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NYC Mayoral Candidates 
Debate Police Role in Fighting 
Hate Crimes
In a Jewish Week survey, hopefuls disagree on when 
and how to deploy the NYPD.
By Andrew Silow-Carroll

When anti-Semitic hate crimes spiked in New York in 2019 and 2020, many Jews 
welcomed increased police presence at their synagogues and institutions.

But the gratitude wasn’t universal: Some Jews of color complained that police 
often make them feel less safe. And in the wake of the Black Lives Matter 
movement, other communities are wary of asking police to solve a problem 
whose solution, they say, rests in education and public policy.

How would New York’s next mayor fight hate crimes? To find out, The Jewish 
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Week asked them just that in a questionnaire we sent to 
all eight major candidates. (All but businessman Andrew 
Yang responded.) You can find their responses to all six 
questions we asked on our website.

All agreed that addressing hate crimes was a priority, 
but differed on the role of the NYPD and where the em-
phasis on prevention should be placed.

Not surprising, the three candidates considered the 
most progressive had the most — and least — to say 
about the police. Dianne Morales, the former teacher 
and fair housing activist, was the most pointed in de-
emphasizing law enforcement’s role in preventing and 
responding to hate crimes. “No one should have to live 
in fear of others — especially of law enforcement,” she 
said. “I do not believe that increased policing makes our 
communities any safer, and, for Black and Brown indi-
viduals specifically, it puts them in more danger.”

Morales said she will “divest from the NYPD and reinvest 
that money” into “education, healthcare, and housing 
for all.” She would also “increase funding to and work 
with the NYC Human Rights Commission and commu-
nity based organizations to create and enact a compre-
hensive plan to protect vulnerable communities.”

City Comptroller Scott Stringer, who recently picked up 
the endorsement of the progressive Working Families 
Party, didn’t talk at all about law enforcement’s role in 
his response. He responded by recalling how he joined 
Chinatown leaders and small business owners after the 
mass shooting in Atlanta in which six Asian women were 
killed. He also spoke about education, saying he worked 
with Assemblymember Nily Rozic to expand Holocaust 
education and hate crime awareness and prevention in 
middle and high schools.

As for specifics, Stringer said he would “strengthen the 
city and state’s survivors funds, work with communi-
ty-led safety efforts to prevent incidents of harm, sup-
port businesses and workers who are experiencing an 
additional financial burden of the rise in hate, and work 
with experts in the restorative justice field to pioneer 
new approaches to repairing harm for survivors of hate.”

Attorney and former MSNBC analyst Maya Wiley was of 
two minds about the role of the NYPD. On one hand, 
she said protecting New Yorkers against hate crimes is 

a policing function. On the other, she called for “rightsiz-
ing” that would  ensure the NYPD “isn’t performing tasks 
that are not policing” — a nod to police reform advo-
cates who say police are ill-equipped to deal with, for ex-
ample, mental issues, homelessness and traffic control.

“Not surprising, the three candidates considered the 
most progressive had the most — and least — to say 
about the police.”

Shaun Donovan, who served as Secretary of Housing and 
Urban Development under President Obama, echoed 
the concerns of the reformers. He would keep the miti-
gation of hate crimes an NYPD responsibility, but called 
for “massive reform that includes a new approach to 
public safety and puts racial justice as a guiding princi-
ple.” He said he would reduce what is asked from police 
officers so that “they can focus on getting guns off our 
streets and reducing violent crimes,” while “shifting re-
sponsibility for mental health crises, schools, homeless 
outreach, and traffic to other agencies that are better 
equipped to deal with these types of challenges.”

Wiley, however, was willing to consider an idea that didn’t 
come up in the others’ responses: adding NYPD-moni-
tored cameras outside of high-risk locations, while, she 
said, “heavily balancing concerns around data privacy 
and potential abuse of data.”

Various candidates spoke of examining the array of city 
bodies that have a hand in monitoring and preventing 
hate crimes. Kathryn Garcia, the former city Sanitation 
Commission who has cast herself as a problem-solver, 
grounded her response in education and streamlining 
bureaucracy.

“We must do a better job within schools to have cultur-
ally competent curriculums that teach the history of our 
diverse communities, and tell the stories of the immi-
grant groups that helped build our city and our country,” 
she said.

She noted that combating hate crimes falls under the 
purview of several agencies: the NYPD’s Hate Crimes 
Task Force, the City Commission on Human Rights 
(CCHR), the Office for the Prevention of Hate Crimes 
(under the Mayor’s Office for Criminal Justice), as well 
as various education programs within the DOE. “Within 
city government, I would streamline the work that exists 
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across numerous agencies and offices to make combat-
ing hate crimes more effective,” she said.

Wiley too focused on the bureaucracy, saying that as 
counsel to Mayor Bill de Blasio she fought for City Hall 
to give the CCHR “the focus and resources it deserves.” 
She was critical of the Mayor’s Office of Hate Crimes, 
and said she would move it into CCHR “to ensure that it 
has the legal weight of the City behind it.”

She also spoke about education, saying she worked for 
“citywide educational curricula against antisemitism, is-
lamophobia, transphobia, anti-Asian bias, and more.”

Brooklyn Borough President Eric Adams answered the 
question in bullet points, the first saying he’d give the 
NYPD the “resources they need to swiftly identify, ap-
prehend, and prosecute those who prey on innocent 
New Yorkers through these cowardly acts.” He supports 
programs that make it easier for non-English-speaking 
victims to safely report hate crimes, the expansion of 
anti-hate curriculums in public schools and “cross-cul-
tural dialogue initiatives.”

Adams led one such program in Brooklyn, “Breaking 
Bread, Building Bonds,” that brings together people of 
various ethnicities, identities, and faiths

Businessman Ray McGuire said he would preserve fund-
ing for the NYPD’s Hate Crime Task Force and expand 
resources to prosecute perpetrators of hate crimes.

“We also need better data — underreporting means we 
may not be giving the right support for victims or pro-
viding investment in the places where we can make the 
most difference — that’s something I would make a ma-
jor focus,” said McGuire.

A City Council 
Candidate Hopes 
Bukharian Jews Will 
Vote for One of Their 
Own
David Aronov, 24, is campaigning 
in Queens, where he shares a 
background with a community of 
immigrants from Central Asia.
By Lauren Hakimi

In the 30 years since the collapse of the Soviet Union 
and the resurgence of Islamic fundamentalism inspired 
Central Asian Jews to move to Queens, the Bukharian 
community of Forest Hills and Rego Park has never been 
represented in local government by one of its own.

City Council candidate David Aronov is looking to change 
that. But as a Democrat seeking to represent a commu-
nity that, at least in national elections, has largely voted 
Republican, he says he’s gotten pushback from some 
community members.

“The community is very conservative,” the 24-year-old 
said in an interview on Queens Boulevard and 63rd 
Drive, where kosher Middle Eastern restaurants, Chinese 
restaurants and chain coffee shops operate side-by-side.

But Aronov also says he has a lot of support from his 
community, which he describes as “very tribal” and “very 
tight knit.” While he may support liberal policies like uni-
versal childcare and no new jails, he thinks conservative 
voters will put that aside in order to finally have some-
one in government who literally speaks their language.

Besides, Aronov points out, “even if I don’t win, there 
will still be a Democrat in the seat.” In many districts in 
New York City, the winner is effectively determined in 
the Democratic primary.

NEWS
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In 2016, using Board of Elections data, DNAinfo found 
that while most voters in Forest Hills voted Democrat 
in the presidential election, more than half of voters in 
Bukharian neighborhoods voted for Donald Trump. 

“I know a number of my relatives who voted for Trump 
who live in the Forest Hills/Rego Park area,” said For-
est Hills resident Lilianna Zulunova, a consultant to the 
Aronov campaign who ran for New York State Assembly 
in 2010. “On a national level, they’re very conservative 
because of the pro-Israel type of mentality that they 
have. But on a local level, they still vote for the Demo-
cratic candidates.”

Forest Hills resident Joshua Nektalov, 19, an accounting 
major at Queens College, says that even though he’s 
a registered Republican, he’s glad Aronov is running 
and agrees with some of his ideas. “It’s pretty cool that 
a Bukharian is running,” he said. “Even though he’s a 
Democrat, a lot of people will want to talk to him know-
ing that they have some common beliefs and share the 
same heritage.”

Nektalov says the issue he cares about most is strength-
ening the community, and he likes that Aronov supports 
building and improving community spaces other than 
synagogues, like the Bukharian Teen Lounge, an af-
ter-school program that shut down in 2016. It’s an issue 
the candidate mentioned on a podcast with Queens Col-
lege’s Bukharian Cultural Club, which Nektalov is part of. 
“He wants people within his community to converse and 
talk about issues, about themselves, besides from just 
being in a temple,” Nektalov explained. Currently, syna-
gogues are important places for members of the largely 
Orthodox community to socialize.

Zulunova was a child when her family immigrated to 
the U.S. from Uzbekistan in 1992. She says that 10 or 15 
years ago, her parents didn’t vote at all.

“They were more focused on getting food on the table, 
putting a roof over our head,” she said. “They weren’t 
necessarily thinking about wanting to go out and vote.”

Aronov says that political indifference is common in the 
Bukharian community. He told the Bukharian Cultural 
Club that even his own parents, who immigrated from 
Tashkent, Uzbekistan, aren’t really involved in politics. 
“Every now and again, my mom still says, ‘it’s not too 

late to be a doctor, it’s not too late to be a lawyer,’ and 
I’m like ‘Mom, I know what I’m doing. Thank you,’” said 
Aronov, who now has a master’s degree in public admin-
istration from NYU’s Robert F. Wagner Graduate School 
of Public Service.

He says some people in the Bukharian community don’t 
bother voting in elections because they think they’re 
pre-decided — a carry-over from their experience in the 
former Soviet Union.

“I hear that on the campaign trail,” Aronov said. “Some 
people think oh, my vote doesn’t matter, the election’s 
already fixed, whoever the institution wants to win is go-
ing to win. And I’m like, that’s not true. That’s not how 
this works. People win by a handful of votes in these 
local elections.”

Queens College Jewish studies professor Manashe Khai-
mov, who specializes in Bukharian history and culture, 
says there are three reasons why Bukharians are hes-
itant to get involved in American politics: differences in 
language and culture, government corruption under the 
Soviets, and a bad experience with political parties in 
the FSU.

“There was a huge mistrust in the electoral system,” 
Khaimov said. “And not because the American system 
did it to them — it’s not because of that. It’s because of 
the perception that came from the Soviet Union.”

Khaimov says that under the Soviets, Bukharian Jews — 
the name derives from the emirate that controlled the 
Central Asian region until the 1920s — mostly practiced 
religion in private. While many wanted to leave, it was 
illegal for them to do so until the 1970s and ’80s. At that 
point, some moved to Israel and the United States, but 
most remained. After the Soviet Union collapsed, there 
was a civil war in Tajikistan that also raised tensions in 
neighboring Uzbekistan. That, combined with economic 
problems and concerns about anti-Semitism, spurred 
the remaining Bukharians to leave.

Khaimov has known Aronov since the candidate was a 
teenager, attending Queens Gateway to Health Sciences 
Secondary School. At the time, Khaimov led an intern-
ship program designed to help Bukharian high school-
ers decide what careers they wanted to pursue. He says 
Aronov wanted to pursue medicine, but the only avail-
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able internship was in government. Aronov was initial-
ly uninterested in pursuing an internship in local City 
Councilmember Karen Koslowitz’s office.

“We told him the only place we will give him is Karen 
Koslowitz’s office. And he was like, ‘what am I going to 
do in a political office? I want to help people. I want to 
be in front, be helpful. How helpful can I be in a political 
office?’” But since Aronov was only a high school sopho-
more at the time, and juniors and seniors got priority for 
internship selections, he ended up with the government 
internship — and never looked back.

When working in his local Councilmember’s office, Aron-
ov found that his background helped him reach more 
constituents. “I was the only staffer in all of Queens that 
spoke Russian for an elected official’s office,” Aronov said. 
“And I would have people from other elected offices call-
ing me, staffers saying, ‘hey, somebody who speaks Rus-
sian called their office, can you help translate?’”

Now, Aronov calls “language justice” for the people in 
his district who speak Russian, Bukharian, Chinese and 
other languages an important part of his campaign.

He thinks that when people have election materials 
available in their own language, it will be easier for them 
to be civically engaged. “A lot of people don’t know what 
I’m running for. They think I’m running for, like, Con-
gress,” Aronov said about the community. “They have no 
idea what the City Council is, because there’s never been 
that education on a deeper level.”

Since Koslowitz is term-limited and can’t seek reelection, 
the City Council race in District 29 is somewhat of a free-
for-all, with 13 candidates running, according to the NYC 
Campaign Finance Board. Aronov’s competitors include 
nonprofit leader Aleda Gagarin, City Council staffer Lynn 
Schulman, and Avi Cyperstein, an EMT and co-founder of 
a nonprofit, Chaverim of Queens, that assists stranded 
motorists and responds to non-medical emergencies.

The primaries are on June 22, and the general election 
is on Nov. 2.

Eytan Israelov, 23, whose family runs a restaurant in 
Forest Hills, says he’s always cared about local politics. 
Israelov, who identifies as independent, says he’s con-
cerned about rising crime in the community, and while 
he supports COVID-19 safety measures, he feels they’ve 

been applied unfairly to businesses.

Israelov, who lives on Long Island, said Aronov made an 
impression on him when the two went to college togeth-
er at Hunter.

“Knowing him in high school and college… that’s what I 
saw. Whenever there was opportunities to do anything, 
whether it was at the Hillel or different organizations, he 
was always involved. He was always the first one ready,” 
he said.

Israelov especially likes how, as he sees it, Aronov 
doesn’t just care about the Bukharian community but 
also about fighting anti-Asian hate crimes and support-
ing Black Lives Matter. “He really has been there for all 
the communities, not just ours,” he said.

Khaimov says that if Aronov wins, more Bukharians will 
see it as an option to go into politics. “There are going to 
be many more people from the community going to try 
to get themselves elected in different districts,” he said. 
“That’s my prophecy.”

Joy Levitt Announces 
Plans to Retire as 
Head of Manhattan 
JCC
Rabbi led the growth of the Upper 
West Side fixture into the largest 
institution of its kind.
By Andrew Silow-Carroll

Rabbi Joy Levitt announced plans to retire as CEO of the 
Marlene Meyerson JCC Manhattan, a job she’s held for 
14 years.

A fixture on the Upper West Side — one of the most 
densely populated Jewish neighborhoods in the world 
— the JCC has grown into the country’s largest since she 
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joined the staff in 1997 as program director.

Before COVID closed down the building from last April 
until August, and the JCC laid off or furloughed 35 per-
cent of its employees, the JCC operated on a budget of 
$34 million.

“Why now?” Rabbi Levitt said in an interview with The 
Jewish Week. “The JCC is poised for greatness in its next 
chapter. We learned so much this year. I’ve been here 
almost 25 years, and in this job for 14. I’ve done what 
I wanted to do to strengthen this community, and it is 
time for new leadership and new energy.”

The JCC’s announcement Tuesday of her plan to step 
down in December noted that her tenure included the 
completion of the 14-story JCC building at 76th Street 
and Amsterdam Avenue. Outfitted with a swimming 
pool and a fitness center, like most JCCs, the center also 
expanded to sites at JCC Harlem and Camp Settoga in 
Pomona, NY, and became home under her leadership 
to film festivals focusing on people with disabilities and 
highlighting Israel’s underrepresented populations, in-
cluding its Arab citizens and Palestinians.

Rabbi Levitt cited the disabilities film festival and the 
center’s programming around Israel as examples of the 
difference she brought as a rabbi to a profession that 
had been dominated by social workers and nonprofit 
administrators.

After earning ordination from the Reconstructionist 
Rabbinical College, she served for 20 years as a congre-
gational rabbi on Long Island and in New Jersey before 
coming to the JCC.

Reflecting the “complexity of the American Jewish rela-
tionship to Israel has been a major focus” of her tenure, 
said Rabbi Levitt, who said she was criticized early on for 
bringing lay leaders to Israel in the summers for sem-
inars at the pluralistic Shalom Hartman Institute. The 
JCC has since launched the Israel Forum, a series of pro-
grams meant to bridge the ideological divides among 
American Jews. “Israel Forum was born out of a desire 
to help people engage with opinions and people with 
whom they do not necessarily agree,” she said.

She also saw the launch of Jewish Journeys, an alterna-
tive Hebrew school focusing on project work and offer-
ing families various options for engaging Jewishly. “It’s 

not an accident that I became executive director [in 
2003] and CEO [in 2006] as a rabbi, and that the rab-
binate was central to my work,” she said. “How people 
can engage in Jewish life on their own terms is a big and 
central question to me.”

Levitt said she saw the JCC’s role as engaging with peo-
ple during “disruptive” stages of their lives: moving to 
the city for their first jobs, having their first children, 
staying busy in retirement. During the pandemic, the 
JCC launched the Wechsler Center for Modern Aging for 
older adults. With help from UJA-Federation of New York 
and The Apthorp Pharmacy, the JCC has been be run-
ning a COVID vaccine clinic in its lobby.

Levitt is confident that the JCC will bounce back after 
a year of virtual programming. The building has been 
opening gradually since last fall. She also expects that 
some of the innovations forced on the institution, in-
cluding virtual programming, will outlast the pandemic.

“The whole point of a JCC is how do you make a village 
out of a big city. I do believe we are going to come back,” 
she said. “We’ll need to strengthen our small businesses, 
shop local and remind people that we are here. But do I 
think everyone is moving to Florida? No, I don’t. It’s up to 
us to help revitalize these neighborhoods.”

In a letter to JCC members and staff Tuesday, Sheryl 
Kaye, chair of its board of directors, said, “There is no 
question that Joy has been the primary reason for the 
JCC’s incredible growth and success over the past two 
decades, and we are eternally grateful for her efforts.”

The board said it has brought on DRG Talent Advisory 
Group, a nonprofit headhunter, to facilitate the search 
for Rabbi Levitt’s successor.

The Jewish Week welcomes letters to the editor 
responding to our stories. Letters should be 
emailed with the writer’s name and address. Please 
keep letters to 300 words or less. The Jewish Week 
reserves the right to edit letters for length and 
clarity. Send letters to editor@jewishweek.org.
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Bernie Madoff Dies 
in Prison
The fraudster whose $17.5 billion 
Ponzi scheme ensnared a long list of 
Jewish organizations was 82.
By Ben Sales

Bernie Madoff, the fraudster who ran a $17.5 billion 
Ponzi scheme ensnaring thousands of investors, includ-
ing a long list of Jewish organizations and families, has 
died at 82.

The Associated Press reported Madoff’s death Wednes-
day at a federal prison in Butner, North Carolina.

Madoff was known as a selective money manager who 
made fantastic yet consistent profits for his clients until 
his entire operation was exposed as a scam amid the 
2008 financial crisis. Madoff’s confession of his Ponzi 
scheme, in which he invented fake stock gains on paper 
and used new investments to pay off withdrawals from 
other investors, set off a virtual earthquake in the Jewish 
philanthropic world.

Among Madoff’s investors were European hedge funds, 
elderly retirees and a range of nonprofits. Among his 
victims were some of the most prominent Jewish insti-
tutions in the country, as well as Jewish celebrities like 
Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel and Sandy Koufax, the 
Hall-of-Fame pitcher.

Madoff’s investors included Yeshiva University, elite Or-
thodox Jewish day schools in New York and Boston, Ha-
dassah, the Women’s Zionist Organization of America, 
and other Jewish organizations and family foundations.

Many of those investors had met Madoff through the 
small world of Jewish philanthropy in New York and 
south Florida, and placed their money with his fund via 
friends of his such as Jeffrey Picower and J. Ezra Merkin, 
who operated hedge funds that invested heavily with 
Madoff. Merkin, a former president of the elite Fifth Av-
enue Synagogue in Manhattan, directed perhaps $1 bil-

lion of congregants’ money to Madoff, according to the 
New York Times.

So when Madoff, facing increasing pressure due to a na-
tional financial crisis, confessed his crime in 2008, the 
effects were felt across American Jewry. Following the 
confession, the Jewish Funders Network, which con-
venes Jewish donors, brought together 35 of the largest 
Jewish foundations to create a plan to provide emergen-
cy funding to some of Madoff’s victims.

Around that time, the Anti-Defamation League also doc-
umented an uptick in anti-Semitism that it concluded 
stemmed from the news of Madoff’s fraud.

The consequences of Madoff’s fraud have reverberated 
through the Jewish world for years. Some Madoff inves-
tors, such as Hadassah, had withdrawn more money 
than they invested over the years, and were subject to 
“clawback” suits in which they had to pay back the ficti-
tious profits. While Madoff had claimed to be managing 
nearly $70 billion, most of that money (aside from what 
investors gave him) had never actually existed.

“Some Madoff investors, such as Hadassah, had with-
drawn more money than they invested over the years, 
and were subject to “clawback” suits in which they had 
to pay back the fictitious profits.”

A trustee, Irving Picard, has spent the years since 2008 
trying to recover the actual billions that Madoff stole. As 
of 2021, they had recovered and restituted more than 
$14 billion of the $17.5 billion Madoff took.

“They really felt that they had so much more money in 
their accounts,” Richard Greenfield, a lawyer who con-
sulted for a handful of Madoff victims in Florida, told 
the Jewish Telegraphic Agency in 2018. “When they talk 
about their losses, they talk about the fictitious numbers 
in their accounts, and for some of them, it’s hard to ex-
plain: Your real loss wasn’t $200,000, it’s $10,000, which 
is what you put in.”

Madoff was born in 1938 in Queens, and began working 
as a stockbroker in 1959. He married his wife, Ruth, that 
year and had two children. He originally made a name 
by investing in computerized stock trading in the NAS-
DAQ market, and served as NASDAQ’s chairman.

He began managing private clients’ wealth in the 1970s. 
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While he told Diana Henriques, who wrote a book about 
him, that the Ponzi scheme began in 1992, the federal 
prosecutor who led the criminal investigation of Madoff 
believes that Madoff started the scheme when he began 
his money-management business.

He collected accolades as his ostensible success grew. 
Madoff was named the treasurer of Yeshiva University, 
the flagship Modern Orthodox institution, and gained a 
reputation as a reserved but effective steward of Jewish 
organizational finances.

Then it abruptly ended. Madoff pleaded guilty and was 
sentenced to 150 years in federal prison. His two sons, 
whom he swore had no involvement in his fraud, prede-
ceased him, one by suicide on the second anniversary of 
Madoff’s arrest.

In 2020, Madoff requested compassionate release from 
prison, telling the court he was dying from kidney dis-
ease. His request was denied.

He is survived by his wife. (JTA)

Yeshiva University eliminates 
in-person Hebrew courses

Yeshiva University is planning to eliminate its in-per-
son Hebrew courses indefinitely, making what was at 
first a pandemic-induced measure a permanent one.

The new Hebrew courses will be asynchronous, mean-
ing students will not interact in real time with a teach-
er, and will be offered starting in fall 2022. Nearly all 
students at Yeshiva University are required to take at 
least one Hebrew course during their studies.

The decision, first reported by the YU Commentator, 
comes after Yeshiva College, the university’s men’s col-
lege, dissolved its Jewish Studies department in Janu-
ary, reassigning its professors to other departments.

Selma Botman, Yeshiva University’s provost and vice 
president for academic affairs, said the change to 
the Hebrew curriculum came in response to student 
feedback and offered greater flexibility for students 

with busy course schedules.

But Lori Linzer, a Hebrew professor at the school, 
said the move would lower the quality of Hebrew lan-
guage instruction at Y.U.

“I don’t think you will be able to find anyone who can 
credibly argue that the asynchronous model is a bet-
ter model for teaching Hebrew language,” Linzer told 
the Commentator. 

LI judge killed in hit and run 
while vacationing in Florida

Sandra Feuerstein, a federal judge from Long Island, 
was killed Friday by a hit-and-run driver while vaca-
tioning in Boca Raton, Florida.

Feuerstein, 75, was struck while walking on a side-
walk near the beach. The driver, a 23-year-old wom-
an, remained jailed Sunday on $60,000 bond, the 
Sun-Sentinel reported.

Feuerstein was appointed to the Eastern District of 
New York by President George W. Bush in 2003 after 
serving as a New York state judge for 16 years.

The New York native worked as a schoolteacher be-
fore earning a law degree from the Benjamin N. Car-
dozo School of Law in 1979.

Feuerstein and her late mother, Judge Annette Elstein 
of the Immigration Court in New York, made history 
as the first mother and daughter in the United States 
to serve as judges at the same time.

Yehuda Ben-Yishay, 88, NYU 
psychologist who pioneered 
treatment for brain trauma

Yehuda Ben-Yishay, a psychologist whose experience 
treating Israeli soldiers after the Yom Kippur War led 
to pioneering therapy for traumatic brain injuries, 
has died.

Ben-Yishay, the founder and retired director of New 
York University’s Rusk Holistic Day Program, died 

IN OTHER NEWS
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March 24 at the NYU Langone Health hospital in Man-
hattan. He was 88.

His “holistic cognitive therapy,” developed with col-
league Leonard Diller, demonstrated that contrary to 
the scientific consensus of the time, the adult brain 
is malleable and memory, attention and reasoning 
could be relearned or strengthened after a brain in-
jury. Their program, first tested on Israeli combat vet-
erans, applied “tightly scripted exercises in behavior 
modification and social skills.”

Born in Romania and raised in Israel, Ben-Yishay 
served in the Israel Defense Forces before studying 
sociology at The Hebrew University. He later attend-
ed the New School for Social Research and received 
his doctorate in psychology from NYU.

The IHRA Definition 
of Anti-Semitism 
Puts Jews on the 
Wrong Side of the 
First Amendment
We should be fighting the real-life 
consequences of hate, not trying to 
stifle free speech.
By Jerome Alain Chanes

“Anti-Zionism is anti-Semitism.”

“Anti-Semitism is the dislike of the unlike.”

“Anti-Semitism is hatred of Jews, period.”

“An anti-Semite is someone who hates Jews more than is 
absolutely necessary.”

Defining anti-Semitism? It’s not entirely objective. Per-
haps the best approach — paraphrasing U.S. Supreme 

Court Justice Potter Stewart in his famous comment about 
pornography — is the old, clichéd, “I can’t define it, but I 
know it when I see it.” This approach, however, poses a 
problem that makes it difficult to measure Jew-hatred: All 
too often incidents or expressions are characterized as 
anti-Semitism when they are not, or ignored when they 
certainly are. The gut feeling — the “kishka factor” — is 
important. But gut reactions are not the same as hard 
data. In 2021, the conversation about anti-Semitism is not 
about anti-Semitism; it is about how anti-Semitism is pro-
cessed, how anti-Semitism is defined.

So what is anti-Semitism?

Not an easy question to answer, these days, an era of 
BDS, of intersectionality, of campus instability. And, 
when it comes to anti-Zionism, the diciest question is 
at what point criticism of Israel becomes anti-Semitism.

That question is at the heart of an ongoing debate around 
the “working definition” devised by the International Ho-
locaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA), a resource group 
on the Holocaust for educators, museum professionals 
and policymakers. The IHRA definition, adopted in 2016, 
defines anti-Semitism as “a certain perception of Jews, 
which may be expressed as hatred toward Jews. Rhe-
torical and physical manifestations of anti-Semitism are 
directed toward Jewish or non-Jewish individuals and/
or their property, toward Jewish community institutions 
and religious facilities.”

Not great, but so far so good.

The problem began with a set of examples that the IHRA 
adopted “to guide it in its work.” These examples, which 
came under the rubric of “targeting the State of Israel,” 
included some dozen bullet-points, most of which de-
scribe legitimate anti-Semitism.

Some, however, would paint an overly broad indictment 
of anti-Israel rhetoric that critics say could result in the 
stifling of free speech when it comes to Israel and the 
Palestinians.

The debate has been heard in academia, in municipal 
politics, and in diplomatic circles. Most recently it was 
heard at CUNY, where the Student Senate voted down 
a resolution to adopt the IHRA definition. Proponents of 
the resolution, including the campus Hillel, said adopt-
ing the definition would make campus Jews safer. Oppo-
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nents, including a Jewish student law association, said it 
would “defame” defenders of Palestinian rights.

Does the IHRA definition clarify when Israel criticism be-
comes anti-Semitic? Or does it aid in the weaponization 
of anti-Semitism by helping limit freedom of expression 
on the campus and elsewhere?

An example: When activists characterize certain policies 
of the State of Israel as racist — is that vile anti-Semitism 
or protected speech and legitimate debate? My view is 
that criticism — indeed, even harsh criticism — of the 
policies of the government of Israel is entirely legitimate. 
The point at which it becomes anti-Semitism is the point 
at which the legitimacy of the Zionist enterprise and, by 
extension, the legitimacy of the State, is questioned, be-
cause at that point the legitimacy of Jewish peoplehood 
is called into question — and this, tautologically, is an-
ti-Semitism. The “Zionism-is-Racism” movement of the 
1970s is a good example. And the IHRA definition makes 
this distinction, saying that “claiming that the existence of 
a State of Israel is a racist endeavor” is a contemporary 
example of anti-Semitism.

The IHRA is less helpful in defining anti-Semitism as 
“applying double standards by requiring of [Israel] a 
behavior not expected or demanded of any other dem-
ocratic nation.”

Many who want to weaponize anti-Semitism cite this 
bullet point to label the BDS movement as anti-Semitic. 
One pro-Israel group, StandWith Us, cites the “applica-
tion of double standards” in encouraging Facebook to 
adopt the IHRA definition of anti-Semitism. Critics of the 
clause, however, say they have every right to pick their 
targets, and a pro-Palestinian campus group has no ob-
ligation to call out China for its treatment of Uighurs or 
Myanmar for its oppression of the Rohingya.

It is clear that incorporating the IHRA definition into 
federal and state legislation, as some wish, would be 
harmful. But there indeed may be IHRA legislation com-
ing down the pike in the Congress, legislation that will 
be supported by many in the Jewish community. Recent 
anti-Semitic incidents have created a climate of fear. But 
such fear may lead people to act rashly, and to support 
policies with unintended consequences, such as stifling 
free speech.

Further, politically, when boycotting Israel is defined as 

anti-Semitism, it is a slippery slope, creating an atmo-
sphere in which calling for a halt in settlement building 
and blocking funds for their construction — even by the 
White House — could be seen as anti-Semitic.

At bottom, codifying the IHRA into law or campus speech 
codes will have a chilling effect on criticism of Israel — 
especially on the campus — and put the Jewish commu-
nity on the wrong side of the First Amendment.

More basic, as policy analyst Jonathan Jacoby suggests, 
is the agenda of those pushing for the adoption the 
IHRA agenda: “The effort to define anti-Semitism in IHRA 
is largely a ploy of the pro-Israel Right to fight an anti-Is-
raelism of the Left.”

“When boycotting Israel is defined as anti-Semitism, it 
is a slippery slope.“

Additionally, there are objective consequences of fight-
ing anti-Israelism at the expense of other forms of an-
ti-Semitism. Anti-Semitism from white supremacist, rad-
ical Christian and other right-wing extremist groups has 
become a mainstay of social media, and has inspired 
physical attacks on Jews from Pittsburgh to Poway. 
Thanks in part to Donald Trump, conspiracy mongers 
like the Proud Boys and QAnon, whose dangerous the-
ories often devolve into or echo vicious anti-Semitic ex-
pressions, have become part of segments of the political 
mainstream.

Yet our new definers of anti-Semitism — including some 
Holocaust survivors groups and right-wing Israeli advo-
cacy organizations — choose to emphasize anti-Israel 
expression as a greater danger than real threats from 
the extreme right.

Political analyst Hank Sheinkopf, in a personal conver-
sation, captured the moment: “The IHRA definition, if 
codified in law, will set a standard that will allow for only 
limited discussion, and will, in fact —counterintuitively 
— permit more extremist action.”

Definitions? I have always liked historian David Berger’s 
workmanlike definition of anti-Semitism: “Anti-Semitism 
means either of the following: (1) hostility toward Jews as 
a group that results from no legitimate cause or great-
ly exceeds any reasonable, ethical response to genuine 
provocation; or (2) a pejorative perception of Jewish 
physical or moral traits that is either utterly groundless 
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or a result of irrational generalization or exaggeration.”

Straightforward. No political or ideological baggage.

Works for me. It ought to work for our community.

Jerome Chanes, a senior fellow at the Center for Jewish 
Studies of the CUNY Graduate Center, has written extensive-
ly on anti-Semitism. He is the author of four books and nu-
merous articles, reviews, and book-chapters on Jewish pub-
lic affairs, history, and arts and letters. His current project 
is a book setting a context for 100 years of Israeli theatre.

The Earth Is the 
Lord’s. Why Won’t We 
Take Care of It?
Our interconnected world demands 
an interfaith response to climate 
change.
By Rabbi Noam E. Marans

The tragedy of the global pandemic has taught us an 
Earth Day lesson that should be the foundation of a 
faith-based response to the climate crisis: our destinies 
are inextricably linked.

We learned that, despite its vastness, the world is a 
small village. When highly contagious disease erupts in 
one corner of our planet, all of us are ultimately in its 
stealthy path.

We learned that all, or at least most, of humanity needs 
to be vaccinated, if we are truly to stop the death and 
sadness.

These pandemic realities are the same realities of our 
climate crisis. Here too, our destinies are inextricably 
linked. Or — in an expansion of a particularist Jewish 
aphorism to its universalist application — all human be-
ings are responsible one for the other. (Babylonian Tal-
mud, Shevuot 39a)

We have learned that, in addressing the climate crisis, 
we can fulfill the greatest of commandments through 
our actions, literally saving lives as we work to save our 
planet. Most of us are not health professionals or first 
responders, and yet we can answer the call found in 
both the Talmud and the Qur’an (5:32): “He who saves 
one life . . . it as if he has saved an entire world.” (Mish-
nah, Sanhedrin 4:5) If we can save our planet, we will be 
saving many individual lives.

Our very large world is, indeed, very small. What hap-
pens in one geographic climate, in one localized atmo-
sphere, devastatingly, can migrate to the rest of us. 
Sometimes we can physically see it. More often, climate 
change is like the now familiar unseen disease which 
grows over time. It also causes another type of migra-
tion, the desperate movement of peoples and all the in-
securities which ensue, including poverty and violence.

We have learned that we need the whole, or at least 
most of humanity, on board. Fixing one country’s cli-
mate will not suffice. It will never be enough if nations 
go it alone. We need each other.

Many of the values needed to manage the climate cri-
sis were foreshadowed by the earliest faith texts and 
teachings centuries before we knew of today’s threat 
to the planet.

In the Jewish tradition, creation begins with one human 
being or, if you prefer, two, but not more, positing that 
we are all from the same father and mother and none is 
superior to the other. This idea, found in the aforemen-
tioned mishnah (Sanhedrin 4:5), teaches us that from 
the moment of creation we are all inseparably connect-
ed, as we surely are in the climate crisis.

The Torah’s story of humanity begins with creation 
from Mother Earth, as Adam is fashioned from the dust 
of the earth he will be charged with protecting. It is a 
narrative that begins in a garden and ultimately leads 
to Paradise Lost. Adam and Eve are placed in the Gar-
den of Eden “l’avdah u-l’shamrah,” “to develop it and to 
preserve it” (Genesis 2:15), to benefit from the land but 
also to protect it.

The “rules” of this small but profoundly exemplary world 
are simple, but emergent humanity has trouble with the 
test — the first failure of humanity is related to the land, 
to the earth. They are told, this tree is protected, do not 
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eat of it, but the godly commandment is too daunting, 
and the first human failing is with the tree, with the 
earth. How prophetic that seems in retrospect, as we 
continue to fail ourselves and God in our stewardship 
of the planet.

“This Earth Day is a true moment of opportunity.”

Eden is presented as an idyllic place, with humanity at 
one with its environment. Adam first looks for compan-
ionship within God’s wider creation, even giving names 
to the animals, an almost messianic, eschatological 
peacefulness. The first couple is vegetarian; we would 
be in a different place today environmentally had that 
been sustained. Not until Genesis 9 is the omnivore’s 
diet presented as a Divine concession to accommodate 
the weakness of humanity. Our response to the climate 
crisis may not require all of us to become vegetarians, 
but it does require us to be more thoughtful, minimally, 
about the ways we raise and eat animals.

This Earth Day, April 22, is a true moment of opportuni-
ty. There are political and economic developments that 
indicate we are on the cusp of renewed world leader-
ship in the climate crisis. We must seize the day, galva-
nize humanity, and hold political leaders accountable 
regarding reduction of carbon emissions, prevention of 
deforestation, and more to restrain and reverse unde-
niably catastrophic global warming. As it has been the 
case since creation, our world’s preservation is in our 
collective hands.

Rabbi Noam E. Marans is American Jewish Committee’s 
Director of Interreligious and Intergroup Relations. This 
column is adapted from his presentation to the “Faith and 
Science – Towards COP26” leadership meetings sponsored 
by the Vatican and the British and Italian embassies to the 
Holy See in preparation for the 2021 United Nations Cli-
mate Change Conference.

For #MeToo 
Transgressors, 
Banishment Is Part of 
Torah’s Prescription
By Avigayil Halpern

In the years following the reckonings with sexual ha-
rassment and assault prompted by the #MeToo move-
ment, there has been debate over the correct commu-
nal response to those accused of sexual misconduct and 
whether perpetrators should be pushed to the edges of 
a community.

Questions of sin, quarantine and repentance are central 
to this week’s Torah portion, Tazria-Metzora, prompted 
by the rules surrounding the metzora, a person afflicted 
with tzaarat. Sometimes translated as “leprosy,” tzaraat 
is a skin disease that, per the description in this week’s 
portion, can also affect houses and clothing. After an 
inspection by a priest, a person who is found to have 
tzaraat must tear their clothes and leave the camp. They 
may not return until they are found to be pure by a sec-
ond inspection, and must cry out “Impure! Impure!” as 
they walk.

The rabbis suggest that tzaraat, unlike menstruation 
and other genital emissions, is not simply a random oc-
currence of the body. Instead they cast it as a punish-
ment. Most famously, the rabbinic tradition associates 
tzaraat with “lashon hara,” cruel speech, but the Talmud 
in Arakhin offers seven sins that would cause a person 
to be afflicted with tzaraat: “For malicious speech, for 
bloodshed, for an oath taken in vain, for forbidden sexu-
al relations, for arrogance, for theft, and for stinginess.”

Today we know to avoid framing illness or bodily differ-
ences as signs of moral degradation; disability activists 
and fat acceptance activists have pushed against such 
pernicious and damaging ideas. But the commands giv-
en to the metzora can be understood in another way: 
not as a response to a bodily condition, but as a model 
for repairing the damage caused by misdeeds.

Do you have an event coming up? Submit 
your events online at www.jewishweek.
timesofisrael.com/contact/submit-an-event

SABBATH WEEK
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The debate over how to repair such damage was reig-
nited in recent weeks when it came to light that Jewish 
studies scholars and community leaders had been par-
ticipating in closed-door, invitation-only conversations 
convened by a group that included Steven M. Cohen. 
Cohen, a prominent Jewish sociologist, was accused of 
making both verbal and physical advances on junior 
women colleagues and subsequently resigned from his 
major academic positions.

Hundreds of Jewish leaders, rabbis and rabbinical stu-
dents have pushed back against these recent gatherings 
in public letters, arguing that Cohen had not demon-
strated the kind of repentance necessary for such acts 
of public rehabilitation.

“As Jewish clergy,” reads a letter signed by more than 
500 rabbis and cantors, “we know that actively partic-
ipating in the rehabilitation of unrepentant abusers is 
not value neutral, and we know that lifting up the work 
of unrepentant abusers is not value neutral.”

I was involved in drafting a similar letter from rabbinical 
and cantorial students.

In social media conversations and elsewhere, this has 
raised conversations about how far might be too far in 
socially sanctioning those who have committed sexual 
harassment and assault. Is it really fair to push someone 
fully “out of the camp”?

When the Talmud in Arakhin goes through its list of sins 
that cause tzaraat in more depth, the prooftext it offers 
for sexual misbehavior comes from Genesis. It cites 
the notorious episode when Pharaoh kidnaps Abra-
ham’s wife, Sarah, and is punished by God with “great 
afflictions.” The Hebrew word for afflictions is “negaim,” 
the same word used in Tazria-Metzora to describe the 
marks of tzaraat.

This is a striking example for the Rabbis to choose. This 
is not a verse about run-of-the-mill sexual misbehavior, 
like adultery. This is a reference to a story about sexual 
violence and power. Pharaoh, who holds all the cards, 
takes Sarah to his palace simply because he wants to. 
Some commentators also hold Abraham responsible for 
standing by and allowing this to happen — he had lied 
to Pharaoh and claimed that Sarah was his sister rath-
er than his wife in hopes that Pharaoh would not harm 

him when taking her away. While many commentators 
excuse Abraham’s lie, the medieval commentator Nach-
manides is critical of Abraham’s decision to expose his 
wife to sexual sin.

By invoking this story in the context of tzaraat, the Rab-
bis offer us an opportunity to understand the biblical 
processes for responding to tzaraat as a mode for re-
sponding to sexual violence. Banishing someone “out-
side the camp” is a key part of a community’s response 
to such behavior. Time away, time outside, is necessary. 
And it is the responsibility of the culpable party to keep 
others safe, to prioritize their needs over his or hers. 
The person with tzaraat is commanded to caution oth-
ers away, to warn passersby of their state.

In a dvar Torah about the moral lessons we can each 
learn from these parshiot, Dr. Rachel Rosenthal, a Tal-
mud professor, writes: “Often, it is difficult to acknowl-
edge our own weaknesses and failings. We excuse 
behaviors in ourselves that we condemn in others, jus-
tifying our actions even as we are uncomfortably aware 
that we do not really believe we are doing the right thing. 
Imagine if, every time we wronged ourselves and others, 
we were forced to stand up and admit it.”

Rosenthal challenges us to embrace the mode of the met-
zora, to see the value in making public our wrongs. Rosen-
thal’s  words are directed at individuals: We must all own 
our misdeeds and take time to contemplate them. But 
her words also offer wisdom as we as a community con-
sider what is moral and right: “Rather than hiding behind 
excuses, we would be forced to stand before the world 
and say, Look, this is who I am, both for good and for bad. 
And while this might cause us to be temporarily separat-
ed from our communities, ultimately it would have the 
potential to bring us back in, presenting a more honest 
and more righteous version of ourselves, scars and all.”

Time outside the camp and public communication about 
misdeeds are key parts of healing, both for individuals 
and a community. The case of the metzora teaches that 
for someone not to be welcomed in communal spaces 
after they do harm is necessary and important. Without 
it, there can be no moving forward. (JTA)

Avigayil Halpern is studying for rabbinic ordination at the 
Hadar Institute in New York, and can be found on Twitter at 
@avigayiln.
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The Innovation of 
Emptiness
By David Wolpe

The Roman historian Tacitus relates that when Pompey 
and his troops entered the Holy of Holies in the Temple 
in Jerusalem in 63 BCE, they found it “untenanted.” It 
was a mystery to them to find nothing inside the sacred 
shrine of the Jews. They assumed there would be a 
statues, but as the Jewish historian Josephus wrote: “In 
the sanctuary stood nothing whatever.”

Judaism declared even to an uncomprehending world 
that the greatest reality was intangible. Nothing 
produced by human hands could begin to adequately 
represent the Creator of the universe. God was literally 
no-thing, and any object was a betrayal of that reality.

We may be amused at Pompey’s surprise but things 
have not changed that much. We too are enchanted by 
the tangible and give most of our lives to contemplating 
that which we can measure or acquire. Yet again and 
again Judaism wrenches us out of the mire of material, 
and back into the space that the Roman soldier saw. 
You cannot touch transcendence. The God of Israel 
remains beyond depiction and beyond comprehension. 
How astonishing that one small tribe of people was 
able to recognize that truth thousands of years ago and 
stubbornly hold onto it in a hostile and unenlightened 
world, until it became part of the legacy of humanity.

Named the most influential Rabbi in America by Newsweek 
Magazine and one of the 50 most influential Jews in the 
world by the Jerusalem Post, David Wolpe is the Rabbi of 
Sinai Temple in Los Angeles, California.

What Painter Alice 
Neel Saw in Jewish 
Faces
A Met exhibit reflects the acclaimed 
painter’s deep attachment to 
survivors, rabble-rousers and art 
world figures.
By Beth Kissileff

No one knows what motivates a portrait artist to choose 
her subjects.

Alice Neel (1900-1984), whose work is currently on display 
in a career-long retrospective, “Alice Neel: People Come 
First,” at the Metropolitan Museum of Art through Aug. 
1, was perhaps best known for her portraits of friends 
and neighbors, many famous, others obscure but no less 
fascinating.

The longtime New Yorker’s catalogue included portraits 
of fellow artists, politicians like Ed Koch and Bella Ab-
zug, writers and poets, as well as transvestites, residents 
of poorer neighborhoods where Neel lived like Spanish 
Harlem, East Harlem, African-American activists, the Cu-
ban avant-garde, naked pregnant women and Commu-
nist leaders and thinkers.

In a body of work that reaches from the Great Depres-
sion to Andy Warhol’s New York, Jewish subjects pop up 
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again and again. From her 1936 painting “Nazis Murder 
Jews” –depicting an anti-Fascist May Day parade in New 
York City — to later paintings of Dachau survivors, Ger-
man-born refugees in the US, Jewish editors, art histori-
ans and curators, Neel made Jews part of her catalogue.

Although not Jewish herself, the father of her youngest 
child Hartley was the Jewish photographer Sam Brody, with 
whom she had a 15-year relationship from 1940-1955.

One of Neel’s sitters, retired museum director and cura-
tor Tom Freudenheim, told the Jewish Week in a Zoom 
interview that “Nazis Murder Jews” was tremendously 
important to her and that she was disappointed that she 
did not get notice and acknowledgement for having tak-
en the stance she did when she painted that work. “She 
felt that was an important painting and no one cared,” 
said Freudenheim.

Like “Nazis Murder Jews,” Neel’s paintings do not sugar-
coat life’s many difficulties. The 1939 painting “Child-
birth” depicts Goldie Goldwasser, her Jewish roommate 
at the maternity ward where her own son Richard was 
born. Neel’s biographer Phoebe Hoban writes how the 
painting’s “contorted body,” with its “bruised eyes and 
darkened nipples,” “depicts the vestiges of the harrow-
ing labor.” Neel has been noted as one of the first female 
artists to depict pregnant women naked, an inversion of 
many works by male artists which see women as sexual, 
not maternal. Painting a Jewish woman who has given 
birth in 1939, a time when Jewish life in Europe was on 
the verge of destruction, seems of significance.

Even a 1965 painting, “Fuller Brush Man,” has Jewish 
content that might not seem obvious.

The sitter was Dewald Strauss, a Dachau survivor whose 
office was near Neel’s 107th Street apartment. In a talk 
for the Met, his son Jerry Strauss said that a few years 
after he arrived in America in 1942, his father joined the 
American army and fought in World War II, and was in-
jured less than 155 miles from where he had been born 
in Germany. He received a Purple Heart for his service. 
In 2010, Neel recalled: “He had to make twenty-five sales 
a day for Fuller Brush or he would lose his job. But he 
was so happy to be in America.”

The painting depicts a man who appears outwardly 
cheerful; closer examination yields a sense of despair. 
The way in which Neel captures both emotions typifies 

her approach to her subjects, depicting them honestly, 
without sentimentalizing or fetishizing them.

Other notable depictions of Jews in the Met show include 
a 1952 painting of Mike Gold (nee Itzak Granich), author 
of the 1930 novel “Jews Without Money,” who supported 
Neel’s work in his Marxist magazine New Masses, and 
curator Henry Geldzahler. Scion of a Belgian-Jewish fam-
ily, Geldzahler became the first curator of 20th century 
art at the Met and cultural affairs commissioner in New 
York during the Koch administration.

Two Jewish women who played an important role in 
building and rehabilitating the reputations of female art-
ists, Cindy Nemser and Linda Nochlin, are portrayed in 
the Met show. Nemser wrote that her first understand-
ing of sex discrimination came when she was denied a 
bat mitzvah in the late 1940s. She went on to found the 
Feminist Art Journal and curate two seminal exhibits on 
women artists. In a blog about the process of sitting for 
Neel, she recalls what Neel told her about her approach: 
“I leave myself and go out to that person and when I 
come back there’s a desert. You know what it is for me? 
It’s an esthetic trip like an LSD trip.”

Linda Nochlin grew up in Crown Heights in what she de-
scribed as “a secular, leftist, intellectual Jewish family, 
like so many in the neighborhood. Intellectual achieve-
ment, creation or appreciation of the arts — literature, 
music, painting, dance — were considered the highest 
goals, along with social justice.”

“‘Wear whatever you want to wear,’ an annoyed Neel 
told a portrait subject. Apparently, she resented the 
implication that she only painted provocative nudes.”

Nochlin was a curator, an art history professor at Vassar, 
Yale and the Institute of Fine Arts, and the author of the 
pioneering 1971 article “Why Have There Been No Great 
Women Artists” in ArtNews. In painting Nochlin and her 
daughter Daisy, Neel was consciously inserting herself 
into the long artistic lineage of mother-and-child paint-
ings, but with one professionally accomplished mother 
depicting another.

Freudenheim recalls his experience sitting for the 1979 
portrait, which is not in the show. Freudenheim was 
working for the National Endowment for the Arts when 
he appeared on a panel at the New School. Neel passed 
him a note asking if he’d sit for her. He remembers a 
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phone conversation discussing what he should wear, 
and her annoyed answer: “Wear whatever you want to 
wear.” Apparently, she resented the implication that she 
only painted provocative nudes.

He doesn’t know why she chose to paint him, but he has 
a clue: After one of the sittings, Freudenheim’s wife Les-
lie asked Neel if she was interested in painting her as 
well, and the artist said no. “Your mouth is too big for 
your face, I could never paint you,” he recalls her saying. 
Freudenheim believes that Neel was interested in how 
her subjects “struck her visually,” adding, “whether the 
curators say that or not.”

Though Neel may have chosen Freudenheim because 
“she just liked my look,” her interest shifted after she 
learned that he was German born and his family had 
escaped the Nazis. She proposed painting him in a cru-
cifixion scene. That painting never happened, but the 
episode suggests that Neel saw in certain Jewish faces a 
complex legacy of suffering and survival.

How Drew and 
Danielle Met
The long-distance romance was a 
match made in quarantine.
By Leah Hakimian

Drew Feldman noticed the profile of Danielle Lavey 
on the message board of the CoronaCrush Facebook 
group. He messaged her on Friday, April 24, 2020, and 
she responded two days later. Drew was then 29, and 
Danielle, 27.

Danielle: “At the time I was quarantined at home with 
my parents. I didn’t like dating apps, so I accepted my 
friend’s offer to post for me on this Jewish Facebook 
group. When I read Drew’s post, I wasn’t wowed by his 
being almost tall, since I’m 5’8.” But I liked the fact that 
he was shomer Shabbos and that his friend described 
him as cultured. I also appreciated Drew’s customized 

response in paragraph form.”

Drew: “And I liked knowing that Danielle was adventur-
ous and did all these crazy hikes while bringing along 
kosher delicacies.”

Drew was in Dallas at the time and Danielle was in Knox-
ville and they started chatting on Facebook Messenger 
and continued on Zoom.

Was it love at first sight? Drew smiles: “No, though I was 
attracted to Danielle’s beautiful smile, we actually bond-
ed because of our shared values. In retrospect, I’m not 
sure we would have connected on a conventional first 
date at a restaurant. Video-chatting on Zoom helped 
our relationship develop as we spent hours focusing on 
each other. It was low-key and our seamless conversa-
tion often flowed until 2 a.m.”

After a month online with each other, Drew flew to 
Knoxville to meet Danielle in-person. He was warmly 
welcomed by her parents. On their first day together, 
the couple had their first date — at a coronavirus testing 
center. Drew: “Already on that first date, I knew I wanted 
to spend the rest of my life with Danielle.”

After Danielle met Drew’s parents in Dallas, Drew moved 
to Knoxville, where he continued to work remotely.

Drew notes: “Nothing overlaps in our resumes, and even 
as children Danielle was always picked first for sports 
and I was picked last.”

Drew grew up in Texas and has a BFA in acting from 
Oklahoma City University. He is a performance direc-
tor, based between the United States and Israel, whose 
work spans narrative and documentary film, TV, music 
videos and commercials.

Danielle grew up in Los Angeles and received a BA in 
Economics and Psychology from Northwestern Univer-
sity. She is a healthcare management consultant

Danielle: “Drew is mostly a feelings person and I’m a 
thinker. Still, I was the first one to say: ‘I love you.’”

Before getting engaged, the couple wanted two checks 
on their relationship. First, they made a Zoom call to 
Shifra Bader, an astrologer Drew knew in Israel. Drew: 
“Shifra isn’t a fortune teller but she reads your charts 
and makes an assessment. Her summary: You were 
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meant to be more than just friends.’”

And second, they got positive results from JScreen, a 
service that offers at-home genetic testing to detect car-
riers of certain Jewish genetic diseases. JScreen’s tagline: 
“Couples who spit together stick together.”

“Drew produced a movie to celebrate their courtship: ‘A 
Quarantined History of Danielle and Drew.’”

On Nov. 6, 2020, Drew proposed to Danielle in the back-
yard of her parents’ home in Knoxville. Drew’s parents 
came for the occasion and both families enjoyed a mov-
ie produced by Drew: “A Quarantined History of Danielle 
and Drew.”

As Danielle also wanted to propose to Drew, she ar-
ranged a counter-proposal in February 2021 at the 
Knoxville Botanical Gardens.

Danielle: “We’ve never seen each other in a large social 
setting. Our wedding will be the first time we’re at an 
event with 60 other people.”

The wedding is planned for early May in the Smoky 
Mountains. Mazal tov.

Dr. Leah Hakimian currently researches the question: How 
do Jewish couples meet and marry? In the ’90s she founded 
two nonprofit Jewish matchmaking programs, and contin-
ues to champion the role of community in helping singles 
meet. She lives in Jerusalem and Great Neck, NY.

APRIL 20 | 1:00 p.m.

The Light Of Days: The Untold Story Of Women 
Resistance Fighters In Hitler’s Ghettos

Witnesses to the brutal murder of their families 
and neighbors and the violent destruction of their 
communities, a cadre of Jewish women in Poland 
— some still in their teens — helped transform the 
Jewish youth groups into resistance cells to fight 
the Nazis. Judy Batalion’s new book, “The Light of 
Days: The Untold Story of Women Resistance Fight-
ers in Hitler’s Ghettos” — already optioned by Ste-
ven Spielberg for a major motion picture — brings 
these largely unknown stories to light. Join YIVO for 
a conversation with Batalion about her new book 
led by Andrew Silow-Carroll, editor in chief of the 
New York Jewish Week.

Register at https://bit.ly/2Q7GIg7

APRIL 20 | 7:00 p.m. – 8:30 p.m.

Candidates Forum for the Manhattan District 
Attorney Race

The Jewish Coalition on Criminal Justice Reform 
presents a Candidates Forum for the Manhattan 
District Attorney race. The candidates confirmed to 
attend are Tahanie Aboushi, Alvin Bragg, Liz Crotty, 
Diana Florence, Lucy Lang, Eliza Orlins, Dan Quart, 
and Tali Farhadian Weinstein. Udi Ofer, director of 
the Justice Division at the ACLU, will moderate.

Register at https://bit.ly/3dZ46UY

APRIL 21 | 9:00 a.m. – 10:00 a.m.

Facebook Live With Rabbi Menachem Creditor

Join UJA for words of comfort and inspiration from 
Rabbi Menachem Creditor, UJA’s Ira and Pearl Mey-
er scholar-in-residence.

Watch it at https://www.facebook.com/ujafedny

APRIL 19 | 1:00 p.m.

78th Anniversary of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising

The Congress for Jewish Culture, along with Friends 
of the Bund, Jewish Labor Committee and Workers 
Circle hosts a virtual gathering of musicians, academ-
ics and survivors and their families marking the 78th 
anniversary of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising.

Watch the event on their YouTube channel: http://
congressforjewishculture.org/videos

Free

Free

Free

Free
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