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Roadblocks ahead as activists
push for Jewish fossil fuel
divestment

News

By Arno Rosenfeld

 

When Beth Sirull took over the Jewish Community Foundation of San Diego five years ago,
she moved quickly to offer its donors -– including local Jewish groups –- the option to put
their money in a fund that “applies a Jewish lens” to its investments. That meant buying
Israel bonds, bankrolling affordable housing and using shareholder advocacy to push
companies on social and environmental causes.

San Diego’s approach –- versions of which are now available across the West Coast,
Midwest and South -– wasn’t driven by outside activists. But it was introduced at the same
time that college students, pension holders and others began stepping up calls for the
institutions they are affiliated with to divest from fossil fuel companies as a way to head
off catastrophic climate change.

That pressure is now slowly extending to the roughly $100 billion held in Jewish
endowments and other investments, with this week’s Big Bold Jewish Climate Fest
featuring a panel on how to divest from coal, oil and gas companies.

“I don’t think it is going to make or break the fossil fuel industry,” said Phil Aroneanu, chief
strategy officer for Dayenu, a Jewish group focused on climate activism. “But it will have a
cultural impact and help tell the story that we’re aligning our spiritual and moral compass
with our investments.”

Aroneanu hopes that if fossil fuel investments become anathema in the Jewish community,
that will add to the pressure on Wall Street firms that have the power to make or break
energy companies. He pointed to a protest in October outside the headquarters of
BlackRock, the world’s largest asset manager, where three rabbis and six teenagers were
arrested while calling on the company’s Jewish chief Larry Fink to divest from fossil fuels.
But convincing investment managers in the Jewish community to sell off their stakes in 
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companies that contribute to climate change won’t be easy.

“The money that is entrusted to the federation, and to Jewish community foundations
across this country, is all money that has to be managed in a way that is good for the
community now,” said Tony Abrams, the community foundation director at the Seattle
federation, which is in the process of creating a sustainable investment option for donors.
“But we’re also holding that money in trust for future generations.”

Long road ahead

The two largest sources of wealth in the Jewish philanthropic world are endowments and
funds managed by community foundations on behalf of individual Jewish donors. Jewish
Federations of North America said federations and community foundations around the
country hold roughly $21 billion in endowments and donor funds, and that 2,800 other
Jewish foundations control an additional $80 billion.

Not only do donors to these funds expect their money to be managed in a way that limits
risk –- some of them have made their livings in the very industries that are now under fire
from activists.

Fred Zeidman, a Jewish philanthropist based in Houston, called the move toward socially-
responsible investment funds in the Jewish community “that California left-wing whatever”
and said he would not donate to foundations that offered them.

“My theory has always been we only have one way to vote –- and it’s with our dollars,”
said Zeidman, who is co-chair of Council for a Secure America, which promotes the
relationship between American oil and gas companies and Israel. “I would not invest in
anything that was going to curtail activity in the fossil fuel industry.”

So far, Zeidman and other skeptics don’t have much to worry about. Only a handful of
Jewish nonprofits, including American Jewish World Service, the Nathan Cummings
Foundation and the Leichtag Foundation have explicitly moved toward divesting from all
fossil fuels. The federations and foundations that are offering sustainable investment
funds — including San Diego, San Francisco, Minneapolis and Atlanta –- aren’t refusing to
buy shares of stocks in energy companies.

Instead, many put donor dollars into a fund managed by JLens Investor Network, which
aims to track the entire stock market while barring investments in coal, tobacco and for-
profit prisons, and attempts to use its holdings to influence corporations to improve their 
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position on environmental issues. Even with that limited approach, only a fraction of Jewish
philanthropic dollars end up in funds that consider anything other than how to earn the
most money in the safest way.

In San Diego, which has one of the most established sustainable investing strategies, Sirull
said only about 10% of the $750 million that her foundation manages is allocated to one of
the several socially-conscious options they offer.

“It’s little,” Sirull said. “But it used to be zero percent.”

One of the challenges, she said, is that while younger philanthropists are eager to hold
their funds in investments that promote various social goods, older investors are used to
compartmentalizing the way they earn and manage their money from how they donate it:
“You make your money over here and you give it away over there and the two don’t meet,”
Sirull said. “So this is a big education challenge.”

Pressure may mount

Sirull and other proponents of impact investing in the Jewish community say that the early
evidence suggests it is not riskier to invest in sustainable options, and that those funds
earn similar returns as traditional ones. A pair of Norwegian economists released a paper
in the journal Climate Policy last year that found divesting from fossil fuels does not harm
investors.

The move toward sustainable investing options in the Jewish community has also taken
place in the absence of any concerted pressure from activists like Aroneanu, who
spearheaded successful calls for major universities to divest from fossil fuels during a
previous role at 350.org, a secular climate group.

Instead, foundations have started offering these options partly at the behest of their
communities. In Seattle, Abrams said Congregation Beth Sholom, a Conservative
synagogue with a reputation for social justice work, asked whether they could move the
funds they had invested at the local federation into socially-conscious causes. And
federations are increasingly competing with green options offered by financial services
firms like Charles Schwab and Fidelity, two of the nation’s largest providers of donor-
advised funds.

But Aroneanu said that external pressure on investment managers in the Jewish
community is likely to increase. Jewish voters listed climate change as their top priority in a 
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Jewish Electoral Institute poll last year, well ahead of issues including Israel, Iran and
antisemitism, and they may demand that their synagogues and local institutions go
beyond the proactive focus on installing solar panels and holding educational workshops
that Aroneanu said has made up much of the community’s environmental activism up to
now.

“Leaders in the Jewish world –- Jewish activists at the grassroots level -– understand it’s
not just ‘all of our responsibility,’ but that there are actually vested interests causing delay
and denial,” Aroneanu said. “If we act collectively through our investments and through
our political action then we can actually get something done.”
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No Jew should have to starve for
Israeli citizenship. But I did

Opinion

By David Ben Moshe

 

For eight days, I camped outside of Israel’s Ministry of the Interior on a hunger strike,
protesting the injustice I have suffered at the hands of the Israeli state during my nearly 4-
year journey toward citizenship.

It was under 40 degrees most nights. I ate nothing, drank sips of water and only left to
pray at the Western Wall three times a day. I can still feel the chill in my body from
sleeping on cold Jerusalem stone and my feet are swollen from days of walking back and
forth.

But it seems like my efforts have paid off: after three and a half years of attempting to
make aliyah, the government of Israel has officially informed me, in writing, that I will be
given oleh status on Jan. 1, 2023, which will officially make me a citizen of Israel.

I am grateful to be home with my wife and children instead of camping outside the Ministry
of the Interior, and I am deeply moved by the overwhelming show of love and support I
have received throughout this torturous process. Yet my happiness that Israeli citizenship
is finally in sight does not diminish the injustice of what I experienced.

I first applied to make aliyah on May 9, 2018. Despite finishing an Orthodox conversion in
2017 which was accepted by the Israeli Rabbinate, multiple aliyah applications and
countless individuals testifying on my behalf, it took a painful hunger strike to convince the
Ministry of the Interior to give a definitive answer on when I can become a citizen.

Over the course of my 11-year Jewish journey, I have been proud to embody the Jewish idea
of teshuvah, that I had the wisdom to learn from my past, and chose to ‘return’ to Torah.
Now I live an observant Jewish lifestyle and am an upstanding member of my community.
But it has become painfully clear that while my teshuvah is accepted by Hashem, for some
reason, many will not allow me to move past my criminal record.
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I was not born Jewish, something I share in common with many olim as the right of return
applies to converts as well. I had a life-changing experience in prison, where I had been
incarcerated for the distribution of oxycodone and unlicensed dealing of firearms. While
forced to sit in the library during an extended lockdown I saw someone studying a book in
a foreign language. I asked what it was and he told me it was the Torah. Then I asked
about the boxes on the bottom of the page and he explained the idea of rabbinic biblical
commentary, which started me on my Jewish path.

After serving only 21 months of my 30-month sentence, I was released early and sent to a
halfway house. My first trip out was to the nearest synagogue, B’nai Israel in Baltimore,
Maryland. At B’nai Israel I found a welcoming Modern Orthodox synagogue and Jewish
community. Being hosted for Shabbat meals and invited to community events showed me
how much I was cared for. Before I knew it I was a part of the community and was loved
and accepted in a way that I had never felt before.

Professionally I found work as a personal trainer and eventually opened a personal training
studio. I attended college at Towson University where I was a regular at Hillel and a
straight-A student. Using my fitness expertise, I also built close connections with the
Baltimore Police Department, consulting on their training programs and fitness testing.

As I entered into my last semester of undergraduate studies, I applied to graduate school.
Despite having to “check the box,” I received two offers and believed I would attend the
University of Florida after I finished my degree, but was heartbroken when I was denied the
ability to register for classes due to my criminal record. My bags were packed but
suddenly, I had nowhere to go.

It didn’t take long to decide my next destination — Israel, the homeland of the Jewish
people. I began by taking a year to study at the Pardes Institute of Jewish Studies. It was
one of the best years of my life, and not just because of my love for Jewish learning. I met
Tamar, my future wife. We got engaged and were excited to start our life together in Israel
after I finished my studies.

A few months before my student visa ended, I started my aliyah application and submitted
it three weeks before my student visa expired in 2018. After being assured by the Ministry
of the Interior I was still in the country legally, I traveled abroad to Europe. But upon my
return, I was abruptly detained, interrogated and threatened with deportation. I was told
that I was a criminal and Israel is not a place for criminals. Finally after repeatedly
requesting my lawyer, I was allowed back into the country with a three-month travel visa,
which at least gave me legal status in the country until after my wedding date.
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After our wedding, I started inquiring about the response to my aliyah application. After
many fruitless trips to the Ministry of the Interior, they finally scheduled an aliyah interview
with me.

I would have preferred another airport interrogation. Over and over I was asked demeaning
questions like:

“How could you be a convert, you don’t look like a convert?”

“With your criminal record, how could your wife’s parents be happy with you?

“You are Orthodox with a smartphone? How can that be?”

Eventually, I was released with another new travel visa and was told they would get back
to me soon. Three months went by and I still didn’t have an answer, and my visa was set to
expire again. I went to renew it and was denied. Without a visa, I was illegally in the
country again. I was warned during my detention that if this ever happened that I would be
hunted down and deported.

On Jan. 20, 2019, the Ministry of the Interior officially denied my aliyah request.
Surprisingly, my criminal record was not mentioned at all. The letter said my Orthodox
conversion from my home synagogue in Baltimore was “unacceptable,” a statement that
made no sense. The conversion had been accepted for our marriage through the Israeli
Rabbinate, which has a much stricter standard than Israel’s immigration requirements do.

There are hundreds of thousands of Jews who were Jewish enough to become citizens but
are legally not allowed to marry in Israel without first converting to Judaism. Even Israeli
gymnast Artem Dolgopyat, who became a national hero for winning Israel’s second-ever
gold medal in the 2020 Summer Olympics is not legally allowed to marry anyone inside of
Israel’s borders as his mother is not Jewish.

The letter denying my aliyah request also stated that I can apply for citizenship based on
my “relationship” with an Israeli citizen, my wife Tamar. After consulting with lawyers, we
decided to apply. I had already been without a work permit for the last year and a half, and
my wife was five months pregnant.

This application for citizenship on the basis of my marriage to an Israeli citizen was denied
as well, because our marriage was conducted in Israel. For citizenship determination based
upon marital status, Israel only accepts civil marriages performed abroad, as civil 
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marriages do not exist in the Jewish state. I can’t stress enough how bizarre this situation
was: The only type of marriage that Israel finds acceptable for legal status in Israel is illegal
to perform in Israel. If by this point in my story you’re finding yourself confused and
enraged by the arbitrary and absurd nature of this bureaucracy, you’re not alone.

Eventually, I got a work permit based on being in an “unmarried relationship” with an
Israeli citizen, a longer process that grants fewer rights. The most significant right I lacked
was access to the national health care system, but I was finally allowed to work and
provide for my family. Unforeseen consequences of my legal status continued to plague us
with serious challenges. When my wife Tamar gave birth to our first child, she was
presented with a surprise 5,000 shekel hospital bill. Because she was married to a “foreign
national,” Israel did not automatically cover the costs of the birth as they would for every
other citizen.

Meanwhile we continued to fight for my citizenship to be approved but no one could help
us. The primary barrier was that the Ministry of the Interior refused to answer our appeal.
To try to improve my status in the country and help my case for aliyah, we finally decided
to get a civil marriage abroad. We flew to America and got married again by a clerk at the
court in Feb. 2020. But it didn’t help. This time the Ministry of the Interior told me I couldn’t
register as married to my wife because Tamar was already married — to me.

This illogical situation began attracting media attention, and in response to public
pressure, my conversion was finally recognized by the Ministry of the Interior as
acceptable to make aliyah on Dec.15, 2020, which we hoped would mean oleh status. But
instead I was informed that I would receive an A5 visa, moving me up from a “working
tourist” to a “temporary resident,” which at made me eligible for national health care. On
Jan. 10, 2021 I received this visa and started a “trial period” because of my criminal record.

My wife and I have been told continually that the delays I have experienced are due to my
criminal record. It is frustrating to be continually judged when sex offenders such as Malka
Leifer and Yona Weinburg were able to easily make aliyah and avoid justice for their
crimes. In Leifer’s case justice caught up with her, but it is still deeply insulting that others
with criminal histories have been allowed to become citizens but I am still waiting.

I am a Jew. My wife is a Jew. Our children are Jews. We all love this country and will not
leave. I love Israel too much to stop fighting for my right to live here. I simply question why
my process has been such a hard fight.
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Wordle’s massively popular
(Jewish) predecessors

Culture

By PJ Grisar

 

If you are one of the countless smartphone users currently beguiled by a five by six grid of
letters, you may be interested to know about Wordle’s Jewish precursors.

Before Twitter was lit up by rows of gray, green and yellow. Before in-app purchases were
even dreamt of, two Jewish inventors inspired earlier waves of puzzle mania.

The first of these men was Morton M. Rosenfeld, who created the logic game Jotto in 1955.
Rosenfeld’s invention, where two players used deduction to uncover a five letter word, was
played with a pen and paper. You could buy a version, with pre-gridded sheets, but you
could also just do it yourself. Or, if you were a certain “West Wing” actor, play it mentally
on your way to shul.

Jotto is remembered fondly by many children of the ‘50s and ‘60s, but in 1970, another
game changer entered the market. An enterprising Israeli postmaster and
telecommunications engineer named Mordecai Meirowitz gave us a code-breaking smash
hit that would come to be known as “Mastermind.” The game was played with plastic pegs,
and players vied to figure out a specific sequence of colors.

An earlier version of Mastermind, of mysterious origin, was called “Bulls and Cows,” and
was numbers-based. Like Jotto it was played with a pencil and paper. So yes, even if your
phone dies and you don’t have Meirowitz’s patented peg box you can still play.

In 1971, Meirowitz presented Mastermind at the Nuremberg Toy Fair, where UK-based
Invicta Plastics bought the rights from him. It soon became a smash hit with the 8 and up
set, and puzzled many with its packaging, showing a debonair gent tenting his fingers with
a young woman in a white dress gripping the back of his chair. The game, later licensed to
Hasbro, spawned an electronic and even a braille edition and, of course, a letter-based
derivative where players decode a predetermined word.
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Mastermind wasn’t just the domain of the playroom. As Clifford A. Pickover wrote in “The
Math Book: From Pythagoras to the 57th Dimension,” “Mastermind “was significant, partly
due to the long stream of research the game triggered.”

As Pickover writes, in 1977 computer scientist Donald Knuth published an algorithm
enabling players to crack the code within five guesses, prompting a series of academic
papers. But the applications of Meirowitz’s game didn’t end there. The obsession over the
quickest way to win Wordle is nothing new.

According to a 2020 Vice article marking the game’s 50th anniversary of the game’s
invention, the Australian military used the game to train its soldiers. There were
international competitions.

Researchers from the University of Leuven in Belgium developed a genetic algorithm for
playing Mastermind and in 2013, a Spanish team presented a conference paper that
brought evolutionary algorithms to gameplay.

But while Meirowitz’s game has paved the way for some pretty heady discoveries, the man
himself, who would now be in his 90s, seems hard to track down. (An attempt by Vice led
nowhere – the article notes even the educational program Meirowitz worked closely with
post-Mastermind “didn’t remember anything” about him.)

What we do know is that he was Jewish, and, in 1972, when his game was making waves,
he had another Jewish-sounding competitor. That year the People’s Computer Company
published a code-breaking game called Bagels. It’s something to remember the next time
you start your morning with Wordle and some schmear.
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Why there needs to be an
Orthodox episode of ‘Queer Eye’

Culture

By Mira Fox

 

Picture this: A woman, her hair covered with a scarf, watches as Jonathan Van Ness, the
hair and makeup expert for Netflix’s “Queer Eye” styles her sheitel. While he works, they
chit chat about wig maintenance and the religious meaning of covering her hair. Finally,
she puts it back on. “Yas, queen,” Jonathan says. “Slay!”

This did not happen; there’s never been a visibly Orthodox Jew featured on an episode of
the makeover show. But I think there should be.

The newest season of “Queer Eye,” which came out on New Year’s Eve, would have been
the perfect time. When the show started in 2018, it hewed to the basics of a makeover
show: the “Fab Five” team styling people with no taste. But it’s grown up a lot since then,
and the hosts now use their platform to highlight diversity and preach tolerance in addition
to self-care and a French-tucked shirt.

This time, the “Queer Eye” team focused on helping “heroes” of the pandemic year —
founders of homeless shelters and free clinics and people who have been the targets of
racism or homophobia. They helped a trans bodybuilder reconnect with her father and
redid an Asian bakery that was graffitied with anti-Asian hate in the wake of the virus’s
spread.

Antisemitism, unfortunately, would have fit in well with the themes this season; during the
pandemic, it has risen along with other forms of intolerance. But I also think highlighting a
visibly observant Jew would make for a fascinating episode, full of chances both to discuss
the nuances of discrimination and explore a new set of cultural norms and constraints —
the perfect combination of an unfamiliar character and a feel-good message. Plus,
Jonathan Van Ness already styled a woman’s wig this season when she was too self-
conscious about her hair loss to take it off, so we’re halfway there!

I realize there are reasons this hasn’t happened in real life yet – many of the seasons have 
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taken place in cities without major Jewish populations. And it’s incredibly unlikely that, say,
a Satmar man or woman would go on a Netflix makeover show hosted by five queer
people. But I think plenty of other visibly observant Jews would – a Modern Orthodox man
living on the Upper West Side, maybe, or perhaps a Chabad woman.

Imagine it. Let’s say the featured person is an Orthodox woman with three kids; we’ll call
her Tamar. She runs a successful kosher catering business and the family is loving and
happy — we don’t want another entry into the Netflix annals of Hasidic Jews leaving the
religion. They throw gourmet, boisterous Shabbat meals each week, but Tamar is having
trouble finding time for herself amidst cooking for work and cooking for Shabbat, and is
even starting to dread sunset on Friday nights, once her favorite time of the week.

So the team swoops in to help Tamar reconnect to the oneg Shabbat she used to enjoy.

Tan France, who handles clothing and wardrobe on the show, isn’t shaken by Tamar’s need
to keep arms, collarbone and knees covered; he just wants her to do so without relying on
the old crew neck shirts she’s gotten used to wearing in the kitchen. He encourages her to
play around with different cuts and patterns, and finds pieces with details such as ruffles
or puffed sleeves and embellishments. She tries on tailored shift dresses and flowing skirts
and learns a model strut as Tan cheers her on.

Next, Antoni Porowski, who teaches about cuisine, tries to rejuvenate Tamar’s love of
hosting and cooking. He studies up on the laws of kashrut and helps Tamar learn how to
make some kosher-friendly versions of Thai food to try to spice up her repertoire.
Together, they figure out how to recreate the tangy umami of shrimp paste sans shellfish.

While Jonathan styles Tamar’s sheitel, they experiment with creative ways to wrap a
collection of colorful scarves Jonathan has found to use as tichels, both of them giggling
while trying to follow along a Youtube tutorial. In a big reveal, Jonathan presents Tamar
with an expensive new sheitel from Crown Heights’ hip wig shop Zelda Hair.

Of course, changes can’t all be cosmetic, and Karamo Brown, the show’s “culture expert”
sits Tamar down to talk about the struggles she has faced. Viewers listen as she discusses
the rising antisemitism in her neighborhood – graffiti, slurs shouted by passersby, and the
fears she faces sending her kids to walk to school in their tzitzit and kippahs, or walking
down the street herself as an observant, visibly Jewish woman. Karamo takes her and her
kids to a self-defense class taught by a frum woman to empower her to feel safe on the
streets.
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Finally, dressed up in her new clothes, Tamar returns home to see the work done by Bobby
Berk — each episode, while the others give an hour-long cooking class or haircut, Bobby
remodels guests’ entire houses (it’s insane). She had been nervous about him touching her
kosher kitchen, but when she walks in, we see that Bobby has done his research; he walks
viewers through why there are two sinks, the enormous new hot plate to keep food warm
on Shabbat and the creatively color-coordinated cabinets to make it easy to store the
meat and milk dishes. The family’s sentimental collection of inherited Judaica gleams,
polished and displayed on a custom built shelf. Thoughtfully, Bobby has installed timers in
every outlet in the house so they don’t have to juggle which lights or appliances can
remain on over Shabbat.

The kids run through, oohing and aahing, her husband shakes everyone’s hand and Tamar
cries — everyone on the show always cries — while thanking the team. She and the family
host their first Shabbat meal in the new house and invite the “Queer Eye” team, explaining
the holiness of the day and the meaning of each blessing. They push the cameras out
before sunset, but not before we catch a glimpse of the perfect loaves of challah coming
out of the oven.

Will it happen? I doubt it. But it would make for compelling viewing, stretching the styling
skills of the crew. And, for once, there would be a mainstream narrative framing observant
Judaism as something beautiful and fun and rewarding instead of repressive.

Get the latest at Forward.com Page 14

Mira Fox is a reporter at the Forward. Get in touch at fox@forward.com or on Twitter @miraefox.

https://www.forward.com/
https://twitter.com/miraefox


To you, he was the man behind
Woodstock; to me, a connoisseur
of latkes and matzo balls

Culture

By Abbe Aronson

 

My wonderful pal Michael Lang died this past Saturday evening. He was a kind and loving
friend, an unstoppable force of nature, and, quite frankly, a legend and icon. At age 24,
Michael was the co-creator of the Woodstock ’69 Festival and subsequently, he led
festivals under that globally-recognized name. In business and in life, Michael was a
mensch in the truest sense of the word. But something that isn’t as well-known is that
Michael was also a lover of Jewish food, and often got his fix through me and my cooking.
So this is my Michael Lang story.

Just before Christmas, I received what would be a final text from Michael. It began with a
one-word question: “Flanken?” I wrote back immediately, “For you? Would be my pleasure.
When would you like delivery?” We picked a date and then he typed, “Also need holly
breed” which I immediately (and correctly) interpreted as challah bread. I replied, “Flanken
and challah to be happily delivered.” We signed off with “love you,” two friends for whom
food was a love language, a shorthand and the topic of many, many conversations over
the years.

Michael and his love of Jewish food were featured in Aaron Rezny and Jordan Schaps’ 2014
book, “Eating Delancey,” a pictorial and personal essay tour of the celebrated (and
disappearing) Jewish foods of New York’s Lower East Side. I served as one of the
interviewers, and I told the authors that Michael had a great story about “how pickled
herring saved Woodstock.”

What did that mean? Well, certainly pick up the book if you want the whole megillah but
here’s the story in a nutshell: Michael had to take what he knew would be a difficult
meeting with concert promoter Bill Graham in the spring before Woodstock ’69. Bill was
livid; he was sure that the three-day Woodstock Festival would poach ticket sales from
him; that no one would want to buy tickets (for $5 or $7 apiece) to see acts at Bill’s 
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Fillmore East venue when they could the same performers (and others!) at Woodstock.
A meeting was arranged and Bill and Michael broke bread at Ratner’s Second Avenue
location. As Michael told the story, “Bill ordered pickled herring. I had blintzes. We talked
and ate and worked out a solution and while this was business, I always felt that our bond
over Jewish food sealed the deal. Pickled herring might have saved Woodstock.”

After I moved up to Woodstock in 2005, Michael and I became fast friends and almost
next-door neighbors, Jewish food was a constant source of discussion. I’m a great cook
and was happy to indulge Michael’s requests for the foods of his childhood family home
whenever possible. I was also one of his “mules,” schlepping back favorites from
Manhattan when I went into the city for business.

Once, at our beloved Moishe’s Bakery (located just up the street on Second Avenue from
where Bill’s Fillmore East stood), I was chatting with Moishe about my VERY large order,
which included Michael’s poppyseed cookies, or mon kichel. Michael and I talked about
poppyseed cookies a lot. A very underappreciated cookie, we thought.

Moishe (Orthodox, so he would not shake my hand or greet me with a hug) was in many
other ways, a thoroughly modern man. Previously, he had given me his cellphone number
so that I could text him with large orders in advance of my arriving at the shop. He
instructed me to identify myself on texts as “Abbe Aronson from The Catskills” and he
always, ALWAYS wanted to know “who this for?”

I found this amusing since Moishe didn’t know anyone in Woodstock and in fact, was
gleefully unaware of who anyone was, celebrity or otherwise (once Moishe told me a story
about “a very pretty girl, her father maybe owned Lord & Taylor, she wanted to be an
actress,” “Moishe, do you mean Elizabeth Taylor?” I asked. Yes, he did. Apparently, she had
a standing challah order up to her death.)

When I was picking up this particular order, I told him the cookies were for Michael.
“Michael Lang from Monticello?” he asked. “He’s very fancy. Wait, I put a sticker on the
box.”

In my own kitchen, I cooked for Michael on too many occasions to count. There was The
New York Times’ “Killer Kugel” recipe from Tina Wasserman, a whopper of a kugel that is
almost cheesecake-like and weighs more than an anvil. Michael requested this after knee-
replacement surgery. I drove it over to his house and left it on his kitchen counter with a
note that read, “Be careful and don’t drop this on the other knee or you’ll need that one
done too.”
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And then there was what we called the “make-good matzo balls,” or the do-over balls, a
big vat of Joan Nathan’s OG recipe, with schmaltz (or seltzer) and salt and pepper and egg
and not much else besides the matzo meal itself. These needed to be presented to Michael
with haste because earlier that same month, I had prepared and served Michael a newer
Joan Nathan matzo ball recipe with some grated ginger and nutmeg in the mix. Michael
had not been impressed with those matzo balls. You’d have thought I offered him a
pastrami sandwich with mayonnaise.

Over the years, Michael was usually at my house for what we called Latke Fest – a feast of
potato pancakes and brisket. I would make between 20 or 30 pounds of latkes, beginning
the morning of the Fest, and remind everyone who was attending the party that there was
no assigned “lakte bouncer,” so get here early or go hungry (this was a popular party!)
Michael would stand elbow-to-elbow with the rest of the crew, dolloping sour cream or
applesauce or both, smiling a huge greasy grin. Latke chat, naturally, ultimately led to
waxing poetic about gribenes, which Michael loved and deeply craved. After several
conversations, I agreed to make him a batch.

Trouble in gribenes paradise began early on the day we were meant to dine when I had car
trouble. Specifically, I got a serious flat tire which delayed my getting home in time to
render the chicken skins, cool the schmaltz and the make the gribenes with the slow
cooked onions. When I realized the repair would make it impossible to make the dish (the
tire was ripped to the rim! I swear!), I made Michael one of his other favorites, my lemon
chicken a la Marcella Hazan. It’s really one of the best roasted chicken recipes ever.

But when Michael came to dinner — with a bottle of Israeli wine that he thought would be
delicious with the gribenes — he was clearly very disappointed by the substitute, although
he always ate my food with gusto and this time was no different. So we did what lots of
other Jews do – we ate our roasted chicken while planning the next meal when I would
deliver on my gribenes, which he called “Jewish caviar.”

When I dropped off the flanken and challah late last month, I breezily told one of Michael’s
children that if his appetite held up, I’d be avail for another delivery the following week or
over new year’s weekend. We both smiled when I told him to ask Michael if he was craving
anything else. “You know him, he loves anything you cook,” said his beautiful son. Not
entirely true but true enough. Rest easy, sweet Michael Lang. Surely there’s a Bar Mitzvah-
style banquet in your honor, with Jimi, Janis and the rest of your Woodstock mespuchah
there to welcome you.
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I was Bob Saget’s rabbi. This is
what made him special.

Opinion

By Steve Carr Reuben

 

The hardest job he ever had, Bob Saget used to tell me, was serving as emcee of our
annual synagogue gala. He could never just say the first thing that would pop into his
mind, he explained, because it would inevitably be a joke that was too risqué for a
synagogue event. He constantly had to censor himself. 

So, he’d think of a joke he couldn’t say and then, on the spot, without a moment’s pause,
think of another joke that was more PG — and all of it happening in the split seconds of his
non-stop comedic mind.

That’s just one of the reasons I loved Bob Saget.

“It sucks when funny people die,” Bob wrote in the opening sentence of the chapter
entitled, “Death and Comedy are Closely Related” in his book, “Dirty Daddy.”

Sadly, that sentence has never been more poignantly true than now, with Bob’s own
sudden death at the tender age of 65. I knew and loved Bob for over 30 years as his rabbi
and as a friend, and like the rest of the world I am devastated by his death.

Bob’s whole life was lived in the shadow of death. Two twin siblings died in infancy before
he was even born, and he carried the name “Robert” in memory of the boy twin his parents
lost shortly after birth while still in the hospital. His sister Andi died suddenly of a brain
aneurysm at the age of 34 and his sister Gay from scleroderma at the age of 47.

Bob was literally the “menschiest” of men. He is renowned for having raised millions of
dollars year after year for the Scleroderma Research Foundation in memory of his sister
Gay, and he actually expressed regret to me that he hadn’t been raising money for
research into brain aneurysms as well.

“It’s just part of who I am that I try to raise money for people who are suffering,” he once 
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said to me, and he did that with a vengeance.

Whether the joys of celebrating the bat mitzvahs of his daughters Aubrey, Lara, and
Jennifer whom he adored and was always so proud of, or the death and funerals of his
father Ben who died in 2006 and his mother, Dolly who died in 2014, Bob brought his
special brand of love, compassion, open-hearted joy for life itself and humor into every
moment.

He idolized his parents and would always credit his father as the source of his own humor
and comedic timing, claiming that Ben was actually the funniest person in the family, and
tell anyone who would listen that he got his compassion and loving heart from his mother
Dolly.

Of course, everyone knew Bob as simply one of the funniest human beings on earth. He
was dazzlingly quick, and his stand up was always a 100 mile-per-hour stream of
consciousness. Whether he was on stage or in his own living room, he couldn’t get through
a sentence without turning it into something funny. That’s just the way his mind worked.

He actually loved the schizophrenic nature of his professional persona, where he was
famous as the super-clean, wholesome dad Danny Tanner of “Full House,” juxtaposed with
his standup routines, which are among the raunchiest in the business. Hence the title of his
book, “Dirty Daddy – The Chronicles of a Family Man Turned Filthy Comedian.”

For me personally, Bob was one of the greatest gifts of my life. No matter how busy he
was with his remarkable career, he was always there with his love, his humor and his
giving heart for every event, celebration and important moment in my life as well.

When he heard I helped to found griefHaven.org, he was the first person to appear at our
gala to receive the “Peace of Heart” award and support our grief work. When my
retirement event took place at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel in 2014, it was Bob who
immediately volunteered to be the host and emcee for the night, and when my book,
“Becoming Jewish” was published, it was Bob Saget who wrote the foreword.

As the tributes continue to pour in from around the world and throughout the
entertainment community, it reveals the true measure of the man — he was the same
loving, caring, giving, compassionate “dear friend” to literally everyone who knew him.

Bob once wrote, “When tragedy strikes, it’s more important than ever to look for anything
that can bring humor and joy to every moment.” That is Bob’s true legacy – the gift of 
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bringing humor and joy to every moment, every relationship, every day of his life. The
greatest tribute we can pay to Bob and his life is for those of us who knew and loved him
dearly to carry that gift of his humor and love, and share it with everyone we meet every
day of our lives.
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Why did this astonishing
document of Nazi atrocities vanish
for more than 50 years?

Culture

By Diane Cole

 

“The Lost Film of Nuremberg,” which will premiere at New York’s Jewish Film Festival Jan.
13, uncovers a real-life history more unsettling than any saga Hollywood could
manufacture.

At its center of the documentary, directed by Jean-Christophe Klotz, is an enigma: How
could a film made for and from the historical record become missing from history, and
remain so for more than half-a-century? And the ending brings only partial resolution:
Because despite the astonishing rediscovery, restoration and wide public release of the re-
found film, “Nuremberg,” we are left to review and incorporate anew lessons from the
wreckage of the past that remain all too timely.

The story begins in the summer of 1945. Just as World War II is coming to an end, brothers
Lt. Budd (1914-2009) and Sergeant Stuart (1922-1979) Schulberg receive the most urgent
assignment of their lives: first, to locate original film footage, photographed by the Nazis
themselves, of the human atrocities they had committed. Second, to create from those
real-life horror films an unassailable documentary record of Nazi war crimes to be
presented as evidence at the forthcoming International Military Tribunal, which we more
generally refer to today as the Nuremberg Trials.

As the sons of Hollywood movie mogul B.P. Schulberg, the brothers certainly were no
strangers to the world of filmmaking. They also had spent their WWII military service
working in the documentary unit of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), under the
supervision of renowned director John Ford. And they would subsequently forge notable
careers themselves in film and television.

But in 1945, their experience was as limited as the stakes were high: 24 prominent Nazi
leaders, including Hermann Goering and Rudolf Hess, would be tried for perpetrating, in 
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the words of the tribunal, “crimes against peace, war crimes, crimes against humanity, and
conspiracy to commit any of the foregoing crimes.” And the scheduled November start
date for the trial would allow the Schulbergs less than four months to complete their task.

Suspense reigns as the documentary follows the brothers’ journey through the wreckage
of rubble-filled Germany to uncover Nazi records. More than once, they rush to a remote
hiding place they had been tipped off to, only to discover that an incriminating film cache
had only hours before been incinerated in an “accidental” fire. Had a German collaborator
been tipped off?

They also got lucky. In a talk given towards the end of his life, Budd Schulberg, by then
known as the Oscar-winning screenwriter of “On the Waterfront,” among other films,
recalls getting nowhere in his attempt to convince a Soviet officer to allow him access to
the vast numbers of German newsreels stored in areas under Soviet control. That is, until
Schulberg happened to mention he was working for John Ford.

“Djonford!” the Soviet officer exclaimed, pronouncing the name in one word, commencing
an animated commentary on Ford’s greatest films — and granting permission to use
whatever films they found in Soviet-controlled storage areas. Budd Schulberg also
arrested German film director Leni Riefenstahl and brought her to Nuremberg, where she
reluctantly agreed to identify various Nazi officials and supporters who had appeared in
her propaganda films.

All this was prelude to the final race to shape from the 500,000 feet of film they had
gathered an authoritative visual document that would expose the regime’s barbarous
actions more dramatically, and indelibly, than words alone.

They met the deadline. But there was even more work to complete before they could
screen it before all those assembled for the trial. That is because another U.S. government
film, this one about the Nuremberg trial itself, was already being planned, with Stuart
Schulberg as director.

It is thanks to his last-minute logistics in adjusting optimal lighting and camera angles that
we today have the extraordinary reaction shots of the defendants themselves. We see
Goering sniggering in the moments before the lights go down. Then, his grim silence, after
viewing four hours of one harrowing Nazi action after another, each scene witnessed and
captured on film by cameramen and photographers who were themselves affiliated with
the regime.
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Yet those images — which Schulberg included in his astonishing documentary about the
trial, titled, simply, “Nuremberg” — remained unseen for decades, as did the film in the
entirety of 75-minute running time.

That is because, this new documentary reveals, by the end of 1948, the start of the Cold
War had put on ice any possibility for it to be screened in the U.S. Even though the film had
already been distributed throughout Germany, with America trying to rebuild Europe
through the Marshall Plan, U.S. government officials declared that the American enemy
was no longer the Nazis, but the communists and Soviets. And so the Iron Curtain cast its
own shadow on Schulberg’s film.

Fast forward to 2003. As she was going through her mother’s home after her recent death,
Stuart Schulberg’s daughter Sandra Schulberg stumbled across what had been hidden in
plain sight all along: boxes filled with more than 300 pages of letters from her father,
numerous documents relating to the film, and the deteriorating film reels themselves.

Until then, “I wasn’t even aware of the movie,” Schulberg, a movie producer and
independent film activist, said in a telephone interview from her home in Los Angeles.

But it soon became her mission to piece the puzzle together and restore it. Even so, she
soon realized, “I had to have outsiders help interpret the material for me. I’m not a
historian, I’m a movie producer.”

She turned, among others, to Raye Farr, then director of the Steven Spielberg Film and
Video Archive and of the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum’s Permanent Exhibition. As they
went through the documents and film footage, Farr put together the meaning of the
gruesome film footage that had been handed to Stuart Schulberg too late to include in the
four-hour film shown at the trial, but that he had nonetheless added to the shorter film: a
shocking scene in which emaciated, naked men and boys are led into an otherwise sealed
house into which pipes are funneling gas exhaust fumes from the running automobile to
which the tubing is connected. It probably took place in 1941, in Mogilev (now in Belarus),
Farr deduced, and was one of the first Nazi “experiments” in asphyxiation and a prototype
for the gas chambers of Auschwitz.

Working together over the next years with filmmaker Joshua Waletzky, Schulberg
succeeded in restoring the original film and — finally, in 2010 — releasing it, under the title
“Nuremberg: Its Lesson for Today.”

But for audiences today to understand the film in full, it needed additional context, Sandra 
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Schulberg believed. “As I traveled and showed the original documentary I found that
people generally knew very little about the Nuremberg trial itself, and to some extent even
about World World II and the Holocaust,” she said in the interview. Even so, she found,
“they were consumed with wanting to learn and know more.”
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