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Long before Fox became a right-wing propaganda 
machine, I crafted speeches for an Oval Office occupant 
on their comedy series, “Mr. President,” which starred 
George C. Scott and Madeline Kahn. My husband Martin 
and I were in the writers’ room in 1987, several years 
after politics and performing had intersected with the 
election of former actor Ronald Reagan. If we’d pitched 
any of the stories confronting Donald Trump during the 
Republican National Convention, they would have been 
dismissed out of hand.

We tried to be authentic. We had a consultant in 
Washington to call when we weren’t sure of protocol. 
“This would take place in the State Dining Room,” I told 
the producer one time after I’d called the consultant.

“We don’t have that set,” the producer said.

Our stories had to be credible too. Nobody would have 
believed that a president would remain in office, let 
alone run for re-election if in one week his Chief 
Strategist had been arrested for fraud, his Postmaster 
General was accused of deliberately destroying the 
post office, and that his niece had revealed to a major 
newspaper that his sister called him a liar and said he 
had no principles shortly after a damming bipartisan 
report indicating that Russia helped the candidate win. 
It would never have occurred to me to pitch that the 
president’s business was being investigated. Oh, and 
did I say we never came up with the idea that the 
president’s friend, president of an evangelical 
university who’d persuaded others to support the 
candidate would that same week have to leave his job 
because he admitted that his wife had a long affair with 
a pool buy, who’d claimed the husband had watched? 
You couldn’t make this stuff up, so we didn’t.

“Nisht far deer gedacht,” which translates to, “it 
shouldn’t happen to you,” my parents might have said 
about the possibility of Trump winning the election in 
2016. Though they spoke Yiddish to prevent me from 

understanding, it had the opposite effect. I farshtay
everything. In fact, I think the best way to teach a 
language is to use it for secrets.

They would not have watched “The Apprentice.” 
Innately suspicious, they would have realized there was 
no reality to the reality show. The show’s two creators 
admitted on a Netflix documentary that they’d given 
undeserved credibility to a disgraced casino huckster, 
and that it was heavily edited to eliminate Trump’s 
many gaffes. That’s one of the advantages of tape. 
Though it didn’t happen often on our series, the 
producer would say, “We’ll fix it in post.” The unedited 
Trump, the one who’s almost never not on television, is, 
despite himself, transparent. As much as he’d like us to 
believe he’s tough, capable and secure, his tweets and 
rantings are an x-ray of what’s inside.

Trump has created drama so frequently, breaking news 
could be accused of having ADD. His most recent pieces 
of fiction, likely to soon be overshadowed, included an 
unsubstantiated claim that ballot dropboxes “are not 
Covid sanitized” and could be a “voter security 
disaster” and that plasma from people who’ve had the 
virus can be used to help others.

The man in the Oval Office has made no distinction 
between performing and the presidency. He had 
repurposed his signature “You’re fired,” using his office 
and the Rose Garden as sets for photo ops to deliver 
self-congratulatory monologues. He’s continued to 
behave like an entertainer, reversing a previous 
statement as casually as an actor reading a revised 
draft of a script. For him facemasks were unimportant, 
an optional accessory furnished by wardrobe. 
According to John Bolton’s book, “The Room Where It 
Happened,” the diva devotes two hours a day to his 
hair and make-up. It takes only minutes for “SNL” to 
transform Alec Baldwin when he does the 
impersonation.

I wrote speeches for a fictional president; no 
one could have imagined Donald Trump
By Sybil Adelman Sage

Culture
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Product placement, acceptable in scripted shows, is 
frowned upon in politics but Trump has exploited his 
power to benefit his enterprises. Like a director who 
insists on casting a girlfriend in a production, he has 
doled out jobs to family members and donors while 
issuing pardons as rewards.

Trump was right that there is fake news, but he 
benefited from it. After playing a fictional character on 
“The Apprentice,” Fox News served as his alter ego, 
supporting his lies du jour (didn’t get that from my 
parents) and smearing his enemies. In “Hoax” by CNN’s 
Brian Stelter, one of their producers is quoted, “We 
don’t really believe all this stuff. We just tell other 
people to believe it.” The danger of that is compounded 
because the president of the United States accepts and 
repeats what he sees during his daily six hours of 
watching Fox. Unlike sitcoms, reality and news shows 
have a responsibility for authenticity.

Our fictional president had the compassion and 
integrity the sitting president lacks. My husband and I 
wrote an episode about him struggling with the 
prospect of having to dismiss the White House butler, 
who’d been there for 45 years and was now forgetful. 
The task became more difficult when the African-
American employee recalled to his boss, “Right there is 
where JFK introduced me to Martin Luther King.” 
Forcing himself to press on, the President explained 
that we get older and the time comes to move on. “Oh, 
Mr. President, don’t think that way,” the butler smiled. 
“You’re doing a great job.” Having forgotten the 
conversation, the butler turned up for work the next 
morning. The President’s eyes lit up and he smiled.

Trump has nothing in common with our character or 
with previous leaders except for sharing a show 
business background with Ronald Reagan. They both 
knew it was dangerous to have a weak third act. It’s the 
reason he has minimized the COVID-19 catastrophic 
pandemic, just as Reagan downplayed the 1980s AIDS 
crisis. Concerned that these public health disasters 
would damage their images, they tried to divert the 
nation’s attention by borrowing a film technique: 
cutting away.

I’m no longer writing scripts, but I will be writing 

postcards and texts to help other voters distinguish 
between fact and fiction. We have to ensure “Mr. Trump 
Goes to Washington” does not get picked up. “Dos is de 
emes,” my parents would have said: “that’s the truth.”
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Rep. Randy Fine, a Republican member of the Florida 
statehouse, is an avid supporter of President Donald J. 
Trump. He’s also recovering from a serious bout of 
COVID-19, which landed him in the hospital with 
pneumonia in 30% of his lungs and critically low 
oxygen levels.

He sees no contradiction between his frightening fight 
with the novel coronavirus and his support for a second 
term for Trump. Fine said in an interview that he 
believes Trump saved untold numbers American lives 
by banning flights from China back in January, and is 
doing the best he could in an unprecedented situation.

Fine, 46, a Harvard graduate and former gambling 
industry executive who represents a coastal district 
east of Orlando, said that among the reasons he 
supports Trump is that he believes he’s been the 
friendliest president to Israel and the Jewish people in 
history.

“No president has done as much for Israel, from moving 
the embassy to Jerusalem and recognizing the Golan 
Heights, to passing the executive order, modeled after 
a bill that we passed in Florida last year, making sure 
anti-Semitism is treated just like racism,” he said.

Fine is a rare Jewish Republican in Florida’s legislature, 
but he is not alone. Across Florida, arguably the most 
important battleground state in the nation, Jews who 
support Trump’s re-election bid have some critical 
themes in common. Another thing they often share: a 
cadre of friends and family members who won’t speak 
to them anymore, at least not about politics.

“I have since stopped talking with them, really,” said 
Irma Gordon, the head of the Jewish Republican Club of 
Broward, said of her friends and family. “Politics has 
kind of taken over everything, hasn’t it?”

The numbers tell part of the story: Some 71% of 

American Jewish voters supported Hillary Clinton in the 
2016 election. When her husband first ran in 1992, he 
garnered 80% of the Jewish vote, and his 
overwhelming support in the Jewish community is 
historically eclipsed only by figures like FDR and LBJ, 
both of whom swept up 90% of the Jewish vote.

Jews voting Republican have always been in the 
minority. But perhaps never in living memory has their 
split with the majority of Jews who vote blue come into 
such stark and dramatic relief as it has under President 
Trump, with about 10 weeks to election day and 
multiple crises bringing unprecedented levels of 
uncertainty and instability.

From a deadly pandemic with no end in sight and the 
resultant economic nosedive to a national reckoning 
with racism, it is difficult for most Democrats to find 
even one department in which Trump has exercised 
competency or leadership. And in the eyes of many 
American Jews, Trump’s racially-tinged rhetoric has 
given a green light to white supremacists and anti-
Semites.

Throw in his flirtation with postponing the election and 
hindering the United States Postal Service’s ability to 
handle millions of mail-in ballots, and it becomes near-
impossible for many American Jews to fathom how 
other members of the tribe stand by his side. Oh, and 
there is the little matter of Trump having been 
impeached by the House of Representatives just over 
six months ago.

But things look a little different from where Solomon 
Schoonover sits.

“He’s obviously a divisive figure, no question about it,” 
Schoonover said in a phone interview. “But in the 
Jewish community he’s got a strong following, more so 
than any Republican president in the past. In fact, I’ve 
had a lot of Democrats reach out and say that they’re

These Florida Jews are sticking with Trump, 
even if it costs them family and friends
By Ilene Prusher

News
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supporting Trump, often in appreciation for his moving 
the US embassy to Jerusalem, and because the 
Democratic party is now drifting to the far left.”

The 31-year-old Hollywood, Fla. lawyer and political 
activist started the Jewish Republican Organization of 
Florida about five months ago, launching it with other 
young professionals who say the party’s values 
ultimately align with theirs. In their eyes, Trump is the 
most pro-Israel president in history, and is good for 
American Jews on multiple domestic fronts, like 
supporting private enterprise and school vouchers for 
families who want to send their children to private day 
schools.

Which isn’t to say defending Trump is always easy.

That is something all Republicans interviewed for this 
article mentioned: the notion of a Democratic party —
whether by the Medicare for All and tuition-free state 
schools platform of Sen. Bernie Sanders or the protests 
of Black Lives Matter — being dragged further left to 
satisfy progressives, or as Trump and Fox News call 
them, “radicals.”

“We’re now seeing more socialist ideas entering the 
mainstream, and it’s putting a lot of people off,” said 
Schoonover. “That’s causing a movement from the 
center-left into the Republican party, but to be honest, 
some are moving from the center-right to the left as 
well. Obviously, the Jewish community is not a 
monolith. It’s a constantly changing situation.”

If that’s true, these are the weeks when both parties 
work on pinning down those pendulum people - voters 
who swing from one party to another in the general 
election.

Anywhere from 11 to 20% of Americans who voted for 
Barack Obama either once or twice voted for Trump in 
2016. Polling varies widely on this score because voters 
are never asked for whom they cast their ballot last 
time around, but the issue has been analyzed widely 
through surveys based on self-reporting and exit polls.

Throw in the arcane oddities of the Electoral College, 
and it’s clear that small sectors of the electorate can 
push the needle in favor of one candidate or the other. 
Trump bested Clinton in the Sunshine State in 2016 by 

just over 100,000 votes. There are only about 650,000 
Jews in Florida, but in a purple state with no clear 
political throughline, those votes are arguably worth far 
more to Trump and his challengers— Vice President Joe 
Biden and Sen. Kamala Harris — than in states with 
more predictable electorates.

For Jews, these heightened stakes make for an 
uncomfortable Shabbat dinner or Zoom call. “When 
family members say, how can you support Donald 
Trump,” adds Schoonover, “I talk about the policies, 
because he’s been so impactful helping the Jewish 
community, he’s been great for Israel, he’s done a great 
job for other minority communities as well.”

Rates of anti-Semitic incidents have risen since Trump 
took office, but Schoonover says that was a trend that 
pre-dates the 2016 election.

“If you look at the ADL’s own stats, it’s been a year-
over-year increase for the past 10 years. I think Trump’s 
flirtation with the far-right doesn’t help,” he 
acknowledges, “but I think it’s more a pragmatic thing. 
We’re all pointing fingers, but it’s quite obvious that 
there’s anti-Semitism on both sides, the far right and 
the far left.”

But Jews who support Trump’s re-election campaign 
tend to be more worried about what they’re seeing on 
the left. Unlike Democrats who see Trump’s handling of 
the pandemic and the protests that erupted after the 
murder of George Floyd as further signs of colossal 
failure, through a Republican lens, recent developments 
provide fodder 

for the fight to keep Trump in office.

“Pre-pandemic I would have answered this question by 
highlighting gains in economics or in foreign policy,” 
said Ross Mellman, a recent college graduate who was 
a conservative columnist at Florida Atlantic University 
and plans on attending medical school. Today, 
however, he sees the Democratic party as having 
embraced Black Lives Matter, which he considers to be 
anti-Semitic.

“BLM as a group hates the United States, hates 
capitalism, wants to break up the nuclear family as 
written on their own website, and they hate Jews,”

These Florida Jews are sticking with Trump, even if it costs them family and friends
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added Mellman, 24, of Boca Raton. “They view Zionism 
as a form of white supremacy and view Jews in the 
United states as a privileged and oppressive class, and 
that’s without mentioning the several Jewish 
businesses and synagogues that were targeted by BLM 
mobs in LA. The Democrats will never stand up to this 
and they actively support it.

“They will take away our guns, defund our police, and 
will make us more susceptible to mob violence that has 
plagued our communities for centuries,” Mellman
continued. “How can a country survive if it’s led by 
people who despise its very existence and founding? 
We need Trump and the Republicans to stand up 
against this.”

Mellman, the grandchild of Holocaust survivors, grew 
up in a Democratic household. But he had his own 
political awakening during the Obama administration. 
He didn’t like the then-president’s approach to the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and his key role in the Iran 
nuclear deal of 2015.

Trump announced he was pulling out of the latter in 
May 2018, to the great pleasure of Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu, who vehemently opposed it. But 
now Trump has an even more recent Middle East 
achievement to tout: a peace deal paving the way to 
full diplomatic relations between Israel and the UAE, 
with an interesting string attached: An agreement by 
Netanyahu to shelve his controversial plans to annex 
large parts of the West Bank.

Jewish conservatives give Trump and his son-in-law, 
Jared Kushner, credit for making it happen.

“I believe Trump has given Israel more leverage with 
the Arab states and we’re seeing the fruits of that 
today,” said Schoonover.

In a normal year, this would be high season for 
fundraising dinners, candidate appearances and prized 
selfie shots. But now, with COVID-19 infection rates still 
high if tempering in Florida, such gatherings are out of 
the question, and events are largely online.

That’s harder for some older activists, said Gordon, the 
86-year-old head of Broward County’s Jewish 
Republican Club. For years she has held the club’s 

monthly meetings at a “Wings Plus” in Coral Springs. 
But that won’t stop her from trying to get any friend or 
family member who will listen to her pitch for a second 
term for Trump.

“I can’t think of anything on which I wouldn’t agree with 
what he said. He’s kind of blunt and so am I. He’s 
against abortion and so am I. I truly think that he cares 
about Americans and he loves the United States. I think 
his first four years were outstanding: He’s done great 
things for the economy, he’s for individual 
responsibility, limited government and the 
Constitution,” Gordon said in a phone interview.

But what of the pandemic hitting older Floridians hard? 
More than 80% of coronavirus deaths in Florida are 
attributed to residents over the age of 65, according to 
the state Department of Health.

Gordon says that take on events is just Democratic 
spin.

“He put the blame where it belongs, on China, and I 
think he’s done a marvelous job,” she said. “If he had 
not closed Chinese entry into the US in January, we 
would’ve been in much greater peril. The press 
themselves have not helped the situation at all.” Too 
many Jews are mesmerized by a left-wing narrative, 
she said, fed by mainstream media. It’s cost her 
relationships with some friends and family members, 
but it’s her truth.

“When I’m sitting and talking to a person who is not for 
Trump and doesn’t think the way I do, I found about 
99% of them have not done any other reading except 
what they’re fed in the newspapers,” Gordon added. “To 
me, they’re losers. They haven’t looked at all sides of 
the story.”

Her friend Alan Bergstein feels similarly.

“Many people in my family are Democrats, which is like 
talking to a wall. But it’s no longer the party I was 
raised in.”

Three years ago, Bergstein formed the Judeo/Christian 
Republican Club. His events, featuring guest speakers, 
will often pull upwards of 500 or 600 people. For now, 
he has to content himself with messages and articles

These Florida Jews are sticking with Trump, even if it costs them family and friends
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sent to his 1,700-member email list. Zoom and other 
live video platforms feel a little challenging for his 
members, most of whom are in their 70s and 80s, he 
says.

Yes, they may not be digital natives, but statistically, 
they show up to vote. And even without a pandemic, 
many in that demographic choose to vote by mail, 
which Trump has pitted himself against and 
suggested would be a route to massive voter fraud. 
But he has softened on that somewhat, and he and 
the First Lady themselves requested a mail-in ballot 
for last Tuesday’s state primary.

“I would prefer people vote in person,” said Bergstein, 
87, of Boca Raton. “But that’s going to be an 
elongated and stressful situation. I say if they have to 
vote by mail, let them vote by mail, as long as they 
vote.”

As for Fine, he stands by his president but does want 
to share his truth.

“To folks that say this is just the flu, I’m able to say 
very forcefully, this is not the flu,” he said. Moreover, 
Fine had been prescribed hydroxycholoroquine — a 
medication Trump has touted as a panacea — but he 
still became very ill and needed hospitalization. “So 
this virus has allowed me to say, ‘look, it’s not a magic 
cure-all.’ I’m having to see a lung doctor, I do still get 
tired easily, and I’m not back to 100% of my pre-
COVID state of health.”

George Soros is a Jewish, Hungarian-American, 
billionaire philanthropist who, perhaps more than any 
other person, has become the main boogeyman that 
haunts the conspiracy theories of the political right.

For years, right-wing figures have told tall tales about 
the malicious influence of Soros, supposedly 
propagated through the work of the Open Society 
Foundations, his nonprofit network that promotes 
democratic policies around the world. As of 2017, he 
had donated $32 billion of his personal fortune to the 
Foundations, according to its website.

During the Trump era, it has become fashionable for 
some on the right to assign blame to Soros, 90, for 
the decline of America, for “paid” protesters, for 
funding “Antifa,” for manipulating the U.S. 
government. Tucker Carlson, the Fox News primetime 
host, has said Soros is “remaking” America. Dozens of 
GOP candidates for Congress this year invoked the 
specter of Soros — including one who emerged 
victorious in her primary after falsely accusing Soros 
of having been a Nazi. In July, a longtime columnist for 
the Chicago Tribune wrote that “Soros-funded 
prosecutors… help release the violent [from jail] on 
little or no bond.”

Yet none of these theories are really true, and they 
seem to be born of the antisemitic trope that there is 
some rich, shadowy Jewish figure who is responsible 
for the country’s perceived problems. The Anti-
Defamation League has warned about antisemitic 
Soros conspiracies.

Here are some of the internet’s most pressing 
questions about George Soros — and the true 
answers. We’ll start at the beginning.

Who is George Soros? 
And why is he the 
‘boogeyman’ of 
the right?
By Ari Feldman

News
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Was Soros a Nazi?

No, he was not a Nazi.

Soros was born in Budapest, Hungary, in 1930 to a 
secular Jewish family. He survived World War II, and the 
deportation of half a million Jews, in part by passing as 
a non-Jew: His father changed the family name from 
Schwartz to Soros in 1936, amid rising antisemitic 
sentiment in the country, and the family disguised 
themselves as Christians during the war.

Yet figures like Marjorie Taylor Greene, the Republican 
congressional candidate who believes the QAnon
conspiracy, have touted the bogus idea that Soros was 
a Nazi, or aided the Nazis.

In truth, according to Soros biographer Emily Tamkin, 
Soros once took inventory of the goods of a Jewish 
home, though he did not participate in the looting of 
Jewish property. He also once delivered a deportation 
notice for Budapest’s Judenrat, the Jewish councils 
forced by the Nazis to arrange the ghettoizing of Jewish 
residents. However, Soros did not participate in the 
rounding up or deportation of Jews.

How did George Soros make his money?

In 1947, Soros moved to London to study economics. He 
got a job in banking, and in 1969 created a hedge fund. 
But his enormous fortune — and reputation — were built 
with a single financial investment move in 1992.

That year, Soros “shorted” the British pound, meaning 
he bet that the pound’s value would plummet. At the 
time, due to economic agreements that eventually led 
to the creation of the euro currency, the pound could 
only grow to a certain point in value. That meant that if 
Soros’ bet was wrong, he would only lose so much 
money. But if the pound devalued — and if it crashed 
entirely out of the shared currency arrangement — he 
could make a lot of money. And that’s exactly what 
happened.

On September 16, 1992 — what would soon be deemed 
“Black Wednesday” — Soros’ fund began selling off tens 
of millions of pounds, kickstarting a financial crisis that 
would lead to the U.K. withdrawing the pound from the 
currency arrangement. That decision has lasted to this 

day: Most European countries now use euros, while the 
U.K. still uses pounds.

The outcome of Soros’ move has been mixed. It gave 
rise to his “boogeyman” persona, with European 
leaders fingering him as a shadowy banker trying to 
manipulate the world economic system. Yet economic 
historians have suggested that Black Wednesday 
helped pave the way for the U.K.’s economic revival, 
since the pound eventually not only regained but 
exceeded its original value.

Soros, for his part, made over one billion pounds in 
profit, which, controlling for inflation, is roughly equal 
to $235 billion in today’s money.

Does Soros pay protesters?

Perhaps the most common conspiracy theory about 
Soros is that he pays protesters in progressive social 
justice movements. That theory first took on a wide 
audience in 2014, during the Black Lives Matter 
protests in Ferguson, Mo. In 2018, President Trump and 
other Republican politicians accused Soros of paying 
women who confronted Sen. Jeff Flake during the 
Supreme Court confirmation hearings of Justice Brett 
Kavanaugh. Soros has been accused of funding 
protests in Hungary as well.

Soros, through his Open Society Foundations, funds a 
grant-making network that frequently provides funding 
to groups that are involved in various social justice 
protests. For example, the women who confronted 
Flake were affiliated with a group that has received 
money from a Soros-backed grant network.

The Open Society Foundations does not do this funding 
in the shadows: In July, the organization announced it 
was funding racial equity organizations to the tune of 
$220 million in grants — the largest funding effort it has 
made since it began funding American criminal justice 
reform in 1994.

Is Soros trying to “remake” America?

In August, Rudy Giuliani, Trump’s personal lawyer, said 
in an interview on Fox News that Soros is “is intent on 
destroying our government, for some sick reason of his 
that goes back to his sick background” — the last bit an

Who is George Soros? And why is he the ‘boogeyman’ of the right?
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apparent reference to the false theory that Soros was 
a Nazi.

This kind of sentiment is widespread on the right —
and speaks to the issues Soros supports.

He focuses on social welfare causes that often are 
associated with the left: promoting accessible 
learning, through his founding of the Central 
European University in Budapest; helping migrants 
and refugees,; funding efforts to uphold democratic 
governments and institutions.

In turn, Hungary’s autocratic leader Viktor Orban has 
targeted the university; Republican media has falsely 
blamed Soros for the migrant caravans to the U.S. 
southern border; and this summer the number of 
negative tweets about him exploded, from about 
20,000 on May 26 to half a million on May 30, after 
protests began over the police killing of George Floyd 
in Minneapolis.

So, in a sense, Soros is bent on remaking society —
whether you see the initiatives he chooses to fund as 
a benefit or a detriment is a matter of perspective. 
According to Tamkin, the author of “The Influence of 
Soros,” his influence has been positive.

“The biggest legacy is the people who were the 
beneficiaries of the money,” she told JTA in June. “All 
of the people who had scholarships that they 
wouldn’t have been able to have, who went to a 
university that wouldn’t have existed without him; the 
cultural productions that never would have been put 
on; the literary prizes that were awarded in Sarajevo 
during the war so that people could still feel like they 
were humans. To me, it’s these individual experiences 
that will be used by people to demand fuller 
participation in society.”

-

Ari Feldman is a staff writer at the Forward. Contact 
him at feldman@forward.com or follow him on Twitter 
@aefeldman

When Rabbi Susan Talve heard that Patricia and Mark 
McCloskey would be among the speakers addressing 
the Republican National Convention, she decided she 
could no longer stay quiet.

“It’s so upsetting that they have a national audience,” 
Talve said. “It’s upsetting we make heroes out of 
people who hate.”

The McCloskeys are Talve’s neighbors. Their 
property’s northern wall abuts the property of St. 
Louis’ Jewish Central Reform Congregation, where 
Talve is the rabbi.

In 2013, the synagogue placed beehives along the 
wall to produce honey for Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish 
New Year. One morning they found the hives 
destroyed and all the bees dead. Mark McCloskey had 
taken an ax or sledgehammer to them.

His issue? The fence between them sat six inches 
inside the McCloskey’s property line. The hives were 
his to wreck.

“He could have picked up the phone and said, ‘Hey, 
those beehives are on my property,’ and we would 
have happily moved them,” said Talve.

She said children at the synagogue wept when they 
heard the news of the hives. The synagogue 
maintains raised bed gardens on its property that 
supply some 2,000 pounds of fresh produce to a local 
food pantry, as well as pear, fig and apple trees.

“We were going to have our own apples and honey for 
Rosh Hashanah!” she said.

The rabbi who is 
neighbor to Mark and 
Patricia McCloskey 
speaks out: 
‘They are bullies’
By Rob Eshman

News
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Instead, McCloskey left a note threatening to sue the 
synagogue for damages if the shattered hives were not 
removed at once.

“Civility,” Talve said. “I’m willing to speak out now 
because there’s such a lack of civility that’s happening, 
and I don’t feel like I can be a part of that, and silence is 
complicity.”

Talve paused.

“They are bullies,” she said. “The fact that they’re 
speaking at the convention is a win for bullies.”

Judging by their remarks at the Republican National 
Convention Monday night, the McCloskeys clearly don’t 
see it that way. They are the victims of a Democratic-
run city that lets lawbreakers run rampant.

“What you saw happen to us could just as easily 
happen to you who are watching from quiet 
neighborhoods around our country,” Patricia McCloskey 
said to the convention.

“It seems the Democrats view the job of the 
government as protecting criminals from honest 
citizens,” said her husband.

When reporter Jeremy Kohler broke the storyof the 
McCloskey’s anti-beehive rampage in the St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch, Talve confirmed what happened but 
otherwise refrained from speaking out against the 
couple.

“At the time, we decided not to, because it was on their 
property,” she said. “They’re both attorneys. They’ve 
caused a lot of trouble for people. The advice that we 
got was, let it go. We live next door to these people 
that have guns and we have children. But every once in 
a while you have to speak up and say enough.”

The McCloskeys made national headlines by waving 
guns at Black Lives Protesters who neared their 
mansion on tony Portland Place on the evening of June 
28.

But by then they already had a long and well-
documented history of litigation, threats and 
neighborhood feuds.

They were locked in litigation to make their 
neighborhood association enforce a rule against 
unmarried couples residing there. Talve said they only 
cared because a gay couple had moved into the 
exclusive neighborhood.

“Certain people on Portland Place, for political reasons, 
wanted to make it a gay issue,” Mark McCloskey told 
The Post-Dispatch.

But Talve doesn’t buy it.

“Any chance they have to sow division they’ll take it,” 
she said.

She said the couple’s actions during the evening of the 
Black Lives Matter march are a case in point.

The protesters were peaceful, Talve said.

She said she knew this because many members of her 
synagogue marched with them, and she works closely 
with many of the local BLM activists.

In 2014, during protests over the police killing of 
Micahel Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, Talve was the 
most outspoken Jewish religious leader at the scene.

In 2017 Talve’s synagogue opened its doors to provide 
refuge for protesters when a march against police 
violence itself turned violent.

At the time, a trending Twitter hashtag called on the 
police to #GasTheSynagogue.

Talve is certain such stances did not make her 
congregation popular with the McCloskeys or the well-
armed people in the area who support them. During the 
June 28 march, she said BLM members stationed 
themselves in the parking lot to protect the synagogue 
from possible attack from militia-like groups.

Instead of the McCloskeys, Talve said the real hero in 
the June 28 confrontations is St. Louis circuit attorney 
Kimberly Gardner, who filed charges against the couple 
for unlawful use of weapons and pointing firearms at 
protesters, which is a class E felony.

“The protestors were not charged with a crime,” Mark 
McCloskey said at the convention, “but she charged us 
with felonies for daring to defend our home.

President Donald Trump has also publicly criticized 
Gardner for prosecuting the McCloskeys.

“These are the values that this administration has been 
putting forward, values that sow hate among people,” 
said Talve. “They stand for a kind of white supremacist 
system. Our resistance is to love each other.”

The rabbi who is neighbor to Mark and Patricia McCloskey speaks out: ‘They are bullies’
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My grandparents were concerned for my safety amidst 
a steady rise in attacks. My parents worried about long 
hours with little gratitude. My brother warned of trends 
indicating I was entering an unstable and shrinking job 
market.

I decided to become a journalist anyway.

Working at The Forward was the fulfillment of a 
childhood dream, ever since I did a fourth-grade book 
report on a collection of letters to “A Bintel Brief.” That 
book sat in a place of honor on my desk – back when I 
still had a desk, when we still had an office, when we 
didn’t fully understand how much our actions affect 
each other, and how much we need community.

Now, after three and a half years at The Forward and 
seven in the business, I’m leaving journalism to go to 
rabbinical school. I start next week as one of 17 
members of the Jewish Theological Seminary class of 
2025.

I began exploring the idea of becoming a rabbi after 
two profound spiritual experiences I had on 
assignment: at morning minyan in Pittsburgh the day 
after the synagogue shooting that killed 11 in 2018, and 
during Kabbalat Shabbat at an Air Force base in Texas 
three months later. On both occasions, though I was 
there as an outside observer, I was struck by the power 
of intentional community, the invisible alchemy of holy 
togetherness that unites friends and strangers who feel 
an ancient, indescribable longing to connect to God —
and, even more importantly, to each other. As we know 
from the rules of a minyan, the quorum that Jewish law 
requires for certain prayers — and as we’ve especially 
realized this year — “doing Jewish” is incomplete if not 
done together.

I’m embarking on this journey for the same reason I 
came to The Forward in the first place: I love Jews, I 
love learning, and I want to use what I learn to serve 
the community I love.

Being a Jewish journalist allowed me to learn from Jews 
every day. From college students and seasoned 
political insiders, from grassroots activists and 
nonprofit executives, from mavens and machers and 
moochers and meshuggeners, I learned how the world 
works for Jews and how the Jewish world works – and 
often, how it doesn’t. I’d like to think Rabbi Ben Zoma
was thinking of journalists when he asked, “Who is 
wise? One who learns from everyone.” (He was 
definitely thinking of journalists on Twitter when he 
asked, “Who is strong? One who controls his 
impulses.”)

I hope to take what I have learned, and what I will learn, 
and help build and grow the types of intentional Jewish 
communities like those I encountered in Pittsburgh and 
Texas, like those I’ve reported about at universities, 
summer camps, protests and synagogues of every 
denomination and size.

Although I’m committing to five years of classes, the

Why I’m leaving The Forward to become a rabbi
By Aiden Pink

News

The author, slightly younger.
Image courtesy of Adam Pink
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stakes are anything but academic. As Rabbi Abraham 
Joshua Heschel wrote, “We are either the last, the 
dying, Jews or else we are those who will give new life 
to our tradition.”

This has been true of every generation. But now, the 
chief challenge preventing new life from emerging is 
caused not by antisemitism or assimilation, but by the 
very Jews who claim to be acting in our interests and as 
our leaders.

I do not believe the tropes that Millennial and Gen Z 
Jews are not “joiners,” that they only care about 
universalist ideas, that Jewish concerns are of minor or 
no importance to them. Young Jews not only want to 
build Jewish communities, they are building Jewish 
communities.

Many of these communities are on social media, but 
that’s reality for generations that never had life without 
the internet.

And such community-building is also taking place IRL. 
The growth of independent minyanim is the most 
obvious religious example, but what surprises everyone 
I talk to is that Jewish life is thriving on college 
campuses nationwide – both through traditional 
avenues like Hillel and Greek houses, and in hundreds if 
not thousands of student-created endeavors. Take it 
from a creator of the country’s only independent Jewish 
college guide: The notion that there’s a “crisis” of 
antisemitism on campus preventing Jews from feeling 
safe, let alone thriving, is a lie peddled by unscrupulous 
groups hustling for donations by telling scared bubbes
and zaydes that only those organizations can protect 
their grandkids.

Education is everything

Why does this narrative persist? Because the American 
Jewish donor class is more focused on Israel than on 
American Jewry.

The most important article the Forward published this 
decade was by a colleague who found that the largest 
share of donations to American Jewish causes – 38% of 
a $26 billion pie – went to pro-Israel advocacy. Only 
16%, less than half that, went to Jewish education.

There is no Jewish future without Jewish education, but 
donors have decided to instead spend our inheritance 
(you could call it a birthright) on defending Israel from 
the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions movement – a 
campaign that even the Israeli government admits 
poses no threat to its economy – rather than 
prioritizing the development of strong Jewish identities 
in the coming generations.

It brings to mind the story of Yiftach, the biblical judge 
who vowed that if God helped him save Israel from the 
Ammonites, he would sacrifice the first thing he saw 
when he returned home. Israel was indeed saved, but 
the sacrifice turned out to be his only child, who had 
run out to greet him.

Midrash Tanchuma says that Yiftach could have undone 
his vow if he had just gone to the High Priest for help –
but Yiftach thought the priest was an ignoramus, and 
the priest thought Yiftach was an idiot, so the world’s 
two most powerful Jewish leaders refused to cooperate 
with each other and the next generation was burned to 
ashes.

Studies have repeatedly shown that sending children to 
Jewish day schools and summer camps are the most 
effective ways of inculcating Jewish practices and 
identity, even when controlling for their parents’ 
involvement in Jewish life. Non-Orthodox day school 
graduates are twice as likely as public-school students 
to join a synagogue; summer camp kids are 21% more 
likely to feel that being Jewish is very important to 
them.

But these institutions are financially out of reach –
often unworthy of even consideration – for all but the 
wealthiest Jews.

“No way of life or world-outlook can long survive the 
stigma of being a class affair,” Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan 
warned in 1934. Clearly, we haven’t listened.

If Jewish leaders want the coming generations to grow 
and thrive, they should underwrite Jewish day schools 
and summer camps to make them tuition-free. And 
since many parents will still prefer their children get a 
public-school experience, those leaders should also 
underwrite synagogues to make their Sunday schools 
tuition-free.

Why I’m leaving The Forward to become a rabbi
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Ironically, the only prominent figures who appear to 
understand the importance of widely-available 
American Jewish education are Russian-Israeli leaders 
Avigdor Liberman and Natan Sharansky, who have 
repeatedly proposed that the Israeli government 
provide hundreds of millions of dollars in grants for U.S. 
day schools. You could read this cynically and see 
politicians concerned that the decline of American 
Judaism would mean a decline in American political and 
financial support for Israel. But it can just as easily be 
seen as Jews who fled countries with no Jewish future, 
alarmed by the prospect of American Jews choosing not 
to invest in their own future.

And even if some American Jewish megadonors truly 
only cared about defending Israel, the most effective 
way to do so would still be investing in Jewish 
education, rather than subsidizing campus BDS 
“battles” that are largely symbolic since, despite the

outcomes of student votes, no university has yet 
actually divested.

One of the country’s most prominent Jewish 
philanthropists recently tweeted, “About 70% of Jews 
do not identify as Jews…their new religion is Leftism.” 
With that kind of attitude, it’s logical to single-mindedly 
support Israel as the eventual sole remnant of Judaism.

But that would mean missing not just the awe-inspiring 
determination of American Jews of all ages and 
incomes to maintain the established institutions they 
love despite unprecedented difficulties, but also the 
amazing new communities being built: on “Jewbook” 
and “Jwitter,” in independent minyanim and Jewish 
student networks, in non-traditional Daf Yomi study 
groups, through all sorts of experimental Zoom 
experiences, and most especially, in the incredible 
waves of social-justice activism that are proudly and 
consciously Jewish.

That includes – perhaps especially includes – IfNotNow.

A web, not a tent

I’ve reported on this group and associated movements 
since they launched in 2014, and I’m around the same 
age (and share the same day-school background) of 
many of their founders and leaders. Now that I’m 
leaving journalism, I can openly say that I strongly 

disagree with most of IfNotNow’s statements and 
tactics.

But I also believe that IfNotNow, and the huge number 
of young Jews who have found a home in and around it, 
is a tremendous net positive for American Jewry. 
Because unlike past generations of Jewish leftists 
radicalized by Israeli depredations, this group refuses 
to check their Judaism at the door. They demand to be 
seen as proud Jews acting in the spirit of Jewish 
tradition — and they are.

While some IfNotNow members are able to feel 
comfortable in established Jewish institutions that 
officially either despise or ignore them, many more feel 
alienated. Most are yearning to be accepted as they are 
by the broader Jewish community – to be granted just 
enough tolerance to allow a sense of belonging from a 
family that they long to be part of even as they recoil 
from many of its mores (in other words, a family).

Jewish institutions that are interested in growing should 
do everything they can to make this generation of 
leftists feel welcome. This is not as difficult as it may 
seem. Chabad did not become the most successful 
Jewish movement of the last 50 years by telling Jews 
they disagree with to shove it. Instead, they say very 
clearly, “This is what we believe, and we won’t 
compromise on our values, but you are our family and 
are always welcome here.”

I don’t know if it will be possible to fully synthesize 
IfNotNow followers into broader institutions, to build 
not a “big tent” but a web that connects us all toward a 
common purpose even as we occupy different strands. 
And the tension goes both ways – there’s always been 
a bit of a disconnect on the Jewish left between those 
who merely want the establishment to respect their 
views and those who demand that the establishment 
adopt their views.

But if our institutions become more accessible – not 
just financially, but also by being less machmir about 
who is and isn’t kosher – they will be opening the doors 
to thousands of young, creative, vibrant people who 
feel Jewish in their kishkes and want to build a brighter 
Jewish future for themselves and their future Jewish 
children.

Why I’m leaving The Forward to become a rabbi
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Lots of people know the story of Honi the Circle-
Maker, the Talmudic figure who once asked an old 
man why he was planting a tree he would never live 
to see blossom. “Just as my ancestors planted for me, 
I too am planting for my descendants,” the planter 
says. Honi then falls asleep for 70 years, and when he 
wakes up, he sees that the planter’s grandson is 
enjoying the fruits of that tree. It’s a cute fable with an 
important message.

But most people don’t know the rest of the story.

Honi then starts looking for his own grandson. He tells 
townspeople that he is Honi, but no one believes him. 
He goes to his beloved study hall, where he hears 
students praise him as a legendary scholar. But when 
he tries to explain that he is the famous Honi, he’s 
jeered out of the building. Honi is so despondent that 
he dies.

This tale, a rabbi named Rava explains, is actually 
meant to explain the origin of a saying: “Either 
friendship, or death.”

The word for “friendship” in the saying, chevruta, is 
also the word for a study partner. So the phrase could 
just as easily be, “Either education, or death.”

Or, to read the story into the phrase in yet another 
way: “Either community, or death.”

Education and community-building: As a rabbi, this 
will be the work of my life. It will not be up to me 
alone to complete the tasks — but neither am I free to 
abstain from them.

-

Aiden Pink is the deputy news editor of the Forward. 
Contact him at pink@forward.com or follow him on 
Twitter @aidenpink

Chaya Milchtein’s dream wedding would have 
hundreds of guests. Her fiancée JodyAnn Morgan’s 
dream wedding would be just her, her partner and 
their officiant. In Morgan’s ideal world, she said, “I 
would just go to Vegas and call it a day.”

Now, thanks to the coronavirus, they are both getting 
their dream wedding.

This weekend, their Facebook Live wedding will be 
intimate but feature a guest list in the thousands, 
rather than the hundreds. And you, yes, you, Forward 
reader, or anyone, really, who may be happening to 
read this, along with any of your friends, are invited to 
tune in, too, on Facebook live, on Saturday, Aug. 29, at 
1 pm Eastern time.

The Facebook invite says: “You’re invited to the 
Biggest, Queerest Wedding of the Year.”

Why invite the entire world to witness something so 
sacred and so personal?

Because, said Milchtein, their queer, interfaith, 
interracial wedding between two plus-sized women is 
just the right antidote to the blues we’re collectively 
experiencing right now.

“We’ve all been through so much the past five 
months,” said Milchtein. “2020 has been such a 
difficult rollercoaster, and I want to give people a 
small break to disconnect from everything going on 
and see some beauty.”

Her fianceé Morgan admits she wouldn’t do it this way 
on her own. But being with Milchtein she’s gotten 
used to such things—though the in-person guest 
count will remain what she wanted.

It’s the ‘biggest, 
queerest Jewish 
wedding’—and 
you’re invited
By Alix Wall

Life
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“In these online bridal groups I’m in, there’s so much 
sadness about canceled weddings,” said Milchtein. “But 
there’s another way. We can have a beautiful, 
meaningful moment in a virtual way and show the 
world that we couldn’t be more different from each 
other and yet we’ve found love together.”

Milchtein, 25, is an influencer —though she hates certain 
connotations of the word—with a unique resume. The 
daughter of Russian immigrant parents to Milwaukee, 
she is the oldest of 15 children. Her parents were 
affiliated with the Chabad-Lubavitch movement but 
aren’t any longer, she said.

She spent two years in foster care as a teenager and no 
longer has a relationship with her parents. She later 
came out, and found a career as a plus-size model, 
while also learning auto repair as another way to 
support herself.

Three years ago, she began offering auto repair classes 
online, as well as working in an auto shop. With her 
position recently eliminated due to Covid, she ramped 

up her online teaching schedule. She has over 17,000 
followers on Instagram and frequently has sponsored 
content.

Many publications will be covering her wedding. A 
major publication is sending a photographer to shoot 
it— Milchtein wouldn’t confirm or deny that it was the 
Vows feature of The New York Times.

But negative connotations of being an influencer aside, 
Milchstein uses her platform to promote radical 
acceptance, especially to those, like herself, whose 
identities are outside the mainstream. But she hopes 
that her message reaches anyone who needs it, really.

“If I can use my life and struggles as an example for 
others to better their lives, then it’s worth it,” she said. 
For example, she said, she recently posted about the 
fact that unlike most brides, she didn’t spend the 
countdown to the wedding obsessing over her weight.

“You sounded like a motivational speaker just then,” 
Morgan told her.

Milchtein’s fiancée Morgan, 33, who goes by her last 
name, couldn’t be more different, both in background 
and in temperament. Originally from Jamaica, she is 
introverted and private. Yet she fell in love with 
someone who is anything but.

The two met over four years ago in Brooklyn, where 
both were living at the time. Morgan was working 
security at the Ringling Bros. Barnum & Baily Circus 
when Milchtein came through the doors. While she was 
too shy to say anything that night, when she saw 
Milchtein post something in a queer Facebook group a 
few weeks later, she messaged her, feeling they were 
fated to meet. Morgan brought her to a friend’s 
birthday party on their first date, where everyone 
thought they had been together for a while.

Given that Milchtein has shared a lot about her 
struggles – she has both been written about in many 
publications and has contributed a few pieces herself to 
the online Jewish web site, Hey Alma, she said, “this is a 
way to be surrounded by people who care about us and 
our journey and the space I’ve created,” with Morgan 
adding, “The whole world has gone virtual now, so 
why not?”

It’s the ‘biggest, queerest Jewish wedding’—and you’re invited

JodyAnn Morgan (left) and Chaya Milchtein
Image by Carlos Ratti
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While both acutely feel the absence of their parents in 
their lives, they feel the more people cheering them 
on, the better. And then there’s the fact that Milchtein
is a community-builder; pre-COVID-19, she was 
constantly hosting potlucks, holiday meals and seders 
and sees the wedding as just another way to do that. 
If she can’t gather people together in person, at least 
she can do so online.

“We’ve spent our whole relationship opening up our 
home and lives to our community to build safe spaces 
for all kinds of people,” said Milchtein.

Though the pair lives in Milwaukee (with their cat 
Stripes and their tortoise Polka Dot,) they’ll marry in 
Indianapolis because it’s “the Vegas of the Midwest,” 
said Morgan, with Milchtein adding it’s a popular state 
for elopements because just like with Nevada, no 
witnesses are needed and licenses can be obtained 
the same day.

While they’re not having a specifically Jewish wedding, 
they are incorporating Jewish elements that speak to 
them into their nuptials. Milchtein found an Airbnb 
that they’ll stay in on a river, in which she’ll do a 
mikvah. They will break a glass, and seven friends of 
the couple are writing their own interpretations of the 
traditional seven wedding blessings, based on pre-
assigned themes like community and humor.

Nearly every bridal accessory is by a queer designer, a 
Black designer, or both.

Milchtein still speaks with most of her siblings. Some 
of them live abroad, so she planned the wedding at a 
time so it won’t be in the middle of the night where 
they are, and can tune in. (Those she’s still in contact 
with, like her, are no longer observant).

When asked if she had a particular goal in mind for 
viewers, Milchtein said numbers were not the point, 
noting, “I just hope whoever needs to see it will 
see it.”

The coronavirus has often been compared to a biblical 
plague. Which begs the question of whether God sent 
it.

I’ve also heard people wonder aloud whether George 
Floyd’s death was some kind of divine message, in 
that it helped wake the world to ingrained, crushing 
injustice.

Whether or not Jews have faith —and the reality is that 
many are on the fence — there’s no doubt that 2020 
has prompted people to think anew about the powers 
beyond us, events that defy explanation, and whether 
we’re called in some way.

So it seemed like a good time to talk to rabbis about 
God. The result is this series: 18 teachers exploring 18 
questions about the divine. We’ve named it Still Small 
Voice, from a passage in the Book of Kings (19:11-12).

Five years ago, I wrote a series of articles in the 
Forward, taking a deep dive into every Jewish holiday 
on the calendar. Those fasts and feasts became a 
book, “My Jewish Year: 18 Holidays, One Wondering 
Jew,” and as I toured the country talking about it, I 
was often asked why God didn’t play a more 
prominent role in the stories.

The truth is, in all the years of writing frequently 
about Jewish identity and tradition, I have shied away 
from exploring the divine. It felt sacrilegious, or 
audacious; how can I walk into this arena when I’m no 
rabbi or scholar?

It was rabbis themselves who invited me to take the 
leap and trust that we’re each entitled to the search. 
I’ve long wondered how clergy and other scholars 
explain the unexplainable. What texts do they lean on 
to help clarify the divine or bring us closer to it, which 
images do they invoke, how do they talk to 
congregants or students about God, especially when 
someone is suffering or scared?

18 questions about God
By Abigail Pogrebin

Life
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Journalism can be both an excuse and a pathway, so I 
donned my reporter’s hat to ask the questions I harbor 
myself. Is God everywhere? Does God hear us? Does 
God punish us? Is God good? What is God’s opinion of 
us?

There were too many wise teachers to consult; I aimed 
for a cross-section of perspectives: of denomination, 
background, career, geography, gender and race. Each 
chose one of my proposed inquiries or suggested a 
different lens. Before or during each conversation, they 
emailed me a Jewish text to elucidate their thinking.

It feels right to start this series during the Jewish month 
of Elul, traditionally a time of rigorous spiritual 
reflection, building towards the high holidays and 
Judgment Day.

It is a period when we are supposed to excavate our 
errors, vow to make changes, apologize to those we’ve 
hurt. Our tradition talks about this process as cheshbon
hanefesh, an accounting of the soul. We must hold 
ourselves accountable, but God, too, is evaluating us at 
this time.

So many Jews I know, laypeople and rabbis alike, 
struggle with whether we have an unseen protector, 
navigator, instigator, parent, enforcer, role model, 
architect who is watching, steering or evaluating our 
lives. But we lack a regular forum in which to explore 
this muddy, moving terrain.

I hope you will join the conversation. The last time I 
took a public journey like this, I was uplifted (and, yes, 
educated) by so many Forward readers, who responded 
with comments, suggestions, loving and, of course, 
less-than-loving feedback. Please send yours 
(especially the kind kind) to pogrebin@forward.com

In the months I have been working on this project, I 
kept returning to a poem about God by Yehuda Halevi, 
the Spanish physician who died in 1141. It’s called 
“Where Will I Find You?” and asks, “who could fail/to 
search for you?”

Maybe, I thought, when we fail to search, we fail. Here’s 
my favorite stanza:

I sought your nearness. With all my heart I called you. 

And in my going out to meet you, I found you coming 
toward me.

-

Abigail Pogrebin, a freelance journalist, author, and 
public speaker, is a Forward contributing writer. Follow 
her on Twitter. @apogrebin
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Rabbi Rachel Timoner, a leader known especially for 
her outspokenness on persistent inequalities, tells me 
that in these times especially, the more pressing 
question — rather than our take on God — is God’s take 
on us.

It had not really occurred to me before to think about 
how God views humanity. In a nutshell, Timoner laid out 
an approach to the divine in which God is a mirror-
check on our behavior — individually and collectively.

I’ve known Timoner since 2015, when she became 
Senior Rabbi at Congregation Beth Elohim in Brooklyn —
I was included in a small welcome-to-New-York-City 
dinner for her — and our Reform synagogues have 
collaborated on some social justice initiatives together. 
(I’m a member of Central Synagogue.) I approached her 
to be part of my months-long project interviewing 
rabbis and scholars about God, which I began at the 
start of the pandemic — a time when many are 
questioning everything afresh. I asked each thinker to 
tackle an individual question many Jews have about 
God, and to bring to the conversation a single text to 
help ground the discussion.

Timoner sent me these lines from Genesis with her 
translation (2:7): “Then Adonai formed the human of the 
dust of the earth. God blew into its nostrils the breath 
of life, and the human became a living being.”

Her question, which as she puts it, is maybe “the most 
interesting question that we never ask” — is “What does 
God believe about us?”

Timoner’s verdict is pretty reassuring: God thinks we’re 
always capable of doing better. No sin or misstep 
disqualifies us from grace or blessing.

That surprised me slightly, because I’d pegged her as 
someone who is often disappointed by people who 
could act to right wrongs and don’t. Not that she’s 
judgmental; more impatient. As if to say: you have a 
chance to save someone; why are you still standing 
there?

“I was a radical lesbian in my 20s living in San Francisco 
trying to bring about out some kind of revolution,” 
Timoner said to describe her younger self before she 
turned to explore her religion deeply. She graduated 
Hebrew Union College rabbinical school in 2009 where 
she earned multiple honors — for Scholarly Writing, 
Excellence in Bible, Outstanding Service to a Small 
Congregation — and has maintained a fearless focus on 
criminal justice reform and dismantling racism in 
America. But as we talked about God, I heard a different 
kind of radicalism: one that is sure God never gives up 
on us or our ability to be good and do good.

Our conversation is below, edited for clarity and length. 

‘There is endless opportunity for us to turn’

Abigail Pogrebin: You said you chose that verse from 
Exodus because of the Talmudic discussion of its first 
word, vayyitzer, which means “he formed.”

Rabbi Rachel Timoner: Yes. Look closely at vayyitzer. 
The word really should have one yud [the letter that 
looks like an apostrophe in the Hebrew]. But here it has 
two yuds. The Rabbis say that the two yuds are 
because we have two inclinations — to good and to evil: 
yetzer hara and yetzer hatov. On the one hand, we have 
impulses to help, care, love, give, support, engender 
peace. But we also have impulses to take, harm, lust, 
dominate, kill. And in that same verse there’s that idea 
that we’re made of the dust of the earth, and also made 
of the breath of life — which comes directly from God. 
This dualism — we are creatures of the earth, animals 
like other animals, and we also stand upright, between 
heaven and earth, made of the divine image, 
possessing a soul. We have both things happening: 
good and evil, earth and heaven.

AP: So God believes we have both a selfless and a 
selfish inclination, an earthly and divine aspect. Which 
does God believe wins out?

RT: The main thing that Judaism tells us God believes
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about us is that no matter what we do and what we’ve 
done, no matter how we’ve fallen short of that ideal of 
justice, peace, love and compassion, no matter in what 
ways we’ve closed our hearts and failed to see how 
we’re harming others, how we’ve erred, there is endless 
opportunity for us to turn. God absolutely believes that 
human beings can endlessly improve ourselves, that 
there is no end to the learning curve, no limits on our 
capacity to become righteous.

AP: That’s a very moving summation of God’s opinion 
of us: that we have a bottomless capacity to right the 
ship.

‘I believe in the divine quality within 
humans’

RT: If we turn our hearts — even just a half-turn, if we 
open ourselves even slightly, then God is always ready 
to receive us. No matter how much intentional wrong 
we’ve done, if we feel remorse and want to be better, 
God is endlessly ready to receive us, without limitation, 
believing in our capacity for good. That is 
fundamentally what God believes about us. We’re not 
perfect; we’re deeply flawed…and we’re endlessly 
capable of transformation, healing. I believe in that 
more than I believe in anything else.

AP: What do you mean “more than anything else”?

RT: More than I believe in any particular idea about 
God, I believe in humans. I believe in the divine quality 
within humans, and the faith that God has in us and our 
capacity to continually better ourselves. To reach for 
and achieve good.

AP: So when we look at the number of times God gave 
up on us in our Torah, how do we square that with this 
potential God believes we have?

RT: Here’s the thing: God also isn’t perfect. God created 
us because God is also needing to learn — from us. 
When God created humans, God created two humans —
and the second human was there to help, to be a 
counterpoint, like a chevrutah [study partner], to 
challenge the first human to stretch and grow. 
Similarly, God created humans to be that for God. God 
is looking to also be better. And you’re going to see 
that in so many encounters — when God gets angry, 

impatient, is destructive, petulant; God relies on 
humanity to remind God of God’s best self. That’s what 
the 13 Attributes are.

AP: You mean the liturgy we sing on Yom Kippur —
where we list God’s good traits. “God, God is 
compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding 
in kindness and faithfulness, extending kindness for a 
thousand generations, forgiving iniquity, transgression, 
and sin, And granting pardon.” Exodus (34:6):

‘It’s all a work in progress’

RT: Yes. God is asking of us: ‘Remind me— am I really 
good? Who am I again? Oh right. I am endlessly patient. 
I am loving, I am compassionate, I care about truth, but 
I also know to balance truth with compassion.’ We 
provide that for God. So while God is a model, God is 
also not a perfected model of these things. It’s all a 
work in progress. The whole thing. And we are, too. Our 
liturgy is built around that; everyday in the Amidah
prayer we’re asked for forgiveness and we’re wanting 
to change ourselves. We name the way we’ve fallen 
short and strive to do better.

AP: Since God ostensibly had the choice as to how to 
create the human, why intentionally give us a 
destructive impulse?

RT: I’m so glad you asked that, because I just left it as 
“bad” and “good,” and that’s way too simplistic. The 
“ra” in yetzer hara means chaos. This impulse will lead 
to chaos: wanting more for ourselves, wanting other 
people for ourselves, wanting certain people to have 
power over others, anger that can lead us to be violent.

But the Rabbis are very clear that it’s not “bad,” as in, 
you should want to eradicate it. It’s bad in that it can be 
harmful, but it’s also actually necessary and is part of 
the design.

Yes, it is intentional that we are created with both of 
those things because as the rabbis say, if we didn’t 
have a yetzer hara, then no one would build a house, no 
one would make a family — you need some lust to be 
able to have relationships with people that create 
offspring. You need to have some amount of greed to 
want things for yourself. And you should want things 
for yourself. 
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The issue is not that we have yetzer hara. The issue is 
when it’s out of balance. And the challenge is not to try 
to remove it; it’s a necessary part of us. We should even 
love it. We just have to recognize it and keep it in check.

All these qualities that I was holding out as good 
qualities — love, peace, justice. None of those in 
Judaism are considered to be absolute — like you want 
them 100%. All of them are understood to be in balance 
with something else. It’s all about balance and 
moderation.

‘The voice in me that’s harsh? That’s self-
generated.’

AP: And so for you personally, when you consider what 
God thinks about humanity, do you view God as 
rendering a judgment about you — judging the 
imbalance of your impulses?

RT: I don’t feel judged as in, there’s an outside being 
looking at me, shaking its finger with its brow furrowed 
or a judge with a gavel. The voice in me that’s harsh? 
That’s self-generated. That’s not about God. And that’s 
actually the way I know it’s not about God. The voice in 
me that’s harsh is just from the wounds of my life.

As human beings, we have so many ways that we judge 
ourselves, and expect others to judge us. We project 
that onto religion and expect that God or religion is 
going to tell us that we’re wrong, and certainly there 
have been a lot of expressions of religion in God’s name 

that have told people that they’re wrong. But I do not 
hear God that way. Ever. Sometimes I hear the 
conscience within me telling me that something I’m 
doing is wrong. But it’s not that I’m wrong in my core.

AP: So finally: when you said that God is ready to 
accept us, no matter how we’ve transgressed, that 
made me feel oddly relieved, even hopeful. I do so 
much self-flagellating when I know that I’ve 
misstepped, it’s hard not to keep replaying it. But your 
phrasing didn’t feel Jewish somehow; when you said 
that “God is always ready to receive us,” my first 
thought was, “That sounds like a Christian frame.”

RT: I can’t believe how many things that are the most 
beautiful things we have we’ve decided are actually 
Christian things. They’re ours. They are also Christian, 
but they came from us. Isaiah 44:22: “I’ve erased your 
sins in the haze and your transgressions as a vanished 
cloud. Return to me, for I will rebuild you.” Midrash 
Tehillim 120:7: “My hands reach out to the one who 
does teshuvah [repentance.] I turn back no one who 
gives me their heart. If they come to me, I walk towards 
them to heal them.” That’s us. That’s us.

-
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