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Entering a third pandemic year,
Jews see reasons to hope — and
stay cautious

News

By Rudy Malcom

 

Julia Métraux, now 24, first started having severe fatigue and chronic pain about six years
ago — symptoms that led to her eventual diagnosis with vasculitis, which involves
inflammation of the blood vessels, in January 2018.

She was hospitalized for a week and then bedridden for six months. Her medical needs
made it necessary for her to drop out of college at McGill University. During this period, she
said, many people in her life simply stopped checking in on her.

Now, as we enter the third year of the COVID-19 pandemic and society tries to return to
normal, Métraux is feeling left behind once more.

Rates of infection are falling, yet contracting even a mild case of the virus, said Métraux,
who is fully vaccinated, could worsen her condition by wreaking havoc on her vascular
system. And as institutions around her reduce or eliminate COVID-19 precautions, her
concerns are increasing. For instance, the University of California, Berkeley, where she is
pursuing a master’s degree in journalism, recently lifted its mask mandate.

“It’s really scary to me — almost traumatic — thinking that I could get sick again,” Métraux
said.

As Jews from all walks of life confront a third year of life with the virus and its
psychological, social, and economic effects, we asked a selection to share their insights.
Some, like Métraux, focused on the need for society to continue caring for those most
vulnerable to COVID-19. Others reflected on how the pandemic has prompted them to
rethink what it means to live a full and Jewish life.

Altogether, they painted a picture of a Jewish community searching for joy and meaning 
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after two years of profoundly disrupted personal and communal existence, as the U.S.
hurtles toward a milestone of 1 million deaths from COVID-19. (The official global toll
eclipsed 6 million earlier this month.)

“I don’t think we’ve fully processed the losses that we’ve sustained,” said Rabbi Joseph
Ozarowski, author of “To Walk in God’s Ways: Jewish Pastoral Perspectives on Illness and
Bereavement” and president of Neshama: Association of Jewish Chaplains.

Yet Susan Einbinder, a Judaic studies professor at the University of Connecticut in Storrs, is
trying to be optimistic. During waves of bubonic plague, she said, early modern Jewish
communities kept praying, writing, building, getting married and having kids.

“The lesson from the past may be less about ‘Here comes the pandemic, and now what do
we do?’ and more about ‘It’s here to stay, and what do we do?’” she said. “And where do
we find the resilience, humility and compassion to live in a way we aspire to live as Jews
and as human beings?”

Find meaning in trauma

Whenever something awful happens, April Baskin, formerly the Union for Reform Judaism’s
czar for racial diversity, equity and inclusion work, says to herself, “I wonder what
wonderful things will come of this.”

For Baskin, one blessing of an otherwise cataclysmic pandemic is that it helped bring to life
a cherished vision.

She first founded the social justice organization Joyous Justice in 2019, shortly before she
moved from the U.S. to Senegal, planning to travel back and forth between the two
countries. But progress was slow.

In March 2020, days before her flight from Senegal, she learned that flights were being
grounded due to concerns over COVID-19. Being forced to stay in one place, she said,
brought her a new kind of focus. “God was indirectly saying, ‘Stop being afraid, believe in
the beauty of your dreams and go for it — it’s kind of your only option,’” she said.

She started a podcast with Tracie Guy-Decker, then deputy director of the Jewish Museum
of Maryland, which the two use to unpack issues of race and racism. She coached clients
on antiracist work. Requests for her services skyrocketed after George Floyd’s murder in
Minneapolis triggered a nationwide reckoning with race.
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For Baskin, who is Black and Cherokee, it reinforced the importance of the work the
pandemic had prompted her to zero in on. “If we choose for it to be,” she said, “all shit can
be fuel or fertilizer.”

Guy-Decker, who is white, first got involved with antiracist work during the 2015 Baltimore
protests that followed the death of Freddie Gray, a Black man, from a spinal cord injury
sustained while in police custody. Five years later, she knew she wanted to do more. And
so she quit her museum job in October 2020 to join Baskin full-time.

A past version of herself, she said, would have found the idea of leaving a stable, brick-
and-mortar job to help a friend with a startup completely absurd — especially with her
husband on a Navy assignment in Bahrain, and an 8-year-old daughter at home. But the
events of 2020 had given her a fresh perspective, and “it didn’t seem so absurd anymore,”
she said. “It actually seemed like the most lucid thing I could do.”

She makes less money now, Guy-Decker said, but she can still make ends meet. She
always thought she needed a traditional job to support her family, but she now recognizes
that some of her limits were self-imposed.

For Guy-Decker, like Baskin, the stress of the pandemic proved clarifying; she now works
toward making spaces more inclusive toward Jews of Color, work she sees as related to the
Talmudic expression kol Yisra’el arevim ze baze, roughly translated as “all Jews are
responsible for each other.” It’s a message the pandemic has made her take more
seriously than ever.

“We all focus on actual dollars and cents,” she said, “but there are other currencies we
trade in — including time, happiness and meaning.”

Learn to see the value in rest

When the pandemic struck, many Jewish (and non-Jewish) eateries suffered — but not
Marisa Baggett’s Zayde’s NYC Deli in Memphis, Tenn. The kosher catering business thrived
so much that around Passover 2021, Baggett expanded it, opening a restaurant.

It was exciting but overwhelming, and it took a serious illness for Baggett to realize her
pace of work wasn’t sustainable — or fulfilling. She closed her restaurant in July 2021 to
focus on her recovery, and is now establishing herself as a painter who tells stories from
Torah and Talmud in a contemporary light.
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Two years into the stresses of the pandemic, and often still fatigued since her illness,
Baggett is happy with a slower pace of life. “The old me would’ve said, ‘In five years, I plan
to blah blah,’ but for now, I’m enjoying the process and looking forward to seeing what
happens,” she said. “When I look back at the idea of constantly being productive, I’m
surprised I didn’t burn out sooner.”

Focusing on being alive, rather than pursuing achievement, is “kind of the essence of
Torah,” she said.

Baggett connected her new lifestyle to the practice of shmita — a Biblically mandated
sabbatical that occurs every seven years and begins on Rosh Hashanah. In the Torah, it is
a time to forgive debts and let the land lie fallow but can, in broader terms, be viewed as a
time of rest and renewal. (The world is currently in a shmita year.)

“I don’t think we’ve ever needed shmita as much as we do right now,” said Betsy Stone, a
psychologist and adjunct lecturer at Hebrew Union College. “In the same way that muscles
need to be stressed and rest to grow, people need to rest to be able to grow.”

COVID-19 has required a “phenomenally high level of adaptation,” Stone said, yet there’s
been “no rest and reset time.”

“Many of us say things like, ‘There are other people who have it worse than I do,’ ‘I’m not
food-insecure,’ or ‘I have a roof over my head,’ but it just layers shame on top of trauma,”
Stone said. “It’s not productive.”

In support groups she leads, Stone is seeing, for instance, extreme stress and fatigue
among rabbis, cantors and other Jewish professionals who have faced increased need
among their congregations and, in making decisions about communal precautions, become
impromptu epidemiologists. “The level of burnout for some is almost paralyzing,” she said.
“We’re going to see mental health issues coming out of this pandemic for at least a
decade, and if we’re smart, we’ll begin to address those issues before they explode all over
us — not after,” Stone said.

Rabbi Hara Person, chief executive of the Central Conference of American Rabbis, noted
that the past two years have “shaken loose” underlying issues like stress and burnout that
existed long before the pandemic. The Reform rabbinical organization, she said, will
continue to expand webinars, support groups, one-on-one counseling and other offerings
to promote “rabbinic wellness.”
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“It’s clear that rabbis need a tremendous amount of support, in both their personal and
professional lives,” Person said. “The stronger rabbis are emotionally and spiritually, the
stronger the communities they serve can be.”

Take solace in community

Rabbi Susan Grossman, one of the Conservative Movement’s first woman rabbis, is set to
retire in June after 25 years of service at Beth Shalom Congregation, a Conservative shul in
Columbia, Md.

She’ll also step down from an unusually long 30-year tenure on the Conservative Judaism
Committee on Jewish Law and Standards, through which she has helped shape the
movement’s policies regarding COVID-19.

Despite the tragedies of the pandemic, Grossman stressed that the last two years have
also brought forth the possibility of transformation. She noted that the so-called “Greatest
Generation” — the Americans who grew up during the Great Depression and fought in
World War II — were “incredibly able to cope and also the most generous and considerate
generation.”

We can find peace, she said, in avodah and chesed — service and acts of loving kindness,
respectively — by showing empathy and compassion not just for fellow Jews but for all of
our neighbors.

Part of that process: Learning to reinforce the strength of our communities, even and
especially under difficult circumstances.

“Jews who feel like they’re part of a Jewish community feel less isolated and cope better
than those who are not part of a Jewish community,” said Eva Fogelman, a psychologist in
private practice in New York.

Fogelman says that lesson will be particularly important to remember as we enter the third
year of the pandemic. A group of experts recently warned that despite a broad nationwide
relaxing of precautions, “the nation is not yet at the next normal.” The group, which
includes former leaders of the CDC, cautioned that the virus is not yet at low enough levels
to be considered “endemic,” and that more research into long COVID is needed.

Additionally, the possibility of future surges and variants remains. While nearly two-thirds
of American adults are fully vaccinated, only 41% of children ages 5 to 17 are fully 
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vaccinated. About 20 million children under 5, who are not yet eligible for vaccination,
remain unprotected. And at least 7 million immunocompromised adults live in the U.S.

“I really hope that people are willing to do the bare minimum to protect each other,”
Métraux said.

Luckily, Fogelman said, “we have developed these creative, innovative ways of being apart
yet being together.”

And as Einbinder, the UConn professor, pointed out, Jews have been overcoming obstacles
to gathering for centuries. During a bout of plague in 1631, she said, Jews in Padua, Italy
were told to pray from their windows and recite the vidui, the deathbed confession, from
their doorways, with witnesses stationed in the street. “They didn’t have the Internet,” she
said, drawing a connection to Jewish communities’ quick pivot to virtual offerings early in
the COVID-19 pandemic, “but they used physical space in creative ways.” And the Jewish
community remains creative. The Committee on Jewish Law and Standards has recently
ruled that even after the public health threat of COVID-19 has ended, Jews can continue to
use technology to make a minyan.

“There’s amazing resilience in Judaism,” Grossman said. “Whatever we’ve experienced, we
don’t wallow in it. We learn how to make ourselves and the world a better place because of
it.”
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AIPAC’s endorsements risk
irreparably damaging the U.S.-
Israel relationship

Opinion

By Laura E. Adkins

 

For pro-Israel Americans and the journalists who cover them, AIPAC Policy Conference was
the annual see-and-be-seen event. More than 18,000 of us descended on Washington
each March for three days of parties, panels, networking and a lobbying day on Capitol Hill.
Top donors were treated to a blowout party with enough members of Congress to pass a
bill.

The 2020 conference was the last major Jewish event before the pandemic shutdown. We
didn’t know it at the time, but it was also AIPAC’s last Policy Conference.

COVID has provided AIPAC with a convenient excuse to discontinue its signature annual
program without ever having to announce that it is doing so. But AIPAC has also shifted
tactics in larger ways as well — in ways that may irreparably damage both the group and
the U.S.-Israel relationship.

Instead of primarily lobbying members of Congress to support aid to Israel, the group has
in recent years become more aggressive, running attack ads and email campaigns against
politicians it deems too critical of Israel. AIPAC has also quietly gutted its outreach to
progressive voters and dramatically scaled down its community and campus programs. In
December and with much fanfare, it launched a controversial PAC and Super PAC, and has
recently launched an app to quickly mobilize its rapidly growing membership.

Many longtime supporters and former AIPAC staff have been uncomfortable with these
changes, which have alienated longtime allies in both parties while emboldening grifters
who are actively undermining our democracy.

Some have speculated that AIPAC ended its Policy Conference because the polarization in
our politics makes it impossible to run a truly bipartisan event. But while its true that many 
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of the decisions made by AIPAC — and Israel — in recent years have alienated many on the
left, the move in truth comes because AIPAC has decided that directly underwriting certain
pro-Israel candidates is a more efficient use of resources than hosting educational events
about the Jewish state and its relationship to Washington, or investing in relationships that
may take decades to pay off.

They’re not wrong — at least not in the short-term. But their choice to endorse 37 members
of Congress who voted to overturn the results of the 2020 election, and whose anti-
democratic positions the vast majority of American Jews reject, harms the stability of our
country — and could jeopardize the future of the U.S.-Israel relationship.

AIPAC has benefited tremendously from the fact that support for Israel is bipartisan. By
encouraging AIPAC members to give directly to local pro-Israel candidates that align with
their other values, AIPAC members managed to maintain strong relationships with
Democratic and Republican lawmakers alike — and their first slate of endorsements is in
some ways a testament to their bipartisan past.

AIPAC’s own supporters have long been a check on the organization’s single-minded focus
of defending Israel. Most Americans — even those who give to AIPAC — are not single-issue
voters, so members have historically supported the organization’s broad mandate of
defending the U.S.-Israel relationship while also giving directly to individual campaigns
selectively.

But now, supporting AIPAC financially means trusting the organization to pick which
horses to back in every race. And so far, AIPAC’s leaders have made confusing choices
with little or no explanation — and are using funds to support politicians whose response to
the Jan. 6 insurrection was downright dangerous.

I understand that AIPAC is an organization single-mindedly committed to the U.S.-Israel
relationship. But without a strong and vibrant democracy in the United States, there is no
U.S.-Israel relationship to defend.

Unlike other lobbying groups that issue scorecards to show how they choose which
candidates to endorse, AIPAC’s process for choosing candidates remains opaque. It would
be helpful to understand how AIPAC defines pro-Israel.

Notably missing from the group’s first slate of endorsements are politicians who for years
were keynote speakers at AIPAC conferences and have underwritten key pieces of pro-
Israel legislation, such as New Jersey Senator and ranking member of the Senate Foreign 
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Relations Committee Bob Menendez. Also absent from the list are high-profile pro-Israel
Republicans challenging their party’s orthodoxy, such as Rep. Liz Cheney, who recently
tweeted that AIPAC’s “leadership is playing a dangerous game of politics.”

Worse, of course, are the 37 representatives on the list who actively supported President
Donald Trump’s efforts to delegitimize the 2020 election. Though weirdly, many pro-Israel
politicians who also fall into this category — like Sen. Ted Cruz — are glaringly absent from
the list.

There are plenty of choices that will alienate those on the other side of the aisle as well:
despite spending millions lobbying against the 2015 Iran Deal, claiming that it would pose a
tremendous threat to Israel, AIPAC’s first slate of endorsements also includes 27
Democrats who voted for the Iran Deal.

It’s one thing to host a wide swath of candidates at your annual event. It’s quite another to
fund them while trying not to alienate your membership.

And it seems that AIPAC is already on the defensive. In a recent and astoundingly tone-
deaf letter, AIPAC used President Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s impassioned plea for aid of
Ukraine’s military struggle to defend these endorsements. (Ironically, some on the list
voted against sending military aid to Ukraine.)

AIPAC’s letter was insulting in implying that the United States, a country whose lawmakers
almost unanimously support pro-Israel legislation, would turn on Israel if not for AIPAC’s
work. Its leadership doesn’t understand that their endorsements are much more likely to
turn former supporters against AIPAC than against Israel.

AIPAC’s letter did get one thing right: a strong relationship with Israel benefits both
countries. But AIPAC is making a significant miscalculation by taking this to mean that any
elected official who supports Israel automatically deserves the group’s money.

Support for Israel among members of Congress was not always a given. It is thanks in no
small part to AIPAC’s efforts that the relationship is as strong as it is today.

But more extreme elements in both parties could just as easily turn on Israel, and on
AIPAC. We are already seeing it happen on the progressive left, and recently, we’re seeing
an isolationist shift on the right as well. Who’s to say that some of the 69 Members of
Congress who voted against sending aid to Ukraine — including nine who were endorsed by
AIPAC — won’t turn on Israel next?
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Politicians came to AIPAC’s Policy Conference and vote for pro-Israel legislation not
because the group is “all about the Benjamins,” as some have cynically claimed, but
because there is broad public support for a strong U.S.-Israel relationship based on shared
democratic values.

By forsaking those democratic values and funding those who work to destabilize this
country, AIPAC is sacrificing long-term sustainability for short-term expediency.

I don’t want AIPAC to fail — I want it to do better. I have attended or spoken at AIPAC
conferences and events regularly since I was a student at NYU. I went on an educational
trip to Israel with AIPAC in early 2015, making friends from very different backgrounds and
political affiliations. And as a journalist, I’ve relished the annual opportunity to reconnect
with colleagues from Israel and across the U.S. at the group’s conference, and appreciated
that panels often featured speakers who were critical of Israel.

I respected — аnd felt respected in — AIPAC’s “broad tent.” But I cannot support AIPAC’s
decision to endorse candidates that undermine the strength of the only country I’ve ever
called home.

I’m not alone. I’ve spoken at length with current and former AIPAC employees, as well as
former donors who supported AIPAC for decades, who are tremendously disappointed by
the group’s recent decisions. Tom Dine, who served as AIPAC’s executive director from
1980 to 1993, told Haaretz that if the group’s money “goes to antidemocratic people who
believe the last election was a fraud and they support the January 6 insurrection – no sir, I
would not give them a dime.”

AIPAC’s base will shrink if its members feel the group has forsaken them. And if the 37
election-deniers endorsed by AIPAC have their way, America will become a much-
diminished country as well, calling into question the very stability that makes a strong
U.S.-Israel relationship possible.
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Are virtual minyans and avatar
rabbis the future of Judaism?

Culture

By Andrew Silverstein

 

This past Hanukkah, Rabbi Steven Stark Lowenstein didn’t give Kiddush cups or gift cards
to his staff at Am Shalom, a Reform congregation in the Chicago suburb of Glencoe.
Instead, the cantors, rabbis, educators and administrators who make up his staff of 18
received Oculus virtual reality headsets.

“It was great fun,” Lowenstein wrote me in an email, “and sent a message that VR is real.”

In October, Lowenstein set out to make Am Shalom “the first Jewish synagogue in the
metaverse,” referring to the emerging network of 3D virtual worlds whose name was
coined in “Snow Crash,” a 1992 sci-fi novel by Neal Stephenson.

The senior rabbi, who is near 60, enlisted the help of younger tech-savvy congregation
members and kept his efforts relatively quiet, careful not to dip into the congregation’s
budget. He knew he’d raise eyebrows when, in mid-November, he spent $10,000 worth of
cryptocurrency on a land parcel on the Island of Scarcity in the virtual world of
Cryptovoxel.

So far, Lowenstein has only streamed a temple concert in an NFT art gallery, but his goal is
to open a 3D digital synagogue by Passover, so anyone with an online avatar can have an
immersive experience. He plans to host virtual events with Jewish-themed NFT giveaways
and livestream Shabbat services.

But there’s competition.

In Decentraland, a parallel virtual world, Chabad Lubavitch, the Brooklyn-headquartered
Hasidic movement, is constructing a center. Without knowledge of Lowenstein’s plans,
they announced in January that they will be “the first Jewish presence in the metaverse.”
For now, digital saw horses mark off the center’s future location between an NFT art
gallery and a kiosk labeled “Beauty Land,” which plays a German-based bitcoin firm’s 
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promotional video in Turkish, Greek and Spanish, all subtitled in Chinese. Chabad
purchased the virtual plot for 6,000 MANA, the blockchain currency which powers
Decentraland, worth over $14,000 today.

The project is spearheaded by Rabbi Yisroel Wilhelm, head of the Rohr Chabad Center at
University of Colorado; Rabbi Shmuli Nachlas, director of the Jewish Youth Network of
Ontario; and tech expert Alex Gelbert. According to Wilhelm, the rabbis decided to go
ahead with the project during Passover 2021, naming it The MANA Chabad Jewish Center,
aptly referencing the Book of Exodus and the cryptocurrency.

While they have no opening date set, their website has images of the future virtual center.
The exterior is a digital replica of the Hasidic court’s red-bricked Eastern Parkway
headquarters. Inside is a large open space with high ceilings and a photo of Rabbi
Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the movement’s spiritual leader who died in 1994.

Wilhelm says the center will be staffed and will function like the Chabad Houses found on
college campuses and in over 100 countries worldwide that aim to meet the spiritual and
material needs of Jews. The difference being that a “mensch avatar” will be the one asking
“Are you Jewish?”

Since it’s Orthodox, the online center will operate at most 24/6.

“We’re not going to be doing anything on Shabbat or holidays,” said Wilhelm.

Both Rabbi Wilhelm and Rabbi Lowenstein boast that their decisions to enter the
metaverse came before Mark Zuckerberg renamed Facebook as Meta at the end of
October. The tech giant made its announcement in an 80-minute presentation highlighting
the potential of the technology. In it, a cartoon Zuckerberg hopped between highly realistic
fantasy worlds as he interacted with co-workers and friends.

The video and brand change drew mockery, in part because Meta means “dead” in Hebrew.
But it was also a turning point for the virtual worlds. Metaverse became a buzz word, and
the rebranding signaled that Zuckerberg was betting billions that immersive experiences,
not social media, would be the foundation of our future online lives.

The potential for virtual worship is already apparent. Even though the metaverse is often
called “soulless,” other religions do have a presence. I visited a detailed virtual mosque
that attracts passing avatars with the rhythmic chanting of the Quran. It sits next to a
towering standing Buddha statue.
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For Christians, there are places like VR Church, which controversially has baptized
followers in virtual water. And, according to The Associated Press, the app EvolVR lets
users meditate “in a virtual incarnation of a Tibetan Buddhist temple high in the mountains
or floating weightlessly looking down at the Earth.”

However, neither Lowenstein nor Wilhelm is certain about how Judaism will look in the
metaverse.

“We haven’t even figured out how to put a yarmulke on an avatar,” said Wilhelm. Which is
fair, no one really knows how the metaverse itself will work. According to Zuckerberg, it
doesn’t even fully exist yet.

Both Wilhelm and Lowenstein see their virtual projects as ways to reach a younger
generation that is increasingly disengaged with religion.

How Zoom Shabbat May Become Metaverse Shabbat

Back in October, Lowenstein had never heard of the metaverse when a congregant, who is
a hedge fund manager, challenged the Reform rabbi to create a digital synagogue,
promising a crypto donation to fund it.

The rabbi had always been an early adopter of tech in the temple. Eight years earlier, he
had started streaming Shabbat and holiday services. What was then seen as a novelty or
even fringe, became commonplace for Reform and Conservative congregations during the
pandemic.

Am Shalom’s Zoom bnai mitzvahs, quarantine shivas and Facebook Live prayer services
won the attention of the Chicago Sun Times, which featured the synagogue in a May 2020
article about keeping communities socially distanced but spiritually close.

The metaverse is the logical next step. Bill Gates says that within two or three years, office
Zoom meetings will move into 3D virtual spaces, using technology that replicates the real
feel of interacting in a physical space.

Rabbi Lowenstein believes the same will eventually happen with Zoom-like 2D Shabbat
service broadcasts. Worshippers will don headsets to join immersive virtual experiences
where rabbis and congregants form cyber-minyans untethered to a physical synagogue.

“If my kids can play 18 holes of golf in my living room while using their Oculus with another 
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friend from New York playing the same course, why can’t we do the same thing with
learning a Torah portion or experiencing a Jewish holiday?” Lowenstein asked in a phone
interview.

Virtual shul isn’t the rabbi’s first preference for engaging young Jews, but he’s a realist.

“As much as I hope that they will come to sit in my building, and experience what we’re
doing, I want to find ways to come to them and to bring those same high-level
experiences,” he said. “And if it means streaming it onto the metaverse, I’m willing to try
that.”

For the Reform rabbi, this doesn’t mean compromising his beliefs. “Our function is to take
the old and make it new, and take the new and make it holy,” he said paraphrasing Rav
Kook, the first Chief Ashkenazi Rabbi of pre-state Israel. “The metaverse is something new
that we have to find ways to make holy.”

Bringing Avatar Jews Back Down to Earth

While the Reform movement adapts Judaism to the modern world, Chabad adapts the
modern world to Judaism.

Chabad has long embraced technology as a means to spread their traditional beliefs.
Chabad.org launched back in 1993, making it one of the first 500 websites on the internet.

Before the pandemic, cryptocurrency and NFT-enthusiast students at the University of
Colorado brought up the idea of a Chabad house in the metaverse to Rabbi Wilhelm.

“They look at it as something very pure and good, they think that people are creating a
positive change in the way we look at currencies and other things,” said Wilhelm.

Wilhelm doesn’t share the idealist view that blockchain will remake the world by
decentralizing power and data, but he and Nachlas see the metaverse as a place to reach
“unreachable Jews.”

Chabad describes their future center in Decentraland as something similar to their
outposts in far-flung places like Dharmesala, India, or at the foot of Macchu Picchu.
“Wherever there are Jewish people, there are Chabad-Lubavitch emissaries working to
teach, guide and uplift them,” states an article on Chabad.org. “Even when they are
avatars.”
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But it won’t be possible to offer a Jewish traveler a kosher meal in a virtual center, or offer
shelter and material assistance like the movement has done in recent days in Ukraine. Nor
can you pull an avatar into an actual sukkah or mitzvah tank.

While Wilhelm mentioned potential educational activities and festivities like a Purim
celebration and a menorah lighting in a public square in Decentraland, Chabad warns that
an expanding virtual world may lead Jews to “shrink their physical reality, the one that truly
counts.”

In the comments section of a January Chabad.org article about the new center, some
followers questioned the wisdom of any engagement in the metaverse. Calling it a “grave
danger,” one commenter asked whether it would be appropriate for a nonmarried man and
woman to meet alone in the metaverse or touch virtually.

“I’m not here to control the negative things that are happening in the metaverse. That’s
not my job,” said Wilhelm. Chabad’s goal, he added, is to meet Jews wherever they may be
spiritually and then, as their website puts it, to “bring users ‘down to earth’ for Shabbat
dinners, tefillin, shaking the lulav and etrog, and all other mitzvot that can only be done in
the flesh.”

Still, Wilhelm sees great potential, looking at the success of Chabad on the internet. “We
were the first,” Said Wilhelm, “and now we’re the biggest.” The movement’s tech savviness
and dedication to outreach has given them an outsized voice in all things Jewish.

“It’s very powerful,” said Andrea Lieber, a Judaic Studies professor at Dickinson College
who studies religion and technology. “Google almost anything Jewish, the first hit you get
is almost always Chabad.”

Judaism 2.0

If the metaverse is “the next chapter of the internet,” as Mark Zuckerberg claims, then
being the first Jewish group in the metaverse brings more than just bragging rights. It
could mean defining Jewish-ness in the future.

Over time, the technology will improve and become more mainstream. Eventually, there
may be an app for Jews to pray at a hyper-realistic digital Western Wall, or cyber sukkahs
in the metaverse under renderings of the Milky Way. Hebrew school lessons could make
the book of Isaiah come alive through a VR simulation.
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Orthodox Jews, who make up 10 percent of American Jews, may not accept cyber minyans,
but there are plenty of opportunities for them to gather and practice Judaism in the
metaverse.

Lieber, who has studied the web streaming of Shabbat services, believes advances in
technology allow Jews to experience a wider variety and more personalized spiritual
experiences. But she says the ability to stay at home and take religious classes or attend a
service from far away synagogues, comes at a cost of eroding the local synagogue as a
place where Jewish communities come together.

What is permitted in terms of technology, she says, changes over time. Often those
changes are the result of prioritizing values like inclusivity or compassion. For example,
Orthodox rabbis permit hospitalized followers to use the phone to meet their religious
obligation to hear prayers like the Havdalah.

And it may not be the religious authorities who get to decide how Judaism is practiced in
virtual reality. Sometimes, she says, religious law “lags behind what people are doing.”

By the time the Conservative movement leaders in the 1950s laid out rules for driving to
synagogue on the Sabbath, Lieber said, members had long been carpooling to shul. Even in
the Orthodox community, concessions to technology have been made, like Shabbos
elevators and changes to cooking practices on the day of rest.

Virtual reality may seem like a big leap forward, but greater portions of our days, and more
aspects of our lives have migrated to the internet. Apple Watches, Peloton bikes and Alexa
have blurred the lines between our physical and digital worlds. And more and more people
are creating avatars, socializing and spending real money in the metaverse or in video
games like Fortnite.

Eventually, some predict we will live part-time in the metaverse, working, shopping,
exercising and, depending on who you ask, even praying.

That moment may come sooner than you expect.

“Passover is going from the narrow spaces to the open spaces,” said Lowenstein who is
putting the final touches on his virtual synagogue. “It would be a perfect time to be visible
in the metaverse.”
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‘At 15, you can grow up’: Refugee
stories of anguish and hope at the
Ukrainian border

News

By Jodi Rudoren

 

MEDYKA, Poland — It was weeks after the bombs started falling close to her fifth-floor
apartment in Kyiv that Irena Sakada began to really worry about her 15-year-old daughter,
Sofia. That’s when Sofia put down her paints.

Unlike most of their friends, Sakada, a manicurist who is 46, had expected the Russian
attack, and had prepared. “I had a very strong intuition, so I packed my suitcase and all the
documents,” she told a group of Jewish nonprofit leaders visiting Poland’s Ukrainian border
this week.

“And I started to explain to Sofia what she should do if I’m gone at work – what should she
take, where should she run,” Sakada continued. “At 15, you can grow up.”

They felt the first bombs on the very first day of the war, when their Yorkshire Terrier,
Smart, started jumping around by the window at 4 a.m. The next morning, they joined the
throngs searching for underground shelter, but found that several addresses promised by
the municipality were inexplicably locked.

“Eventually we just broke the lock and invaded,” Sakada said. Some 120 people squeezed
into six rooms, each about 15 meters long, sleeping on the floor, no electricity or
bathrooms.

“They were very creative,” she said. “One by one they used jars or anything they could
use.”

After three days, mother, daughter and dog left the scary squalor to stay at a friend’s
apartment. After another four days, they headed west across Ukraine, eventually landing
in the Polish city of Lublin, where they have been staying in a hotel the Joint Distribution 
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Committee – the largest Jewish nonprofit involved in the refugee effort – has been
operating as a shelter since March 5.

“I was very concerned because at some point she stopped painting,” Sakada said of her
daughter, who wants to be an animator and game designer. “Then, suddenly, three days
ago, she took up the brushes again.”

The Sakadas were among a handful of Jewish refugees who shared their stories across a
36-hour visit to the border region for 30 executives and lay leaders of the Jewish
Federations of North America that I tagged along with this week.

JFNA raised more than $30 million over the first three weeks of a Ukraine emergency relief
drive, and has been a major long-term backer of both the JDC and the other main Jewish
group working at the border, the Jewish Agency for Israel. Last year, Federations gave
more than $69 million to the Jewish Agency and $30 million to the Joint.

This was the second JFNA mission to Poland in as many weeks, and two more are planned
for the first week of April. Eric Fingerhut, the group’s CEO, wants key leaders from around
North America – our group included people from Hartford, Milwaukee, St. Louis, Baltimore,
Atlanta, Columbus, Philadelphia, Florida, Montreal and New Jersey – to witness the crisis
first hand and come home with stories to tell that will further galvanize Jews to give.

The trip was short, and the group was large, so what we got were snapshots of the largest
and most rapidly developing refugee crisis since World War II. More than 2 million
Ukrainians have poured over the Polish border over the past month. These are a few of
their stories.

After the pandemic began, Valeriy and Tatiana Eremena, retirees in their 70s, moved from
Kyiv to the countryside, near a town called Makarov about 50 kilometers west of the
capital. For the first couple of weeks of the war, they stayed put.

“They weren’t shooting at us but they were shooting near us,” Valeriy explained. “We got
used to it.”

Then something hit the house “and the house burned,” he continued. Tatiana was home.
“It’s a miracle she escaped,” he said, adding that she has burns that have yet to heal. “She
managed to take just the cell phone.”

The Eremenas have a daughter who made aliyah to Israel in 1999, so they figured they 
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would join her there, given Israel’s Law of Return that guarantees citizenship to anyone
with a Jewish grandparent. But they had no passports, no documents showing their
heritage – no identification of any kind, it had all been destroyed in the fire.

They thought about trying to return to Kyiv to retrieve their papers, but their city
apartment is on the 15th floor, very dangerous in this air war. So they went instead to Lviv,
the western Ukrainian city that has been relatively free of bombing. There, they contacted
the JDC, whose Chesed program had copies of the Eremena’s papers from a social-services
initiative they’d participated in years before.

From Lviv the couple eventually got to Warsaw, where they have spent several days in one
of four hotels the Jewish Agency has taken over in Poland’s largest city to house refugees
and process their immigration paperwork.

“With God’s help, tomorrow we will be flying to Israel, making aliyah,” Valeriy said. As he
spoke that last line, the JFNA group gasped.

Aleksander and Ella Khanin, who lived in the town of Ludik in western Ukraine. Aleksander,
a 60-year-old professor of mathematics at a local university, was wearing a blue nylon
yarmulke when we met in a synagogue that is housed in the hotel, which was originally
built as a yeshiva in the 1930s. Ella, 54, did not say anything about her work; instead, she
spoke of her mother, who was born in 1924, and was staying with them in the hotel.

“She couldn’t run and hide in the shelter, she was physically unable to do so,” Ella Khanin
explained. “In 1941, they lived in Bedichev, and fled the Nazis. Now she had to go in a
different direction.”

Compared to people who lived in eastern Ukraine, Ella said, they were lucky. Some people
had been killed in Ludik during an attack on a television tower, but “until this day, in our
town, there are shops that are open, kids that are going to school,” she added. ”But every
day, day and night, people are going down to the shelters because we have sirens and the
city is bombarded.”

“I won’t go on about how difficult it is at our age to start a life from scratch,” added her
husband. Aleksander. “I’ll just say, my mother-in-law is 97 years old. She survived the
horrors of the Second World War. She saw blood, she saw missiles. And now she has to see
it all again.”

Mark Wright, a 56-year-old lawyer from Tampa who was in our group and had brought 
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duffel bags filled with goods to donate, pulled Aleksander aside from the group
conversation, and placed a blue embroidered tallit around his shoulders. His father’s tallit.

“My father had it, then of course I had it for a while,” said Wright. “Then I thought it was
important for Aleksander to have it.”

At the border crossing itself, in Medyka – the largest of Poland’s nine crossing points –
there was a relative trickle of refugees when we visited Tuesday afternoon. They were
escorted on the last kilometer by aid workers in neon vests, their few belongings in
shopping carts; a week before, we were told by those who were there, that kilometer-long
brick path was a slow-moving wall of people, and there were no shopping carts.

On Tuesday, though, there were more volunteers and visitors than those needing help. A
volunteer in a furry-mouse costume greeted the children, others offered them chocolate
and small stuffed animals. “Best soup and coffee,” called out the guy at the Indian food
truck sponsored by United Sikhs. There were fresh apples and oranges, cookies and water,
baby food and diapers, wool hats and jackets, SIM cards and toys, even wood-fired pizza
and the remnants of blue cotton candy.

A man with a blue-and-yellow Ukrainian flag draped over his shoulders pushed his wife in
a wheelchair; they were from Mariupol, the southern city that has been occupied by
Russian forces for days.

A younger woman with a similar Ukrainian flag draped over her shoulders was not a
refugee – not yet, anyway. Her name was Lila Bukhalova, and she is an actress from
Kharkiv who works with marionettes. She is 34 years old and now living in Lviv.

“Three days ago, we heard the planes, but they were our planes, Ukrainian,” Bukhalova
told me. “But we were scared. For us in Kharkiv, when we hear the planes, the bombs will
follow.”

She said she had left Kharkiv after eight days of bombardment, with her mother, who is ill.
They have been staying in a church basement in Lviv; her father remains in Kharkiv.

It took me a while to understand what she was doing at the border, politely asking
volunteers if it was OK for her to take a bottle of water. “Translating,” she explained. “For
those who don’t know English.” She said she planned to cross back into Ukraine that night.

Of all the stories, Irena and Sofia Sakada’s was the one that stuck with me, perhaps 
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because Sofia is not just practically the same age as my own twins, but also a painter, like
my daughter, Shayna.

As Irena told their story, Sofia sat with both her legs and her arms crossed, wearing gray
sweatpants and a Mickey Mouse sweatshirt. She barely looked up – not at her mother, not
at us. Not when Irena talked about her having to grow up at 15, not when she spoke of the
lack of toilets, not when she talked about their little dog, Smart.

Irena herself had been reluctant, started slowly. “I cannot speak about the war at all,” she
said when it was her turn. “I’m sorry, I’m having terrible nightmares.” But once she began,
she seemed unable to stop, spinning the nightmares out in detail as Sofia sent next to her,
eyes fixed on her own feet.

Then she surprised me by standing up. “I’m a painter,” Sofia said. “It was very important for
me to take my colors and my brushes. It’s a part of me.”

And then: Did we want to see her new painting?

“I tried to express my feelings with this character,” she said as she held up the impressive
and complicated work, a cartoonish teenage girl with spiky bows and webbed hands,
mostly in blood red. “There’s a small teddy bear she holds, because I think kids now, they
just want to live, they want a toy, and they cannot understand why they cannot have it.”

The Sakadas were among 56 refugees at the Lublin hotel-yeshiva on Tuesday night. Last
week, it was more than 100. They have been there the longest. During the first week or
more, they mostly just stayed in their room with their little dog.

But these last few days they’ve taken some walks around the city center. Sofia is looking
into art schools. Irena has been working in the makeshift “store” in the hotel’s basement,
where refugees can come and get clothes, medicine, water and other supplies donated by
visiting Americans and many others, all for free. She is thinking about looking for a job
doing nails in Lublin.

“Looking at the little children gave me the power” to return to painting, said Sofia, who
sounded much, much older than 15. “It gives us the energy to continue to have hope.”
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Never have I ever missed Stephen
Sondheim more than I do today

Culture

By Talya Zax

 

The night that Stephen Sondheim died, I went out for drinks with a new friend. We played
“Never Have I Ever,” a game I hadn’t even thought of since college, and I very slowly
nursed a cocktail called, romantically, the Hundred-Year-Old Dream. We stayed out for
hours.

Sondheim was a master of human connection. He had the rare gift of seeing the invisible
threads in any relationship — the careful, sometimes violent balance of push and pull — and
the rarer gift of being able to make others see them, too. I sat across from my friend, and
thought, in the quiet moments, about how remarkable it was to meet someone and have
fun with them — to have that fragile balance, even for a moment, work. What makes it
possible? How, with all of our absolute oddities as humans, do we ever find our way to
knowing one another?

Today would have been Sondheim’s 92nd birthday — a life of not quite 100 years, most of
them spent crafting dreams. In the months since his passing, I’ve wondered, occasionally,
about what he might have written about our present moment if he had lived to see it. After
two years, the pandemic’s patterns — a wave comes, and we isolate; it retreats, and we
venture out; repeat — have created a kind of perpetual disruption. There has yet to come a
moment when it feels entirely possible to develop a new way of being in the world, new
habits, new friendships, a new concept of self. It is all reaching, and being cut off, and
waiting, and reaching again.

It is exactly the kind of moment of suspended possibility that it’s possible to imagine
Sondheim not just clarifying, but reveling in. What would he have made of the way we
connect to each other now? What would he have seen that the rest of us are likely to miss?
“Never Have I Ever,” at least as I’ve played it, works like this: You say something you’ve
never done, and, depending on your age group, everyone playing who has done the thing
in question either claps or takes a drink. It’s a remarkably efficient way of getting to know
someone, because it teaches you their limits — or, more accurately, the limits that they are 
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capable of recognizing in themselves, which is in some ways more interesting. (It’s also
efficient because, if you are a drinking adult, it loosens you up fairly quickly.)

Theatrical audiences play some version of this game with every character they meet. If you
are seeking dramatic tension, look first to what a character simply won’t do. King Lear
won’t surrender the trappings of kingship, even though he’s no longer interested in acting
as a king. Hamlet, for so many acts, won’t kill his traitorous uncle even though he wants
and possibly needs to. Eliza Doolittle won’t subsume her exuberant wildness to the
demands of properly enunciated English. Etcetera.

Sondheim was among the very best at giving life to the curiosities of human limitations,
those that we knowingly impose on ourselves and those of which we are, too often,
miserably ignorant.

See one of the funniest songs he ever wrote: “Agony” from “Into the Woods.” In it, two
princes lament the great mutual impediment they see in their lives, namely, the seemingly
insurmountable obstacles between them and the women they claim to love. As they do,
they unwittingly reveal that the real barrier to their happiness is that they’re ego-blinded
monomaniacs who simply won’t, or can’t, conceive of wanting something they don’t need
to conquer. After first bonding over their romantic torment, the two quickly turn to
competition, each trying to prove to the other that his love is more thwarted. By the song’s
end, they’ve convinced themselves, and each other, that they’re two singularly compelling
tragic heroes, while merely convincing the audience that they’re singularly tremendous
narcissists.

To them, the story is that they have never, ever (yet) won over the women they love. To us,
it’s that they will never, ever be capable of being content with that victory, if and when it
comes.

That song finds an interesting, darker parallel in “Unworthy of Your Love,” from
“Assassins,” an enticingly trippy show about the people who have aspired to kill American
presidents. The song is a duet between John Hinckley Jr., who tried to assassinate Ronald
Reagan, and Squeaky Fromme, who tried to take a shot at Gerald Ford, about their furious,
unrequited love for elusive idols — for Hinckley, the actress Jodie Foster, and for Fromme,
Charles Manson.

The princes of “Agony” see the distance between them and their wished-for princesses as
evidence of their own greatness. To be frustrated in the noble pursuit of ideal love is to
become, in their eyes, even more perfect. Hinckley and Fromme see that same distance as 
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confirmation of their lowliness, in its own way a form of great egotism — the lower their
start, the more extraordinarily lovable they’ll become when they finally distinguish
themselves (by killing a president).

What they think they won’t do: ever be worthy of the love of, respectively, a Hollywood
starlet and a crazed serial killer. What they actually won’t do: consider the possibility that
simply being human is enough, and any love that seems to demand more is surely unwise,
and probably dangerous.

“Unworthy of Your Love” and “Agony” are, in some ways, extreme examples. We all cherish
certain delusions, but few of us, mercifully, with quite as much commitment as Hinckley,
Fromme and the princes. Sondheim was just as adept at investigating the obvious and
hidden obstacles in the lives of perfectly ordinary people. See “Company,” one of the most
challenging, complicated musicals he wrote. One of the first things we learn about Bobby,
the protagonist, is that he — or she, Bobbie, as in the gender-swapped revival currently
playing on Broadway — has never, ever been married, or even really considered the
possibility.

It’s a limit that sets up the rest of the musical. Will Bobby — we’ll stay with Sondheim’s
original name for the character, to avoid confusion — stay on the side of “never, ever,” or
change, and what will, as he puts it, “these good and crazy people, my friends” make of
that eventual choice? Will they understand him the better for it, or find it
incomprehensible? Does coming to know yourself better bring you closer to the people you
love, or force you further apart?

“Company” has an odd, looping plot structure centered on Bobby’s birthday — 30 in the
original, 35 in the revival — an event marked by a raucous, claustrophobia-inducing party
that replays throughout the show. Bobby returns and returns to the event.

When I saw the revival on Broadway last month, I found the kind of eddying obsessiveness
of its structure uncomfortably close. Isn’t this the social pattern the pandemic has imposed
on so many of us — circling around the question of what we want our lives and our
relationships to look like, venturing out and retreating, not yet able to commit to a real
choice? If Sondheim was able to realize that tension with such extraordinary deftness and
humor in 1970, when the musical premiered, what kind of perspective would he bring to
this moment in which Bobby’s delightful, tortured approach to not-quite-living has become
so very much the norm?

At the bar that November night, I thought a bit about the girl I had been when I last played 
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“Never Have I Ever.” I was just at the start of my 20s, and the things I hadn’t done seemed
more like things I hadn’t done yet. At 29, after two years of stalling and not quite starting,
they seem to tell me more about who I actually am than who I might become. When does
“haven’t” become “won’t?” Does a character ever solidify, and is it possible to really know
when it does? How does it happen, where is the moment?

It’s Sondheim’s birthday, and we must celebrate him, but it’s the first we’ve marked
without him, and I can’t help but continue to mourn. It would have been wonderful if he
could have stayed a little longer, and wonderful — so wonderful — to see how he might
compose a way into understanding more about the new boundaries in our lives. Never
have I ever wished for his art as much as now.
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A graphic column on the 100th
birthday of the bat mitzvah

Opinion

By Gina Glenn
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