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Who should Jews root for — Godzilla or King Kong? 2

Entering April, we’re set for a long-awaited showdown 
between household names. Folks starved for sporting 
spectacle studied their brackets all through March. 
Now, as we await the final battle, the world wonders 
who will come out on top: King Kong or the King of All 
Monsters.

Oh, also, apparently there’s some college basketball 
going on.

In the fight between the Giant Ape from Skull Island 
and Godzilla, the Pacific-born lizard birthed from 
nuclear angst, we in fact have a rematch. While it 
would appear that a semi-aquatic T-Rex would have 
the clear advantage, Kong appeared to best him in 
their last bout (1962’s “King Kong vs. Godzilla”) when 
he used heretofore unknown lightning powers on his 
scaly foe.

But let’s not waste too much time on who will win 
here. Forget the over/under; who should be first in our 
hearts? Here’s what Jews should consider when 
“Godzilla vs. King Kong” hits theaters and HBO Max 
March 31.

Origins

King Kong first appeared in 1933 in his eponymous 
film as an imposing simian who favors blondes and 
swatting at biplanes. Kong was the creation of Edgar 
Wallace and Merian C. Cooper, neither of whom was 
Jewish.

Yet Cooper, who co-directed “King Kong” with Ernest 
P. Schoedsack, had a 1920 encounter with Russian-
Jewish author Isaac Babel in a Soviet POW camp. 
Author Elif Batuman discovered that in his diaries, 
Babel wrote a record of his interrogation of a “shot-
down American pilot” named Frank Mosher, who, it 
turns out, was an alias of Cooper. “Mosher” and Babel 
had an “endless conversation” where the Yankee pilot 
kept asking “frantically what Bolshevism is.”

Babel was apparently quite taken with Mosher, writing 
that he left him with a “sad, heartwarming

impression.” It seems that Babel, likely the “unnamed 
English-speaking Bolshevik” mentioned in an 
Associated Press story about Cooper’s near death by 
Cossack cavalry, saved his life — and thus, Kong’s.

Godzilla’s origins have shifted over the years since 
Toho Studios introduced him in 1954. But it’s 
undeniable that the monster’s rise is linked to the 1945 
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

Sadly, Jews had a part in this massive loss of civilian 
life. J. Robert Oppenheimer was instrumental in the 
Manhattan Project. Einstein’s discoveries played a 
pivotal role in Oppenheimer’s work, and the German-
Jewish physicist signed a letter encouraging FDR to 
support research into chain reaction, fearing the 
Germans would succeed in developing the atomic 
bomb. Both men had regrets — Oppenheimer for how 
the U.S. failed to explain the true power of the bomb to 
Japan in their ultimatum, Einstein for the carnage he 
helped inspire. We’ll follow their example.

Advantage: Kong

Character

King Kong is a hirsute beast with an affinity for uber-
Aryan women. He plays into some ugly and 
recognizable stereotypes when a Jewish lens is 
applied. It doesn’t help that he had a stint on the Great 
White Way. While we’re often likened more to rats and 
other vermin, there are instances of Jews being 
antisemitically compared to apes. It could be 
hazardous to identify too strongly with him.

Godzilla is a mammoth lizard of variable scale and skill 
sets. He’s a fantastic swimmer who is alternately a 
savior or a wanton force of destruction. Sometimes he 
is a loving father and sometimes a mother. On other 
occasions, he’s a wrathful leviathan awakened from a 
deep sea slumber. Godzilla’s fungible character traits 
make him hard to pin down, but it’s because his 
associations are so slippery that he may be the 
monster to back — if only because King Kong brings to 
mind some less than welcome baggage. At the risk of
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being labelled Lizard People, root for the G-man.

Advantage: Godzilla

Likely outcome

Godzilla is the favorite when it comes to all the stats, 
perhaps having one major setback: his ability to move 
through a metropolis without being impeded by a 
skyline. Which is a pretty major gripe, come to think of 
it. Let’s stick to a town both brawlers paid a visit to. 
When Godzilla visited New York in 1998 it ended poorly 
for the city, whereas Kong’s method of swinging and 
scaling is far more measured in its destruction of 
property. In fact, one could argue that even Kong’s 
fatal plummet in Midtown helped cement the then 
newly-erected Empire State Building’s status as an 
icon, drawing tourists to this day.

If Godzilla wins, he should be stuck with the bill. Kong 
at least tries to minimize the havoc and for that, he 
should be commended.

King Kong may have won the last round, but that was 
a long time ago, and it seems unlikely that his electric 
powers — which make little sense given his fatal affair 
with a lightning rod — will come back to save him from 
becoming scorched bushmeat. Even overlooking 
Godzilla’s radioactive breath, Kong is in another height 
and weight class than his competitor. Godzilla’s a good 
56 feet taller; the precise difference in tonnage is 
unknown but we can bet that this Godzilla, thicc as he 
is, has the scales tipping in his favor. Kong can be 
nimble and has wits to outsmart the hulking irradiated 
iguana gunning for him, but will it be enough?

Kong appears to be the David in this fight, and Jews 
always stan an underdog.

Advantage: Kong

Reputation and Outreach

Godzilla has worked closely with Members of the 
Tribe, most notably in what may be his worst 
appearance in over 60 years of films, 1998’s “Godzilla.” 
The titular kaiju split billing with Matthew Broderick, 
character actor Michael Lerner and a good chunk of 
the voice cast of “The Simpsons,” notably Hank Azaria 
and Harry Shearer.

While there weren’t many reports of the monster being 
difficult to work with, the end product doesn’t speak 
well for this collaboration. Ben Shapiro once likened 

his appearance at U.C. Berkeley to a Godzillian 
rampage. All in all, not the best optics, especially when 
we consider how the fearsome lizard disrupted the 
Knicks’ ‘98 season by laying eggs at Madison Square 
Garden.

King Kong is often framed as a misunderstood 
creature who learns something of humanity through a 
flaxen-haired damsel. His story has had fewer 
opportunities to grace the screen than his opponent’s, 
but the results have been more consistent in quality 
(forgetting the one from the 1970s).

2005’s Peter Jackson remake was a wondrous, if 
bloated, re-visitation helped along by performances by 
Adrien Brody as a nebbish screenwriter and Jack Black 
as a manic film director. “Kong: Skull Island,” directed 
by Jewish auteur Jordan Vogt-Roberts, brought some 
much-needed levity to the MonsterVerse, which began 
with the dour 2014 “Godzilla.” Kong also has extensive 
musical connections to the People of the Book. Craig 
Lucas and Michael Mitnick penned the early lyrics for 
“King Kong” the musical. Max Steiner composed music 
for the first film and James Newton Howard did the 
score for Jackson’s remake which, itself, spawned this 
Jack Black song about napping in his trailer on the set 
of said film.

Things appear to be copacetic between the oversized 
gorilla and the Jews, from his incidental affiliation with 
a Russian-Jewish luminary up to his most recent 
revivals. But there is one giant caveat we must attend 
to in the way of a problematic fan.

Depending on your source “King Kong” was either 
Adolf Hitler’s favorite film or one he very much 
enjoyed. Yet, great art can have troubling admirers 
and vice versa. (I mean, the original film — and many of 
its successors — is incredibly racist when it comes to 
Skull Island’s inhabitants; one could see why Hitler 
might dig it.) And the author of a book on Hitler’s 
cinematic proclivities says there’s no hard proof that 
the Führer ever even watched it.

Looking at the score card, we have a clear winner in 
our hearts — even if he’s probably marked for a 
horrible death.

Advantage: Kong

–
PJ Grisar is the Forward’s culture reporter. He can be reached 
at Grisar@Forward.com.
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Last month, the House of Representatives passed the 
The George Floyd Justice in Policing Act, a law 
designed to transform the way law enforcement 
interacts with Black communities nationwide.

Especially as the trial of George Floyd’s killer, Derek 
Chauvin, gets underway this week, it’s an important 
step to ending police abuses of Black people, and 
disregard for Black lives. And there’s no doubt that the 
widespread protests of last summer following the 
killings of Floyd, Breonna Taylor and too many others 
brought about the passage of this act.

Such is the power of protest, even in the midst of a 
global pandemic, when millions of people of all colors, 
backgrounds, beliefs and religions came together to 
call out for justice.

And such is the power, in my life, of one of the 
fundamental precepts of Judaism — the concept, from 
the Book of Deuteronomy, of “tzedek, tzedek, tirdof,” 
or “Justice, Justice, you shall pursue.”

As a Jew, I have heard this phrase my whole life. As an 
African American, I feel this exhortation deep in my 
essence.

I was born 23 years after my Uncle Terrell was shot in 
the back by a Chicago police officer. His crime? Getting 
caught joyriding in the wrong neighborhood not long 
after getting his driver’s license.

He never walked again, and after prolonged suffering, 
he died years later from his injuries.

The cop who shot Terrell was never brought to trial, 
never even relegated to desk duty. He collected his 
pension and lived out his natural life. Is this the justice 
that we’re taught to pursue?

Terrell’s death became a cautionary tale for my family: 
this is what could happen if you ran from the police, 
even if you were afraid of them. When we all started 

driving we stayed in the neighborhoods we knew. 
There may have been shootings and violence where 
we lived, but we still felt safer there than in the 
modern sundown towns of the greater Chicago area.

I always learned that the bad guys were supposed to 
be punished for the crimes they committed. But in 
reality, the only people I saw being punished looked 
like the people in my family and in my community. Like 
me.

Yet I knew that we weren’t the bad guys, even if we 
were always treated as if we were.

But we’d seen what being vocal could get us. So Black 
people learned not to speak up. In Chicago, we didn’t 
rise up when Fred Hampton and Mark Clark were 
assassinated by the police, because we worried that 
their fate would become ours too.

Since then, all across the country, we’ve seen Black 
people continue to be shot at traffic stops, hanged in 
jail cells, bombed while they slept and choked to death 
on the sidewalk.

My question: How could this happen in a country 
where there are Jews who are pursuing justice?

We Jews are no strangers to injustice. So isn’t this our 
fight too? Or has the pursuit of justice become another 
empty slogan?

Being both Black and Jewish, to grow into a place 
where I understood I could pursue justice for others —
even if I still was so badly in need of it myself — I had 
to first overcome the helplessness with which this 
system has saddled us.

I am fully aware that I, too, can be killed at a routine 
traffic stop, or murdered in my bed while I sleep 
because I am Black.

But I am also a Jew. I have to pursue justice for my
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uncle and all of those who have lost their lives at the 
hands of those who are sworn to protect us.

Jews aren’t supposed to pick and choose for whom we 
pursue justice. But it seems that in recent years we’ve 
allowed our Americaness to supersede our 
Jewishness. I have seen the Jewish community, like 
much of America, remain silent more often than it 
should. Sometimes I think we believe it’s enough to 
hold on to the horrors and atrocities that our 
ancestors suffered. But being a Jew is really about
making sure others don’t suffer those same atrocities. 
Not on our watch.

We all are now standing face to face with the white 
supremacy that has been stoked since the beginning 
of the Trump era. And it’s important to remember that 
people who are putting their knees on the necks of 
Black people are as ready to turn on whites who don’t 
support their racist agenda.

But committing to a new fight for justice isn’t just 
about protection. It’s about radical love for this 
country — love that, the George Floyd Justice in 
Policing Act reminds us, can move mountains.

African Americans would be more than justified to 
seek retribution for the evils that have been 
perpetrated against us since we were brought to this 
continent in chains. From chattel slavery to Jim Crow 
to segregation, discrimination and mass incarceration, 
we have been shown time and again that our lives are 
expendable.

Yet we still love America and want to be full and equal 
participants in American life. This is why we pursue 
justice. For Fred Hampton and Mark Clark. And George 
Floyd and Breonna Taylor. For my Uncle Terrell.

As Jews we must support this endeavor too. Before 
any more lives are lost, justice must be obtained.

–
Tamar Manasseh is the founder and President of MASK, 

Mothers and Men Against Senseless Killings. Follow her on 

Twitter, @TamarManasseh.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are the author’s 

own and do not necessarily reflect those of the Forward.

When the COVID-19 pandemic shuttered synagogues 
across the nation a year ago, many congregations 
that previously avoided technology use on Shabbat 
embraced live-stream and video conferencing as the 
only viable and safe solution to maintaining 
community. Now, for many, the needle has moved, 
and post-pandemic, synagogues intend to keep those 
options available indefinitely.

“I have a feeling that some element of Zoom-ed 
services will probably stick with us into the future,” 
said Rabbi Gideon Estes, the sole rabbi at 
Congregation Or Ami, a 100-family Conservative 
synagogue in Houston. “I think you can’t put the genie 
back in the bottle, or the toothpaste back in the tube.”

For some communities, the opportunity to hold 
Shabbat services, daily morning services and lifecycle 
ceremonies online enabled more members to attend 
than usual — including, according to several rabbis, 
individuals who are homebound, ill or limited by how 
far they live from the synagogue.

Rabbi Ita Paskind, the rabbi at a small congregation in 
Norwalk, Conn., said that while attendance didn’t 
“skyrocket” on Zoom as it did for some of her 
colleagues, “it’s certainly more solid and reliable for 
many of our services than it was when we were in 
person.”

“On Friday nights, we sometimes would struggle for 
a minyan,” she explained, referring to the ten-person 
minimum for a quorum under Jewish law, “and we 
have not had that issue on Zoom.”

While the Reform movement has long embraced live-
streaming — with prominent communities like 
Manhattan’s Central Synagogue now going on 13

For many synagogues, 
live-streamed services 
are here to stay after 
the pandemic
By Marie-Rose Sheinerman
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years of offering streamed services — denominations 
typically seen as more traditional have in the past 
remained wary of incorporating video into their 
practice. But last May, in an overwhelming vote by 
their committee on Jewish laws and standards, the 
Conservative movement temporarily approved live-
streaming and Zoom use under certain conditions for 
Shabbat and Yom Tov, festivals during which 
technology is usually considered forbidden. Now, it 
seems that at least parts of that decision are likely to 
become permanent.

“Most Conservative synagogues will at the very least 
be offering a one-way stream of services long after 
the pandemic is over,” said Rabbi Joshua Heller, the 
rabbi at Congregation B’nai Torah in Atlanta and the 
author of last May’s ruling.

Rabbi Jacob Blumenthal, the CEO of the United 
Synagogue of Conservative Judaism, confirmed as 
much in an interview: “I would expect that that type of 
passive live-streaming would probably continue into 
the future.”

Live-streaming aside, the big question remains 
whether the interactive video services, popularized on 
Zoom, will still continue to be a part of worship in a 
post-pandemic world.

“There’s a big distinction between live-streaming —
which is passive broadcast of a service or program —
versus an interactive platform like Zoom, both in terms 
of its status on Shabbat and in terms of how it works 
in counting a minyan,” Blumenthal said. “We’re 
awaiting some additional guidance from the 
committee on Jewish laws and standards on those 
issues.”

If Zoom were to disappear as an option for 
engagement in Jewish practice, many people would be 
left cut off from the communities they joined in the 
past year. Elana Klugman, 64, lives near Amherst, 
Mass., and got access to high-speed internet just 
seven months before the pandemic hit. Throughout 
the past year, she has attended nearly every program 
Romemu, a Renewal congregation in New York, had to 
offer — and fallen in love with the clergy and 
membership.

“I think Zoom presents some particular opportunities 
for being witnessed and seen and connecting,” 
Klugman said in an interview. “In services, too, there 
are breakout rooms often — they’re brief and randomly 
assigned — but that goes a long way. It’s been a lovely 
way for me to meet people casually and personally.”

But for many congregations, the question of how and 
whether to continue those services is complicated –
especially since, as much as Zoom has the capacity to 
welcome new members, it can also push members out.

“I think that live vs. streaming, there are different 
people who are included or excluded,” Heller said. “A 
streaming service excludes people who are more 
traditional in their observance or are trying to have a 
certain spirit of Shabbat, excludes those who don’t 
have broadband internet or a facility with a computer. 
And obviously in-person means that people who are at 
a distance or people who are ill are excluded.”

“So no matter what you do, it’s going to be better for 
some and worse for others,” he added.

Creating a hybrid experience

One way some communities — like Congregation Kol
Rinah in St. Louis — have balanced those two 
objectives, has been by marking Shabbat as distinct 
from the rest of the week with a departure from Zoom. 
Instead of Zoom, which they use the rest of the week, 
Kol Rinah launched a simple non-interactive live-
stream from their sanctuary for Saturday morning 
worship.

“The plan is to continue live-streaming more or less 
forever on Shabbat morning,” said Rabbi Noah Arnow, 
the community’s head rabbi, “but what I think will 
change is the main audience will shift from being an 
emphasis on the people who are watching at home, to 
the people who are there in person.”

In the view of Jeffrey Cahn, the executive director at 
Romemu, which had been doing non-interactive live-
streaming for years before the pandemic, anyone 
who’s asking “whether” to continue live-streaming “is 
asking the wrong question.”

For many synagogues, live-streamed services are here to stay after the pandemic
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“The question they should be asking is not ‘if’ or 
‘whether,’ but how do we create a hybrid experience,” 
Cahn said in an interview. “Now as we go back in-
person, we get back the benefits of being in-person, 
but we don’t want to lose any of the hard-won 
benefits of the online experience. The question 
is how.” His goal, looking forward, is to “create an 
experience that has the best of an in-person 
experience, the best of a live-streaming experience 
and the best of the Zoom experience.”

While many congregations may remain skeptical 
about indefinite Zoom services, continuing to live-
stream feels, for many, benign and non-controversial.

From a Jewish law perspective, “I think offering a one-
way stream of a service with a camera mounted 
somewhere is not particularly difficult to justify,” 
Heller said, “and doesn’t change the experience for 
those who are present in the room very much.”

–
Marie-Rose Sheinerman is a news intern at the Forward. 

Contact her at sheinerman@forward.com or follow her on 

Twitter @RoseSheinerman.

Rav Tiferet Berenbaum is a busy woman these days, 
but she will absolutely and happily find time to slot you 
in for a phone call while she runs out to get coffee for 
herself and her fellow rabbis. The pandemic has not 
slowed her duties: in addition to her usual work as a 
clergy member for Temple Beth Zion (TBZ) in Brookline, 
Massachusetts, Berenbaum, who is Black, has been 
helping lead anti-racism trainings for Jewish 
communities across the country. Recently, she headed 
up one held by the Massachusetts Board of Rabbis, 
that also featured Rabbi Ayelet Cohen and noted anti-
racism activist Yavilah McCoy.

So, how did it go?

“You know, it’s hard to read things on Zoom,” 
Berenbaum said. “When we’re in-person you can see 
people’s body language shifting, you can read the 
room. On Zoom not so much. I don’t know if the 
majority of people are coming for a lesson and then 
just saying ‘Oh that was nice,’ and then going on with 
their lives in an unexamined way.”

Berenbaum isn’t a DEI (diversity, equity, and inclusion) 
consultant, but as a prominent Jew of color and a Black 
rabbi, she said she is nonetheless happy to comment 
and tell her story.

Berenbaum’s journey toward Judaism started when she 
was 11, according to a 2019 profile of her in Jewish 
Boston. She grew up in a family that is Southern 
Baptist, but who were “not regular churchgoers,” she 
said at the time. Berenbaum officially converted to 
Judaism her sophomore year of college, and was 
ordained as a rabbi in 2013. She joined the staff of 
Temple Beth Zion (TBZ) in August 2019 as the director 
of congregational learning and programming.

It’s now been more than 20 years since she converted, 
and Berenbaum said she still regularly gets treated as 
an outsider in Jewish spaces.

‘A lot of work to do’: A 
Black female rabbi on the 
anti-racist progress the 
Jewish community has, 
and hasn’t, made
By Maya Shwayder
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“People will talk to me and ask me how I know what 
‘mazel tov’ means. They find out I’m Jewish, and say 
something like, ‘Well…welcome!’,” she said. “And I’ll 
think, ‘well, I’ve been Jewish longer than I haven’t been 
Jewish, so, thank you?’ I understand it’s coming from 
people not really knowing what to say, but I really don’t 
need to be welcomed to Judaism 20 years later.”

She said she still has to assume that whenever she 
walks into a Jewish space, it’s going to be a white space.

The Massachusetts Board of Rabbis and the New 
England Council of Rabbis said they don’t keep track of 
demographic data like race among their membership. 
Berenbaum said she’s not surprised. “Them not keeping 
track reinforces the idea that race is not an issue, and 
this color blindness erases the experiences of Jews of 
color,” she said. She pointed to a study conducted by 
the Jews of Color Initiative in 2019 that one in seven 
Jews was a Jew of color. “That’s one in every minyan!” 
Berenbaum said.

In the seminars she has led, Berenabum said she has 
“absolutely” faced pushback from community members 
who seem to believe that there is no racism among 
Jews.

“It starts with people asking the question of ‘how are 
you Jewish?,’” she said, “as if everyone doesn’t have a 
Jewish journey. Everyone is a Jew by choice. We could 
all choose to not be Jewish, it’s easy to do these days. 
But we’re all choosing to be Jews.”

Questions of whiteness and race are difficult 
conversations for Jews to have, Berenbaum
acknowledges. In the U.S. at least, Jews weren’t 
considered really “white” until relatively recently and 
the heavy discrimination that many faced for being 
Jewish is still a living memory.

“Race is new for white people, and that’s part of the 
problem. Jewish whiteness and the Jewish relationship 
to racism is different,”than a non-Jewish white person’s, 
Berenbaum said. “But having these conversations is 
really important, because racism is prevalent and 
systemic in our country. And synagogues are starting to 
have them.”

In talking to JewishBoston.com when she first started 
the job at TBZ in 2019, Berenbaum had said that Jewish 
institutions need to recognize that Jews of color often 
don’t feel safe within them, even if they’re claiming to 
be an open and inclusive congregation. Simple things 
that might not register in a white person’s mind as 

aggressive — like posting a police officer outside a 
synagogue, or subjecting a fellow congregant to “extra 
questioning,” as she put it, about their background —
can signal to a person of color that they are not fully 
welcome in the space.

Racism is not a good/bad binary, or an on/off switch. 
“Racism is an ongoing event,” Berenbaum said. “It’s a 
reality in the lives of Jews of color, and really in 
everyone’s life, that’s how race works,” she said. “It 
manifests with microaggressions and coded language. 
It’s very present in the Jewish community and needs to 
be dealt with.”

On the positive side, Berenbaum said that she has seen 
improvement in the synagogues and communities with 
which she engages. And said she’s very proud of the 
work TBZ has done in terms of anti-racism activism, 
which she said started long before she even joined the 
congregation.

“These conversations were already happening,” she 
said. “They were already conscious of racial justice as a 
Jewish priority, and I was happy to jump in and support 
the community.”

TBZ has been engaging in various educational projects 
around what Berenbaum calls “racial tikkun olam” such 
as working on gun violence prevention, and housing 
equality and equity. “All those wounds we’re working to 
heal are a part of the system of racism,” she said.

And as a result of COVID-19, Berenbaum said she’s 
noticed that there are more Jews of color who are 
participating in TBZ’s services. She thinks that’s in part 
because when they sign into Zoom, they don’t have to 
encounter anyone else who might question whether 
they really belong there.

“They don’t have to talk to anybody, there are no 
microaggressions,” she said. “There’s safety in 
attending virtually. I can come in, I can turn my camera 
off, and be fully present in my thoughts, and not have to 
share my Jewish journey or be interrogated. I can just 
come as a Jewish person in a Jewish space, and then 
close my computer and go about my day.”

Does she think these numbers will stay up once 
services can be in person again?

“There’s a lot of work to do. Synagogues really have to 
do this work of understanding that it’s about saying, 
‘You belong here. We’re expecting you. We want you,
this is your home too.’”

‘A lot of work to do’: A Black female rabbi on the anti-racist progress the Jewish community has, and hasn’t, made
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Passover has long been my favorite Jewish holiday. I 
love the seder, the songs, the symbolism, and the 
mythical story of an epic journey to freedom. On the 
other hand, while I love a matzo ball as much as the 
next semite, I’ve struggled to make the prohibition on 
leavened foods personally meaningful.

While we follow tradition, my family has searched for 
ways to reimagine the concept of hametz in order to 
make it more relevant. For years, we added 
vegetarianism to our Passover, a discipline that 
encouraged mindfulness of our impact on animals, the 
environment, and the climate. But the truth is, we’re a 
mostly-meatless family anyway. So this year, I started 
asking for other ways to undertake a sacrifice that 
would make us reflect on our daily practices, just as 
matzah is meant to remind us of our ancestors’ flight 
from Egypt.

It was my 12-year-old son Sy who finally came up with
the answer - plastic! He suggested we declare single-
use plastic hametz for Passover. Plastover, if you will.

It would be eight days in which no plastic is brought 
into the home and no plastic garbage is directly 
created. It’s no secret that plastic waste is an 
imminent threat to the health of our planet. We 
thought Plastover could be our first step towards 
establishing a more responsible approach to plastic -
and raise awareness of the need for our politicians and 
businesses to do the same. And maybe it could be the 
first step for other Jews too.

The only thing is — have you ever noticed how much 
single use plastic you go through in a day?

We had committed to reduce-reuse-recycle years ago, 
but as I started to plan for our week without plastic, I 
was struck by just how much went in and out of our 
home each day. I ran out of shampoo and wondered if 
there was an option that didn’t come in a plastic 
bottle. The flow of Amazon packages continued to 
come filled with plastic bubble wrap. I opened my 
cupboards to see plastic bags of rice, pasta boxes with 
plastic windows, plastic sleeves of cookies, the plastic 
lid on my oatmeal -all staring down at me as if to ask
“What’s your plan here?”

I didn’t really have a plan. What had seemed like a fun 
challenge now felt like a daunting task. My family’s 
plastic use was seemingly endless, compounded by 
the way we had needed to adjust our lives for the 
COVID-19 pandemic. We were l plastic addicts. I 
needed steps to follow. I needed checklists and 
resources from experts who had done this before.

What tools would your average Jewish family need to 
start on their Plastover journey? The Passover seder 
comes with specific rules on how to observe the 
holiday, so Plastover would need the same. We started 
with a simple checklist, naming the most commonly 
found single use plastic items that could be easily 
replaced with sustainable alternatives. Working 
with Reboot, we reached out to organizations like 
The Plastic Pollution Coalition and Hazon to help us 
with the facts and data to support our ideas. And we 
explored why it makes sense to think of plastic 
as hametz in the first place. And of course, this led us 
to what would a reimagined Passover be without 
reimagined plagues?

During the seder, Jews are called to empty their wine 
glasses drop by drop, naming each plague in 
remembrance of the tragedies that befell the 
Egyptians. The 10 Plagues of Plastic ask the same, 
naming the tolls that plastic has taken on our world. 
Each Plague of Plastic draws directly from the themes 
of the original plagues - the waters of the Nile turning 
to blood becomes the oceans turning to garbage - and 
ends with a simple action item that can be taken 
during Plastover to address that specific issue.

We developed a Plastover Toolkit to help cleanse our 
house of hametz. I know we won’t be perfect, but 
everyone has to start somewhere. By bringing 
mindfulness to our use of plastic, my family can 
reduce our impact. More importantly, seeing and 
feeling how we are caught – enslaved, even — in a 
system that makes it difficult or impossible to act 
responsibly, we will be motivated to demand that our 
leaders take us out of this plastic bondage and into 
freedom - the freedom to use plastic wisely, not 
wastefully. It’s only a beginning, of course. But as 
Moses understood, an Exodus of a thousand miles 
begins with a single step.

Plastover: my springtime exodus from plastic waste
By Jonathan Bines

Scribe

https://drive.google.com/file/d/11XSnvch6UktQT3w7oI8lKHzTcwu-As-X/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/11XSnvch6UktQT3w7oI8lKHzTcwu-As-X/view
http://www.rebooters.net/
https://www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/
https://hazon.org/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1H3tyqyrYqLmYnINh0TjL_c3H9R6K-ULX/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1cRX7wpMq7J85tFAuflPK9Rr6Zf2ylE_t/view
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What tools would your average Jewish family need to 
start on their Plastover journey? The Passover seder 
comes with specific rules on how to observe the 
holiday, so Plastover would need the same. We 
started with a simple checklist, naming the most 
commonly found single use plastic items that could 
be easily replaced with sustainable alternatives. 
Working with Reboot, we reached out to 
organizations like The Plastic Pollution 
Coalition and Hazon to help us with the facts and data 
to support our ideas. And we explored why it makes 
sense to think of plastic as hametz in the first place. 
And of course, this led us to what would a reimagined 
Passover be without reimagined plagues?

During the seder, Jews are called to empty their wine 
glasses drop by drop, naming each plague in 
remembrance of the tragedies that befell the 
Egyptians. The 10 Plagues of Plastic ask the same, 
naming the tolls that plastic has taken on our world. 
Each Plague of Plastic draws directly from the themes 
of the original plagues - the waters of the Nile turning 
to blood becomes the oceans turning to garbage -
and ends with a simple action item that can be taken 
during Plastover to address that specific issue.

We developed a Plastover Toolkit to help cleanse our 
house of hametz. I know we won’t be perfect, but 
everyone has to start somewhere. By bringing 
mindfulness to our use of plastic, my family can 
reduce our impact. More importantly, seeing and 
feeling how we are caught – enslaved, even — in a 
system that makes it difficult or impossible to act 
responsibly, we will be motivated to demand that our 
leaders take us out of this plastic bondage and into 
freedom - the freedom to use plastic wisely, not 
wastefully. It’s only a beginning, of course. But as 
Moses understood, an Exodus of a thousand miles 
begins with a single step.

–
Plastover is a project spearheaded by Reboot and 
Jonathan Bines. Find out more 
at http://www.rebooters.net/plastover.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are the author’s 

own and do not necessarily reflect those of the Forward.

You’ve heard of Sandy Koufax and Hank Greenberg, 
maybe even Ron Bloomberg, Shawn Green and Alex 
Bregman. All have achieved success at the great 
American pastime as a handful of about 175 Jewish 
men to have played at the major league level.

Enthusiasts of 19th century baseball may be familiar 
with Lipman Pike, the first Jewish professional on the 
diamond who began a ten-year career as an 
outfielder with the Troy Haymakers of the National 
Association in 1871. But ask even the most hardcore 
baseball aficionados and they will be hard pressed to 
identify the first Jewish pitcher in Major League 
Baseball history.

That distinction belongs to Leo Fishel.

Leo was born in Babylon, New York in 1877, the 
youngest of Leopold and Therese Fishel’s four 
children. He likely learned the game from his brother 
Harry and half-brother Gustave who are known to 
have played organized baseball on the south shore of 
Long Island.

At the age of 15, Leo was on the roster of the Babylon 
Base Ball Club and two years later was pitching for 
Columbia University in the spring of 1895 during his 
freshman year of college. That summer, Fishel again 
played for Babylon but joined a rival team from 
Hempstead for a late season road game against 
Brewster on September 21st. You’ve heard of Sandy 
Koufax and Hank Greenberg, maybe even Ron 
Bloomberg, Shawn Green and Alex Bregman. All have 
achieved success at the great American pastime as a 
handful of about 175 Jewish men to have played at the 
major league level.

Enthusiasts of 19th century baseball may be familiar 
with Lipman Pike, the first Jewish professional on the 

In 1899, Major League’s 
first Jewish pitcher left 
field after one game to 
become lawyer
By Brad Kolodny

News

Plastover: my springtime exodus from plastic waste

http://www.rebooters.net/
https://www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/
https://hazon.org/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1H3tyqyrYqLmYnINh0TjL_c3H9R6K-ULX/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1cRX7wpMq7J85tFAuflPK9Rr6Zf2ylE_t/view
http://www.rebooters.net/plastover
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diamond who began a ten-year career as an outfielder 
with the Troy Haymakers of the National Association in 
1871. But ask even the most hardcore baseball 
aficionados and they will be hard pressed to identify the 
first Jewish pitcher in Major League Baseball history.

That distinction belongs to Leo Fishel.

Leo was born in Babylon, New York in 1877, the 
youngest of Leopold and Therese Fishel’s four children. 
He likely learned the game from his brother Harry and 
half-brother Gustave who are known to have played 
organized baseball on the south shore of Long Island.

At the age of 15, Leo was on the roster of the Babylon 
Base Ball Club and two years later was pitching for 
Columbia University in the spring of 1895 during his 
freshman year of college. That summer, Fishel again 
played for Babylon but joined a rival team from 
Hempstead for a late season road game against 
Brewster on September 21st.

In the second inning after the starting pitcher had given 
up five runs, Leo was called on for relief duty and 
promptly put out the fire, retiring the side with the 
bases loaded. The Hempstead Inquirer reported that 
Leo “continued to deal out puzzling curves at lightning 
speed until the end of the ninth inning,” leading 
Hempstead to a come from-behind victory.

Fishel’s performance led Hempstead to sign him in May 
for the 1896 season but he jumped to play for Richfield 
Springs in upstate New York beginning on July 1st for a 
salary of $25 per week. The following year – 1897, the 
year the Forward was founded – Leo was asked to 
return to Richfield Springs but was instead persuaded 
to pitch for the Oritani Field Club of Hackensack, New 
Jersey.

While Leo was still attending Columbia, he was plucked 
from the college squad to take the mound for the New 
York Giants on May 3, 1899. He pitched a complete 
game in a losing effort, falling 7-3 to the Philadelphia 
Phillies at the Polo Grounds, located 40 blocks north of 
campus.

In their account of the game, the New York Times 
mentioned that Fishel “has a variety of curves, both 
slow and speedy, and at times he mixes these up in 
such clever style that the hard-hitting Philadelphias
were made to look foolish.”

Rumors circulated that Giants Manager John Day would 
sign the 21-year-old hurler to a contract by the end of 

the month once Leo finished his courses at Columbia. 
But it was not meant to be. It was the only game Fishel
ever appeared in at the major league level, choosing 
instead to become a lawyer – perhaps at the urging of 
his parents.

There is little doubt Fishel could have made a go of it as 
a professional baseball player if he wanted to. In 
addition to the possibility of playing for the Giants, he 
was contacted regarding his availability by other clubs 
in the National League.

Frank Selee, manager of the Boston Beaneaters, 
expressed interest in Fishel as early as 1897 and Barney 
Dreyfuss of the Louisville Colonels wrote to Fishel on 
July 31, 1899 offering to sign him for the remainder of 
the season. (Dreyfuss was a successful Jewish baseball 
executive who became the owner of the Pittsburgh 
Pirates and is enshrined in the Baseball Hall of Fame in 
Cooperstown.)

Baseball as a career at the turn of the century was far 
from the glamorous and lucrative endeavor it is today. 
In 1899, the highest paid player in the majors earned 
$1,800 for the season, about three times the average 
American annual salary. Leo must have surmised a 
lawyer had greater earning potential over the long term 
compared to the relatively short career of a 
professional athlete.

In addition, at that time, the game was made up of 
many rough and tumble characters, leading baseball 
players of the era to earn a reputation as a pugnacious 
and unsavory bunch. Ultimately, Leo decided that was 
the not right environment for him.

In 1900, Fishel began practicing law in Freeport, a 
village on Long Island, just 15 miles west from his 
parents and siblings in Babylon. He continued to be 
active in baseball, pitching in the South Side Base Ball 
League for the Freeport club and serving as the league 
president in 1904.

Leo also enjoyed teaching the game as a coach, first for 
Columbia University in 1901 and later for the team at 
Freeport High School. Fishel led them to the Nassau 
County High School championship in 1905 in an 
undefeated season.

–
Brad Kolodny is the author of “Seeking Sanctuary: 125 
Years of Synagogues on Long Island” by Segula
Publishing.

https://forward.com/articles/128157/a-very-american-abraham/
https://www.amazon.com/Seeking-Sanctuary-Years-Synagogues-Island/dp/1733126309/?tag=thefor03-20
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After a year of pandemic, when it often feels like time is 
standing still, the new season of “Shtisel” reminds us that 
life is always moving relentlessly forward. In fact, season 3 
of the show suggests that it is art alone which can 
transcend time.

In the opening frame of the season, Akiva Shtisel’s
paintbrush swirls on his palette, as he prepares to paint a 
portrait of his wife who gazes lovingly at him. A moment 
later, the insistent cry of their baby punctuates the 
stillness. He begs his wife not to move — art comes before 
life, he seems to say.

Later, during a flashback to their wedding night, when they 
enter their new apartment as husband and wife, Akiva
won’t let her take off her wedding dress until he has a 
chance to capture her just as she is, in this exact moment.

She smiles indulgently.”Life is short,” she says.

“Life is endless,” he responds.

It turns out that he is both right and wrong. In the next 
shot, the frame of his luminously living bride is quickly 
replaced by his painting of her in her wedding gown. Now, 
it hangs in a gallery, along with countless others of her, but 
we soon find out that she has died mere months after it 
was painted. We are struck with an eerie sense that she is 
both tragically gone yet vividly present.

This dichotomy pervades the whole season. In a later 
episode, Yosa’le, Akiva’s young nephew, walks with his 
prospective bride through a museum and she tells him that 
her father is dying. She explains that she would gladly 
trade years of her own life if only he could live longer. With 
this awareness of time’s cruel limitations, they pause 
before an exhibit of butterflies, pinned under glass. 
Butterflies live only for a day, Yosa’le tells her, but here, in 
the museum, they are given “eternal life.” This is the gift of 
all art: It preserves the most fragile and fleeting beauties of 
this world forever.

Art is everywhere in this season of “Shtisel.” One character 
works at a classical music station where she plays 
centuries-old symphonies whose pathos can still move us. 
Meanwhile, in a glorious meta-twist, another character 
finds himself delivering food to a set that is filming a show 
about ultra-Orthodox life. He watches the secular actors 
and their fake beards with amusement, and we have to
remind ourselves that he, too, is a secular actor with a fake 
beard, playing a character on a show.

Since the show’s first season, “Shtisel” has probed the 

question of where art ends and life begins. In one of the 
moving, climactic moments of Season #1, we discover that 
the matriarch of the Shtisel family has been saying tehilim
(psalms of healing) for the long-suffering characters on her 
American soap operas. To her, these characters are as real 
as her own flesh-and-blood family members for whom she 
also prays.

The allure of art is strong not only because it vividly 
captures what is deep and true about life, but because it is 
not at the mercy of time. Life itself does not pause or wait 
— one must act with decisiveness or, in an instant, all can 
be lost. Such is the nature of life and time. But not art.

In the penultimate scene of the season, Akiva’s father, 
Shulem, quotes another artist, the iconic writer Isaac 
Bashevis Singer, who suggests that “the dead don’t go 
anywhere….Everyone is here all the time.” This is followed 
by a vivid conjuring, possible only through the medium of 
art. All those who have died — the wives and mothers, 
fathers and grandfathers — all the lost loved ones who the 
characters miss desperately, suddenly fill the frame, sitting 
down to the table as if for an ordinary meal, passing the 
challah and pickles, laughing and talking. Now the dead 
and living are side by side accorded an equal sense of 
reality. It is a magic trick only art can perform.

But this is not the end. The last frame is reserved for one 
final “portrait” of a woman. Throughout her dangerous 
pregnancy, Ruchami writes letters to her unborn daughter. 
Now, against all odds, she and her child both survive. There 
is a sort of awe in this moment, as each person standing 
around her is painfully aware of Ruchami’s mortality — the 
fragility of her existence and that of her child. She sits 
among them, beaming and crying, her baby in her arms.

At this moment, for the first time in the series, a character 
looks directly into the camera as if she knows that she is 
being captured on film. In doing so, she becomes exactly 
like one of Akiva Shtisel’s soulful portraits. As she looks 
intimately into the eyes of the viewer, inviting us to join her 
in this vulnerable, human moment, we realize that the 
entire series of “Shtisel” has managed the ultimate artistic 
feat of pinning butterflies under glass. It has captured life, 
real and vivid, poignant and complex, full of aching joy and 
sadness. Look, it says: this is life. It is short. It is endless.

–
Suzanne Socken has taught English and Drama for over 20 
years in both Canada and the US. She is currently Co-Chair 
of the English Department at TanenbaumCHAT in Toronto.

Life is finite, ‘Shtisel’ is eternal
By Suzanne Socken
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