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Orthodox Areas are Among 
the Fastest Growing in New 
York and New Jersey, Census 
Data Shows
By Philissa Cramer

When the federal government moved up the deadline to complete the 2020 
U.S. Census to the middle of the High Holidays last year, many Orthodox Jews 
feared that the local community would not be fully counted.

“It’s something that’s very concerning to us as a community,” Rabbi Avi Green-
stein, executive director of the Boro Park Jewish Community Council in Brook-
lyn, said at the time.

But if Orthodox Jews were undercounted in the census, it doesn’t show in the 
data, the first set of which was released last week. That release showed that 
Hasidic Williamsburg was the fastest-growing Assembly district in New York 
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state, while in New Jersey, increasingly haredi Lakewood 
grew at the highest rate of any city in the state.

Lakewood is now the fifth-largest city in New Jersey. If 
its rate of growth continues — 46% in just 10 years — it 
could be the third biggest by the next census in 2030.

The census data does not identify people as Jewish be-
cause the survey on which it’s based does not ask ques-
tions about religion. But some communities are so heav-
ily Orthodox that changes in their demographics can 
only be driven by Orthodox population growth.

High birth rates tend to drive population growth in Or-
thodox communities generally; Lakewood’s birth rate is 
among the highest in the world. Lakewood is also a des-
tination for Orthodox Jews from New York City seeking a 
lower cost of living. The Jersey Shore city, in the central 
to southern part of the state, is also home to multiple 
massive yeshivas that attract young men from around 
the world.

In New York, another dramatic population swing also 
stems from a change in the local Orthodox population. 
The population of Monroe in upstate Orange County 
dropped by 46%, but only because about half its resi-
dents — mostly Orthodox Jews — are now part of the 
newly created town of Palm Tree.

The demographic statistics, which come every 10 years, 
are important because they determine representation 
in the U.S. House of Representatives and guide how the 
federal government distributes $1.5 trillion to state and 
local governments, businesses, nonprofits and house-
holds across the country.

Conservative 
Movement to Launch 
Investigation of Sexual 
Abuse Allegations at 
Youth Program
By Asaf Shalev

Days after allegations of sexual abuse by former Jewish 
youth program participants appeared in the media, the 
Conservative movement announced it would implement 
new safety measures and investigate how program offi-
cials have handled complaints. 

In the announcement, the CEO of the United Synagogue 
of Conservative Judaism, Rabbi Jacob Blumenthal, said 
the reports of abuse of teenage boys at programs run 
by its affiliated organization United Synagogue Youth 
require taking action.

“The experiences reported absolutely do not reflect in 
any sense the values that we represent as a Jewish in-
stitution or as leaders and educators committed to the 
safety, dignity of and respect for every person, all the 
more so, participants in our programs,” Blumenthal said. 

Blumenthal said USY would hire a third party to manage 
its reporting hotline and pay an independent consultant 
to investigate the allegations and the involvement of 
program officials or volunteers. 

The allegations, which appeared in an article published 
last week by The Times of Israel, took place decades 
ago and involve a former USY counselor who is said to 
have masturbated in front of the boys under his super-
vision. Ed Ward, a former USY Nassau County divisional 
director, allegedly fostered a hypersexualized environ-
ment for male teens at a summer camp and in other 
youth settings. 

The article quoted a former camper of Ward’s named 
Jordan Soffer and cited two lawsuits filed anonymously 
against Ward and USY. 
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Following the Blumenthal announcement, a Times of 
Israel reporter tweeted that Soffer does not believe 
the Conservative movement is doing enough to en-
sure accountability. 

“I am glad to see that USY is committed to making sure 
that this can never happen again,” Soffer is quoted as 
saying. “Ensuring it doesn’t happen again, however, 
must begin with recognition and empathy. Their failure 
to acknowledge that this happened, and their failure to 
express any empathy for their graduates, gives me little 
faith that there will be enduring change.”

The announcement of an investigation at USY comes 
several months after the movement’s Rabbinic Assem-
bly launched an audit of its own process for handling 
ethical complaints. 

Meanwhile, in the Reform movement, three such inves-
tigations are taking place. And in July, the movement’s 
youth arm, NFTY, released a statement responding to 
an article in the Jewish college student publication New 
Voices accusing NFTY of fostering an overly sexualized 
environment for teens.

The youth program welcomed the scrutiny and said it 
was in the process of revamping its abuse reporting pro-
cess and adding language to its code of conduct. 

Bob Dylan Sued for 
Allegedly Sexually 
Abusing 12-year-old 
Girl in 1965
By Ron Kampeas

A woman is suing Bob Dylan for sexually abusing her 
when she was 12 under a New York law that temporarily 
lifted limitations on such lawsuits.

The woman, identified in court documents as JC, says 
the Jewish rock star groomed and exploited her in his 
room at the Chelsea Hotel over six weeks in 1965, USA 

Today reported on Monday. She says she suffered phys-
ical and psychological harm.

A lawyer for Dylan vigorously denied the charges, the 
newspaper reported.

The Chelsea Hotel was at the time a hideout for bohemi-
an artists and musicians. Dylan was just 24 in 1965, but 
at the height of his influence.

The New York State legislature, in the wake of the #Me-
Too movement exposing the exploitation of women, in 
2019 passed the Child Victims Act, allowing people to sue 
their alleged assailants for a window of time, which end-
ed Saturday. The woman filed the lawsuit the day before.

Peter Yarrow, a Jewish folk singer with the trio Peter Paul 
and Mary has also been sued by an alleged victim under 
the act.

Amid Debates Over 
Vaccines and Masks, 
Jewish Day Schools 
Buckle Down for A 
Third Year of COVID
By Ben Sales

When the school year ended two months ago, Rabbi Bini 
Krauss allowed himself to breathe a sigh of relief.

His Modern Orthodox day school, SAR Academy, had 
been perhaps the first Jewish school in the country to 
close due to COVID when the virus hit its New York City 
neighborhood in early March 2020. The school rapidly 
pivoted to remote learning, and last year, with students 
masked, distanced and doing as much as possible out-
side, it stayed open in-person all year.

Right before the summer began, Krauss began to feel 
like the school just may have weathered the pandem-
ic successfully. Older students and teachers were being 
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vaccinated and positivity rates were cratering.

“We felt like, wow, we’re seeing the light at the end of 
the tunnel,” he said. “We knew that it wasn’t quite fully 
mission accomplished, but we certainly felt good and 
knew we were going into a positive summer and to a 
better place.”

Now he feels differently.

As schools across the country welcome back students, 
the spread of the Delta variant and rising case numbers 
have meant that instead of celebrating a return to nor-
mal, Jewish schools along with others have returned to 
debates about masks and vaccines that feel like they’ve 
only escalated a year and a half into the pandemic.

“We feel like it’s hard to believe that we’re convening our 
medical committees again and that we’re making deci-
sions again about masking, very difficult decisions about 
vaccine mandates,” said Krauss, SAR’s principal. “It’s cer-
tainly, on one hand, a little deflating. On the other hand, 
I think we all feel like we’re a lot better equipped than we 
were a year ago. We know a lot about what we potential-
ly need to do if we need to do it.”

Schools are reopening against the backdrop of state and 
national debates over whether students need to mask 
and whether teachers should be forced to vaccinate, 
as well as concerns about the Delta variant’s increased 
transmissibility. Public school districts in Texas and Flor-
ida are imposing mask mandates on their students, 
defying bans on mask requirements issued by the gov-
ernors of those two states. In Texas, the ban on mask 
requirements has also faced legal setbacks.

Other states have yet to issue statewide mask mandates 
for schools, leading to these fights taking place on the 
school district level. In a district outside Pittsburgh this 
week, a parent who opposed masking flashed a Nazi 
hand signal after the board voted to require masks.

In Oregon and most of California, public school stu-
dents will be required to mask. And on Wednesday, 
California required that its teachers either vaccinate 
or be tested for COVID regularly. This week, the two 
largest teachers’ unions in the country both signaled 
openness to such requirements.

“Vaccines are the single most important way of dealing 

with COVID,” Randi Weingarten, president of the Ameri-
can Federation of Teachers, said Sunday on NBC’s “Meet 
the Press.” “It’s not a new thing to have immunizations in 
schools. I think we need to be working with our employ-
ers, not opposing them, on vaccine mandates.”

Because Jewish day schools are private, they aren’t sub-
ject to public school district policies or declarations from 
governors aimed at public institutions. And schools 
nationwide have said that their top priority is keeping 
kids healthy and in school. Schools in both left- and 
right-leaning states will be imposing mask mandates on 
students, doing activities outside and either requiring or 
urging teachers and eligible children to vaccinate.

“I’ve spoken to a lot of parents, and no one [said] that, 
oh, it’s so terrible that we have to mask,” said Rabbi 
Mitchel Malkus, head of school at the pluralistic Charles 
E. Smith Jewish Day School in Maryland. “I think every-
one understands the situation that we’re in and they’re 
supportive as long as we can keep school open and the 
kids will be safe.”

Along with mandating masks, Charles E. Smith will be 
requiring that teachers and students older than 12 get 
vaccinated barring a medical exemption. SAR Academy, 
which is Modern Orthodox, will also be mandating vac-
cines for teachers and students, and will make a final 
decision about masking soon.

Schools in Florida and Texas are taking a slightly differ-
ent approach.

The Torah Day School of Dallas, an Orthodox institution, 
is encouraging but not requiring students or teachers to 
vaccinate, though its head of school, Rabbi Avi Pekier, 
said all but two teachers are vaccinated.

Unlike many other Jewish schools, Pekier said his is still 
deciding whether to require its students to wear masks 
when school begins in two weeks. Last year it required 
students in grades 4 and above to wear masks. This year, 
he said, other local Orthodox schools and synagogues 
have not required masks, and given how much students 
interact with the broader community, he believes mask-
ing only at his one school will have a limited effect.

“As of right now, shuls are not mandating masks, and 
as far as I know it’s not even being talked about,” Pekier 
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said Wednesday, as the status of mask mandates in and 
around Dallas appeared fluid. “It seems like a bit of a 
joke that our day school masks when everyone else in 
town is not.”

At the Scheck Hillel Community School in North Miami 
Beach, Florida, students from kindergarten through high 
school will eat lunch in an outdoor dining area, just as 
they did last year, and the school will still stress hygiene 
and sanitization. Masks will continue to be mandated, as 
the governor’s stance does not apply to private schools. 
But the school will not be mandating that teachers or 
students vaccinate at this time.

“It’s the best protection we have other than the vaccina-
tion, and I would think it’s even more so than the vacci-
nations because masking is that physical barrier,” said 
Craig Carpentieri, Scheck Hillel’s interim head of school. 
He said most parents support the mask requirement, 
adding, “I don’t think any school is ever going to make 
everybody happy, but our primary focus is to keep ev-
eryone safe.”

While the school encourages vaccination, Carpentieri 
said that given differences of opinion within the school 
community about vaccines, and recent changes in pub-
lic health recommendations, the school administration 
is stopping short of a mandate.

“I think where the challenge has come for the entire U.S. 
is that we’re doing great with vaccination rates and ev-
erybody said you can remove your mask, and then the 
Delta variant came, so there’s this yo-yo effect,” he said. 
“We’ve had some questions from parents but not many. 
It is private medical information, a person’s vaccination 
status. So it’s not as simple a question as where are you 
going for dinner tonight?”

With contributed reporting by Shira Hanau.

The Problem Is 
Climate Change, not 
How I Feel About 
Climate Change
Fighting ‘climate depression’ is not the 
same as saving the planet.
By Andrew Silow-Carroll

When it comes to COVID-19 and climate change, we are 
failing the Giant Space Squid Test.

If you watched the sci-fi series “Watchmen” or read the 
classic graphic novel it is based on, you know about the 
giant space squid. Essentially, a mad scientist concocts 
a plan to destroy Manhattan by attacking it with a giant 
squid and blaming it on aliens. If humankind sees it has a 
common enemy, he reasons, they will band together and 
avert the far greater threat of global nuclear destruction.

But almost everything about the global response to 
COVID tells me the squid test is an illusion. Most coun-
tries went their own way in fighting the common threat. 
Here at home, even after it was clear that would go on to 
600,000 Americans and counting, too many politicians 
and average folk refused to take the fairly simple steps 
to fight it. Refusing to wear a piece of cloth to cover your 
face became a statement of “liberty.” In Texas and as 
many as 19 other Republican-led states, politicians are 
making it illegal to enact basic public health measures. 
Ignoring the science and their own best interests, mil-
lions refuse to get the vaccine. Mobs taunt school ad-
ministrators who are asking children – children! – to 
wear masks.

Forget saving humanity – Americans couldn’t band to-
gether to save their own kids.

Fighting climate change will require a lot more personal 
sacrifice and political generosity than wearing a mask. 
So forgive me if I scoff at those who found a measure 
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of hope amid the dire findings of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change.

The devastating effects of climate change are coming 
faster than even the most pessimistic scientists predict-
ed, according to the report. This summer of fires and 
floods and heat and drought is not a taste of things to 
come – they’re here.

The good news, apparently, is that it is not too late: Al-
though we can no longer avoid the effects of warming, 
we can limit the changes in ways that will allow us to 
adapt. That means switching from fossil fuels to renew-
able energy and changing the ways we travel, build, 
grow food and exploit ecosystems.

Each of these steps will rely on political and corporate 
interests that dwarf the ability of any individual to make 
a difference. But politicians and business leaders take 
their cues from voters and consumers – as well as do-
nors and board members. COVID was a dry run for fac-
ing global catastrophe. And in some ways we succeeded 
spectacularly as a species: A safe, effective vaccine was 
developed in record time. We summoned up the collec-
tive will to spend trillions of dollars on mitigation. We 
marshalled vast, complicated systems to fight back.

And yet we were hobbled by a fractured electorate, in-
equality, political cynicism and a misinformation indus-
try that is willing to sacrifice human lives to score polit-
ical victories. I am finding it hard to imagine a Congress 
that can barely agree on fixing crumbling bridges to 
come together to save a burning planet.

Others are struggling to remain optimistic in the face of 
crisis. Rabbi Rachel Barenblat, in a JTA essay, says she 
was having a hard time writing a High Holiday sermon 
that would give her congregation any hope in these dis-
couraging times. She advises us “to cultivate the ability to 
look beyond our own despair. The Days of Awe open the 
door to new beginnings, even when (or especially when) 
we can’t see our own way back to hope for change. We 
just have to be like those biblical angels for each other: 
helping each other see the hope we can’t find alone.”

The IPCC report’s lead author, Claudia Tebaldi, a climate 
scientist at the Pacific Northwest National Laboratory, 
said we need to respond to its conclusions like an aging 
person dealing with declining health.

“You have the choice of spending your time feeling the 
doom and gloom of getting old … fearing the future,” she 
told the Washington Post. “Or you can get up every day 
and remind yourself that that day is likely going to be the 
best you have … and you better make the best of it.”

In addition to optimism, the other antidote for despair is 
action. A few years ago, a climate justice activist named 
Payal Parekh said she drew hope from her work in In-
dia’s slums.

“If we give up, nothing can change; sure, maybe we need 
to rethink our strategy or tactics at times, but we do 
have agency and we can use crises to increase the size 
of the movement to be more powerful and effective,” 
she wrote. “There is no ignoring the pain and suffering, 
but we can do something about it.”

Sarah Kaplan, the Washington Post reporter, writes that 
anything the average person does that will reduce the 
amount of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere is a 
step in the right direction. (Find tips on fighting climate 
change – and your own despair — here, here and here.) 
And we can engage with politicians, civic institutions and 
NGOs backing efforts that will shift the economy away 
from fossil fuels – “by far the biggest source of plan-
et-warming emissions.”

“And you can do it all knowing that your actions are help-
ing to make the world a little bit cooler and the future a 
little bit safer,” she writes.

It’s the “little bit” that scares me. I worry that while we 
are trying to make ourselves feel better, the planet will 
continue to get worse. All these perfectly reasonable 
ways to deal with our personal despair may not go near-
ly far enough in addressing the real problem. It’s like be-
ing diagnosed with a deadly disease and being told by 
your doctor to check out the self-help section.

I am also reminded of the joke about the two Jews facing 
the firing squad. One cries out, “I am innocent! Spare 
me!” The other tells him, “Quiet down! You’ll make them 
angry!” I feel like I am in front of a firing squad, and the 
other guy is telling me not to give up hope.

And we’re in Texas.

Andrew Silow-Carroll (@SilowCarroll) is the editor in chief 
of The Jewish Week.
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Three Days of Rioting 
Shattered Crown 
Heights. Thirty Years 
of Peacemaking 
Helped Put It Back 
Together.
How a fragile Black-Jewish coalition 
responded to the deadly events of 1991.
By Eli Cohen

It was a beautiful sunny afternoon in Brooklyn on Sun-
day, when all of Crown Heights came together for “One 
Crown Heights,” a day of music, entertainment, rides 
and activities for children and community conversation. 

The peaceful and joyous nature of the day, with the full 
diversity of the community on display, stood in contrast 
to the events of 30 years before. For three days in 1991, 
starting Aug. 19 in the aftermath of a terrible car acci-
dent that killed little Gavin Cato, a child of Caribbean 
descent who lived in Crown Heights, the neighborhood 
was shaken by a riot, instigated by outside agitators and 
directed against the Jewish community. An out of control 
mob murdered Yankel Rosenbaum, a yeshiva student.

Over the years since 1991, Black and Jewish leaders, 
including Rabbi Chanina Sperlin of the Crown Heights 
Jewish Community Council and the late Reverend Clar-
ence Norman, met regularly to anticipate problems and 
establish a framework to diffuse potential tensions. In 
time, their efforts developed into “One Crown Heights,” 
an effort that set out to change the media narrative 
about their neighborhood from “racially tense” – as eve-
ning news reports always described it — to a community 
that teaches unity to the entire city and beyond.

Their work has some important lessons for the broader 
community in these times of racial turmoil.

Above all it is about the responsibility of leaders – elect-
ed officials and religious and community leaders. In 
1991, jealousy, resentment, or political considerations 
allowed certain people, from inside the community as 
well as outside, to use words that exploited neighbor-
hood tensions and incited violence.

Too often, in today’s political climate, we see people 
defined by their membership in certain racial, religious 
or economic classes. In Crown Heights we have found 
a way to come together and have conversations about 
difficult issues, such as policing, gun violence, changing 
neighborhoods and cultural differences. We walk away 
with a better perspective about another’s viewpoint – or 
find out that we agree and share the same concerns.

And it works with children too. Before the pandemic, 
there was a series of hate crimes directed at Orthodox 
Jews in our neighborhood and others. My close friend, 
Geoffrey Davis, founder of the James E. Davis Stop Vi-
olence Foundation, came to my office. “What are we 
going to do about it?” he asked. Many of the incidents 
involved young people, so I suggested, “Let’s go talk to 
the kids and see what’s going on.”

With the help of the Mayor’s Office, Geoffrey and I visit-
ed half a dozen public schools. In each we went onstage 
with six or eight children and held a public conversation 
in front of a couple of hundred of their fellow students. 
We spoke about differences, about violence, about 
causes for resentment. In one school a young student 
started crying as she told of bullying and other suffer-
ing that she had endured and that she felt was a cause 
for other young people to act out. The school guidance 
counselors told us that it was the first time this troubled 
child had opened up.

Then Geoffrey published “Love Yourself Love Each Oth-
er,” a children’s book. Based on his interaction with the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe, it describes a key lesson that the 
Rebbe had taught him and his brother James (later to 
become a city councilman) and how that inspired much 
of their work against violence. Davis asked me to join 
him in reading his book at a pre-school in predominant-
ly Caribbean East Flatbush.

When we sat in a circle on the carpet with the three-
year-olds, one of the little girls pointed at me — in my 
Hasidic black hat and long beard — and said, “I’m scared 
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of you.” After we read, with me playing the part of the 
Rebbe, the girl stroked the sleeve of my jacket and said, 
“I’m not scared any more.

None of that trust or understanding was visible on those 
three awful days in 1991.

But in 2021, it was all smiles as children, Black and white, 
Jewish and non-Jewish, bounced on inflatable rides, did 
arts and crafts, and enjoyed Hasidic music and a steel 
pan band.

Most striking was the diverse array of the groups work-
ing together – Crown Heights Youth Collective and 
Crown Heights Jewish Community Council, the Brook-
lyn Children’s Museum and the Jewish Children’s Muse-
um. Police Community Affairs officers and the cure vio-
lence group, Neighbors in Action. Richard Green, of the 
Crown Heights Youth Collective, embraced the musician 
and educator David Lazerson as they each received an 
award. Thirty years ago, they had responded to the riots 
by helping kids play basketball together and enjoy Laz-
erson’s interracial band – Dr Laz and the Cure.

On stage, Rabbi Bob Kaplan of the Jewish Community 
Relations Council of NY asked the crowd to pause and 
remember the losses of 1991. We didn’t and couldn’t ig-
nore the pain of those injured in the riot, nor the trauma 
of the survivors. Anti-Semitism is still a recurring phe-
nomenon. Racism is a reality. Unity is fragile.

But this past Sunday’s event was another step forward 
in promoting understanding and good relations in our 
community. Hopefully there will be many more oppor-
tunities going forward.

Rabbi Eli Cohen is the Executive Director of Crown Heights 
Jewish Community Council, and one of the coordinators of 
One Crown Heights.

Telling It Like It 
Wasn’t
Former Times reporter looks back on 
coverage of the event, and what went 
wrong.
By Ari L. Goldman

Twenty years ago next week, on the night of Aug. 19, 
1991 — the night that Gavin Cato and Yankel Rosen-
baum were killed — my editor called me at home to tell 
me that riots had broken out on the streets of Crown 
Heights. “We’re covered for tonight but I want you to 
start your day there tomorrow,” he said.

Over the next three days, working 12 hours shifts and 
only going home to sleep, I saw and heard many terrible 
things. I saw police cars set on fire, stores being looted 
and people bloodied by Billy clubs, rocks and bottles. 
One woman told me that she barricaded herself into her 
apartment and put the mattresses on the windows so 
her children would not be hurt by flying glass.

Over those three days I also saw journalism go terribly 
wrong. The city’s newspapers, so dedicated to telling 
both sides of the story in the name of objectivity and 
balance, often missed what was really going on. Jour-
nalists initially framed the story as a “racial” conflict and 
failed to see the anti-Semitism inherent in the riots. As 
the 20th anniversary of the riots approaches, I find my-
self re-examining my own role in the coverage and trying 
to extract some lessons for myself and my profession.

At the time, I was a religion writer at The New York Times 
and was well connected in the Lubavitch community, 
the predominant Jewish group in Crown Heights. I was 
one of probably a dozen Times reporters and photog-
raphers on the streets over the course of the riots. We 
were a diverse group, representing many religions and 
racial backgrounds.

My job was to file memos to the main “rewrite” reporters 
back in the Times office in Manhattan about what I saw 
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and heard. We had no laptops or cellphones in those 
days so the other reporters and I went to payphones 
and dictated our memos to a waiting band of stenog-
raphers in the home office. The photographers handed 
their film off to couriers on motorcycles who took the 
film to the Times.

Yet, when I picked up the paper, the article I read was not 
the story I had reported. I saw headlines that described 
the riots in terms solely of race. “Two Deaths Ignite Ra-
cial Clash in Tense Brooklyn Neighborhood,” the Times 
headline said. And, worse, I read an opening paragraph, 
what journalists call a “lead,” that was simply untrue:

“Hasidim and blacks clashed in the Crown Heights section 
of Brooklyn through the day and into the night yesterday.”

In all my reporting during the riots I never saw — or 
heard of — any violence by Jews against blacks. But the 
Times was dedicated to this version of events: blacks 
and Jews clashing amid racial tensions. To show Jewish 
culpability in the riots, the paper even ran a picture — 
laughable even at the time — of a chasidic man bran-
dishing an open umbrella before a police officer in riot 
gear. The caption read: “A police officer scuffling with a 
Hasidic man yesterday on President Street.”

I was outraged but I held my tongue. I was a loyal Times 
employee and deferred to my editors. I figured that oth-
er reporters on the streets were witnessing parts of the 
story I was not seeing.

But then I reached my breaking point. On Aug. 21, as I 
stood in a group of chasidic men in front of the Lubavitch 
headquarters, a group of demonstrators were com-
ing down Eastern Parkway. “Heil Hitler,” they chanted. 
“Death to the Jews.”

Police in riot gear stood nearby but did nothing.

Suddenly rocks and bottles started to fly toward us and 
a chasidic man just a few feet away from me was hit in 
the throat and fell to the ground. Some ran to help the 
injured man but most of us ran for cover. I ran for a 
payphone and, my hands shaking with rage, dialed my 
editor. I spoke in a way that I never had before or since 
when talking to a boss.

“You don’t know what’s happening here!” I yelled. “I am 
on the streets getting attacked. Someone next to me 

just got hit. I am writing memos and what comes out in 
the paper? ‘Hasidim and blacks clashed’? That’s not what 
is happening here. Jews are being attacked! You’ve got 
this story all wrong. All wrong.”

I didn’t blame the “rewrite” reporter. I blamed the edi-
tors. It was clear that they had settled on a “frame” for 
the story. The way they saw it, there were two narratives 
here: the white narrative and the black narrative. And 
both had equal weight.

After my outburst things got a little better. The next 
day’s report began like this: “Black youths hurling rocks 
and bottles scuffled with the police in the Crown Heights 
section of Brooklyn last night, even as Mayor David N. 
Dinkins tried to personally calm the racially troubled 
neighborhood after two nights of violence.”

But the Times still had trouble changing its frame. Per-
haps most troubling was an article written in the midst 
of the rioting under this headline: “Amid Distrust in 
Brooklyn: Boy and Scholar Fall Victim.” The article com-
pared the life of Gavin Cato, the 7-year-old boy killed in 
the car accident that spurred the riots, and the life of 
Yankel Rosenbaum, 29, who was stabbed to death later 
that night. It recycled every newspaper cliché and was 
an insult to the memory of both victims, but, again, it fit 
the frame.

“They did not know each other,” the article said. “They 
had no reason to know… They died unaware….” In the 
eyes of the Times, the deaths were morally equivalent 
and had equal weight.

The Times editorial page followed suit. “The violence 
following an auto accident in Crown Heights reminds 
all New Yorkers that the city’s race relations remains 
dangerously strained,” the editorial said. It concluded 
by praising Mayor Dinkins, giving him credit “for a hard 
night’s work” and doing “the job that New Yorkers elect-
ed him to do.”

The one who first broke the frame and spoke the truth 
was the fearless poet of the New York newspaper busi-
ness in those days, Jimmy Breslin, then a columnist for 
Newsday. He was one of numerous reporters, photog-
raphers and television journalists who were beaten or 
otherwise injured during the riots. In Breslin’s case, he 
was dragged from a taxi by a group of rampaging young 
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men, pummeled and stripped of his clothes. That night, 
he vowed to tell the truth of his humiliation, although 
he anticipated the resistance. “And someone up in 
the higher echelons of journalism, some moron starts 
talking about balanced coverage,” he said.

The other person who spoke the truth was the brilliant 
former executive editor of the Times, A.M. Rosenthal, 
who by 1991 had become a columnist for the paper. 
Rosenthal was one of the first journalists at the Times 
to call the riots what they were. “Pogrom in Brooklyn,” 
was the headline of his column on Sept. 3, 1991, just two 
weeks after the riots ended.

“The press,” Rosenthal wrote, “treats it all as some kind 
of cultural clash between a poverty-ridden people fed 
up with life and a powerful, prosperous and unfortu-
nately peculiar bunch of stuck-up neighbors — very 
sad of course, but certainly understandable. No — it is 
an anti-Semitic pogrom and the words should not be 
left unsaid.”

It pains me to recall that not many people at the Times 
took Rosenthal seriously at the time. He had gone from 
being the editor of a great “liberal” newspaper to being 
a “conservative” columnist who seemed to return to the 
same issues over and over again: the security of Isra-
el, anti-Semitism, the persecution of Christians in China 
and the war on drugs.

But Rosenthal was right about Crown Heights. In 1993, 
two years after the Crown Heights riots, an exhaustive 
state investigation sharply criticized Mayor Dinkins for 
not understanding the severity of the crisis. It also fault-
ed his police commissioner, Lee Brown, for mismanag-
ing the police during the riots.

The critical state report was widely covered in the press. 
“For the Mayor,” the Times headline said, “A Harsh Light.”

But another report, this one on how the press covered 
Crown Heights, got little publicity. It was written in 1999 
by Carol B. Conaway, then an assistant professor at the 
College of Holy Cross in Worcester, Mass., and published 
in an academic journal called Polity. Her article is called 
“Crown Heights: Politics and Press Coverage of the Race 
War That Wasn’t.”

“Journalists and their audience alike rely on ‘frames’ 
when writing about and understanding newsworthy 

events because they provide cues for understanding 
others’ experiences,” Conaway wrote. But, she added, 
sometimes the frames are wrong.

She continued: “The New York Post, a tabloid, shifted 
away from the race frame to focus on black anti-Semi-
tism within a few days of the initial rampages, while the 
New York Times persisted with the racial frame for at 
least two years.

“Yet,” she added, “one cannot understand the events 
[that unfolded in Crown Heights] without getting be-
yond the binaries of black versus white encouraged by 
the use of the race frame, and understanding the more 
complex dynamics of the conflict.”

As someone who saw the conflict unfold I can attest to 
this first-hand. I am telling my story in print for the first 
time because it is important that we journalists examine 
our mistakes and learn from them. Fitting stories into 
frames — whether about blacks and Jews, liberals or con-
servatives, Arabs and Israelis, Catholics and Protestants 
or Muslims and Jews — is wrong and even dangerous. 
Life is more complicated than that. And so is journalism.

Your Nanny Makes 
You an Employer. 
The Torah Makes You 
Responsible for Their 
Well-Being.
Learning to honor human dignity 
must start in each of our homes.
By Rabbi Shmuly Yanklowitz

It is easy, in our politically polarizing times, to look at 
every moral issue through a partisan lens.

But we need not look further than Parshat Ki Teitzei 
to see that defending the rights of workers is a biblical 

SABBATH WEEK / PARSHAT KI TEITZEI
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mandate. We learn of a worker’s right to eat from their 
employers’ field (Deuteronomy 23: 25-26); of a worker’s 
right to be free from oppression (Deuteronomy 24:14); 
and of a worker’s right to be paid on time (Deuterono-
my 24:15, also taught earlier in Leviticus 19:13). This, of 
course, not only applies to how businesses treat work-
ers but also to how families treat domestic workers.

This week’s portion is particularly clear on delayed pay-
ment, insisting that workers be paid the same day, be-
fore the sun goes down, “for he is poor, and sets his 
heart upon it” (Deuteronomy 24:15). The medieval sage 
Nachmanides, known as the Ramban, explains, “For if 
you do not pay him immediately when he leaves work, 
he will starve and die that night.”

The rabbis explained that worker rights issues may not 
seem like they are life and death but should be treat-
ed as though they are: “All who withhold an employee’s 
wages, it is as if he has taken his life from him” (Baba 
Metzia 112A). It is precisely because of the Creation 
narrative that we learn every human being was created 
equally in the image of God; we know that we are re-
sponsible for them.

Rabbeinu Yonah (13th century Spain) explains how high 
the burden is if one chooses to take on an employee: 
“Be careful not to afflict any living creature, whether 
animal or bird, and all the more so, one should not af-
flict a person who is created in the image of the Divine. 
If you want to hire laborers and you find that they are 
poor, they should be [regarded as] poor members of 
your household, and do not degrade them, for you were 
commanded to have a respectful manner with them 
and to pay their wages” (Sefer HaYirah).

If we choose to become an employer, then we must take 
responsibility to ensure our workers do not live in poverty.

Have you ever stopped to ask the woman washing dish-
es on Shabbat in your neighbor’s home what she’s being 
paid, or the gentleman mowing your friend’s lawn about 
his vacation, or the nanny raising the children down the 
block whether she had time to sit down for lunch today? 
If you did, you may have discovered an unpleasant situa-
tion of inadequate pay, few or no breaks, no paid sick or 
vacation days, and perhaps even bullying or verbal abuse.

But how can it be? Your neighbors — their employers — 
seem so nice, and their domestic workers always seem 

to be smiling and content.

In her 2004 article in The Atlantic, “How Serfdom Saved 
the Women’s Movement,” Caitlin Flanagan poignantly 
explained the dynamic between a mother and a nanny: 
“Standing bravely in the crossfire are nannies, who tend 
to be the first choice of professional-class mothers who 
work … and the guilty luxury of a good number of at-
home mothers. And, as many of us have learned, the 
mother-nanny relationship has the potential for being 
the most morally, legally, and emotionally charged one 
that a middle-class woman will ever have.”

Domestic workers include housekeepers, nannies, care 
providers for the elderly and others who are hired to 
maintain their employers’ homes and family needs. 
The nature of the job and the market stands in the way 
of organizing. For too long, these workers have gone 
without the basic legal rights afforded those in other 
industries by the Wagner Act of 1935, such as decent 
wages, a safe and healthy workplace, and workers’ 
compensation. Since this unique work is done in back-
yards and kitchens, out of the public eye, those who 
carry it out remain among the most isolated and vul-
nerable workforce in our society, and they must be 
protected from abuse and mistreatment.

How can we give the keys to our homes – and entrust 
the welfare of our aging parents and young children 
— to our domestic workers, and yet not respect them 
enough to secure their basic rights and dignity? Our 
homes serve as a pillar of our Jewish lives. They are what 
we welcome guests into for festive meals and hold wit-
ness to our holy conduct with children and loved ones. 
Herein lies a tremendous opportunity to engage in one 
of the defining problems of our time.

The Jewish community can help turn the tide and be-
come public exemplars as just employers in the work-
place and in the home. Our obligation to fiscally and 
emotionally sustain the individuals we hire to help run 
our households extends beyond law and into the realm 
of moral imperative. Learning to honor human dignity 
must start in each of our homes. There need to be Jew-
ish communitywide meetings discussing the work stan-
dards we must all commit to for the employees in our 
homes that aren’t secured.

The late British Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks wrote in his 
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Haggadah, “Collective freedom — a society that honors 
the equal dignity of all — depends on constant vigilance 
… if we forget where we came from, the battles our an-
cestors fought and the long journey they had to take, 
then in the end we lose it (freedom) again.”

The minimum wage, in its current state, is a collective 
violation of the biblical prohibition of “oshek” (worker 
oppression), as workers remain poor while they work to 
their full capacity (Leviticus 19:15). The previous verse 
tells us that we must not be enablers of social wrongs 
(“lifnei iver”) linking the two responsibilities of fair wages 
and Jewish activism. Now is the time for a collective Jew-
ish intervention to ensure that those who work can live.

This year, let us use our loving embrace of our tradi-
tion and narrative as a springboard into the issues of 
domestic workers’ rights. Let us welcome freedom into 
our homes by looking domestic workers in the eyes and 
expressing our gratitude. Let us exemplify the proper 
treatment of domestic workers for our children. Con-
sider acting on the courage to see the reality of most 
domestic workers situations. Consider utilizing the abil-
ity to see the possibility for change for the poorest right 
here in our homes. And let us collectively enact a vision 
that moves the reality of domestic workers to the possi-
bility of better treatment.

Rabbi Dr. Shmuly Yanklowitz is the president and dean of 
the Valley Beit Midrash (a national Jewish pluralistic adult 
learning and leadership center), the founder and president 
of Uri L’Tzedek (a Jewish social justice organization), the 
Founder and CEO of Shamayim (a Jewish animal advocacy 
movement) and the founder and president of YATOM (the 
Jewish foster and adoption network).

The opinions expressed here represent the author’s and do 
not represent any organizations he is affiliated with.

A World Full of 
Forgiveness
By David Wolpe

Right before Yom Kippur, two women who have had a 
long standing fight see one another in the synagogue. 
One says: “You know, it is a new year. It is time to put 
an end to the bickering and fighting. I want you to know 
that in the new year I wish for you everything you wish 
for me.”

And the second woman says, “So, you are starting up 
with me again!”

Elul is the month of repentance but also a time of 
forgiveness. We know we are supposed to approach 
others and ask for forgiveness but what if we are the 
wronged party? When others approach what should 
we do?

To forgive is to no longer feel superior. It is to admit 
that you too are in need of forgiveness. While it may be 
that something you find unforgivable, the vast majority 
of things we need to forgive are forgivable. The cruel 
thing said to you when you have said cruel things. The 
business taken from you when you know you have 
taken business from others. Of course it is difficult. We 
hurt, we grudge, we nurse grievances. The world is full 
of wounding. It can only be healed by becoming a world 
full of forgiveness.

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.

CANDLELIGHTING, READINGS:

Elul 12, 5781 | Friday, August 20, 2021
• Light candles at:  7:28 p.m.

Elul 13, 5781 | Saturday, August 21, 2021
• Torah reading:  Ki Teitzei, 
     Deuteronomy 21:10–25:19
• Haftarah:  Isaiah 54:1–10
• Shabbat ends:  8:28 p.m.

MUSINGS

For advertising opportunities, contact 
advertise@jta.org
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Why Are We Still 
So Obsessed 
With Hitler? An 
Unconventional New 
Documentary Leaves 
the Answer Just Out 
of Reach.
By Andrew Lapin

“Is it possible to make a film like this without contribut-
ing to the Nazi Cinematic Universe?”

This line of narration comes early in “The Meaning of Hit-
ler,” a fiery new documentary about the persistent hold 
Nazism has on our culture, directed by Petra Epperlein 
and Michael Tucker. It’s a cheeky reference to the Marvel 
Cinematic Universe, a world shared by the comic book 
giant’s many onscreen superhero characters. Like Mar-
vel fandom, Hitler and Nazi obsession encourages cult-
like devotion to a sprawling, interconnected alternate 
reality — except the Nazi Cinematic Universe’s shared 
fantasy is that Hitler had the right idea about the Jews. 

Based on the classic book-length essay by the German 
journalist Raimund Pretzel (published under his pseud-
onym of Sebastian Haffner), “The Meaning of Hitler” is a 
globetrotting excavation into the heart of our society’s 
fascination with Nazis, antisemitism and fascist ideolo-
gy. Why does he remain so visible today? Why have we 
anointed him as a figure of unique evil, rather than an 
evil that could be replicated in the modern day? And 
why do so many people still seem to admire or — worse 
— unconsciously emulate him? 

Using Pretzel’s original text as a jumping-off point, Ep-
perlein and Tucker throw side-eyes at the entertain-
ment and political apparatuses that have propped up 
the Hitler myth in the decades since his bunker suicide. 
Their efforts, like the “Nazi Cinematic Universe” line, si-

multaneously hope to be sarcastic, self-deprecating, 
and genuinely insightful.

All of this is accomplished in an unusual style that mostly 
rejects the patient, structural framework of a standard 
documentary in favor of a free-associative approach 
more befitting an internet skim (or one of Leni Riefen-
stahl’s propaganda videos the film takes care to dissect). 
Large text flashes on screen (words such as “Savior” and 
“Evil”) as we move through space and time at breakneck 
pace. The viewer sees archival footage, which collides 
with present-day memorials, YouTube videos and clips 
from Western art (from “The Producers” to “Star Wars”). 
We are in Hitler’s bunker; now we’re at the site of his 
birth; wait, now we’re at a World Cup celebration in 
France; now we’re driving down the empty COVID-af-
flicted streets of New York; now we’re at the site of the 
Sobibor death camp, which the Nazis took care to de-
stroy any trace of, and which therefore makes a handy 
metaphor for the dangers of forgetting or denying the 
lessons of the past.

We get some traditional biographical material on Hitler, 
too, and — this being 2021 — much discussion of pres-
ent-day political moments that the filmmakers offer as 
parallels to fascist thinking, including Europe’s reactions 
to the migrant crisis; the rise of far-right nationalism in 
Germany and Poland; the Charlottesville march; and 
even former President Donald Trump. The directors 
know they are not the first to make any of these paral-
lels: a cheeky opening sequence places its source ma-
terial alongside Hannah Arendt’s “The Origins of Total-
itarianism,” Timothy Snyder’s “On Tyranny” and several 
other books that make up the new canon for cosmopol-
itans concerned about fascism. (Is this also, in a way, a 
Nazi Literary Universe?)

A segment on antisemitism makes the surprising choice 
to juxtapose an interview with Deborah Lipstadt (recent-
ly nominated to be the U.S. State Department’s antisem-
itism envoy) with segments featuring disgraced British 
author David Irving. Yes, that David Irving — the one 
whose 1996 libel trial against Lipstadt infamously end-
ed with a British court ruling that he was a Holocaust 
denier (and inspired the movie “Denial”). The filmmak-
ers attend one of Irving’s distorted tours of Nazi death 
camps, during which they record him making all manner 
of antisemitic comments; they are appalled by what he 

ARTS AND CULTURE
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stands for, and seem mainly fascinated that a man like 
him exists.

Irving’s inclusion in the film is the exception, though. The 
other talking heads are a familiar who’s-who of reputa-
ble WWII scholars, including Saul Friedländer and Yehu-
da Bauer, both Czech-born Jews whose personal Nazi 
survival stories inform their commitment to scholarship 
even in their advancing age, along with Nazi hunters 
Beate and Serge Klarsfeld, and assorted other experts 
and tour guides. All these figures who have devoted 
their entire lives to separating history from propaganda 
now must look on as the propaganda threatens to win 
out, and sensationalist documentaries about Nazis give 
way to ironic right-wing YouTube memes.

Everywhere we go, we also see the boom mics and clap-
perboards that remind us we are watching a movie — a 
trick Epperlein and Tucker also employed in their previ-
ous documentary, “Karl Marx City,” which investigated 
Epperlein’s father’s suicide in the former East Germa-
ny and which, like this film, was also a commentary on 
modern-day totalitarian forces. There, the filmmakers 
sought to make visible what the Stasi had repressed. 
Here, their deliberate presence has the feeling of a You-
Tube confessional, as they continually ask themselves 
what good their movie will do. Why take 90 minutes 
to warn everyone yet again about Hitler, they wonder, 
when every mention of him only seems to do more 
harm than good?

Why, indeed.

“The Meaning of Hitler” opened in theaters and on-demand 
Aug. 13.

August 23 | 6:00 p.m. – 7:30 p.m.

The Crown Heights Riot, 30 Years Later: Les-
sons for Policing and Journalism

The Manhattan Institute presents a panel on the 
Crown Heights riots of 1991 and lessons learned 
by law enforcement and media in its aftermath. 
Featuring Raymond Kelly, retired commissioner of 
the NYPD, and Ari L. Goldman, director of Scripps 
Howard Program in Religion, Journalism and the 
Spiritual Life at Columbia University.

Watch at https://www.youtube.com/c/ManhattanInst

August 26 | 7:00 p.m.

Book Club: The Forest of Vanishing Stars

Join the Marlene Meyerson JCC Manhattan for a 
conversation with author Kristin Harmel about her 
latest novel, “The Forest of Vanishing Stars,” and 
take a deeper dive into its themes and secrets. 
There will be spoilers.

Register at https://bit.ly/3j7x8G5

August 31 | 11:30 a.m.

David Grossman: The Legacy of War and the 
Courage to Love

Israeli novelist David Grossman discusses his latest 
novel, “More Than I Love My Life” — a tender tale 
of three generations of women bound together by 
love, blood and secrets — with Sandee Brawarsky, 
literary editor of The Jewish Week. This is Gross-
man’s first appearance in the United States in con-
nection with his new novel.

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

Submit your events online at www.
thejewishweek.com/contact/submit-an-event

August 23 | 2:00 p.m. – 3:30 p.m.

Traveling to Babylon — for Good

David Kraemer explores the legacy of the rabbis 
who returned to Babylon centuries after the “great 
exile” and joined the established Jewish communi-
ty there, and how their work continues to impact 
Jewish life today.

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

UPCOMING EVENTS

UPCOMING EVENTS

Free

Free

Free

Free


