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Texas rabbi details standoff:
Gunman ‘literally thought that
Jews control the world’

News

By Arno Rosenfeld

 

COLLEYVILLE, Texas — During the nearly 11 hours he was held hostage inside Congregation
Beth Israel on Saturday, Rabbi Charlie Cytron-Walker focused on what he’d learned in
security workshops — “Do whatever you have to do to get out,” he said — and on making
sure that the gunman saw him and the three other congregants inside the synagogue as
human beings.

But Cytron-Walker was able to steal brief moments for reflection, silently praying the
Sh’ma and offering the Hashkiveinu: “Grant, O God, that we lie down in peace, and raise us
up, our guardian, to life renewed. Spread over us the shelter of your peace.”

As the hours passed and Malik Faisal Akram, the British gunman, became increasingly
agitated, Cytron-Walker saw an opportunity to escape. One hostage had been released
earlier in the day, and Cytron-Walker told the two men who remained with him to run for a
fire door before throwing a chair at the assailant and sprinting after them.

“It was really a matter of looking and waiting for an opportunity where all of us could go
and no one would be left behind,” Cytron-Walker said in an interview with the Forward on
Monday morning.

Cytron-Walker said that Shabbat morning services had been interrupted by a man
knocking on the synagogue’s door asking for help. The rabbi let the man in and made him
tea, hoping to learn more about what had brought him to the Reform shul in a quiet Dallas
suburb, before returning to lead services.

During the Amidah, a silent prayer, Cytron-Walker had his back turned to Akram and heard
a distinctive click.

Get the latest at Forward.com Page 2

https://www.forward.com/


 

“I was a little suspicious when I heard that click but I was hoping it wasn’t an actual gun,”
Cytron-Walker said. “I went over to him — where he and I could just have a conversation —
and that’s when he pulled the gun on me.”

Akram’s first demand was to speak to Rabbi Angela Buchdahl, the leader of Central
Synagogue in New York City, who he believed could free Aafia Siddiqui, a Pakistani
neuroscientist imprisoned on terrorism charges at a facility near Beth Israel.

“This was somebody who literally thought that Jews control the world,” Cytron-Walker said.
“He thought he could come into a synagogue, and we could get on the phone with the
‘Chief Rabbi of America’ and he would get what he needed.”

Buchdahl ultimately spoke with Akram twice, but she declined to detail those
conversations, citing security concerns.

Cytron-Walker said that most of the nearly 11 hours that he was held hostage consisted of
sitting around, speaking with the FBI’s hostage negotiator, and making conversation with
Akram.

“We listened to him, we answered his questions, we shared a little about ourselves,”
Cytron-Walker said, “and every moment was terrifying.”

Cytron-Walker credited the rapport they developed with Akram with his decision to release
the fourth hostage in the afternoon. But as the afternoon turned to night, the prospects for
a peaceful resolution began to dim. He had been taught in FBI and Anti-Defamation
League security workshops that bold action was sometimes necessary — in this case,
seizing on a moment when Akram appeared distracted and the trio were near an exit to
throw a chair at him and run.

“Having that information really provided me with the courage to do what I need to do,”
Cytron-Walker said. “It allowed me the willingness to try something that was incredibly,
incredibly risky.”

Many have hailed Rabbi Charlie, as he is widely known, for both bravery and a unique
ability to manage such a tense situation. Rabbi Andrew Paley, a Dallas police chaplain, told
the Times of Israel that law enforcement had praised Cytron-Walker’s “calm and collected”
manner throughout the standoff.

But Cytron-Walker said that while clergy are trained to reduce anxiety and hide their own 
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stress, the situation could have easily ended in tragedy regardless of who was in the room.
“I’m not going to say that there’s anything special about me,” he said. “We were very
fortunate.”

Since escaping Saturday night, Cytron-Walker said he was trying to balance processing the
traumatic episode — and fielding phone calls from President Joe Biden and Israeli Prime
Minister Naftali Bennet — with the needs of the Beth Israel’s roughly 125 families who have
also been reeling from the attack on their synagogue.

With police still investigating the synagogue building, the congregation has organized a
prayer service for Monday evening at a nearby church, which will provide Cytron-Walker
with his first formal opportunity to address the community.

He said the hostage standoff is a searing reminder of how dangerous it is to allow
antisemitism to go unchecked.

“Somebody might think that they’re just making a comment, or just making a joke,”
Cytron-Walker said. “Unfortunately someone, somewhere, is going to take that hatred and
they’re going to go to a dangerous place with it.”
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I have been racially profiled by the
police. I still want them protecting
our synagogues

Opinion

By Tyler Samuels

 

Like millions of Jews, the hostage crisis at Congregation Beth Israel affected me deeply.
Even here in Canada, my concern was with the hostages, but I also dreaded the
conversation of security would soon emerge.

After every antisemitic attack on a synagogue, we have a communal conversation about
increased security and armed guards at synagogues, and the effect it has upon Black Jews
and other Jews of Color. As a Black Jew, I knew this argument was coming. But I never
thought there would be people who would center this argument during a time of ongoing
crisis, as four Jews wondered whether they would live or die for simply being Jewish.

Furious anger filled my heart as I read these posts by rabbis and communal leaders
throughout social media. It was not the time to hold this conversation as Jews possibly
faced death. It was despicable to drag Black Jews into this debate like a weapon against
anyone who disagreed.

I am not naive or idealistic, and my encounters with the police have never been pleasant.
As an 8-year-old, I remember the police racially profiling me alongside my sister and her
friends. They assumed we had drugs as we sat on a bench during a city festival, and turned
on flashlights to see if they could find anything incriminating.

The recurring theme of extra scrutiny from the police has always been a part of my life
story. However, as a double minority and as hatred against Blacks and Jews in North
America continues to rise, I will never support the call for “no police and no guards” at
synagogues — especially coming from those who have never had these negative
interactions.

When violence against Jews is at an all-time high, from massacres to hostage-taking, I 
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would rather live than make a political statement. I would rather loudly tell a guard at the
synagogue door that I am Jewish and Jews come in all colors than be a picture of a dead
Jew on a television screen.

I distrust the police, but I still can see reality. When antisemites target Jews at synagogues,
they will kill all of us, Black and white-passing alike. This threat of violence is the reality for
our Jewish sisters and brothers in Israel and Europe every day.

We do need to have a conversation with synagogues and community members to ensure
Black Jews receive decency and dignity every time they approach a synagogue or step foot
inside, and to ensure that security measures will protect us and not continue to oppress
us. Nevertheless, I want to live, and I want to be able to go to a synagogue without looking
around the building to find the quickest exit or a discreet location to hide if a shooter
enters this holy place.

There are, of course, other Black Jews who disagree with me, and who believe that police
or armed guards will make the synagogue more dangerous. They cite the infiltration of
police by white supremacists, and it is a valid criticism. But I will not gamble on
determining whether or not an officer guarding a synagogue is a white supremacist when
there is an active shooter of any political orientation threatening or killing Jews.

Some have also hijacked this discussion for nefarious purposes to shield their anti-police
rhetoric. I say to them; I am not your Jewish Negro. I do not require you to pontificate like I
am a child. I certainly do not need you to tell me, in a paternalistic tone, that I should hear
all sides of the argument over police and armed guards. I’ve lived the reality. Save it for
one of your white friends.

Many non-Black people only cite other Black people when Black people like me directly
contradict their “worldview.” But Black Jews are not a monolith, and we are not tools to
push your agenda when violence against Jews turns into situations like this.

I, too, wish Jews could go to synagogue without fearing death. I wish that there weren’t
those who would rise to oppress us in every generation. However, this is the reality for our
people. Until non-Jews help us take the initiative and present themselves as true allies to
this terrible virus of Jew-hatred, we will have to come to terms with a synagogue fortified
with protection. Tolerance of terrorism against Jews has created this brutal reality.

Pierre Trudeau, the former prime minister of Canada, once said during a crisis of terrorism,
“there’s a lot of bleeding hearts around who don’t like to see people with helmets and 
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guns. All I can say is, go on and bleed. It’s more important to keep law and order in this
society than to be worried about weak-kneed people who don’t like the looks of a soldier’s
helmet.”
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After Texas synagogue siege,
rabbis wonder: welcome the
stranger, or lock the doors?

News

By Arno Rosenfeld and Louis Keene

 

FLOWER MOUND, Texas – The hostage standoff at Congregation Beth Israel might never
have happened if Rabbi Charlie Cytron-Walker had not welcomed in a man who claimed to
be looking for shelter on a cold Saturday morning.

But the desire to help is hard to turn off for many rabbis, who strive to fulfill the Biblical
imperatives of welcoming the stranger and assisting the needy.

Geoffrey Dennis, rabbi of nearby Congregation Kol Ami, said he understood Cytron-
Walker’s impulse to let the man in.

“I would have done exactly the same thing,” said Dennis.

But has that calculus changed since Saturday?

“That’s a good question,” he said. “I haven’t decided.”

In the aftermath of the 11-hour standoff in Colleyville, rabbis across the country are
revisiting a question as old as Judaism: how to balance the core Jewish values of hospitality
and charity with very real concerns about safety.

The question has special resonance for Cytron-Walker’s Jewish colleagues, clergy and lay
leaders who minister to small communities in the sprawling suburbs around Dallas and
Fort Worth — and who have smaller security budgets than large urban synagogues.

“Everybody’s a little bit paranoid right now,” said Rabbi Levi Gurevitch on Sunday, as he let
a reporter into Chabad of Southlake, the nearest synagogue to Beth Israel, and locked the
door behind him.
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At Kol Ami, security cameras ring the driveway and the front doors are securely locked. But
the building, a former Lutheran church, is not fenced and a long row of windows look out
on the parking lot. Dennis said the windows let him and the officer manager keep an eye
on who is coming and going from the synagogue, but he acknowledged they could be seen
as a liability.

“Being a fortress is not in the cards,” Dennis said. “We intend to be open to the world, we
want to be a light unto the nations.”

When Dennis and Cytron-Walker compare notes with their peers from nearby Plano and
Fort Worth, Dennis said they discuss the challenge of enhancing security in relatively small
communities.

Russ Schultz, president of Beth El in Fort Worth, a congregation more than twice the size
of Beth Israel, said the synagogue has armed guards at all its services. The building is also
closed to the public, and visitors have to be admitted by staff.

But Schultz acknowledged that this higher level of security is not impenetrable. Nor does it
feel adequately safe to everyone: He attributed a precipitous drop in Sunday’s Hebrew
school attendance to the fear many of his fellow congregants were feeling.

“Being a Jew today, you’re walking on the edge of the plank and just hoping nobody
pushes,” he said. “But you’re up there on the plank.”

Rabbi Ben Sternman, who leads Adat Chaverim in Plano, said his congregation’s doors are
locked except for the time immediately before services, when two greeters are present at
the door, backed up by a police officer stationed inside. The approach is intended to offer a
friendly face to newcomers while ensuring there is backup in case something goes wrong.
The balance, he acknowledged, remains difficult, especially as people with mental health
issues can gravitate toward places of worship.

“How do you welcome people who are in need and are just in need?” he said. “It’s really
hard.”

The difficulty of welcoming the stranger is as old as the Jewish value itself. In the Book of
Genesis, Abraham, then 99 years old and recovering from circumcision, rises and —
Scripture tells us — runs to greet three foreign travelers.

Today’s clergy, no matter where they are in the country, face the challenge of squaring the 
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commandment — eventually given directly in the Book of Exodus — with what Los Angeles
Rabbi Yoshi Zweiback calls the need to “not be naive.”

Zweiback, who leads Stephen Wise Temple, a large Reform synagogue across town from
Ikar, could recall two instances when a guest exhibiting strange behavior had come to a
previous synagogue where he was working. In both cases, security guards helped assess
the visitor’s risk, the person was not a threat, and the rabbi was able to render hospitality.
In his view, pikuach nefesh — the principle of preserving human life — trumps the value of
being a warm and welcoming community.

“It doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t attempt that, or that we should give up on that,”
Zweiback said. “It just means that we have to default to a position of making sure that
we’re safe and secure.”

The rabbi acknowledged that the default position was one that Wise, one of the largest
synagogues in the country by membership, could comfortably afford.

Yet erring on the side of caution was not a universal philosophy even at synagogues with
robust security.

Rabbi Sharon Brous, head of Ikar, a non-denominational synagogue in Los Angeles, said
she had come to live with the tension that “sometimes having our doors open and having
our hearts open means that we will get hurt.”

Ikar, which has a membership of hundreds of families, employs armed guards. But Brous
said the appropriate response to heightened feelings of vulnerability is to, like Abraham,
emphasize the commandment he embodied — even when it gets harder.

That put her in league with Cytron-Walker, whose response to Saturday’s unexpected
visitor Brous said she strongly identified with.

“Any time you open your doors, there’s a risk,” she said. “And, to not open your doors also
poses a risk. That is a kind of spiritual danger that I’m not willing to risk for our
community.”
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U.K. Jews, already under tight
security, say the Texas synagogue
attack is not a cause for panic

News

By Jacob Kornbluh

 

LONDON, England – As American Jews are grappling with how to maximize security
measures, concerned about their safety, Jewish leaders in the United Kingdom are
cautioning against panic in the aftermath of Saturday’s attack at Congregation Beth Israel
in Colleyville, Texas.

“I don’t think the fact of anti-Jewish terrorism came as a shock to anyone,” said Dave Rich,
head of policy at the Community Security Trust, an organization that provides safety and
security measures to the U.K. Jewish community. “Sadly it’s a threat and a problem that
we’re familiar with and already have a lot of security in the Jewish community in this
country to try and prevent this kind of attack from happening here.”

Rich suggested that the fact that the terrorist, Malik Faisal Akram, chose to fly from
Blackburn, Lancashire, a town close to Britain’s second-largest Jewish community in
Manchester, to target a synagogue in the U.S. “just highlights why we have to have the
security that we have.”

The CST, with some 1,500 volunteers, receives £14 million in funding from the British
government to provide security measures at Jewish schools and synagogues. Without
going into details, Rich said his organization has used the government funding, in addition
to individual contributions, to “beef up the physical security infrastructure that would make
it difficult as possible for a terrorist to get into a Jewish building” or to attack Jews outside
the community’s buildings.

“Going into synagogues is now akin to going into a fortress,” said Geoffrey Alderman, a
professor at the University of Buckingham and a member of the Federation of Synagogues,
an Orthodox umbrella body in Hendon, London.
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In the Orthodox neighborhoods of North and East London, the Shomrim, a private patrol
group, monitors the local synagogues and provides emergency services to isolated
incidents. Rabbi Herschel Gluck, president of Shomrim in Stamford Hill, said his group of 30
volunteers “provide the community a security blanket 365 days a year.”

But Gluck maintained that the security “is alway adequate vis-à-vis the current situation,”
and that leaders are in regular communication with the relevant authorities regarding
threats and security concerns. Gluck is also founder of the Muslim-Jewish Forum, an
interfaith relations group dedicated to engagement and defusing tension between the two
communities.

Rich said that as the hostage-taking incident was unfolding, the CST sent out messages
across the Jewish community and alerted their volunteers about the steps they were
taking to make sure the security measures were properly implemented. The attack, he
said, “fit the pattern” of the kind of terror threats the Jewish community in Britain is
concerned about in general. The most recent CST report on antisemitism showed the first
six months of 2021 had the highest total of antisemitic incidents the group has ever
recorded in the first half of any year since it started in 1984 and higher than every full-year
incident total prior to 2016.

Alderman, who is an author and a historian on the Jewish community in England, said that
he is worried about the safety of the Jewish community as a result of increased antisemitic
activities and homegrown anti-Jewish terrorism that, in his view, come from “pockets of
immigrant settlement in the U.K. which has proved themselves to be fertile grounds for
breeding antisemitic conspiracy theories.”

That the terrorist who carried out the attack on the Texas synagogue actually came from
England “must be a worry,” he added. Alderman pointed out that that hostage standoff
“proved to be a grave error” amid reports that Rabbi Charlie Cytron-Walker welcomed
Akram into the building after he claimed to be homeless and seeking shelter.

“What I’m stressing is we have been in this situation for some time,” Alderman said. “I
don’t sense any sort of panic or heightened fear as a result of the Texas incident.” As
rabbis across the U.S. are wondering whether increased security would complicate the
Biblical imperatives of welcoming the stranger, Rich said the CST has always sought to
strike that balance – “keeping everyone safe, keeping potential hostile actors out, without
making Jewish buildings forbidding fortresses that people won’t want to go to.”
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My husband survived the Tree of
Life shooting. The Texas
synagogue attack reopened our
wounds

Opinion

By Beth Kissileff

 

I found out that Rabbi Charlie Cytron-Walker and three others had been taken hostage at
Congregation Beth Israel in Colleyville, Tex. when many other observant Jews did: after the
end of Shabbat.

There was a knock on our door. It was someone from the 10.27 Healing Partnership, a
grant-funded organization that provides resources and support to those impacted by the
Tree of Life attack.

My spouse, Rabbi Jonathan Perlman, is a leader of New Light Congregation, one of three
congregations that shared the Tree of Life space. He was able to hide others and then
escape the building himself on Oct. 27, 2018, when our congregants and friends were
massacred during Shabbat services. I was fortunate that Jon walked home that day, safe,
to inform my daughter and I what had happened to him.

When someone comes to the rabbi’s house on Shabbat to deliver news directly, it is
usually not good news. This week, I was shocked to hear about the then still-unfolding
situation in Texas, but appreciative that a kind and professionally- trained person had
come to help me process the news. Whenever another antisemitic attack in a synagogue
occurs, feelings of trauma, shock, distress, fear and anxiety all flood back quite readily.

Because I had been warned about the images I might see, I did not look at the news until
after the hostages had escaped their captors, when Rabbi Charlie Cytron-Walker, who had
the presence of mind and bravery to make sure the other two worshippers still inside the
temple were ready to run, threw a chair at the captor and escaped. Rabbi Cytron-Walker’s 
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unsurpassable courage saved his fellow hostages’ lives as well as his own.

Rabbi Cytron-Walker told a Forward reporter that security workshops had instilled in him
the ability to “do whatever you have to do to get out.” I also believe that part of Cytron-
Walker’s composure derives from his experience as a rabbi and his knowledge of Jewish
wisdom.

In a parable described in the Talmud in Berachot 51a, the Rabbis instruct anyone who
encounters the angel of death to flee, whether that requires jumping over a river, taking a
different path, or hiding behind a wall. The message is to do anything necessary to elude
the angel of death’s evil machinations.

Rabbi Cytron-Walker clearly absorbed the message of this passage — and his own teaching
for that particular Shabbat morning service must have steeled him as well.

Years of being a rabbi’s spouse led me to guess, correctly, that Rabbi Cytron-Walker had
prepared a source sheet for that day’s service. I found the source sheet, which the rabbi
had uploaded but did not get to use, on Sefaria.org; it detailed his concerns over increasing
polarization and hate crimes in this country.

This need for a lifesaving impulse is not new for Jews. Today, as at the time of the events
of the Exodus, being a Jew is being vulnerable.

My husband left last night, as he does each evening since his mother’s death, to say
kaddish for her. The Orthodox synagogue where he prays during the week is always
locked; it opens with a combination whose code is made known only to members. The
times of services are never posted publicly and are only available through emailed
newsletters.

All the synagogues in Squirrel Hill have locks or guards, and all the Jewish institutions have
had security evaluations. After the attack, we recommended that other communities do so
as well.

Despite the trauma of the Pittsburgh synagogue attack, none of us in our family have had
hesitations about attending any synagogue recently, so long as there is appropriate
security, and currently, both mask and vaccine requirements. We haven’t gone back to the
building where the attack happened, but the plans for its rehabilitation as a worship space
are in place. At our new synagogue home, there are professional security guards, an
updated security system and synagogue member greeters alongside guards.

Get the latest at Forward.com Page 14

https://www.sefaria.org/Berakhot.51a.15?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/376253.4?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/376253.4?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=bi
https://www.forward.com/


 

Even so, we are always alert to any unexpected noises and startle when we hear an
ambulance or police siren. And yet, all of the survivors of the attack on New Light, as well
as family members of the victims, attend regularly.

It is not that I have total faith in the security that keeps me returning week after week, but
that we as a family believe attending synagogue is the best embodiment of joining with a
community of shared values to pray and study Torah.

It will not be easy for Rabbi Cytron-Walker and his community to recover from the trauma
he and the other hostages have experienced. They will need help and support.

After the Tree of Life shooting, four men who had survived a shooting in their mosque in
Quebec City drove 12 hours to Pittsburgh each way to speak with those of us from the
three Tree of Life congregations. This was only the first of many acts of solidarity we have
experienced since the shooting.

To sit in a room with people have the same concerns after an act of violence in their
worship space and have them explain to us how they helped their children and community
cope with the fear that came from going back to the mosque, when I was also worried
about how to help my daughters and community, was powerful and meaningful. The
human connection that was made with strangers who cared enough to make a huge effort
to travel so far in order to render assistance was immensely healing and therapeutic. I am
pleased to see the powerful interfaith solidarity shown for the Colleyville Jewish
community after this terrifying antisemitic attack. I hope there will be some form of agency
set up in Colleyville to enable those both directly and indirectly impacted by the trauma of
this event to heal, and that no one will feel ashamed to ask for help.

Having experienced firsthand this particular type of trauma, I know that healing is possible.
The Torah portion not read in Colleyville last Shabbat contains the verse, “for I the Lord will
heal you” (Exodus 15:26). I am hopeful that Rabbi Cytron-Walker will continue to teach
many messages of Torah, including this one, over the long years ahead.
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Conspiracy theories are at the root
of anti-Jewish violence

Opinion

By Ken Jacobson

 

In the days that followed the hostage crisis at the Beth Israel synagogue in Colleyville, TX,
reports came out about how the hostage-taker repeatedly espoused antisemitic
conspiracy theories, believing that Jews could exert their power and sway over the U.S.
government to free an imprisoned Al Qaeda terrorist.

These revelations are likely surprising to many, considering that Jews are a tiny minority in
this country and, as most Americans know, do not exert control over the U.S. government.
American Jews are proud to live and contribute to a democracy where everyone has a
voice.

Still, this notion of Jewish control of government has remained a staple of antisemitic
conspiracy theories on the internet and, in certain countries, such as Pakistan, where the
gunman and the terrorist he claimed to be acting on behalf of have roots, these antisemitic
conspiracies have in recent years taken on a life of their own.

The myth of Jewish control is indeed thousands of years old, and yet is still very much alive
and well and being used to blame world events on Jews, whether it is the spread of the
coronavirus, the suffering of certain economies, or the imprisonment of an Al Qaeda
terrorist. In the past few years, with the rise in antisemitism in the U.S. and around the
world, antisemitic conspiracy theories often have been at the root of violent attacks
against Jews.

As an organization committed not only to combating antisemitism but also to working
against all forms of hate, ADL strives to identify the commonalities of prejudice. Factors
such as stereotyping, discrimination and treating the person as the “other” all contribute
to antisemitism, and other forms of prejudice. At the same time, in certain circles, there is a
resistance to the reality or significance of antisemitism. “Look how well Jews are doing,”
some may say. “They are part of the white establishment, not a truly discriminated-against
minority.”
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Let’s be clear. Life in America for the last half century has been good for Jews and progress
against antisemitism has been significant. In recent years, however, as the statistics
indicate, antisemitic incidents have been surging and there is a new level of insecurity in
the Jewish community.

At its core, antisemitism is fundamentally different from other types of hate:. While
stereotyping, discrimination and otherizing all contribute to antisemitism, the core of
antisemitism is the notion of poisonous and secretive Jewish power and control.

That is why Jews are the main targets of conspiracy theories, as we’ve seen during the
ongoing coronavirus pandemic. The most pernicious and influential antisemitic document
over the years is the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, which fraudulently claims to be the
secret plans of Jews to take over the world. That is why the State of Israel, the sole Jewish
nation, is so often singled out for conspiracies about evil power.

And that is why sometimes, as in the case of the Pittsburgh Tree of Life synagogue
shooter, the individual clearly stated his belief that Jews control everything to the
detriment of society. The same appears to be true about the Texas synagogue hostage
taker, who also borrowed a page from the Protocols.

“This was somebody who literally thought that Jews control the world,” Rabbi Charlie
Cytron-Walker said of the terrorist who interrupted his shabbat services with the click of a
handgun. “He thought he could come into a synagogue, and we could get on the phone
with the ‘Chief Rabbi of America’ and he would get what he needed.”

It seems the Texas terrorist chose to go to a synagogue on the holiest day of the Jewish
week, knowing Jews would be there worshipping, and believing the Jewish community had
the “power” to release convicted terrorist Aafia Siddiqui from a U.S. prison. He appears to
have thought that Jews control government and taking Jews hostage could lead to the U.S.
government overturning the conviction of convicted terrorist Aafia Siddiqui.

He might have also been thinking that Jews control the media, and therefore, that going
into a synagogue on Shabbat would provide the attention to Siddiqui’s cause that nothing
else could achieve.

While we may never fully understand the Texas hostage taker’s thinking, unlike the
Pittsburgh murderer who left a long manifesto, the evidence we have points to his
motivation being rooted in a deep-seeded belief in age-old antisemitic conspiracy theories.
The antisemitic incidents targeting Jews at prayer in Pittsburgh, Poway and Colleyville, 
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Texas should all remind us of the two unique critical elements about antisemitism that
explain many anomalies about this form of hatred: its lethality, its durability; its
pervasiveness, its contradictions.

Those two elements are: its core belief that Jews are poisonous and all-powerful and the
fact that antisemitism has no political home — it can come from the right, it can come from
the left, it can come from majority communities, it can come from minority communities.
Our task is to stand up against it no matter its source.
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‘His entire persona is listening and
dialogue’: Meet the Texas rabbi
held hostage for 11 hours

News

By Jodi Rudoren

 

Michelle Werner was a first-year rabbinical student in Jerusalem with Charlie Cytron-
Walker on 9/11, and remembers vividly the two sitting with their classmates in the Hebrew
Union College cafeteria and watching the video “over and over” of the airplanes hitting the
World Trade Center.

On Saturday, as Cytron-Walker was held hostage in his Texas synagogue for 11 hours by a
man demanding freedom for a convicted terrorist with connections to 9/11, Rabbi Werner
and her close-knit classmates supported and updated each other via Facebook chat. “Now
all of us are thinking, ‘Why are we doing this again, and why is Charlie in the middle of this
story?’” Rabbi Werner said in an interview Saturday night before her friend and his
congregants were safely released.

Rabbi Charlie, as friends and congregants call him, was leading Shabbat services as usual
when a stranger disrupted, around the time of the prayer for the sick, according to footage
from the livestream of services posted on Facebook. The man said he was hoping to help
free Aafia Siddiqui, who is an in-law of the chief architect of 9/11 and who herself is serving
an 86-year prison sentence for attempted terrorism.

Around 9:30 p.m. CT, Gov. Greg Abbott of Texas tweeted that all the hostages had been
released safely. The man who held the rabbi and several others captive for about 11 hours
was killed in the standoff, the Colleyville police chief said at a news conference.

Those who knew Cytron-Walker said the attack felt not only horrific but also ironic. He was
a man who hosted the imam and members of a nearby mosque at his synagogue in
Colleyville, Texas. He was the architect of much interfaith dialogue in the community of
26,000 a few miles from the Dallas-Fort Worth airport. Members of his Congregation Beth
Israel celebrated iftar dinners during Ramadan with Muslim neighbors.
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“That was the first time I’d ever met an imam,” Tia Sukenik, the congregation’s former
religious-school director, recalled of the first meet-and-greet between the two
communities. A few dozen people gathered around four or five round tables in the social
hall over snacks. “It opened the door where I could bring my religious-school students to
go visit them,” she added. “He’s always worked to expand our world and to let other
people see what Jews are like.”

Cytron-Walker arrived at Beth Israel in 2006, shortly after his ordination from Hebrew
Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion. He was the small Reform congregation’s first
full-time rabbi, and it was his first pulpit. In the 15 years since he started, it has nearly
doubled in size to about 140 families.

Those who knew him growing up in Lansing, Michigan; in rabbinical school in Jerusalem
and Cincinnati, Ohio; and in Colleyville described Cytron-Walker as a welcoming presence
and bridge builder deeply committed to social justice. He’s the guy who turned in his thesis
15 minutes before it was due and needed help writing thank-you notes to host
congregations where he spent weekends as a student-rabbi. A guy who adopted a
hyphenated surname upon marriage and always wears a yarmulke.

“His entire persona is listening and dialogue,” said Rabbi Werner, his HUC classmate and
leader of Congregation Bnei Israel in Rochester, Minnesota. “If you had a meeting with
Charlie, there was like a six-hour process part about how everybody would be heard, about
how we could be kind to each other — and that was about ordering a pizza.”

Their rabbinical-school year in Jerusalem was during the heat of the second intifada,
Werner noted, and it was Cytron-Walker’s apartment where the friends would gather when
the bomb-sirens went off. “That’s where people felt safe and surrounded and cared for,”
she explained. “It wasn’t a question: you knocked on the door and then the door opened.”

Cytron-Walker’s wife, Adena, works for a group called the Multicultural Alliance. The couple
has two daughters, the younger of whom became bat mitzvah during the pandemic.

He is a 1998 graduate of the University of Michigan, where he met his wife and, according
to the synagogue website, he once spent 48 hours on the street to understand
homelessness, and another time participated in a 24-hour dance marathon. Before starting
rabbinical school, he worked at Focus-HOPE, a civil and human rights organization in
Detroit, and at a soup kitchen and food pantry in Amherst, Massachusetts.

Gary P. Zola, a history professor at HUC’s Cincinnati campus, recalled Cytron-Walker as the 
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student who got along across cliques because “he’s got a warm smile and speaks in a
gentle, compassionate way.”

“There are a lot of different personalities in rabbinical school, and strong feelings — Charlie
was somebody who could establish bonds with everybody,” Zola said. “He is blessed with
the ability to connect with people and become beloved.”

Though most graduates of HUC start their careers as assistants at large congregations,
Cytron-Walker was drawn to the idea of building up a smaller community in a place
without a lot of Jews. So was his friend Rabbi Werner, who is about 20 years older than
most of her classmates, and applied for the same job in Colleyville.

Werner said Beth Israel told her it felt Cytron-Walker’s relative youth was a better match
for its young community — “and Charlie wanted to sue them for ageism on my behalf.”

Rabbi Ben Sternman of Adat Chaverim, a Reform congregation in the Dallas suburb of
Plano, gets together for lunch most Wednesdays — depending on COVID levels — with
Cytron-Walker and two other rabbis of small synagogues in the area. They go to the
Oldwest Cafe in Bedford or the Parma Pasta and Pizza in Lewisville and compare notes —
about pandemic planning, personal finances, tikkun olam and, yes, synagogue security.

“When we’re faced with issues that we’re not sure how to handle, we bounce ideas off
each other,” Sternman said. “Charlie is an organizer. He sincerely wants to make this world
a better place. He is always out there trying to get all of us involved in a project. When he’s
been organizing in interfaith, he’s been telling us what he’s doing and it’s an inspiration for
us to get involved in the same way.”

Sternman said that Cytron-Walker, like himself, had gone through active-shooter training
provided by the Dallas-area Federation, which had also conducted security audits for their
congregations.

“After Pittsburgh we talked about security, what small congregations that don’t have deep
pockets can do in order to maintain security,” he said, referring to the 2018 killing of 11
worshippers during Shabbat services. “Every time that I have gone to Congregation Beth
Israel the door has been locked, so I don’t know what happened today.”
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