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Opinion

It’s about to get a lot harder for
American Jews to explain Israel

By Michael Koplow

A superstorm is about to hit American
Jewish institutions, and we are not
prepared.

As the results of the latest Israeli election
become clear, dire predictions of an
ultra-nationalist, Kahanist, far-right
ascendance are proving correct.

Three far-right parties running as a bloc
commanded over 10% of the vote,
rendering them the Knesset’s third-largest
party. They were bested only by former
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s Likud
and outgoing Prime Minister Yair Lapid’s
Yesh Atid.

The prospect of Bezalel Smotrich and
Itamar Ben-Gvir, two outspoken men who
have made their ultra-nationalist intentions
clear, controlling ministries and serving in
Israel’s security cabinet means big changes
ahead for Israelis — and perhaps even
bigger changes for Palestinians.

But American Jews should brace
themselves as well. The presence of
extremists in the incoming governing
coalition is likely to further the trend of
American Jewish disengagement,
particularly among younger American Jews.

More starkly, it will challenge the
relationship between American Jews and
their fellow Americans as it pertains to
Israel. The days of business as usual when

discussing Israeli democracy, and shared
values, are over.

American Jews have consistently argued for
special ties between their country and Israel
by appealing to the notion that Israel is the
only democracy in the Middle East. We
point out the presence of Arab Supreme
Court justices and Knesset members, and
proudly tout Israel as the only place in the
region that is LGBTQ-friendly and tolerant of
religious and ethnic minorities. American
Jews have dined out on democracy and
liberal values as the winning arguments for
Israel for decades. The best of Israel’s
reality formed the foundation of how
American Jews explained and advocated for
Israel to the U.S. government and wider
American society.

These arguments held steady — even if
they were increasingly challenged — during
Netanyahu’s previous 12-year tenure. But
reality is changing, and the old playbook no
longer applies. The imminent ascendance of
Smotrich and Ben-Gvir, and what their
popularity signals about Israel’s direction,
renders any comparisons to previous
Netanyahu governments useless.

Smotrich and Ben-Gvir have promised to
pursue all sorts of odious things: stripping
citizenship from and deporting those they
murkily deem to be disloyal. Instituting
shoot-to-kill orders for suspected
Palestinian attackers, irrespective of
whether they present a fatal threat.
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Effectively immunizing Knesset members
from corruption charges and eliminating all
independent judicial oversight of the
government and the Knesset. None of these
are compatible with Americans’ notions of
democracy or liberal values, and arguing
that they aren’t as big a deal as people think
will strain credulity.

Even if the most extreme proposals are
thwarted by Netanyahu and other members
of the government, it will be difficult to
praise the virtues of Israeli diversity and
tolerance with a minister who once
organized an anti-LGBTQ “beast march”
that featured farm animals as stand-ins for
gay rights marchers, and another minister
who was convicted of incitement to racism
and supporting a terrorist organization while
praising notorious mass-murdering Jewish
terrorist Baruch Goldstein as a hero and
righteous man.

What has made the U.S.-Israel relationship
unique is the affinity that non-Jewish
Americans have for Israel, whether because
they admire Israel as a democracy in a
non-democratic region or because they view
Israel as an extension of American values
and traditions.

If the emotional or cultural bonds are no
longer as resonant, the U.S.-Israel
relationship will devolve into a solely
transactional relationship akin to other
American strategic partnerships, which will
bring with it the challenges that are present
in relationships with states like Saudi
Arabia, Pakistan and the United Arab
Emirates.

Celebrations of Israeli democracy will
increasingly sound off-base and tone deaf.
For many, these arguments will land as an
attempt to distract from the ugliness
unfolding. Even while Israel remains
democratic, the most utilized tool in
American Jewry’s Israel toolbox is much
blunter than it was before Tuesday, and that

is going to be a difficult reality for many to
face.

The internal challenge this will present to
American Jews and the organized American
Jewish community should not be
underestimated either. It will not only upend
tried and true American Jewish messaging
about Israel, but will widen the fault lines
within American Jewry. The majority of
American Jews, and American Jewish
institutions, will attempt to wall off these
unsavory coalition partners from the rest of
the Israeli government. But they will quickly
run up against the inconvenient fact that
some elements of our community will
celebrate them instead.

It will be tougher to portray Religious
Zionism and Otzma Yehudit as insignificant
aberrations rejected by the Jewish
community when Smotrich goes on a
speaking tour of Orthodox institutions, or
when Ben-Gvir is honored at a far-right
Jewish organization’s annual gala. It will be
impossible to avoid the complications of
internal American Jewish politics when
Ben-Gvir is invited to the U.S. by far-right
members of Congress or conservative
governors and held up as a shining example
of the new face of Israel.

All of this will be even more confusing to the
large majority of Americans who do not
follow Israel closely or obsess over its every
move, and cannot discern which Israeli
ministers are supposed to be out of bounds
and why some parts of the American Jewish
community and its political allies are
welcoming them while others are shunning
them.

The furtherance of Israel as a politically
divisive issue within American Jewry will
become even more supercharged than it
already is. Israelis and Palestinians must
learn to live with their new reality. But
American Jews must brace ourselves and
adapt to a new world as well.
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Opinion

As a Black rabbi, I’m still
processing Kanye West’s hate

speech
By Kendell Pinkney

(JTA) — When I read the news about Kanye
West, I didn’t know whether to turn off my
phone, or throw it.

I knew it would only be a matter of time
before the emails and texts began rolling in:
What do you think about Kanye? What’s to
be done about antisemitism in the Black
community? You must agree that Ye is
challenging systems of power, not being
antisemitic! Have you read this article by
Black person X? Have you read this
thought-piece by Jewish person Y? You
know Heschel and other Jews walked with
King at Selma; what would it take to get
back to that!?

Here’s the reality: I am Black, I am a rabbi
and I am a theater artist who frequently
makes work that probes the intersections of
Black and Jewish identity. So yes, I get why
any number of people reached out to get my
“take.” But to be honest, I find the Kanye
saturation of this moment to be more
exhausting than instructive, harmful as his
incessant flow of antisemitic bile is.

The reason for my exhaustion is that
moments like this more often result in stale
public rehearsals of facts-and-figures,
rhetorical whataboutism and, in my case,

private requests for explanations or
defenses. In cases where there’s a public
apology, we might get a heavily staged
meeting between a symbolic Black person
and a symbolic Jew, but no one really thinks
that such a “coming together” does the real
work of forging understanding.

In short, events like these tend to result in
panic and punishment, not in introspection.

Lest I be misunderstood, let me state a few
points clearly:

1.) Kanye is antisemitic, and, like his equally
egregious anti-Black and misogynist
statements, his statements about Jews are
appalling and deeply harmful.

2.) Despite the number of books on such
topics, Black antisemitism is not a thing, just
like Jewish anti-Blackness is not a thing.
Rather, antisemitism and anti-Blackness are
longstanding structures of social prejudice
that all peoples and societies fall prey to.

3.) Regarding Black-Jewish civil rights
solidarity, while it is worthwhile
remembering the intrepid Jewish leaders
who walked with Dr. King and other Black
civil rights leaders in Selma, that act of
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righteous resistance from nearly 60 years
ago will only take Black and Jewish
communities so far into their shared futures.

Inhabiting a Black and Jewish identity in
contemporary America can be maddening.
It is like navigating a rhetorical funhouse:
You know that your lived experience is fully
coherent, but the reflections you encounter
along the path distort, disfigure and
“invisiblize” your reality. More precisely, as a
Black Jew you are forced to consider your
identities from the perspectives of others,
very few of whom have given any thought to
your particular existence. If this idea sounds
familiar, well, it is. It’s actually quite old.

In his seminal 20th century masterpiece,
“The Souls of Black Folk,” the eminent
Black polymath W.E.B. Du Bois addressed
the conundrum of living in a society where
the structures of racism force Black people
into a split consciousness. “It is a peculiar
sensation,” Du Bois writes, “this
double-consciousness, this sense of always
looking at one’s self through the eyes of
[white] others, of measuring one’s soul by
the tape of a world that looks on in amused
contempt and pity. One ever feels his
twoness, — an American, a Negro; two
souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled
strivings…”

While I have reservations about aspects of
Du Bois’s broader worldview (e.g. his
intra-Black elitism, his romantic view of
nations and peoplehood) I find deep
resonance in his observations on “double
consciousness.” I have been in countless
situations where I have simply sought to
follow my interests, only for my Blackness to
be the cause for minor and major slights. I
have also endured antisemitic aggression
and witnessed anti-Jewish religious

sentiment up close. What is more, I have
experienced the above in Jewish
communities and Black communities,
respectively. I am not alone in this. Many
Black Jews can attest to the same.

To live as a Black Jew in America means to
live with an awareness of just how
precarious group belonging can be. In the
case of hate speech, it also means an
unfortunate familiarity with the frequent
intersections between anti-Blackness and
antisemitism. Such experience would lead
me to believe that Black Jews might have
something unique to say in this moment.
And yet, predictably, what has happened
since Kanye’s recent spate of antisemitic
tweets is that Black Jews have been
functionally overlooked in the public
discourse — our voices relegated to small
or parochial news outlets, niche podcasts,
newsletters or Twitter feeds.

To me, this phenomenon places Du Bois’s
observations in greater relief. Namely, being
Black and Jewish in America is more than
an act of “double-consciousness,” it is an
act of “triple-consciousness.” In this
configuration, I know by virtue of my Black,
Jewish and American identities that I am an
integrated being who embodies a way
forward for our society, but I am often made
to contend with the fact that my
communities, and society in general, can
only grasp my identity in its discrete parts,
not as a whole.

In case you think this “triple consciousness”
is theoretical, let me give a few concrete
examples.

To live with “triple consciousness” is to
notice that there were relatively few calls
beyond those of Black individuals to
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condemn and boycott Kanye when he
trafficked in white supremacist, anti-Black
ideology.

To live with “triple consciousness” is to
argue with non-Jewish acquaintances that
pointing out the number of Jews in finance
and media does not a keen observation
make, nor does it provide evidence of a
powerful cabal.

To live with “triple consciousness” is to carry
the distinct, lived histories of two peoples in
your heart and mind at all times. To live with
“triple consciousness” is to know in the most
intimate way that anti-Black rhetoric hurts
Jews, and antisemitic rhetoric hurts Black
people, because there are many of us who
carry both identities and cannot disentangle
them one from the other.

Finally, and most personally, to live with
“triple consciousness” is to wonder whether
my mixed Jewish child will grow up in an
America where she feels compelled to
closet aspects of her identity because
society cannot hold the wonder of her
complexity.

I cannot solve the issue of “triple
consciousness” — after all, I did not create
the strange reality underpinning it. Such a
feat calls for a tremendous amount of work,
honesty and humility. It also requires a
critical willingness to interrogate how
multiple oppressions are interlinked, rather
than to dismiss such language as
performative and overly “woke.”

I am not interested in virtue-signaling, much
less ideological purity. Rather, I want what
everyone wants, what Du Bois wanted: the
simple dignity to be myself — Black, Jewish
and American, “without being cursed and
spit upon.”
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Sports

‘Every step’: A rabbi and his family
run the New York City Marathon to
help those with spinal cord injuries
By Adam Kovac

The rabbi and his family of five will run the
New York City Marathon in hopes that
others may walk.

Rabbi Yoshi Zweiback, a Reform rabbi at
one of Los Angeles’ largest synagogues —
Stephen Wise Temple — and his wife and
three daughters will gather at the starting
line of the 51st running of the race Sunday
to raise money for spinal cord research.

They call themselves Team Handsome
Hank, for the Zweiback’s father-in-law,
Henry Hantgan, who in 2001 suffered an
injury that required him to use a wheelchair.

Zweiback and his wife, Jacqueline Hantgan,
ran the 26.2-mile race in 1996. In 2020, they
had planned to run it a second time in
Handsome Hank’s honor, but the race was
scrapped due to the outbreak of COVID-19.
Then Hank Hantgan died, just months
before the 2021 marathon. For that race,
Naomi Zweiback, now 19, decided to join
her parents.

In the days before this month’s marathon,
Hantagan recalled running across the 59th
Street Bridge during her last marathon, near
where Handsome Hank used to live.

“I’m thinking on every step of my dad,” she
said. “But it’s all these people living with

injury and pain and suffering and what we
could do to help make a difference.”

Team Handsome Hank this year has so far
raised $31,224 for the Dana & Christopher
Reeve Foundation, which supports research
into treatments for spinal injuries. It’s named
for the actor who played Superman and
suffered a spinal cord injury when he fell
from a horse.

The team grows

This year two other daughters — Ariela, 21,
and Isa, 23 — joined Team Handsome
Hank. To the family’s knowledge, they will
be the largest family running together in the
2022 marathon. (According to the Guiness
Book of World Records, they’re quite a
ways away from being the largest family to
ever complete a marathon together. That
honor belongs to Ireland’s Hughes family,
30 members of which competed in the 2014
Dublin Marathon.)

To prepare for the race, the family started
their training in July while on a trip to Israel.
The hot, humid conditions of their initial runs
is a far cry from the brisk and overcast
conditions forecast for Sunday’s marathon.
The situation was “not ideal,” Zweiback
recalled.
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Ariela is blunter.

“It was insane,” she said. They landed in
Israel at 4:30 a.m. and her mother
suggested a family run. “And I was like,
‘What is this woman trying to do? I just got
off like a 14 hour plane.’ But that’s the type
of person she is. So the next thing I knew,
we were running down Tel Aviv streets for
like two or three miles. I just remember
being so miserably hot.”

That was just the start of an 18-week
training program that saw each member of
the family gradually increase the length of
their runs. Naomi and Isa would run
together in New York City, where they’re
both students, while the parents got in their
miles near their LA home. In the middle was
Ariela, a student at the University of
Wisconsin, who recruited some friends to
run with her and help her stay motivated.

Rabbis who run

Zweiback, 53, grew up watching his father
run marathons. The elder Zweiback would
post enviable times, with a personal best of
just under three hours. His son’s times
hover around a more modest five hours,
similar to Ariela’s, while his wife, 52, and
eldest daughter outpace him. Naomi tends
to bring up the rear.

Zweiback said they’re not trying to beat
each other. He quoted his father: “The fun
thing about a race like this is there’s 50,000
people and other than the top couple of
hundreds of competitors, no one’s racing
against one another.”

The months of training has brought the
already close family closer, said Zweiback.

“Every week, when someone goes out for a
run, we’ve got a little family group chat and
they’ll post their stats, how far they went
and what their pace was. Immediately

everyone says ‘Great job, go team,’” he
said.

Zweiback is far from the only running rabbi.
Many have sweated their way through the
New York Marathon. One motivational
speaker promotes himself as The Marathon
Rabbi. And when terrorists attacked the
Boston Marathon, a rabbi had just crossed
the finish line.

But most influential to Zweiback is Rabbi
David Saperstein, the former U.S.
ambassador-at-large for international
religious freedom. During his tenure
heading up the Union for Reform Judaism’s
Religious Action Center, Saperstein would
regularly organize 5Ks in Washington, D.C.,
and Zweiback would take part.

Zweiback said he has also made a habit of
running with rabbi colleagues when they
meet up at events hosted by the Central
Conference for American Rabbis and other
professional groups.

There is something “deeply Jewish” about
putting one foot in front of the other, over
and over and over, Zweiback said. On a
recent weekend, the rabbi and his wife
headed out to Manhattan Beach and,
looking out onto the Pacific Ocean, saw a
pod of dolphins playing in the surf. He
imagined a different crowd of onlookers on
Sunday — tens of thousands of New
Yorkers cheering him and his family on.

Running for a cause elevates the race, he
said. The last two times he has run because
Handsome Hank couldn’t, he thought of
how much the family had prayed that he
would walk again, for a cure that never
came.

This year, “our hope is that we can do it for
others,” he said.
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Music

How a Jewish folk song made it
into a chart-topping rap banger

By Tani Levitt

Notes from the summer camp office are not
usually a good omen, especially when they
begin with the words “from your mother.”
But for 16-year-old music producer Aviad
Poznansky, this past summer at camp was
anything but business as usual — and the
note was no exception.

“Please take plenty of time to think and write
everything correctly,” said the note, which
was handwritten on the outside of an
envelope containing legal documents. “It is
very important that you not omit anything.
After completing and signing both forms,
please return to the office ASAP to return
(scan) to your mother, preferably today.”

Aviad had to handle paperwork for “Dance
Now,” the second single off of Atlanta
rapper JID’s third album “The Forever
Story,” which he helped produce and which
samples the work of Jewish folk group
Zusha. It was a milestone few teenagers
achieve. But in most ways, he was just like
the rest of his peers at New Hampshire’s
Camp Yavneh: Since he didn’t have a
phone, the summer camp’s office had to
play intermediary between him and his
mother.

“The Forever Story,” which dropped Aug. 26
to critical acclaim, is an introspective,
autobiographical album. “Dance Now,”
which tries to reconcile JID’s difficult
childhood in Atlanta with the experience of
making it big in the music world, samples
Zusha’s song “Yoel’s Niggun,” and taps into

the sample’s religious foundations
throughout, particularly in the chorus: “You
dance with the devil, you never dance
again.”

A nigun (sometimes spelled “niggun”) is a
prayer tradition of singing syllables like “yai
lai lai” or “bum bidi bum” in place of words.

“I think JID appreciated the essence of what
a nigun is,” said Elisha Mlotek, a founding
member of Zusha and co-writer on the
track. It “is a musical prayer. It’s a way to
connect to life and a way to connect to
one’s faith.”

Mlotek, who is now working on a new album
away from Zusha, is thrilled by the
crossover hit, and is quite proud of the
young Jewish producer behind it. “I think
he’s going places,” Mlotek added.

Part of what drives Aviad’s success is his
meticulous nature, which was on display
throughout our conversation. The producer
carefully scheduled his interview around
driver’s ed classes, and deftly — if slightly
impatiently — corrected a question that
compared “Yoel’s Niggun” with klezmer
music.

When it comes to musical collaborators,
Aviad is just as picky. He wants to work with
other artists who have both a distinctive
vision and a taste for Middle
Eastern-inflected samples.
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Classically trained in piano and a former
violinist in his school’s orchestra —
performing Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony
“was my favorite musical experience,” he
said — Aviad turned to music production
during the pandemic. He downloaded FL
Studio, a music-making software popular
among hip hop and pop producers, and
started making his own beats. Connecting
with other artists, he eventually started
making entire songs, a project that
culminated in a self-produced 2021 album
titled “Believe.”

But Aviad knew that to grow, he would need
to network. That’s why he connected with
Christo, the executive producer of “The
Forever Story.”

Compared with other big producers, Aviad
noticed, Christo was surprisingly accessible.
At the time, Christo’s Instagram profile
included his email and a private Discord
server, or chat room, where young
producers could share their work with him
and improve. There were a couple hundred
people in the server, but only a handful were
active. Aviad knew this was his in.

For a young producer, Aviad explained, the
best way to stand out is to create “loops,”
which are basically “chopped up samples
with no drums or your own melodies.” The
key to a good loop is to find something
catchy, something that will stick in your
head. Something like a nigun.

And Aviad knew just the nigun. Long after
he finished camp the previous summer,
Aviad found himself humming a melody that
one of his counselors often played as they
walked to activities. “I was like, ‘You know
what that one’s called? I want to sample it,’”
Aviad recalled. It was “Yoel’s Niggun.” Aviad
“chopped” the song and sent the samples
off to Christo.

Though Aviad had no way of knowing that
his sample would become part of “Dance

Now,” he sees a deep structural and
thematic connection between the concept of
a nigun and the way Christo and JID did
with his work. A nigun, explained Aviad, is
“something amazing that can uplift the
whole community. Everybody — no matter
where they’re from — can take part
because it doesn’t have any words.” When
a group sings a nigun, each person can find
their own interpretation of the music. For
JID, this particular nigun led him to “Dance
Now.”

In a funny twist of fate, this is the second
time “Yoel’s Niggun” is a single ahead of an
album. Eight years ago, in the leadup to
Zusha’s eponymous first EP, “Yoel’s Niggun”
was Zusha’s first song ever released. “The
vision of Zusha was to connect with all
people,” says Mlotek, echoing Aviad’s
analysis of what a nigun is about. “So this
collaboration does that, and it’s cool that
‘Dance Now’ is the lead single.” (The
current members of Zusha, Shlomo Gaisin
and Zachariah Goldshmiedt, declined to
comment for this story.)

Aviad shared this perspective as well. To
see a “Jewish song being sampled in hip
hop, which is my favorite genre, is not
something that I had ever seen in my life,”
he said. “I want Jewish kids, especially, who
don’t see themselves represented in the
music they listen to … feel like they’re in
that.”

If the reception to “Dance Now” at Camp
Yavneh is any indication, Jewish kids
definitely appreciate the representation. The
night the single was released, the campers
stayed up until midnight.

“We got the whole bunk around the speaker,
and we went crazy over every line,” Aviad
said. “And in the morning, we went down
and we played it over the huge speakers at
breakfast for everybody.”
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News

There are no Jews in the Alabama
legislature. That could soon change.

By Mark I. Pinsky

MONTGOMERY, Ala. — Democrats’ best
chance to flip a seat in the ruby red
Alabama legislature this November would
also give the Statehouse its only Jewish
lawmaker.

Phil Ensler doesn’t make a big deal of his
Jewishness in his campaign material,
though the Democratic nominee mentions in
his biography that he’s the executive
director of the Jewish Federation of Central
Alabama. With a nod to local sensibilities,
he describes himself in a campaign flyer as
a “servant leader,” a Christian-inflected term
commonly used by evangelical candidates.

But in a fundraising letter to his Jewish
supporters, Ensler, who attended the
Hebrew school at Manhattan’s Central
Synagogue and graduated from Yeshiva
University’s law school, bills his campaign in
Jewish terms.

“I am excited about the opportunity to
become the only Jewish member of the
Alabama state legislature,” he wrote.

Ensler, 32, has a chance to unseat
Republican incumbent Charlotte Meadows
because of a 2021 redistricting that brought
more Democrats voters into the East
Montgomery district, which is now 55%
Black.

He is trying to build a coalition of Black
voters, moderately liberal whites and

independents, and the few Jews in the area.
Ensler has lived in Alabama, home to about
10,000 Jews, since he moved to
Montgomery a decade ago, spurred by his
interest in the civil rights movement to join
Teach for America in the Deep South.

Here he’s worked to build networks —
through his teaching, mentoring, law
practice and leadership of the federation —
that he is relying on to bring out the vote.

Aylon Gipson, a Montgomery native who
now attends Morehouse College, said he
knows firsthand how Ensler has devoted
himself to the community, and that most
people he’s met canvassing either know the
former teacher or have heard of him.

“He’s tried his best to understand the city,”
Gipson said.

Called South

As a high school student on Manhattan’s
Upper East Side, Ensler became interested
in civil rights history and government
service, which he says gave him his life’s
direction. As a student at George
Washington University, he toured Alabama’s
civil rights museums and monuments.

“I was humbled and inspired by standing in
the very places where Martin Luther King
Jr., John Lewis, Rosa Parks, and countless
other heroes and foot soldiers had the

Get the latest at Forward.com Page 11

https://www.forward.com


courage to stand up for a more just and
equal Alabama,” he writes on his web site.

After graduating in 2012, Ensler returned to
Montgomery, and taught social studies at
the predominantly Black Robert E. Lee High
School.

That same year, he founded Marching On, a
weeklong program in which he would take
as many as 70 students to Washington,
D.C. They met with government officials and
other policymakers, and visited local
universities and cultural institutions. The
program ultimately included students from
all five of the city’s public high schools.

But after two years with Teach for America,
Ensler concluded that he could make more
of an impact as a lawyer. At Cardozo Law
School, Ensler interned with the Southern
Poverty Law Center in Montgomery, working
on juvenile rights and education issues. He
also worked with the Innocence Project, and
in the office of New York Gov. David
Paterson, the state’s first Black chief
executive.

After passing the Alabama bar, he went to
work for Steve Reed, Montgomery’s first
Black mayor, and in 2017 joined the
Alabama Appleseed Center for Law and
Justice, which focused on evictions and
predatory payday loans.

In 2019, Ensler was the subject of a
flattering profile in the Montgomery
Advertiser, the city’s largest daily
newspaper, which named him its monthly
“Community Hero.”

“At an intersection of politics, education and
legal defense,” the newspaper wrote,
“Ensler is an advocate for those in need.”

Campaign finance

A seat in the Alabama legislature has not
flipped in a dozen years. To make that
happen, Ensler has raised a healthy
$300,000, which allows him to send weekly
mailers to voters and buy television ads.
That compares to Meadows’ $100,000 war
chest.

He said the race has not been marred by
antisemitism. He’s also careful to approach
issues in a way that is unlikely to rile voters
in either party. Though he strongly supports
abortion rights, it’s not mentioned in his
campaign materials. He talks about public
safety — “common sense policies that
reduce gun violence” — but not about
regulating assault weapons.

Meadows advocates a ban on abortions
with no exceptions, and a “permitless carry”
gun law. She also wants to use $440 million
in federal Covid money for prison
construction, which Ensler opposes.

Much of Ensler’s political and financial
support has come from his family and
friends — “cousins, aunts, uncles, college
friends,” he says. Additional support has
come from the Central Alabama Jewish
community and Jewish donors outside his
district and outside of Alabama — but none
from Jewish billionaire George Soros, who
has been the target of antisemitic tropes.

Ensler is a member of Agudath
Israel/Agudath Israel Etz Ahayem,
Montgomery’s main Conservative/Sephardi
synagogue, but he also makes appearances
at Beth Or, the region’s Reform synagogue.

“The Jewish community is very supportive
of me,” he said, in part by not asking him to
step down from his day job leading the
federation during the campaign. “They want
me to win.”
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Food

Judy Zeidler, passionate purveyor of
Jewish and Italian cooking, dies at 92

By Rob Eshman

Many years ago I was searching the aisles
of a restaurant supply store in Los Angeles
when I ran into Dario Cecchini, the
world-famous Tuscan butcher, who was
visiting his friends Judy and Marvin Zeidler.

I introduced myself and reminded him that I
was also a friend of Judy’s.

Cecchini instantly reached out and hugged
me.

“So we are family!” he said.

Judy Zeidler, who died Oct. 31 at age 92,
was a food writer, restaurateur and
philanthropist whose passion for Jewish and
Italian cooking was utterly contagious. She
turned all who ate at her table into family.

Some cookbook authors you read because
they expand your tastes, others you love
because they share your cravings.

Judy was that second kind: She loved
biscotti as much as you, but she would
spend hours tracking down an expert baker
near Siena for the recipe.

In 2010 I came back from a food conference
in Turin eager to recreate the single best
thing I ate there: focaccia di Recco, a pool
of melted fresh cheese between two thin,
crisp layers of dough.

I couldn’t find the recipe anywhere. Then
Judy sent me the manuscript of her new
book, “Italy Cooks,” which featured a recipe
for which she had traveled to Recco to learn
to make directly from the bakers there.

Judy, who was born in the Boyle Heights
section of Los Angeles in 1930, began
cooking professionally after moving with her
husband Marvin and their three children to a
ranch in Topanga in 1963. A local restaurant
asked her to supply it with her homemade
apple strudel.

That turned into a career. Judy published
“The Gourmet Jewish Cook” and eight other
cookbooks. In the 1980s and 1990s she
hosted “Judy’s Kitchen” on the Jewish
Television Network, and began writing food
columns for numerous publications,
including the Los Angeles Times and the
Jewish Journal, where I became her editor,
and her friend.

It was easy to see why an Italian butcher
would think of her as family: Judy was
joyful, curious and generous. Before I took a
trip to any part of Italy, she’d give me a list
of her restaurant recommendations, along
with the instructions to tell the owners I
knew Judy and Marv. Judy appreciated
chefs and restaurateurs and they returned
the affection.
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The couple, who were married 72 years,
would eventually own or co-own some
well-known restaurants themselves: Citrus
(with Michel Richard), Capo and the
much-missed Broadway Deli. They created
Zeidler’s Cafe at the Skirball Cultural Center
in LA and its takeout spot, Judy’s Counter.

When her son emailed me that Judy had
died, I was on vacation in Sicily, and in a
flash I remembered a conversation I had
with Judy when she and Marv returned from
a trip there. A restaurant had served her a
dinner of conserved fish, right out of the tin,
and she said I had to try it. I did, and as
usual, her enthusiasm was exactly right.

The best tribute I could think of for Judy is to
post one of my favorite recipes from “Italy
Cooks,” which she wrote after 35 years of
travel and part-time living in the country. It’s
an olive oil cake from Cecchini himself.
Make it and share it so you can spread
some love through food — it’s what Judy
Zeidler spent a lifetime doing.

Judy is survived by her husband Marvin, her
children Susan Zeidler (Leo Frishberg),
Kathy Mezzanatto (Steve); Paul Zeidler
(Amber); and D. Zeke Zeidler (Jay Kohorn);
predeceased last year by son Marc Zeidler
(Amy), by seven grandchildren and four
great-grandchildren.
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News

This would be the only national
park telling the story of a Jewish

American
By Mark I. Pinsky

A coalition of Blacks, Jews and others are
lobbying for a new national park to honor
the Rosenwald schools, which were
founded by a son of German Jewish
immigrants to serve rural Black communities
in the Jim Crow era.

Julius Rosenwald made a fortune investing
in the Chicago-based Sears, Roebuck and
Co. He ultimately bought out the company’s
founders and turned the famed catalog
business into a retail behemoth not unlike
today’s Amazon.

Rosenwald was inspired to create the
schools after reading Booker T.
Washington’s 1901 autobiography, “Up from
Slavery,” and meeting with him. The schools
are viewed as one of the most ambitious
examples of Black-Jewish cooperation in
U.S. history.

More than 5,000 Rosenwald schools were
built in rural areas in 15 Southern and
border states between 1912 and 1932. The
schools’ many distinguished alumni include
the late civil rights activist U.S. Rep. John
Lewis and poet-novelist Maya Angelou.

The campaign for the Julius Rosenwald &
Rosenwald Schools National Historical Park

is led by Dorothy Canter, a retired
biophysicist who worked for the federal
government for 29 years. Canter is Jewish,
but had never heard of Rosenwald until she
saw Aviva Kempner’s 2015 documentary,
“Rosenwald.”

The park proposal

A self-described “National Parks junkie,”
Canter realized that “not one of the more
than 400 parks told the story of a Jewish
American. Not one gave an historical
perspective into the Jewish values
Rosenwald embodied that brought hope
and change to so many African American
communities and lives.”

In 2018, Canter and other like-minded
activists gathered to establish the
Rosenwald Park Campaign. They courted a
diverse group of religious and civic groups
— many predominantly Black or Jewish —
to support the project. Congress in 2020
authorized a study, which is underway.

It’s not easy to establish a new national park
— only Congress can bestow the
designation and the National Park Service’s
criteria are exacting. But the Rosenwald
campaign appears to be on the fast track. It
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has the support of the park system’s
National Register for Historic Preservation,
and a month-long period for public comment
ended in July.

As envisioned by its backers, the park
would include a visitors center in Chicago
and five representative schools around the
country. Ten of the 500 Rosenwald schools
still standing are under consideration as
park sites, including the Russell Rosenwald
School outside Durham, North Carolina.

The Russell School

The Russell School is the last Rosenwald
school in Durham County out of an original
17. The school closed in 1945 but was
preserved by the Cain Creek Missionary
Baptist Church next door, which used it as a
social hall for years. Today, at least as many
Russell School alumni are buried in the
cemetery between the church and school as
are still alive.

“This is my legacy,” said Phyllis Mack
Horton, director of the nonprofit Friends of
Russell Rosenwald School, her pride
palpable as she pointed out the flooring,
chalkboard and lone student’s desk on an
informal tour. The two-room, century-old
wooden structure is illuminated by natural
light from floor-to-ceiling windows, a
hallmark of the Rosenwald design, though
electric lights were later added.

Rosenwald and Washington met in 1911.
Washington wanted to build small schools in
African American communities across the
South, each staffed with two to four
teachers. Initially, Rosenwald funded the
schools himself. Beginning in 1917, a
philanthropy he created, the Rosenwald
Fund, provided between a fifth and a third of
the money for each school. Another third

came from local communities contributing
land, labor, materials or cash. The final third
came from local and state governments,
which saw the project as a way to keep
African Americans — a cheap local labor
force — from joining the Great Migration out
of the South.

The schools were state of the art, designed
by a team of Black architects led by Robert
R. Taylor, MIT’s first Black graduate and the
first accredited African American architect.
By 1928, Rosenwald schools served a third
of Black children in the rural South.

Racism and antisemitism

Rosenwald’s interest in helping Black
Americans was inspired not only by the
era’s rampant racism but also by its
antisemitism. As the son of German Jews
who “fled centuries-long persecution in
Europe,” the park proposal says, he “was
aware not only of the recurring pogroms
against Jews in Europe but also
anti-Semitism in the United States. This led
him to strongly identify with the plight of
African Americans.”

He was also influenced by Rabbi Emil
Hirsch, a founding member of the NAACP
and leader of the Reform synagogue
Chicago Sinai, which Rosenwald belonged
to.

Rosenwald’s interest in fostering racial
equality was not confined to education. The
Rosenwald Fund also provided fellowships
in the arts and humanities to poet Langston
Hughes, singer Marian Anderson, novelist
James Baldwin, folklorist Zora Neale
Hurston, photographer Gordon Parks and
many other distinguished African
Americans. And between 1917 and 1958,
the Rosenwald Fund contributed $33,500 to
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the NAACP Legal Defense Fund, which
helped defend the Scottsboro Boys and
later bankrolled legal challenges to
segregation, including Brown v. Board of
Education.

The national park proposal comes during a
renaissance in civil rights activity and
renewed interest in African American history
across the South, with recently established
museums in Montgomery and Birmingham,
Alabama, and Charlotte, North Carolina.

Empowering Black communities

But while the pragmatic partnership
between Rosenwald and Washington has
been compared to the more activist bond
between Martin Luther King Jr. and Rabbi
Abraham Heschel, the Rosenwald schools
ostensibly avoided politics and activism.
This was partly because they received
government funding.

In practice, though, the schools helped
empower Black communities. When classes
ended, partitions between classrooms were
rolled back to create auditoriums where the
Black “community could gather without
prying white eyes,” said Joanne Abel, who
wrote about the schools in “Persistence and
Sacrifice.” There “they could discuss
anything the community wanted to talk
about.” Rosenwald alumni include the civil
rights leaders Medgar Evers and Vernon
Dahmer, both of whom were murdered for
their activism.

Harry Boyte, a political philosopher and
activist, would like the park proposal to
include more about this aspect of the
schools’ history. Specifically, he thinks the
proposal should include the story of the
so-called “Jeanes Teachers” who set up and
ran many of the Rosenwald schools. They

functioned as community organizers, Boyte
writes in Library Quarterly, “working with
thousands of communities across the South
to build schools and libraries and many
other community empowering groups and
institutions.” The teachers’ corps, made up
primarily of Black women, was named for
Anna Jeanes, a white Quaker woman who
left $1 million to fund Black education in the
South.

Preservation or development?

Boyte and others would also like to see the
surviving schools evolve into contemporary
spaces for community development,
reviving the self-help spirit of their origins,
rather than focusing on historic preservation
alone.

“My personal lean would be toward
development of new civic spaces,” said
Ernest Comer, a Georgia-based social
impact consultant who focuses on African
American communities. “I would prioritize
that over creating spaces that only exist to
display what was. Our nation is in a season
where investment in existing civic spaces as
well as the development of new civic spaces
could really have a massive impact on the
quality of relationships across cultures.
Making investments in the quality of those
relationships is more important than
investing in spaces that only create
exposure to what existed historically.”

While Rosenwald schools were of critical
importance in large Black communities, they
were equally important in small, isolated
places like Long Ridge in Madison County,
North Carolina, a four-hour drive west of
Durham in the Blue Ridge Mountains. There
the exquisitely restored Anderson
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Rosenwald School served an African
American community of about 100 families.

“There was a sense of community there,”
said David Lloyd Briscoe, a University of
Arkansas sociology professor and Anderson
School alumnus. “When I say community, I
mean not only within the school but in the
community supporting the school. Without a
doubt there was a sense of ownership.”

He added: “The teachers knew that we were
living in a society that didn’t place value on
Blackness.”

Russell Mack, a graduate of Durham’s
Russell Rosenwald School, recorded an
interview, now on the school’s web site,
reflecting on the lasting significance of the
program.

“If we can bring that history out — how we
started and where we come from — I think it
would help motivate some folks. If you see
where you come from, you know where you
are going.”
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