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When we ask at our Seders why this night is different 
from all other nights, there are the stock responses 
and the ones we take for granted.

We receive explainers on slouching, unleavened bread 
and why we dip our herbs. We don’t get into what 
Jesus’ Passover plans were in Jerusalem. In our 
Haggadot, we don’t have the ready reply if someone 
asks whether Kosher for Passover Coke is the same 
thing as Mexican Coke. We don’t even question what 
the name of the holiday we’re celebrating even means.

Maybe we should though, because not all our answers 
turn out to be correct. For those who don’t know how 
to ask, here as some answers to commonly asked 
Passover questions.

Does Pesach mean “Passover?”

Kind of? Pesach, the verb, means to “skip” or “pass 
over.” It’s generally accepted that those definitions 
refer to God (or the angel of death) — taking note of 
lamb’s blood on the lintel — bypassing Jewish homes 
when dealing out the last plague: Death of the first 
born. The verb is found in that context in Exodus 
12:13, but it’s a rare word that has alternate 
translations.

In the Mechilta, a Midrash halacha on the Book of 
Exodus, two rabbis debate whether or not the word 
means God “skipped” the Jews or “had mercy” on the 
Jews. As Rabbi Dr. Ari Zivotofsky noted in a blog 
post on OU Torah, there’s good reason to support the 
latter definition. An Aramaic translation of the 
germane verse from the first century used the 
word “ve’eychos,” which means “I [God] will have 
compassion” and it is translated elsewhere as “having 
mercy.” (Some translate the word as “placate.”)

The sages debated the matter, Zivotofsky writes, some 
taking issue with the now commonly accepted 
translation for fear of ascribing suggestions of physical 
action — skipping or passing over — to God.

“The common notion that pesach means ‘pass over’ is 
probably because the commentator par excellence, 
Rashi, inclined towards that approach,” Zivotofsky 
noted. But it wasn’t just Rashi who may have us take 
his word for it. Part of our acceptance of this definition 
is due to a fourth-century Vulgate translation by St. 
Jerome that used the Latin word for “pass over,” and 
made its way into “the overwhelming majority” of 
Christian translations. While we’re on the topic of 
Christians…

Was the Last Supper a Seder?

Jesus was in Jerusalem for Passover. He had a supper 
with his followers on what the Gospels say was the 
first night of Passover. The supper was definitely a
Seder then, right? Not so fast.

As Rabbi Danya Ruttenberg points out perennially on 
Twitter, as a way to dissuade the practice of Christian 
Seders, it would probably be an anachronism to say 
Jesus had a version of this ritual meal.

“When the Second Temple in Jerusalem stood, the first 
night of Passover usually involved just eating the 
paschal sacrifice, a lamb that had been slaughtered at 
the temple and then roasted and served at home,” 
Ruttenberg wrote in her own mythbusting piece for 
The Washington Post. Back in Jesus’ time, with the 
temple still around, it was a pilgrimage festival.

“The temple was destroyed several decades after 
Jesus’ death,” Ruttenberg wrote. “There are no 
descriptions of the Seder or the Haggadah — the text 
that guides the Seder ritual now — from major 
historical authors or works detailing Passover 
observance during the time of the Second Temple.’”

Instead, we first happen upon a reference to Seders in 
the Mishnah and Tosefta. We don’t know quite when 
they took off, but chances are many of their elements 
and their widespread adoption postdate Jesus. I mean, 
what would he even say at the end? Next year in
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Jerusalem? He was already there — and where 
else would he go?

Is Passover Coke the same thing as Mexican 
Coke?

Every year that yellow-capped Coke appears in 
grocery stores to the delight of soda purists. 
People — and not only Jewish people — have been 
known to stock up on the rarefied beverage, 
which, due to corn being kitniyot, and so not 
kosher for Passover for Ashkenazim, is made 
with real sugar instead of corn syrup. Many think 
it’s the same as Mexican Coke, the vaunted pop 
held in glass bottles and made from cane sugar. 
But is it?

The question may not come down to sugar, it 
turns out, but caramel.

“One of the key ingredients of any dark soda is 
caramel,” said Rabbi Norman Schloss, an Atlanta-
based Orthodox Union kosher rabbinic field 
representative who works with many soda plants 
in the Southeastern U.S. and oversees Coca-Cola 
for Israel.

But caramel can be made from sugar, corn and 
wheat. Corn is kitniyot, wheat is hametz. For 
Passover Coke, a Kosher L’Pesach source is used 
for the caramel. But that doesn’t mean the same 
is true for Mexico.

“You say ‘Coke from Mexico always has sugar in it 
because they don’t use corn syrup: It must be OK for 
Pesach,’” Schloss said. “Not necessarily because they 
could use caramel from wheat. You could have 
a hametz problem, not a kitniyot problem.” There may 
be other ingredients in Coca-Cola from Mexico that 
would not be approved Kosher for Passover as well.

Reached for comment, Coca-Cola gave a statement 
about their kosher for Passover products and later 
confirmed that “in the United States, Coca-Cola is 
sweetened with sugar in our Kosher for Passover 
products and in our products imported from Mexico.” 
They wouldn’t confirm if the products were otherwise 
identical. That’s perhaps understandable, as the exact 
recipe for this iconic libation is a closely-guarded 
secret, not even known to Schloss.

Schloss doesn’t oversee the bottler where Kosher for 
Pesach Coke is made for the U.S. market, but said that 
the drink uses cane sugar like its Mexican counterpart. 
Whether it’s exactly the same is a mystery (our 
resident Coke connoisseur David Ian Klein noted that 
he thinks the latter is sweeter and more carbonated 
than the former) but then, the difference between this 
seasonal offering and what we consume most of the 
year may not be all that pronounced.

“I think a lot of it is psychological,” said Schloss. 
“Unless you have very discernible taste, you’re not 
going to be able to taste the difference between one 
or the other.”

Were we actually slaves in Egypt?

This one is pretty contested. No biblical historians 
have found solid archaeological evidence to support a 
large presence of Israelite slaves in Egypt or their four-
decade meander through the desert.

Some have argued, however, that “absence of 
evidence is not evidence of absence” and that the oft-
cited number of 600,000 Israelite men may be 
overblown and added later.

In Mosaic, Bar-Ilan University’s Joshua Berman made 
the case that the Exodus story as written contains 
historical details — the presence of long-gone Egyptian 
fortifications, the apparent mimicking of a Pharaonic 
victory inscription dating to the time of the Exodus —
that its writers would have no access to unless their 
ancestors were there.

But the scanty evidence, not even accounting for the 
miracles described in the text, place the burden of 
proof on those out to prove the event’s historicity. 
Historian Ronald Hendel, unconvinced by Berman’s 
evidence, suggested that the Exodus story was rooted 
in early Israelite cultural memory based on “roughly 
four centuries of Egyptian rule over Canaan during the 
period of the Egyptian empire.”

Others believe that it’s based on a partial truth. The 
thinking goes that Levites, many of whom had 
Egyptian names, may have escaped bondage in Egypt 
— perhaps in dribs and drabs over many years — joined 
with the population of Cannan that was never 
enslaved there and, as they intermingled, claimed the
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one branch’s history as a unifying narrative central to 
Jewish peoplehood.

That last argument, advanced by the Jewish 
Theological Seminary’s Benjamin Sommer, speaks to 
how we all observe Passover. In each generation, 
we’re asked to imagine ourselves as having come 
forth from Egypt. It joins us together, reminds us to 
welcome the stranger and places all our souls at Sinai.

–
PJ Grisar is the Forward’s culture reporter. He can be reached 

at Grisar@Forward.com. Have a Passover question you’d like 

answered? Email Culture@Forward.com.

When Rachel Wainer Apter told her three children that 
she had just been nominated as a justice of the New 
Jersey Supreme Court, they were overwhelmed with 
excitement. “They laughed, they cried, and they 
screamed – all at the same time,” Apter, an Orthodox 
Jew and resident of Englewood, NJ, told the Forward in 
an interview. “I think that that was a perfect 
encapsulation of how I felt as well – incredibly 
grateful.”

Apter, 40, has served as director of the state Division 
of Civil Rights in the Attorney General’s office since 
2018. Earlier this month, Governor Phil Murphy – who 
is running for re-election in November – chose her to 
replace Associate Justice Jaynee LaVecchia, who is 
retiring on August 31.

In an interview, Apter said that learning about the 
Holocaust at a young age while attending Jewish day 
school is what drew her to advocating for civil rights 
and social justice. “I had vivid dreams that I was living 
during the Holocaust,” she said. Apter described her 
formative years at the Gottesman RTW Academy, 
formerly known as the Hebrew Academy of Morris 
County, in Randolph, N.J. and a year-long period of 
reading books about the Holocaust. “I knew at the 
time that the world, in so many ways, was profoundly 
unfair and that people had the capacity for evil when 
dehumanization started and when people allowed 
themselves to see other human beings as somehow 
subhuman or not worthy. And so I always knew that 
that was something that I wanted to address.”

While attending Harvard Law School, Apter said she 
“figured out” that civil rights law and the promise of 
equal justice under the law was key to having 
people’s dignity affirmed. After graduating in 2004, 
she clerked for Jed Rakoff, a former federal judge for 
the Southern District of New York, and then for Robert

Jewish history, and RBG, 
shaped Rachel Wainer
Apter’s path to New
By Jacob Kornbluh
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Katzmann, the chief judge of the Court of Appeals for 
the Second Circuit. She then went to work for the late 
Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg.

Apter described Ginsburg as “an incredible boss, 
mentor, and friend.” The announcement of Apter’s
nomination fell on Ginsburg’s 88th birthday and was 
held at the newly renamed Ruth Bader Ginsburg Hall 
at Rutgers Law School, where RBG served as a 
professor. “I think the most important lesson from her 
was how the law impacts individuals every single day,” 
Apter said. “For Justice Ginsburg, every single case 
was the most important case in the life of the litigants 
and in the life of the individuals who the law would 
impact.”

Inspired by Jewish history

In her acceptance speech, Apter mentioned how her 
great-grandparents fled antisemitic persecution in 
Russia and Europe in search of freedom. And she 
suggested that the concept of tikkun olam (repairing 
the world) in the Jewish tradition is what inspires her to 
fight hatred and bigotry. “Judaism is a huge part of my 
life right now, but specifically when it comes to my 
work,” Apter said in the interview.

Growing up in Rockaway, NJ, Apter attended White 
Meadow Temple, a Conservative synagogue. After 
graduating from the University of Pennsylvania, she 
spent a year working at the Religious Action Center, 
the policy arm of the Reform movement. She is now a 
member of Kehilat Kesher, an Orthodox synagogue 
serving the New Jersey towns of Tenafly and 
Englewood, and her children attend the Solomon 
Schechter Day School of Bergen County.

Apter joined the Murphy administration in 2018 after 
serving on the Democratic governor’s transition team, 
and following a career as a senior staff attorney for 
the American Civil Liberties Union. In 2019, she led an 
effort to have the “Rise Up Ocean County” movement 
removed from social media platforms for targeting the 
Hasidic community in Lakewood, NJ.

“The Division on Civil Rights works to protect the civil 
rights of all New Jersey residents,” she said. “And I 
have been incredibly grateful to be able to work across 
all issue areas over the past several years in an effort 
to bring us closer to achieving the promise of equal 

rights.” Apter said that addressing systemic bias and 
systemic racism is a key civil rights issue that needs to 
be fully acknowledged and addressed.

Apter’s nomination is pending approval from the state 
bar association and must be confirmed by the 
Democratic-controlled state senate. If confirmed, she 
would tilt the NJ Supreme Court to a majority of
Democrats in the seven-member body. LaVecchia was 
an independent in the evenly split court.

Her nomination received broad support from the local 
Jewish and faith-based communities.

“The idea of tikkun olam is the most important part of 
Judaism, or just as important as Shabbat, kashrut, or 
some of other things that are more closely associated 
with traditional observance,” Apter explained.

“It could not say more times in the Torah that it is your 
responsibility to take care of the stranger; it is your 
responsibility to take care of people who are poor; it is 
your responsibility to take care of the orphan —
because we are a stranger in the land of Egypt. So 
that’s a huge part of Judaism for me.”

–
Jacob Kornbluh is the Forward’s senior political reporter. 
Follow him on Twitter @jacobkornbluh or email 
kornbluh@forward.com.
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It’s been one year since the COVID-19 pandemic 
overwhelmed us all.

During this time, more than half a million people in the 
United States have died of the virus. You’d think that a 
devastation of this kind would have thrown our society 
into shock. Last spring and summer, we read daily 
about hospitals overrun with dying patients, and 
morgues with no room left for their corpses. I feared 
for the mental stability of our nation, envisioning 
millions of people paralyzed with fear, unable to sleep 
or function, numbing their despair with Xanax, Valium 
or narcotics.

And yet, as a society, we did not fall apart. On the 
contrary. Even though many of us lost parents, 
grandparents, aunts and uncles, neighbors and fellow 
congregants, we’ve proven ourselves to be remarkably 
resilient. We didn’t lose our faith that a vaccine would 
quickly turn things around, and now the future actually 
does look a little less grim. In a growing number of 
states, children are back in school — at least part-time 
— and restaurants are offering in-house dining again.

But in the back of my mind, a very inconvenient truth 
keeps rearing its head. Could it be that the reason we 
aren’t mourning the more than 500,000 victims of the 
pandemic is that the vast majority of those who died —
400,000 — were over 65? Could it be that, 
subconsciously, we assume that since people at that 
age have so many ailments, they would have died 
soon anyway? So although it’s sad, we kind of shrug it 
off as something that was inevitable?

For most of us, I would say the answer is yes.

Ironically, the ban against visitors in nursing homes 
and assisted living facilities — a measure meant to 
protect residents from contracting the coronavirus —
made it, sadly, even easier for us to ignore them and 
distance ourselves emotionally from the fact that so 
many of them were dying.

In other words — out of sight, out of mind.

Which brings me to another inconvenient truth of 

which we, as Jews, seem to have lost sight. One of the 
most important values in the Jewish tradition — in fact, 
one might argue, a crucial means of transmitting 
Jewish identity from one generation to the next — is 
the principle of “Honor your parents.” Although many 
people see this solely as a religious requirement (it is 
the fifth of the Ten Commandments, after all), it’s 
really much more than that.

In traditional Ashkenazic and Sephardic societies, 
honoring one’s parents has always meant also 
honoring one’s grandparents and all elderly members 
of the community. Children were taught to view their 
elders as sources of knowledge, experience and 
wisdom. In Yiddish, grandparents and other older 
people were traditionally addressed in the third person 
as a sign of respect, much as the third person is used 
when addressing a judge as “Your Honor” or royalty as 
“Your Highness,” as in: “Di bobe vil a glezl tey?” (“Does 
Grandmother want a glass of tea?”).To this day, the 
practice of using the third person to address one’s 
elders is still followed in many Hasidic homes.

Granted, honoring one’s elders has never been easy. In 
fact, back in the second century, Rabbi Shimon bar 
Yochai wrote that honoring one’s father and mother is 
the most difficult of all commandments. It’s probably 
one reason why children are required to say kaddish 
for almost a year after their parents pass away. 
Without this obligation, it’s possible many would 
probably never say it at all.

Today we live in a much freer society. Children are 
encouraged to leave home as soon as they reach 
college-age, and to spread their wings. Many live far 
from their parents and grandparents, so they need to 
make a special effort to stay in touch: chatting by 
phone to share news about their lives or to get 
Bubbe’s recipe for stuffed cabbage, or seeing their 
grandparents occasionally during holiday get-
togethers or at other family events like weddings and 
funerals.

But after a year in which pandemic restrictions have 
kept grandparents isolated from society, I wonder how

Isolating our grandparents – medically necessary, 
but devastating for Jewish continuity
By Rukhl Schaechter

Opinion
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this may have affected, and will continue to affect, the 
grandparent-grandchild relationship. Those senior 
citizens who have learned how to use Zoom, or have 
an aide to help them use it, are the lucky ones 
because they can keep in touch with their younger 
relatives virtually. But for most seniors, the best they 
can hope for is a phone call which is, in itself, far from 
ideal — especially if they’ve already lost some of their 
hearing.

If the threat of COVID-19 continues to keep senior 
citizens isolated for the foreseeable future, Jewish 
grandparents, and the traditions they were meant to 
pass on, may become irrelevant to a large sector of 
the younger generation, particularly those who don’t 
live in a strongly identified Jewish community. This is 
troubling, not only for the future of Jewish continuity 
in the U.S., but also for the young people themselves. 
A 2001 study reported that children who know about 
and feel connected to their family history are more 
resilient to stress and have higher self-esteem than 
those who don’t — possibly because they feel that 
they belong to something larger than themselves.

The majority of American senior citizens are, 
thankfully, already fully or partially vaccinated against 
COVID-19 and President Biden has mandated that all 
states make all adults eligible to be vaccinated by 
May 1. Unfortunately, though, since it may take a while 
for many young people to get vaccinated, due to 
overwhelming demand, reuniting our bubbes and 
zeydes with their grandchildren, even if just for an 
occasional afternoon, may still require that all family 
members stay masked and meet outdoors.

But that‘s still better than keeping them shuttered 
behind locked doors.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are the 

author’s own and do not necessarily reflect those of the 

Forward.

–

Rukhl Schaechter is the editor of the Yiddish 

Forward (Forverts) and is both the first woman to hold that 

position since its founding in 1897 and the first editor of the 

Forverts to be born in the United States.

Just before authorities released the names of the 
victims of the Boulder, Colorado shooting, Liz Hanson 
woke up and got dressed, slipping into a pair of tie-
dyed pants she bought at the store of her friend 
Lonna Bartkowiak.

Moments later she learned that Bartkowiak, 49, had 
been shot and killed.

“I found out she was gone,” Hanson said in an 
interview with the Forward . “I looked down at my 
pants because she had bought them at her store –
she picked them out for me.”

Bartkowiak was one of 10 people killed at about 2:30 
p.m. on Monday, when a 21-year-old gunman stormed 
into King Soopers supermarket, marking the country’s 
second mass shooting in less than a week.

Hanson herself hadn’t set foot in her neighborhood 
supermarket since the beginning of the pandemic, but 
this past Sunday, she and her son made the decision 
to do their Passover shopping in-person.

“It was my first time in that grocery store in a year,” 
Hanson said. “I did not want to have another year 
where I couldn’t buy my own Passover food.”

When terror struck that same store just 24 hours 
later, Hanson marveled at just how lucky she and her 
son had been, reminding him that if he had said “I’m 
too busy today, we need to go tomorrow,” a simple 
shopping trip could have turned into tragedy.

“Our first thought was the workers,” said Hanson, a 
resident of the area since 1992. And she learned of 
Bartowiak’s murder.

After living in the neighborhood for nearly three 
decades, Hanson also became familiar with many of

After King Soopers 
massacre, Boulder’s 
Jews mourn friends 
and neighbors
By Sharon Udasin

Letter from Boulder

After King Soopers massacre, Boulder’s Jews mourn friends and neighbors
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the Kings Soopers employees, including two of those 
who were killed on Monday – front-end manager Ricki 
Olds, 25, and grocery bagger Terri Leiker, 51.

“Anybody who ever went in that store knew Teri,” 
Hanson said. “She was such a presence in that store.”

Abe Frishman, a food distributor who visits the store 
every day, remembered Leiker as someone who 
“would go out and gather carts in the middle of a 
blizzard and still be smiling.”

“It’s a special store,” he said. “Everybody knows each 
other. We all know the customers. It’s a special place 
in Boulder.”

While Frishman knew both Leiker and Olds – who 
ordered bakery goods from him before her move to 
the front end – he was particularly close to another 
victim, the overnight maintenance worker Denny 
Stong. The 20-year-old was “the first human” 
Frishman saw every morning. Stong was off-shift on 
Monday afternoon, and had only come back to 
purchase food.

“It’s like somebody punched me in the stomach,” 
Frishman said. “I clocked out at 1:30. Then I shopped
and I had just left.”

Boulder woke up the next day to a chilly fog looming 
over the Flatirons, as if the skies were aware that this 
Tuesday could not be one of the 300 days of sunshine 
that Coloradans relish each year.

“I am vacillating between deep sadness and real 
anger,” said Hanson, a staunch supporter of stricter 
gun control laws, that afternoon. “We have to do 
something.”

Hanson is a member of Congregation Bonai Shalom, 
where London-native Rabbi Marc Soloway serves as 
spiritual leader. In the aftermath of Monday’s tragedy, 
Soloway expressed a similar mix of grief and rage, 
noting that this mass shooting occurred just days after 
a District Court judge blocked the City of Boulder from 
enforcing its two-year-old ban on assault weapons. 
Bonai Shalom has a gun violence prevention 
committee, he added, as well as an annual Shabbat 
service to memorialize gun victims.

Although he has led Bonai Shalom for 17 years, 
Soloway said he still cannot wrap his head around the 

ease at which Coloradans “can buy an assault weapon 
and as many rounds of ammunition as [they] want.”

His colleague Rabbi Fred Greene, who leads the 
nearby Congregation Har HaShem where Frishman is a 
member, expressed similar frustrations, as well as 
heartache, while voicing his support for community 
efforts to prevent gun violence.

“If we don’t do the work, then these people died in 
vain,” Greene said. “On one level, we need thoughtful 
legislation and advocacy work, and on the other level, 
we need caregivers and clergy and sources of support 
to help us build our resilience and help us build our 
hope.”

That support was critical to congregants as they 
began to put names and faces to the victims, in what 
Soloway described as “a real sense of community 
tragedy.”

“During COVID, in some ways we’ve all used the 
language about people working at the supermarkets 
as our superheroes,” said Soloway, who also serves as 
president of the Haver Rabbinic Council of Boulder. 
“The fact that this was the target – people who have 
been working every day, putting themselves at risk to 
continue serving us – it’s really had an impact.”

Together with the Boulder JCC, the Rabbinic Council 
planned a virtual vigil for Tuesday evening – a 
gathering that was already in the works as events 
unfolded on Monday. The hosts also invited the Islamic 
Center of Boulder, whose members are now fearing a 
resurgence of Islamophobia, due to the suspect’s 
Muslim faith and Syrian roots, according to Soloway.

“It’s at times like these where there is incredible 
strength in this community,” he said. “Within less than 
an hour of the news coming out, I was on a Zoom with 
eight rabbis in Boulder.”

Greene, who was one of these rabbis, said that he and 
his colleagues recognized how such a gathering could 
be critical “in the midst of all this physical distancing.”

“We just knew that there was going to be a palpable 
need for folks to come together,” he said.

Jonathan Lev, executive director of the Boulder JCC, 
also emphasized “the importance of connecting with 
all our neighbors and the strangers among us.” A

Remembering Yaphet Kotto, charismatic actor and proud Jew
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patron of King Soopers for about 15 years, Lev said 
that he and all his neighbors were “waiting for each 
text to come in,” to confirm each other’s safety on 
Monday.

“It’s so critical to be together and not feel isolated and 
not feel alone,” he said on Tuesday afternoon, ahead 
of the vigil. “Tonight is really about being together 
and sharing as one community.”

In a 45-minute webinar that evening, clergy members, 
lay leaders and musicians took turns sharing their 
personal stories of the neighborhood, providing 
spiritual guidance and singing prayerful psalms for 
virtual participants who could not see each other, but 
who had tuned in for some sense of comfort from 
around the world.

“They were parents, they were children, they were 
husbands, they were wives, they were best friends –
known and loved by many,” Soloway told the 
participants. “And we feel sorrow and anger and 
frustration and helplessness and anguish and 
heartache, and maybe, just maybe, little glimmers of 
hope.”

–
Sharon Udasin is a writer in Boulder.

I grew up with no macaroons.

My mother was raised on almond macaroons that her 
grandmother made, but the experience was hard to 
replicate by the time I came around. “Every time I saw 
an almond macaroon, I bought it, but in bakeries you 
mostly only see coconut,” she told me. “It’s a 
travesty.”

This puts my family distinctly in the minority. 
According to the hard-hitting investigation I 
conducted via a Google form posted on social media, 
macaroons — coconut macaroons — are an iconic part 
of Passover for North American Jews.

It’s important to note that this has no bearing on 
whether people actually like macaroons; the devotion 
seems to come from tradition more than taste. 
Perhaps this is why my survey indicated that people 
preferred canned over fresh — they’re iconic, and
remind people of their childhoods. Or perhaps the 
devotion to canned macaroons is why many of the 
respondents also waxed poetic about their disgust for 
the dessert. “Store-bought ‘chocolate’ is an 
abomination,” one respondent wrote.

Others were a bit more open-minded. “Completely 
depends on the macaroon,” someone said. “Some are 
dry, crumbly, and taste like something the Israelites 
might have found on the ground in the desert, 
shriveled from sun and covered with sand. On the 
other hand, some are moist, flavorful and I’d serve if 
Moishe Rabbeinu himself was at the Seder.”

Some of my friends boycotted even the survey I’d 
posted, declaring that the only true macaroon is the 
colorful, almond based sandwich cookie of French 
origin, more often referred to in the U.S. as 
a macaron.

So, how did this divisive cookie become the dessert of
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choice on Seder tables? And, if macaroons can range 
from Laduree’s airy sandwich cookies to the canned 
Manischewitz variety, then what even is a macaroon?

The cookie’s origins

“The American macaroon is the coconut macaroon,” 
said Shani Seidman, marketing director at 
Manischewitz, which is one of the titans of the canned 
coconut macaroon scene.

The Fanny Farmer cookbook, published in 1857 in 
Boston and used as a culinary bible ever since, 
disagrees. “True macaroons are made of egg whites, 
sugar and almond paste,” declares the 1979 edition 
(though its actual recipe guiltily includes two 
tablespoons of wheat flour). “The Joy of Cooking,” 
another well-known American cooking encyclopedia, 
agrees that almonds are required for a true macaroon.

According to Tina Wasserman, Jewish food historian 
and author of “Jewish Entree: A Culinary Exploration of 
the Jewish Diaspora,” the original macaroons were 
indeed almond-based. Jews in Spain and France were 
known for using marzipan; the sweet almond paste 
was perfect for Passover, and is still eaten by Iranian 
Jews for the holiday. Adding egg whites to sweet 
almond paste gives you the flourless cookie we know 
as a macaroon.

This recipe sounds quite close to macarons, the 
colorful sandwich cookies made of meringue fortified 
with almond flour, and filled with jam or buttercream. I 
went through a phase of baking the finicky French 
cookies in college, striving to get the perfect puffed 
“feet” on my meringue discs and to prevent them from 
collapsing. But the delicate confections bear little 
resemblance to the cookies my mother grew up with, 
which are homely and chewy and made from the 
recipe on the back of the tub of Solo brand almond 
paste.

Any of these cookies, delicate or chewy, almond or 
coconut, would be kosher for Passover (minus Fanny 
Farmer’s sneaky two tablespoons of flour). But what 
makes them all macaroons? I struggled to find a 
straight answer. As far as I can tell, they all owe their 
existence to the centuries-old marzipan based cookie, 
and that’s about it.

Coconut enters the scene

While some sources I read said almond macaroons are 
a Sephardi Jewish custom and the coconut an 
Ashkenazi one, Wasserman, the food historian, said 
coconut macaroons are more North American than 
they are Ashkenazi. This may explain why my German 
great-grandmother made the almond variety.

An unexpected shipment of coconuts from Cuba in 
1894 is largely responsible for the introduction of the 
ingredient to American cooking. A flour miller 
named Franklin Baker received the shipment of the nut 
as payment and had to develop a technique for 
shredding and desiccating the meat to keep his new 
bounty from rotting. He realized there was an 
untapped market, and transitioned his business away 
from flour, pushing his new coconut to home cooks.

While a recipe for coconut macaroons appears as early 
as 1871, in Esther Levy’s “Jewish Cookery Book,” 
Baker’s innovation made it more accessible, and it 
began truly catching on in the 1930s, spurred by 
an interest in “exotic” flavors.

“Coconut was then introduced more into American 
cuisine,” Wasserman said. “It would be too expensive 
for a commercial company to make their macaroons 
totally from almond, and they wouldn’t hold up well. 
Whereas coconut holds up well, doesn’t get rancid, 
keeps its shape.”

The food historian guessed that Manischewitz was 
responsible for the big pickup of the coconut 
macaroon, understanding how to commercialize it. 
Seidman, my contact at Manischewitz, concurred: “The 
matzah production we see now was invented by the 
founder of the company, so that was revolutionary. So
it’s kind of in the brand’s DNA to keep innovating and 
being a food trendsetter.”

An American icon

When you think of American food, you often think of 
processed foods — Wonder Bread and McDonald’s and 
Fruit Loops. So it makes sense that the American 
Pesach table is dominated by a cookie that was 
popularized because it could be processed and sold in 
bulk.

How macaroons became a must for Passover — even if no one likes them
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The same drive for consumerism and novelty is likely 

responsible for the proliferation of exotic macaroon flavors 

that can now be found on supermarket shelves around 

Passover. The Manischewitz site features flavors such as red 

velvet cake and pistachio orange; both the cappuccino chip 

and the rocky road flavors got several shoutouts in my 

survey. Manischewitz has even come out with an Earl Grey 

flavor — very boutique. All are still made with the classic 

coconut base.

While the options for non-macaroon Passover desserts have 

also expanded significantly — as processed options go, 

there’s the gummy fruit slices a friend referred to as 

“radioactive,” as well as a wide range of cookie and cake 

mixes that are kosher for Passover, including a coffee cake 

mix that both Wasserman and Seidman, the Manischewitz

rep, referred to as having a “cult following” — Manischewitz

says the macaroons are still their bestseller, with the classic 

coconut and chocolate flavors winning the lion’s share of the 

market.

“I grew up eating those canned macaroons at Seder, 
and even though I’ve been served delicious fresh, 
home-made ones, I do miss the canned when I don’t 
have them,” wrote Michael Sarid, the Forward’s 
former director of development, on our Facebook 
page. Lisa Lepson, our current director of 
development, agreed.

This doesn’t seem to be because they taste good. 
“The first one is delicious, and every one after makes 
your mouth feel progressively more gross,” one 
survey respondent wrote. But they are unavoidable; in 
my survey, I asked if anyone bought a can of 
macaroons each year despite hating them, and most 
people said yes. “I feel very strongly that I hate 
macaroons but they are still iconic,” Eliana Willis 
commented.

As for the future of other macaroons — the fancy 
almond kind — on American Seder tables, Staidman at 
Manischewitz was coy. “Not yet. Not yet, is what I’ll 
say. Stay tuned.”

–
Mira Fox is a reporter at the Forward. Get in touch at 

fox@forward.com or on Twitter @miraefox.

When Jewish In Seattle magazine went on hiatus from 
the local Jewish Federation last March, Emily Alhadeff, 
its editor, thought about what she would do if it didn’t 
come back.

After 10 years in Jewish journalism, she knew the 
community needed objective reporting. She thought 
about launching her own newspaper, but recognized 
people might not be willing to support it right away. 
Still, she knew the community needed something. 
Enter Substack, the user-friendly newsletter 
publishing platform which she used to launch her 
newsletter, The Cholent, as a solo endeavor in 
January.

“There was a part of all of us,” Alhadeff said, “who 
care about the Jewish community, care about real 
journalism, care about writing, and care about telling 
our community’s story, that really believe in our 
work,” she said. “I was like, ‘I still want to do this.’”

Arriving in subscriber inboxes every Friday, The 
Cholent tackles a new topic each week, ranging from 
a look at how Jewish schools avoided outbreaks while 
staying open to an interview with Hasidic rapper (and 
Seattle native) Nissim Black. The Cholent is free, with 
a paid option: readers who subscribe for $50 a year 
can submit “shoutouts” that appear at the bottom of 
the email. Already, around 50 have.

Emerging during a downturn for Jewish journalism, 
Substack has provided a home for small-scale local 
news reporting like Alhadeff’s — and for countless 
other categories of Jewish writing. There are Substack
newsletters on Jewish cooking, Jewish parenting, 
and Jews and tech. There’s a News of the 
Jews Substack and a Weird Jewish Digest Substack. 
And there are influential Jewish thinkers on the

The next big Jewish 
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platform like Peter Beinart, Bari Weiss and Gary 
Rosenblatt.

A simple formula has attracted these writers: quick 
setup, a low-maintenance interface and cheap 
overhead. The company keeps 10% of subscription 
earnings, otherwise, its platform is free to use. 
Alhadeff estimates she spends about 10 hours each 
week cooking up The Cholent. So far, she has made a 
couple thousand dollars.

“I don’t need the bells and whistles,” she said. “What I 
want to do is write what I want to write, I want to be 
independent, and I want to be paid directly. And I don’t 
want to rely on advertising.”

Replacing Jewish journalism in the long term is hardly 
the prevailing intent of the people writing these 
newsletters, which tend toward commentary and first-
person essays and read more like personal 
correspondence than news copy. Most Substack
writers are not making a living on the platform; of the 
aforementioned writers, perhaps only Weiss, who 
brought with her a large following from the New York 
Times, is. (Substack has also lured some writers, like 
Matt Yglesias, to the platform with six-figure 
advances, but via email Weiss said she is not one of 
them.)

But there is no doubt that new possibilities for Jewish 
writing — and access to new Jewish readers — have 
been unlocked by an ascendant format designed to be 
shared. When I launched DENI DIARY, a newsletter 
about Israeli rookie Deni Avdija’s first NBA season, it 
was as much for myself as for readers: I wanted to 
track Avdija’s growth, and writing about it for even a 
small audience was a way to commit myself to the 
project, even if it didn’t turn into a steady paycheck.

Rabbi Tzvi Gluckin, a Boston-based rabbi who 
moonlights as a music writer, started The 
Ingathering along the same lines: he cared about 
Jewish music, no one was writing about it, Q.E.D.

“Ingathering has been a way for me to find the good 
stuff,” Gluckin, 53, said.

If people were eager to read about Jewish music pre-
dated The Ingathering, the demand was latent and 
geographically spread out. Gluckin said Jewish 
publications were seldom interested in the content. 
But less than a year after its launch in June 2020, his 
weekly newsletter has over 1,000 subscribers. Most 

receive the free version; a $50 annual subscription 
unlocks extra content.

In that sense, Gluckin is not only covering an 
unexplored area of Jewish culture, but also growing an 
audience for it.

“I’m specifically trying to find people like myself,” 
Gluckin said, “who are looking for great music, but are 
Jewish, and want something that feeds that side of 
themselves as well.”

Samantha Leach, an editor-at-large at the women’s 
website Bustle, said the unpredictable and narrowly-
focused nature of the newsletter ecosystem was 
central to its appeal.

Her weekly newsletter, The Spiel, contains interviews 
with Jewish creatives about their often embarrassing
bat mitzvah experiences. She described it as “a piece 
of candy you get in your inbox.”

“Most websites require you to write about topics as a 
generalist,” said Leach, 28. “The most successful 
Substacks are just niche as hell. That’s the fun of it. 
You’re exploring under-discussed pockets.”

Hamish McKenzie, co-founder of Substack, said it 
made sense that Jewish content might do well on the 
platform.

He added that while the vast majority of Substacks
don’t have paid subscriptions set up, writers don’t 
need huge numbers to make it work financially. But 
they do need talent, and focus.

“It is a business,” McKenzie said. “We try to shield that 
from writers a little bit by focusing it on being a 
publication. But if you’re building a publication and you 
have payments involved, and you’re working to get 
subscriptions, that’s a business. And businesses are 
hard to build. They take time, they take energy, they 
take investment.”

Edmon Rodman, who writes about Los Angeles Jewish 
news and history called MegilLA for about 800 
subscribers, emphasized the importance of the latter 
three. “It’s like a garden,” Rodman, 68, said. “You have 
to be constantly tending to it.” 

For Rabbi Zohar Atkins, the key to long-term growth 
has been a unique product and a real-life network to 
develop the audience for it. 

The next big Jewish publication? It might be on Substack
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“The model should be building communities you want 
to serve,” Atkins, 32, said.

Etz Hasadeh, Atkins’ existential commentary on the 
weekly Torah portion, recently marked its second 
anniversary and passed the 2,000 subscriber
milestone.

No, Atkins said, a newsletter will never substitute for a 
Beit Midrash. But with Etz Hasadeh (which means “tree 
of the field”), the New York-based rabbi and nonprofit 
director is reaching Jews who otherwise might never 
step inside one.

He estimated that his newsletter was the entire Torah 
diet for the week for 10-15% of his subscribers. For 
those readers, Atkins said receiving the dvar Torah in 
their inbox — as opposed to having to seek it out on a 
Jewish website — made them more likely to read it.

The proliferation of Jewish newsletters comes at a 
moment of uncertainty for the brick-and-mortar 
Jewish press, once thought of as a unifying institution 
in local Jewish life.

A growing number of local Jewish news outlets have 
shuttered or scaled back operations since the 
beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, among them 
the Jewish Advocate in Boston and the Arizona Jewish 
Post. The New York Jewish Week ceased its print 
operations in 2020. The weekly print edition of the 
Jewish Journal of Greater Los Angeles went on hiatus.

Jewish newsletters may not be competing with 
traditional Jewish news outlets on a content level, but 
they may be competing with each other for 
subscription dollars. This publication’s subscription 
rate, $5/month, is the lowest monthly rate Substack
allows creators to charge.

“There’s always room for both,” said Alan Smason, the 
president of the American Jewish Press Association, an 
organization of Jewish community media in the United 
States. “The question is how much the market will 
bear.”

Smason, who is also editor of the New Orleans-based 
Crescent City Jewish News, said newsletters may be 
able to fill some but not all of the void left by the 
demise of Jewish community journalism.

He mourned that the role of local Jewish papers as 
connective tissue for individual communities —
tracking births, marriages, b’nai mitzvahs, and deaths 
— was undervalued by Jewish federations, which have 
been pulling their funding across the country.

“My feeling is that newsletters are not the same, in 
that they tend to be more specific to an audience than 
a community,” he said. “We’re losing all of it. We’re 
losing the ability to publish Jewish news.”

Still, the writers forge ahead, to each their own unique 
motivation, each the sole proprietor of their own small 
business.

Rodman said he makes about the same with MegilLA
as he did as a freelance writer. But he found the 
newsletter more rewarding in other ways, especially 
when it comes to reader engagement.

“It gives you an opportunity to talk to people about 
Jewish stuff,” Rodman said of the newsletter. “I think 
that’s important.”

–
Louis Keene is a writer in Los Angeles and writes Deni Diary, a 

Substack newsletter about Israeli rookie Deni Avdija’s first 

year in the NBA. Email Louis or follow him on Twitter.
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