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News

This rabbi made the religious
case for abortion 30 years
ago — it didn’t go well.
By Arno Rosenfeld

Roe v. Wade was the law of the land in 1990 when a Louisiana rabbi brought a very
Jewish message to the state capitol in hopes of stopping a bill that would have
effectively banned abortion in the state. Now, with Friday’s Supreme Court ruling
overturning Roe, such bills have a much greater chance of becoming law. And Rabbi
Robert Loewy’s 32-year-old strategy may prove more relevant.

Back then, Loewy made the drive from his home in the suburbs of New Orleans to the
capitol in Baton Rouge to represent the New Orleans Jewish Federation. The state’s
Jewish community was unified in opposition to the bill, echoing the liberal politics of
most of its members. Loewy thought he had a trump card that would sway the religious
lawmakers pushing the abortion ban: his own faith.

Jews, Loewy explained to a House committee, do not believe that life begins at
conception as the bill’s sponsor had claimed, but that a fetus gradually acquires more
rights as it develops.

“There is a moral and ethical basis for a woman to undergo an abortion,” Loewy told
legislators.

J.J. Goldberg, a former editor of the Forward, recounted the episode in his 1994 book
“Jewish Power,” and described it as a watershed moment in the community’s abortion
advocacy.

“The case for abortion as a matter of Jewish religious freedom is a powerful one,”
Goldberg wrote. “But it had never before been made in a public forum.”

The argument could become the next legal frontier, as Jews and Jewish groups make
the case that bans and restrictions on abortion violate their First Amendment right to
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freely exercise their faith. The approach gained traction in early May after Politico
published a leaked Supreme Court decision striking down Roe, which in 1973
established a constitutional right to abortion. The court’s 6-3 ruling eviscerated that
right.

At the Jewish Rally for Abortion Justice in May, speaker after speaker invoked the
Jewish imperative to abortion in cases where the mother’s health was at risk. “Whose
religious freedom are you trying to protect?” Sheila Katz, chief of the National Council of
Jewish Women, asked of those who are seeking to outlaw abortion. “Not ours.”

A synagogue in south Florida earlier this month sued to block legislation that would ban
abortions after 15 weeks, arguing that it violated the state constitution’s right to freedom
of religion.

Rabbi Barry Silver brought the lawsuit on behalf of Congregation L’Dor Va-Dor, which he
leads, and said that his goal was not just to send a message but to carve out
protections for Jews in states where abortion is outlawed.

“It’s not just to make a point or something,” Silver said in an interview. “It’s deadly
serious.”

But Loewy’s experience appealing to conservatives who sought to ban abortion 32
years ago may be instructive for the Jewish leaders making the same argument today.

The ‘rabbi roast’

Though Loewy’s synagogue, Congregation Gates of Prayer, was located near the liberal
bubble of New Orleans, it sits in a conservative Congressional district that better reflects
the rest of the state. At the time he testified on the abortion bill, his state representative
was David Duke, the former grand wizard of the Klu Klux Klan.

Well aware of the legislature’s conservative nature — especially on abortion — Loewy
still thought his testimony might persuade some lawmakers by using language they
could understand.

“I was actually trying to say, if you believe it’s important to have religion in the public
sphere you need to listen to one of the oldest religions,” Loewy recounted in an
interview this week. “Probably naively I thought it would have an influence on votes.”

Loewy, by most accounts, did not.
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Rep. Louis “Woody” Jenkins, who was sponsoring the measure, mocked Loewy’s
testimony about the Jewish tradition that babies who die before eight days should not
receive a funeral.

“We just heard from one crazy religion that doesn’t even think babies are people after
they’re born,” Jenkins told reporters after the hearing.

When Loewy returned to the capitol a few days later to speak to another committee,
lawmakers were prepared. Sen. Mike Cross — “the irony of his name was not lost on
me,” Loewy said — interrupted the rabbi to ask if Judaism also permitted marijuana use
and prostitution.

Loewy said that the Torah did not consider killing a fetus to be murder and tried to cite
Exodus 21:22. “That’s not in my Bible,” Cross snapped.

The incident became known as the “rabbi roast,” a term coined by a reporter at the time.
The community backed off the religious argument, figuring that the reaction from hostile
lawmakers was motivated by ignorance and intolerance of advocates for abortion rights
— not of Jews qua Jews.

Goldberg described local Jews as chastened by the reaction to the religious pitch for
abortion access. “In framing the bill as an assault on their religious freedom,” he wrote,
“the Jewish community’s leaders may have gone one step too far.”

“They were holding up Jewish rights as a shield for a separate issue, on the assumption
that their opponents had too much respect for religious freedom, and for Jews, to press
the attack,” Goldberg recounted. “As they found out, that was a mistake.”

Loewy said that his days testifying against the bill, which passed the legislature but
would eventually be vetoed by the governor, would represent the high-water mark of his
advocacy on the issue. The fierce backlash to his argument aside, abortion rights was a
losing issue in a state with a huge base of conservative voters and the strong influence
of the Catholic Church, which is opposed to birth control and abortion.

“There are some fights that are just not worth having,” Loewy said.

‘A different faith narrative’

While Loewy’s approach may not have resonated in Louisiana in 1990, other Jewish
leaders remain optimistic that the religious case for abortion rights is a compelling one.
After NCJW sent hundreds of rabbis to lobby Congress earlier this year in support of a
bill that would protect access to abortion nationally, Katz said that the legislation picked
up 36 new sponsors.
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“It really showed us that there was power in rabbis and spiritual leaders and faith
leaders showing up to say this was a religious freedom issue,” Katz said. Her
organization is also considering legal challenges to abortion bans and said that women
who are impacted by those laws could reach out to NCJW.

While Katz emphasized the importance of challenging the idea that religion is
anti-abortion, the legal question of whether outlawing abortion violates the religious
freedom of Jews remains an open question.

Josh Blackman, a conservative constitutional scholar, wrote a blog post Monday arguing
that liberal Jews, like those who belong to Silver’s Florida synagogue, have a weak
legal case when it comes to abortion because they do not follow other forms of halacha,
or Jewish law.

“If virtually every other facet of halacha is not binding on members of this congregation,
how could it be that this one teaching on abortion is binding — so binding, that a state’s
prohibition of that teaching actually substantially burdens the free exercise of religion?”
Blackman wrote.

Blackman’s blog post made waves on social media. Rabbi David Saperstein, a longtime
leader in the Reform movement who spent decades working on religious freedom
issues, said it missed a key point. The law typically requires only that a plaintiff’s beliefs
are sincere — meaning judges would be unlikely to parse the difference between
Reform and Orthodox Jews.

Saperstein said the larger challenge for Jews suing over abortion bans would be that
the government could successfully argue that it had a legitimate societal interest in
passing these laws that even sincere religious beliefs cannot override. This is similar to
the reason why laws prohibiting child marriage have been upheld, despite some
religions that encourage it.

Ironically, another potential victory for religious conservatives might open the door to a
Jewish abortion exemption. Several Supreme Court justices appear willing to strike
down a vaccine mandate in New York State that allows medical exemptions but bans
religious ones, Saperstein noted. While Jews have historically opposed such religious
carve outs, they may now turn to that line of argument in legal battles over abortion.

“If you allow exemptions for anything you should allow it for people who have a
legitimate religious claim,” Saperstein said, “and here the Jewish claim would be very
strong.”
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News

Jewish New Yorker once
known as city’s ‘most
desperate single man’ gets
married
By Alan Zeitlin

Seven years ago, the New York Post dubbed Yossi Rosenberg the “most desperate
single man” in New York City. This week, he stood under the huppah with the love of his
life.

Rosenberg, 42, an e-commerce worker and New York University graduate, married Ivy
Branin, 42, a doctor of naturopathic medicine, on Tuesday.

Rosenberg earned the “desperate man” moniker in part by hiring random people to post
zany videos asking his past crushes and other women out on his behalf. He said he
struck out with some but got a few to agree to go out. Nothing serious materialized.

Rosenberg made a new video in honor of his wedding. For this one, he hired people
around the world to wish him and his bride “mazel tov” and other blessings. As a clarinet
plays klezmer music in the background, the speakers are pictured in their native lands
— one wearing dreadlocks standing on a beach, one milking a cow, one holding up a
sign reading “Zay Gezunt” (“to your health”), leading a group of boys in saying it.

Branin, a Rutgers University graduate, called the video “hilarious.” She’s aware of the
article calling Rosenberg “desperate,” but she said that dating is tough in New York City
for all singles, not just Jewish ones.

Rosenberg hasn’t forgotten how the story from years ago made him feel. “I was
annoyed, angry and very embarrassed at first,” the Upper West Side resident said. “My

Get the latest at Forward.com Page 6

https://www.forward.com


mom called me up and said that I had to move to Israel, or I wouldn’t get married. But
then I embraced it. I got on Steve Harvey’s show, and they gave me a makeover.”

Rosenberg said he met Branin in September at a party. They’d also matched on
Facebook Dating. After more than six months of going out together, he decided to go
public when it was time to propose.

“I sang a song to her at a Shabbat meal in front of about 50 people,” he said. “It was
great, but I was a little upset I couldn’t do anything crazier.”

Branin, who lives in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, said it was a moment she will never
forget. “He was so sweet,” she said. “I was blown away. It was like something out of a
movie.”

She recalled one of their dates as “epic,” where they “met at a shul on Simchas Torah”
with a “five-course kiddush,” followed by a party in Crown Heights and a long walk to
Fort Greene. “I was impressed he could walk so far,” she said. “It was a 12- or 13-hour
date. He didn’t walk me home until close to 1 a.m. I wasn’t expecting that.”

Branin said Rosenberg got her a princess cut ring and she is excited to be his wife.

“He’s a really good guy,” she said. “I like his humor. He’s supportive. If he says he’s
gonna do something, he does it. I always felt he had my back. We have a lot of overlap
in the Jewish community, so it’s funny we hadn’t met before. We have a lot of friends in
common. He’s about bringing people together and that’s something I value.” Rosenberg
co-founded a group called Kugel that was active before the pandemic bringing speakers
and diverse Jews together on Shabbat for food and conversation.

He said Branin is not only pretty, but he was impressed by her intellect and ability to
make great conversation.

What’s his advice to those who are single? “Stay positive,” he said. “It’s important to be
able to laugh. You never know what can happen.”
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Opinion

A Muslim and a Jew face the
Bible Belt: Meet the only two
doctors in Alabama providing
gender-a�rming care to
trans youth
By Nora Berman

There is just one clinic in the state of Alabama providing gender-affirmative medicine for
trans youth, and it is jointly run by two pediatric endocrinologists — one doctor who is
Muslim, and one who is Jewish.

It has not been easy providing care for trans youth in a deeply conservative (and
Christian) state like Alabama. Despite the challenges, these doctors have successfully
treated hundreds of patients for gender dysphoria, most of whom were referred to the
clinic directly from the psychiatric unit after suicide attempts.

All that changed in early May, when the state criminalized the discussion of gender
identity and sexual orientation in elementary schools, students ages K-12 using a
bathroom that does not correspond to their biological sex, and the administration of
puberty blockers and hormones “for the purposes of attempting to alter the appearance
of or affirm the minor’s perception of their gender” to persons under the age of 19 by
medical professionals.

With a stroke of the pen, Alabama Gov. Kay Ivey made it a felony for doctors to provide
care to trans youth, meaning the providers could face jail time for practicing medicine.

Barely a week later, a federal judge put an injunction on this part of the law, allowing
medical providers to prescribe these medical treatments for minors.
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I recently spoke to the two doctors about what their work has been like since then, what
practicing gender-affirming medicine is like in the Deep South, and the effect bills like
these have on trans youth.

This interview has been edited for length and clarity.

What have the last several months been like?

Dr. Morissa Ladinsky: This bill has honestly been years in the making.

What was unprecedented is that this act issued a felony charge for any physicians using
evidence-based, guideline-driven standards of care to alleviate gender dysphoria.

Dr. Hussein Abdul-Latif: During the one week the law was in effect, Morissa prepared
for the court cases and hearings while I filled prescriptions for up to a year’s supply of
the estrogen and blockers, and six months of injectable testosterone so that our patients
wouldn’t have to do without.

We discussed sending some of our patients to Atlanta or Nashville to ensure they had
no interruption with their medications in the long term.

Ladinsky: Hussein was working 14-, 15-hour days, making sure each patient had refills
set before the law took effect.

Abdul-Latif: Some patients didn’t show up to clinics, even though we still held them as
normal. One family told me that they were afraid to come to the clinic because they felt
it would be more traumatic for their kid to come and to hear that our work had been
criminalized.

Speaking to families who have concerns about their child’s care is easier than trying to
address lawmakers. Families are usually concerned about a particular point, whereas
these laws are coming from all directions. Lawmakers will come up with any excuse
they can.

Ladinsky: This bill in Alabama was not an issue elevated by constituent concerns, and
does not address a true threat to public safety. As doctors, we’ve been practicing this
medicine for decades, and now we face felony convictions for providing care.

What is it like speaking to families who are apprehensive about what all of this
means, or to whom the concept of being trans is new?

Abdul-Latif: I think parents are very comfortable in general with puberty blockers, but
they certainly have reasonable worries about the long-term effects of testosterone or
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estrogen, that if their child changes their mind, the effects desired now to treat their
gender dysphoria may not be desired in future. But I have yet to have a patient
experience the desire to “detransition.”

Oftentimes, a family’s hesitation or worry about having a trans child stems more from,
“How will my religion, and my congregation, view this?”

How did you each get into this work?

Abdul-Latif: Twenty-five years ago, I would have families come to me and ask, “Can
you test the hormones of my kid? They’re saying they’re a boy or a girl.”

These were always very awkward visits: I would examine the child, and there was
nothing pathologically different about them in their sexual organs, but clearly, there was
something going on. I would do the test, and tell their parents I don’t find anything
wrong.

Until one patient, maybe 13-14 years ago, was referred to me who came out as trans.
The girl came with her mother, who was armed with documentation from her daughter’s
therapist and the latest medical journal articles on transgender youth. Her child was not
yet in puberty, but at the age when it usually begins.

I began learning everything I could. I started her daughter on puberty blockers, and
maybe two or three years ago, she had surgery and completed her gender journey.

That trans child brought another and another and another. By 2015, the population of
transgender youth I was seeing was growing very fast. In a meeting with the new
chairman of the Department of Pediatrics at the University of Alabama [at] Birmingham,
I told him that this population of trans kids that I’m seeing is growing rapidly, and asked
him, “Where do I go from here?”

He suggested I start a clinic, and told me he had the perfect person to be my partner …
his wife.

Ladinsky: I had been a front-line community-based pediatrician in Cincinnati, and I was
seeing kids with deep dysphoria. When they would come in for their annual checkups,
and we had to examine their sexual organs, they would freeze up completely. I was
seeing chronic mental health issues and health conditions that stemmed from anxiety
and depression around an issue of gender dysphoria I wasn’t yet aware of.

Then there was a very public suicide of a trans girl, Leelah Alcorn, in Cincinnati in 2014.
She died walking in front of a truck on a highway I took every day to work.
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Her suicide note was posted online within hours of her death, and it went viral,
resonating with kids across the state. I took care of many kids from her area, and when I
read her note, I realized that all of the issues I had been seeing in kids had a name —
gender dysphoria. I realized we need to do these kids justice.

Leelah died by suicide right as I was getting ready to relocate to Birmingham, and I get
a call from Hussein asking if I wanted to set up an interdisciplinary transgender health
team. I said, “Oh hell yes.”

Hussein is beloved in this institution — he’s won numerous teaching awards — and
through him, I’ve learned how to lead a clinical team. Our clinic’s team now includes us,
a pediatric adolescent gynecologist, a psychologist and a chaplain, and most
importantly, we have created an environment where each person’s professional opinion
is valued equally. That makes the outcome for our patients better when, as their
doctors, we have the safety to debate, discuss, teach and learn from each other.

How do your individual backgrounds influence your work?

Ladinsky: We are raised as Jews to always be using any advantage we have to work
alongside the marginalized among us, and even put ourselves on the line to underscore
their wholeness, their health, their ability to enjoy what life has to offer.

Abdul-Latif: Issues of transgender treatment and management are generally accepted
by Muslim scholars. Culturally, it’s still very difficult and taboo, but generally, religious
scholars find a way to accept it.

Islamically speaking, being trans is better than being gay if you are trans in a binary
way, meaning that you transition to become a trans man or trans woman and fully adopt
the gender presentation of the sex you’re transitioning to. For people who identify as
nonbinary and not wholly male or female, it is more complicated.

Like most religions, including Judaism, faiths prefer a binary. I have some
understanding of Islamic legal thinking, so if I have to, I can stand on it if I am
challenged on my work, but it doesn’t really come up.

Both of you are non-Christians practicing gender-affirming medicine in a majority
Christian population. What is that like?

Ladinsky: I didn’t realize the depth of the differences between Judaism and Islam
versus Christianity until I moved to Alabama.
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Here in the deep, deep South, the “Bible Belt” term really conveys the essence of the
Christian belief system: that the words on that page are the words of God, not mutable,
changeable or interpretable in any other way.

This is a very foreign space for both of us, whose traditions share a sustained textual
inquiry, and it’s very painful to witness sometimes. It makes our job harder working with
families around the gender journey, as they’re navigating a loss of hope that they cannot
realize who they are without losing their faith community.

It’s not a surprise that divisive cultural wedges take root in conservative, Republican,
religiously homogeneous states where the words on the page matter in such a literal
way.

Abdul-Latif: We come from traditions with pretty sophisticated mechanisms of
interpretation that have lasted for thousands of years. So the challenge that we may
deal with in relatively young churches is the acceptance of the literal Bible, but without
the depth of history of interpretation to navigate it.

Ladinsky: Here in the South, the literal nature of the Christian Bible affects everything,
including how families interact. If you disagree or behave in such a way (i.e., being gay
or trans), you’re going to have to make sure it’s hidden and not seen by others in your
faith community.

This was really jarring for me, and I realized what a big deal it is to grow up as a Jew,
where the words on the page of the Torah are derived from an oral tradition and we
have centuries of practice in interpreting and aligning its teachings with modern society.

Abdul-Latif: Morissa and I are at a disadvantage because we’re not Christian and we
are working with a majority Christian population. There is a diversity of thought among
Christians that we have to educate ourselves on, and that’s where our chaplains come
in. They understand more where the various Christian interpretations are coming from
on trans people, so if they don’t have the answer for one of our patient’s families, they
can find someone to help us and reach the answer.

I have to accept my limitations. I need to respect where they come from and not argue
too much. I don’t have the right to argue in a religion that I don’t belong to.
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News

Those ‘Messiah Is Here!’
signs popping up in New
York? Here’s who’s behind
them.
By Louis Keene

Almost every night for the past few months, a nondescript crew of yeshiva bochurs has
fanned out across New York City, armed with nothing more than MetroCards and
buckets to stand on.

The following morning, the familiar visage of Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the
seventh Lubavitcher Rebbe, peers out at harried commuters from bright green signs
hung in a few new places, usually on the back of pedestrian walk signals. Below the
picture of the man-turned-myth known to many simply as “The Rebbe,” the signs
proclaim, in no uncertain terms and without qualification:

“MESSIAH IS HERE!”

The Schneerson posters have become inescapable in some New York City
neighborhoods — Brooklyn and Manhattan in particular — but they provide no context
to the image and those three words, leaving their provenance and meaning a mystery.
Are they advertisements for Chabad, the Jewish movement that Schneerson led and
which still views him as its lodestar? Does Chabad believe that Schneerson, who died in
1994, is the Messiah? And if the Messiah is here, shouldn’t it be pretty obvious?

The answers to those questions depend on who you ask — even within the
Chabad-Lubavitch movement, whose membership worldwide has been estimated at
around 100,000. Yes, the Messianist branch of Chabad is considered fringe, and
synagogues that tout Schneerson as the Messiah — in Hebrew, mashiach or moshiach
— comprise a small minority and are not a formal part of the international Chabad
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network. But mashiach is itself an elusive concept in Judaism, and Chabad members’
beliefs on the matter don’t fit into a neat binary.

Put it this way: A spokesperson for the movement called the posters a “shame” — but
it’s students at Chabad’s flagship yeshiva in Crown Heights who are putting them up.

A guerilla campaign

Mendel Shpindler, a 21-year-old self-starter originally from Montreal, is one of those
students. He said they started putting up the signs about 10 weeks ago, following in the
tracks of Messianist Chabad ad campaigns that date back to the early 1990s.

A few people going out each night, with little organization or planning, have already
placed more than 6,000 of the bills, which fit neatly on the back of traffic signal boxes.

“It’s pretty much whoever has the energy to go and do it and take it on himself,” he said,
adding that they have another 6,000 to go.

Shpindler is one of about 600 young men in their fourth year of the Chabad yeshiva
cycle: three years’ full-time study in Israel followed by one at 770 Eastern Parkway, the
iconic former Schneerson home in Crown Heights which now houses Chabad
headquarters.

About 30 of them have contributed to the signposting effort, according to Shpindler; they
passed a hat around to raise the few thousand dollars it cost to make the signs.

He’s firm in his belief that the Rebbe is the Messiah, and he believes that deep down,
every other Chabadnik agrees with him.

“No one would say the Rebbe is not mashiach,” Shpindler said. “If you cornered them,
they would tell you, straight up, ‘The Rebbe is mashiach.’ The question is whether to
publicize that or not.”

By his own admission, not everyone in the crew was as fervent in their belief. An
avowed meshichist, or Messianist, Chabad Jew, Shpindler’s views are on the radical
end of the spectrum. For example, he believes Schneerson did not die at Mount Sinai
Beth Israel hospital in Manhattan, but in fact is still alive and testing his followers “to see
how strong we believe.”

But differences within the group regarding Schneerson’s present condition did not
weaken their shared interest in spreading the word that he was mashiach.
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And though hanging posters on public property is illegal, so far, none has faced much
resistance from law enforcement.

“We’ve had police tell us it’s illegal, don’t do it,” Shpindler said. “Some police ignore.
And some were more like, ‘OK, what is this about?’ like they were interested in knowing.
It’s not really enforced as a legal thing. And no one really cares about it too much.”

Support from the higher-ups was another matter entirely. Asked whether he thought the
administration at 770 Eastern Parkway would approve of his mission, he said he
thought a few would commend him, and others would try to cool his jets.

But he wasn’t doing it for them. He was doing it for his Rebbe.

‘A shame’

In the Chabad-Lubavitch mainstream, Schneerson, who led the movement from 1951
until his death in 1994, is larger than life, a mystical figure and a talisman of
righteousness and religious devotion. His portrait hangs in every Chabad house.
Legions of Chabad children are named after him or his wife, Chaya Mushka, and his
compiled letters are ubiquitous in Chabad homes. In times of need, some Chabadniks
will write a letter to the Rebbe and insert it randomly between the pages of one of the
volumes. Whatever Schneerson is writing about on the pages where they placed the
letter will provide a clue, they believe, as to how they should address their problem.

Opinion on whether Schneerson is the Messiah falls on a continuum among Chabad
Hasidim. Some believe he will be, others believe he could be, and plenty say that while
he had the potential to become the Messiah during his lifetime, it’s no longer possible. A
small but vocal minority — Shpindler among them — claims he is now. And many are
content to say they don’t know.

But the movement’s leadership has been eager to formally distance Chabad from the
perception that Messianist belief in Schneerson is commonplace in its ranks. In Judaism
more broadly, many believe the Messiah will come. But the notion that the Messiah has
already arrived is widely considered heresy — and a lot like Christianity.

Told that students at 770 were behind the signs blanketing New York, Rabbi Motti
Seligson, spokesperson for Chabad-Lubavitch headquarters, said there was no ban on
such beliefs in the yeshiva. But he rejected with disappointment Shpindler’s contention
that everyone in Chabad shares them.

Get the latest at Forward.com Page 15

https://www.forward.com


“What a shame that this individual is spending his time on speculation that the Rebbe
advised against, instead of internalizing the Rebbe’s vision and passion for a world truly
transformed,” Seligson said, citing Schneerson’s immense corpus of teachings.

Instead of flyering neighborhoods, Seligson said, a student like Shpindler should be
“committing his energies to the Rebbe’s actual directives about how to get there.”

The vast majority of Chabad centers in the United States are not associated with the
Messianist offshoot. Messianist Chabads are not listed on the Chabad website or
discussed in its publications, and Chabad-Lubavitch headquarters won’t send rabbis
associated with that group on shlichut, or official outreach missions. That means the
more than 700 Chabad houses on college campuses around the world should not be
Messianist. (If you’re wondering whether you’ve attended a Messianist Chabad, one
meshichist giveaway is a phrase — “yechi adoneinu” (long live our master) — recited at
the end of daily prayer services.)

Nevertheless, yearning and striving for mashiach is a central concern of Chabad, a way
of life developed by Schneerson in countless teachings. The Jewish outreach that is
Chabad’s signature — free Shabbat meals, street-corner tefillin-wrapping stations —
keyed Schneerson’s vision of bringing redemption closer, one mitzvah at a time. (They
were also informed by the imperative of ahavat yisrael, or loving fellow Jews.)

‘A global thing’

Feeling the squeeze of rising rent, and inflation, and temperature, New Yorkers might
greet the signs skeptically: the Messiah is here? Now?

Shpindler said that while the identity of mashiach is clear, the Messiah — that is, the
revival of the dead, the great ingathering of Israel and the reconstruction of the Holy
Temple — is a destination we’re still traveling toward.

Among the prerequisites for reaching it, Shpindler says, is a cause the Rebbe sought to
advance in his lifetime: the adoption of the seven Noahide commandments by
non-Jews, which include prohibitions against cursing God and committing adultery. By
using the word “Messiah” rather than moshiach on the signs, and through the mass
distribution of business card-sized Noahide explainers in non-Jewish communities,
Shpindler is hoping some gentiles will start observing them.

“We want them to be more of a global thing,” he said of the signs.

Of course, Christians picked their Messiah roughly 2,000 years ago. Shpindler says he’s
not interested in converting them, but he wouldn’t hate to change a few minds, either.
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Not that the signs provide a useful jumping-off point. Shpindler said he regretted that the
posters, which one of the other students designed, lacked further instruction. Even
without that, though, he felt they were accomplishing something important.

“There is this concept of just letting people know, getting into their knowledge, mashiach
is here — period,” said Shpindler. “And know, this is the man.”
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Opinion

I’m glad Coach Kennedy can
pray at the 50-yard line
By Laura E. Adkins

We ask too much of our public school employees.

We rely on them to spend an average of $750 of their own money on school supplies
each year. We thrust them onto the frontlines of a deadly pandemic. We increasingly
task them with keeping young children quiet through a school shooting, or even with
serving as human shields for their tiny bodies.

We look to these teachers, coaches and administrators to at once inspire and educate
the next generation while also regulating every word that comes out of their mouths
(and every book on their school shelves).

Those who work at public schools make great sacrifices, and I am one of the millions of
adults in this country who have benefited immensely from their selfless devotion. And
during a month of high-profile Supreme Court decisions, some of which dramatically
reduce the autonomy of Americans over their own lives, I’m glad that the latest one,
handed down Monday morning, gives some small freedom back.

The case centers on one very passionate high school football coach who wanted to
pray.

In the eyes of the majority, the coach, Joe Kennedy of Bremerton High School outside
Seattle, “felt pressured to abandon his practice of saying his own quiet, on-field
postgame prayer.” To the minority, he engaged in “public, communicative displays” of
religion, something that he was prohibited from doing as an emissary of the state.

I’m not a legal expert. I had to Google the Lemon Test, and the Establishment Clause,
and the cited decisions to remember the specifics just like you did. I found the
arguments in both the majority and dissenting positions compelling.

But I can tell you exactly when my heart broke for Coach Joe, and became convinced
that the court ruled correctly in its 6-3 vote.
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After being asked by the Bremerton school district to stop, Kennedy voluntarily ended
his practice of leading locker-room prayers with his players (a tradition that predated
him) and removed any religious references from his pep talks. But he also “felt
pressured to abandon his practice of saying his own quiet, on-field postgame prayer,”
the majority opinion said, and that is what he just couldn’t give it up:

“Driving home after a game,” he “felt upset that he had ‘broken [his] commitment to God’
by not offering his own prayer, so he turned his car around and returned to the field. By
that point, everyone had left the stadium, and he walked to the 50-yard line and knelt to
say a brief prayer of thanks.”

If you’re not a religious person,  you might roll your eyes at this. But as a member of a
religion whose practices seem utterly bizarre to many people, I found this truly
heartbreaking.

Coach Kennedy did not force his players to participate in any religious activity. He
started his post-game tradition of praying on the 50-yard line of his own volition — and,
importantly, as a solitary activity. Over time, players joined him. And like any high school
coach, he certainly knew how to work the audience, as exhibits of him captivating the
players attest.

The dissenting justices would have you believe that this demonstrates “exactly the type
of vulnerability to social pressure” that exists “in the high school context.” I think it’s
evidence of something else.

The most memorable parts of school are not the curriculum, but demonstrations of
character. My favorite public school teachers and coaches were not the ones who acted
as callous ambassadors of the state, but the ones who were themselves — the high
school history teacher whose room was decorated with posters of comunistas, and who
held my best friend as she sobbed about a boy who broke her heart. The debate coach
who sold “contraband” candy bars during class so that he could buy proper competition
attire for students who couldn’t afford it.

None of them kept their opinions to themselves. Some were religious, some avowed
atheists. But all of them challenged our beliefs, and we loved them for it.

Was my history teacher responsible for my short-lived obsession with Che Guevara?
Undeniably. But that’s the cost of letting teachers be themselves.

As a Jewish woman living in a majority Christian (yet increasingly irreligious) country, I
bristle at any attempt for the state to impose its interpretation of morality on private
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citizens, as the court has done in overturning Roe v. Wade. But neither should we follow
the French in preferencing secular activity, which functions is a religion unto itself.

As the majority writes, if we were to do so, “not only could schools fire teachers for
praying quietly over their lunch, for wearing a yarmulke to school, or for offering a
midday prayer during a break before practice,” but they would be “required to do so.”

Trying to remove the religious character of our country would be as fruitful as trying to
desalinate the sea. If we want to protect the rights of all Americans to exercise their
religions free of fear, we should start with not penalizing those who do so  in public.
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News

The day Sandy Koufax
became one of the greatest
pitchers of all time
By Frederic Frommer

By the time Sandy Koufax threw his first no-hitter 60 years ago, he had experienced his
share of baseball tsuris.

Koufax, the pride of Jewish sports fans the world over, failed to hit his stride early in his
career. When he took the mound at Dodger Stadium against the New York Mets on
June 30, 1962, in front of 30,000 fans, he was coming off his first excellent season,
setting a new National League record with 269 strikeouts in 1961, while going 18-13
with a 3.52 ERA.

Before that, Koufax had battled control problems for a half-dozen years, walking lots of
batters and throwing a league-high 17 wild pitches in 1958, the Dodgers’ first year in
Los Angeles after moving there from his home borough of Brooklyn. He said the low
point came in 1960, when he went 8-13 while walking 100 at the age of 24.

“From the time I broke in with Brooklyn in ’55 I’d progressed a little each year, but in ’60
the roof fell in,” Koufax recalled in 1962. “I got pretty disgusted with myself, but I never
considered quitting. I was too young to quit, and besides, I didn’t know much else to do
but play baseball.”
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Now at the age of 26, Koufax was clearly entering his prime, and at the time of the
early-summer matchup against the Mets in LA, he was 10-4 with a 2.48 ERA.

“It has taken Koufax more than seven seasons to reach the point where one National
League manager last week described him as ‘probably the greatest pitcher in baseball
today,’” The Associated Press reported at the time.

The Mets were in trouble right away

That ’62 season marked the first year of Dodger Stadium, as well as the inaugural year
of the Mets, the expansion team the NL awarded to New York to replace the Dodgers
and Giants after they bolted for California five years earlier.

Although the last-place Mets were known as the laughingstock of baseball, they had
surprisingly hammered Koufax the last time they faced him a month earlier, on May 30.
Playing at the Polo Grounds, the Giants’ old ballpark that the Mets were using until
Shea Stadium was complete, Koufax pitched a complete game victory over the Mets —
but it wasn’t pretty, as they tagged the Jewish lefty for 13 hits and six runs in the
Dodgers’ 13-6 victory.

From the start of this rematch on June 30, however, Koufax was brilliant, striking out the
side on the minimum nine pitches in the first — a feat known as an “immaculate inning
— over the clearly overmatched Mets. Fans behind the Dodgers gave him a standing
ovation.

In her book, “Sandy Koufax: A Lefty’s Legacy,” Jane Leavy wrote how Dodgers relief
pitcher Ron Perranoski could see the Mets were in trouble right away.

“From my angle back there, sitting in the bullpen, his curveball used to break from the
first deck, it looked like,” Perranoski recalled. “And all of a sudden it’s breaking from the
second deck and I said to the guys, ‘They’re in for a tough day.’”

The Dodgers scored four runs in the bottom of the first inning, sending nine men to the
plate and knocking out the Mets’ starting pitcher, Bob Miller, who lasted just two-thirds of
an inning. Koufax popped out to first base to end the scoring — a pretty typical outcome
for the light-hitting pitcher. He would strike out in each of his other three at-bats that
night, dropping his batting average to .091.

The Mets came close to getting a hit only a couple of times. In the second inning,
cleanup hitter Frank Thomas hit a sharp grounder to the left side, which shortstop
Maury Wills gloved with his backhand before just barely throwing out Thomas. In the
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sixth inning, LA left fielder Tommy Davis lost a line drive in the lights off Richie Ashburn
but recovered to make a running catch.

Koufax walked pinch-hitter Gene Woodling in the top of the ninth with nobody out and a
5-0 lead. But the next three Mets hit grounders, each leading to a force out at second,
the final one off the bat of Felix Mantilla.

As teammates mobbed him, a message on the scoreboard flashed, “Koufax, report to
(Dodgers GM) Buzzie Bavasi and have your contract torn up,” according to Leavy’s
book.

“That fellow really opened my eyes,” Woodling said after the game. “Nobody throws a
ball any harder than that first strike he threw at me.”

Koufax’s final line: nine innings pitched, no hits, no runs, five walks and 13 strikeouts.

“Koufax, in his early seasons with the Dodgers, might have had some wild dreams
about getting a no-hitter some day,” observed The Associated Press. “But for five years
it appeared he couldn’t possibly dream as wildly as he pitched.”

An ecstatic Koufax reflected on his career resurgence after the game.

“The turning point, I think, was in spring training last year,” he told reporters. “I finally
decided I wasn’t going to try to throw the ball past every hitter. I discovered I could throw
pretty well to spots. That’s the first time I ever really pitched a game — first time I was
really a pitcher, not just a thrower.”

Over on the Mets side, loquacious Mets manager Casey Stengel, who was used to
holding court with reporters, playfully wondered where everybody was: “Where’s all
them reporters tonight? Somethin’ must be goin’ on.”

When he woke up the next day, Koufax said he was “walking on air.”

“In essence, every pitcher takes the mound trying to throw a no-hitter,” he said. “The
main idea is to keep the batter from getting a base-hit, isn’t it? But you have to be lucky
to keep 27 batters from dunking one in or hitting one on the nose.”

Prelude to a perfect game

The no-hitter would be the first of four that Koufax threw in his career. His last and most
impressive one came in 1965, when he threw a perfect game — no baserunners
allowed – and there’s a famous photo of a smiling Koufax holding up four baseballs with
zeros drawn on them, signifying his four-time feat.
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The’62 season, meanwhile, marked the beginning of arguably the most domineering
five-year pitching performance in baseball history. In that span, Koufax led the league in
ERA each season — three times with one under 1.90 — and topped the league in
strikeouts three times. He also won three Cy Young Awards and one MVP.

When he was just 30, Koufax retired at the prime of his career, due to chronic arthritis in
his throwing arm, after posting a 27-9 record with a 1.73 ERA and 317 strikeouts, and
leading the Dodgers to the 1966 NL pennant.

For some Jewish fans, however, Koufax’s most impressive feat might have been the
year before, when he sat out the first game of the 1965 World Series because it fell on
Yom Kippur. Don Drysdale started instead, and when Dodgers manager Walt Alston
took him out with the team down 7-1, Drysdale deadpanned, “I bet you wish I were
Jewish, too.”
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