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 Sports 

 The college is Christian. Its point 
 guard wears a yarmulke. 

 By Louis Keene 

 For  aspiring  college  basketball  players  who 
 want  to  maintain  their  Shabbat  observance, 
 Yeshiva  University  has  long  been  the 
 obvious destination. 

 But  when  Ze’ev  Remer  was  a  senior  in  high 
 school,  the  most  compelling  pitch  came 
 from  a  radically  different  source.  Not  only 
 did  this  school  play  on  Saturdays,  but  it 
 didn’t  even  have  a  campus  Hillel,  let  alone  a 
 kosher  meal  plan.  And  then  there  was  its 
 name. 

 California  Lutheran  University,  which  like 
 Yeshiva  plays  in  NCAA  Division  III,  was  a 
 school  and  a  team  where  Remer,  who  grew 
 up  Orthodox  and  rocks  a  hand-knit  kippah 
 on  and  off  the  court,  would  always  stick  out. 
 But  it  had  recruited  him  the  hardest.  And  it 
 was  only  an  hour’s  drive  away  from  Los 
 Angeles,  meaning  his  family  could  go  to 
 games. 

 He  had  to  admit,  too,  that  there  was 
 something  undeniably  interesting  about 
 being  the  only  Jew  in  the  squad.  At  Cal 
 Lutheran,  which  is  affiliated  with  the 
 Evangelical  Lutheran  Church  of  America,  he 
 could  show  people  what  Orthodox  Judaism 
 was about. 

 “I  thought  to  myself,  if  I  were  in  a  religious 
 place  where  I  was  comfortable,  what  would  I 
 be  accomplishing  there?”  Remer,  20,  said  in 
 an  interview  from  the  school’s  campus  in 
 Thousand  Oaks.  “If  you  just  continue  being 
 stuck  in  an  echo  chamber,  in  Jewish  day 
 schools  and  with  Jewish  friends,  you’re 
 never  gonna  reach  out  and  educate  other 
 people.” 

 For  years,  Orthodox  high  schools  across  the 
 country  have  been  constructing  gyms,  hiring 
 deep  coaching  staffs,  and  building  winners 
 on  the  belief  that  sports  —  especially 
 basketball  —  could  boost  school  spirit  and 
 alumni  relations,  and  serve  as  a  potent 
 vector  of  cultural  transmission.  But  their 
 efforts  hinge  on  friendly  competition  with 
 secular  opponents.  Remer,  who  graduated 
 from  one  of  those  schools,  is  part  of  a  small 
 group  of  Orthodox  athletes  on  an  audacious 
 new frontier: playing for the other team. 

 As  they  get  to  know  their  freshman  point 
 guard,  Remer’s  coaches  and  teammates 
 have  learned  what  people  like  him  can’t  eat 
 (Chipotle,  Starburst),  what  they  can’t  do  on 
 Saturdays  (ride  in  cars,  reply  to  texts),  and 
 —  because  it’s  the  main  thing  they  want  to 
 know  —  how  they  keep  that  thing  on  their 
 head  (bobby  pins,  hair).  And  Remer,  alone 
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 in  a  desert  of  his  own  making,  is  finding  out 
 what his belief is truly worth. 

 The lonely student-athlete of faith 

 Among  Orthodox  student-athletes  at  secular 
 universities,  Remer  has  chosen  a 
 particularly  non-Jewish  environment.  The 
 student  body  of  Washington  University  in  St. 
 Louis,  where  Yogi  Oliff  plays  basketball,  is 
 about  one-quarter  Jewish.  At  Texas  A&M, 
 where  Sam  Salz  wears  a  yarmulke  under 
 his  football  helmet,  there’s  an 
 18,000-square-foot  Hillel.  And  though  Wake 
 Forest,  where  Elie  Kligman  plays  catcher, 
 isn’t  known  for  a  thriving  Jewish  scene,  its 
 Hillel  touts  a  mailing  list  of  a  few  hundred 
 undergrads. (And there’s an AEPi fraternity.) 

 By  contrast,  Cal  Lutheran  (undergraduate 
 enrollment  around  2,500)  not  only  lacks  an 
 Orthodox  community,  it  has  only  a  few 
 dozen  Jewish  students  total  according  to 
 the  university  pastor  —  and  judging  by  the 
 curious  glances  Remer  says  he’s  grown 
 accustomed  to  around  campus,  many  more 
 who  may  have  never  seen  a  real,  live 
 Orthodox  Jew  before.  Though  the  school 
 tends  to  emphasize  its  diversity  more  than 
 its  Lutheranism,  its  leadership  takes  pride  in 
 its  Christian  roots.  During  a  weekly  “chapel 
 hour”  most  campus  facilities  close,  and  the 
 chapel  itself  —  a  strikingly  modern  building 
 that  curves  into  a  steeple  —  is  a  campus 
 focal point. 

 Among  Remer’s  teammates,  even  those 
 who  had  spent  time  around  Jewish  people 
 knew  little  about  them;  in  conversation,  one 
 said  growing  up  he’d  often  seen  Jewish 

 people  walking  on  Saturdays  to,  “er,  what’s 
 the church called?” 

 To  acculturate  the  team  to  the  player,  head 
 coach  Russell  White  had  Remer  give  the 
 group  a  preseason  explainer  on  Orthodox 
 Judaism,  which  included  primers  on 
 Shabbat,  tzitzit  and  tefillin  (which  they  might 
 observe  him  wearing  on  overnight  trips).  Of 
 course,  the  hardest  thing  for  the  non-Jewish 
 Kingsmen  to  wrap  their  heads  around  was, 
 and continues to be, the dietary restrictions. 

 “Someone  was  like,  ‘Take  half  my  candy 
 bar,’”  Remer  recalled.  “And  it’s  like,  ‘Sorry,  I 
 can’t  eat  it  —  I  just  ate  meat.’  They’re  like, 
 ‘What does that even mean?’” 

 Buoyed  as  he  is  by  the  novelty  of  these 
 interactions,  being  the  only  Orthodox  Jew 
 on  campus  does  get  lonely.  It  might  be 
 convenient  to  have  his  parents  deliver  home 
 cooked  meals  once  a  week,  but  in  lieu  of  a 
 kosher  cafeteria,  it  isn’t  ideal.  He’s  mindful 
 enough  of  his  roommates  not  to  make 
 cholent  in  his  dorm;  even  if  he  did,  would 
 anyone share it with him? 

 Isolation  has  given  Remer  a  lot  of  time  to 
 think  about  why  he’s  observing  Orthodox 
 Judaism  to  begin  with.  It’s  also  made  him 
 more devout. 

 “I  see  people  who  are  close  to  God  and 
 people  who  aren’t,”  he  said.  “The  people  I 
 see  who  are  closer  to  God,  have  more  of  a 
 modest,  respectful  type  of  lifestyle,  and  I 
 really appreciate that. 

 “In  this  situation,  the  only  way  for  me  to 
 have  that  relationship  with  God  is  by  being 
 super  strict  on  certain  things.  Like,  I  have  to 
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 put  on  my  tefillin  every  day.  I  have  to  pray.  I 
 don’t  know  if  I  was  at  YU,  with  a  nice  Jewish 
 population,  that  I  would  have  that  same 
 drive.  Because  there,  I  would  just  be 
 another  Jew.  I  wouldn’t  feel  like  my 
 yiddishkeit has to come from me.” 

 Away games 

 When  White  scouted  Remer  as  a  senior  at 
 Shalhevet  High  School,  he  liked  what  he 
 saw.  The  sturdy,  maybe-six-foot  floor 
 general  took  care  of  the  ball  and  responded 
 well  to  pressure.  “Those  tend  to  turn  into 
 pretty good players,” White said. 

 Remer  was  open  to  the  idea  of  Cal 
 Lutheran,  but  wanted  to  know  how  an 
 Orthodox  athlete  would  fit  in.  Over  the 
 phone,  the  two  sketched  out  a  rough  plan. 
 White  said  he  would  try  to  schedule 
 Saturday  home  games  after  7  p.m.;  on  the 
 road,  Remer  would  try  to  stay  at  a  hotel 
 walking distance from the gym. 

 “Being  aware  of  the  faith  and  the  rules  that 
 are  a  part  of  that,  I  just  wanted  him  to  be 
 comfortable,”  White  said  of  those 
 conversations.  “If  he  was  comfortable,  I 
 wanted him to come play for us.” 

 Playing  on  Shabbat  was  not  a  difficult 
 decision  —  he’d  been  doing  that  at  public 
 parks  and  in  his  parents’  backyard  his  whole 
 life.  When  the  Kingsmen  do  have  a  Shabbat 
 game,  Remer  marks  the  day  by  sporting  an 
 all-white  yarmulke  and  by  not 
 double-knotting  his  shoelaces  (because 
 doing  so  may  constitute  Sabbath-prohibited 
 work). 

 Still,  navigating  the  Jewish  day  of  rest  has 
 proved  challenging  in  a  way  this  whole 
 experiment  was  meant  to:  It  forced  him 
 outside  of  his  comfort  zone,  where  he  would 
 have to make his own choices. 

 Push  came  to  shove  around  a  recent 
 Saturday  night  game  against  University  of 
 Redlands  —  whose  campus  is  about  100 
 miles  east  of  Cal  Lutheran’s.  Remer  felt 
 unsure  about  the  hotels  in  the  area,  and 
 having  recently  gotten  into  a  car  crash,  he 
 didn’t  want  to  make  the  long  drive  in  the  rain 
 Friday  afternoon.  The  team  bus  was  leaving 
 on Shabbat. He got on it. 

 When  he  was  young,  and  dreaming  of 
 playing  college  basketball,  he  had 
 considered  this  scenario.  “If  Shabbat  was 
 going  to  be  an  issue,  I  couldn’t  really  see 
 that  stopping  me,”  he  said.  “I’m  obviously 
 trying  to  be  as  machmir  (stringent)  as 
 possible  in  everything  I  can,  but  I  still  have 
 dreams  and  I  still  have  ambitions,  and  I 
 can’t  let  Judaism  totally  dictate  everything  I 
 do in life.” 

 His  teammates  were  curious,  and  he 
 leveled  with  them  —  told  them  that 
 technically,  he  was  not  supposed  to  be  on 
 this  bus.  And  then  he  sat  for  two  hours,  with 
 no  electronics,  alone  with  his  thoughts,  as 
 the bus traversed the Los Angeles basin. 

 Eventually,  he  made  peace:  His  religious 
 journey was longer than this bus ride. 

 Against  Redlands,  in  his  first  start  for  the 
 Kingsmen,  Remer  scored  12  points,  a 
 season high. 
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 “I  just  try  to  be  as  halachically  correct  as  the 
 situation  I’m  in,”  Remer  said,  using  the  term 
 that  refers  to  Jewish  law,  “and  try  to  keep  in 
 mind  that  it  might  not  be  in  the  best  situation 
 right  now  for  Shabbat,  but  I  know  that  it  is 
 Shabbat, and I know what Shabbat is.” 

 Handling  the  pressure,  protecting  the 
 ball 

 Shalhevet’s  old  go-to  guy  gets  only  a  few 
 shots  a  game  as  a  freshman.  But  if  he’s 
 only  barely  begun  to  make  an  on-court 
 impression,  Remer  has  already  seen  a 
 small  measure  of  validation  for  his  college 
 choice.  Back  when  Kanye  West’s 
 antisemitic  vitriol  was  dominating  the  news, 
 one  of  his  teammates  asked  him  about  it. 
 Was  it  not  true  that  the  Jews,  like,  own 
 Hollywood? Remer calmly disabused him. 

 “It  was  a  learning  moment  for  everybody,” 
 he  says  now.  “I  don’t  think  that  it  meant  to 
 come  out  in  a  way  of  hate  or  anything.  I 
 think it was just: ‘I don’t know.’ Let’s learn.” 

 At  the  conclusion  of  each  practice,  White 
 will  gather  the  team  in  a  circle  and  call  on 
 someone  to  lead  the  group  in  prayer.  Remer 
 normally  refrains  from  responding  to  these 
 invocations,  which  tend  to  be  addressed  to 
 Jesus. 

 Until  last  week,  when  a  reporter  and 
 photographer  were  in  attendance,  Remer 
 had  not  been  asked  to  lead  one.  Now  he 
 was. 

 Put  on  the  spot,  he  waited  a  beat,  unsure 
 how  to  proceed.  Then,  head  bowed,  he 
 ad-libbed:  “Dear  God,  thank  you  for  keeping 
 us  healthy  and  letting  us  play  the  game  we 

 love.  We  pray  for  Lojong”  —  an  injured 
 teammate  —  “and  pray  for  anyone  who 
 needs to get better. Amen.” 

 Later,  he  said  it  had  felt  uncomfortable.  “But 
 —  I  don’t  know  —  I  don’t  see  anything 
 wrong  with  it,”  he  added.  “I  appreciate  that 
 they  do  pray.  As  a  religious  person,  I  like 
 that. It just felt a little too Christian.” 

 Recently,  he’s  given  thought  to  a 
 hypothetical:  If  he  weren’t  playing 
 basketball,  would  he  still  go  to  school  here? 
 He’s  come  to  the  conclusion  that  all  things 
 considered  —  the  proximity  to  home,  the 
 computer  science  degree  he’s  pursuing, 
 and  the  friends  he’s  made  on  the  team  — 
 he  probably  wouldn’t  transfer  out.  He’s 
 enjoying  the  first-year  grind,  growing 
 comfortable with the uncomfortable. 

 After all, it’s what he signed up for. 

 “I  see  my  friends  at  Maryland,  I  see  my 
 friends  at  UCLA,  and  everything’s  easier  for 
 them,”  Remer  said.  “But  I  think  that’s  what 
 makes  me  unique.  Like,  it’s  definitely  gonna 
 define me in the long run.” 
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 Culture 

 ‘He Gets Us’ ads are selling Jesus at 
 the Super Bowl. Who is buying? 

 By Mira Fox 

 Obviously,  the  Super  Bowl  is  the  biggest 
 sporting  event  of  the  year.  The  telecast  is 
 also  the  biggest  event  of  the  year  for 
 another  demographic:  advertisers.  Placing 
 an  ad  during  the  Super  Bowl  means 
 spending  millions  of  dollars  to  show  a  short 
 video  that  uses  a  cultural  or  political 
 reference  to  try  to  make  us  buy  chips.  It’s 
 fascinating,  plus  some  of  them  are  truly 
 iconic. 

 But  this  year,  there’s  a  new  product  joining 
 the  usual  collection  of  beer  and  deodorant 
 ads:  Jesus.  No,  that’s  not  a  product  or 
 corporation.  (Well,  debatable.)  That’s  Jesus 
 of  Nazareth,  the  Christian  messiah.  You’ve 
 probably heard of him. 

 A  nondenominational  Christian  campaign 
 called  “He  Gets  Us”  will  run  two  ads  during 
 the  Super  Bowl,  costing  about  $20  million. 
 The  spots,  which  have  already  been  running 
 during  NFL  games  and  other  major 
 telecasts,  as  well  as  on  YouTube,  aim  to 
 make  Jesus  relatable  to  the  modern-day 
 American. 

 Featuring  black-and-white  photos  and 
 emotional  music,  the  ads  use  narrators  to 
 tell  the  story  of  someone  who  sounds  just 
 like  you  or  me  —  only  to  reveal,  at  the  end, 

 that  they  were  talking  about  Jesus  all  along. 
 The  story  of  a  family  fleeing  political 
 upheaval:  Mary  and  Joseph.  A  doctor  who 
 tried  to  heal  everyone:  Jesus.  Each  ad  ends 
 with  the  same  words:  “He  gets  us.  All  of  us. 
 Jesus.”  (The  “us”  in  Jesus  is  highlighted  in 
 yellow, in case you missed the message.) 

 He  Gets  Us  is  not  the  first  religious  ad  to  run 
 during  NFL  games:  Robert  Kraft,  the  owner 
 of  the  New  England  Patriots,  funded  ads  in 
 October  in  response  to  Kanye  West’s 
 antisemitic  outbursts.  “Antisemitism  is  hate. 
 Hate  against  Jews.  For  being  Jewish,”  the 
 ad  said.  “Recently  many  of  you  have 
 spoken  up.  We  hear  you  today.  We  must 
 hear you tomorrow.” 

 But  “He  Gets  Us”  is  not  tied  to  a  current 
 crisis,  like  West’s  antisemitic  tirades. 
 There’s  no  specific  ask,  like  standing  up  to 
 antisemitism.  So,  what  are  they  trying  to 
 do? 

 Jesus needs a makeover 

 “He  Gets  Us  has  an  agenda,”  the 
 campaign’s  page  says.  “How  did  the  story  of 
 a  man  who  taught  and  practiced 
 unconditional  love  become  associated  with 
 hatred and oppression for so many people?” 
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 “This  is  a  branding  campaign.  ‘We’re 
 branding  Jesus,’  that’s  what  they’re  doing,” 
 said  Gary  Wexler,  a  longtime  advertising 
 professional  —  including  some  major 
 Jewish  campaigns  —  and  a  professor  at  the 
 University  of  Southern  California’s 
 Annenberg School. 

 The  ads  are  reminiscent  of  a  1980s 
 campaign  by  the  Church  of  Jesus  Christ  of 
 the  Latter-day  Saints  called  the  Homefront 
 that  promoted  family  values.  Those,  too, 
 were  carefully  apolitical;  This  was  not  the 
 anti-abortion,  anti-LGBTQ  culture-war 
 version  of  family  values  we  are  familiar  with 
 today,  and  there  was  no  overt  religious 
 message.  Instead,  they  were  emotional 
 PSAs  about  spending  time  with  your  kids. 
 The  intention  was  to  rebrand  the  Mormon 
 church,  which  was  then  associated  with 
 polygamy  and  racism.  After  years  of  the 
 Homefront  ads,  the  primary  association  with 
 the church became family. 

 For  the  He  Gets  Us  campaign,  the  goal 
 seems  to  be  giving  Christianity  a  liberal 
 makeover.  According  to  a  Jacobin 
 investigation,  the  He  Gets  Us  campaign  is 
 supported  by  evangelical  groups  such  as 
 The  Servant  Foundation,  an  endowment 
 managed  by  the  Oklahoma-based  Church 
 of  the  Servant,  and  Hobby  Lobby  founder 
 David  Green,  both  of  which  are  known  for 
 giving  to  conservative  causes.  (Hobby 
 Lobby  won  its  2014  Supreme  Court  case  to 
 be  religiously  exempt  from  providing 
 healthcare that included Plan B.) 

 But  the  He  Gets  Us  ads  mine  imagery  from 
 protests,  of  refugees  along  the  Mexican 
 border,  of  masked  people  in  hospitals  during 

 the  pandemic.  There’s  a  page  on  how  Jesus 
 supported  women’s  equality.  The  campaign 
 uses  hashtags  like  #refugee  and  #activist 
 that  are  associated  with  progressive 
 causes.  Yet  it  remains  carefully  vague, 
 unmoored  from  any  actual  current  events 
 and devoid of a political stance. 

 After  showing  scenes  of  overwhelmed 
 hospitals  and  tired  healthcare  workers 
 invoking  the  pandemic,  the  ad  concludes: 
 “Jesus  felt  heartbreak  too.  He  gets  us.  All  of 
 us.”  There’s  no  overt  mention  of  COVID-19 
 or  confirmation  of  its  reality,  much  less  an 
 exhortation to get vaccinated. 

 Another  shows  scenes  of  weeping  teens  at 
 vigils  —  the  kind  that  look  familiar  from 
 school  shootings.  But  there’s  no  message 
 about  gun  control  or  violence;  the  text 
 merely reads, “Jesus wept. He gets us.” 

 Some  evangelicals  are  skeptical  of  the  ads, 
 complaining  that  the  ads  are  too 
 wishy-washy  and  don’t  touch  on  the  most 
 essential  part  of  Jesus:  his  divinity.  Others 
 are  frustrated  by  the  liberal-feeling  politics  in 
 the ads. 

 But  they’re  not  the  target  audience.  Instead, 
 He  Gets  Us  is  trying  to  respond  to  the  steep 
 drop  in  the  numbers  of  Christian  Americans; 
 in  1972,  90%  of  Americans  were  Christian, 
 compared  to  just  64%  in  2020.  A  recent 
 Pew  survey  projects  that,  if  numbers  fall  at 
 the  current  rate,  less  than  half  of  Americans 
 might  be  Christian  before  another  50  years 
 have passed. 

 “This  is  very  strategic,”  Wexler  said, 
 acknowledging  that  many  in  the  evangelical 
 world  likely  don’t  back  many  of  the  liberal 
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 issues  hinted  at  by  the  ads.  “They  know 
 who  their  audience  is,  they  know  how  to 
 cast  this  net,  how  to  intimate  things  without 
 saying ‘This is what we’re doing.’” 

 OK, Jesus gets us. So what? 

 Jason  Vanderground,  a  spokesperson  for 
 He  Gets  Us,  said  the  campaign’s  goal  is  to 
 “unify  the  American  people  around  the 
 confounding  love  and  forgiveness  of  Jesus,” 
 seemingly  unaware  of  the  fact  that  Jesus  is 
 not  so  unifying  to  all  Americans.  It’s  hard  not 
 to see the campaign as a conversion drive. 

 In  an  op-ed  for  Religion  News  Service, 
 Rabbi  Joshua  Hammerman  wrote  that  the 
 ads  make  him  nervous  as  a  Jew.  “Notice 
 that  Vanderground  did  not  say  ‘unify 
 American  Christians.’  He  wants  to  unify  all 
 Americans  under  the  banner  of  the  cross. 
 That includes me,” Hammerman wrote. 

 But  the  He  Gets  Us  site,  where  the  ad 
 directs  viewers,  makes  no  conversion 
 attempts.  In  fact,  one  page  specifies  that  it’s 
 not  even  asking  people  to  attend  church  or 
 have  a  religious  experience.  It  simply  gives 
 some  reading  options  about  Jesus,  asking 
 people  to  “consider  the  story  of  a  man  who 
 created  a  radical  love  movement”  and  be 
 inspired “to love others better.” 

 The  closest  thing  to  an  ask  from  viewers  — 
 a  way  to  get  them  engaged  and  channel 
 them  into  some  form  of  action  —  is  an 
 option  to  text  a  number  for  “prayer”  or 
 “positivity.”  Receiving  those  texts  are 
 volunteers,  gathered  from  20,000  churches 
 who  have  signed  on  to  help  the  campaign 
 with  manpower,  though  not  money, 
 Vanderground  told  The  Washington  Post. 

 (When  I  tried  to  text  the  number,  it  took  a 
 day  to  get  a  response,  which  was  devoid  of 
 any  directly  Christian  elements.  “Praying  for 
 your  needs  today.  May  the  Lord  provide  for 
 you  and  walk  with  you  through  whatever 
 you’re facing. God bless you,” it said.) 

 Wexler  thinks  He  Gets  Us  is  more  focused 
 on  people  already  in,  or  connected  to, 
 evangelicalism. 

 “They’re  aiming  these  at  the  concerns  of  a 
 new  generation,  so  they’re  trying  to  pull 
 these  people  in.  I  wouldn’t  even  jump  to  the 
 conversion  thing  at  this  point,”  he  said. 
 “They’re  trying  to  build  up  their  own  roles 
 and the people who are involved.” 

 Still,  this  is  just  the  first  stage  of  the 
 campaign;  Vanderground  said  He  Gets  Us 
 is  planning  to  invest  a  billion  dollars  on 
 promoting  Jesus  over  the  next  three  years, 
 putting  its  budget  on  par  with  many  major 
 brands.  And  Wexler  is  sure  there  will  be 
 clearer actions later on. 

 “In  order  for  these  people  to  be  counted, 
 and  for  these  people  to  become  active 
 Christians,  they’ve  got  to  be  funneled  into 
 churches  or  organizations  of  some  type. 
 Otherwise  they’re  not  part  of  the 
 community,”  Wexler  said.  “They’re  not  going 
 to  pour  all  this  money  just  in  this  way.  I’m 
 sure they’ve got a plan.” 
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 Opinion 

 I teach on a campus without Hillel 
 or Chabad. My Jewish students 

 yearn for connection, not politics 
 By Hannah Lebovits 

 As  a  Jewish  college  professor  at  a  large 
 university  without  any  institutional  Jewish 
 campus  life,  I  have  a  unique  opportunity  to 
 engage  with  the  few  Jewish  students  I 
 encounter.  Now  in  my  third  year  as  a 
 professor,  I  am  strongly  considering 
 engaging  in  more  Jewish  activities  to 
 provide  some  on-campus  resources.  But  the 
 options  for  a  professor  in  a  situation  like 
 mine,  at  a  university  without  a  campus  Hillel 
 or  Chabad,  mostly  revolve  around  political, 
 Israel-based  engagement—  a  topic  most  of 
 my  students  certainly  do  not  want  to  wade 
 into. 

 And  they  are  not  alone.  A  recent  report 
 authored  by  Tufts  professor  Eitan  Hersh  for 
 the  Jim  Joseph  Foundation  reveals  that 
 Jewish  students  on  college  campuses  are 
 more  eager  to  engage  directly  in  Jewish 
 material  life,  culture  and  tradition  than  to 
 discuss  politics.  They  want  to  connect  with 
 their  Jewish  identity  through  food  and  the 
 experience  of  Shabbat  and  holidays, 
 socializing  with  other  Jews,  Jewish  textual 
 learning  and  volunteer  opportunities  in  the 
 spirit of tikkun olam. 

 According  to  the  Jewish  students  Hersh 
 surveyed,  the  types  of  events  that  they  were 
 least  interested  in  were  “politically  oriented 
 events;”  in  other  words:  events  that  explicitly 
 tie Jewish identity to political behaviors. 

 Yet,  while  Jewish  students  on  campus 
 mostly  just  want  a  place  to  be  fed  and  hang 
 out  with  other  Jewish  kids,  Jewish 
 organizations  that  target  college  students  on 
 campuses  like  mine  are  overwhelmingly 
 focused on Israel. 

 The  most  notable  example  is  StandWithUs, 
 which  is  an  Israel  advocacy  organization 
 with  a  large  campus  presence  that  includes 
 within  its  mission  statement  a  dedication  to 
 on-campus  advocacy.  The  group  often 
 highlights  anti-Zionist  activities  on  college 
 campuses  to  its  400,000  followers  on 
 Instagram. 

 Other  organizations  such  as  Young  Judaea, 
 Hasbara  Fellowships  and  Israel  on  Campus 
 Coalition  similarly  state  in  their  missions  that 
 they  are  dedicated  to  making  Israel  a 
 centrality  of  Jewish  life.  In  2020  alone, 
 Hasbara  Fellowships  gave  out  over  half  a 
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 million  dollars  to  students  engaging  in 
 on-campus  Israel  advocacy.  In  fact, 
 amongst  the  many  popular  organizations 
 that  organize  Jewish  events  on  campus, 
 only  Chabad  on  Campus  International  does 
 not explicitly reference Israel in its mission. 

 Certainly,  some  Jewish  students  on  campus 
 are  interested  in  being  vocal  supporters  of 
 Israel.  But  the  data  doesn’t  lie:  the 
 overwhelming  majority  of  Jewish  college 
 students  do  not  find  these  events  to  be  the 
 most  meaningful.  And  aside  from  wondering 
 why  so  many  these  well-resourced 
 organizations  are  focused  on  mobilizing 
 students  to  engage  in  political  work  when 
 the  students  themselves  are  more 
 interested  in  opportunities  to  learn  Jewish 
 texts  and  eat  some  schnitzel  than  recite  a 
 five-point  defense  of  the  Jewish  state, 
 people  like  me  and  my  students  are  also  left 
 high  and  dry.  And  we  are  not  alone. 
 Countless  universities  across  the  country  do 
 not  have  an  on-campus  Hillel  or  Chabad, 
 both  of  which  provide  extensive 
 programming  beyond  Israel-focused  and 
 political  activities.  And  without  more  options 
 to  engage  in  cultural,  food-based,  and 
 spiritual  activities,  Jewish  students  cannot 
 connect  with  their  Jewish  identity  on  their 
 preferred terms. 

 For  many  college  students,  Jewish  and 
 non-Jewish  alike,  college  is  the  first  and  last 
 time  that  they  will  have  the  opportunity  to 
 live  in  a  walkable,  dense  community  filled 
 with  aesthetically  beautiful  spots  to  relax 
 and  learn.  College  campuses  are  built  to 
 generate  social  interactions,  intellectual 
 growth,  and  identity  formation  in  ways  that 
 often  do  not  happen  naturally  in  other 

 environments  where  learning  is  not  a 
 primary  focus  and  self-segregation  is 
 common.  Many  students  will  begin  to  ask 
 questions  such  as,  “why  am  I  here,  where 
 did  I  come  from,  and  who  do  I  want  to  be,” 
 while  sitting  with  friends  on  the  quad  in  the 
 moments  between  classes  or  while  in  a 
 laundry room waiting on their clothes to dry. 

 Jewish  college  students  live  on  campuses 
 across  the  United  States  and  are  losing  out 
 on  the  ability  to  form  a  Jewish  identity 
 during  a  critical  period  in  their  lives.  Rather 
 than  limit  campus  Jewish  life  to 
 Israel-centered  work,  large  Jewish 
 organizations  who  purport  to  speak  for  Jews 
 on  campus  need  to  zero  in  on  what  Jewish 
 students  actually  want:  Jewish  life  as  it  is 
 materially lived and experienced. 

 More pickles, less politics. 
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 Culture 

 The Michelin guide is coming to 
 Israel. What took so long? 

 By Mira Fox 

 Israeli  chefs  have  been  dominating  the  food 
 world  recently.  Yotam  Ottolenghi’s 
 best-selling  cookbooks,  Plenty  and  Plenty 
 More,  full  of  Middle-Eastern  influenced  fare, 
 are  ubiquitous.  Michael  Solomonov’s  Israeli 
 Soul  and  Zahav  cookbooks  are  nearly  as 
 hard  to  escape,  and  his  Philadelphia 
 restaurant  won  a  James  Beard  Award. 
 Israeli  chefs  run  acclaimed  restaurants 
 across  Europe  and  have  served  as  celebrity 
 judges on cooking shows. 

 But  eateries  in  Israel  weren’t  eligible  for  the 
 most  sought  after  of  those  accolades:  the 
 Michelin  star.  That’s  all  going  to  change, 
 according  to  Israel’s  tourism  minister  Haim 
 Katz,  who  said  in  a  statement  that  Michelin 
 will  begin  evaluating  Tel  Aviv  restaurants. 
 (Katz  said  Michelin  inspectors  will  not  be 
 considering other areas of the country.) 

 It’s  a  big  win  for  Israel,  which  has  been 
 campaigning  for  inclusion  in  the  Michelin 
 guide  for  years.  In  2017,  the  tourism 
 minister  at  the  time  commissioned  a  study 
 from  Michelin,  but  the  guide  did  not  find  any 
 restaurants up to snuff. 

 Plenty  of  people  in  the  food  world  consider 
 the  tire-manufacturer’s  guide  to  be 
 capricious,  and  complain  that  it  only  caters 

 to  the  French  palate.  A  Vanity  Fair  piece 
 pointed  out  that  Italy,  a  country  renowned 
 for  its  food,  had  few  stars  because  Michelin 
 did  not  find  the  famed  national  cuisine 
 complex enough. 

 Still,  it  seems  hard  to  believe  that  Israel  had 
 no  restaurants  that  piqued  inspectors’ 
 interest;  Israel  may  be  small,  but  it  punches 
 above  its  weight  in  terms  of  food.  And 
 Middle  Eastern  and  Israeli  food  at 
 restaurants  outside  of  the  Middle  East  have 
 gotten  Michelin  recognition,  including 
 several  European  restaurants  from  the 
 same  chef  as  Jerusalem’s  Machneyuda. 
 Why not the originals? 

 The road to Michelin 

 The  Michelin  guide  started  out  as  a  red 
 booklet  distributed  by,  yes,  the  Michelin  tire 
 company.  It  was  a  driving  guide  of  France, 
 with  places  to  eat  and  sleep  on  your  road 
 trip.  Somewhere  along  the  line,  it  became 
 the  arbiter  of  good  —  or  at  least  snobby  — 
 taste. 

 Until  2006,  it  only  covered  Europe.  Then,  it 
 added  New  York  and  began  to  expand.  Now 
 it  covers  several  countries  in  Asia  —  Japan 
 is  particularly  decorated  —  and  in 
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 November,  it  announced  an  expansion  into 
 the United Arab Emirates. 

 You  don’t  just  need  good  food  to  be 
 included, however; you also need money. 

 Sending  guides  around  the  world  to  eat  at 
 hundreds  of  top-tier  restaurants  is  pretty 
 expensive;  to  protect  the  independence  of 
 their  reviews,  inspectors  always  pay  for  their 
 own  meals  and  attempt  to  hide  their 
 identities  to  avoid  receiving  special 
 treatment.  Historically,  the  guide  has  lost 
 money. 

 Though  Michelin’s  original  guides  to  Europe 
 and  even  the  U.S.  were  done  for  free,  the 
 guide’s  later  expansions  into  cities  such  as 
 Bangkok,  Seoul  and  Singapore  were 
 commissioned,  funded  by  the  tourist  boards 
 of  the  cities  or  countries  in  question.  Tel 
 Aviv’s  inclusion  will  cost  $1.6  million,  split 
 between  the  municipality  and  the  national 
 tourist board. 

 Still,  you  can’t  just  buy  your  way  in;  Michelin 
 won’t  consider  every  city  that  asks,  even 
 when  they’re  paying.  “You  have  to  have  first 
 the  right  gastronomic  landscape,”  Claire 
 Dorland  Clauzel,  the  then-executive  vice 
 president  of  Michelin  told  the  Washington 
 Post  in  2017.  And  even  when  they  accept 
 the  commission,  they  aren’t  required  to  give 
 out  any  stars;  they  can  simply  mention 
 eateries. 

 What,  exactly,  determines  the  right 
 gastronomic  landscape,  however,  seems 
 complicated  and  unavoidably  Eurocentric. 
 India,  for  example,  has  complex  culinary 
 traditions  and  impressive  cooking,  yet  still 
 doesn’t  have  a  guide.  And  part  of  the 

 Michelin  assessment  is  based  on  the  quality 
 of  ingredients,  which  has  traditionally  valued 
 expensive  delicacies  like  wagyu  beef,  white 
 truffle  or  caviar,  which  local  cuisines  may 
 not include. 

 And  perhaps  inspectors  don’t  have  the  right 
 palates  to  understand  Korean  or  Malaysian 
 cooking.  Indeed,  Seoul’s  Michelin  guide  was 
 extremely  controversial;  locals  were 
 confused  by  the  picks  and  ratings.  Plus, 
 none  of  the  restaurants  listed  in  newly 
 added  cities  such  as  Dubai  and  Kuala 
 Lumpur  have  earned  Michelin  stars,  just 
 mentions. 

 The  whole  system  begins  to  call  the  stars’ 
 unassailability  —  and  their  worth  —  into 
 question.  Will  Tel  Aviv’s  big  investment  even 
 win it any stars? 

 Food-washing the conflict 

 The  Michelin  star  is  still  the  international 
 symbol  of  haute  cuisine.  The  rankings  bring 
 in  destination  eaters  and  food  tourism,  as 
 well  as  giving  the  city  or  country  cultural 
 bragging  rights.  Food,  after  all,  is  a  tourist 
 attraction  and  a  nexus  of  culture,  a  symbol 
 of a society’s values and creativity. 

 Israel  has  long  engaged  in  what  critics  refer 
 to  as  “pink-washing”  or  “rainbow-washing,” 
 emphasizing  its  massive  Tel  Aviv  gay  pride 
 parade  as  a  tourist  attraction.  This, 
 according  to  the  BDS  movement,  is  a 
 “government  propaganda  strategy  that 
 cynically  exploits  LGBTQIA+  rights  to 
 project  a  progressive  image  while 
 concealing  Israel’s  occupation  and 
 apartheid  policies  oppressing  Palestinians.” 
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 (Others  argue  that  Israel  offers  a  legitimate 
 draw to LGBTQ tourists.) 

 A  Michelin  guide  to  a  city  promotes  an 
 image  of  a  thriving,  luxurious  city  and 
 country,  one  that  probably  has  the  wealth 
 and  extravagance  to  plate  individual  herb 
 leaves  using  tweezers.  With  a  few  Michelin 
 stars,  Israel  can  bolster  its  image  as  a 
 cosmopolitan  destination,  and  to  distract 
 from  the  violence  and  unrest  that  occurs 
 outside of Tel Aviv. 

 Israel  has  long  massaged  its  image  with  PR 
 campaigns,  even  hiring  a  firm  in  the  early 
 2000s  to  help  the  country  place  news 
 stories  that  were  not  about  religion  or 
 Palestinians,  instead  aiming  for  an  image  of 
 a  “relevant  and  modern”  country,  according 
 to  a  2005  Forward  article  about  the  PR  firms 
 behind  the  branding  push.  The  more  recent 
 nickname  of  “start-up  nation”  accomplishes 
 a  similar  goal;  Israel  has  invested  in  the 
 high-tech  focus  with  a  museum  display, 
 tech-focused  tours  and  even  a  high-tech 
 restaurant. 

 Of  course,  whether  or  not  there’s  a  PR 
 mindset  involved,  the  fact  remains  that 
 Israel  does  have  a  lot  of  start-ups  —  and  a 
 lot  of  good  food.  But  they  still  need  Michelin 
 to tell the world about it. 
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 News 

 Meet the Auschwitz survivor saluted 
 by George Santos in Congress 

 By Beth Harpaz and Jacob Kornbluh 

 When  Rep.  George  Santos  marked 
 Holocaust  Remembrance  Day  on  the  House 
 floor  by  saying  that  the  grandmother  of  one 
 of  his  staff  members  had  survived 
 Auschwitz, some were skeptical. 

 “Someone  needs  to  verify  that  this  person 
 exists,” tweeted one person. 

 “Any  truth  to  this  re  George  Santos  staffer?” 
 tweeted another. 

 The  skepticism  was  understandable: 
 Santos,  a  New  York  Republican,  falsely 
 claimed  that  his  own  grandparents  were 
 Holocaust  survivors.  (In  fact,  they  were  born 
 in Brazil before the Nazis came to power.) 

 But  the  unnamed  woman  Santos  saluted  in 
 Congress  on  Jan.  27  is  real.  And  her  story 
 deserves  to  be  known  —  not  only  to  counter 
 those  who  deny  that  the  Holocaust 
 happened,  but  also  to  honor  a  woman  who 
 was  deported  to  Nazi  death  camps  at  age 
 14,  then  rebuilt  her  life  after  the  war  with 
 fortitude and joy. 

 Her  name  is  Eva  Lipsky.  She’s  92,  was  born 
 in  Hungary,  and  survived  both  the 
 Auschwitz  and  Bergen-Belsen  concentration 
 camps.  Her  granddaughter  Gabrielle  Lipsky 

 was  press  secretary  for  Santos’  campaign 
 and now works in his Washington office. 

 In  a  two-hour  testimony  recorded  in  1997  by 
 the  USC  Shoah  Foundation,  the 
 organization  founded  by  Steven  Spielberg, 
 Eva  Lipsky  told  of  being  forced  out  of  her 
 home  in  1944  with  her  mother  and  four 
 siblings.  (Her  father,  a  Hungarian  soldier, 
 had  disappeared  earlier  in  the  war.)  They 
 were  sent  to  Auschwitz  and  split  into  two 
 lines upon arrival. 

 Lipsky  recalled  the  harrowing  moment  when 
 her  mother  begged  a  soldier:  “Can  I  please 
 save  my  family,  my  children?”  Those  pleas 
 were  to  no  avail.  “Me  and  my  sister  were 
 separated  from  my  mother  and  the  rest  of 
 the  children,”  she  said.  “They  went  one  way. 
 We went another way.” 

 Eventually  Lipsky  realized  what  had 
 happened:  Her  mother,  two  sisters  and  a 
 brother  were  murdered  in  the  gas 
 chambers.  “We  smell  that  smell,”  she  said. 
 “You  see  the  smoke  coming  out,  that 
 body-burning smell.” 

 Lipsky  was  forced  to  work  sorting  clothing 
 and  later  was  put  to  work  in  a  munitions 
 factory.  She  subsisted  on  water  and  pieces 
 of  raw  potato;  shivered  at  roll  call  in  freezing 
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 weather  wearing  nothing  but  a  thin  striped 
 uniform  and  wooden  shoes;  and  held  her 
 sister  up  so  the  guards  wouldn’t  see  her 
 fainting.  She  showed  her  tattoo  to  the 
 camera  —  A10229  —  and  after  liberation, 
 recalled  hiding  in  hedges  outside  the  camp. 
 “The  Germans  were  running  after  us  with 
 guns to kill us,” she recalled. 

 Lipsky’s  demeanor  turned  joyful  as  she 
 described  what  happened  after  the  war.  She 
 was  sent  to  a  girls’  home  run  by  nuns, 
 “where  they  took  care  of  us  very  nicely,”  and 
 later  was  taken  in  by  a  Swiss  woman  who 
 “was  like  a  mother  to  me.”  Eventually  an 
 aunt  in  the  U.S.  discovered  that  Lipsky  and 
 her  sister  Clara  were  alive  and  sent  for 
 them.  The  girls  sailed  to  New  York  in  1947; 
 Lipsky  was  17  and  remembered  spotting 
 her  aunt  and  uncle  after  passing  the  Statue 
 of  Liberty.  “We  came  up  on  the  deck  and 
 right  away  waved,”  she  said.  “They  knew  it 
 was us. It was a very happy moment.” 

 She  met  her  husband  in  New  York  and 
 settled  down.  “There  was  a  lot  of  joy  around 
 that  time,”  she  said,  smiling.  “I  got  married, 
 raising  a  family,  good  children  —  God  bless 
 them!” 

 She added: “This country is great.” 

 Calls  placed  by  the  Forward  to  a  number 
 listed for Eva Lipsky were not returned. 

 Santos’  staff  member,  Gabrielle  Lipsky,  in  a 
 text  message  to  the  Forward,  said,  “Thank 
 you  for  listening  to  my  grandmother’s  story,” 
 but offered no further comment. 

 Gabrielle’s  father,  David,  a  conservative 
 Republican  and  strong  Trump  supporter, 
 told  the  Forward  in  a  phone  interview  that 

 his  mother  Eva  had  met  Santos,  and  added: 
 “My  mother  is  real,  alive  and  very  healthy, 
 very outspoken.” 

 The  Forward  asked  him  whether  he 
 believes  Santos’  claims  that  his 
 grandparents  were  Holocaust  survivors  in 
 light  of  evidence  that  they  were  born  in 
 Brazil before the Nazis came to power. 

 “The  communication  that  he  had  with  my 
 mom,  and  they  spoke,  he  rendered  some 
 great  things  from  his  grandfather,  you  know, 
 from  his  past  history  —  which  no  one 
 actually  knows  the  truth,”  David  Lipsky  said. 
 “I don’t even know the truth.” 

 But  does  he  believe  Santos?  “I  think  the 
 proof  will  be  in  the  pudding  shortly,”  he  said. 
 “That’s  not  for  me  to  say.  I  think  that  it  is  for 
 him  to  show  and  I’m  not  going  to  make  that 
 suggestion.” 

 In  the  Shoah  Foundation  video,  Eva  Lipsky 
 described  herself  as  an  “extremely 
 overprotective”  mother  because  everything 
 “was  taken  away  from  me  …  I  seen  too 
 many  things  as  a  youngster.”  As  her  kids 
 got  older,  “they  started  to  understand.  I 
 explained what I’d been through.” 

 At  the  end  of  her  testimony,  several  of  her 
 family  members  were  interviewed,  including 
 David.  He  said  when  people  complain  about 
 “hard  times  and  a  hard  life,”  he  can’t  help 
 but  think  of  his  mom.  “I  don’t  think  there’s 
 much  to  compare  about  a  Holocaust 
 survivor,”  he  said.  “There’s  nobody  that  can 
 beat my mom.” 
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 Culture 

 ‘Cancel culture’ comes for the AI 
 ‘Seinfeld’ 

 By PJ Grisar 

 For  the  last  few  weeks,  thousands  of 
 viewers  on  the  streaming  platform  Twitch 
 tuned  in  to  watch  a  24-7  AI-generated 
 version  of  the  sitcom  Seinfeld.  Only  instead 
 of  the  usual  hijinks,  audiences  bore  witness 
 to  something  far  stranger:  primitive  CG 
 characters  enacting  a  Chekhovian  drama  of 
 stasis  shot  through  with  elements  of  theater 
 of the absurd. 

 The  scripts  were  written  by  artificial 
 intelligence  technology,  a  variation  of  the 
 now-popular  ChatGPT,  which  produces 
 dialogue  by  scanning  the  internet.  True  to 
 form,  this  was  very  much  a  show  about 
 nothing,  complete  with  familiar  sets  and 
 character  models.  But  this  week,  it  entered 
 a very 2023 plot point: cancel culture. 

 The  never-ending  Seinfeld  stream,  Nothing, 
 Forever,  was  suspended  Monday  for  two 
 weeks  over  violating  Twitch’s  terms  of 
 service.  According  to  tech  writer  Al  Sikkan, 
 who  has  been  chronicling  the  pseudo-show 
 on  Twitter,  the  reason  was  that  Larry 
 Feinberg  —  Jerry  Seinfeld’s  AI  counterpart 
 —  made  transphobic  statements  during  one 
 of his stand-up sets. 

 “We  are  embarrassed,  and  this  doesn’t 
 reflect  our  values  or  opinions  at  all.  This 

 was  the  result  of  a  mistake  on  our  side  that 
 resulted  in  a  technical  issue,”  Skyler  Hartle, 
 co-creator  of  Nothing,  Forever,  wrote  in  a 
 statement to The Verge. 

 I  was  shocked  to  hear  anything 
 controversial  emerged  from  this  benign,  if 
 off-putting,  novelty.  In  the  little  I’ve  seen  of 
 the  show,  which  used  OpenAI’s  GPT 
 technology,  there  was  nothing  at  all 
 controversial.  Just  profoundly  weird.  A  lot 
 like  that  version  of  the  show  from  “The 
 Bizarro  Jerry,”  where  we  see  an  alternate 
 version  of  the  core  crew,  led  by  Jerry’s 
 doppelgänger,  Kevin,  being  polite  and  nice 
 to one another. 

 Larry,  Fred  (George),  Yvonne  (Elaine)  and 
 Kakler  (Kramer)  mostly  hung  around 
 recreations  of  Jerry’s  apartment  having 
 inane  conversations  that  absolutely 
 sounded  as  if  a  computer  wrote  them,  but 
 nonetheless  were  received  with  uproarious 
 canned  laughter.  After  a  minute  or  two,  a 
 distorted  version  of  the  interstitial  theme 
 would  play  and  we’d  get  an  establishing 
 shot,  and  maybe  a  few  seconds  of  Larry 
 doing stand-up. 

 On  one  occasion,  Larry’s  set  alluded  to  his 
 having  children  (a  departure  from  the 
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 eternally  single,  forever  dating  Jerry 
 character).  I  don’t  remember  much  else,  but 
 others  have  documented  an  existential  bent 
 to  these  CG  characters.  Sikkan  caught  them 
 apparently  becoming  self-aware,  a  la 
 Pirandello,  with  Yvonne  asking  “did  you  ever 
 stop  and  think  that  this  might  all  be  one,  big 
 cosmic joke?” 

 The  reason  they  are  there  is  to  tell  jokes, 
 Fred  says.  Why  are  they  together?  Fate, 
 perhaps,  Larry  ventures.  “To  make  the  world 
 a funnier place.” 

 An  anti-trans  rant  doesn’t  strike  me  as  very 
 funny,  and,  per  Sikkan,  the  Nothing,  Forever 
 developers  said  it  happened  after  the  show 
 shifted  to  another  AI  program  without  the 
 same  filters  to  catch  offensive  content. 
 (Because  this  tech  draws  from  the  cesspool 
 of  the  internet,  this  was,  of  course, 
 inevitable.) 

 Weirdly,  the  filters  recall  the  exact  kind  of 
 topical  guardrails  that  the  real-life  Seinfeld 
 has  been  grousing  about  in  interviews,  and, 
 while  not  in  this  exact  way,  would  inevitably 
 be  a  feature  of  any  modern  reboot  of 
 Seinfeld. 

 Obviously,  the  real  Jerry  Seinfeld  is  not 
 attacking  the  trans  community  —  that’s 
 more  Dave  Chappelle’s  thing.  But,  the 
 comedian  has  often  complained  about  the 
 blowback  he  got  from  “PC  police”  over  a 
 joke  that  mentioned  swiping  through  your 
 iPhone  in  the  effete  manner  of  a  “gay 
 French  king.”  He’s  not  too  crazy  about 
 playing  colleges  these  days,  noting  how  a 
 woke  crowd  might  call  out  a  joke  they  don’t 
 like. 

 In  the  current  “cancel  culture  wars,”  some 
 have  taken  actual  episodes  of  Seinfeld  to 
 task  for  jokes  that  haven’t  aged  all  that  well. 
 The  perennial  question  of  “could  they  make 
 this  today”  hovers  over  it.  (And,  frankly,  it’s  a 
 pretty  tired  question  —  It’s  Always  Sunny  in 
 Philadelphia  is  way  more  offensive  and  is 
 now  the  longest-running  live-action  sitcom 
 of all time.) 

 But  when  I  think  about  the  conspicuous  lack 
 of  humor  in  Nothing,  Forever,  aside  from  the 
 odd  kindergarten-caliber  joke  you  might 
 read  off  the  side  of  a  popsicle  stick,  and 
 learn  that  the  initial  chat  software  used 
 extensive  filters  to  restrict  objectionable 
 material,  I  actually  wonder  if  we’ve  gone  too 
 far.  Of  course  hate  speech  shouldn’t  be 
 allowed,  but  what  else  isn’t  the  program 
 letting in? 

 Is  the  strangeness  of  this  AI  tech  the 
 growing  pains  of  a  novel  technology,  or  the 
 result  of  overzealous  censorship  that  is  at 
 odds  with  humor  —  and  human  interaction 
 —  as  we  recognize  it?  Maybe  Seinfeld  has 
 a  point  that  too  much  policing  of  speech  is 
 bad for comedy. 

 Or  maybe  the  lesson  is  that  we  shouldn’t  let 
 computers  write  sitcoms,  lest  everything 
 turn out like Bizarro Seinfeld. 
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 News 

 A mezuzah on the ambassador’s 
 doorpost: The first Jew in the job 

 reflects on a year in Argentina 
 By Jacob Kornbluh 

 Never  before  had  anyone  affixed  a 
 mezuzah  to  the  doorpost  of  the  Bosch 
 Palace,  the  historic  Buenos  Aires  residence 
 of the U.S. ambassador to Argentina. 

 Marc  Stanley  did  it  (and  called  it  a  “Bosch 
 mitzvah”)  after  another  first  —  his 
 swearing-in  as  ambassador,  the  year 
 anniversary  of  which  is  on  Sunday.  Never 
 before  had  a  Jewish  person  served  in  the 
 post. 

 In  a  recent  interview,  Stanley  said  he  takes 
 pride  in  that  fact  and  that  the  reception  in 
 Argentina  has  been  “incredibly  warm  and 
 embracing.” 

 Since  Stanley  was  confirmed  by  the  U.S. 
 Senate,  he  has  brought  a  particularly 
 Jewish  sensibility  to  the  job,  one  that 
 recognizes  Jewish  but  also  other  religious 
 minorities.  He  is  the  first  U.S.  ambassador 
 to  Argentina  to  not  only  host  a  Seder  but  an 
 Iftar  dinner,  the  evening  meal  with  which 
 Muslim break their daily Ramadan fast. 

 He  also  was  the  first  ambassador  to  visit 
 Moisés  Ville,  the  first  rural  Jewish 
 settlement  to  be  established  in  the  country, 
 which  he  described  as  one  of  the  most 

 moving  experiences  of  the  past  year.  The 
 small  town  in  the  province  of  Santa  Fe  was 
 founded  in  1889  by  Eastern  European  and 
 Russian  Jews  escaping  persecution.  They 
 built  synagogues,  schools  and  became  a 
 center  of  Jewish  culture  now  recognized  by 
 UNESCO as an international heritage site. 

 Stanley,  65,  has  sought  to  highlight 
 Argentina’s  Jewish  history  —  and  its 
 responsibilities  to  root  out  antisemitism  —  in 
 other  ways.  He  had  a  joint  aliyah  earlier  this 
 year,  with  Ambassador  Deborah  E.  Lipstadt, 
 the  U.S.  envoy  to  combat  and  monitor 
 antisemitism,  at  the  Bet  Hilel  synagogue  in 
 Buenos Aires. 

 The road to Buenos Aires 

 Stanley’s  interest  in  government,  politics 
 and  Jewish  community  affairs  goes  back 
 decades.  As  a  George  Washington 
 University  college  student,  he  served  as  an 
 intern  in  the  House  of  Representatives  and 
 created  the  body’s  first  telephone  directory, 
 which he edited until he graduated. 

 A  longtime  Dallas  trial  lawyer,  Stanley  was 
 an  early  supporter  of  Joe  Biden’s  bid  for 
 president  and  chaired  “Lawyers  for  Biden,” 
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 recruiting  thousands  of  attorneys  to  donate 
 money and legal services. 

 He  is  a  past  chairman  of  the  National 
 Jewish  Democratic  Council,  a  co-founder  of 
 the  Jewish  Democratic  Council  of  America 
 and  served  as  a  council  member  of  the 
 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. 

 He  also  donated  a  kidney  to  an  ailing  Dallas 
 rabbi in 2014. 

 In  late  2020,  during  the  last  month’s  of  the 
 presidential  race,  Stanley  suffered  a  head 
 injury  while  riding  an  electric  bike  on 
 vacation  in  Park  City,  Utah.  Doctors,  family 
 and  friends  worried  that  physically  and 
 mentally,  he  might  never  be  the  same.  But 
 after  being  stabilized  and  undergoing 
 reconstructive  facial  surgery  he  made  what 
 many deemed a miraculous recovery. 

 Stanley,  who  speaks  Spanish,  said  he 
 expressed  an  interest  in  serving  as 
 ambassador  to  Argentina  following  Biden’s 
 victory  because  the  country  has  the  world’s 
 sixth-largest  Jewish  population,  estimated  at 
 180,000  according  to  a  2022  report.  Most  of 
 the  nation’s  Jews  live  in  the  Buenos  Aires 
 area.  “I  had  been  here  before  and  I  was  in 
 love  with  the  country,”  he  said,  adding  that 
 he has friends and relatives living there. 

 He  was  nominated  last  August  and  the 
 Senate confirmed him three months later. 

 Remembering the AMIA bombing 

 Stanley  has  also  as  ambassador  focused 
 attention  on  the  1994  bombing  of  the  Israeli 
 embassy  and  the  AMIA  Jewish  center  in 
 Buenos  Aires,  which  killed  85  people,  and 
 the  death  of  the  federal  prosecutor,  Alberto 
 Nisman, in 2015. 

 He  said  he  was  “distressed  by  the  lack  of 
 justice” in the case. 

 He  wants  Argentinian  lawmakers  to  allow 
 for  the  prosecution  of  a  suspect  in  absentia, 
 so  that  those  responsible  are  no  longer 
 beyond the arm of the law. 

 Nisman  was  found  dead  in  2015  the  day 
 before  he  was  going  to  implicate  Argentina’s 
 then  president,  Cristina  Fernández  de 
 Kirchner,  and  other  government  officials,  for 
 trying  to  protect  the  Iranian  operatives 
 behind  the  bombing.  Her  administration 
 suggested  he  killed  himself.  Police  called  it 
 a homicide. 

 Stanley  brags  that  he  was  the  first  to  write 
 to  Lipstadt’s  State  Department  email 
 account  after  her  confirmation,  to  ask  her  to 
 attend  the  Latin  Jewish  Conference’s  July 
 conference on antisemitism. She accepted. 

 Bilateral relations 

 Looking  back  on  the  year,  Stanley  said  he 
 has  strengthened  the  U.S.-Argentinian 
 relationship,  particularly  in  the  context  of 
 Russia’s war against Ukraine. 

 The  conflict  has  threatened  global  supplies 
 of  wheat,  oil  and  other  commodities.  Stanley 
 points  out  that  Argentina  has  the 
 second-largest  shale  oil  and  gas  deposits  in 
 the  world,  the  third-largest  lithium  deposits, 
 and  is  in  the  top  five  exporting  wheat,  corn 
 and soy. 

 “I  think  that  has  presented  sort  of  a  lane  for 
 me  to  work  in,”  he  said,  bringing  the  U.S. 
 and  allies  to  invest  in  the  infrastructure  to 
 ramp  up  production  “to  feed  the  world  and 
 fuel the world.” 
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 Trump’s first GOP challenger can’t 
 say enough about his Jewish 

 friends — and Israel 
 By Jacob Kornbluh 

 To  prove  his  pro-Israel  bona  fides,  Colorado 
 Republican  Steve  Laffey,  the  first  in  his 
 party  to  challenge  former  President  Donald 
 Trump  for  the  2024  presidential  nomination, 
 recalls  a  college  class  he  and  his  Jewish 
 roommate  took  on  the  Israeli-Palestinian 
 conflict. 

 “We  only  took  the  Israeli  side,”  he  said  of 
 their  debates  with  pro-Palestinian  students 
 at Bowdoin College. 

 Laffey,  62,  the  former  mayor  of  Cranston, 
 Rhode  Island,  who  narrowly  lost  a 
 Republican  primary  to  Sen.  Lincoln  Chafee 
 in  2006  and  lost  a  bid  for  Congress  in  2014, 
 announced  that  he  is  running  for  president 
 last  week.  Days  later,  in  an  interview  with 
 the  Forward,  he  reeled  off  a  long  list  of 
 Jewish  friends,  confidants  and  advisers,  and 
 emphasized  his  devotion  to  Israel,  which  he 
 has  never  visited  because  he  was 
 preoccupied  with  work  and  his  daughter’s 
 battle  with  cancer.  He  is  hawkish  on  the 
 Jewish  state  to  the  point  that  he  expressed 
 doubt  over  the  existence  of  a  Palestinian 
 people,  and  labeled  liberal  Jews  who 
 critique the Jewish state as “self-loathing.” 

 Laffey  said  what  distinguishes  him  from 
 others  in  the  Republican  pack  is  that  he 
 never  supported  Trump.  Former  South 

 Carolina  Gov.  Nikki  Haley  is  expected  to 
 formally  announce  her  presidential 
 candidacy  on  Feb.  15.  Yet  to  declare  a 
 presidential  bid:  former  Vice  President  Mike 
 Pence,  former  Secretary  of  State  Mike 
 Pompeo,  Florida  Gov.  Ron  DeSantis,  and 
 U.N. Ambassador John Bolton. 

 An  evangelical  Christian,  Laffey  now  lives 
 with  his  wife  Kelly  and  six  children  in  Fort 
 Collins,  Colorado,  on  a  small  ranch  where 
 they  raise  cattle  and  other  animals.  He  said 
 he  disagreed  with  Trump’s  fiscal  policy  — 
 and  refused  to  condone  his  reckless 
 behavior.  He  said  he  would  shun  extremist 
 factions  within  his  party,  but  doesn’t 
 consider  himself  a  member  of  the  “Never 
 Trump”  movement.  He  said  he  voted  for 
 Laurence  Kotlikoff,  a  Jewish  economist  who 
 ran  as  a  write-in  candidate  in  2016,  and 
 wrote in his own name on the 2020 ballot. 

 “I  can  understand  why  Trump  is  really 
 upset”  at  his  other  possible  challengers, 
 Laffey  said,  because  each  either  sought 
 Trump’s  support  or  served  in  his 
 administration.  “It  seems  to  be  like,  did  you 
 say  nothing,  or  did  you  totally  agree  with 
 him?  And  why  are  you  running  if  you  totally 
 agree with him?” he asked. 
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 Laffey,  who  made  a  documentary  in  2012 
 called  Fixing  America,  said  he  will  move  this 
 summer  to  New  Hampshire,  one  of  the  early 
 primary  states,  where  he  hopes  to  debate 
 Trump  on  economics  and  conservative 
 values. 

 Jewish buddies 

 Growing  up  in  Cranston  as  the  son  of  a 
 toolmaker,  Laffey  —  who  spoke  to  the 
 Forward  on  the  phone  and  in  person  on  a 
 visit  to  New  York  last  week  —  said  he  has 
 made  fast  friends  with  Jews  from  the  time 
 he  was  a  child  growing  up  in  Rhode  Island, 
 where  close  to  2%  of  the  population  is 
 Jewish.  Those  friends  and  mentors,  he  said, 
 shaped  his  understanding  of  Judaism  and 
 his love for Israel. 

 His  12th-grade  buddy  was  Daniel 
 Orodenker,  who  now  lives  in  Hawaii  and  is 
 the  brother  of  the  late  Norman  Orodenker,  a 
 well-known  leader  in  the  Rhode  Island 
 Jewish  community.  Laffey  said  he  “kind  of 
 grew  up”  with  the  Orodenker  kids  and 
 parents,  and  that  Anna  Orendenker  was  a 
 mother figure to him. 

 Laffey  credits  his  Jewish  high  school 
 economics  teacher,  Paul  Zisserson,  for 
 introducing  him  to  the  market-based  ideas 
 of Milton Friedman. 

 His  best  friend  and  roommate  at  Bowdoin, 
 in  Brunswick,  Maine,  with  whom  he  said  he 
 debated  pro-Palestinian  students,  is 
 Jonathan  Newman,  son  of  Sandra  Schultz 
 Newman,  a  former  Pennsylvania  Supreme 
 Court  Justice.  She  came  under  fire  in  the 
 2008  presidential  election  for  signing  an 
 email  to  Jewish  voters  that  likened  a  vote 
 for  Barack  Obama,  the  Democratic 
 nominee,  to  ignoring  warning  signs  before 
 the  Holocaust.  She  apologized  and  blamed 
 the language on a Republican consultant. 

 Laffey  said  he  and  Newman  still  talk  every 
 day.  “My  kids  call  him  uncle  Jonathan,”  he 
 said. 

 Other  Jewish  friends  Laffey  mentioned  were 
 Alan  Levow,  who  was  on  the  American 
 Israel  Public  Affairs  Committee’s  board  of 
 directors;  and  Jeremy  Friedman  of  Canada, 
 whom  he  knows  from  Harvard  Business 
 School. 

 Laffey  is  a  longtime  fan  of  AIPAC.  Sixteen 
 years  ago,  he  attended  an  AIPAC  policy 
 conference  in  Washington,  D.C.,  and  was 
 so  impressed  with  the  program,  quipped 
 publicly,  “I  wouldn’t  mind  if  they  ran  part  of 
 our government.” 

 When  Laffey  decided  to  run  for  Cranston’s 
 mayor  in  2002,  Norman  Orodenker  and 
 Paul  Zisserson  served  as  his  senior 
 advisers.  Another  Jewish  friend,  Evan 
 Kirshenbaum,  headed  the  campaign.  They 
 joined him for his 2006 Senate campaign. 

 Laffey staffers now with Haley 

 Both  of  Haley’s  current  senior  and  Jewish 
 advisers  on  her  presidential  campaign,  Jon 
 Lerner  and  Nachama  Soloveichik,  also 
 worked on Laffey’s 2006 Senate campaign. 

 Laffey  said  that  during  a  presentation  on 
 taxes  during  that  race,  flanked  by  his  Jewish 
 advisers,  a  local  political  columnist,  Charlie 
 Bakst,  who  is  Jewish  and  wrote  for  The 
 Providence  Journal,  asked  him  why  there 
 were  so  many  Jews  on  his  campaign.  He 
 recalled  that  Orodenker  scolded  Bakst,  and 
 Laffey  said  he  explained  that  he  supports 
 Israel  simply  because  it’s  the  promised 
 homeland  of  the  Jews  and  America’s  only 
 democratic ally in the Middle East. 

 In  his  book  2007  book,  Primary  Mistake: 
 How  the  Washington  Republican 
 Establishment  Lost  Everything  in  2006, 
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 Laffey  wrote  that  every  time  he  met  a 
 Jewish  person  on  the  campaign  trail,  he 
 asked  whether  they  had  met  his  press 
 secretary,  but  struggled  to  correctly 
 pronounce  the  Hebraic  “ch”  of  her  first 
 name.  Soloveichik  is  the  scion  of  the 
 Soloveichik  Orthodox  rabbinic  dynasty,  and 
 the sister of Rabbi Meir Soloveichik. 

 “All  heads  would  turn,”  he  wrote.  “For  the 
 Jews,  it  was  like  having  Babe  Ruth’s 
 granddaughter  around.”  Her  official  name 
 on  the  campaign  was  “Solly,”  her  nickname 
 from  when  she  played  high  school 
 basketball. 

 He  recalled  in  the  interview  that  his  family 
 kept  a  special  blender  at  their  home  for 
 Soloveichik,  who  keeps  kosher,  to  use  for 
 her  shakes  and  that  she  used  to  warm  up 
 her  fish  dishes  wrapped  in  foil  on  a  portable 
 radiator  because  she  wasn’t  able  to  use  the 
 unkashered  appliances  in  the  kitchen.  One 
 of  the  photos  he  shared  in  the  book  is  him 
 marching  with  her  in  the  local  Providence 
 Purim  Parade,  though  neither  wore  a 
 costume. 

 Haley  has  just  named  Soloveichik  her 
 communications director. 

 Enthused about Israel 

 Haley  is  considered  a  star  in  the  pro-Israel 
 community.  But  Laffey  said  he  would 
 outshine  her.  A  first  trip  to  Israel  is  also  on 
 his mind. 

 He  is  dismissive  of  the  Palestinian  cause, 
 and  questioned  the  term  “Palestinian 
 people.” 

 “I  don’t  really  think  the  Palestinians  are 
 Palestinians,”  he  said.  “I  think  they  lost  the 
 war.  No  one  would  let  them  in.  They  fought 
 against  Israel,  and  I  wouldn’t  really  refer  to  it 
 like that.” 

 As  for  the  conflict  with  Israeli-Palestinian 
 conflict,  he  said  “I  personally  think  that  there 
 will  never  be  peace,”  and  added  that  he 
 would  never  let  Israel  give  back  land  they 
 occupied  during  the  1967  war.  In  2014, 
 Laffey  hosted  an  hourlong  radio  show  in 
 which  he  discussed  Israeli  Prime  Minister 
 Ariel  Sharon’s  legacy  and  criticized  his 
 disengagement from Gaza in 2005. 

 He  also,  to  the  Forward,  repeated  a  claim 
 made  by  Trump  and  other  Republicans  that 
 liberal  Jews,  critical  of  Israel,  “have  lost  their 
 way” and are “self-loathing.” 

 Differences  over  policy  in  the  Middle  East 
 are  understandable,  Laffey  said,  but  it  must 
 be  recognized  that  “Israel  is  our  one  real 
 ally  in  the  Middle  East,”  and  that  Jews  “lost 
 6  million  people  and  they  needed  a 
 homeland.” 

 Laffey  said  he  supported  Trump’s  Israel 
 policy,  particularly  the  relocation  of  the  U.S. 
 embassy  to  Jerusalem.  But  he  disagreed 
 with  the  suggestion,  made  by  Trump 
 himself,  that  the  move  was  to  satisfy  his 
 evangelical  base.  “Jews  are  the  chosen 
 people,”  he  said.  “It  was  just  the  right  place 
 and  the  right  time.  And  as  an  American,  I 
 think that’s where it should be.” 

 Laffey  said  that  if  he  wins  the  nomination  he 
 would  reject  those  on  the  extreme  right  in 
 his  party  who  claim  the  2020  election  was 
 stolen  and  invoke  conspiracy  theories  and 
 antisemitic tropes. 

 “Those  people  have  to  be  told  to  the  face: 
 ‘Shut  up,’”  he  said.  “Those  who  have  hatred 
 for  certain  groups  of  people  —  Jews,  Blacks 
 or  anything  —  they  can’t  be  in  our  party. 
 They’re  excommunicated  from  day  one. 
 They are not part of my party.” 
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