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When Terror Strikes In A Modern-Day Shtetl
Life

By Avital Chizhik-Goldschmidt

In Monsey, few slept on Saturday night.

And the next morning, residents of the Forshay
neighborhood walk around with wide, unbelieving eyes.

Let me tell you something about this quiet, wooded town in 
Rockland County where a man attacked a Hanukkah party 
with a machete.

It’s often called a “Hasidic enclave.” It’s not.

It is, in fact, a bustling universe unto itself. This county has 
one of the largest concentrations of ultra-Orthodox Jews 
outside of Israel: Multi-family developments, large mansions 
and estates, bearded men jogging, women in turbans 
power-walking. Schools and synagogues expanding every 
year. Here, residential roads are silent on the Sabbath; here, 
children can play in the streets on Saturday afternoons; 
here, teenagers take strolls on Friday nights and get lost in 
long-winded conversations without thinking twice about 
security.

This is the place that you move to, to escape the prices and 
small spaces of Brooklyn — to give your child that American 
backyard, with a flavor of the old country. This is the place 
where you don’t have to lock your doors; where your 
neighbors can come in and out of your home, where social 

gatherings go late into the night, because no one is rushing 
anywhere.

This is a kind of place where billionaires live in heimishe Taj 
Mahal’s that they’ve built themselves; and this is also the 
place where the needy live just around the corner, receiving 
anonymously donated boxes filled with Sabbath food every 
Friday.

This is where you buy your kosher groceries, your modest 
dresses and stockings, your yarmulkes and tzitzis for your 
sons, your religious books, your husband’s black hats — all 
in a few adjacent strip malls.

This is a place with a gemach, a free loan fund, for anything 
one might need: A wedding gown, a briefcase for a job 
interview, a wheelchair.

This is a community that aims to be self-sufficient: Hatzoloh
responds to medical emergencies sooner than EMS; 
“Chaveirim” volunteer patrollers provide extra security for 
local events — men with side-locks and several smartphones 
clipped on their belts, wearing reflector vests and badges.

And so. It is bizarre to come here, to this place — and to 
encounter a crime scene, and then the joy of a Torah scroll 
dedication.
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On Forshay Road, a young man who lives across the street 
from the site of Saturday night’s attack, keeps saying that he 
heard the screaming. “I heard the shamesh [synagogue 
caretaker],” he says. “I heard the screams.”

He shrugs. “The media is all here.” He points to the 
reporters and camera crews that have intruded on his block. 
“They think it’s a story. But there’s no story anymore. A guy 
came, stabbed, and left. No more story.”

On this shaken Sunday morning, hours after a man entered 
a rabbi’s home stabbing five people — Forshay locals stroll 
around, their children at their sides, silently watching the 
continuous police and media presence.

“My son was very panicky last night,” says Rabbi Daniel 
Coren, who lives in the neighborhood. “He’s ten years old. 
Then we pulled out Tehillim,” he says, referring to the 
Psalms, “and we started davening [praying]. That helped a 
lot.”

Here, this regular Monsey home, of the rabbinic Rottenberg
family — large, grey, shingled — has become a stage for 
international television stations. Cameramen smoke, 
reporters stand and tweet, Hasidic men wander out of their 
12:00 p.m. morning services and start asking questions in 
Yiddish to passersby, engaging in the traditional past-time of 
determining lineage: “Who just arrived? Dani Dayan? Is that 
the son of Moshe Dayan?”

Shoshana Bernstein, a community organizer and Forshay
resident, appears with a mini-van filled with boxes of coffee 
and baked goods for journalists. “I live in the 
neighborhood,” she tells me. “It’s terrifying. We
knew right away through Monsey WhatsApp groups,
and when we heard the lights and sirens. People were told 
to stay inside. I had two children who were not home last 
night, they had gone to friends. One of the town officials 

came out last night and escorted my daughters home.”

“The questions in our minds right now are: Is it time to 
move to Israel?” she asks aloud. “Is this a new reality? Can I 
still go shopping? Can I keep my children safe? That’s what 
people are talking about.”

Past the crime scene, walk just up the street, and you’ll 
encounter what is perhaps the mecca of Forshay — Bais
Medrash Ohr Chaim, the community center built by local 
philanthropist Lazer Scheiner. Known as simply “Scheiner’s” 
by the locals, the center is a hodge-podge of buildings and 
tents which host 93 minyans a day, offering quick services at 
all hours.

Today, there is little time to dwell on fear alone — today, 
there is a dedication of a Torah scroll.

Scheiner has invited the community to the completion of a 
Torah scroll in his home, followed by the traditional dancing 
procession to the scroll’s new home, his synagogue. After 
Saturday’s attack, it was decided that the procession would 
go to the Rottenberg home first, before the synagogue, in 
an expression of spiritual fortitude — what was a regularly 
planned communal event emerged into something else 
entirely.

In Scheiner’s synagogue complex, men are bustling about, 
preparing for the day’s activities; teenagers stand on line at 
the food truck parked on the side; a utensils mikveh stands 
open, ready to kasher dishes. On the outskirts of a service, 
two young Hasidic men have stepped out to chat. “Self-
defense,” one says to the other, emphasizing with his hands.

Walk with me, here on this bleak Hanukkah day.

Take a small path that winds through a wooded area, a 
brook below. It was here, just five years ago on a similar 
December day, that I strolled these streets as a bride — how 
different the world looks now.

Pass by some neighborhood children, who are visibly 
confused by the commotion in their quiet hometown.

A high-pitched melody, sung by a young boy’s voice, blasts 
from the speakers of a truck: “Shivti b’bais Hashem kol yimei
chayay” — I shall sit in the house of the Lord all the days of 
my life.

And from every direction, the children of Monsey, boys on 
their scooters and girls in their cliques, are streaming into 
the Scheiner home, eager to receive their paper crowns, 
flags and torches.
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Enter the house, and immediately you are hit by the
smell of whiskey, expensive meats, smoky colognes.
In the hallways, men and women stand and whisper so that 
the children don’t hear, “The guy pulled out a machete. It’s 
like a movie.”

Here, all of the shtetl’s characters have gathered: The 
scholars with their books, the businessmen with their grey 
suits, the cigarette-smoking Hasidic boys with rebellious 
streaks, the wig-wearing young mothers with their strollers, 
the beggars holding their hands out and nodding tzedoke
tzedoke, the high school girls with their trendy headbands 
and shy smiles.

Finally, the honoree himself comes out with his Torah scroll, 
flanked by dancing and singing men. He is escorted to a 
canopy set on wheels, a chuppah of sorts, and the 
procession begins, a sea of men and women dressed in black 
fill the streets, led by a moving truck with three Hasidic men 
singing.

In front of me, black hats are thrown in the air; behind me, 
the women smile watching their men. They are there, most 
of all, to transmit to their children a lesson about the joy of a 
new Torah scroll. What else could be more important, after 
all, than a new text, a new opportunity to read our 
cherished Words?

But the women’s joy is reserved — and not only out of 
modesty. Perhaps, it’s careful.

It is the mothers who I keep looking at today. Are they also 
looking at their progeny in shock —- until now we sang 
them songs and read them stories about Antiochus and 
Haman, but that was in past tense, and how on earth do we 
talk about this in present tense? Are these mothers, too, 
listening to the men in their lives huff and puff about being 
proudly Jewish, “never hide who you are!” — but then 

secretly wish they could hide their little boy’s yarmulkes 
under winter hats, and tuck in their little boys’ tzitzis, when 
they leave their neighborhoods?

But there is no way to hide. That is the realization dawning 
on us all. There is no way to hide, for good or for bad. We 
wear our religion on our sleeves. Is it starting to feel like a 
yellow star? We have chosen this way and there is no going 
back.

“Al hanissim!” For all for the miracles, the Hasidic singers 
sing at the tops of their lungs.

The dancing grows ever more feverish. We don’t know! We 
don’t know! the revelers seem to say, holding on to their 
head-coverings as they kick their feet — the jubilation on 
this street is almost drunken, the singing with abandon. It’s 
a mixture of fear, of shock, of optimism and faith and a 
bissel Macallan.

We don’t know what will be, we don’t know what our shtetl 
faces ahead — but to  you, our Creator, we turn.

As we walk, I have this sense that no one really knows 
where exactly this procession is heading — and here, in 
Monsey, that’s the point. Only God knows.

Avital Chizhik-Goldschmidt is the life editor at the Forward. 
Find her on Twitter @avitalrachel.
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After this month’s deadly anti-Semitic shooting in Jersey 
City, B., a Haredi resident of Brooklyn, got a Whatsapp
message from a friend.

“Time to get a gun,” the message read in part.

So B. took a trip upstate and bought a firearm, and a week 
later, returned to learn how to aim and shoot.

“It’s not like we’re planning to have another Holocaust or 
planning for another pogrom, but these things have 
happened, so why not own one?” said B., who asked to be 
identified only by an initial due to concerns about 
harassment. “Why not just have a chance in case something 
goes batshit?”

Seventy percent of American Jews think that controlling gun 
ownership is more important than protecting gun rights, 
according to AJC’s 2018 Survey of American Jewish Opinion. 
But Orthodox Jews say chatter about buying guns has 
gotten louder in the community after a spate of anti-Semitic 
attacks concentrated in the New York metropolitan area.

After yet another anti-Semitic act of violence this weekend 
during which a man charged in on a Hanukkah celebration 
and stabbed five people, B. brought his gun to Monsey to 
show his fellow ultra-Orthodox Jews that guns are legal and 
accessible. He stood with his gun visible for two hours and 
said he received messages of support online.

“I do feel safer that people are showing interest and, as a 
community, people are ordering guns,” he said.

Possessing a handgun in New York City requires a permit 
separate from the process in the rest of the state. But Jews 
in Monsey and other areas are free to own handguns after 
they purchase them, pass a background check and register 
the weapon.

In addition to Jewish individuals arming themselves, 
communities impacted by anti-Semitic violence have 
heightened security with locks, alarms and security guards. 

Spurred By Anti-Semitic 
Violence, Orthodox 
Jews Consider Arming 
Themselves

News

By Molly Boigon

Incidents like the one in Monsey are intensifying this trend.

In addition to Jewish individuals arming themselves, 
communities impacted by anti-Semitic violence have 
heightened security with locks, alarms and security guards. 
Incidents like the one in Monsey are intensifying this trend.

The UJA-Federation of New York and the Jewish Community 
Relations Council of New York announced a new director for 
the $4 million Community Security Initiative today, which 
provides security training for Jewish institutions in the New 
York region.

“One important dimension is security, and we need to have 
an appropriate security infrastructure,” said Eric Goldstein, 
UJA CEO, in a phone interview.

Rockland County, which includes Monsey, is using armed 
guards from a private security firm, Brosnan Risk 
Consultants, in addition to its own police. The company is 
providing the guards free of charge for an indefinite period.

The firm tracks crime threats online and reports them to 
security officers on the ground, who are serving an 
undisclosed list of synagogues in Rockland that feel 
threatened by anti-Semitism. The firm is also encouraging 
residents to “fight back” and at a press conference today, 
the company’s head commended Monsey congregants for 
throwing furniture at their attacker.

“You can’t just be mowed down; you can’t just be chopped 
down; you have to step up,” said Patrick Brosnan, the 
founder of the company, at the press conference. “There’s 
not enough law enforcement out there. We’re not 
everywhere all the time.”

But for some Orthodox Jews, the prospect of armed guards 
and vigilante protection from anti-Semitic violence isn’t 
quite so reassuring.

“I do hear very many people saying, ‘Oh, we need a gun; we 
can’t rely on anybody; we need to be able to protect 
ourselves,’ and everybody wants a gun and everyone wants 
weapons and every synagogue now needs an armed 
person,” said S., a Haredi Brooklyn resident who spoke 
under the condition of anonymity because he feared a 
backlash. “It sounds to me like everyone is losing their 
collective minds.”

S. bought his first gun in 2014 and was licensed to carry in 39 
states. He said he did not want to be a “target” and felt like 
“Jews are weaklings that get picked on.”

But three years ago, he surrendered his guns to the police
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It is entirely predictable. As soon as an antisemitic attack 
occurs, particularly one as horrific as took place in Monsey 
on the seventh night of Hanukah, the phone, email, and 
social media accounts of people, such as myself, who study 
and write about antisemitism, are inundated with queries 
and comments. Some come from reporters and others 
come from “people on the street,” many of them Jews.

After the invariable expressions of shock at the seemingly 
inexplicable emergence of this hatred, one question often 
follows. Sometimes it is asked openly. Sometimes it is 
implied. But it boils down to this: Is what we are seeing 
today akin to Germany in the 1930s? (Lately, I am not asked, 
but I often am told: “This is just like Germany in the 1930s.”)

I used to scoff at this comparison because it is so beyond 
the pale. In the wake of the recent assaults, I no longer 
scoff. My response has changed, not because the 
comparisons are correct — they are not — but because they 
come from a place of fear and confusion.

In the past ten months, since the publication of my book on 
antisemitism, I have travelled throughout North America as 
well as many other places in the world. I have met with 
Jews who are scared and confused. I understand their fears. 
I share them. However, if we are to fight this scourge, it is 
important that we do on the basis of fact, not emotion. We 
must recognize the fundamental difference between then 
and now.

The contrast between the situation of German Jews of the 
Third Reich and today is best illustrated by a story I heard 
from a survivor at the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum. He came from a small town in which the local 
school was no longer a tolerable place for a Jewish child. His 
parents sent him to a Jewish boarding school in a large city. 
On the night of Kristallnacht (November 1938), German 
government forces burned synagogues and ransacked 
Jewish shops. They beat up random Jews on the streets, 

after realizing that he was “endangering” himself and his 
family, and that “living in a sense of defensiveness” was 
harming him and his community.

“I feel very strongly that the community really needs to look 
elsewhere other than knee-jerk reactions,” he said. “It’s a 
false sense of security that doesn’t speak to both what we 
need to change as a community to counteract hate, and also 
doesn’t really practically solve anything.”

Molly Boigon is the investigative reporter at the Forward. 
Contact her at boigon@forward.com or follow her on Twitter 
@MollyBoigon

Virginia Jeffries contributed reporting.

No, We Aren’t Seeing 
The Return Of Nazi 
Germany

Opinion

By Deborah E. Lipstadt
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deported thousands to concentration camps, and murdered 
close to a thousand.

On that night the teachers burst into the dormitory of the 
boarding school. They told the children to quickly run out of 
the building because it was being attacked. As the 
youngsters emerged onto the street, they wondered where 
to go. Instinctively, they decided to adhere to the advice 
parents have given their children for generations: when you 
are in trouble, look for the helpers. They said to one 
another: “Let’s go to the policeman.” They ran to the closest 
officer, fully expecting to be protected. Instead he sternly 
rebuffed them: “I don’t help Jewish children.”

Herein, lies the essence of the difference. During the Third 
Reich, the government was the very source of the 
antisemitism. Today, the situation is precisely the opposite 
in the vast majority of countries. When tragedy strikes 
political leaders are quick to condemn these acts.

A few years ago, at a rally against antisemitism at Berlin’s 
Brandenburg Gate, Chancellor Angela Merkel declared: 
“That people in Germany are threatened and abused 
because of their Jewish appearance or their support for 
Israel is an outrageous scandal that we won’t accept.” She 
did more than condemn attacks on Jews. She cast the fight 
against antisemitism as a national concern: “Anyone who 
hits someone wearing a skullcap is hitting us all. Anyone 
who damages a Jewish gravestone is disgracing our culture. 
Anyone who attacks a synagogue is attacking the 
foundations of our free society.”

Around the same time, then French prime minister Manuel 
Valls spoke at a gathering at the Great Synagogue of rue de 
la Victoire in Paris to an audience of more than a thousand 
representatives of the French Jewish community. He 
declared that “the fight against racism and antisemitism [is] 
a great national cause” and called on all French citizens to 
“mobilize [and] go out in the street” to fight this prejudice. 
He concluded by declaring, “Without the Jews of France, 
France would not be France.”

In the wake of more recent events, leaders of France, 
Germany, England, the United States among others have 
continued to make these two points: these attacks are not 
just unacceptable, but they are attacks on the essence of the 
nation. This is a striking contrast, not just to the Third Reich, 
but to all previous eras in western history. Jews in the Third 

Reich were abandoned by their government. Today 
increasing numbers of government officials are beginning to 
recognize that these attacks are a threat to the democracy 
they have been empowered to defend.

The recent rise of antisemitic attacks is serious. These 
attacks must be addressed forcefully and unequivocally. But,
even as we are beset by fear, we must not allow those fears 
to distort our understanding of the contemporary situation.

At the very least, we owe it to the memory of German Jews 
of the 1930s to get this history right.

Deborah E. Lipstadt is Dorot Professor of Holocaust History 
at Emory University and the author of ANTISEMITISM HERE 
AND NOW. She can be found on Twitter @DeborahLipstadt

The views and opinions expressed in this article are the 
author’s own and do not necessarily reflect those of the 
Forward.
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I am sitting at my brother’s dining room table in suburban 
New Jersey wearing a pale grey-blue driving cap. It’s the 
one I use to keep my head warm and also to hide the 
yarmulke underneath. A curious extended family relative 
breaks the silence: “Do you always wear that hat?”

As an assimilated and secular Jew from Manhattan, raised 
on lox and bagels and Yiddish folk tales, I did not grow up 
wearing a yarmulke. After my adult bar mitzvah less than 
two years ago, I noticed my heart opening and a smile 
forming on my lips whenever someone wearing the 
signature headgear of my people passed me on the street. 
So I began wearing a skullcap at home and covering it up 
with another hat in public.

I was scared. Afraid about how being seen more openly in 
my Jewishness would affect others and what it could mean 
for me. The surprised look on the face of a colleague who 
was used to my earlier bareheaded presence, emerges 
when I appear at a seminar in the purple suede kippah I had 
been hiding under a baseball cap for months. “I didn’t know 
you were religious!” she exclaimed across the room. I 
looked down embarrassed, blurting out that, “I wasn’t 
raised that way.”

Still, I was getting restless to be more real about my 
growing Jewish identity. I had observed a musician I admire, 
wearing a driver’s cap as he played at the Romemu
Manhattan congregation where I am an online regular for 
live-stream Shabbat services. So when my wife and I were in 
New Orleans last spring, I ducked into MEYER The Hatter’s 
store on St. Charles Street and picked up my very own 
driver’s cap with the words “Stetson Since 1865” 
emblazoned on the back. This became my kippah-cover-up 
of choice for months.

A few months later, at a New York City airport, as I boarded 
an Ethiopian Airlines flight that would take me to visit with 
Jewish children in Ethiopia waiting to join their families in 
Israel, I was wearing my yarmulke-under-driving cap 
assemblage. While I ate the pre-ordered kosher meals on 
the long flight, I kept my kippah well under cover after I 
boarded. Only when I arrived in the Addis Ababa hotel 
housing Israeli volunteers, did I feel

For A Long Time, I Felt 
Unsafe Wearing A 
Kippah. Now, I Feel 
I Must.

Life

By Neal H. Brodsky

comfortable enough to remove the cap and let the kippah 
be seen.

Back in the States, after travel to Ethiopia and Israel, I read 
the news about a 64-year old rabbi hit in the head with a 
brick as he took his daily morning walk through Crown 
Heights in Brooklyn.

As I walk past the Jewish Community Center in Manhattan 
on the Upper West Side, I see the steel bollards out in front 
to prevent car ramming attacks. So I reach for the illusory 
protection of my driving cap to safeguard what my Polish 
grandmother called “mein shayna kup” - my precious head. 
But then I remember what is still in my bag from Ethiopia —
a stack of hand-knit kippot made by the woman who 
manages the mikveh in Gondar, Ethiopia. I remember the 
young boys praying with fervor on the hardened dirt floor of 
the synagogue there, how each would wind his tefillin straps 
with such concentration and devotion. I know they could be 
at very real risk, wearing a kippah in the streets of a land 
they intend to leave for the promised land of Zion.

And it is then that I grow tired of my routine, my covering up 
and hiding. How can I continue to conceal, while these 
Ethiopian Jewish boys proudly show their identity, even in 
the face of insults and discrimination?

So it is time to take off my “safe hat” in more spaces. Time 
to more openly declare a connection to the glorious energy 
that crowns this universe, after many years of uneasy 
assimilation. I am proud of the long lineage of my people 
who at many times and places, perilous or not, displayed 
their faith on their heads. Even if a shock to my friends and 
family, clients and colleagues, I need to shed the fear I have 
worn and take the risk to reveal that for which I stand and 
show before whom I stand humble - the Holy One, who 
animates my life.

Even as the pain of Monsey, Jersey City, and Pittsburgh gives 
me pause, being “visibly Jewish” shines growing light on a 
path well chosen.

Neal H. Brodsky is a family therapist licensed in New York 
and Connecticut. He is a contributor to the forthcoming 
International Handbook of Play Therapy and one of 12 
therapists around the world to contribute a chapter to the 
book “Deep Play: Exploring Depth in Psychotherapy With 
Children.” Trained in Marriage & Family Therapy at Fairfield 
University, he also holds a Master’s Degree in public 
administration from what is now the Wagner School of 
Public Service at New York University. Living in suburban 
Connecticut, he practices both there and in Manhattan. 
Advocating for Jews of Ethiopian descent, Brodsky’s blog can 
be found on Times of Israel.
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One afternoon on the London Underground, Jacqueline 
Nicholls found her eye drawn to a mother and teenage 
daughter sitting across from her. Leaning against each 
other, they traveled in silence, the teenager occasionally 
stirring to take a sip from the water bottle her mother 
held. “I looked at them and it was beautiful,” Nicholls said.

It also reminded her of a Talmud passage she’d read that 
morning, Eruvin 82, which posed the kind of odd question 
typical of Talmudic debate: When can a child be 
considered independent of its mother?

The rabbis concur that the child has reached this 
milestone when it can soothe itself at night, but Nicholls 
balked at that conclusion. Her own children, though 
somewhat older, clearly needed her; and wasn’t this 
teenager demonstrating her reliance on her own mother? 
At home, Nicholls sketched the scene, letting the two 
bodies, barely evoked in wavering pen, fade into each 
other. The caption stated her own answer to the Talmudic 
query: “It seems there is no limit.”

Flipping through the Talmud isn’t exactly a common 
morning ritual for busy London artists. But Nicholls is 
practicing Daf Yomi, a study cycle in which participants 
read all 2,711 pages of the Talmud over the course of 
seven and a half years. The leaders of Agudath Israel, an 
Orthodox community organization, conceptualized Daf
Yomi in 1923, laying out a universal calendar so that Jews 
from across the diaspora could study the Talmud in sync. 
Almost a century later, Daf Yomi has taken firm root: 
approximately 300,000 people participated in the last 
cycle, which ended in 2012. The current iteration will end 
on January 5th, 2020, in a series of siyumim, or formal 
celebrations. One of the largest, the Siyum HaShas held in 
New Jersey’s Met Life Stadium, has already sold out its 
92,000 seats.

Across the Atlantic, Nicholls — an artist, Jewish educator, 
and self-described “maverick” Talmud scholar — will host 
her own, slightly more intimate celebration. When she 
embarked on Daf Yomi in 2012, she didn’t just commit to 
reading the entire Talmud; she also decided to create

Meet The Feminist 
Artist Bringing Talmud 
to Instagram

Life

By Irene Connelly

artistic interpretations of each page and share them on 
social media each day. 2,711 artworks later, she’s 
exhibiting the fruits of this mammoth endeavor, which 
she calls “Draw Yomi,” at JW3, London’s leading Jewish 
arts venue.

JW3 is not so far from the London neighborhood where 
Nicholls grew up in what she describes as a “very 
traditionally Jewish home” (she resists identifying with any 
particular denomination). From a young age, she was 
drawn to art and to Jewish texts, which she studied for a 
year at Nishmat, a women’s Torah learning center in 
Jerusalem. In university, she chose her subjects with a 
practical eye for making a living: architecture and medical 
illustration. But she found herself working mostly as a 
freelance illustrator and arts educator. Between navigating 
a budding career and starting a family, she made time for 
her own art — even if it meant schlepping her babies to 
life drawing class. Her work tended to incorporate Jewish 
texts and customs, and made her a known quantity in 
London’s tight-knit Jewish art scene.

As Nicholls was finding her artistic feet, the twelfth cycle 
of Daf Yomi came to a close and scholars prepared to 
begin anew. The publisher Koren had released a new 
edition of the Talmud, and the beautiful arrangement of 
the text appealed to her artist’s eye. At a Shabbat lunch 
with friends, she mulled an artistic approach to the 
Talmud. She could use her art as an entry point to the 
Talmud and the ritual study as a means of strengthening 
her art. There was even a handy pun just begging to be 
used as the project’s title. By the end of the day, “Draw 
Yomi” was born.

“It was definitely a case of one glass of wine too many,” 
she admits now. 

Daf Yomi translates to “a page a day,” an 
unintentionally trendy moniker that seems to promise 
the same quick-and-easy self-improvement of bullet 
journals or yoga.
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But like most self-care rituals, it’s not as simple as it sounds.

Each “page” is actually two sides of a folio, containing a 
portion of the Mishnah (Jewish legal code) and the 
accompanying Gemara (rabbinical commentary on the 
Talmud’s sixty-three tractates, or masekhet, outline customs 
that still feature prominently in Jewish life, like the 
components of a ketubah. Others address questions that 
may seem arcane to Jews today: how to correctly make 
burnt offerings, what order to put on one’s shoes, whether 
it’s acceptable to extinguish an out-of-control fire on Shabbat 
(in most cases, no). And the circular, often rambling 
commentary on each page presupposes knowledge of the 
entire text, making it difficult for newcomers to get oriented.

Nicholls built the ritual into her day by treating it as a warm-
up for the rest of her day in the studio. She began with dark, 
figurative pencil drawings, many of which reflect her 
scientific training: an ear illustrates a passage about the 
recitation of the Shema, and a meticulously rendered heart 
accompanies chapter about intention and obligation.

Soon, she was bored of pencil — and she decided to use a 
different medium for each masekhtot, tailoring her tools to 
the tractate’s content. For Menachot, which discusses 
offerings of food and oil, she used oil pastels. For Temurah, 
which addresses substitutions, she made drawings across 
several Post-It notes and shuffled them on the page. Her 
greatest strength lies with the elaborate pen drawings that 
capture the viewer’s eye and the nuances of the text: in 
Kiddushin, which lays out the correct procedures for 
marriage, intricate red banknotes evoke the uncomfortably 
transactional nature of many of these arrangements.

Despite the Talmud’s reputation as an argumentative text, 
Nicholls sees its authors as fundamentally concerned with 
“coming together and having consensus,” a preoccupation 
she attributes to the stress of maintaining communal 
integrity in an era plagued by outside threats. A critical 
aspect of Talmud study for her is resisting “groupthink” 
insisting on the right to form her own opinions — even when 
doing so means disagreeing with the Talmud’s authors.

This is especially true when it comes to the text’s treatment 
of women. Historically, learning Talmud was a privilege for 
men and boys (and some Jewish leaders think it should stay 
that way). When the founders of Daf Yomi envisioned Jews 
unifying around a shared tradition, they did not have women 
in mind. It hardly needs to be said that the rabbis who 
crafted the text were all male, and the resulting depictions of 
women in its pages are troubling: on the few occasions when 
they do appear, they figure as accessories in the lives of men, 

rather than as agents in their own right.

All this presents a challenge to that still-novel phenomenon, 
the female Talmud scholar. “Some women in the 21st 
century, when they read the Talmud, identify with the male 
rabbis,” Nicholls said. But her focus often drifts to the 
women under the male gaze.

Nicholls recalls that in one section of Niddah, the last 
masekhtot in the cycle and the one that addresses 
menstruation, the rabbis discuss a woman who bleeds 
throughout her pregnancy, wondering whether she should 
be considered “unclean” and what social functions she can 
carry out. As she studied it, one thought kept recurring to 
here: “If you’re that woman, there are other things going on 
for you.”

To tackle Niddah, Nicholls made multimedia collages by
sewing white cotton squares —reminiscent of the ones which
reminiscent of the ones which d at the end of a period — into 
her notebook and adorning them with red and pink paintings. 
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enigmatic designs are illuminated — or further complicated 
— by short captions: “the aches, pains, shudders of her body. 
for his sex life” or “the shame and humiliation of grown men 
discussing her ripening breasts.”

For Nicholls, it’s a way of “transporting the text from that 
authoritative male space” to one in which women can have a 
larger, more meaningful presence.

“I feel sometimes I’m not really drawing what’s on the page, 
I’m drawing what isn’t on the page,” she says.

And while Nicholls seems appropriately wary of reductive 
narratives of self-transformation — “I don’t want to call it a 
journey,” she notes, wryly — sustained contact with the 
Talmud has changed her practical approach to Jewish 
femininity. Before embarking on Daf Yomi, Nicholls covered 
her hair, like most Orthodox married women. But in the 
masektot Sotah, she learned about the origin of this practice: 
it is derived from the biblical ritual in which rabbis uncovered 
the hair of women accused of adultery. Nicholls was 
unnerved by the origin of what, for her, had been a daily 
ritual. “I did not want this on my Torah,” she said. “I didn’t 
want it on my body.”

Since then, she has stopped covering her hair. It’s probably 
not the kind of epiphany the founders of Daf Yomi 
anticipated, but for Nicholls it’s a demonstration of the 
gravity with which she approaches Talmudic study.

“I had a profound engagement with the text and
came away transformed by it,” she said. “It was possibly one
of the most religious things I’ve ever done.”

These days, Nicholls sports a tousled pixie cut in the 
occasional Instagram selfie. In the early days of Daf Yomi,
Nicholls shared her art on a website she created for the 
purpose. But she migrated to Instagram as it supplanted the 
personal blog and has since accrued a modest following. The 
current cycle of Daf Yomi is the first to take place in our 
social-media saturated era, and although the Internet now 
seems to be the root cause of just about every social ill, 
Nicholls says it’s been a game-changer — in a good way. The 
ability to congregate around the hashtag #dafyomi —
whether to kvetch or share quotes — has toppled the 
stereotype of Talmud study as an exclusively ultra-Orthodox 
activity. Nicholls credits social media with broadening the Daf
Yomi trend and with advertising the fact that many types of 
people, including her, “are doing Daf Yomi and possibly 
always have been.”

After January 5, Nicholls will have an extra hour and a half of 
time on her hands each day; but between archiving the work 

she’s produced and considering different opportunities to 
display it, she’ll still be busy. She’s considered publishing it in 
a book, but worries that format will impose false sense of 
linearity on a text whose fragmentation and irregularity are 
so central to its character. More fruitful, to her, is the idea of 
a more permanent exhibition, one that foregrounds the 
Talmud’s circularity and the organic way in which it evolved. 
Already, she’s thinking of different ways to hang, enlarge, 
and make tactile copies of her work.

Whatever form the installation takes, it will have to 
represent the Talmud not as a weighty set of rules but the 
record of a lively, unceasing conversation — always falling a 
little short of the original, as records of human conversation 
inevitably do.

“If you’re going to write speech down,” she says, “you’ve got 
to stumble in it.”

Irene Katz Connelly is an intern at the Forward. You can 
contact her at connelly@forward.com.
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