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The Reform movement — the largest Jewish 
denomination in the country — announced layoffs today 
in its main umbrella organization, the Union for Reform 
Judaism, citing an existential threat brought on by the 
coronavirus economic crash.

“Unfortunately, we are now at the point that the long-
term viability of the URJ is at risk if we do not reduce 
personnel costs further,” Rabbi Rick Jacobs, leader of 
the movement, said in an email to staff sent today. 
“The impact of COVID-19 on all of our revenue streams 
has been crushing, and we anticipate it will take several 
years to recover. Consequently, our organization must 
get smaller.”

The layoffs amount to about a 20% reduction in the 
URJ’s workforce — 60 positions total — across all its 
departments, including the Religious Action Center, the 
movement’s political lobbying wing, said a URJ 

spokesperson who spoke on condition of anonymity. 
Organization-wide pay cuts of between 3% and 16% 
implemented in April remain in effect, the spokesperson 
said.

The URJ is only the latest Jewish organization to suffer 
from the fallout of the coronavirus pandemic. The 
Jewish Federations of North America — an organization 
that tasked itself with providing funds to Jewish groups 
struggling during the current economic crisis —
announced layoffs and salary cuts last week. Other 
Jewish nonprofits, Jewish Community Centers, day 
schools and synagogues around the country have also 
had to furlough or cut their staff. The effects are 
worldwide: In April, the two largest Jewish newspapers 
in Canada and the United Kingdom announced they 
would close because of acute financial problems 
heightened on by the pandemic.
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Temple Emanu-El, a mammoth synagogue overlooking Central Park, is widely seen as the liberal heart of the Reform movement.
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The URJ — once a $90 million organization, according to 
Jacobs’ email — performs a number of roles in the

Reform world. It plans the movement’s biennial 
conference, which draws thousands of congregants 
every two years and serves as the engine for 
enthusiasm and innovation in the movement and often 
serves as the arbiter for disputes between synagogues, 
or between synagogues and rabbis.

Though the URJ — and its predecessor organization, the 
UAHC — has been considered “the gold standard” of 
synagogue organizations in the U.S., said Jonathan 
Sarna, a professor of American Jewish history at 
Brandeis University, the organization has been in 
somewhat of a decline.

The movement saw a 20% reduction in congregants 
during the 2008 financial crisis, many of whom did not 
come back, Sarna said, adding that it could be facing a 
similar exodus as the economic crisis caused by the 
novel coronavirus deepens.

The fallout will almost certainly affect the organizations 
and institutions created by the URJ, such as Hebrew 
Union College, the main seminary of the movement.

Unlike the synagogue organization for Orthodox 
synagogues, the Orthodox Union, which draws its 
revenue from certifying food products as kosher, the 
Reform movement’s income comes from dues paid 
from synagogues. In recent years, Sarna said, more and 
more synagogues have questioned why they should 
pay dues to the URJ, instead of just operating as 
independent entities.

Now, those and other synagogues will wonder about 
whether they can afford to pay dues as they weather 
their own local financial crises, said Steven 
Windmueller, a professor of Jewish communal service 
at Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion in 
Los Angeles.

The Reform movement had already decided earlier this 
month to cancel this summer’s season at its network of 
camps, affecting more than 10,000 children. The 
decision may also have had a significant effect on the 
Reform movement’s bottom line, Sarna said.

But just as the Reform movement was the first to 
cancel camp, Sarna said they are probably only the first 
major Jewish institution to announce layoffs.

“I don’t think this is a Reform story,” he said. “This is 
gonna be an American Judaism story.”

Helen Chernikoff contributed reporting.

Ari Feldman is a staff writer at the Forward. Contact 
him at feldman@forward.com or follow him on Twitter 
@aefeldman
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New York State Attorney General Letitia James 
announced on Wednesday that she is looking into 
reports of unequal enforcement by the New York Police 
Department of social-distancing requirements due to 
coronavirus.

In a May 8 letter to the police commissioner, James 
requested department policies and directives for 
enforcing the social-distancing rules, as well as the 
department’s demographics on race, precinct and age 
of arrestees. She has asked for the records to be 
delivered by this Friday, according to the letter, which 
was referenced in a press release her office issued 
Wednesday.

“It is inherently wrong to aggressively police one group 
of people, yet ignore another group that commits the 
same infraction,” said James in a statement. “The NYPD 
must better ensure that a New Yorker’s race, color, and 
neighborhood does not determine how they are 
patrolled.”

The demand for records comes after weeks of 
mounting debate across the Jewish community about 
the enforcement. It began with concern that visibly 
Orthodox Jews in Brooklyn were being unfairly 
targeted, helping fuel anti-Semitic accusations that 
they were responsible for spreading the virus. More 
recently, progressive Jewish groups have joined 
coalitions calling attention to blacks and Latinos being 
singled out for punishment.

James has otherwise championed Jewish civil rights in 
recent weeks, as she intervened in a housing 
discrimination case involving Jews in Orange County 
earlier this month.

The attorney general is the latest public official to raise 
questions about the equity of NYPD’s enforcement of 
social-distancing rules, and many have focused on 
claims of disparate enforcement in communities of 

color. The beginning of this month represented a 
turning point after a video surfaced of a violent social-
distancing arrest in the East Village that involved an 
officer punching, dragging and kneeling on a black man.

The Brooklyn District Attorney’s Office released data 
soon after that showed 35 out of 40 people arrested for 
social-distancing violations in the borough were black. 
On Tuesday, the NYPD released long-sought data that 
showed black and Latino New Yorkers account for more 
than 90% of “COVID-19 related arrests” and more than 
81%of the social-distancing enforcement summonses.

The issue of uneven enforcement has also been top of 
mind in New York’s Hasidic neighborhoods. After the 
city issued 12 summonses to mourners gathered in 
Williamsburg for the funeral of a Hasidic rabbi a few 
weeks ago, the Orthodox Jewish Public Affairs Council 
tweeted photos taken the same day of secular city 
residents crowding the city’s waterfront parks to watch 
the Blue Angels fly overhead, with no apparent 
consequences.

Hasidic New Yorkers also cried foul after a Hasidic man 
was issued a ticket for not wearing a mask in 
Williamsburg only two days before the police 
department tweeted a photo of an officer politely 
handing a mask to a non-visibly-Jewish woman. The 
photo was captioned, “No mask? No problem.”’

The New York Jewish Agenda, a new progressive group 
that has been working with the African American Clergy 
and Elected Officials Organization on matters related to 
social-distancing enforcement, said in a statement they 
support James’ effort.

“Reports of disparate enforcement, especially in 
Brooklyn, are deeply troubling,” said Matt Nosanchuk, 
the group’s president. “Effective efforts to promote and 
enforce social distancing must avoid any social 
stigmatizing or selective enforcement,” he said, 

NY Attorney General opens probe into NYPD 
COVID enforcement
By Molly Boigon

News
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referring in part to the mayor’s singling out the Jewish 
community a few weeks ago.

New York’s Public Advocate, Jumaane Williams, 
Brooklyn Borough President Eric E. Adams and others 
have previously called on the NYPD to release more 
detailed data on the department’s enforcement.

Until last Friday, the only police data available had to 
be gathered by combing through individual daily tweets 
on the department’s account. Spokespeople would not 
even release summary data, so residents were left to 
add the statistics up on their own. There was no 
breakdown by precinct or race.

Now, the department has released data by gender, 
race, age and the city’s eight patrol boroughs, but not 
by its 77 precincts. The data clearly shows New Yorkers 
of color being more frequently targeted by summonses 
and arrests.

But legal experts and others have questioned the 
usefulness of analyzing the the arrest data, because 
the department’s definition of “COVID-19-related” is 
very broad and does not exclusively count arrests for 
social-distancing violations. A department news release 
says: “The crimes are characterized as COVID-19-
related due to the circumstances of occurrence, 
remarks made by the arrestee at the time of the alleged 
crime or afterward, or statements made by a victim.”

Legal Aid Society Special Litigation Unit head Corey 
Stoughton told the Queens Eagle the information was 
“meaningless.”

And Rep. Adriano Espaillat (D-Manhattan) said the way 
communities of color are being treated during the 
pandemic is “horrendous.”

This is not the first time James has reviewed NYPD 
activity on suspicion of discrimination. In January, she 
announced a probe into the department’s subway-fare 
evasion enforcement to see if those practices varied 
along lines of race or ethnicity.

She has also had an occasionally contentious 
relationship with New York Mayor Bill de Blasio, who 
has backed his police department amid questions of 
racial disparities

When James was public advocate, she gave de Blasio’s 
New York City Housing Authority the first spot on her 
annual Worst Landlords list.

She also ridiculed de Blasio’s presidential run a year 
ago, criticizing his records on affordable housing, 
income inequality, equal pay and bicycle safety, among 
other issues.

But, James declined to participate in a march to protest 
the police killing of Eric Garner, an unarmed black man, 
and her cozy relationship with New York Gov. Andrew 
Cuomo has occasionally left her at odds with the state’s 
progressives.

She encouraged people who think they have been 
victims of discrimination or have other information 
relevant to the inquiry to contact the Civil Rights 
Bureau.

Molly Boigon is an investigative reporter at the 
Forward. Contact her at boigon@forward.comor follow 
her on Twitter @MollyBoigon
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Pastor Joel Hubbard calls it the Manna Food Project.

“I get here and the room is empty,” he explained one 
recent morning as we sat in the so-called multipurpose 
room of his Park United Methodist Church in 
Bloomfield, N.J. “And then by 10:30, there’s food in it. 
And then by 1 o’clock there’s not.”

Hubbard, 59, was wearing a baseball cap and a white 
apron over a flannel shirt, sitting at a card table with his 
laptop, a tall thermos of coffee, and a crate formerly full 
of tomatoes. “Whether we’ve had a few people come to 
the door, whether we’ve had hundreds come to the 
door, no one has ever been sent away without 
something to eat,” he said. “That’s manna.”

What started with the onset of coronavirus as a 
makeshift way to give a little extra to the working-class 
families of Hubbard’s congregation has become a food 
pantry supplying groceries to some 200 households a 
week.

It’s a small operation — many like it must have sprung 
up across the country as unemployment has spiraled 
along with illness and death. Its simplicity and 
straightforwardness are what make it remarkable. With 
the help of a handful of volunteers from his church and 
the nearby Temple Ner Tamid, where I happen to 
belong, Hubbard has distributed 11,010 pounds of 
produce, 4,088 pounds of meat, 16,635 pounds of non-
perishables, 360 dozen eggs and 2,533 rolls of toilet 
paper since March 15.

I’ve been spending an hour there most Tuesday 
mornings serving the hungry people who snake around 
the church parking lot; the last two Mondays, I’ve also 
taken my kids by for 45 minutes of unloading the van. 
It’s literally the least I can do: put on a mask and gloves 
and put some potatoes and onions and milk and maxi-
pads into grocery bags for someone else.

“My experience is God works miracles through human 
beings who bond together,” Hubbard told me. “Faith is 
trusting where my resources are inadequate. Acting 
knowing that my resources are inadequate but 
believing, trusting, that this is a significant enough 
need that the Holy One will somehow provide the 
manna.

“It really doesn’t matter whether you can or you can’t,” 
he added. “There’s things that happen, and you just 
do.”

So when Hurricane Sandy hit in 2012, Hubbard, who had 
arrived at Park United as lead pastor the year before, 
made the church into a sanctuary for up to eight 
families who stayed for five or six weeks.

“We housed ’em, we fed ’em, we kept ’em safe,” he 
recalled.

After that, the church started serving a hot lunch one 
Sunday a month to whomever showed up. One year, an 
outfit in neighboring Montclair that served meals daily 
had to close for the summer, so Park United picked up 
Wednesday lunch with the help of volunteers from our 
synagogue, known as TNT. When summer ended, the 
TNTers wanted to keep going, so they added a second 
monthly Sunday lunch. Since I joined the shul in 2016, 
I’ve occasionally chopped some vegetables for what 
the regulars call Bloomfield Cafe.

Then coronavirus happened.

“I knew that any kind of economic downtown was going 
to affect the families within the parish itself — we 
started cooking meals for our families,” Hubbard said. 
The church had a relationship with the New Jersey 
Cooperative Food Bank in Hillside, from the Sunday 
lunches. “We placed an order, we did what we could.”

That first week, Hubbard’s team handed out 65 frozen

‘Somehow in the morning there’s something 
there:’ How one pastor is feeding the hungry
By Jodi Rudoren
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meals and three cases of milk to 35 families. Then a 
local food center had to close because of infection: 
Hubbard handled 310 families and 400 frozen meals 
plus 850 pounds of produce and 1,200 pounds of non-
perishables. It’s settled back to about 100 households 
every Tuesday and Thursday, 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. When I 
arrived for my shift Tuesday at 10, people had been 
lining up for more than an hour.

One week, there were crates and crates of huge, 
beautiful pineapples. Another, endless boxes of 5-
pound blocks of “Nozzarella” — vegan cheese. This 
week, along with a full array of fruits and vegetables, 
there were several freshly frosted birthday cakes, 
dozens and dozens of hot-dog buns and bagels, some 
kind of organic blueberry water; I spent the morning 
putting 4,500 hard-boiled eggs into Ziploc bags of 6, 12, 
18.

“Fifty pounds of premium sushi rice!” Hubbard 
exclaimed, pointing to a bag in a corner waiting to be 
broken down. “We didn’t get any sushi, but we got the 
rice.”

Hubbard is a former personal banker and college 
football coach. He graduated from Dartmouth College, 
where he was an offensive lineman, in 1982; was 
ordained in 1987; has four adult children and “one 
living” grandson, who is about to turn 4. His wife, Grace, 
is the church’s director of sacred music. The mask she 
wears at the food pantry says “Grace.”

My first week, the pastor told me to make sure of two 
things: to introduce ourselves — “I’m Joel, and you are…” 
— and to write down how many people in each 
household served. The first was about dignity. The 
second was fodder for grant applications to support the 
growing operation.

Each day, we array the offerings on a table in the 
parking lot, so customers can select what they want —
more dignity, plus less wasted food than if we pre-
packed bags, Hubbard explained,

Park United is a congregation of 100 families from 22 
different countries, 57% people of color. Four have died 
of Covid-19. Sunday services are now on Facebook Live, 
and if you think synagogues are struggling financially 

because of social distancing, consider this: The church 
has no membership dues. It relies on the collection 
plate — which brought in about $4,000 per week — to 
make its budget.

Still, Hubbard is focused on making the food pantry 
sustainable. “There’s a lot of jobs that aren’t coming 
back,” he said. “Our struggle is not about 2020 — we’re 
getting through 2020. It’s 2021.”

Which brings us back to manna. “My understanding of 
that incredible story of sustenance is that the Creator 
draws people out of an experience of slavery, brings 
them into an experience of liberation, and they act in 
faith,” Hubbard began, preaching a bit now. “They’re 
angry, they’re afraid, they’re rebellious — they’re all the 
things that I am. They doubt. They complain. And yet 
God is still God. And says all right, fine, when you get up 
tomorrow, see what’s outside.

“I end just about every day, I’m done, I’ve got nothing 
left — I’ve got nothing emotionally, I’ve got nothing 
physically, I’ve got nothing spiritually — I’m done,” he 
continued. “And somehow in the morning, there’s 
something there. To me that’s divine.”

I put on my mask and gloves, and put a pineapple and 
some hard-boiled eggs into a grocery bag for someone 
else. It’s literally the least I can do.

Jodi Rudoren is the editor-in-chief of the Forward.
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Lining up participants for The Great Big Jewish Food 
Fest has been the easiest experience with event 
planning Jeffrey Yoskowitz has ever had.

“Not a single person we’ve asked has said a flat out 
‘no,’”Yoskowitz said, “everyone has said ‘I’m in, I want 
to be part of it.’”

Yoskowitz is the coauthor of the “The Gefilte Manifesto: 
New Recipes for Old World Jewish Foods” and 
cofounder of Gefilteria, the Brooklyn-based artisanal 
gefilte fish company, both with Liz Alpern. Alpern is also 
on the team producing the festival, along with Lisa 
Colton, founder and president of the Seattle-based 
Darim Online and Darim Consulting.

The festival, which will take place from May 19 to 28, 
has drawn many well-known Jewish food personalities. 
Author Michael Twitty will speak about food as a 
vehicle for identity. A conversation between cookbook 
author Joan Nathan and former New York Times food 
critic and former editor of Gourmet Magazine Ruth 
Reichl will explore Jewish cooking in America.

One highlight on the main stage will be “The Great 
Shabbat Cook Along,” hosted by Top Chef judge Gail 
Simmons, featuring Zahav chef Michael Solomonov, 
Balaboosta and Taim chef Einat Admony and Sababa
author Adeena Sussman. Another draw will be “A Spicy 
Havdalah” with Lior Lev Sercarz, chef, spice blender and 
owner of New York City spice store La Boîte. The 
smaller gatherings, which will be limited in attendance 
to create more intimacy and community building, 
include such events as online hangouts for deli owners 
and happy hours for the kosher industry. One session 
Yoskowitz is particularly excited about is Barbara 
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett and Darra Goldstein sharing 
highlights from their massive cookbook collections.

A day after online registration opened this week, there 
were already 2000 people registered, without any 
press or publicity.

The whole thing came together in a matter of weeks. 
Several foundations are supporting the initiative, and 
OneTable, the organization that supports young Jews 
connecting over Shabbat dinner, is hosting everything 
on its platform. Yoskowitz called it “a six-month project 
crammed into six weeks” and now has a staff of over 10 
working with him, along with some of OneTable’s
employees.Yoskowitz, who makes a living through 
teaching about Jewish food and workshops, saw his 
entire calendar of events disappear in a matter of days, 
and with that, came a loss of income – a plight familiar 
to all gig workers.

Right before Passover, he had a brainstorming 
conversation with Colton who had noticed the sudden 
proliferation of cooking workshops – and every kind of 
workshop for that matter – online.

In that conversation a plan was hatched. “We thought, 
let’s leverage this moment and use it for good to 
support relief efforts, as well as create a platform for 
others in the food industry losing their usual platform 
or livelihood,” Yoskowitz said.

Leah Koenig, most recently the author of The Jewish 
Cookbook also had a wave of events planned for spring, 
including a pre-Passover dinner at Michael 
Solomonov’s Abe Fisher.

“I lost income for sure, but more than that I was 
heartbroken to have gigs I was so excited about vanish 
overnight,” said Koenig.

“While nothing quite replaces face-to-face interaction,” 
she said, “I have been consistently amazed at how 
intimate the virtual events and cooking demos I’ve led 
over the last few weeks have felt.”

There’s no limit to how many people can attend the 
festival. Main stage events will be both on Zoom and 
Facebook live, and all sessions are free, though 
participants can make donations. There’s also a store 
set up, where authors are selling their books, and

A Jewish food festival draws big names online
By Alix Wall

News
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people can order packages from some of the 
participants’ restaurants.

When donating, participants can choose between the 
festival’s general fund, The Jewish Food Society’s 
Health Care Heroes, which is providing meals to health 
care workers, The James Beard Foundation’s 
Restaurant Relief Fund, the JDC’s Coronavirus 
Emergency Fund to Provide Aid to Vulnerable Jews 
(International) and Mazon: A Jewish Response to 
Hunger.

Of course, an online food festival is missing one crucial 
element: food. But Yoskowitz said that there are some 
positive aspects to this, as strange as it may be.

One is that no mashgiach, or kosher supervisor, is 
needed, and no one needs to worry about levels of 
kashrut observance.

The second advantage is the intimacy fostered by 
everyone being at home.

“I’ve done virtual workshops already, and there’s a real 
opportunity to bring people into your kitchen in an 
intimate way,” said Yoskowitz. “To have people cooking 
along with you, it’s incredible to see that as a presenter 
and as an educator. It’s really gratifying to see the 
impact right away, and so I think we’re really leaning 
into what technology offers, rather than its limitations.”

But there are even more benefits, he said.

“Two months ago, some in the older generation would 
never have agreed to do a virtual festival, but this 
opens up new possibilities,” he said. People will be able 
to join from around the world, like Sussman, who will be 
cooking from her kitchen in Tel Aviv alongside chefs in 
the U.S..

“That technology allows people from all over the world 
to connect over cooking, eating, and the cultural and 
sensory pleasures of food, no matter where we are, is a 
balm right now,” said Sussman.

While Yoskowitz is laser-focused on what will take 
place in only a few weeks, he said he’s hoping there will 
be an afterlife from the festival as well.

“We’ll see how it channels interest in Jewish food,” he 
said. “As a result of this moment, I want to support 
people cooking at home, and provide inspiration and 
connection.”

Alix Wall is a freelance writer based in Oakland and the 
founder of the Illuminoshi: The Not-So-Secret Society of 
Bay Area Jewish Food Professionals.
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Little Richard, the rock and roll pioneer who died on 
May 9 at age 87, brought a galvanic charge to live 
performances of such songs as “Tutti Frutti,” “Heebie
Jeebies” and “Lucille,” drawing sustained inspiration 
from what he considered to be a Jewish identity.

This self-definition went beyond what some writers 
have identified as emotional parallels between 
Little Richard’s music and Jewish culture. Music 
historian Steven Lee Beeber described Little 
Richard’s “Heebie Jeebies” as identical to the agitated 
feeling of pins-and-needles known in Yiddish as 
shpilkes. Little Richard’s explosive stage shows were an 
extended restless leg syndrome, like a Pavlovian 
response to electric current. The singer himself 
repeatedly avowed that Jewishness played a part in this 
expression of energy.

In a 1972 BBC-TV interview to publicize The London 
Rock and Roll Show, a concert held at Wembley 
Stadium in August 1972, he described how other talents 
were inspired by him: “All of them came from me, po’ 
little bitty me, a lil’ Jewish boy, black bottom, from 
Georgia.” The BBC interviewer Francis Fuchs, clearly 
nonplussed by this unsolicited remark, exhaled with an 
embarrassed giggle and changed the subject.

Little Richard’s personal identities were wide-ranging, 
to put it mildly, and Judaism was more than a transitory 
interest. The American Jewish director Paul Mazursky, 
who cast Little Richard in his films “Down and Out in 
Beverly Hills” (1986) and “The Pickle” (1993) noted in his 
memoirs that when the actor refused to shoot the 
former film on a Friday evening, Mazursky “figured it 
was a scam,” but asked Little Richard’s manager, who 
“responded with a straight face, ‘He really is Jewish…”

In October 1985, shortly after the movie was 
completed, Little Richard was involved in a car crash. 
He told United Press International: “All I remembered 

when I awakened was I was in a Jewish hospital, and I 
said ‘Thank God.’”

He was treated at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center in Los 
Angeles, by Dr. Edwin Gromis of the Young Israel of 
North Beverly Hills an orthopaedist who is still 
practicing. Dr. Gromis, along with an unnamed brother, 
also a physician, were taking care of the singer 
according to press reports, which may explain why he 
understood that it was a “Jewish hospital.”

As Little Richard recovered, one of his bedside visitors 
was Bob Dylan, who in the 1980s was displaying 
interest in a return to Judaism. In December 1986, 
Florida’s “Sun-Sentinel” reported under the headline 
LITTLE RICHARD HIGH ON JUDAISM that the singer 
“announced that he has converted to Judaism. Saying 
that he celebrated Rosh Hashanah while on tour in 
England this fall, he added, ‘I’ve only missed going to 
synagogue one Saturday for the past year.’ One 
supporter of his recent conversion was none other than 
Bob Dylan who, Richard said, ‘spent seven hours at my 
bedside, talking about the importance of keeping the 
Sabbath’ when Richard was in the hospital last year 
after being injured in a car wreck.”

“He really is Jewish” — Little Richard’s lifelong 
love affair with Judaism
By Benjamin Ivry

Culture

“He really is Jewish” — Little Richard’s lifelong love affair with Judaism

Credit: Getty Images
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The following year, Playboy Magazine sent the film 
director John Waters to interview Little Richard. In 
response to the question “Are you Jewish now?” he 
said:

“There’s something I prefer not saying. I will say this. 
I’m a believer in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. I 
believe the seventh-day Sabbath is God’s way. I believe 
we should eat kosher. I was invited to a party night 
before last. Rod Stewart’s. I didn’t go, because I open 
the Sabbath on Friday.”

Persisting with the subject, Waters inquired if Bob

Dylan had converted him to Judaism after the car 
accident. To which Little Richard only spoke of his 
closeness to his “blood brother” Dylan. Indeed, in his 
1959 Hibbing High School yearbook in Minnesota, then-
Robert Zimmerman had listed as his life’s ambition “To 
join Little Richard,” as if the singer were an evangelical 
movement.

Little Richard continually made this adherence a part of 
his stage routine, joking with a Ravinia Festival 
audience in 1998, according to the “Chicago Tribune” of 
January 2000,

“I’m the only Jewish guy in the business with a suntan.”

More seriously, when the English art critic Waldemar 
Januszczak interviewed him, Little Richard inquired, 
“You’re a Jew boy, ain’t you?” Januszczak replied that he 
was of Polish origin, whereupon Little Richard insisted, 
as if his interlocutor were ashamed of his true origins, 
“Ain’t nuttin’ wrong with being Jewish!”

As fans familiar with his life story know, Little Richard, 
born in Macon, Georgia, was imbued in evangelical 
worship in Baptist, African Methodist Episcopal (AME) 
and Pentecostal churches.

In 1957, he enrolled at Oakwood College in Alabama, a 
black Seventh-day Adventist institution. He was 
ordained a minister in 1970 and was evangelizing again 
by 1977. His preaching underlined the importance of 
racial harmony, idealizing a peaceable kingdom in 
which beings of all origins could live together.

So Little Richard saw Judaism as not contradicting his 
other beliefs. During a June 2000 New York appearance 

at B.B. King Blues Club & Grill, he reminded the crowd 
that he was Jewish, specifying he “never works on 
Fridays,” not even at high profile gigs such as Caesars 
Palace in Las Vegas. Before singing the song “Old Time 
Rock and Roll,” he asked for “two Jewish people” to join 
him onstage, followed by two Italians, Mexicans, 
Indians, and “two people who don’t know what they 
are.” This group of dancers drawn from the public 
clearly represented some form of essential human 
kinship at the heart of his world view.

He told “Rolling Stone” in May 1970, “You understand, 
we are all God’s bouquet, we all need each other the 
same as the birds need air. If a man is hungry, I don’t 
care if he’s black, white, Jewish or Mexican, you don’t 
need to go out and talk to him about his hunger. Feed 
that man; then talk to him about eating again and how 
to keep eating. I think we need to learn to live together 
because unity is going to make things happen, and 
where there’s unity there is strength.”

All the black churches that Little Richard was affiliated 
with advocated ecumenical outreach, especially after 
World War II, even if this was sometimes done in a 
proselytizing spirit. He was acutely aware of mortality 
due to his own brushes with death in accidents and the 
tragic demises of early friends and influences among 
African American musicians, including Esquerita, Billy 
Wright, and Larry Williams. One record he enjoyed 
citing, of the spiritual “Strange Things Happening Every 
Day” by Sister Rosetta Tharpe implied that for the 
faithful, odd occurrences were as habitual as they were 
in Little Richard’s life and career. Yet with strength 
drawn in part from Jewish observance, he reconciled 
and integrated them into his artistry.

An AME educational website praises Mordecai in the 
Book of Esther for advancing Jewish well-being, 
concluding: “We’re blessed not to be served, but to 
bless others who are looking for signs of hope.” Insofar 
as Little Richard, throughout his long career, 
represented hope for oppressed racial, sexual, and 
religious minorities, he might be considered a Mordecai 
of American popular music.

Benjamin Ivry is a frequent contributor to the Forward.
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Asra Nomani remembers the day in January 2002 when 
she stood in the driveway of her home in Karachi, 
Pakistan, waving goodbye to her friend and colleague 
Daniel Pearl as he headed out for an interview.

“It was a beautiful, sunny day,” Nomani, a journalist 
and co-director of The Pearl Project recalled in a recent 
interview. She summoned the 18-year-old memory, 
which remains for her as vivid and palpable as if it had 
happened last week. “I love birds, so I remember the 
squawk of a flock of parrots overhead.

“That was my last moment of pure innocence.”

What happened next became international news and a 
very public tragedy: Pearl, then a 38-year-old Wall 
Street Journal reporter, was abducted by radical 
Islamists, held captive for nine days and beheaded on 
camera. His final words, which came to define him, 
were: “My father is Jewish, my mother is Jewish, I am 
Jewish.” They turned his death, already a crime against 
humanity, into an act of war against the Jewish people. 
And they turned Pearl — a symbol of America, of 
journalism, of courage — into a Jewish icon.

Nearly two decades after his death, Pearl’s story took 
another dark turn last month, when, under cover of the 
coronavirus pandemic, a Pakistani court overturned the 
2002 convictions of the four men responsible for his 
death, including its mastermind, Ahmed Omar Saeed 
Sheikh. The surprise ruling reduced Sheikh’s sentence 
from murder to kidnapping, and commuted his 
sentence to time served. The three others were 
acquitted.

From their home in Los Angeles, Pearl’s parents, Ruth 
and Judea, and his older sister Tamara sprung into 
action to file an appeal. With the help of Nomani, the 
family solicited support from the Committee to Protect 
Journalists, the Wall Street Journal and the State 
Department, initiating a tortuous legal process in 
hopes their son’s killers will not go free. Their plight is a 
crude reminder that the forces of violent extremism 
are still well supported — even within the judicial 

system of an American ally — and that the pursuit of 
justice is never permanent, but an effort that must be 
redoubled to be realized.

“We were shocked,” Judea Pearl said from his home in 
Encino, California, about the 3 a.m. text message he 
received informing him of the news. These appeals, he 
said, have become something of routine, but the 
outcome is usually predictable. “One theory says 
somebody tried to take advantage of the coronavirus 
situation, assuming no one would be paying attention.”

But the Pearls are an object lesson in hyper-vigilance. 
Not a month passed following the original conviction 
before the Pearls set up the Daniel Pearl Foundation, 
whose mission it is to promote Danny’s legacy and 
facilitate the values that defined his life. Beginning in 
2003, they partnered with the Alfred Friendly Press 
Partners to provide journalism fellowships to 
journalists from South Asia and the Middle East in 
order to expose them to American standards of a free 
press. The foundation also includes the Daniel Pearl 
World Music Days and an annual lecture series at UCLA 
and Stanford, featuring prominent names from 
journalism, academia and policy-making. This effort, 
Judea believes, has altered his son’s image in the 
Middle East.

“Public sentiment has been extremely favorable to us,” 
he said, after he and his wife released a personal video 
appeal via Twitter to the people of Pakistan, hoping to 
garner support for their appeal. “There has been a 
drastic change in public attitude towards Danny and 
his ordeal. In the beginning, we heard many voices 
saying, ‘He was a spy, he worked for the CIA, he 
worked for Mossad.’ We don’t hear that now. On the 
contrary, I hink he became a symbol of the Pakistani 
aspiration obecome a moderate and tolerant country in 
their own fight against extremism.” 

While the foundation has proved a vital resource in 
connecting moderate Muslims from the Middle East 
with American allies, it has also had a profound impact 
on the Pearls’ inner lives, enabling them to transform
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their grief into action. “We are in the business of doing 
something,” Pearl said. “It’s not true that time doesn’t 
heal, time does heal.”

Still, he remembers the unimaginable pain of the 
beginning. “The first month I cannot describe. The first 
year. We kept missing him,” Pearl recalled. “We were 
expecting to get his phone call. We looked at his room. 
There was this constant feeling of missingness. And a 
violation of expectation: You expect something, but it’s 
not there. This kind of pain has subsided, I must tell 
you, because we’ve learned not to expect.”

To this day, the Pearls have kept their son’s room 
intact, using it as the office for the foundation. Every 
now and then, one of the visiting Pearl fellows sneaks 
inside to look at Danny’s things: “It still has his books 
and his trophies,” his father said. “He was a good 
soccer player! Some people said he excelled at 
basketball but I remember him as a soccer player 
because I was the coach.”

When asked about his most vivid memories of his son, 
Judea reaches all the way back to Danny’s infancy. “We 
knew he was special,” he said, recounting the moment 
of his son’s birth. It was the way he held his head. Or 
how, at age two, he resigned himself to wearing painful 
leg braces without complaint. “He put himself into the 
braces every night and he suffered all night. He used to 
bite his lips as he got into the braces.”

Eighteen years after Danny’s death, does a father ever 
feel his son’s presence? “Occasionally I consult him,” 
Pearl said, describing his son as his “mentor.” “What 
would he have done in such and such a situation? 
Because he had a different sense of ethics than I have; 
a more universal sense of ethics. He didn’t see any 
person as a stranger.”

It is a bitter irony that someone so open to the world 
was killed for being part of a tribe. The tension between 
Danny’s universal values and his very particular death 
is something his father continues to wrestle with. “I 
became a split personality,” Pearl said, describing how 
his son’s death changed his Judaism. “It intensified 
these two faces of Judaism within me” — the universal 
and the particular. He cited the verse from Exodus: you 
shall not oppress the stranger… because you were once 
a stranger. “It intensified my willingness to embrace 
Pakistanis and Muslims and talk to them; and it 
intensified my desire to tell my followers on Twitter 

that I am Jewish, I’m a staunch Zionist and anybody 
who is anti-Zionist is a racist. There is no universal 
without the particular.”

Pearl describes his understanding of religion as akin to 
poetry. A computer scientist by trade, he said he uses 
examples from the Exodus story, the Prophets and the 
Mishnah constantly in his scientific work. He said he 
does not blame God for his son’s death. “God slept late 
on January 23, 2002,” he said. “The angels cried on that 
day. It was a mistake.”

Pearl knows it is the four men facing the possibility of 
reclaiming their freedom who are to blame for Danny’s 
death. According to Nomani, Pakistani authorities have 
said there will be a preliminary hearing in late May or 
June but a full hearing of the case could take anywhere 
from six months to two years. For now, the Pakistani 
government has issued a temporary detention order 
that will keep the men behind bars for another three 
months. “Even if we are victorious,” Nomani said, “it is 
not going to happen overnight.”

Both the Pearls and Nomani worry that if these four 
men are set free, it will further endanger journalists and 
undermine the legacy they’ve worked so hard to 
sustain. With a long fight ahead, and the Pearls getting 
older, Nomani also worries that without fierce 
advocates the public could eventually forget Danny 
Pearl. “It is from forgetting that Omar Sheikh is 
potentially going to be freed, because the narrative is 
being re-written,” Nomani said.

In fact, a short time after the appeal was filed for the 
postponement of Sheikh’s release, London-based 
lawyer Ali Naseem Bajwa, one of the youngest-ever 
appointees to the illustrious Queen’s Counsels, offered 
Sheikh and his accomplices free legal services.

“We are talking here about extremism and the 
radicalization of Muslims in places like Paris, London, 
Amsterdam,” Pearl said. “There are sleeping cells 
working very hard, waiting for any message of 
impunity. And that is why we are fighting so hard in this 
appeal.

“We have to make sure Danny’s death is not wasted.”

Danielle Berrin is a writer in Los Angeles.


