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Opinion

‘We Rehearse For This All The Time’: Holocaust
Survivors Face Coronavirus With Grit And Humor
By Marisa Fox-Bevilacqua
For Cordula Hahn, a Holocaust survivor in Brooklyn,
the first trigger was the lack of toilet paper.
“Oh, no, will I have to go back using newspaper?” she
asks, half chuckling. “That’s what we did when we were
in hiding in the Netherlands, and seeing the panic over
toilet paper immediately brought back that memory.”
But rather than a source of trauma, childhood
recollections of enduring great adversity are helping
Holocaust survivors like Hahn better brace for our
current global pandemic. As Boomers, Gen Xers and
Millennials race to hoard water, food and yes, toilet
paper, survivors are meeting the challenge of life in the
time of coronavirus with signature tenacity and humor.
“I grew up poor and as a refugee after the war, so I
know I can live without stuff, which is very comforting
actually,” says Hahn. “I don’t need stuff to survive —
including toilet paper.”
Some survivors report feeling a sense of command,

invincibility and even a rush of adrenaline during
moments of crises. Others react more cautiously; for
them, the sight of empty store shelves isn’t such a
comfort.
“It takes me right back to September 1st, 1939,” says
Natalie Scharf, a survivor living in Philadelphia. “My
parents had a grocery store where we lived in
Jaworzno, Poland, right by the German border. They
knew the Nazis were seizing all Jewish businesses, so
they quietly began to bring sacks of flour, sugar,
beans, barley, onions and potatoes home to live off
after they raided our storehouses. I’m not comparing
this to the Holocaust, but seeing everything shut
down, hearing of closed borders, food shortages, no
travel, being afraid to go outdoors, see family and
even touch anything, it feels like the start of the war.
But now you don’t see the enemy.”
Still, that fear of the unseen and the unknown, which
can be crippling to most, hasn’t left Scharf feeling
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powerless or doomsday-like. She, like many survivors,
is tough, courageous and resilient, able to navigate
emergencies calmly and with her wits intact. The
survivor instinct is a source of hope for many at this
time, helping fuel their families and those with whom
they interact during this pandemic.
The prevailing attitude seems to be “We’ve seen
worse,” says Greg Schneider, executive vice president
of the Claims Conference, which provides 50,000
survivors with pensions, in addition to a whole range
of welfare services through its funding of 300 agencies
around the world. “I was checking in with a survivor
friend and reminding him to stay in. He said: ‘God
saved me once, he’ll save me again, but maybe I can
give him a little help this time’.”
Schneider says that the defiance and grit of survivors
is inspiring to him and his staff as they rise to meet the
challenge of ensuring their safety and wellbeing;
survivors are among the most vulnerable to the
coronavirus.
“The most devastating part of this is that the specific
structures we’ve built over years to provide dignity to
survivors are now the ones that are the most
dangerous,” he says. “We have a very robust network
for homecare attendants that cater to 75,000
survivors around the world, which enables them to live
in their homes independently. But now those two to
three aids who come in to clean, shop, provide
company, medical care, etc, are introducing risk factors
to that survivor. So every day, the agencies that
provide that care have to reevaluate.”
For instance, if a home aide reports sick, agencies have
to weigh the plusses and minuses of foregoing a
service versus introducing a new person into their
home. “If the attendant is washing the floor, let the
floor remain unwashed for a week,” says Schneider.
The uncertainty of the present, whether not being able
to rely on a trusted home healthcare worker, hug a
grandchild or gather for a regular kaffeeklatsch is
unsettling, even for the most unflappable survivor.
“The insecurity of life is a trigger for me,” says New
Jersey resident Rachelle Goldstein, co-director of the
Hidden Child Foundation at the Anti-Defamation
League. “Because of our pasts, we know that every
good thing in life is ephemeral. They can be gone in an
instant, because this is what happened to us. We were

living with our parents, and everything was fine one
moment, and then all of a sudden everything was gone
in an instant.”
Goldstein says her childhood helps her get into coping
mode, which is a source of pride for her and her
husband Jack, who was also a hidden child. “In a way,
we mentally rehearse for times like this all the time,”
she says. “We always think, what do we do if…”
This foresight, fight or flight instinct and ability to
mobilize, helped Goldstein and her family survive
coups in Brazil and Nigeria, where they were living with
their three children during Jack’s tenure as an engineer
working abroad.
“We were the only Americans who had a runaway
suitcase, always packed with clean underwear and
toilet paper — yes, toilet paper!” she says laughing.
“We kept a level head, we always had a plan, and we
always had a runaway suitcase.”
That prescience led her to cancel a Hidden Child
Foundation meeting on March 11th. Reading news of
the pandemic’s spread, she began to question the
wisdom of sticking to their schedule. Others in her
group from the Tri-State area also began to feel
anxious about traveling into the city and gathering.
They each asked their doctors, who advised them to
postpone the affair.
“At first I thought, are we overreacting?” Goldstein
recalls. “Once our doctors said, ‘Absolutely not,’ I felt
validated, that I wasn’t crazy.”
She also began to self-quarantine and advised Jack to
do the same, though she says he was more cavalier
about going to work. It took a government shutdown
to keep him at home.
“Interestingly, Holocaust survivors aren’t very anxious
right now,” says Eva Fogelman, PhD, a New Yorkbased clinical psychologist who specializes in
Holocaust survivor and second and third generation
post-trauma. “There’s a sense that this is nothing
compared to what they went through.”
But that doesn’t necessarily make the present reality
easy for them. For survivors like Lola Israel, who lives
independently in Haifa, moving in with her daughter’s
family turned stressful.
“Not having her things around, not being in her own
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element made her feel uprooted and that made her
anxious,” says daughter Zahava Seidner. “Then my
daughter, who works in Ichilov Hospital in Tel Aviv,
decided to come home, and we couldn’t risk having her
exposed. So I decided to stay with my mother during
this time.”
While Israel isn’t on complete lockdown, the elderly
have been ordered to remain inside, which is a hard
proposition for an active 92-year-old like Lola.
“I’m not supposed to leave the house, but I needed
some air, so we took a walk around the block,” she
says. “I can endure anything.”
For Sonia Abiri, a survivor from Katowice who resides
in an assisted living facility near Tel Aviv, life goes on
even with characteristic irreverence. She may be
relegated to eating meals solo in her apartment and
only having virtual visits with her family, but there is
one real-time ritual she won’t forego: her daily bridge
game with three of her neighbors.
“She says she’s had her share of life on this planet and
wants everyone else to have it as well,” says her son
Roni. As for the card game, he says they sit a meter
apart, they don’t play for money and if it helps keep
her spirits up, that works for him.
For survivors, who lost so much in life, family carries
extra weight. The prospect of Seders without loved
ones at the table hangs heavy, as do the cancelled
Yom Hashoah commemorations, which are a yearly
opportunity for survivors to gather with their own,
remember loved ones and grieve with those who truly
comprehend their inexplicable experiences.
“April is very emotional time for survivors, starting
with Passover and then you go right into Yom
Hashoah,” says the Claims Conference’s Schneider. “If
you live in Israel, there’s also Independence Day,
Memorial Day, all within a two-week period. So you go
from incredible highs to lows, and it’s very emotional
under normal times.”

than anything, he says, survivors inspire his staff with
their courage and steadfastness.
“My mother in law is a Holocaust survivor and is going
through chemo, so she’s immune suppressed and
elderly, but she’s amazingly strong, physically and
emotionally,” he says. “She’s going stir crazy for sure.
She wants to get out, but the face time with her
grandkids is her chicken soup, it’s the best medicine.
And she gives us hope, because this is traumatic for all
of us.”
A mix of humor, music and art are other good soul
salves. Hahn recommends Chilean musician Violeta
Parra, whose song “Gracias A La Via” [Thank you, Life]
helped her get through the death of her sister a few
years ago. Without missing a beat, she adds, “She
[Parra] killed herself, by the way.”
For comic relief that’s lighter on the dark irony, singer
and YouTube sensation Randy Rainbow’s “The
Coronavirus Lament” seems to be hitting all the right
notes.
“We circulate a lot of jokes, too, many about toilet
paper,” says Goldstein. “The important thing is to stay
connected, despite social distancing.”

Marisa Fox-Bevilacqua is a New York-based journalist
who is writing and directing her first documentary, “My
Underground Mother,” about her search for her
mother’s hidden Holocaust past. Follow her on Twitter,
@undergroundmom.
The views and opinions expressed in this article are
the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect
those of the Forward.

Though the agencies with which the Claims
Conference works are busy just meeting the physical,
day-to-day needs and don’t have the bandwidth to
take on much more right now, Schneider says they will
figure out ways to offset the isolation survivors are
bound to feel during the upcoming holidays and help
them maintain a sense of faith and community. More
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News

Israeli EMS Leader
Intubated In Miami
Hospital With
Coronavirus: Health
Minister Sidelined Us
By Ilene Prusher
Eli Beer had been traveling around the globe trying to
raise money to help Israeli patients who fall gravely ill
with coronavirus. Then he became one of them.
Beer, 46, is the founder and president of United
Hatzalah, a non-profit, volunteer Emergency Medical
Service organization. A week ago, he was hospitalized
in Miami with what was initially a pneumonia
diagnosis. By Friday, it became clear that it was
actually COVID-19, and that his condition had become
so severe that he needed to be sedated and intubated.
“Unfortunately, my father was diagnosed with
COVID19 this Friday and is getting well treated in the
best hospital in Miami,” his daughter, Penina Beer
Davis, posted on his Facebook page on Sunday. On
Tuesday morning, she posted an update saying there
had been progress in her father’s condition, and asked
that well-wishers offer prayers but also donations
towards the project he was working so hard to fund
when he fell ill.
It was precisely because of the impending pandemic
that Beer kept on traveling, explained a United
Hatzalah spokesman, Raphael Poch. Beer, a father of
five who lives in the Ramot neighborhood of
Jerusalem, had been planning to return to Israel in
early March after fundraising in India and the United
Kingdom. He knew he would be quarantined for 14
days upon his return, however, as Israel had instituted
that policy for all travelers. So he headed to Miami
instead.
“He went to Florida to meet with donors and talk to
some people about his work,” Poch, who lives in Israel,
said in a telephone interview later Monday. “He was in
a number of places on Purim. Two days after Purim, he
started feeling ill.”

Poch declined to say which communities in Miami Beer
had visited. Rabbi Sholom Lipskar of The Shul, a
flagship Chabad synagogue in Miami, was also
diagnosed with coronavirus shortly after Purim and is
currently hospitalized as well, the Forward reported
last week.
It has been hard to track exact numbers of coronavirus
patients within the Jewish community in south Florida,
but as of Monday, the state had the fifth-most cases in
the nation, more than 1,100. Gov. Ron Desantis has not
instituted stay-at-home or shelter-in-place orders as
have governors of other states with large outbreaks,
but on Monday he raised a different concern: People
from New York, New Jersey and Connecticut fleeing
and hopping flights to Florida. He said they should stop
— and said if they must come, they should go into selfquarantine for 14 days.
Meanwhile, Orthodox Jewish leaders declared that
anyone planning to visit Florida for a Passover
vacation should cancel their plans immediately.
“To all those from out of state considering spending
Pesach here in Florida: It’s Halachically prohibited and
medically irresponsible to come for Pesach,” reads a
letter signed by dozens of leaders and published on a
website widely read by the Orthodox community. It
was also quoted in Monday’s Miami Herald.
“We have a Halachic requirement to keep our
communities safe,” reads the letter, referring to Jewish
law. “If you choose to come anyways, jeopardizing the
lives of many in Florida, you must quarantine for 14
days.”
Beer, the Hatzalah leader, appealed to volunteers and
supporters in a video made before he was intubated.
“I need you to keep davening, keep doing mitzvahs, it’s
very important,” he said. “Make sure that people’s lives
are saved and all the needs that they have should be
met by your support.”
In the days leading up to Beer’s intubation — a
procedure that pushes air into the lungs of someone in
severe respiratory distress — he made several other
videos about his condition while in intensive care. In
one of them, he blames Israeli Health Minister Yaakov
Litzman for refusing to allow Beer’s organization to
play a critical role in responding to the coronavirus
outbreak.
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Poch, the Hatzalah spokesman, said that the video was
meant for an internal audience: the organization’s
6,000 volunteers. But they were widely shared against
the backdrop of rising tensions between United
Hatzalah and not only Israel’s health minister but its
state-run ambulance service, Magen David Adom.
Poch said that United Hatzalah, with 36 ambulances in
Israel, does not aim to compete with Magen David
Adom which has 1,000. But United Hatzalah pioneered
the use of motorcycles to get medics to the scene of
accidents or terror attacks faster than ambulances,
and its services are free, whereas Magen David Adom
bills patients.
“We recently purchased 25,000 virus-protection suits,”
said Poch, describing it as similar to a hazmat suit. He
explained that Beer, a paramedic who also owns and
invests in real estate in the New York area who and
originally trained as a teenager with Magen David
Adom, wanted his volunteers to be able to respond to
coronavirus-related calls safely. But Litzman, the
health minister, was reluctant to utilize the
organization in the midst of the outbreak, and when
asked why in a recent Israeli television interview, he
denigrated the group, calling them unprofessional and
political.
“The organization feels it’s a mistake that Litzman
didn’t integrate us into the coronavirus situation until
he absolutely had to,” Poch said. “Not only is MDA
stretched very thin, but many of their staff had to be
put into quarantine.They’re running themselves a little
ragged and they don’t have enough ambulances.
“Only now in recent days have they started turning to
us. We started transferring coronavirus patients in
good condition, mostly to the ‘corona-hotels,’” he
added, referring to massive hotels — one in Jerusalem
and one in Tel Aviv — that have been temporarily
converted to centers for treating and quarantining
patients who are not in serious condition.

Bintel Brief is Back: ‘Dear Abbys’ dish advice in dark times

Life

Bintel Brief Is Back:
‘Dear Abbys’ Dish
Advice In Dark Times
By Abby Rasminsky and Abby Sher
From its creation in 1906, A Bintel Brief was a pillar of
the Forward, and a trendsetter for advice columns
across the United States. Yiddish for “a bundle of
letters,” the column began out of necessity as so
many readers wrote in sharing their troubles. The
editor’s blunt answers helped waves of Eastern
European immigrants learn how to be American.
We are reviving the column now to help readers
navigate the complexity of being Jewish in the 21st
century: we planned to do it before coronavirus, but it
now seems all the more urgent. Answering your
questions will be not one but two wise women named
Abby — yes, “Dear Abbys,” in homage to that other
legendary advice column.
Abby Sher is a stand-up comic, memoirist and author
of young-adult novels who lives in Maplewood, N.J.,
with her husband and three children. Abby Rasminsky
is a writer, teacher, and former professional dancer
who recently moved to Los Angeles from Austria with
her husband (a convert she actually met via The
Forward!) and their daughter. Send questions (not just
about the pandemic!) to dearabbys@forward.com.
Illustrations are by Liana Finck, whose 2014 graphic
novel about the original Bintel Brief brought it to life
for a new generation. In reintroducing the column, we
have relied on the wisdom of the Forward’s archivist
Chana Pollack, who has translated a couple of Bintels
from the 1918 flu epidemic for context. You can read
them here.
Yes, you should keep paying the cleaning lady
Dear Abbys,
I told my cleaning lady not to come today (my
daughter uses the same one, and she is deciding what
to do, as the woman uses the subway). I will pay her
for today, and possibly the next time. But how long do
we have to keep this up? I was thinking of splitting the
cost and paying her half.
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The other piece of this is that I need someone to clean
the house, change my bed linens. And soon there is
Pesach. How will us elderly people deal with that
without help?

can always repent on Yom Kippur.

Signed,

As soon as I heard that patient No. 2 was an Orthodox
Jew, my heart leapt in fear, worried that the Jews would
be blamed for an outbreak in NYC. Same feeling I had
when the planes brought down the towers — we’ll be
blamed for this. Is this rational or is this historical DNA
rearing its ugly face?

Menorah, New York City
Dear Menorah,
Thank you for being a mensch!
Yes, absolutely continue paying your cleaning lady. I say,
pay her for as long as it is
Liana Finck
financially feasible for you.
People who work hourly, in low-paying jobs — who are
often undocumented — are the most vulnerable to
financial ruin in a situation like this, so the best thing
you can do is continue paying her. If you can’t afford
the full amount, give whatever you can.
You’re also right to have her stay away, especially if
you’re “elderly” (your words, not ours) — and tell your
daughter to do the same. In a few weeks, once you’ve
all been in isolation for some time, and granted that
you are both healthy, ask your doctor if it’s O.K. to
have her back. I would still keep your distance while
she is there — use it as a time to get some fresh air —
and make sure she disinfects everything. Make it
abundantly clear that she cannot come if she has any
symptoms, or has been in contact with someone who
did.

Who’s to blame for missing Doritos?
Dear Abbys,

Signed,
PTSD Flareup in Sullivan County, N.Y.
Dear PTSD Flareup,
Ah, the Blame Game. When you lose too many tiles to
play Scrabble, don’t have the mental capacity for Old
Maid, and just give up on pretending to like Twister,
the Blame Game is a sure crowd-pleaser. Played by all
ages and levels of expertise in any language, and no
pegs or operating instructions to lose! (Batteries
always included.)
In the past few weeks we’ve heard about people
blaming horseshoe bats, deforestation, uninformed
world leaders and something called zoonotic spillover.
One of us Abbys has also blamed nosy neighbors and
a missing bag of Cool Ranch Doritos.

In the meantime, if you need help with linens, laundry
or basic cleaning before then, ask your (healthy)
daughter to come over!

But why Jews? As you said, Jews have been blamed for
pandemics and global tragedies throughout history —
from the Black Death in 14th-century Europe to last
year’s measles’ outbreak. These were often baseless
and anti-Semitic accusations, and they are being
echoed dangerously in our day.

As for Pesach, remember: the Egyptians had to slog
through 10 plagues before Pharaoh let us go. At least
we haven’t been hit with vermin or frogs (yet). Look,
this crisis is unfolding so rapidly, no one is sure what
Pesach will look like. We’ve been getting familiar with
Zoom so we can do a virtual seder. If you need help
getting the house ready, think of it as (another)
bonding opportunity with said daughter.

Yes, we tend to congregate and schmooze in close
quarters, and there is a lot of overcrowding in some
Haredi communities. But this is not why Covid-19 is
running rampant. We have scientists and scholars all
over the globe studying this disease and the ways it’s
being transmitted. There is no proof that someone, or
a group of someones, is culpable for this catastrophe.
Yet the Blame Game persists.

If all else fails, perhaps leave the chametz and
just…ignore it. It is not worth risking your health. You

Blame is just fear trying to disguise itself in a top hat.
And there is a lot to be fearful about — our physical
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health, our mental health, the financial avalanche
that’s playing out from sea to shining sea. Not to
mention isolation, joblessness, and hoarding of
Doritos. But instead of recognizing and potentially
dealing with these feelings, we can feel a sense of
power or control when we find someone to blame.

lose a deposit? You’re down a few shekels. Worse
things have happened — worse things are happening
all around us, right?

So remember, if you hear Jews are to blame, look at
the person pointing fingers. Then tell him/her to wash
with soap and warm water for 20 seconds and admit
that we’re all scared.

Help! I’m supposed to be working from home and also
homeschooling and also disinfecting our home and
checking in on my parents, making what’s left of our
food last, etc. etc. and I can’t keep track of any of it.
Time seems confusing and irrelevant and going too
fast and too slow all at once. What do I do?

Yes, you have to cancel your vacation to go to your
sister’s (rescheduled) wedding
Dear Abbys,
My sister’s wedding is scheduled for April 4. Of course,
that now can’t happen because of coronavirus. The
caterer said that if she wants to postpone, the only
day he can offer is Aug. 15. Unfortunately, I have a
vacation booked over that weekend. We are trying to
rearrange, but it’s not all refundable. My family all
assumes I will cancel half my vacation and I feel like a
big jerk for not wanting to. What do you think?
Signed,
Jewish Guilt is Strong, N.J.
Dear Jewish Guilt is Strong,
Of course you don’t want to cancel your vacation! Who
wants to cancel a vacation, especially one scheduled
so impressively far in advance?
And of course you have to cancel. Think about your
sister: her wedding, the only day for which she can
reasonably ask everyone she knows to drop whatever
they’re doing to celebrate her, got upended by
something she can’t even see. Years of planning — and
surely piles of money — out the window. At this point,
she should probably be grateful to have the date be far
out into the summer: no one wants to cancel the same
wedding twice.
Silver lining: it’s probably never been easier to
reschedule a vacation. Get on the phone and explain
the circumstances. You may even get an upgrade from
a travel industry facing doom and disaster. And if you
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Time is going too fast and too slow all at once
Dear Abbys,

Signed,
Michelle, Los Angeles
Dear Michelle,
We feel your pain. In the past two days we’ve accused
small people who live in the same domicile as we do of
leaving the garbage-can open, only to realize the smell
was because we still hadn’t showered.
It seems so hard to believe that we’ve only been
#socialdistancing for a couple of weeks. It reminds one
of us when her mother died in the middle of July and
she walked outside the hospital and couldn’t fathom
how the sun was still so high in the sky.
And yet, we do have to keep moving forward — in the
confines of our homes. Setting up a structure to our
days is crucial for mental and emotional well-being.
Claudia W. Allen, a clinical psychologist, says that
making a written schedule and being intentional about
following it can do wonders — drill-sergeant whistle
optional. Even getting dressed for “work” (and, yes,
showered) can focus and calm you.
This might even be an opportunity to start new
routines that really work for you and your family. King
David woke up regularly at midnight to study Torah.
Emergency Room nurses go to sleep at 8 a.m. In
Australia, the autumn leaves are starting to fall.
So make that schedule. And give yourself space to
deviate from it, too. Here’s a poem from the Re v. Lynn
Unger of the Unitarian Universalist Church; maybe put
time on the schedule to read it aloud as a family.
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What if you thought of it
as the Jews consider ShabbatThe most sacred of times?
Cease from travel.
Cease from buying and selling.
Give up, just for now,
on trying to make the world
different than it is.
Sing. Pray. Touch only those
to whom you commit your life.
center down.
And when your body has become still,
Reach out with your heart.
Know that we are connected
In ways that are terrifying and beautiful.
(You could hardly deny it now.)
Know that our lives

Culture

How To Choose A
Haggadah In The Time
Of Coronavirus
By Jay Michaelson
One must reach to the darkest chapters of Jewish
history to think of a Passover as dark as this one.
Across the world, families are in lockdown, living in
fear or grief, and coping with profound uncertainty
about how long this plague will last.
In such a moment, the Passover Seder may or may not
be a comfort. For some, the familiarity of the ritual will
be reassuring, a touchstone of normalcy. At the very
least, it will be a break in the tedium; finally, one night
really will be different from the others.
For others, however, the preparation required, the talk
of freedom and plagues, and the absence of beloved
family members may simply be too painful to bear.

Are in one another’s hands.
(Surely, that has become clear.)
Do not reach out your hands.
Reach out your heart.
Reach out your words.
Reach out all the tendrils
Of compassion that move, invisibly,
Where we cannot touch.
Promise this world your loveFor better or for worse,
In sickness and in health,
so long as we all shall live.

Abby Sher and Abby Rasminsky are writers living in,
respectively, Maplewood, N.J., and Los Angeles. Need
advice? Submit your questions to
dearabbys@forward.com.

How To Choose A Haggadah In The Time Of Coronavirus

Having reviewed haggadot for this publication for 12
years, I want to support you in making whatever
choices are right for you and your family. So if you find
yourself in the unexpected position of hosting your
first Seder, or hosting your first online Seder, take
heart: There are a number of resources and
haggadahs that you may find to be helpful.
One of my favorites, available on haggadot.com, is
“The Art of Virtual Gathering: Passover 2020.” It
features everything from a guide to the Seder to
technical advice on various online conferencing
platforms. It also explains how to use the website’s
own library of resources — more on that in a moment.
There are also likely to be a number of mass Seders
conducted online, from individual synagogues’ efforts
to innovative national ones. The jewishLIVE portal and
Facebook group is emerging as a central hub of
Coronavirus-era online Jewish programming. Check
there for updates.
Now, if you’re suddenly in need of new haggadahs
yourself, let me make a pitch for not buying the flimsy,
inexpensive, un-annotated ones that, for many nonOrthodox Jews at least, make the Seder a bewildering,
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antiquated hodgepodge of rote recitation and
inexplicable gestures.
I get that these haggadahs are usually cheap, whereas
haggadahs with helpful notes and guidance cost
money. But please, if you’re going to be leading a
Seder for the first time, give yourself a fighting chance.
Don’t plod through a text which, on its surface, can be
hopelessly obscure. Get yourself a guide.
Here are two sets of options.
The first is to once more head to haggadot.com. There
are two main ways to use the site. The first: You can
choose a ready-made haggadah that suits your taste
from a wide variety of options, and use that. If you’re
feeling more enterprising, you can also assemble your
own custom haggadah, either by using the site’s
recommendations or browsing through the collection
and gathering pieces of the Seder from various
different sources. Just choose “add to haggadah” on
each bit you like.
The result will be something that actually makes
sense, feels relevant, and speaks to your particular
take on Judaism, Passover, and the whole point of
doing a Seder at all. What’s more, because the site is
updated regularly, there are even readings and prayers
available that speak directly to the horrifying, surreal
moment in which we find ourselves. (Think about it: Do
you really want to do a traditional reading of the “Ten
Plagues” when thousands of people are dying from
one?)
The second option: Purchase one or two “real”
haggadahs, and have the leaders of the Seder use
them. (Of course, if you’ve got the cash, buy real ones
for everyone — God knows the publishers could use the
help.) That way, they (or you!) can have some
meaningful guidance and questions for discussion,
which, after all, is what the Seder is supposed to be
about.

multifaith family; Rabbi David Silber’s “A Passover
Haggadah: ‘Go Forth and Learn’” (2011), if you’re into
rabbinic-style textual interpretation; or Rabbi Howard
Berman’s “New Union Haggadah” (2014), a great pick if
you’re in the reform movement. This year brought a
great new addition to this category — file under “Thank
God, this is easy to use while still being informative
and concise” — is Deborah Gross-Zuchman’s “The
Essential Seder” (2020). It hits all the clear,
explanatory notes you want, and skips the details you
don’t.
If you’ve got a lot of down-time at home and are
inclined to mega-prep, get Noam Zion and David
Dishon’s “A Different Night: The Family Participation
Haggadah” (1997), which is full of activities, readings,
illustrations and whatnot; pick and choose what calls
to you.
If you’re a spiritually-minded weirdo like me, get Rabbi
Rachel Barenblat’s “Velveteen Rabbi’s Haggadah” or
Michael Kagan’s “Holistic Haggadah” (updated in 2018).
Both reinterpret the Seder to highlight spiritual,
ecological and mystical themes in ways I find inspiring
every year. And if you want some left-wing gospel, get
Tru’ah: The Rabbinic Call for Human Rights’s new “The
Other Side of the River, the Other Side of the Sea”
(2020).
I hasten to add that there are many newly published
haggadot that, if this were a normal year, would merit
attention and praise, from Ellen Bernstein’s
ecologically-minded “The Promise of the Land” to
Daniel Rose’s “The Koren Magerman Youth Haggada.”
(My friend David A.M. Wilensky has reviewed these and
others if you want to take a look.)
But this is not a normal year. I only pray that this
holiday finds you and your loved ones safe and sound,
and that, should you choose to observe it, its themes
of suffering and redemption can bring a little light to
this darkest of springtimes.

If you’re going that route, here are some
recommendations.
If you want simple, accessible, welcoming, and useful
haggadot, try these: Rabbi Kerry Olitzky’s “Welcome to
the Seder” (2018), which is especially useful if you’re a
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Opinion

I’m Just So Angry
By Isaac J. Bailey
I'm angry and I can’t help but be angry about what this
country faces.
I’m not angry at the coronavirus that threatens to
cause so much havoc it might unleash a second Great
Depression. It’s just a virus, after all, that likely lurked
in a bat somewhere in China until it was transferred
into another animal before making its way into human
beings. It’s a virus. It’s trying to live. There were others
before it and are others out we have yet to be
introduced to.
But I am angry.
I’m angry that 63 million Americans decided to make a
man president each of us knew had neither the
qualifications nor character to be in the White House.
I’m angry that they spent the past three years
excusing his behavior and disgusting speech and
pretending he, and he alone, was responsible for an
economy that was already growing long before he was
sworn in.
I’m angry that that president spent several weeks
downplaying the seriousness of the coronavirus,
precious time we can’t get back, precious time that
allowed the virus to spread within our midst
undetected and uncontrolled.

confirmed on our soil, instead of March, when
community spread had affected just about every state
in the nation. I’m angry that he had to be browbeaten
into taking this seriously and must constantly be
showered with praise no matter how awful his
performance.
I’m angry that to have learned that his team did not
take seriously the warnings they were given about a
potential pandemic as they were transitioning into
office and I’m angry that he disbanded a global health
unit in 2018 that was designed to detect and respond
to such crises.
I’m angry that the media spent the past few years
twisting itself into illogical knots to find ways to not
call Trump’s lies lies.
I’m angry that Trump lied that he always believed the
crisis was a serious one, breezily and easily lying on
national television that he knew it was a pandemic
before it was called a pandemic.
I’m angry that Trump’s lies convinced a larger
percentage of older Republicans than other groups to
believe the crisis isn’t a crisis, even though many of
them are most at risk.
I’m angry that he has so little credibility that I don’t
feel compelled to follow his lead the way I was happy
to follow President George W. Bush after the Sept. 11,
2001 terrorist attacks, the way everyone felt compelled
— and honored — to.

I’m angry that that president said it was only a hoax
by a media trying to harm his reelection chances, that
it would magically disappear, that the number of the
infected would go down not up, that we had it totally
under control, for falsely claiming it was the Obama
administration, rather than his own, that was
responsible for the criminal lack of testing in the
United States that has hampered our ability to corral
the virus.

And I get angrier still when I remember back to 2009,
when we faced the greatest economic downturn since
the Great Depression and note that the Republican
Party proudly prioritized its own political fortunes
rather than helping Americans get through a trying
time. Not a single Republican in the House of
Representatives voted for an economic stimulus
package that was a primary reason the economy
began turning around, and only three Republicans in
the Senate voted yes.

I’m angry that his lack of focus and belief in conspiracy
theories and hyper focus on his own image meant
there was no one to put his administration on full
scale alert in January, when the first case was

During this crisis, Democratic lawmakers gave the
White House more than twice as much money as it
initially asked for to fight the virus, quickly passed
another bill to provide even more funding, and still
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stand ready to help the White House get money into the
hands of everyday Americans to stem the tide against a
burgeoning economic crisis White House officials say
could result in a 20% unemployment rate, twice as bad as
what happened in 2009.
They are doing that knowing their efforts might in effect
improve the reelection chances of a man they believe
should have been tossed out of office for abusing his
power.
I’m angry that pointing out those facts might offend the
“both sides” brigade, those so focused on pretending our
political parties are equally broken they warp rather than
deal with reality.
I’m angry at the man in Kentucky who contracted the
virus, left the hospital against medical advice and
required police patrols around his house to keep him
quarantined, angry at the foolish people who bragged
about congregating in large crowds in bars and
restaurants, angry at the administration’s inability to
ensure COVID tests for Americans returning from
countries where travel bans are now in effect.
I’m angry at the elected officials and their supporters who
are using a moment like this to spread bigotry.
I’m angry that my Asian-American students have had to
struggle, not only with their fears about the virus, but
about how fellow Americans view and will treat them.
I’m angry that my mother-in-law’s church services have
been cancelled indefinitely and that a pastor’s wife in my
area is in the hospital after contracting the virus.
I’m angry that I don’t want to rally around the flag with
Trump or all the Republicans who have enabled him for so
damn long. And I’m angrier still when realizing I have no
other choice if I want to defeat this virus and limit the
damage it could cause.

Isaac J. Bailey is a journalist and professor of
communication studies at Davidson College. His book, My
Brother Moochie: Regaining Dignity in the Face of Crime,
Poverty, and Racism in the American South was published
in 2018.
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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Opinion

Coronavirus Is No
Excuse To Demonize
Haredim
By David N. Myers
In the endless stream of stories about the COVID-19
pandemic, an unsettling sub-plot has been the actions, or
lack thereof, of various Haredi groups in the New York
metropolitan area. Reports of a swarm of positive test
results in Borough Park and Williamsburg have raised
fears of a cluster outbreak, triggered by a small number
of “super spreaders.” Meanwhile, a local doctor in Orange
County, upstate, posted a video in which he suggested,
on the basis of nine positive test results, that 90% of the
population of the Satmar Hasidic municipality Kiryas Joel,
also known as KJ, would get coronavirus. And various
news outlets have reported that one of the two Satmar
rebbes, Rabbi Aharon Teitelbaum in Kiryas Joel, has
tested positive for the virus.
The ostensible reason for such high rates of infection in
the Haredi community is a fatal mix of factors: very large
families living in close quarters, frequent movement
between communities in Brooklyn and KJ, a slow
response by community officials to close down religious
and educational institutions, large daily gatherings to
pray and celebrate ritual events (weddings and bar
mitzvahs), and a communal taboo on use of social media.
I even heard from friends in Kiryas Joel as late as Tuesday
that a wedding was taking place that night, albeit on a
reduced scale: “only” 50 men and 50 women as guests.
This came in the wake of the phone call by White House
Jewish community liaison, Avi Berkovitz, that prompted
leading Haredi rabbis to take steps to impose new
strictures.
Following that call, the all-important volunteer
ambulance service Hatzolah in Kiryas Joel issued a stern
edict, with the support of Aharon Teitelbaum, calling for
the closure of all schools and shuls in the Village. This
was the first time that such a call was made since Kiryas
Joel was formally incorporated as a village in 1977.
As these reports have spread on social media, I’ve seen a
good deal of comments of the “I told you so” variety:
These people, it is said, blithely ignore modern science
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and common sense. They place their irrational
religious beliefs and practices above the most up-todate medical advice.
And I’ve seen worse, too. I’ve seen people writing that
Haredim are unhygienic and don’t know how to take
care of their children, that they are more than willing
to endanger public health to satisfy their own customs,
such as assembling for large gatherings in the days of
pandemic. Indeed, people say, isn’t this what
happened with last year’s measles outbreak, when
Haredi officials lined up against vaccinations?
It is true that some of the Haredi world’s leading
representatives have been dilatory on the COVID crisis.
To wit, Aharon Teitelbaum said earlier last week before
the shut-down in KJ that the outside world doesn’t
“understand what a Jewish family is. It’s crowded at
home, there’s barely any room, beds are placed
wherever there’s room, there’s no gentile
entertainment (i.e., TV or video games) and if the kids
are sent home there’s no room at home so they’ll
wander around in the streets and people will gather
together anyway, so nothing would be accomplished
anyway.”
But there is also a great deal of misinformation and
exaggeration about Haredi society, as well as unfair
comparisons to the world beyond. Here are some of
the questionable assumptions worth revisiting:
Haredim are not less hygienic or healthy than others.
They tend to wash more, not less, than the average
American, as mandated by religious law and habit.
Haredim are also not indifferent to or ignorant of
medical science. KJ residents are extremely discerning
consumers about medical care, who can direct
Hatzolah drivers to take them to the best hospital for
their condition in the metropolitan area or even
beyond. Thus, while some Haredi leaders did oppose
vaccinating children for measles, the Satmar
community is wholly supportive of vaccines. One of
the two main Satmar newspapers, Der Yid, even
published an editorial in English in April 2019 calling on
all “to stop the foolishness that penetrated to a small
percentage of observant Jews not to vaccinate their
children which led to the spread of the measles
outbreak.”

of Kiryas Joel would be infected was deemed “highly
irresponsible” by Dr. Irina Gelman, the Orange County
health commissioner. Not only was it based on an
inaccurate number of residents in KJ, but it was a
farfetched extrapolation of the nine positive cases
reported at the time.
While Kiryas Joel was somewhat late to close down its
institutions — the Hatzolah ad was reported on
Wednesday and was followed the next day by an
emergency declaration from town administrator
Gedalye Szegedin — they still came before New York
Gov. Andrew Cuomo, who is exhibiting exemplary
leadership, announced his own lockdown for residents
of the state on Friday.
According to recent reports, the streets of KJ are
largely empty. While a small number of residents of
Kiryas Joel gather in parking lots at the appropriate
distance to pray together, most residents have chosen
to remain in their homes and pray there, including on
the most recent Sabbath.
Still, we should not overstate the case: Haredim,
because of their family size, living arrangements,
social relations, and religious needs, are at a higher
risk of infection. The time has to come for all
responsible parties in the Haredi world to declare that
the Jewish principle of pikuah nefesh — the imperative
to save a life — overrides almost all regular ritual
practices.
At the same time, we should also avoid the
opportunity to cast Haredim in sensationalist terms as
foreign and dangerous threats to our well-being.
Haredim are people too. Just as we should maintain
social distancing, we should also limit social
stigmatizing in this trying time.

David N. Myers teaches Jewish history at UCLA and is
the author, with Nomi Stolzenberg, of a forthcoming
book on Kiryas Joel, New York.
The views and opinions expressed in this article are
the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect
those of the Forward.

It’s true that Haredim do in fact live in close proximity
to each other. But the claim by a local doctor that 90%
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Culture

Maurice Berger, Curator
Who Campaigned
Against Inequity, Dead
Of Coronavirus
Complications
By Talya Zax
You liked Maurice Berger the
moment you spotted him.
His reputation might have
preceded him: An art historyian passionately devoted to
pointing out the vast inequities within the art world, his
work helped prompt a rigidly
hierarchical industry that
often appeared incapable of
Bryan Bedder/Getty Images
change to strive, slowly, for
growth. But in person, what came across most clearly —
in his laughing eyes, his boyishly dimpled smile — was
his extraordinary curiosity, and great capacity for joy.
This week, Berger, 63, died due to complications from
coronavirus. On Twitter, as artists, museum workers and
writers mourned him, they repeated one word: “kind.”
Berger was brilliant, influential, radically progressive,
they said. But above all, kind.
It wasn’t just a characteristic he showed in person.
Kindness, along with a great discernment, was one of
the fundamental principles that guided his work.
Berger was most famous for his 1990 Art in America
essay “Are Art Museums Racist?” The question wasn’t
new; nor was the obvious answer — yes. But Berger’s
take on it was unique, and damning. In identifying the
extent to which art museums had been built to bow to
the interests of wealthy white patrons, he made clear
that he saw that it was his job, as a white critic, to never
lose sight of that fact. He did what many in the art
world, an industry built on precepts of perceptiveness,
did not: Notice what was in front of him, and commit to
continue noticing it, publicly, for as long as it was
an issue.

“While people of color routinely evaluate the status of
their skin color in relation to the prejudice they
experience,” he wrote in a 2001 article for Art Journal,
“white people are under no obligation or constraint to
acknowledge, let alone examine, their whiteness. It is
precisely this refusal to name whiteness, to assign it
meaning, that frees white people from seeing their
complicity in the social, cultural, and historical economy
of racism.”
As Jews, we are taught that action matters, and so does
intent. Berger’s refusal to succumb to that blindness,
and his dedication to highlighting it, was motivated not
by ambition or the desire for acclaim, but rather by
kindness. “I saw how the system operated very early in
life,” he told the on-campus magazine of the University
of Maryland, Baltimore County, where he was chief
curator and a research professor, in 2012. “I could walk
around a department store and not be followed by
security guards, for example, while my black friends
would walk around the same stores and be followed.
Even early on, I understood.”
He and his family experienced anti-Semitism; he told
The New York Times in 1999, that his mother, the actress
Ruth Secunda Berger, was frequently denied
opportunities because she was too clearly Jewish. And
as a gay man, he was open about facing homophobia.
But, he wrote in The Times in 2017, neither prejudice
“seemed as relentless as the racism I witnessed growing
up — a steady drumbeat of slights, thinly-veiled hostility
and condescension perpetrated by even the most liberal
and well-meaning people. It was painful to watch, and
as my friends let me know, considerably more painful to
endure.” As his work would frequently highlight, the
willingness to listen to that kind of truth has for too long
been too rare. But Berger listened, and it made him wise,
and outraged, and kind.
Berger is survived by his husband, Marvin Heiferman. In
an obituary for Berger, New York’s Jewish Museum, with
which he had a long relationship, highlighted a quote
from their catalog “Masterworks of the Jewish Museum,”
of which he was a co-author. “Who owns history?” he
wrote. “Who does history serve and for whom is it
written? Who has been left out of history and whose
voices should be heard?” He fought his whole life to
broaden the range of voices that history would someday
incorporate. Now, to our great collective loss, it is
history’s time to incorporate his.
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News

Longing For Yesterday:
A Tribute To The Late
David Ehrlich Of
Tmol Shilshom
By Dina Kraft
The bookstore café that David Ehrlich opened as a
dream 26 years ago, a place that became a Jerusalem
institution for people who appreciated words, was called
Tmol Shilshom. It’s Hebrew for “Only Yesterday”, taken
from the title of the great Hebrew writer Shai Agnon’s
masterpiece.
Ehrlich loved the novel, friends say, but also the name’s
air of romantic nostalgia for old-world cafes he hoped
his might evoke.
Ehrlich died Sunday in his sleep, apparently of a heart
attack. He was 61 and just a week ago he and his
business partner Dan Goldberg had closed the café as
Jerusalem, and the rest of Israel, shut down in wake of
the coronavirus pandemic. Only a small group of
mourners were permitted to gather for his funeral on
Monday.
But Ehrlich’s reach was vast, and friends and admirers in
Israel and across the world found themselves
disoriented by his sudden death, which is not believed
to be connected to the virus. He was a man known for
bringing a diverse set of writers and lovers of literature
and café life together at Tmol Shilshom.
The cafe can be found in downtown Jerusalem, down an
alley and through a stone courtyard. Inside its booklined walls, the lunch and dinner crowds and writers
with laptops would settle at wooden tables and plush
antique chairs. Since its opening, Tmol Shilshom has
hosted numerous book launches and literary events.
Ehrlich, a journalist turned fiction writer, was a man at
home in the world, with a seemingly insatiable appetite
for people and their stories, whether a new customer or
one of Israel’s internationally renowned writers or poets.
He was gay, and in politically and religiously
conservative Jerusalem, the café was a rare place of
intersection for LGBTQ and Orthodox patrons.

He counted as friends the Israeli poet Yehuda
Amichai,Amos Oz, David Grossman, Etgar Keret and
Aharon Appelfeld.
He is survived by Tamar Baum, his friend and the mother
of their 12-year-old twins; his parents and a sister.
Here is a collection of tributes from some of Ehrlich’s
admirers, many of them fellow writers – all of them
heartbroken.
‘David was running a mission-driven business before
we used that term’
David loved to tell this story: In the days when Yehuda
Amichai was dying, he came for one last visit to Tmol
Shilshom. Amichai was the sort of patron saint of Tmol,
having read his poems at Tmol’s opening night, and
many times subsequently. The stuffed armchair in which
he always sat came to be called, and remains, kisei
Amichai, Amichai’s chair.
So on this occasion, Amichai makes the effort to come
into the cafe, and finds that his chair is occupied by a
tourist, who possibly has no idea who Amichai is and
possibly does not even speak Hebrew. So he hovers
uncomfortably nearby. The tourist perceives what is
happening, and graciously offers the chair to Amichai,
who enjoys it for one final time.
David was running a mission-driven business before we
used that term. His mission was to bring together
Yehuda Amichai and foreign tourists, Orthodox, LGBTQ,
young and old, all of us. His professional mission,
manifest as Tmol Shilshom, embodied what he loved
most in his life: literature, friendships, Jerusalem, and
love.
Rabbi David Adelson, dean of Hebrew Union College in
New York, former Tmol Shilshom baristo
‘How good it was to have you in our world’
If you had a book published, there was no doubt: it had
to be launched at Tmol Shilshom, where one could feel
part of a legacy of a respected writers and poets, a place
where you could be part of the fabric of Jerusalem’s
creative writing culture. The stage was very modest, a
microphone, a bar stool that tended to sway on the
uneven old stone floor.
Tmol Shilshom is a place where the Pride (LGBT)
community and even the strictest of the modern
Orthodox could exist together without stress. It is a
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seemingly impossible combination in Jerusalem, one that
only David had the recipe for.
And now in the midst of these crazy times when we are
trapped in our homes, his heart suddenly stopped and
his journey came to an end. David, you left us. How good
it was to have you in our world, how much you infused it
with your spirit. You were a jewel in the crown of
Jerusalem whose place cannot be filled.
Tsila Hayoun, novelist and director of culture and
education at The National Library of Israel
‘What he wanted me to know is that he was rooting for
me’
Of all the million and one stories I want to tell you to try
and sum up David and what he meant and continues to
mean to me, the one that maybe does it best, goes back
to the beginning, when the café was half the size, just a
few tables, and when a young man trying to get a
business off the ground didn’t need an unwashed,
unpublished writer sitting there all day long, every day,
over a single espresso shot. But David really did want
that café to embody something, for it to be a home for
writers and writing, not only for bound books and literary
lights.
He watched me sitting and watched me working, and
when he sat down one day to talk about all the time I
spent, I figured it could and rightly would be to toss me
out. But what he wanted me to know was that he was
rooting for me, that he wanted me to make it, and that
he knew I couldn’t really afford to eat there then,
couldn’t really afford my coffees back then, and so he
said, here’s the deal, you can either have half off
everything, a permanent 50% discount, and pay when
the check comes, or you can keep a tab that I’ll keep in
my desk, and you pay me whenever you can down the
line.
I chose the latter—I didn’t want the break, I just needed
some time, and a place to spend it, and a good friend
who believed in me without any reason to. That’s who
David was, a true believer in a city full of faith.
Nathan Englander, author, Kaddish.com
‘A kind of shul and shrine for the writer’s soul’
I first got to know David around 2004, when I was
working on a story about how Jerusalem cafes were
surviving in the middle of the Second Intifada. As I look

back on the story now, he talked about staying open as
an act of resilience - a lesson we could all use some help
with now — but what especially stands out is that he
said: “I, as a Jerusalemite, wouldn’t want to live in a city
that doesn’t have cultural establishments worth living
for.”
What David Ehrlich created was a kind of shul and shrine
for the writer’s soul, in a place worth living for.
One of the things that impressed me most about David
in recent years was his great joy at having become a
father. When he was younger, he once told me, he
thought that being a gay man meant he wouldn’t get to
have children. He was so glad to be living in this era in
which the world had changed, allowing more
opportunities for people in the LGBTQ community to
become parents.
Ilene Prusher, journalist and author of Baghdad Fixer
‘Irrationational optimism and a deep fundamental
belief in humanity’
I’ve known David for many years, his passion for
literature and for people had existed in almost any
sentence I’ve heard him say, together with some
irrational optimism and a deep fundamental belief in
humanity.
Etgar Keret, author of “Fly Already” (and others)
‘It was our home away from home’
Tmol Shilshom was so much more than a mere café or a
bookstore – it was our home away from home, our hub,
our cultural center.
Cozy and elegant, Tmol Shilshom was decorated in old
Jerusalem style – oozing with charm and warmth. The
various tables were associated in our minds with the
great Hebrew authors – Amos Oz, Yehuda Amichai,
David Grossman and many others – who, according to
the local myth, favored them and made them their
regular tables.
Everything about David was warm and intimate: his
gentle and generous demeanor, his delicate sense of
humor, his love of books and above all, of people.
When it was time for me to launch my books, David
Erlich’s Tmol Shilshom was my immediate choice of venue, in
spite of the fact that there were larger, better configured and
most certainly quieter locations in Jerusalem. After all, there is
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no place like home – and David Erlich created a true
home for us, writers, readers, and lovers of Hebrew
literature.
Ruby Namdar, author of “The Ruined House”
‘The little book of couples whose relationships started
at Tmol Shilshom’
At base, David was a people person. I think he’d
appreciate that phrase; more than a businessman, a
writer, a community leader, he cared about humanity —
and was interested, even perhaps fascinated, by
individual people. His writings reflect that; his love of the
love affairs associated with Tmol Shilshom reflected
that; and I think that’s what connected us — as
‘connectors,’ of a sort — more than the events we held
together.
For more than 15 years, I’ve parked myself at Tmol
Shilshom on my birthday — sitting for the whole day,
spending quality time with friends and family, sort of

“holding court,” as David once described it. He was
tickled by the concept, and every year made a point to
come sit for a while and catch up. My birthday is in the
winter, and David so enjoyed my ritual that some years
he’d call me up after Succot to ask me “”Nu, when are
we scheduling your birthday?””
As a writer and supporter of writers — especially
Jerusalem writers — David insisted that I come sit at
Tmol to work on my book, not to mention plying me with
occasional coffees and cakes on the house. It was
natural that we held the Jerusalem book launch of My
Israel Trail at Tmol Shilshom, and that he introduced the
evening.
And it was also natural that my (now) wife Miriam and I
had our first date there; David told me he was going to
add our love story to the little book of couples whose
relationships started at Tmol Shilshom.
Aryeh Green, author of My Israel Trail.
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