook by the 2014 Broadway musical. In 
the song, the street rat promises his mother he’ll 
reform his bad behavior, which includes, but is not 
limited to, stealing and cavorting with a monkey in a 
fez. It’s a bad song, in my opinion, but McInnes 
referenced it regularly on his podcast as a token of a 
certain kind of feminized masculinity he sees being 
advanced by “PC culture.” McInnes said the showtune 
was all about Aladdin “apologizing for being a boy, 
when actually we should let boys be boys.”

For the Proud Boys, being a boy means an initiation 
that involves getting pummeled while saying the 
names of breakfast cereals, a Kelloggian avoidance of

Do the ‘Proud Boys’ 
know their anthem 
was written by a 
gay Jew?
By PJ Grisar
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masturbation and a commitment to not apologizing 
for how white men behave. In its choice of name the 
group, which claims to not be racist or espouse white 
supremacy — while at the same time boasting an 
impressive number of white supremacist links and 
openly advocating for the safeguarding of white 
masculinity — is invoking a song written by the Jewish 
composer-lyricist team of Alan Menken and Howard 
Ashman, the latter of whom was gay. In fact, it’s their 
cheeky anthem. The irony is the point.

While it at first seems baffling that a group that has 
beat up gay men and whose founder made a video 
called “10 Things I Hate About Jews” (before changing 
the title and claiming he is not antisemitic) would 
have the song as their namesake, it actually fits their 
whole hateful gimmick.

The Proud Boys represent an extreme version of 
trolling, and by using this song as their standard, 
they’re laughing at its sincerity. Apologists for toxic 
masculinity, they are co-opting something pure to fit 
a twisted world view where white men are beyond 
reproach and caring for other people’s feelings is an 
oppressive expectation.

Look, it’s not a good song, but it didn’t deserve this.

-

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

Dear Bintel,

Is it offensive if I throw my 13-year-old cat a “cat 
mitzvah?” I’m not Jewish, but I grew up in a heavily 
Jewish area and lots of my friends are Jewish. We 
went to so many bar and bat mitzvahs in my day. It 
would be a bit tongue in cheek, but not mocking in 
any way. Just a cute way to celebrate my beloved cat.

— Mrs. Gingersnap Just Wants to Have Fun

Dear Mrs. Gingersnap,

This letter made me laugh out loud. I say throw the 
party. I don’t really know what that entails, but 
assuming it’s done with a light touch and in true good 
fun I don’t see an issue with it.

I’m thinking cute captions on social media about 
being 13, and maybe your cat in pearls or a bow tie. Or 
having friends over (however safely that can happen 
in your part of the world) with toasts about how proud 
they were to watch her grow up. It can be fun and silly 
and not disgrace everything sacred about the actual 
tradition of assuming Jewish adulthood and 
responsibility.

I might feel different if you weren’t culturally 
embedded in the world of American Jewish Bat 
Mitzvahs. I say this because if your social group 
wasn’t heavily Jewish, this sort of event could be more 
mocking than you intend.

That’s because, in that case, you wouldn’t be 
nostalgically evoking the many events of your youth, 
but relying on stereotypes about Jewish bar and bat 
mitzvahs. For your cat. The whole thing would have to 
be sourced through second hand knowledge or 
researched. That degree of distance and thus effort

I’m not Jewish, but 
can I still throw a ‘cat 
mitzvah’ for my pet?
By Shira Telushkin
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either makes the nod feel too serious (earnestly looking 
for ways to ritually mark your cat’s transition to 
adulthood seems odd) or confusing, with a dash of 
ethnic unease: Why is this ritual cute and funny for 
you? What’s your connection?

But if simcha dancers and themed parties and high-
pitched thank yous for family that came “all the way 
from Florida” to celebrate was a part of your childhood 

too, then go ahead and make it part of your cat’s life. 
And PLEASE send pictures!!

-

Shira Telushkin lives in Brooklyn, where she writes on 
religion, fashion, and culture for a variety of 
publications. She is currently finishing a book on 
monastic intrigue in modern America. Got a question? 
Send it to bintel@forward.com.
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