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I’m joining this year’s March of the
Living. It may be the last to include
survivors

Opinion

By Nora Berman

 

The last time the March of the Living took place at the Auschwitz-Birkenau complex in
Poland there were 10,000 participants, including 70 Holocaust survivors. That was in 2019.

When the annual event reconvenes next week for Holocaust Remembrance Day after a
pandemic-induced hiatus, and with war raging in neighboring Ukraine, only 2,000
participants are expected, including eight survivors. One is Eve Kugler, who is 91 years old.
“With a heavy heart, I pass responsibility for the remembrance of the Holocaust to
members of the third generation,” said Kugler, who was born in Germany but now resides
in the U.K.

When I learned that this year’s march could well be the last including any survivors, I
signed up to join the sole delegation from North America, a group of about 30 adults ages
19 to 70, some of whom have been waiting three years to attend.

I do not have Holocaust survivors in my family, and have never heard a survivor’s
testimony in person; my Holocaust education began with a visit to the United States
Memorial Holocaust Museum when I was 10, and a copy of “The Diary of Anne Frank” that
my parents purchased at the museum gift shop.

Over the next week, I will immerse in this experience and interview as many of the
survivors and other march participants as possible, sharing their stories via dispatches in
our morning newsletter, videos, opinion columns and social media posts. 

Estimates of the number of living survivors worldwide vary; the United States Holocaust
Memorial Museum lists more than 195,000, but acknowledges that “a growing number of
the individuals are now deceased.” There are an estimated 50,000 survivors in the United
States, half of whom are over 85. 
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Since 1988, the International March of the Living has brought more than 260,000 students
and adults from 52 different countries to walk the nearly two miles from Auschwitz to
Birkenau alongside some of those survivors on Yom HaShoah, Israel’s Holocaust
Remembrance Day. 

Along with the keynote event at Auschwitz on Yom HaShoah, the March of the Living
typically includes a week of educational programming in Poland, where delegations learn
more about the history of Eastern European Jewry before World War II, followed by a week
in Israel.

“It’s been a journey to get to the journey” 

With the outbreak of the coronavirus in 2019, the organization had to quickly pivot, and
broadcast a virtual event for both 2020 and 2021. Just as it was preparing for a return to an
in-person program, Russia invaded Ukraine; one by one, all of the student delegations from
North America decided not to participate. 

“It’s been a journey to get to the journey,” said Avi Green, a trip organizer with Authentic
Israel, who has partnered with BBYO to lead the sole remaining North American (adult)
delegation. 

The war in Ukraine is not affecting the delegation’s itinerary from a security perspective: all
of the standard sites such as the Warsaw Ghetto, the Treblinka death camp and the Jewish
quarter of Krakow remain on the schedule. Yet it is impossible to ignore the violence and
attendant refugee crisis on Poland’s border. 

“We deal with war, death, dying and intolerance every march,” remarked Phyllis Greenberg
Heideman, president of the March of the Living. “This year is no different.” 

The delegation I am joining will be preparing aid packages to deliver to Ukrainian refugees
in Warsaw, and trip organizers repeatedly expressed to me how eager fellow participants
were to be of service. “The juxtaposition of the March’s mission and the current situation in
Ukraine is too powerful to ignore,” Toby Ayash, one of the organizers, told me. 

For the survivors themselves, the war in Ukraine has been traumatizing, especially the
images and videos of civilian death on a scale that has not been seen in decades.

“It’s been really hard for them to realize that in 2022, we are still seeing images of mass
graves,” Heideman said. For survivors, she added, “the news out of Ukraine has been 
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incredibly debilitating.” (A Ukrainian Holocaust survivor died this month in a basement in
Mariupol amid Russian shelling.)

The majority of this year’s 2,000 participants are coming from Israel and Europe. All of the
eight survivors attending are European or British – a testament to the age of the survivor
community and the difficulty international travel poses in light of the ongoing pandemic. 

There are other ways this year’s march will be distinct. For the first time ever, a
representative from an Arab country – the United Arab Emirates – will be in attendance, in
addition to Jewish Ukrainians who have only recently fled the war. 

COVID and conflict may have dramatically cut short the attendance list, but there is a deep
sense of gratitude from every organizer I spoke with that the March is occurring in person
again at all. 

As I prepare myself on a logistical and emotional level, I can’t help but think of the many
recent surveys among my generation that point to several disturbing trends: the rise of
Holocaust denial or misinformation online, and a growing lack of basic Holocaust
knowledge. 

In a 2020 Claims Conference poll, 49% of Gen Z and Millennials nationwide said they had
seen Holocaust denial or distortion posts on social media, and 11%  said they believe that
Jews were responsible for the Holocaust. 

Amid rising antisemitism in the U.S. and the misguided belief that Jews are no longer a
marginalized people worthy of protection or of including in diversity initiatives, I worry
about how it is possible to educate the third, fourth and fifth generations about the
Holocaust with more survivors succumbing to old age by the day. 

How can we fulfill the mission of never forgetting the six million without the testimony of
living survivors? 

Heideman reassured me that her group has worked to preserve “myriad testimonies”
during the pandemic and that its shift to virtual programming has meant reaching millions
more people than could ever possibly attend the march. 

“Nothing can replace seeing the sites in person,” Heideman stresses, “but our mission is to
remember, and we will not be deterred.” 
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I uncovered a rare home film of a
Seder in 1932

Forverts in English

Ruth Katcher

 

After my mother died, I found a dusty tote bag in my parents’ cellar, stuffed with reels of
film from our growing-up years. The 16mm film had been converted to digital form long
ago, and I’m not even sure why I kept it. The tote bag migrated to a dark corner of my
closet until last summer, when I thought to look inside and found a reel I’d never noticed
before, smaller and wider than the others. Instead of a metal storage canister, it had been
wrapped in wax paper and aluminum foil, like a sandwich.

Carefully unspooling a few feet, I saw “Passover Feast 1932,” followed by my great-
grandfather’s name. After the title, the first frames showed a man and woman, he in an
old-fashioned kippah, seated at the head of a long table. I recognized them as my father’s
mother’s parents.

Old film is fragile; I didn’t dare unwind it further. I sent the reel out to an archival film house
to be restored and digitized, and weeks later, I clicked on a link.

The film was now a file, a little under four minutes long, documenting a seder with about
30 people squeezed around a table covered in white cloths. Hagaddahs are handed out;
my bearded great-grandfather reads aloud; wine glasses are filled and emptied. Matzoh
appear on the table. Women move behind the chairs, their seats empty, as the meal is
served. My grandmother, impossibly young and elegant, asks a child to make room for
another place setting; my grandfather chats earnestly with a niece. My father, aged six,
grins broadly, looking excited to be with his older cousins. Children squirm and jostle; a
small boy cuts meat with an upside-down knife; young women flirt with the camera,
nibbling on candied fruit. Teacups are filled from an enormous samovar.

A framed photograph on a bookshelf shows my great-grandparents in the center,
surrounded by their six grown children and their spouses. I have a copy of this photo,
which might have been taken a few years earlier, perhaps when my grandmother’s
youngest brother was married in 1929. In the photograph, everyone is still, formally posed. 
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But in the film, they laugh, joke, chew, nudge a neighbor. Some appear self-conscious in
front of the camera, but most are focused on one another.

In the spring of 1932, when this seder was held, Franklin Roosevelt was running for
president against the incumbent, Herbert Hoover. While Prohibition was the law, there was
an exemption for religious use of wine, and in any case, my grandfather, a lawyer, had
recently helped a bootlegger avoid jail time. If there were no other way to buy kosher wine,
he would have had connections.

Twenty-six years earlier, fleeing the pogroms that had spread across Ukraine, my great-
grandparents and their children had emigrated from Donetsk and settled in Philadelphia. 

Now, even at the height of the Great Depression, they had much to be proud of: One son
was a doctor (that pinnacle of American success!), another a pharmacist. My grandmother,
determined to be self-supporting, had graduated from dental school on scholarship, the
only woman in her class. 

To date, there were 14 grandchildren, with a few more yet to be born. Still, the family had
relatives remaining in Europe, where Hitler soon would be fully in power. Surely they knew
what was beginning to happen in the old country.

The film has special resonance, showing nearly the last seder with the family intact. My
great-grandfather died in 1934 in his early 70s, and two years later, one of his grandsons
died, possibly of a kidney infection, at the age of 17. 

His uncle, the doctor, was not his primary physician, but he consulted on the case. In her
grief, the boy’s mother, who was the doctor’s older sister, accused him of mishandling his
care, and the two branches of the family became estranged, reuniting only at my great-
grandmother’s funeral in 1943.

A few years later, the family seders, now too large for anyone’s home, restarted at a hotel
in Philadelphia, and they continue to this day. We hold them biennially now, so far-flung
family members don’t feel obligated to travel every year. 

Only the pandemic put a stop to them, but this year, we’re gathering for the first seder
night on April 15 — the birthday of one of the beautiful young granddaughters caught by
the camera. I plan to show this four-minute film at our seder, the camera operator an
unseen guest, like Elijah, bearing witness. In the framed, formal portrait, the subjects look
like our ancestors, but in the film, they come alive.
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Like many Jewish holidays, Pesach tells an ancient story, a family story, of fleeing from
persecution and settling in a new land. This year, in the wake of the Russian invasion,
emails have been flying between cousins, asking if we have relatives still in Ukraine,
heartsick over what is happening to the place our ancestors once inhabited, and to its
people. To me, this brief film underscores a vital center of Judaism, making the connection
between past and present, of pulling up stakes and fleeing from oppression into the
unknown, of leaving home and coming home, of family ties preserved and honored. And of
the imperative of stories, to tell and retell, for ourselves and for the future.
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At 90, Elaine May remains a
deceptively and defiantly Jewish
artist

Culture

By Benjamin Ivry

 

The Jewish quotient in the creative works of director, screenwriter and actress Elaine May,
whose 90th birthday will be feted April 21, remains oddly misunderstood.

Yet May, as recent recipient of a Tony award, honorary Oscar, and National Medal for the
Arts, is widely esteemed in the showbiz community. The Academy Award is a trifle ironic,
given that even circa 1960, May was telling journalists how much she loathed Hollywood.
Her relationship with filmmaking colleagues has repeatedly been litigious and conflictual.
Rarely allowed to make films, she usually went extremely over budget with what critic
Jonathan Rosenbaum has likened to the “Jewish baroque” lavishness of director Erich von
Stroheim.

Her films are all powerful, disquieting and usually problematic, unlike the output of her
former comedy partner Mike Nichols, who produced a series of sleek, trendily successful
movies.

May’s rapport with Yiddishkeit was intensely appreciative, albeit neurotic. Part of the
problem may have been that for years, she misled reporters with unreliable biographical
details, such as the notion that she grew up in the Yiddish theater. Only in 2010 did May
admit to Rosenbaum that this claim was exaggerated, although her parents, Jack and Ida
Aaron Berlin, did perform in Yiddish plays.

So intensely self-involved was May that one of her marriages was to her own psychiatrist.
Another was to lyricist Sheldon Harnick, whom she divorced one year before he achieved
immortality with the Broadway musical “Fiddler on the Roof.” Had that brief alliance lasted
a bit longer, the idea of May performing as one of Tevye’s daughters or perhaps, aided by
old age makeup, as the dairyman’s wife Golde, Yente the village matchmaker, Grandma
Tzeitel or Fruma-Sarah, Lazar Wolf’s dead wife, is surreal but not inconceivable, given the 
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weirdness of showbiz casting.

As it was, May assumed her most indelible screen role, as klutzy heiress Henrietta Lowell in
“A New Leaf” (1971) which she wrote and directed, to prevent the studio from getting its
wish by giving Carol Channing the part. In this way, May’s deliciously comic Jewish klutz
persona became an all-time highlight of onscreen physical comedy.

Only geniuses like Keaton and Chaplin were able to direct themselves in scenes with the
intense permanent funniness of May as Lowell being extricated from a dress by her snooty
husband Walter Matthau after she put her head through an opening intended for her arm.

In another film created that same year, Otto Preminger’s “Such Good Friends,” for which
May wrote the screenplay, Jewishness is presented as a solace at life’s transitional
moments. Gathered at a hospital where the protagonist’s husband is dying, Jewish friends
played by Sam Levene and Doris Roberts cause the widow to reflect that her family wasn’t
especially Jewish, or especially anything.

This faceless assimilation, May implies, offers no consolation. Full of bitter, uneasy jokes,
“Such Good Friends” is perhaps May’s most underestimated film. Preminger photographed
her screenplay respectfully, creating a far better film than his overblown epic “Exodus” of a
few years before. It deserves to be esteemed instead being discounted as mere hired work,
or ignored in favor of May’s troubled “Ishtar” (1987), itself tediously attacked or overpraised
by critics.

May’s next film, “The Heartbreak Kid,” (1972) for which she directed a screenplay by Neil
Simon, has been unfairly charged with antisemitism because it is about a schmendrick who
dumps his Jewish bride in favor of the idealized blonde non-Jewish woman he meets on his
honeymoon. Countering any presumed presence of antisemitism, May cast her own real-
life daughter Jeannie Berlin as the rejected newlywed. Berlin delivers a charming and
attractively clowning performance like a younger brunette version of Renée Taylor. Her
presence adds amusing Yiddishkeit to “The Heartbreak Kid,” whereas Neil Simon
reportedly preferred the decidedly non-Jewish Diane Keaton to portray the dumped
partner.

And the Jewish wedding shown at the start of the film is presented with sympathy and
emotion, recalling a similar ceremony depicted with documentary-style respect in John
Schlesinger’s 1971 drama “Sunday Bloody Sunday.”

Simon was also reportedly peeved that May encouraged actors to improvise lines, but the 
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result must be among the most effective, least dated Neil Simon films, perhaps partly
because some of it was written by others.

In a later bit of virtuoso casting to augment Yiddishkeit, May chose the Jewish film
executive Frank Yablans to play a gangster in “Mikey and Nicky,” her gritty, grueling
account of friendship gone wrong. However, the studio vetoed Yablans’ appearance in
such a role, likely fearing that it might be seen as typecasting.

Jonathan Rosenbaum, a decided aficionado, has alleged that Elaine May’s films are all
about personal betrayal, and in truth her characters assassinate one another with the
egomaniacal verve of creations by Strindberg and Ibsen.

Yet a quintessentially Jewish, often overlooked awareness of sociopolitical conditions also
permeates May’s life and work. Elaine May was among entertainers, alongside Harry
Belafonte, who traveled to Montgomery, Alabama, in 1965 to divert crowds who had
assembled to support the historic Selma to Montgomery marches by Martin Luther King Jr.

Reporting on that occasion, Renata Adler implied how Nichols and May lightened the mood
while, as always, echoing profound anxiety and distress appropriate for the occasion.
Three years later, as a director, Elaine May would stage Terrence McNally’s “Next,” a
comedy that savagely opposed the Vietnam War-era draft.

A manifestly unfit recruitee, played by James Coco, who also played the hapless doctor
whose patient dies in “Such Good Friends,” epitomizes the absurdity of American military
involvement in Southeast Asia.

Perhaps remembered too much for her early comedy duo with Mike Nichols, which she
voluntarily ended in 1961 after a brief success, May always sought universality, never
content with being typed as a Jewish comedian.

Even so, they were first united onstage by Paul Sills (born Silverberg), director and
improvisation teacher at Chicago’s Second City comedy troupe. Himself inspired by his
mother, the eminent Jewish teacher of improvisation Viola Spolin, Sills embraced the
progressive notion of improv as going beyond routine acting exercises (May has recounted
being flummoxed when expected to behave like a tree in an early acting class).

Instead, improvisation as interpreted by Spolin and Sills was an essential element of
education and self-realization. So it has remained for May, whose formal education ended
when she was 14.
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In the classic Nichols-May routine “The Mother,” about a nightmare maternal guilt trip, the
speakers are intentionally given a non-Jewish family name. Yet Jewish comedy fans have
repeatedly mislabeled the routine online as “The Jewish Mother.” Of course, some mothers
from other cultural and religious backgrounds also try on occasion to impose guilt on their
offspring.

As Elaine May turns 90, covered in honors, it is tempting to see her as finally happy and
fulfilled, although she recently lost her longtime companion, filmmaker Stanley Donen. In
2018, actor Michael Cera described her as being fond of swigging stout and porter,
especially Mexican Cake beer, a “viscous and…strong” tipple. Ageless like the European
adventurer the Comte de Saint Germain, who dazzled 18th century partygoers by claiming
to be 500 years old, May continues to bewitch, bother, and bewilder an admiring public
with Jewish-themed ironies.
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Celebrity cantor finds a soft
landing after sexual misconduct
allegations

News

By Arno Rosenfeld

 

When Nathan Lam was installed as the new cantor of Beverly Hills Temple of the Arts last
month, he framed the move as an unexpected interruption of his retirement. It had, after
all, been only a few months since Lam, 75, said publicly that he was anticipating “a long
sabbatical” after leaving his high-profile posts as dean of a local seminary’s cantorial
program and senior cantor at Stephen Wise Temple.

It turns out that Lam, who rose to prominence as a celebrity voice coach, had in fact left
those posts under pressure following an accusation of sexual misconduct by a female
rabbi and cantor who was once his student. Yet Temple of the Arts, an independent
congregation with ties to billionaire Haim Saban, hired him despite knowing of
investigations that found he’d violated the policies of both Wise Temple and the seminary,
the Academy for Jewish Religion California.

“I thought it was over and there he is getting another job,” said the woman who filed the
initial complaints. “It was like a smack in the face.”

Lam’s apparent quick recovery from what in other circles could have been career-ending is
an example of the complex challenges the Jewish community faces as it tries to improve
its handling of allegations of clergy harassment and abuse. Over the past 18 months,
several major institutions of the Reform movement and the Conservative rabbinic
organization have each conducted independent investigations and overhauled their
policies regarding the reporting of such misconduct and discipline of offenders.

But American Jewish life is lived in thousands of local synagogues, schools, camps and
community centers that have their own independent leadership, not in those large
institutions. So more than five years after the #MeToo movement exploded amid
revelations of Harvey Weinstein’s abusive behavior, synagogues are still struggling to 
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navigate the new boundaries, particularly in cases like Lam’s, which involves a relationship
that some may construe as consensual despite the vast power differential.

Lam and the woman who accused him of misconduct met more than 30 years ago, when
she was a personal trainer and new mother experiencing marital difficulties. In interviews,
they both acknowledged a years-long sexual relationship: Lam calls it an affair, but the
woman said he exploited her trust, as a clergy member more than 10 years her senior who
she relied on for both training and counseling; her letters to both the synagogue and the
seminary described the relationship as “predatory.”

Wise Temple, one of the largest and most prominent synagogues in Southern California,
announced in December that Lam, who was hired as its cantor in 1976, had “engaged in an
inappropriate sexual relationship” with the woman and violated the ethics codes for both
Reform and Conservative cantors.

Further, the shul said it had “received reports and complaints about other potentially
inappropriate relationships,” including “unwanted advances and dating of congregants.”
Lam denied these allegations, calling them “rumors.”

Academy for Jewish Religion California, an independent seminary where Lam had led its
cantorial program since its inception in 2001, told the complainant that it would have fired
Lam had he not retired.

Yet Rabbi David Baron, who helped start Temple of the Arts, was not deterred by those
findings. He said in an interview that the synagogue had conducted his own investigation –
though acknowledged it was based on the cantor’s account and did not include any
contact with his accuser – and found nothing to stand in the way of adding Lam to the
synagogue’s roster of clergy and making him director of its music and cultural center.

“Allegations can result in instant execution before all the facts are in,” said Baron, who
added that he had heard from several members of Wise Temple who were unhappy with
how Lam had been treated. Lam denied that any Wise Temple members had been involved
in securing his new role.

A cantor to the stars

Lam is a uniquely Los Angeles character, braiding together a religious career and one in
Hollywood with “a voice that spans two worlds,” as a Los Angeles Times headline put it.
“He has prepared boys for bar mitzvahs, and Beatles for world tours,” according to a 1991 
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article that cited his work with Lionel Ritchie, Burt Reynolds and Ringo Starr. “He has
produced songs for God and the Go-Gos.”

Lam grew up in North Hollywood attending Temple Adat Ari El, a Conservative
congregation where as an 8-year-old he was struck by a sense of awe while singing. “I was
smitten,” he said. By 16 he was leading High Holiday services for synagogues in the area.
He holds an honorary degree from the Jewish Theological Seminary and led the Cantors
Assembly when the Conservative movement group began admitting women in 1991,
despite opposition from some male clergy.

In addition to coaching celebrities and appearances on television shows like “Castle” and
“Transparent,” Lam is known for his voice, having recorded 11 albums including a
collaboration with the National Symphony of Israel.

Despite his celebrity, Lam’s fall from grace and subsequent rehabilitation has gotten
relatively little public attention, although Wise Temple posted a summary of its
investigation’s findings online in December.

“Through reflection and having sought advice from peer institutions that have navigated
such matters themselves,” Rabbi Yoshi Zweiback wrote in an email to his 1,600 family
congregation, “we believe it is our responsibility to share the findings from the report with
you as part of our commitment to transparency and safety.”

It was a sign of the changing approach to sexual misconduct complaints taking hold in
many Jewish institutions and some synagogues. While allegations of sexual misconduct
were, historically, treated as confidential personnel matters, three leading Reform
institutions released detailed reports of past misconduct over the fall and winter and the
Conservative rabbinical association began publicly naming rabbis who violated its code of
ethics in October.

The seminary’s investigation and findings, though, do not appear to have been publicly
announced to staff or students. Lam stepped down shortly before the probe was
completed last April, and the school barred him from reemployment, according to a letter
AJRCA sent to the woman and obtained by the Forward. Mel Gottlieb, president of the
seminary, confirmed that the school performed “an extensive and very thorough
investigation,” but declined to comment on the details.

The decentralized nature of Jewish life has made it difficult for the changes regarding
misconduct allegations to take hold; the Conservative movement’s Rabbinical Assembly 
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took a seemingly big step in October by publicly naming those it has suspended, but the
lone rabbi so sanctioned, Jeremy Gerber, remains in his Philadelphia-area pulpit with the
full support of his synagogue’s board.

If the movements struggle to enforce change across their member-institutions,
independent synagogues like Temple of the Arts are not even ostensibly accountable to an
umbrella group’s guidelines.

Baron, who is 72 and a fixture in the entertainment industry, started the shul 30 years ago
after leaving two prior congregations, Temple B’nai Hayim and the Synagogue for the
Performing Arts, following bitter disputes. It is supported by prominent Los Angeles Jews
including Saban, an investor, who along with his wife, Cheryl, donated $5 million to restore
the landmark Art Deco theater on Wilshire Boulevard that houses the congregation.

Temple of the Arts has a long roster of celebrity members and Baron shares the stage with
a gospel choir, an Emmy-award winning musical composer and a cantor that a local
columnist compared to Whitney Houston.

Baron said his synagogue’s investigation consisted of Lam and his lawyer meeting with its
board, which then hired a focus group of what Baron called “seven professional women”
who were told Lam’s version of the events and asked whether they would be comfortable
hiring him. The synagogue did not contact the woman Lam had a relationship with.

“We mostly heard one side, from the cantor,” Baron said. “But in life there’s his side, her
side, and somewhere in the middle resides the truth.”

Question of consent

The woman at the center of the allegations against Lam, who spoke with the Forward on
the condition of anonymity for fear of retaliation, has watched his comeback with
frustration.

She said she first met Lam around 1989, when she was pregnant, and started regular voice
lessons with him shortly after her son was born. They met once every few weeks at first,
but the pace increased after she began exchanging personal training sessions for the
lessons, she said.

“I wanted to change my life. My spiritual needs were desperately calling,” the woman
wrote in a letter last spring to the Cantorial Assembly, the Conservative cantors’ group that 
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Lam served as president of in the early 1990s and that he has assisted with fundraising in
recent years.

Lam, in an emailed response to questions from the Forward, did not address whether he
was the woman’s voice teacher. He said that he had been referred to her for physical
therapy after a heart attack in 1987, and that they had an affair.

The woman, 63, now a pulpit rabbi in Los Angeles, said the sexual relationship was a form
of long-term harassment exploiting her vulnerability. She said she was struggling with
both parenthood and marriage when they met. Lam, who was also married, was handsome
and charming, she said, offering her advice and inviting her to join him for dinner at his
house or in the Wise Temple building after everyone had left for the day.

He would regularly call her promptly at 4 p.m. to ask what she was wearing, she said, or to
instruct her not to wear underwear to their singing lessons. The sex started about a year
after the lessons.

“He told me we were saving each other’s marriages,” she wrote in the complaint to the
cantors’ group. In the interviews, she added, “It’s almost like you’re in an addiction or
something that’s otherworldly.”

The Cantors Assembly’s code of ethics cautions its members that “sexual advances –
verbal, physical, direct, or implied – are a violation of the clergy/congregant relationship.”
It continues: “If sexual boundaries are violated by the cantor, it is understood that the
relationship is not considered to be consensual.”

It is unclear what became of the woman’s complaint to the Cantors Assembly. She said
Morris Garten, an attorney for the organization, suggested she conduct her own
investigation into Lam’s behavior. The Cantor’s Assembly referred questions to Garten,
declined to address the woman’s claim and said he could not comment on Lam or specific
harassment complaints.

Lam, in his email to the Forward, said that he “readily admitted and accepted my
transgression on both a moral and religious basis,” and was prepared to apologize to the
woman before the seminary where he headed the cantorial program instructed him not to
contact her.

But Lam has maintained that the affair was consensual and focused his repentance around
the sin of adultery. “He has accepted responsibility for being in a consensual sexual 
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relationship” with the woman “while both were married adults,” Lam’s lawyer, Robert L.
Shapiro, wrote in a March letter to John Clune, a lawyer who is representing the woman
and whose past clients include women who made sex-abuse claims against Kobe Bryant
and Brett Kavanaugh.

As for the other women mentioned in Wise Temple’s investigative report, Lam said: “They
were rumors. No facts.”

Baron, at Temple of the Arts, acknowledged that there was a power imbalance – “at the
end of the day you’re the teacher and that’s the student and it’s wrong” – but said that
need not stand in the way of Lam continuing as a spiritual leader, vocalist and educator.
Baron said that legitimate concern over predators like Weinstein had led people to
overreact in cases like Lam’s, and suggested the woman felt snubbed by Lam and was
seeking revenge.

“She was clearly bent – angry – and that doesn’t excuse what he did wrong,” Baron said,
“but we, as a Jewish people, believe in redemption.”

‘How can I live with this?’

In a 2008 study by Baylor University, more than 3% of women who regularly attend a
church or synagogue reported being subject to sexual advances by clergy. These advances
almost always took place in secret and the vast majority of clergy who made them were
married at the time.

Karen McClintock, a professor at Southern Oregon University and author of several books
about sexual abuse in religious communities, said the reason ethical codes restrict
relationships between clergy and congregants is because of the inherent power imbalance.
Lam was not just a leading cantor in the area who could influence her training and career,
but also, inevitably, acting in something of a pastoral role, as all clergy do, McClintock
noted.

“A therapist would not have taken advantage of her malaise, her vulnerability in marriage,”
she said, “and then redirected her to him as the savior of her woes, or the one you could
lean on, and then sexualized that.”

The woman said she stopped having sex with Lam around 2005 but maintained a cordial
relationship with him until her divorce in 2013, when she recalled telling him not to speak
to her anymore. She said the divorce was triggered partly by the relationship with Lam, 
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and that she had briefly considered suicide.

“I was like, ‘Oh my God how can I live with this?” she said. “It’s all my fault.”

Three or four years later, the two ran into each other at the Western Wall in Jerusalem. She
said she averted her gaze and walked away. Later, she said, Lam mentioned the encounter
to her boyfriend, who also worked at Wise Temple.

She texted Lam to say that he should not be under any illusion that they were on good
terms.

He replied simply: “I owe you my life.”

“I thought ‘Great, I saved his life but what about my own?’” she said.
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Shocked by Russian war crimes?
My father never forgot them

Opinion

By Janine Winkler

 

The war crimes Russian President Vladimir Putin, his generals and his army are committing
against Ukrainians —raping, torturing and murdering civilians, leaving cities and towns in
rubble — are shocking, but to Holocaust survivors and their descendents, they are far from
surprising. 

Though I was at first transfixed to the television at images of the atrocities, I now turn
away. The “second generation” trauma that many children of Holocaust survivors like
myself experience has washed over me like dirty water. That’s not only because the
Russian war crimes remind me of Nazi atrocities, but also of Soviet ones. 

The comparisons Nazi atrocities are all too obvious. But the shocking, brutal ways Russian
soldiers treated Jewish survivors is rarely discussed. Their trauma was met with empathy
and care by their American liberators, while the Russian soldiers reacted very differently. 

As a so-called second generation child of a survivor the images of Russian tanks rumbling
down country roads bring back to me the stories of my late father Cantor Andre Winkler’s
interactions with this so-called “liberating army.” By some method of intergenerational
transference, those stories have entered my psyche. 

In 1944, just after Passover, the Germans invaded Hungary, my father’s family was moved
into a ghetto and then transported to Auschwitz. My father, like many other young and
strong Jewish boys, was forced into a civilian labor battalion under the control of the
notorious Hungarian gendarmes. 

In the winter of 1944, as the Russians came closer, his labor force was moved towards the
German territories to avoid being captured by the Russians. Hungarian command was
transferred to the SA, the German Stormtroopers, who forced thousands of Jews, from
teenage boys to men in their fifties, to dig wide and deep trenches, sometimes with their
bare hands, to stop advancing Russian tanks.
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During that time, my father lived day by day. The laborers knew that at any time the
German guards could take them into the forests and shoot them, that their overseers were
not answerable to anyone. As with many survivors, some stroke of luck — my father
eschewed the word “ miracle” as implying a “chosenness” that six million others, including
his parents, were denied — allowed him to survive.

On the day he was liberated, my father recalled in an interview, one of the Jewish boys saw
a Russian soldier on horseback appear.

“There was such a feeling of hope that this aroused in us,” he said. “We didn’t know what
to say after all the hardships we had been through.”

The exhilaration he felt was immediately tempered as my father witnessed a Russian
soldier demand a watch from one of the liberated boys. “The Russians were mad about
watches,” my father said. “They just took it from him.”

The Jewish boys soon recognized that the Russian soldiers were not at all moved by what
had happened to the Jews during the war. In fact the survivors of the labor force were
warned that Russian soldiers were on the lookout for the strong boys who had worked so
hard for the Germans.

As my father and his friends returned home to search for any family survivors, they
learned to sit in dark train carriages as Russian soldiers roamed the aisles fulfilling quotas
for boys to take to work in the coal mines of Siberia.  

My father recalled seeing Jewish boys on their knees, begging not to be taken after being
imprisoned by the Germans for four years.

“They couldn’t care less,” my father said. “If they were instructed to take 25 people they
would take 25 people, not caring who they were or what they had been through.”

The Soviets were the first to liberate a concentration camp in 1944, Majdanek, and Soviet
troops were first to liberate Auschwitz, in January 1945. The Soviets were unmoved by the
horrors they uncovered, according to Lawrence Rees, who produced the BBC documentary
“Auschwitz: The Nazis And The Final Solution,” based on his book of the same name.

“They did horrible things to them,” a woman survivor who witnessed Soviet soldiers raping
and killing Jewish woman told him. “Right up to the last minute we couldn’t believe that we
were still meant to survive. We thought if we didn’t die of the Germans, we’d die of the 
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Russians.”

One story in particular, buried in our own family’s history, echoes in the most disturbing
stories we hear from Ukraine, even some 75 years later. 

My father’s brother had married a young Jewish Slovakian woman during the war. They
were approached by a Russian soldier on a train going back to her hometown in Slovakia.

The young woman, Suvi, was wearing a gold necklace. 

“Apparently a Russian soldier wanted to take that gold chain,” my cousin recounted. Suvi
refused. “The soldier pulled out a gun and shot her right in front of my father. Then he
opened the door and pushed her out of the train.”

As a child of a survivor, it is impossible to forget what happened to the Jews who suffered
at the hands of the Russians, after they had suffered at the hands of the Nazis. Those who
knew my father also knew that his war time experiences defined his entire life. At this
moment in history, it is our responsibility not to look away from that history, BUT unbury
those memories of a shameful past and bring them back to life once again.

“What the Russians did with the Jews after the war was unforgivable,” my father said.
“They were animals, not human beings, in my opinion. No one said to them that when you
go out looking for workers and meet Jews, you must be good to them because they were
persecuted. They figured that anyone who had not been able to resist the Germans, would
not resist them.”
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Grocery store displays are full of
matzo — but none of it is kosher for
Passover. Why?

Culture

By Mira Fox

 

Like many of my fellow Jews, I recently headed to my local grocery store to purchase
matzo for Passover. Helpfully, the store had clearly stocked up and had a prominent
display, so I snagged a box. But upon closer inspection, I realized this Seder staple wasn’t
actually kosher for Passover. In fact, none of the matzo for sale was.

There are entire social media accounts and Twitter threads devoted to stores’ misguided
attempts to set up Jewish holiday displays with unrelated or incorrect items — yarzheit
candles for your Hanukkah celebration, anyone? But this store, and several of the others I
tried, were clearly trying their best to serve their Jewish customers. It almost seemed like
they’d been tricked.

Why does matzo that’s not kosher for Pesach even exist? I texted my query to my friend
and rabbi Amalia Mark. “I truly, truly don’t know,” she wrote back. “Antisemitism?”

Given that most matzo is made by Jewish companies such as Streit’s and Manischewitz,
that seemed unlikely. (Also, she was kidding.) But I still wanted to get to the bottom of my
matzo woes, so I did some digging. And as it turns out, the answer is simple: economics.

A team of supervising rabbis and specially milled flour

Making kosher-for-Passover matzo is an ordeal. Over the phone on Monday, a few days
after his family’s Seder, Aaron Gross, Vice President at Streit’s Matzo, walked me through
the process; the description surpassed anything I could have imagined. 

I knew that rabbinic rules require the matzo to be made in under 18 minutes from the
moment water touches the flour to the moment it leaves the oven — otherwise, there is a
possibility of fermentation, which would cause leavening. But it never occurred to me that 
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this also requires specially milled flour, different mixing processes, and a whole cadre of
supervising rabbis.

Most flour production uses water during the milling process, to keep dust down and help
the equipment. But for Passover, everything must be milled totally dry. “We have to have a
rabbi on site at the mill during the season overseeing that,” said Gross. “And when we get
the tanker into our facility, we have a rabbi who cuts the seal and makes sure that if, say,
it’s raining outside, no water is introduced.”

It only gets more complicated from there. At the factory, six rabbis oversee different parts
of the production line, from mixing to baking. “In between each mix, the bowls have to be
cleaned because if there’s a speck of dough left in the bowl, that would make the whole
thing not kosher for Passover,” said Gross. 

Workers repeat this cleaning process down the rest of the assembly line. They also have to
check that the matzo is baked completely through — matzo that is damp in the middle is
also considered chametz, or forbidden for Pesach.

And then there’s the spiritual aspect: Making matzo for the holiday is a mitzvah, and
anyone baking the matzo must not only be an observant Jew who keeps the laws of
Shabbat, but also keep in mind the intention of the mitzvah of baking matzo. 

Nutritious and delicious all year

It turns out that there’s a big market for matzo outside of Passover — Gross said Passover
matzo constituted only 35%-40% of Streit’s sales. And the matzo that isn’t kosher for
Passover is often much tastier.

Pesach matzo can only be made of flour and water. (Some matzo contains egg, but this
variation “may be eaten only by the infirmed, aged or children” according to the text of the
Streit’s box, which cites the Shulchan Aruch, a Jewish legal codex.) So popular flavors like
everything matzo and Streit’s bestselling salted variation — ”basically, a large Saltine,”
Gross said — can only thrive outside the Passover season. 

“We really concentrate on coming up with really good quality matzo,” Gross said. “For
Passover, it’s the bread of affliction, you have to eat it. But during the year, it’s even more
important because these people are seeking it out.”

In addition to better flavors, Gross hypothesized that the low price of matzo contributes to 
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its popularity. A “bread alternative,” as Gross put it, matzo is basically a cracker; but it’s far
cheaper than other common brands, such as Carr’s.

And then there’s another market for non-Passover matzo: the Hasidic community.

For very observant Jews, the worry about chametz extends past the end of Passover.
Usually, Jews burn, destroy or symbolically sell any grains or leavened food in their house,
dissolving their ownership of it for the duration of Pesach. And any chametz that was
stored incorrectly during Passover is considered non-kosher even after the holiday is over.

Streit’s has always sold its chametz during Pesach, which is sufficient to retain the
business’s kosher status. “It used to be done just in our factory, you trade a couple pens
back and forth,” said Gross. “We’d sell it to a non Jewish worker, and he would, on paper,
own all of our inventory during Pesach.” (Today, the process is more formal and overseen
by kashrut agencies.)

But some communities still worry about the stringency. So Streit’s fires up its bakery
immediately after Passover ends and bakes large batches fresh; since these boxes of
matzo didn’t exist during the holiday, they can’t have been stored incorrectly. Any worries
about kosher status are thus resolved. This matzo is sold in boxes stamped with a sign
that they were made post-Passover — an inventory that Gross said is quickly snapped up
by Hasidic communities such as those in Monsey and Borough Park. 

Streit’s is still a family business, and Gross clearly takes pride in his family’s product. He
emphasized that whether or not it’s kosher for Passover, the bread of affliction is delicious
year-round. Matzo meal, he noted, makes a great coating for fried fish and other fried
foods, for example. 

And the strange matzo creations, such as matzo pizza, that we eat during Passover? He
loves them too.

“Matzo lasagna, we have it in my house all year long. I’m not sure if it’s because I get the
matzo for free but it’s really good,” Gross said. “And I make a mean matzo brei.” Kosher for
Passover or not, it tastes the same.
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Miriam Isserow selflessly fought
for survivors

Opinion

By Elana Maryles Sztokman

 

A few days after the story of sexual harassment and emotional abuse that former
colleagues and I endured became public, something truly tragic happened: My dear friend
Miriam Isserow suddenly died.

Miriam was brilliant, funny, irreverent, indefatigable and fiercely dedicated to justice and
compassion for victims of abuse. She easily saw through politics, ego and rhetoric, and
quickly discerned right from wrong. She was also a long-standing feminist advocate for
victims of abuse and domestic violence, starting from when she managed the legal hotline
of the Israel Women’s Network some 30 years ago. More recently, she was the
administrator of a private Facebook group created as a safe space for victims of sexual
abuse and harassment in the Jewish world to share their experiences. 

Miriam would spend hours or even days chatting privately with victims who came forward.
As one of the moderators of the group, I would sometimes ask her if she needed a break
from what can be exhausting work listening patiently to some terrible stories — but she
always deferred. She wanted to do it. She did not think of it as tiring but rather as the most
important work in the world. 

Miriam played a vital if perhaps indirect role in last week’s outing of an accused abuser at
the Jewish Orthodox Feminist Alliance, as well as in other such episodes in the Jewish world
over the past few years. Her care for the victims was healing, empowering and at times
life-changing. She would never dream of pushing anyone to expose their stories. Miriam’s
clear, immutable rule for the group was always: victims first. 

It was precisely that message of support for victims that made many feel that sharing
could be a positive thing — including me. I wish I could talk to Miriam now about what has
happened to me since I decided to share my own story of abuse. I would have told her
about how terrified I was before I shared, and about how pleasantly surprised I was by the
outpouring of support I received from so many different places — Orthodox feminists 
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reeling, survivors of abuse seeking understanding, friends and acquaintances and even
strangers simply saying, “I believe you” and “Thank you for sharing.” She would probably
have some funny commentary about people surprising us; she would be gratified, I am
sure, and unwavering in her support. 

I would tell her how much the experience of sharing publicly has invigorated me, freed me
from fears, shame and self-blame, and shifted something in how I see myself and possibly
the world. I would thank her for inspiring me, and she would probably smile broadly but
humbly, not wanting to take the credit. 

I know because I had that exact exchange many times. She was very happy to do her work
out of sight and let others hold the spotlight. But that feels wrong to me. Her impact on
people’s lives and on communal change is too significant not to be acknowledged. 

I would also love to hear her take on the aftermath: the decision by an Open Orthodox
yeshiva to take down the podcast of the accused abuser and “accept” her resignation from
their board, the problematic responses of leaders on a publicity campaign to convince
everyone that they had properly investigated the issue before inviting an accused abuser
onto their board. 

Miriam and I would probably discuss how ironic it is that leaders expressed feeling bad
judging abusers, but not about judging victims. One leader dismissed my entire experience
of abuse as nothing more than “work relationships going terribly sour.” I would really love
to hear what Miriam would say about that.

This has been a very hard few weeks in more ways than I can count. Like all of Miriam’s
many friends, I am still processing the shock and pain of this unbearable loss. But Miriam’s
death feels like she is passing the baton to the rest of us. She taught us how important it is
to listen to people’s stories of trauma and pain, and to be fully present and hold space with
them. That is one of the most powerful things we can do to fix our world. And a lot of good
can come from that — not only to victims, but also to our communal institutions. That is, if
we allow it to.

I miss you, Miriam Isserow. Thank you for being my mentor, and my friend. Your impact
lives on. Sending deepest condolences to Miriam’s loving family.
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