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Juneteenth offers us a day for celebration, reflection, 
and healing
By Sandra Lawson

Genesis 15:13-14: And He said to Abram, “Know well that your 
offspring shall be strangers in a land not theirs, and they shall 
be enslaved and oppressed four hundred years; but I will 
execute judgment on the nation they shall serve, and in the end, 
they shall go free with great wealth.

African-American liberation and the Exodus story are uniquely 
connected. American slaves found comfort in the biblical story 
of Moses and the Israelites, seeing themselves as the Israelite 
slaves and crying out to God to one day be free.

The story of the Exodus and the history of American slavery 
offers us examples of resilience from two communities who 
have suffered greatly. As a Jew and an African-American, I carry 
the memories of people who were once enslaved, and as a black 
woman in the United States, the history of slavery, segregation 
and Jim Crow is much closer in my collective memory than 
Israelite bondage.

I often think about my African-American ancestors who were 
brought to America as slaves. I know nothing about them and 
can only imagine the horrors they faced. What I do know is that 
because of them I am here today, free to be whomever I want 
to be.

During the holiday of Passover, we as Jews are commanded to 
recall the past and to tell the story of our people’s liberation 
from slavery. Our tradition reminds us that the Exodus narrative 
is not just any story, but one we must retell because we are 
asked to believe that we were present at that very moment.

We retell our story from slavery to freedom so that we will 
never forget what it was like to be a slave. But retelling the 
story is not enough. We must work to ensure that no one is 
oppressed or enslaved, and we must continue to work for 
freedom and redemption for all people.

During the Passover Seder, we read “B’chol dor vador chayav
adam lirot et atzmo k’ilu hu yatza mimitzrayim,” — In every 
generation, each person must see themselves as if they had 
personally been taken out of slavery in Egypt (Pesachim 116b). I 
view this as a call to action, reminding us to remember the heart 
of a slave, to remember our bondage so that we can then 
celebrate the joy of freedom.

This brings me to the holiday of Juneteenth. It’s a holiday that 
many in the Jewish community may not even know about, so I’ll 
give you a brief history, as I understand it.

Juneteenth is a celebration commemorating the ending of 
slavery in the United States. On June 19, 1865, Major General 
Gordon Granger arrived in Galveston, Texas and announced that 
all slaves were now free.

I imagine there was much celebration coming from the now 
former slaves and not so much from the former slave owners. 
Much like how the Israelites felt after crossing the Red Sea, 
there was probably singing and dancing and unbelievable joy. 
President Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation 
became effective in January 1863. Slaves had been free for over 
two years before Granger’s announcement.

In 1865, Texas had the honor of holding the last remaining 
enslaved people in the United States. If you notice, Juneteenth 
does not mark the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation, 
but instead it marks the moment of freedom for all slaves.

Much like Passover, Juneteenth’s purpose is to remember the 
atrocities of the past, to educate both present and future 
generations of the history and struggles of African-American 
people so that we will never forget that we were once human 
chattel and now we celebrate our liberation from bondage.

Juneteenth can also serve to raise the level of consciousness 
and to educate the larger American population about slavery in 
the United States.

We as American Jews have long seen ourselves on the forefront 
for people’s liberation. We have been the victims of centuries of 
discrimination, persecution, and genocide, and therefore we 
should understand the need to commemorate a day that is both 
rooted in reflection on the past, offers us a teaching moment 
and an opportunity for healing.

Today the American Jewish community is more racially and 
ethnically diverse than any other time in history and reflecting 
the makeup of the larger American society. We are also at a 
time in our history where black people and white people are in 
many ways more segregated.

Lastly, many of us in the Jewish community have black family 
members and many of us are black, and it is my hope that we 
bring the holiday and celebration of Juneteenth to our 
synagogues and/or attend Juneteenth celebrations in our 
communities.

The holiday of Juneteenth is a celebration of African-American 
freedom from slavery. We are celebrating what it means to live
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freely in the United States and we also must remember that 
for many of us freedom is a journey. The fight for freedom for 
all is not over. There is still work to be done. Juneteenth is an 
important reminder to all of us of why we fight: The struggle 
for freedom for all must continue because until we are all free, 
none of us is free.

–

Sandra Lawson is a rabbi, author, and host of a podcast on Torah, 

Prayer and Jewish music. She serves as the Associate Chaplain for 

Jewish Life at Elon University. She is also a proud U.S. Army Veteran.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are the author’s 

own and do not necessarily reflect those of the Forward.

Jordan Gershon Mann is an Ivy League Olympic hopeful, has 
an MBA and likes to dress up as anime characters for comic 
book conventions. The 28-year-old Rhode Island resident will 
be competing in the Olympic track and field steeplechase trials 
in hope of joining Team USA on June 21 and 24 in Eugene, Ore.

He is a record-holding runner aiming to qualify in the 
steeplechase, in which competitors jump over hurdles and 
water obstacles. In an interview from his sunny Providence 
apartment, after he had finished his daily run and with his long 
dreadlocks gathered at the back of his head, he spoke with the 
Forward about his Olympic aspirations, his athletic career so 
far, his time as part of Brown University’s Hillel and his love of 
anime and the Japanese language. Mann also spoke about the 
evolution of his identity as a Black Jew.

Mann does yoga, has set Ivy League and state running 
records, created a march focused on the humanity of Black 
lives … and is also a Manga maven and enjoys attending Comic 
Con-type cosplay conventions.

After his parents divorced when Mann was a young teenager, 
he and his younger sister moved with their mom to St. Louis.

News

Comic book-loving Ivy League 
grad runs 93 miles a week and 
is long shot Olympic hopeful
By Debra Nussbaum Cohen

Juneteenth offers us a day for celebration, reflection and healing

After the Olympics, Jordan Mann starts a new job at a Jewish 
nonprofit organization.
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I was a decent runner in high school,” Mann said. In his junior 
and senior years he made the All State teams in cross country 
and the two-mile race, twice each. “They were all decent results 
but weren’t indicative that I would have a high-level college 
career,” said Mann.

He wasn’t recruited to Brown University but the track coach 
allowed him onto the team as a walk-on member. At the Ivy 
League university, Mann double-majored in Applied Math and 
Economics, and the Education Department’s History and Policy 
track. For a time, he was interested in working in education 
policy, and then thought of coaching track. “I loved being at 
practice, knowing I would be there every day.”

While at Brown University, Mann went periodically to Shabbat 
and holiday services, but spent most of his time focused on 
running. And he began winning races.

After graduating from Brown, he enrolled at Providence College, 
where he could compete under NCAA rules and at the same 
time earn an MBA. In 2018 he finished fifth in the 
country running the steeplechase, an unexpected showing. 
“That was my arrival on the scene as a legitimate professional,” 
he said.

Reconnecting with his faith

As a younger child, Mann attended Hebrew school in 
Springfield, Ill., where they lived at the time. “Being in southern 
Illinois, there isn’t a massive Jewish community. Not until you 
move to the northeast do you meet people who went to day 
school,” the runner said. He and his sister, who is a year 
younger than him, shared a b’nai mitzvah ceremony at Temple 
Israel, a Conservative synagogue in Springfield.

Only in retrospect did he realize he experienced racism as a 
child, said Mann, whose mother is Black and a Jew by choice, 
and whose father is white and born Jewish.

“When I was in fourth grade and yelled at some girl, the whole 
school was put on alert that I was a problem child. I was very 
aware I was being treated like a bad kid. My friends Eli and 
Benjy were more troublemakers than I was,” said Mann. “I 
perceived it but didn’t quite understand the way my mother 
experienced what that overreaction was toward me. I knew I 
wasn’t really a bad kid but began acting out more once I was 
treated like one. I knew the principal was always watching me. 
When you’re under surveillance you notice it even when you are 
11. I got sent to the principal’s office for everything.”

He said he has since “come to appreciate the significance of 
being Jews of color but when I was a fourth grader I wasn’t 
cognizant of it.”

After his parents’ divorce, his mother, Dr. Mary Polk – a 
pulmonologist and sleep medicine specialist now practicing in 
North Carolina – felt alienated from Judaism. “The negative 
experiences she had had colored the way she thought about 
Judaism and she found it difficult to separate some of the 
difficult experiences she had with the Jewish community,” Mann 
said. “We became disconnected from the Jewish community.”

At Brown, he began re-connecting through its Hillel. Mann went 
to occasional Shabbat and holiday services. “It was something 
I always realized had value for me whenever I did show up, and 
I always had a nice time. For all the people asking me if I know 
all the prayers, there was enough value for me to keep 
coming back.”

One day, after finishing his MBA and while he was looking for a 
part-time job that would allow him to pay the rent and continue 
focusing on running, Mann was at Brown University Hillel’s High 
Holiday services. Rabbi Michelle Dardashti began chatting with 
him and offered him a job on the spot. Mann worked there for 
four years, three as a program associate and one as Director of 
Student Entrepreneurship. “I was working with student interns 
on creative ways to see their Judaism in broader ways and to 
bring their friends together around unique ways to explore 
Judaism.” One of them made a Purim-themed Dungeons and 
Dragons game, which touched Mann’s nerdy heart.

Mann’s experiences at Hillel helped bring him closer to Judaism. 
He worked as a student advisor to “Hillelin’ with Melanin,” 
Hillel’s group for Jews of color, knowing that just his being 
present was a way of modeling being included to other JOCs. 
He also advised a group for Jewish student athletes, the 
Maccabears. (Brown University’s mascot is a bear.) “To be able 
to talk with other JOCs as a Jewish person of color, there is a 
way I can be personal with them and relate to them differently 
than others can.”

Mann recently left his job at Brown University’s Hillel and next 
month is scheduled to begin working at the Jewish Liberation 
Fund, a new group focused on raising Jewish money for 
progressive causes. (His start will be delayed, of course, if he 
qualifies for the Olympics.) “It feels like something with growth 
potential,” Mann said. And, while he has spent years focused on 
a long-term career goal of coaching, “suddenly being a Jewish 
professional is also a possibility.”

Racing toward the Olympics

Running has been his main focus for the last few years. “I didn’t 
come out of college as someone thought to have a legitimate 
shot at making the world championship or Olympic teams. It 
was ‘let’s try to make the trials in 2020 and then figure out 
what I’ll do with the rest of my life,’” said Mann.

Comic book-loving Ivy League grad runs 93 miles a week and is long shot Olympic hopeful
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Today he is running 93 miles a week and working out with his 
coach and seeing his physical therapist, entirely focused on 
qualifying for the U.S. Olympic team.

Going to Tokyo would be a dream for Mann: he has for years 
studied Japanese, a pursuit which grew out of his love of 
Manga and a trip to Japan and has even thought about living 
there.

Mann, ever the pragmatist, has his eyes set on the future. “My 
goal now is to continue running through 2024. I have a good 
team of physical therapists and I’m going to training camps,” 
he said. “I hope to make a world team or Olympic team and 
keep running faster and setting personal records. Until then, 
we’ll see what happens.

“Now it’s about going to the trials and giving it a shot,” said 
Mann. But whatever happens at the upcoming Olympic trials 
and hopefully at the Tokyo Games, “I definitely want to make 
sure I have running as part of my life.”

–
Debra Nussbaum Cohen is an award-winning journalist who covers 
philanthropy, religion, gender and other contemporary issues. Her work 
has been published in The New York Times, Wall Street Journal and 
New York magazine, among many other publications. She authored the 
book “Celebrating Your New Jewish Daughter: Creating Jewish Ways to 
Welcome Baby Girls into the Covenant.”

From its start in 1906, A Bintel Brief was a pillar of the 
Forward, helping generations of Jewish immigrants learn how 
to be American. Now our columnists are helping people 
navigate the complexities of being Jewish in 2021. Send 
questions to bintel@forward.com.

Dear Bintel,

Over a decade ago, I was dating this really incredible girl 
in college, who was smart and interesting and beautiful. 
She didn’t seem very religious or anything, but one night 
we were talking and she asked about my ‘moral center,’, 
or where I get my ‘moral compass’ from.

We talked about it a little bit and eventually I surmised 
that she would not sleep with me unless she thought I 
believed in God. I don’t entirely remember the 
conversation, but it seemed clear that she trusted people 
who had God in their life, because otherwise everything 
was free-fall, or there was no ultimate fear of moral 
accountability.

It was actually a really interesting conversation. I sort 
of went along with it, and talked about feeling really 
grateful that I had faith in my life, even though I was not 
really sure what God would want from me. It wasn’t all 
a lie, exactly, but it was not really how I felt. I don’t really 
care if God exists or not. It just feels like another world 
to me. We had some more intense conversations and 
ending up sleeping together a few times before it 
broke off.

A few weeks ago, I was asked to say one of the blessings 
at my little brother’s wedding, which will be in August. My 
brother has become somewhat religious, and his wife is 
planning a very traditional Jewish wedding. I was going 
over the words of the blessing with her dad (who offered 
to help me practice the Hebrew), and we talked about 
what it means to say blessings, and the concept of God.

I don’t think I’ve really thought much about God at all 
since those conversations with the girl from college. 
Seeing this man’s faith suddenly made me feel bad about 
lying all those years ago. I got this strange sense that

.

Bintel Brief

I lied about believing in 
God so my girlfriend would 
sleep with me
By Shira Telushkin

Comic book-loving Ivy League grad runs 93 miles a week and is long shot Olympic hopeful

Jordan Mann, who walked on to the men’s track and field team 
while at Brown University, may make the U.S. Olympic team. In his 
spare time he has worked to become fluent in Japanese.

https://www.amazon.com/Celebrating-Your-New-Jewish-Daughter/dp/1580230903?tag=thefor03-20
mailto:bintel@forward.com
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maybe the universe didn’t like being dragged into 
my sexscapades. 

I want to reach out now and apologize to her, or…apologize to 
God, if that’s possible? I don’t believe in God, still, but I feel 
bad about how it all went down. I haven’t spoken to her in 
many years, though we have some friends in common. What 
do you think? Would that be weird?

Signed,
**Remorseful Non-Believer****

Dear Remorseful,

I’m curious why you think this moment hit you harder than your 
conversations in college. Did you just take the girl’s faith less 
seriously? Are you more open now, whether because of recent 
life events or just general growing up, to the idea of faith and 
religion?

It sounds like you respect your soon-to-be in-law’s father, so 
when talking with him about his own beliefs, the idea of faith 
suddenly seemed serious. That made lying about your faith at 
an earlier moment seem more serious too (unlike, say, the 
relative banality of lying about your favorite movie or the fact 
that you also hate olives, in order to win a girl over) and now it’s 
troubling you.

But you feel bad that you used God to get laid. It sounds like 
you suddenly realize how many people might feel you acted 
disrespectfully, and that has given you pause. That’s an 
admirable reaction, if one a bit too late. And if it really was a 
calculated move on your part, then you should feel bad.

But it also sounds like you weren’t really ready for a 
conversation about faith and God in college — these were 
concepts wholly new and not very intriguing to you, and not 
ones you considered deeply or felt strongly about.

You say you didn’t lie exactly, and that makes me wonder if 
even then part of your answer was aspirational. You were trying 
on for size, perhaps, what it might feel like to talk about faith as 
though it was something you had. College is a great time for 
trying out different sorts of beliefs or seeing how new ways of 
life might feel, and I imagine there is room to be more gentle 
with your past self than you currently feel is warranted.

If you really feel a need to make amends, choose a charity that 
helps bring positive associations with God into the world — a 
food bank run by religious Jews, for example — and send in a 
donation by way of divine apology. You can also just speak one 
out loud, even if it feels silly. Or write about it in your journal, 
trying to go over those college events and consider anew how 
you feel about them.

God has a very long view of life, so I hear, and you can take your 
time letting this new experience settle.

–
Shira Telushkin lives in Brooklyn, where she writes on religion, 
fashion, and culture for a variety of publications. She is 
currently finishing a book on monastic intrigue in modern 
America. Got a question? Send it to bintel@forward.com.

I lied about believing in God so my girlfriend would sleep with me
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How one dance lover is preserving the Jewish history 
of ballet – one blog at a time
By Stav Ziv

Culture

Beatrice Waterhouse happened to go to a college that had a 
notable dance program. She hadn’t taken a ballet class since 
her early teens, but she figured she’d take a course on the 
history of dance. It sounded cool — plus, she needed the 
elective.

“It turned out to be a history of basically ethnic minorities in 
dance in the United States,” Waterhouse said. “We just watched 
so much amazing dance and learned all about it and read all this 
theory. And I thought, ‘Oh, wow, I really miss this. I love it so 
much. And also, where are all the Jews?’”

Waterhouse, 25, was born to an Ashkenazi Jewish mother and 
an English father, and grew up in Northern California. “Like 
every middle-class Conservative Jewish kid, they sent me to 
ballet,” she said. “I really loved it for a long time.”

But as she got older, her teacher made it clear she wasn’t 
enthused about “wasting her time” with students who weren’t 
going to pursue dance professionally. “I got disenchanted with 
it and I left the ballet world completely.”

By the time she was an undergrad at Mills College in Oakland, 
double majoring in international relations and Spanish-
American studies — and wondering where the Jews were in this 
art form she was rediscovering — she’d become familiar with the 
blogging platform Tumblr. She created “People of the Barre” 
(which, yes, is a play on “people of the book”) and started using 
the blog to store tidbits she came across about Jews in ballet, 
mainly for her own reference.

Back to Ballet

“But then people started following me, just a few, and I realized 
that a lot of people just didn’t know this history — and that was 

for reasons,” she said. “For the more recent dancers and other 
dance figures, sometimes it was just because these people had 
sort of assimilated into whiteness and didn’t brag about their 
Judaism,” she said. “Sometimes it was because people were 
hiding their Jewishness, changing their names to make sure that 
they sounded presentable. Sometimes it was because of 
antisemitism in home countries, like a lot of the Soviet 
ballerinas. Sometimes it was because whole companies had 
been destroyed in the Holocaust, and the dancers and their 
names with it.”

So what began as a private cache of information quickly 
became a more public-facing project.

“I started to have a bit more of a mission,” said Waterhouse, 
who goes only by Bracha, her Hebrew first name, on the blog. “I 
wanted to reveal to Jews and to non-Jews that we were present 
and our Jewishness mattered in this little slice of history that I 
loved so much.

For more than five years, People of the Barre has been a 
repository of photos, videos and biographies Waterhouse writes 
about dancers, choreographers, composers, founders and 
impresarios, setmakers, and other Jewish artists who’ve 
contributed to the past and present of ballet. At its height, the 
follower count was in the thousands, and hovers today just 
below the 1,000 mark, a decrease Waterhouse attributes to a 
quieter period on the blog a couple of years back as well as the 
general decline of Tumblr as a platform. Still, it’s a small but 
engaged core audience that Waterhouse imagines as “an 
auditorium full of people.”

Now a Ph.D. student in sociology at the University of California, 
San Diego — where she also completed a master’s in Latin 
American studies and wrote a thesis on Moroccan Jewish 
communities in Peru — Waterhouse is meticulous about citing 
her sources and offering further reading. “I really hope that [it] 
can become a resource for other people,” she said. “It’s not like 
a photo album for me anymore. It’s like a dictionary. And I also 
want it to be pretty.”

So, How Jewish Is Ballet?

Ballet isn’t necessarily associated with Jewishness — or 
Jewishness with ballet. “There’s also this assumption, right? 
That the Jewish body is ugly or ungraceful or that Judaism is 
against movement,” Waterhouse said. “You have like the 
nebbishy Jewish man and the grotesque Jewish woman, and

How one dance lover is preserving the Jewish history of ballet – one blog entry at a time

Courtesy of Beatrice Waterhouse
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nobody even thinks about Jewish trans people. Maybe if you’re 
lucky you get the hypersexualized exotic Jewish woman.”

Stereotypes and misconceptions of Jews run rampant 
anywhere, and ballet certainly isn’t immune. But “if you take a 
look at the whole history of ballet,” Waterhouse said, “we’ve 
been there dancing and being beautiful” — from the early court 
dancing masters (like the 15th-century dance master Guglielmo 
Ebreo, whose name literally means “William the Jew,” though he 
later converted to Christianity) to the Ballet Russes, the 
company that transformed ballet and propelled it into the 20th 
century and beyond.

However, you could argue that in at least one way, ballet is the 
antithesis of a Jewish art. Dance is perhaps the most ephemeral 
of art forms — one that disappears as soon as it happens. 
There’s no canvas you can hang or sculpture to display. 

The more marginalized a choreographer is, the more likely their 
work is to be lost. And once that happens, there’s no getting it 
back,” Waterhouse said. “It was in the bodies of the people who 
danced it and it was in the mind of the choreographer. And if it 
wasn’t recorded some other way, that’s it,” she added. “And 
that’s actually unlike a lot of Jewish culture, which is so much 
about writing and recording and making sure that we repeat 
every single thing every year, so that it’s never, ever forgotten. 
Ballet could do with a little bit more of that.”

Waterhouse is heartened by the fact that technologies like film 
and social media allow more — and more varied — forms of 
dance to be recorded these days, even when that dance is 
created outside of the elite companies with the most resources. 
And to the extent that she can, she’s trying to fill in some of 
the gaps.

“Dance for so long suppressed ethnic, racial, and cultural 
distinctions and limited where dancers of obvious ‘otherness’ 
could dance,” said Ann Murphy, a dance writer and critic and 
former professor and chair of the dance and theater studies 
department at Mills College who taught the class that inspired 
Waterhouse (calling her “a star student”). “So by highlighting 
ballet dancers’ Jewishness, Beatrice gets at something that I 
believe is core to understanding U.S. dance more generally,” 
she added. “With the evolution of dance studies as an academic 
discipline, dance began to apply the same critical thought, 
theory and self-scrutiny that had been shaping the other arts, 
as well as politics and philosophy for some time.”

A Jewish Ballet Blog

On People of the Barre, you’ll find entries for the most obvious 
suspects, like Alicia Markova, who reigned over British ballet 
and found international fame, along with Jerome Robbins (née 
Rabinowitz), the choreographer who created dances for New 
York City Ballet and other major companies as well as hit 

musicals like “Fiddler on the Roof” and “West Side Story,” 
originally envisioned as “East Side Story,” about Jews 
and Catholics.

But there are so many others whose Jewishness is less obvious 
or well-known, whether by design or by accident. Allegra Kent 
and Melissa Hayden, stars of New York City Ballet under its 
legendary founder George Balanchine, were born Iris Margo 
Cohen and Mildred Herman, respectively. Michaela DePrince, 
who first gained widespread attention as a teenager when she 
appeared in the documentary “First Position,” is known as a 
groundbreaking Black ballerina with a harrowing story: She was 
orphaned during the civil war in Sierra Leone before being 
adopted at the age of four by an American couple. Fewer 
people are aware that the couple is Jewish.

Waterhouse keeps a long, running list of names and sources for 
new bios to add. “I read programs and think, ‘Gosh, is there 
anyone named Cohen?’” she said, or she’ll scroll through 
Instagram — which has become a hub for dancers of all kinds 
looking to make a name for themselves — and keep an eye out 
for a menorah or another clue. Sometimes she’ll unexpectedly 
come across a relevant name in a book she’s consulting for her 
graduate studies, other times she gets requests from her blog 
followers to feature a certain figure, and often she relies on 
newspapers, magazines and other periodicals.

One old newspaper clipping she found in French, for example, 
was about Tatjana Barbakoff, a Jewish-Chinese-Latvian dancer 
who trained in in ballet before becoming known as a modern 
dancer in Weimar Germany and then Paris, where she initially 
escaped from the Nazis in 1933. Barbakoff continued 
performing until the Nazis came for the Jews in France as well. 
“She was deported to Auschwitz and was murdered and her 
name has just sort of vanished,” Waterhouse said. “Every time I 
find someone from before 1940 that I didn’t know about, it’s like 
this little burst of joy because so often there’s just no record of 
these people who either assimilated or were murdered in the 
Holocaust,” she added. “It made me happy to think that I was 
remembering her name and the people following were going to 
learn about her and in that way, she’s got a little bit of a 
record again.”

Waterhouse features stars of the moment — like Esteban 
Hernández, a Mexican-American-Jewish dancer at San 
Francisco Ballet, and his older brother Isaac Hernández, who 
dances with the English National Ballet — and the rare 
contemporary choreographer who’s made explicitly Jewish-
themed ballets, such as Julia Adam, a former principal with San 
Francisco Ballet who made “Ketubah” for Houston Ballet. But 
she’s just as likely to profile long-dead artists like Barbakoff or 
the composer Ludwig Minkus, most famous for his score to 
“Don Quixote.”

When Waterhouse is asked why she focuses on both past and

How one dance lover is preserving the Jewish history of ballet – one blog entry at a time
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present, she says there are two answers. The ballet answer has 
to do with the fact that ballet has been proclaimed dead ad 
nauseum and she vehemently disagrees. While the art form is 
undoubtedly a backward-looking one that “prizes its classics 
and has its canon,” she said, it’s also “really vibrant and alive” 
and reinventing itself in the 21st-century, though “people are 
always looking backward for inspiration even as they’re 
going forward.”

“The Jewish answer is that we’re responsible for remembering 
our own; people don’t remember it for us,” she said. “There are 
so many different kinds of Judaism and ways of being Jewish, 
but I think inherent to all of them is the fact that memory 
matters,” she said. “But also in Judaism, there’s this concept 
of l’dor v’dor, right? The next generation is important. We care 
about our future.”

For some of her contemporary subjects, there’s a sense of 
shared goals. “People of the Barre highlights something that 
has been hiding in plain sight for so long,” said Sarah Elizabeth 
Hartman, a Romani-Jewish ballet dancer, choreographer, writer, 
and visual artist who was among the first to be highlighted on 
the blog. 

“I want to bring Jewishness (and my other identities) into ballet, 
and a site like POTB is a huge help, because it recognizes that 
dancers are so much more than just bodies,” she added. “It’s 
a wonderful step in the long journey ballet has to join the 
21st century.”

A Small Vehicle for Change

While Waterhouse has a deep love for ballet and Judaism, she 
expects more from both. In each, separately, “there is racism 
and it is fundamental to understanding our history. And where 
ballet and Jewishness connect, so does the racism,” she said. “If 
we expect Judaism and ballet to endure as the world spins 
forward, we are going to have to do better than that.”

She includes herself in that “we.” On June 24, 2016, Waterhouse 
posted about Brexit. “POTB would like to extend its deepest 
sympathies to the many, many people who have been 
irretrievably f—ked over by the baldfaced racists running 
Europe,” she wrote. “As a blog that follows dancers whose 
stories are often ended or interrupted by European fascism and 
antisemitism, I feel it is my duty to remind everyone that 
fascism is alive and well.” At the time, she tried to explain to her 
followers why she “broke ‘character,’” but in retrospect, it was 
the beginning of a new, more explicit path that tied the blog to 
her beliefs about social justice, which include, but are not 
limited to, views on Jews and Jewishness.

“When Brexit happened and it was also the middle of this 
horrible U.S. presidential election, where I could really see which 
way the tide was going, it felt like I had this one platform and I 

had to use it,” she said. “But I think I had been coming to it for a 
long time, because you can only spend so much time reading 
about all the many different ways that Jewish ballet figures 
have been prevented from engaging in ballet by exactly that 
kind of xenophobia before you want to talk about it,” she added. 
“From that point on, I decided to be more explicit about it on 
the blog as in other areas of my life.”

On an everyday level, that means featuring a diverse array of 
Jewish artists, choosing not to feature certain contemporary 
figures she considers problematic, and acknowledging the 
complicated contributions of historical figures — like Ida 
Rubinstein, who performed with the Ballets Russes in the 
company’s first explosive seasons in Paris in 1909 and 1910 and 
used her personal wealth to make major commissions 
throughout her career.

Rubinstein faced prejudice herself, but also “took advantage of 
the othering that came from her exotified, stereotypically 
Jewish appearance to orientalize Asians, especially Middle 
Easterners, in ballets like ‘Scheherazade,’” Waterhouse said. 
Aligning her platform with her values also means stating for all 
to see in the “About” section that “this blog opposes racism, 
misogyny, fatphobia, ableism, transphobia, queerphobia, 
antisemitism, Islamophobia, or any other expression of power-
enabled hatred,” and enforcing that stance by reminding her 
followers, for example, that “TERFs [trans-exclusionary radical 
feminists] are not welcome at this blog,” as she wrote in May. 
“Hashem weeps because of you.”

Following the murder of George Floyd, Waterhouse spoke out 
about racism in ballet and provided scripts followers could use 
to do their small part. One set of templates laid out how ballet 
fans could reach out to their favorite companies to try to hold 
them accountable — whether they’d made a statement about 
racial justice or not, whether one of their own dancers had 
spoken out or not. Another script focused on urging local dance 
schools to update their dress codes to make them more 
inclusive of dancers of color. Ballet isn’t just about the major 
companies, she said, it’s also about all the neighborhood 
schools where most people become acquainted with it.

“Ballet, in general, only in the last few decades, began to 
welcome in different types of dancers,” Murphy explained. For 
most of their histories, American companies tended to 
“promote a certain height, body type and look that signaled 
‘elite’ or in the least ‘white,’” Murphy said. “So Beatrice is part of 
the project that proves culture is fluid, like water and anyone 
can participate.”

In Waterhouse’s eyes, an ideal ballet world needs to be broader, 
and she can see it beginning to expand. “Ballet is more 
accessible now. People see it on their Instagram feed and they 
go to a class at their local gym — and you get this opportunity to

How one dance lover is preserving the Jewish history of ballet – one blog entry at a time
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see hijabi dancers and fat dancers and older dancers be visible 
in this way that has never been possible before,” she said. The 
“audience now is the young people who came to it through 
Instagram, and they’re not going to stand for nonsense in a way 
that people have stood for nonsense from ballet companies for 
a really long time.”

When she thinks about the Jewish values she’s striving for with 
People of the Barre, Waterhouse names history and 
memory, hiddur mitzvah, and justice and tikkun olam. One 
specific quote from Pirkei Avot comes to mind, she said: “You 

are not obligated to complete the work, but neither are you free 
to desist from it.” She alone cannot reshape the worlds of 
Judaism or ballet to make them more just and equitable and 
diverse and inclusive. Still, “whenever I think this is just a really 
silly blog and it’s such a small thing, I think, well, it’s a small 
thing that I can do, so I’m going to keep doing it.”

–

Stav Ziv is a journalist based in New York City whose work has also 

appeared in Newsweek, The Atlantic, Newsday, and the San Francisco 

Chronicle. She is currently a senior editor/writer at The Muse.
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Recipe: Forverts’ “Baba Au Rhum” for Father’s Day
By Forward Staff

For Father’s Day this year, The Forward presents to you a 
recipe from the archives that originally appeared in 
the Forverts in 1979.

Longtime Forverts columnist Tsirl Steingart printed this recipe 
in the Est Gezunterheyt! column under the pseudonym “Sara 
Berkovitch.” Steingart had a fairly active life prior to settling 
into the role of Forverts fashion and food columnist. A 
Holocaust survivor originally from Bialystok, Poland, Steingart

Recipe: Forverts’ “Baba Au Rhum” for Father’s Day

Food

Ingredients
½ cup margarine
1 tsp lemon zest
2 cups cake flour
2 tsp baking powder
¾ tsp salt
1 ¼ cups sugar
2 eggs
⅔ cup apricot nectar
½ cup raisins
1 tsp vanilla

Place all ingredients in a bowl (except the raisins 
and eggs)

Mix until flour is well incorporated. Mix for two 
minutes on low speed in an electric mixer. Add 
eggs and mix for another minute.

Grease and flour an 8 x 4 baking pan with oil. 
Sprinkle in the raisins and pour in batter.

Bake in a 350 degree preheated oven for 55 
minutes. Cool for ten minutes and remove from the 
baking pan. Pour rum over warm cake and let stand 
a few hours until serving.

Sauce Ingredients
½ cup sugar
¾ cup apricot nectar
1 tsp lemon juice
½ cup rum

Heat sugar and apricot nectar in a small pan until 
sugar is dissolved. Remove from heat and let cool 
slightly. Mix in lemon juice and rum. Pour on warm 
cake and leave for several hours so it soaks into the 
cake.

This recipe was translated from Yiddish by the Forward’s 
archivist, Chana Pollack

emigrated to France in 1938. During the Second World War, she 
was a member of the French Resistance, who helped rescue 
children from Vichy and German authorities.

“Baba au rhum” is a traditionally yeast-based cake from the 
Lorraine region of France, made with dried fruit and soaked 
thoroughly in a sweet rum sauce.

Baba Au Rhum, from the Forverts archives
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Gratz College names Zev Eleff new president
By Rebecca Salzhauer

As the incoming president of Gratz College, Zev Eleff says he 
will build on the Hebrew college’s success in attracting students 
from across the spectrum of Jewish life and developing new 
programs to expand its national reach.

Eleff, a 35-year-old scholar of American Jewish history, currently 
serves as the chief academic officer of Hebrew Theological 
College and the vice provost of Touro College Illinois, in Skokie, 
where he is a professor at the Graduate School of Jewish 
Studies.

“If you want to rejuvenate an institution, you bring in someone 
young, creative, and energetic,” said Professor Jonathan Sarna, 
who advised Eleff’s dissertation at Brandeis University. “It will 
be fascinating to see what Zev will accomplish in bringing Gratz 
into the 21st century.”

Established in 1895, the Pennsylvania college calls itself the 
“oldest independent and pluralistic college for Jewish studies in 
North America.” Eleff says he is committed to its inclusive 
tradition. “Jews tend to create their own red lines, and Gratz is 
one of those few institutions that has the ability to navigate 
beyond that,” he said.

As president, Eleff told the Forward that he plans, among other 
initiatives, to collaborate with public schools and Jewish day 
schools, deepen partnerships in the greater Philadelphia area 
and bolster Gratz’s certificate programs.

He also intends to leverage the college’s national reputation to 
invite a broader range of students into Jewish studies, and to 
strengthen its virtual offerings.

“All the great work that’s being done in the American Jewish 
community right now is being done by people with the 
forethought to be part of the digital age,” Eleff said.

Unanimously selected by the college’s Board of Governors, Eleff
will succeed Prof. Paul Finkelman at the beginning of the 2021-
2022 academic year, the college announced on Monday. To 
ease Eleff’s transition, Finkelman will remain at Gratz after his 
four-year tenure as president in the newly-created chancellor 
position.

Gratz, located in Melrose Park, Penn., was the first of a number 
of Hebrew colleges founded to educate students from Jewish 
immigrant communities, Finkelman said. The colleges taught 
Jewish studies and Hebrew long before non-Jewish academic 
institutions, he said.

Since Jewish studies has entered the mainstream of academic 
disciplines, the Hebrew colleges have needed to adapt. While 
most of its peer institutions have since merged with secular 
universities, become rabbinical colleges, or closed down 
entirely, Gratz found different niches, first as a school for 
educators, and then in online learning, Finkelman said.

Over the past four years, the college’s enrollment has grown by 
35%. Operating as a 90% online institution before the 
pandemic, Gratz expanded its offerings to include a doctorate in 
Holocaust and Genocide Studies, certificates in interfaith 
leadership, and dual credit courses for high school students. 
Gratz’s largest program is its non-denominational Master’s in 
Education, which draws an international cohort of both Jewish 
and non-Jewish students, Finkelman said.

Eleff said he is inspired by the college’s ability to adapt to 
changing times and students’ needs.“What Gratz has done, 

Gratz College names Zev Eleff new president

News

Courtesy of Zev Eleff
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maybe better than any other of its peer institutions, is seize 
the moment and redirect,” Eleff said, “to stay the same color 
but change in shape.” 

Ruth Sandberg, a professor at Gratz College who served on 
the presidential search committee, said she’s impressed with 
Eleff’s capacity to deepen the college’s foundation in Jewish 
studies while expanding secular programs and outreach. “We 
were looking for somebody who would continue to strengthen 
the two-pronged approach we have as a historically Jewish 
college,” she said.

Eleff was born in Philadelphia and raised in Baltimore. His 
parents—a doctor and a lawyer who both attended the 
University of Pennsylvania—were among the founding 
members of Yeshivat Rambam, a progressive Orthodox 
Yeshiva where Eleff began school.

Eleff attributes his interest in pluralism in part to his 
upbringing in the Baltimore Jewish community. “It’s a 
community in which people of different religious stripes 
coexist, and they become partners with one another,” he said.

Raised Modern Orthodox, Eleff’s academic and professional 
trajectory has spanned Judaism’s movements. While working 
toward rabbinic ordination at Yeshiva University, Eleff was 
concurrently enrolled in Columbia Teachers College, where he 
received his master’s in education. He then earned his Ph.D. in 
American Jewish history from Brandeis University.

“Zev is somebody who busts a lot of stereotypes,” said Sarna. 
“People look at him and imagine one thing, and then they read 
his work and realize his breadth.”

“It’s been a very charmed career so far,” Eleff said, “mostly 
because of my teachers.”

In addition to writing or editing nine books, Eleff has published 
more than 50 scholarly articles. During the pandemic, Eleff
hosted a series of virtual conversations with scholars of 
American Jewish history that he posted to YouTube.

When Eleff and his wife told their three young children about 
their upcoming move to Philadelphia, his son wondered why. 
“We’re going to go help the Jewish people,” Eleff replied. “Just 
the Jewish people?” his daughter asked. “You’re right,” Eleff
said, “Let’s try to help everybody.”

–
Rebecca Salzhauer is a news intern at the Forward. Contact her 

at salzhauer@forward.com.

How the heck did a ham get 
a kosher certification?  
This man knows.
By Rebecca Salzhauer

News

Paul Finkelman was shopping for groceries at Price Chopper 
supermarket in Albany, NY, when his son asked him to come 
over to the deli aisle. Finkelman’s son, who had been looking 
for turkey, found packages of Price Chopper’s store-brand 
PICS sliced ham stamped with the Orthodox Union’s (OU) 
kosher certification.

Finkelman was surprised that the relatively small, Jewish-
owned supermarket chain, which sells a variety of kosher 
products would purport to sell “kosher” ham.

Amused, Finkelman snapped a picture of one of the packages. 
He sent the photos to a couple of friends and headed home. “I 
thought it was pretty funny,” Finkelman said. “I got responses 
like ‘What?????’” Later that day, he returned to the 
supermarket to get a better picture.

A professor of legal history and the President of Gratz 
College who studies the relationship between law and religion, 
Finkelman was fascinated by the larger implications of the 
certification beyond its humor.

On Sunday, June 6, Finkelman sent the picture of the ham to 
two academic email lists, one focused on religion and law and 
the other for constitutional law. “Most people who care would 
not be fooled by the OU on the package of ham. But I presume 
someone who does not speak or read English well might just 
know to look for the symbol to buy food thinking it is kosher,” 
Finkelman wrote. “Or, someone might think that ‘kosher ham’ 
is really just a turkey product.”

Gratz College names Zev Eleff new president

Courtesy of Paul Finkelman
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Finkelman discussed the issue with Jewish and non-Jewish law 
professors, as well as rabbis, all of whom were interested in 
kosher laws as a teaching tool for other kinds of law, he said.

Meanwhile, Finkelman’s kosher ham photo began to go viral, as 
it circulated throughout the Jewish corners of Twitter and 
Facebook. A tweet from law professor David Bernstein received 
377 likes and 95 retweets.

Later that day, Finkelman received a phone call from Howard 
Katzenstein, the Director of Business Management and 
Trademark Compliance at the OU. “For a minute, I thought it 
must have been a joke. I thought it was a law professor 
pretending to be from OU.org, because why would OU.org be 
calling me?” Finkelman said.

When Katzenstein assured him that the call was real, Finkelman 
began the first in a series of long conversations with the kosher 
certification organization. The OU confirmed that the ham was 
wrongfully marked and began investigating the possible 
reasons behind its mislabeling, Finkelman said.

“As a professor, I think about hypotheticals,” Finkelman said. 
“Ninety-nine percent of people who keep kosher would not buy 
kosher ham, but it’s not impossible that somebody might be 
misled. Someone might have just seen the OU and bought it.”

“Having done trademark compliance for 25 years, there’s very 
little that shocks me. It’s just a growing aggravation,” 
Katzenstein said. “Even though it was a Sunday, I had to drop 
everything and deal with it.”

As the afternoon went on, Finkelman fielded calls from OU’s
general counsel and sent pictures of the package to the 
organization. Later, he returned to the Price Chopper, where he 
bought a package of the ham to send the receipt to the OU, who 
wanted to contact the management of the supermarket chain.

“The danger is that kosher certification probably needs to be 
rethought in the age of online sales and the internet,” 
Finkelman said. “With private label packaging, if Price Chopper 
had put an OU label on the turkey that wasn’t kosher, people 
would have eaten it.”

Finkelman and the representatives of the OU talked to the head 
of the Golub Corporation, the company that runs Price Chopper. 
“It’s a closely held company, and they were very receptive,” 
Finkelman said.

Golub told Finkelman and the OU that the unauthorized 
certification on the packages of ham had been a mistake, 
Finkelman said.

By Monday afternoon, Price Chopper pulled the “kosher” ham 
from their shelves. Finkelman and his son couldn’t find the ham 

at the other two store locations they drove to that day, he said.

On Tuesday, the OU tweeted that they had not certified the ham 
and that the product was being withdrawn from Price Chopper’s 
shelves. Price Chopper tweeted a similar clarification.

“The OU.org did a superb job of fixing this,” Finkelman said. “It 
was clearly human error. There was no attempted fraud, but the 
question is how do we learn from human error?”

Finkelman was completely unaware of his mild internet fame 
until his son, who loves to cook and follows a number of kosher 
Facebook pages, told him he had seen the picture online.

“I started laughing. I like to see the humor in life, and I thought 
it was just so crazy!” Finkelman said. “Nobody knew it was 
my picture.”

–

Rebecca Salzhauer is a news intern at the Forward. Contact her 

at salzhauer@forward.com.
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The future for Netanyahu and Bennett, according to an 
American who worked for both
By Jacob Kornbluh

22 years ago, George Birnbaum was at Benjamin Netanyahu’s 
side as his campaign strategist when the former prime minister 
lost his first re-election bid. On Sunday, Birnbaum, who was 
once Netanyahu’s chief of staff, was in the Knesset, watching 
Netanyahu exit the stage once again. But this time, Birnbaum 
was signed on to assist the opposing team, to help Naftali 
Bennett to bring an end to Netanyahu’s 12-year rule.

If the political consultant felt any qualms about a current client 
replacing a former one, he didn’t show it.

“My primary focus for any leader in Israel is that they protect 
Jewish blood from being spilled,” said Birnbaum. “That comes 
first and foremost. Then everything else matters … I’m very 
hopeful for the sake of the Jewish people that this government 
succeeds in good ways.”

But in a phone interview on Sunday, the day Netanyahu’s rule 
was officially quashed, Birnbaum suggested that we might hear 
from the former prime minister again. “He is sharp, he is 
energetic, he is passionate,” he said. “Of course he can make a 
comeback.”

Birnbaum, 51, predicted that it’s going to be a “real challenge” 
for Israel’s new unity government to deal with an opposition 
leader who has dominated the Israeli political and diplomatic 
scene for more than 30 years. “Bibi understands politics better 
than anyone,” he said, referring to Netanyahu by his nickname. 
“I think he’s going to be a very strong opposition.”

Netanyahu is in a unique position to mount a serious challenge 
from the right, he added. “As prime minister he has done a lot 
for this country. He is enormously dedicated to the State of 
Israel and the Jewish people,” Birnbaum said. “And as long as he 
has a voice, he’s going to do what he thinks is good for the 
Jewish people for Israel.”

A unique opportunity

Birnbaum, who served as Bennett’s chief strategist in the past 
election cycle, said the fate of the new government all depends 
on how Bennett performs as Israel’s 13th prime minister and the 
conflicts he has to face. “He is a very astute politician and he’s a 
fantastic businessman,” he said. “As a businessman, he had to 
work to bring people with various ideas together for a common 
goal. And I think those traits of his will certainly serve him well 
in managing this coalition.”

And though Bennett broke a key election promise to form this 

coalition government with centrist Yair Lapid and the left, 
voters in the end may not care what ties he had to forge to win. 
“When it comes time for him to stand for reelection, people will 
have to look at what he has accomplished,” he said. “If he 
succeeds and does good for the country, his pre-election 
promises won’t matter. No one will remember that if he’s a 
success as prime minister.”

Birnbaum said that from the moment Bennett launched his 
campaign for prime minister the strategy was never to box 
himself into one camp or another. “I always told Naftali, you run 
in elections to win,” he said. But from the moment Netanyahu 
failed to put together a right-wing government, he said, Bennett 
found himself more than a kingmaker in that he was able to 
force the anti-Netanyahu bloc to offer him the first place in a 
rotation government. “He negotiated masterfully and deserves 
all the credit for that,” Birnbaum said.

What you see from there

Birnbaum, who has advised several Israeli leaders, including 
former Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, predicts that Bennett, a 
former settler leader who has favored annexing Israeli 
settlements in the occupied West Bank, will moderate his views 
in his new position. “The prime minister of Israel has to make 
decisions of life and death on a daily basis,” he said. “That’s a lot 
of responsibility, and that changes a person.”

He echoed a line once uttered by Sharon to explain his 
willingness at times to abandon his own ideology once he 
assumed office: “What you see from here, you don’t see from 
there.”

Birnbaum elaborated: “I have seen what the weight of 
leadership does to a person that becomes the leader of a 
country. … Leadership requires some very tough decisions and it 
means evolving a little bit in terms of your thought process and 
your rhetoric.”

Bennett’s relationship with Washington began just hours after 
he was sworn in with a phone call from President Joe Biden, who 
was in the U.K. to attend the G-7 summit. By comparison, Biden 
waited four weeks after his inauguration before he called 
Netanyahu. The White House said that in their conversation, 
Biden made it clear that he expects to see movement on the 
Israeli-Palestinian peace process, an issue that was not 
mentioned in the readout of the call provided by the prime 
minister’s office.

The future for Netanyahu and Bennett, according to an American who worked for both
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Birnbaum said he would advise the Biden administration to 
consider the unique makeup of the government - a diverse 
coalition that includes conservative and left-wing parties, and, 
for the first time in Israeli history, Arab parties - before 
applying pressure that could break it apart. “I would find a lot 
of common ground if I were the Biden administration,” he said.

Bittersweet moment

Birnbaum was born in Los Angeles and grew up in Atlanta, 
where he got an early taste of politics as student council 
president at the city’s Yeshiva High School. He first came to 
work for Netanyahu in 1996 as an associate of the late Arthur 
Finkelstein, a Republican consultant and the brain behind 
Netanyahu’s victory. Birnbaum later became Netanyahu’s 
chief of staff.

“I have a career because of Arthur Finkelstein,” he said. “We 
worked in countries over the world, but Israel was really 
special for us because we are Jews, because we are the sons 
and grandsons of Holocaust survivors.”

The two later became partners until Finklestein’s death in 
2017, and Birnbaum has since helped elect a number of world 
leaders, including Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán. “I 
miss Arthur every day,” he said. “Because to the very day that 
he died he was not just my partner, he was my mentor.” He 
wondered what Finkelstein would have said on a day like 
yesterday, which marked the end of an era for Netanyahu’s 
reign. “I would love to have a conversation with him about it,” 
he said.

–
Jacob Kornbluh is the Forward’s senior political reporter. Follow him on 

Twitter @jacobkornbluh or email kornbluh@forward.com.

It’s a bird! It’s a plane! It’s a book 
about Superman’s complete 
Jewish history!
By Esther D. Kustanowitz

Culture

A lot of people know that Superman’s creators, Jerry Siegel 
and Joe Shuster, were Jewish. But according to Roy Schwartz –
author of “Is Superman Circumcised?: The Complete Jewish 
History of the World’s Greatest Hero” – the question of 
Superman’s Jewishness hasn’t been discussed deeply enough.

“Many things that are relevant and interesting have been 
overlooked,” Schwartz told the Forward. “Most of the 
attention has been given to his formative years, and there is a 
lot to discover, particularly in the 1960s and 1970s, years rife 
with Jewish themes and symbolism and signifiers and even 
stories lifted wholesale from the Bible. People should not 
assume that they have heard everything there is to hear 
about it.”

Throughout the book’s 318 pages and 40 pages of notes and 
bibliography, Schwartz approaches the subject with an 
academic lens and a fan’s passion, with text-parsing that 
would have impressed the rabbis of the Talmud. Examining 
overlaps and intersections between the character and faith, 
American culture and history, he reads Superman as biblical 
character amalgam (a Moses-Samson hybrid with, depending 
on the story, a healthy dose of Jesus); as immigrant narrative 
(trying to fit into and succeed in a foreign society); as a golem 
and more, complete with citations of comic books in which 
Jewish topics or images are included.

For example, “The Death of Superman” comic book 
(Superman #149, November 1961) is a noncanonical story in 
which Lex Luthor finally managed to kill the Man of Steel. 
Luthor is captured, put on trial in a glass booth, and sentenced 
to death. Schwartz says this is “one-to-one modeled after the 
Eichmann Trial,” which was underway when the book story 
was published.

Schwartz also compared the Superman story to the film “The 
Jazz Singer” – about the son of a cantor who hides his Judaism 
to find success, and eventually feels torn between his two 
worlds. And in the 17-page Superman #247 (January 1972), 
Schwartz points out, readers are reminded that Superman is 
an immigrant, “paralleling his origin with that of an 
undocumented boy from Mexico sent by his dying father in 
hopes of a better life.”

“He is Clark Kent and Superman; he is the ethnic guy with the 
Hebraic name Kal-El who came to America, changed his 
mannerisms and appearance.

The future for Netanyahu and Bennett, according to an American who worked for both
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He tucks his tallit down into his suit, and he goes around the 
world like a gentile. So it’s sort of like the ultimate 
assimilation/assertion fantasy, the ability to decide which part 
of you should interact with society at any given moment. What 
is more American than being an ethnic immigrant, and bringing 
the gifts and uniqueness of your cultural heritage to the greater 
benefit of the American society?”

Over the years, he added, Superman has been claimed by 
Buddhists, the LGBTQ community, Christians and more, which 
he calls “a testament to the strength of the character, and does 
not in any way invalidate anything else…. Part of Superman’s 
resonance is that everybody could see themselves reflected 
in him.”

One direct Jewish influence comes from Superman #400 
(October ’84), which portrays a family celebrating a holiday 

called Miracle Monday that is modeled after the Passover 
Seder. The scene refers to celebrating freedom on a night that’s 
different from all other nights, and which includes the call to 
“let all who are hungry come and eat,” Schwartz writes.

Golems, anthropomorphic beings in Jewish folklore, also take up 
a big chunk of space. For instance, in 1998’s Superman: Man of 
Steel #82, Superman goes back in time to World War II, and 
defends the Warsaw Ghetto. “Throughout, both Jews and Nazis 
recognize him as a golem,” Schwartz writes.

Although cultural lore is replete with characters who have 
speed, super-strength or can fly, “There’s one thing that 
Superman does better than all of them: inspire hope. He 
reminds us to be better people,” Schwartz said.

“Long before he was the Man of Steel, he was the champion of 
the oppressed,” Schwartz said. “The people he fought early on 
were abusive husbands, racketeers, corrupt politicians, 
slumlords, people who bully or prey on the weak and helpless 
of society.”

To wit, Schwartz said that what Superman “would have 
absolutely addressed is the groundswell of antisemitism around 
the world” that he says is “conspicuously missing” from 
mainstream comics today. While comic books are addressing 
racism, homophobia, transphobia, Islamophobia and other 
prejudices, “there’s not a whisper about antisemitism anywhere. 
And that silence speaks volumes to me.”

“I think Superman would remember to approach everything 
with compassion, and with understanding, remembering that 
we all have heartbeats,” Schwartz said. “We are all human 
beings, even if we’re from different planets. With that approach 
of understanding, compassion and goodwill, all these problems 
that at first seem intractable often seem very reasonably 
solvable. That is the great hope that he inspires.”

“Superman was created as a bugle or shofar, as a tool of 
inclusion as a bridge between cultures,” Schwartz said. “And I 
think nothing would have made Siegel and Shuster happier than 
knowing that he is connecting so many people from so many 
different backgrounds in their love for their character and what 
he represents.”

–
Esther D. Kustanowitz is a Los Angeles-based writer, editor and 
consultant. She co-hosts The Bagel Report, a podcast about Jews and 
popular culture, and speaks about #TVGoneJewy, a term she invented to 
describe the increase of Jewish content on television. Follow her on 
Twitter @EstherK.
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