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No Kissing Torahs Or Tearing Challah: How 
Synagogues Are Dealing With Coronavirus Fears

News

By Aiden Pink

As the coronavirus has spread across the global Jewish 
community — first in Italy, and then in Israel and the 
United States — religious leaders have adjusted ritual 
practices in order to prevent further contagion.

Many synagogues and other Jewish institutions have sent 
out emails to members urging them to follow the health 
recommendations of the Centers for Disease Control, 
including telling people to stay at home if they are feeling 
unwell. Synagogues in California and Washington state 
recommended that people greet each other at synagogue 
with elbow bumps instead of hugs and kisses.

Rabbi Beth Singer of Congregation Emanu-El in San 
Francisco told J., the Jewish news of Northern California, 
that her synagogue had introduced hand sanitizer 
stations in the building, and would be passing out pre-
sliced pieces of challah on Shabbat rather than having 
congregants rip off their own pieces from a communal 
loaf.

“Our primary focus is on not feeding hysteria but taking 
precautions as we get our updates from the CDC,” Singer 
said.

In addition to urging people not to shake hands or attend 
services while ill, the Conference of European Rabbis also 
urged people not to kiss ritual objects like Torahs, prayer 
books, tallitot or mezuzot.

Others are also urging a more spiritual response. The 
Rabbinical Assembly of Italy published a prayer last week 
for the wellbeing of coronavirus patients. “Take pity and 
have mercy and heal all mortal beings for you are good 
and merciful to all and hear everyone’s prayers,” the 
prayer concludes.

For some Jews, though, prayers are only able to be 
offered individually — synagogues in parts of Italy, as well 
as one house of worship in New York, have been closed by 
the government in order to stop the disease’s spread.

Aiden Pink is the deputy news editor of the Forward. 
Contact him at pink@forward.com or follow him on 
Twitter @aidenpink
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The New York Times published a story Wednesday 
about a young woman named Paige who was subjected 
to anti-Semitic bullying and an inadequate response by 
school leadership at Marine Academy of Science and 
Technology in Highlands, N.J.

The story prompted emotional responses and 
comments from readers, and tales of anti-Jewish bias 
all across the country.

We have selected some of the comments and are re-
publishing them here. We encourage you to share your 
own stories in the Forward’s comments section below.

Mel, Beverly, Mass.

As a Jewish graduate of an all-male military academy, 
Paige’s story has resonance. I recall the random but not 
irregular anti-semitic comments and taunts. Once, in 
homeroom, a classmate who was sitting with a group of 
the “cool” kids, threw a penny at my feet and said, 
“Who will be the Jew to pick up the penny?” Swastikas 
carved into lockers constituted part of the ubiquitous 
graffiti.

Anti-semitism was accepted as normal. I recall no one 
ever spoke up against it. The school was ruled by a 
WASP elite that guarded its status. Jews were in but not 
of the school.

I had a fair number of Jewish classmates, but when 
these incidents occurred, I felt scared, humiliated and 
alone.

And the very few African-American kids in the school 
had it worse.

Dadof2, N.J.

Yeah, I heard those “jokes”, and I guess the 2 black eyes 
I got when I was kicked in the face for being Jewish was 
just an hilarious boys-will-be-boys prank.

NY Times Article On 
Anti-Semitic Bullying 
Spurs Readers To Spill 
Their Stories

News

By Molly Boigon

And I suppose the broken nose when I was sucker-
punched was also no big deal—at least the then asst 
superintendent of schools didn’t think it was. Curiously
the courts (adult court for one, family court for the 
other) took it seriously.

I have zero sympathy for those young jerks—they 
learned their Antisemitism from their parents, just like 
the boys who attacked me in elementary school, middle 
school, and high school. I don’t blame the universities 
for rescinding their admissions—who wants students on 
campus who think it’s funny to torment others whose 
families may well have lost members in the Holocaust.

These teens went to extremely elaborate means to bully 
and torment this girl and other Jewish students. The 
school knew it, allowed it, and did little to stop it. As for 
the community that rallied around that school and its 
hate-filled budding nazis? It can sink into the ocean for 
all I care!

I hope the girl and their family win their lawsuit and 
bankrupt the school and its enabling households! The 
damage done to her will take many years to heal and 
THAT is no joke! You never forget, as I’ve never 
forgotten the fights nor the kick to my 12 year old face 
53 years later! And, while you move on, you never 
forgive, either!

Kaye, Forest Hills, N.Y.

@Mel My son had a similar experience. At the time, we 
lived in a small town in central Suffolk County around 50 
miles from NYC. He was in the 6th grade when a penny 
was thrown at his feet. In a pre-social media world, the 
only place his 6th grade peer could have learned that 
gesture was at home. Later when AOL messenger was 
popular, my daughter was on the receiving end of a long 
thread of anti-semitic insults. Again, it had to be learned 
at home. When I tried to talk the mothers of the children 
who sent the messages, they insisted their children 
would not have sent the messages despite the print-
outs I had in my hand. One of the mother’s told me I 
was trying to start trouble and walked away from me. 
Ultimately, I brought the information to the principal 
and asked her to address it. Like Paige’s parents, I was 
not satisfied with the outcome. However, unlike Paige’s 
experience, both my children had friends who rallied 
around them and helped my children stand up to bullies 
who thought they could make jokes at their expense. 
Knowing they had support made it considerably easier 
to shut it down.
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Simon Sez, Md.

I was born in NYC.

When we moved to Livingston, NJ I found that being a 
Jew was a liability.

One day while walking home around Easter from the 
library a group of kids blocked me One yelled, You killed 
Christ. I froze, not knowing what to do, how to respond.

I just said, I was at the library. I didn’t kill anyone.

Then they beat me up and broke my tooth. I gathered 
up my books and cleaned the blood off and went home.

When the Jewish students would come back to school 
after our holidays we were all told to assemble. The 
gym teacher, who took attendance, would call out, 
Would all the chosen people please stand up. Then we 
would have our names taken and told to sit down.

I never told anyone about this or several other incidents 
like it that happened.

Today Livingston has many Jews.

Welcome to America.

JD, Boston

Paige: I am 66, but remember vividly going through 
similar events in high school. I went to a private school 
in Massachusetts—the only Jew in my graduating class—
where I regularly heard anti-Semitic statements. Once, 
when I was in ninth grade, a senior told me he wanted 
to turn me into a lampshade. Troubled, I spoke to the 
school’s headmaster, who was a sharp contrast to your 
principal. The headmaster consoled me. He told me how 
much respect he had for the Jewish people, our 
philanthropy, and our scholarship. I don’t know if he 
spoke to the jerk who made the lampshade comment, 
but I suspect so: Such comments stopped. I have since 
tempered my animus towards that school, and the 
people who made such hateful remarks. Yes, you need 
to stand up to the bigots. Yes, the school’s leadership 
should stand with you, and not with the knuckleheads. 
But perhaps you will realize that the students who 
tormented you will one day understand their faults; that 
they will be remorseful; and that kids can do stupid 
things that they would not as adults. Most of all, know 
yourself. Know that you are part of a rich tradition—a 
tradition of perseverance through the millennia which 
has emerged whole and strong— and that you are larger 

than your haters. Don’t withdraw. Engage. Be proud. 
And fear no one.

Suburbs, N.Y.

I am Jewish. I worked for a medium size company. My 
boss, who is not Jewish, told an anti-Semitic joke to 
about four people including me. Usually I’m too afraid to 
say anything, but I had to and reminded my boss that I 
am Jewish and felt the joke was not appropriate. She 
mentioned that another coworker, who is Jewish liked 
the joke. I reminded her that I am not that other person. 
I could’ve gone to her supervisor who happened to be 
Jewish. But I let it drop figuring if I said something to our 
boss my life would become increasingly more difficult 
because of retribution. It’s like the whistleblower who is 
concerned about their job if they say something. Until 
victimized people feel safe, we will read articles like this 
and wonder if it’s worth it. It’s sad.

Fldl, Miami, F.L.

I attended this school in the 90’s and was the recipient 
of the anti-Semitic culture the school propagates. I had 
“Kike” spray-painted on my car. I witnessed nazi salutes 
by my fellow cadets.

It was a different time, I thought, and handled these 
issues myself. My car was painted - once - and the 
salutes would result in black eyes and Fights in building 
25. I would have thought that this kind of Hitler culture 
worship would die. It’s a shame that this kind of bigotry 
still exists in our youth. Parents have no one but
themselves to blame for raising these little nazi
nightmares.

Conduit, USA

I experienced a great deal of anti-Semitism growing up 
in Pittsburgh, PA. I know what prejudice looks like and 
how it feels. I have grown strong from the experience, if 
not a wary traveler. I can empathize with others who 
are going through this anti-American behavior. I can 
only say: stay strong, be careful, and pray. I believe in 
God. We need to pray when we need to. And, we never 
can forget where we live. Earth is not Heaven.

Marge Keller, Midwest

I take stories like this one to heart because my husband 
is Jewish. Everyone in my immediate family, with the 
exception of my older brother, changed towards me 
when I married my husband. They were hostile and rude
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to my husband, ignored him at family functions, and 
basically excluded me across the board. On my wedding 
day, my dad told me I could have done a lot better.

I used to think the way my siblings and dad treated us 
were a figment of my imagination, that I was reading 
into their mistreatment. It wasn’t until my brother came 
to live with us last year that he told me the extremely 
sad and unbelievable truth - that they didn’t want 
anything to do with me or my husband because he was 
Jewish.

Stupid me - here I thought people should be allowed to 
go through life and just live it with the usually hiccups 
and disappointments that come along the way. But 
when people go out of their way to display and voice 
such hatred and prejudice because of one’s faith or 
nationality or race or gender, I still shake to the core in 
such disbelief.

What happened to Paige was more than merely “anti-
Semitic jokes” - it was intimidation and racist. Period.

What truly disgusts me is the majority of the kids, 
teachers and administration were not appalled by such 
behavior. There’s always that excuse that such behavior 
was a “mistake” or a “lapse in judgement” or a “sarcastic 
joke”.

Such behavior was none of that.

It was hatred - pure and simple. And it was barely 
recognized.

James Lambert, Mass.

I am in my early 50’s. The cruel religious taunts and 
racial discrimination in my southern hometown set an 
ominous tone for my young adulthood. The young 
babysitter who told my 10 year old self that my parents, 
who were out to dinner with friends, would be beheaded 
by the righteous men on white horses if I didn’t pray that 
instant to get on Jesus’s list. The classmate in the locker 
room who asked in all sincerity if I had horns on my 
head.

These were not ‘bad’ kids. They were polite and earnest. 
They weren’t troublemakers and neither was I. But boy 
was I scared and confused by their questions. Did I have 
horns? Had I really killed Jesus? Were we all going to die 
in the impending Coming of the Lord? These were the 
words of adults coming out of the mouths of children. 
They couldn’t have been more potent and more 
damaging to my developing ego.

To this day, I fear being called out a Jew when I’m 
meeting a new client or being introduced at an event, as 
if this label will bring on the same unrelenting 
harassment, ostracism, or death.

As many readers have already stated, we are not born to 
divide and conquer, we are taught fear-based tribalism 
by the adults who hold power: our teachers; our parents; 
our clergy; our government officials.

If the majority of that relatively small group isn’t 
enlightened or empathetic, how can we be?

Todd Browning, Atlanta

Back in the ’70s I attended an exclusive prep school 
where Jews were limited to 6 admissions per grade (2 
black, 2 asian) but it wasn’t until my sophomore year 
when I realized that the name-calling and anti-Semitic 
slurs were not just dumb jokes and friendly ribbing. Once 
we became more mobile and able to visit classmates’ 
homes more easily and interact with their parents more 
frequently, it became painfully to me that in their eyes I 
was different, less than, and the jokes were not jokes.

Kids do not come up with these ideas on their own. It 
might be things overheard in conversation at the dinner 
table, or visits with the grandparents, or at the “club” or 
social events.

I’d like to say that it’s hard to believe how little things 
have changed in 40 years. But people seldom do.

Adam, Cambridge, Mass.

I grew up in a near-northern suburb of Chicago. My 
father is Jewish; my mother is Latina and Catholic. Until I 
transferred to a public middle school, I’d never heard an 
anti-Semitic slur. In fact, outside of the odd R-rated 
movie on premium cable, I don’t think I’d ever heard 
someone utter anything expressly racist. But then I 
made the mistake of entering my heritage into the 
public record.

I called out an eighth grader who’d labelled another 
student’s hesitance to buy something as “Jewy.” 
Thinking that I could set them straight, I told them that 
my father was a Jew, and that I wouldn’t take kindly to 
hearing them say it again. Words were exchanged. 
Punches were thrown. And for the rest of the year, I 
became the frequent target of anti-Semitic comments 
and jokes. A bully threw coupons at me, telling me that a 
good Jew would never miss an opportunity to save 
money. After a classmate accidentally spilled a drink on
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Many American Jewish leaders
may be able to talk about the
first time they met Joe Biden –
the guy has, after all, been a
fixture in Washington for 44
years – but Rabbi Michael
Beals’ story is a doozy: He met
Biden at a shiva call.

In 2006, Biden was still a
Democratic Senator from
Delaware, and Beals was the

newly-installed spiritual leader of Congregation Beth 
Shalom in that state’s largest city, Wilmington. A 
synagogue member named Sylvia Greenhouse had 
died at the age of 83, and her apartment was too small 
to fit the gathered mourners, so Beals was leading a 
service in the building’s laundry room, and in walked 
the state’s senior Senator.

Biden explained to the rabbi that in every election 
campaign since his first Senate run in 1972, 
Greenhouse, a retired DMV employee, had sent him 
donations of $18 – a number that in Judaism 
symbolizes life. So Biden was there to pay his 
respects.

“And nobody was covering it, nobody from the press, 
there wasn’t an assistant,” Beals recounted. “It’s just 
who he is.”

After Biden’s significant victories in South Carolina and 
across Super Tuesday primaries, former Mayor Mike 
Bloomberg of New York dropped out of the 
Democratic presidential contest on Wednesday and, 
like Sen. Amy Klobuchar and Mayor Pete Buttigieg 
before him, endorsed the former vice president. The 
race is thus largely narrowing to a two-person battle 
between Sen. Bernie Sanders of Vermont, the 
revolutionary who would be the first Jewish nominee 
of a major party, and Biden, who has been gaining 
support across the Jewish community because of his 
longstanding support of Jewish causes, his center-left 
politics, his empathy, and the belief that he is better 
positioned to beat President Trump.

my sneakers, his friend reminded him that my “Jew 
dad” wouldn’t have any trouble affording 
replacements.

Like many folks who come from a mixed ethnic and 
religious background, I’ve never felt particularly at 
home with any one group. But I do know the torture 
that comes with being a Jew in a place where we are 
thought of only as abstractions—not as people to be 
afforded dignity but as jokes yet to be made.

I’m devastated by this story. No one, not at any age, 
should have to bear these burdens. And even though 
she must, I want Paige to know that she’s not alone.

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

By Aiden Pink
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“I think there’s going to be an overwhelming support 
for Joe Biden in the Jewish community,” said Susan 
Turnbull, a former vice chair of the Democratic 
National Committee and former chair of the Jewish 
Council for Public Affairs.

A Catholic ‘mensch’

While Jews only comprise about 2% of the American 
population, they are much more likely to vote and are 
vastly more likely to donate to Democratic presidential 
candidates than the general public. So their support 
could be felt in helping Biden replenish his campaign 
coffers – and in upcoming primaries on March 17 in four 
states with large Jewish populations: Florida, Illinois, 
Arizona and Ohio.

Unlike Sanders and Bloomberg, Biden does not have a 
dedicated Jewish liaison, and the campaign did not 
respond to a request for comment about their Jewish 
outreach plan.

Polls taken while the Democratic primary had more 
candidates indicated that Biden already had more 
support in the Jewish community than Sanders – and 
that was before many of Biden’s top rivals for Jewish 
affection quit the race and backed him.

A recent poll of American Jews from the Jewish 
Electorate Institute found that Biden performed only 
slightly better in head-to-head hypothetical matchups 
against Trump than Sanders did. But it also found that 
Biden’s approval rating, at 60%, was tied with 
Buttigieg’s for first place among the Democratic field, 
while Sanders landed in last place with only 52% 
approval (though still far above Trump’s 28%).

In the Forward’s analysis of Jewish campaign 
contributions made at the beginning of the campaign 
last summer, Biden also came in second place to 
Buttigieg in support from Jewish donors.

Some of that success has to do with personal 
familiarity. Ron Kampeas, the Washington bureau chief 
for the Jewish Telegraphic Agency, joked last year that 
Jewish insiders are so used to Biden telling a story 
about meeting Golda Meir that they could create a 
drinking game. (Long story short: Meir told the young 
Sen. Biden that the Israeli army’s secret weapon was 
that “we have no place else to go.”)

And as is the case among African-American voters 
who helped propel his revival with a huge victory in 
South Carolina, Biden is also surely the recipient of 

warm feelings due to his connection to former 
President Barack Obama, who remains quite popular 
among Jewish Democrats.

“The Vice President of Barack Obama is still beloved by 
us,” said Aaron Keyak, the former executive director of 
the National Jewish Democratic Council.

As Vice President, Biden hosted an annual pre-Rosh 
Hashanah party at his official residence, to which 
hundreds of local and national Jewish leaders were 
invited.

“You’d go there, and every single person in that room 
had a personal relationship with Joe,” Turnbull said. 
“Everybody did. And he knows that the Jewish 
community goes far beyond the issue of Israel.”

Indeed, while polling shows that Biden’s stance on 
Israel is shared by most American Jews — generally 
supportive of the Jewish state but critical of some of its 
policies towards the Palestinians – it also shows that 
they base their votes for American politicians on other 
things. The top issue, according to the Jewish Electoral 
Institute poll, is healthcare, and judging by which 
candidates had the highest Jewish approval – Biden, 
Buttigieg and Klobuchar – they are likely in favor of a 
more moderate approach than Sanders’ Medicare-for-
All plan.

“You look at the most popular candidates in this poll —
Biden Bloomberg, Klobuchar, Buttigieg – and they all 
coalesced around one of them: Biden,” Keyak said. “It 
seems to follow that Biden is going to be stronger 
among the Jewish community.”

Turnbull is one of those people who coalesced: She 
was a Buttigieg donor and volunteer who endorsed 
Biden after her top choice dropped out and did the 
same.

“The reason I am so easily with Joe, transferring from 
Pete, is that I believe Joe Biden wants to bring people 
together, not pit them against each other,” she said.

Beals made a similar point, saying that Biden is a 
“mensch,” a good person.

“He is so comfortable around Jewish people,” Beals
said. “The type of Jewish people he’s comfortable with 
is the type of Jewish people I’d be comfortable with.

“Trump and Bloomberg are comfortable around Jewish 
people, but the type of people they would hang out
with wouldn’t acknowledge that I’m Jewish, or are so 
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wealthy that they’d think I’m inconsequential,” the rabbi 
continued. “For those of us who are not very wealthy, or 
not too far to the right or the left, Joe appeals to us. And 
the fact that he sometimes stumbles, it doesn’t show a 
lack of intelligence, it shows he’s human.”

Will Biden prioritize Jewish voters?

It remains to be seen whether Biden will hire a dedicated 
Jewish outreach staffer. At a Jewish community forum in 
Los Angeles last month, Biden was represented not by a 
campaign aide, as the other campaigns were, but by City 
Councilmember Paul Koretz. “I’m not a regular surrogate 
for Joe Biden,” Koretz said. “I just think he’s the right 
candidate for the right time.”

Until Biden’s South Carolina surge, his campaign was 
facing a cash crunch. “You can’t do outreach if your 
campaign is operating on fumes,” said former Rep. 
Shelley Berkeley of Nevada, who has endorsed Biden.

Berkeley served in Congress with Sanders. “I didn’t like 
him then, and I like him less now,” she said. “He is 
virulently anti-Semitic.”

To be sure, Sanders does have a strong and passionate 
Jewish support base, especially among young people. 
And the JEI poll found that most Jews view him 
favorably, though less so than Biden. The expected 
departure of Sen. Elizabeth Warren – the top choice 
among rabbis – could help him, both with Jews and in 
general, the way that Buttigieg and Klobuchar helped 
Biden. But Turnbull, the former DNC vice chair, was 
skeptical.

While caucusing and text banking for Buttigieg, she said, 
she found that people weren’t stuck in ideological 
“lanes” as much as pundits thought – a Warren 
supporter might have Biden as her second choice, or a 
Klobuchar supporter could also like Sanders. “They were 
voting for individuals based on their individual opinions 
of those candidates,” she said.

Biden has already laid the groundwork for a Jewish 
outreach strategy – he spoke by video at the AIPAC 
Policy Conference, he wrote an op-ed about anti-
Semitism for JTA, and the ad that launched his campaign 
was focused on the white nationalist march in 
Charlottesville, noting the anti-Semitic nature of the 
“Jews will not replace us” chant.

Beals, the Delaware rabbi, said that Biden’s concerns 
about anti-Semitism, as well as Jewish issues more 
broadly, were deeply felt. Beals wrote a letter to Biden 
last year, urging him to keep going despite the pundits 
who had questioned his candidacy, which had not yet 
been officially announced. Beals said he received a 

hand-written response that began, “You are my rabbi 
and my friend.”

“Looking back on my time in public office I can say 
without fear of contradiction – the Jewish community in 
Delaware and around the nation has not only been the 
source of undying support, but the source of my public 
education,” Biden wrote. “I’ve had the great honor to 
meet and be mentored by so many remarkable women 
and men, from Golda to Elie. I am indebted to you and to 
the community in so many ways. You are familiar with 
the Talmudic saying, ‘What comes from the heart enters 
the heart.’ Your sentiments entered my heart. Keep the 
faith!”

Molly Boigon contributed reporting.

Aiden Pink is the deputy news editor of the Forward. 
Contact him at pink@forward.com or follow him on 
Twitter @aidenpink
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On Thursday, Elizabeth Warren ended her campaign for 
the Democratic presidential nomination. Warren’s 
departure not only finalized the narrowing of a 
historically large and diverse primary field down to two; 
it represented the closing of one possible path for the 
party to take following its 2016 disaster, with Sanders 
and Biden giving voters a stark choice between a 
dramatic new direction and the status quo.

Defeated, leaderless, and adrift, the Democratic Party 
after 2016 faced major questions about its future. Could 
the “Obama-Trump” voters be won back, and if so, how? 
Or did the future lie in the increasingly diverse suburbs 
of the nation’s major metro areas? What policies and 
priorities should be revisited? Would a different 
standard-bearer have won? While there was no 
institutional reckoning equivalent to the famous (and 
famously ignored) Republican National Committee 
“autopsy” of the 2012 race, there was a sudden burst of 
grassroots activity that party leaders had no choice but 
to follow. The Women’s Marches brought out 
unprecedented crowds in cities around the country, the 
travel-ban protests at airports forced a revision and 
delay in the policy, and a wave of local organizing paved 
the way for state and congressional rebounds in 2017 
and 2018.

This ferment in the party ranks was echoed in the 
primary field as the 2020 campaign got underway. 
Candidates ran not just on competing agendas and 
personas but on competing visions of the party’s path 
out of the wilderness. Even the most after of 
afterthoughts in the field made interesting cases. Steve 
Bullock, the popular governor of Montana, pushed a 
revival of attention to Western red states. Jay Inslee, 
governor of Washington, made a singular focus on 
climate change as an existential threat the center of his 
campaign. Marianne Williamson talked about spirituality 
and Andrew Yang talked about the transformative 
effects of technology.

But as the field shrank and the voting started, three

Warren’s Departure 
Leaves Sanders As The 
Only Hope For Change

Opinion

Benjamin Dueholm

clearly-articulated versions of a Democratic revival stood 
out:

Warren focused a big policy agenda—she famously had 
“a plan for that”—on the economic and governance 
challenges that predated the Trump years but had 
become especially urgent: public corruption, the growth 
of monopolies, and the fractal-like explosion in wealth 
inequality.

Bernie Sanders resumed his 2016 campaign (often 
buoyed by the online refrain “Bernie would have won”) 
to transform the Democratic Party into an ideologically 
left-wing movement rooted in working-class economic 
interests and a major rethinking of American foreign 
policy.

And entering late with a staggering budget, Michael 
Bloomberg proposed a center-right technocratic buy-out 
of the party as a whole.

Each of these proposals for a different kind of 
Democratic Party gained traction with parts of the 
electorate and party leaders. But as voting began, each 
found its limits. The Sanders campaign worked hard to 
build a more diverse coalition than he had in 2016, with 
some success, but his hoped-for surge in youth and 
liberal voters hasn’t materialized and he struggled to 
reach beyond them (starting out his post-Nevada week 
as frontrunner with qualified praise of Fidel Castro’s 
record on literacy did not, apparently, help). Warren 
united younger and older college- and graduate-
educated Democrats but found little support among 
non-college voters and voters of color. Bloomberg, who 
skipped the first four states altogether, had resources to 
open a lot of doors with state and local party leaders but 
couldn’t overcome rank-and-file skepticism (going to a 
debate where he got ethered by Warren did not help).

Then came South Carolina, and three days later, Super 
Tuesday. And in the course of a very few days, a new 
frontrunner emerged in Joe Biden. Critical endorsements 
and big turnouts from African American, older, and 
independent voters pushed Biden way over the top in 
South Carolina. A previously fractured “moderate lane” 
quickly consolidated around the former vice president, 
allowing him to win in states his very recently ailing 
campaign hadn’t even contested.

In a matter of days a fourth proposal for the future of 
the Democratic Party had gotten a major boost: do 
nothing.

Warren’s Departure Leaves Sanders As The Only Hope For Change 8
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It’s not hard to see how this happened. Unlike Warren 
and Sanders, Biden doesn’t threaten the health care 
and finance industries that are indispensable to 
funding Democratic campaigns. He enjoys very strong 
support among African-American voters, reaching 
parity with Sanders among younger African-American 
voters in South Carolina and winning older African 
American voters overwhelmingly there and across 
Super Tuesday states. He has credibility with the older 
and non-college white voters other candidates 
struggled to reach. His partisan bona fides set him 
apart from Bloomberg. He’s closely identified with a 
much-loved former president and tests well against 
Trump in polls.

In a field of factions, Biden was both a known quantity 
and the closest thing to a unifying force. Everyone may 
not love Joe, but it looks like everyone hates someone 
else more than him.

The nominating contest is far from over. Sanders has a 
base of support that can keep him competing for a long 
time. Biden’s liabilities haven’t gone away and his 
momentum may well slow or reverse, as it already has 
once during this campaign. But in the rush of party 
leaders—and a whole lot of primary voters—to coalesce 
around Biden, there seemed to be little reflection on 
what it would mean to return to a quintessential 
establishment figure with a modest, orthodox platform 
and a message geared at winning unhappy 
Republicans. Hillary Clinton lost doing exactly that.

Of course it’s possible that Biden will benefit from not 
being a woman, that his campaign may find a way to 
bring back youth and Latino turnout from its 2016 
slump, and that right-leaning independents may be 
more resolutely opposed to Trump now than they were 
when he was a candidate. It’s easy to forget how 
narrow and flukish Clinton’s loss was, and how many 
individual factors could have been decisive. Maybe, for 
Democrats, this time will be different.

But change cuts both ways. A Trump re-election 
probably won’t trigger another women’s march, mass 
immigration protest, or grassroots suburban 
realignment. It’s been a long road to a second chance, 
and there may not be a third.

Benjamin Dueholm is a Lutheran pastor and author of 
“Sacred Signposts: Words, Water, and Other Acts of 
Resistance.”

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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Exit polls and early results from Monday’s Israeli 
election predicted a reprise of the first of three 
elections that began last April: a victory for Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his bloc of right-
wing, nationalist, and religious parties.

Unlike in September’s vote, when Netanyahu finished a 
disappointing second and was not close to reaching 
the 61-seat majority needed to establish a coalition 
government, this time he is likely to be installed as 
prime minister in the coming weeks, barring an unlikely 
intervention by the High Court.

There should be no sugarcoating what happened. 
Israelis voted for a government led by an accused 
criminal who has spent the last year inciting against 
the country’s Arab minority and undermining its 
independent institutions, from the military chain of 
command to the law enforcement system he has 
slandered as being in the hands of his opponents.

What these results also represent is a staggering 
repudiation of the two-state solution from the majority 
of Israelis in favor of a vision in which the Palestinians 
live in permanent legal inferiority to their Israeli 
neighbors, despite both peoples living under the 
jurisdiction of the same authorities.

American Jews who believe the two-state solution is 
necessary for Israel to remain a democracy and a 
Jewish state thus have an important choice to make. 
Will they respect Israel’s right to commit moral suicide 
or will they do whatever it takes to stop a catastrophic 
annexation from happening?

Yesterday’s was not an election pitting the “peace 
camp” of the 1990s against Netanyahu, the longtime 
champion of the status quo. In this campaign, it was 
Benny Gantz and the opposition Blue and White party 
that represented the status quo by insisting that no 
annexation of occupied territory should take place 
without international and regional cooperation — a 
pragmatic poison pill that was overlooked by leftists 
denouncing Gantz as a cheap copy of Netanyahu.

Numerically, this was not an overwhelming win for the

Israelis Just Voted 
Against The 
Two State Solution

Opinion

By Abe Silberstein



GET THE LATEST AT FORWARD.COM

right. Netanyahu’s 2009 and 2015 election victories 
were deeper and more robust. If you had faith in 
Israel after previous rounds, there is no reason to 
relinquish it on the basis of these results alone.

Yet the right-wing government most likely to take 
shape won’t exist in a vacuum. For at least the next 
ten months, it will live alongside the Trump 
administration in Washington, which has committed 
itself to pursuing a plan that, if implemented, will see 
Israel annex 30% of the West Bank and the 
Palestinians relegated to sub-state cantons 
effectively controlled by Israel.

This plan is no longer just the delusions of Jared 
Kushner and David Friedman. There is now a 
“mapping committee” on the ground in the West 
Bank — made up of Americans and Israelis — to 
determine the future of land that by international 
laws and norms is not in the sovereign jurisdiction of 
either country.

Martin Indyk, a former U.S. ambassador to Israel now 
at the Council on Foreign Relations, compared this to 
the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916, in which several 
of the eventual victors of World War I — led by Britain 
and France - drew the post-Ottoman borders of the 
Middle East.

When a pillar of the U.S.-Israel alliance and the 
American foreign policy establishment like 
Ambassador Indyk begins warning of neo-
colonialism, perhaps it’s time to stop assuming 
everything will be OK if we just wait it out. There is 
still time to halt the annexation train, but it won’t 
happen if we privilege relationships and connections 
over Israel’s future as a democracy.

First, we must work hard to defeat Donald Trump 
here in November. If Trump is re-elected, the U.S. 
position will be one which supports annexation and 
perpetual Israeli domination over the lives of 
Palestinians for at least the next four years — a 
period in which the two-state solution will not 
survive.

Even if a unity government is established between 
Likud and Blue and White in the coming weeks, the 
latter can’t be “less” pro-Israel than the U.S. 
government.

The Trump plan needs to be taken off the table, and 
it will if virtually any of the leading Democrats is 

elected (Michael Bloomberg, who is unlikely to be the 
nominee, has been less clear about this than his 
fellow candidates).

Defeating Trump is a necessary but not sufficient
step to prevent annexation. Despite what we may 
sometimes think, not everything is in the hands of 
the American Jewish community and its 
establishment organizations.

However, it would surely help if we stopped looking 
to mitigate the consequences of Israel’s actions at 
every turn, sending the message that we are always 
willing to support Israel no matter what it becomes.

The next time an international body draws up a list of 
businesses operating in the settlements — the 
beating heart of what former Prime Minister Yitzhak 
Rabin called the “cancer” that ends in an apartheid 
reality — perhaps we shouldn’t rush to Israel’s 
defense.

We need to take a long hard look at the Frankenstein 
Israel envisioned in the Trump Plan and ask ourselves 
if we’re willing to support that. If not, it’s time to 
wake up and realize this could be the future if the 
designs of annexationists are not thwarted in the 
coming months.

Abe Silberstein is a freelance commentator on Israeli 
politics and U.S.-Israel relations. His work has 
previously been published in the New York Times, 
Haaretz, +972 Magazine and the Forward.

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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Faced with a decade-long deficit, the National Museum 
of American Jewish History in Philadelphia, rocked in 
recent years by institutional changes, is hoping that 
filing for Chapter 11 bankruptcy will move the institution 
toward financial sustainability.

The museum, known for its exhibits on Leonard 
Bernstein, Richard Avedon and Supreme Court Justice 
Ruth Bader Ginsburg, has been in debt since the 
construction of its $150 million Independence Mall 
location over a decade ago, Phil Darivoff, chair of the 
museum’s board told the Philadelphia Inquirer.

“Our budget is around seven-and-a-half to $8 million, 
and we have $30 million of debt, and that is just too 
huge a number and we have to deal with that,” Darivoff
told the Inquirer. “The entire board is with this plan. We 
feel this is something we must do.”

The museum filed for bankruptcy on March 1. Donors 
and lenders, many of whom pitched in on the 
construction of the new museum building, which 
opened in 2010, carry about half of the museum’s $30 
million debt, while the museum’s bank has been 
shouldering the rest. Formerly, the museum operated 
out of its longtime location behind Philadelphia’s 
Congregation Mikveh Israel.

The museum has had to tighten its belt in the past. 
During the tenure of its former CEO Ivy L. Barsky, the 
museum cut down on staff, closed the cafe and froze 
salaries. Barsky resigned in May of last year and was 
replaced by interim chief executive Misha Galperin.

Officials told the Inquirer that museum staffing and 
programming would not be affected by the bankruptcy 
protection. Last year, attendance, revenue and 
donations all fell from a recent high in 2017. But Darivoff
believes the $30 million debt has been undermining the 
confidence of backers and the museum itself since 2010.

“It affects the way donors look at us,” Darivoff. “It 
affects our confidence in our future. And frankly, the 
debt service is too big a burden for us.”
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When the 1860s Montana gold rush ended, the Jews of 
the territory were just getting started.

“The thing about gold towns is that they come and go,” 
said Paul Kingsford, a native Englishman who now lives 
in Missoula, Mont. “And so they built these wooden 
buildings downtown, because they knew there was no 
point — there’s probably going to be no need for it to be 
around four or five more years. But the Jewish 
population didn’t think that way. They started to build 
brick and stone buildings. They built everything from 
schools to libraries to super large hotels.”

Kingsford, who spent his career in advertising, is the 
designer of “Leiser’s Footsteps,” a museum exhibit on 
the Jewish settlers of Missoula currently on display at 
the Historical Museum in Fort Missoula. It’s named for 
the first Jew believed to have settled there, the 
Prussian-born merchant Jacob Leiser, who travelled 
from San Francisco to Missoula on foot.

Leiser, a tailor, abandoned his possessions at a river 
crossing and arrived in 1870 with little more than the 
clothes on his back. He was successful nonetheless, 
trading with the native Salish people — a people that 
had helped him on his journey — when the gold rushers 
left town. In 1895, he built a major clothing store on 
Main Street.

By then, Leiser wasn’t the only Jew in town. Daniel 
Bandmann, an internationally-recognized 
Shakespearian actor who owned a prodigious head of 
cattle, was there too, as was the saddler and jeweler
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Members of the Salish people and a Jewish family come together in Montana.
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Herman Kohn. In the past decade, some of Kohn’s 
descendants have returned to Missoula, where they 
grew up.

Bert Chessin, the research director of “Leiser’s
Footsteps” met Kohn’s descendents through a fellow 
congregant of Missoula’s Har Shalom synagogue, 
where Kingsford is also a member.

Kohn’s great-granddaughters, Brenda Henry and Mary 
Paulson, showed him two photo albums dating from 
the late 19th to early 20th century. The albums, which 
included photos of Kohn’s saddle shop and gatherings 
of Jewish families with Native Americans, are at the 
core of the exhibition.

Chessin estimates that the Missoula has between 300 
and 500 Jewish residents, with the Har Shalom 
synagogue counting around 70 member households. 
(Montana as a whole has around 1,400 Jews.) The 
community is growing, with Missoula’s first full-time 
rabbi, Laura Franklin, assuming her pulpit at Har 
Shalom last year.

Missoula’s Jewish presence has rallied since a dip that 
began in the mid-1960s, when many Jewish faculty left 
the University of Montana, which is located in the city. 
In recent years, some Jews like Chessin have made a 
homecoming, and newer Jewish residents like 
Kingsford, an immigrant like so many of the early 
settlers, have beefed up the ranks.

Lately, though, Jewish residents have been made to 
feel unwelcome.

The idea for an exhibit, which will debut at the new 
Missoula Public Library in the fall and plans to 
eventually expand to incorporate other parts of 
Montana, came in response to anti-Semitic flyers 
found on the University of Montana campus and near 
Missoula churches in 2018. This leafleting was part of 
an ongoing trend of White Nationalist activity directed 
at the state, which began in 2016 after Daily Stormer 
publisher Andrew Anglin alleged that a Jewish realtor 
had forced alt-right figure Richard Spencer’s mother 
into selling her Whitefish, Mont. home.

“I think it’s the ignorance of those people,” Kingsford 
said of Anglin and his confederates, who planned a 
march on Whitefish in 2017, but were foiled by local 
opposition. “They come out here and think it’s this 
pure white, it’s white people that built this. Err, wrong. 
Sorry, dude.”

Chessin is living proof that this isn’t the case. He was 
raised in Missoula; his father, Meyer “Mike” Chessin, 
was a professor at the University of Montana for 41 
years. When the elder Chessin arrived in 1949, 
esteemed literary critic Leslie Fiedler and Greek and 
Latin scholar Henry Ephron were established members 
of the Missoula community, having also taught at the 
university. (Fiedler and Ephron’s stories are both 
featured in the exhibition.) Chessin, in fact, attended a 
Jewish Sunday school run out of the Fieldler family 
home.

Fieldler and Ephron were just two professors who 
brought their talents to the University of Montana, a 
trend that started with economist Lewis L. Lorwin (née 
Louis L. Levine). Other Jews, like wilderness movement 
pioneer Bob Marshall, left an outsized contribution to 
the state — the Bob Marshall Wilderness Area is the 
fifth-largest wilderness area in the continental United 
States.

“Montana is really mixed,” Chessin said. “It’s had both 
progressive and reactionary tendencies.” The exhibit, 
he hopes, will “reeducate people” on “the contributions 
of the ‘other.’”

The “other” doesn’t just include Jewish Montanans, 
who have served as mayors of Butte and captains of 
industry in the capital of Helena. This month, Chessin
and Kingsford are expanding the exhibit to profile 
members of the Salish community who interacted with 
Jews like Leiser and Kohn, and whose lives were 
fatefully disrupted in 1861, when miners discovered 
gold at Cedar Creek.

“At the turn of the last century, Montana was a more 
diverse state than it is today,” Chessin said. “There 
were the Chinese that came because of the railroads, 
there was an African American community because of 
the mines. There was a strong community from Finland 
and Eastern Europe — Serbia, Croatia, and the Irish. The 
history of people who were the outsiders coming in is 
an interesting one here.”

PJ Grisar is the Forward’s culture fellow. He can be 
reached at grisar@forward.com
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For many Jews, Purim is an opportunity to celebrate 
female protagonists, show off our costume design 
skills, and drink until we can’t distinguish between 
heroes and villains. But for others, it’s a holiday that 
pays homage to a plant-based diet.

Richard Schwartz, President Emeritus of the Jewish 
Vegetarians of North America, points out that 
according to the Talmud, Esther likely became a vegan 
after marrying Ahasuerus, in order to avoid consuming 
non-kosher meat in his palace. Doing so allowed her to 
“avoid violating the kosher dietary laws while keeping 
her Jewish identity secret,” he said. As the legend 
goes, her diet consisted of seeds, nuts, and legumes —
thus the modern-day prevalence of poppy seeds on 
the Purim table.

These days, most of us are luckier than Esther — as 
long as you’re not married to a despot who may or 
may not behead you for your faith, it’s pretty easy to 
keep kosher without subsisting on legumes. But plenty 
of Jews are becoming more conscious of the effects 
our diets and daily habits have on the environment. 
And while everyone loves to revel on Purim night, it’s 
not as fun to look at the next day’s garbage filled with 
discarded crafts, disposable costumes, and endless 
packaging from mishloach manot.

So what’s an environmentally-conscious Jew to do? 
We’ve consulted the experts and assembled some tips 
on eating and entertaining sustainably this Purim 
season.

Ditch the meat — or even the dairy!

It’s pretty easy to celebrate Purim without meat. The 
holiday’s most iconic food, hamentaschen, are a 
vegetarian cookie, and since many Purim celebrations 
serve light snacks, rather than full meals, it’s possible 
to get through the holiday on sweets alone. That said, 

Can You Save The 
Environment While 
Celebrating Purim? 
We’re Giving It A Try.

Life

By Irene Connelly

if you really want to
challenge yourself, try
going vegan for a day with
this egg-less
hamentaschen recipe
from Tel Aviv vegan hot 

spot Meshek Barzilay. 

You could also honor Purim’s connection to 
vegetarianism by cooking vegetarian meals in the 
surrounding days. Chef Dahlia Klein recommends this 
Persian upside-down rice dish, something Esther might 
have eaten at one of her own banquets. And Jewish 
food historian Tori Avey honors Esther’s seed habit 
with poppy seed pancakes — with these on your plate, 
who needs breakfast sausage? She also likes to serve 
bourekas, which share their triangular shape with 
hamentaschen and can be filled with the vegetable of 
your choice.

If you’re worried that guests will feel deprived by a 
vegetarian menu, Jewish lifestyle blogger Rebekah 
Lowin has some ideas to spice things up. Breathe life 
into boring veggie platters by using cookie cutters to 
cut fruits and vegetables into triangles or Jewish stars. 
Or organize a meal around a theme ingredient — she 
suggests poppy seeds, which go with literally 
everything. Overall, she says, the trick is to “think 
additively,” in terms of bringing new flavors and 
ingredients to the table rather than taking others 
away.

Change your craft game.

For children, crafts are the
mainstay of Purim
celebrations. But no 
matter how lovingly
they’re assembled at
Hebrew school, there’s a
good chance those
groggers and crowns will 

be broken or discarded before Passover, And many 
common craft ingredients, like sequins and glitter, are 
toxic for animals and the environment once they hit 
the landfill. Instead of buying new materials or craft 
kits, find crafting inspiration in your recycling bin. 
These groggers draw from household materials you 
probably already have, while crafts like these Purim 
fish require only cardboard and markers.

Another way to avoid disposable crafts is to make
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edible ones. Lowin recommends these edible groggers, 
a perfect activity for older kids: as long as you’re 
willing to eat up, no waste is necessary.

You can also focus on crafts that will stand the test of 
time. Sarah Kay Lacks, programming director at the 
Marlene Meyerson JCC, said that her goal for Purim 
celebrations is to “send people home with items that 
will make their homes more connected to Judaism.” 
This year, kids (and adults!) at the JCC will turn the 
Purim megillah into illuminated texts fit for display on 
the walls of their homes.

Go old school with the costumes.

Who among us has not
made elaborate plans to
attend a costume party in a
homemade Ruth Bader
Ginsburg collar, only to end
up at Party City shopping for
a sexy nurse costume
moments before festivities
begin? Okay, maybe this 

isn’t a universal scenario. But especially if you have 
kids, store-bought costumes can be really convenient
in a pinch. We’re not here to guilt you into resurrecting 
bubbe’s sewing machine.

But we can tell you that shopping at thrift stores —
which often stock costumes as well as generally wacky 
items in need of a loving home — reduces waste. If you 
want to avoid shopping at all, you can dress up as a 
celebrity or pop culture icon with household items and 
minimal hassle. One last hack for the truly desperate 
among us: turns out novelty face masks make 
awesome Purim costumes.

Make sure your mishloach manot are gifts to your 
friends and the environment.

On Purim, the Torah
commands us to honor our
friends with small gifts — not
to terrorize everyone we
know with packs of junk
wrapped in yards of
cellophane.

As mishloach manot grow ever more elaborate and 
expensive, they also produce more waste. But Alyssa 
Berkowitz of Hazon, a Jewish sustainability 
organization, told us that it’s easy to cut down on 
disposable packaging by wrapping gifts in something 
reusable, like a mug, bowl, or jar. You can cut down on 
packaging (and prep time!) further by buying bulk 
foods like nuts or dried fruit.

And if you’re racking your brain to come up with yet 
another original theme, sustainable packaging can 
actually help your mishloach manot stand out from the 
crowd. Lowin recommends this sangria serving jar 
filled with everything you need to whip up a quick 
punch, or these tiny jars packed with cookies and 
candy.

Good luck, and may your Purim celebrations be full of 
revelry — and recycling.

Irene Katz Connelly writes about culture and 
entertainment. You can contact her at 
connelly@forward.com.
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