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The U.S. is losing its economic advantage in a new era of global conflict

BY MICHAEL LIND

C
an a second cold war 
be avoided? The brutal 
proxy war in Ukraine be-
tween Russia and the U.S. 
and its allies, combined 
with deepening trade and 

military rivalries between the U.S. and 
its allies and China, has made the ques-
tion anachronistic. We are in Cold War 
II now.

A cold war is a conflict among rival 
powers that is waged by means short 
of direct combat between their forces 
and direct attacks on their homelands. A 
quick survey of the methods and means 
that characterize such a conflict shows 
they are already in effect. Proxy war? 
Check. Arms races? Check. Trade em-
bargoes and financial sanctions? Check. 
Sabotage? Somebody blew up Russia’s 
Nord Stream pipelines in the Baltic Seas. 
Propaganda wars? Check.

Russia, China, and Iran claim they 
stand for a multipolar world no longer 
oppressed by U.S. imperial hegemony. 
Liberal internationalists in America and 
Europe claim that we are in a Manichean 
struggle between freedom and democ-
racy on the one hand and reactionary 
autocracy, symbolized by the otherwise 
quite different Russian, Chinese, and 
Iranian regimes. In both camps, critics 
of regime policy are smeared as apolo-
gists for the enemy, regardless of wheth-
er that enemy is NATO or Putin’s Russia.

But while high-flown ideological 

battles between Putinism and Western 
liberalism have often taken center stage, 
the outcome of the new global conflict 
rests largely on economic competition. 
In the last cold war, the American eco-
nomic system proved stronger and more 
robust than the Soviet-style command 
economy. Yet, in a strange turn, since 
the end of the last cold war America has 
rapidly pivoted away from the industrial 
model that proved so successful in the 
20th century. The U.S. elite have wa-
gered on transforming the country into 
an information and services-based econ-
omy. China, meanwhile, has adopted the 
older U.S. model of state-private sector 
cooperation, in the process becoming 
the world’s manufacturing base.

One side of the new cold war is led by 
countries like China and Russia, whose 
economic power rests on their control 
of physical goods. On the other side, the 
Western alliance dominates the financial 
and information sectors of the virtual 
economy. Neither side is completely in-
dependent of the other, but the divi-
sion between them is unequal. Despite 
protests over Ukraine, Western Europe 
still needs to buy Russian gas to avoid 
freezing in the winter. The U.S. assails 
the Chinese government, but remains 
utterly reliant on China to supply Amer-
icans with critical goods like antibiotics.

As in Cold War I, the current conflict 
has produced a miscellaneous group of 
“nonaligned” nations that seek to keep 

MORE TABLET

Point your smart phone 
camera at the QR code  
to visit Tablet’s front page.

Vol. 2 Issue 1



2December 30, 2022–January 5, 2023 • 7–14 Tevet, 5783tabletmag.com

“Can a second cold 
war be avoided? 
The question is 
anachronistic. We 
are in Cold War 
II now.”

market and workforce capable of sup-
porting the major industries needed for 
great-power status. One was to create a 
giant nation-state, with a single internal 
market and a culturally homogeneous, 
if not ethnically homogeneous, majori-
ty. This is what the U.S. did. The other 
strategy was to try to cobble together a 
multinational empire, as Japan did, or 
to try to hold together a multinational 
empire and modernize it, as the Soviet 
Union attempted.

One of the pleasures of watching 
James Bond movies from the 1960s 
is the premise that even then a tripo-
lar world still existed, with suave and 
cunning Brits sharing global hegemony 
with uncouth Americans and boorish 
Russians. But after 1945, to the surprise 
of American and Soviet policymakers, 
Britain’s economic troubles, more than 
the loss of its colonial empire, led the 
U.K. to tumble down the great-pow-
er stairwell and become like France: a 
power of the second rank.

British thinkers had long speculat-
ed that the U.S., once it industrialized, 
would dwarf Britain, as Britain had 
earlier dwarfed the Netherlands. Propo-
nents of “imperial federation” like Sir 
John Seeley argued for a customs union 
of Britain and its “white dominions” of 
Australia, Canada, and New Zealand. 
A common external tariff, of the kind 
championed by the turn-of-the-century 
British liberal politician Joseph Cham-
berlain, could have created a home mar-
ket for this Greater Britain capable of 
rivaling those of the United States and 
Imperial Germany.

The idea was not crazy. In 2022 if 
the U.K., Canada, Australia, and New 
Zealand formed a single trading bloc, it 
would have a population of 138 million, 
comparable to Russia’s 146 million. Cal-
culated according to purchasing power 
parity (PPP), Greater Britain would have 
a GDP of more than $7 trillion, greater 
than the roughly $5 trillion GDP of the 
Russian Federation, whether based on 
PPP or market exchange rate. To be sure, 
as the French economist Jacques Sapir 
has argued, GDP measurements proba-
bly exaggerate the financialized British 
economy and underestimate the Russian 
economy, with its real-world strengths 
in energy, minerals, and manufacturing.

large internal markets in populous coun-
tries. It is no coincidence that even in 
the alleged borderless global economy 
of today the global market share in these 
strategic industries tends to be dominat-
ed by firms based in the most populous 
developed nations—the U.S., Japan, 
Germany and—increasingly—China.

To be a great power or a superpower 
in the industrial age, then, it is neces-
sary but not sufficient to have a large 
domestic population of consumers and 
workers, preferably sharing a common 
language and a sense of national iden-
tity; secure access to agriculture and 
mineral resources; and, if possible, the 
strategic depth enabled by a continental 
or subcontinental territory. That these 
are not enough in themselves is proven 
by the case of present-day India or Bra-
zil which, according to an old joke, is 
the superpower of the future and always 
will be.

Given the importance of large home 
markets for the industries that are the 
basis of national military power, the 
scramble for empire among the indus-
trializing nations of Europe as well as 
Japan in the second half of the 19th 
century and the first half of the 20th 
made strategic sense, even if it was 
immoral according to various perspec-
tives. There were two ways to create a 
sufficiently large domestic consumer 

their distance from both camps. Two of 
the world’s most populous democracies, 
India and Brazil, along with a majori-
ty of non-Western countries, pointed-
ly refused to join North America and 
Western Europe in denouncing and 
sanctioning Russia for its invasion of 
Ukraine. And many nations, including 
Israel, prefer to be on good terms with 
both the U.S. and China.

Scholars still debate when the first 
Cold War started. Was it the Greek Civ-
il War that began in 1946? The Berlin 
airlift in 1948? The Korean War that be-
gan in 1950? Or did the first Cold War 
begin even earlier, during World War II? 
In the same way, tomorrow’s historians 
can argue about when Cold War II start-
ed. The date that I nominate is 2008—
when Vladimir Putin responded to the 
possibility of Georgian membership in 
NATO by invading Georgia, and when 
China demonstrated its anti-satellite ca-
pability to the U.S. by shooting down 
one of its own satellites—a metaphor-
ical “shot across the bow.” Whatever its 
origins, in Cold War II the Ukraine war 
represents as dramatic an escalation of 
hostilities as the Korean War did in Cold 
War I. Whether the second cold war 
lasts nearly half a century, as the first 
did, remains to be seen.

In modern world wars and cold wars, 
manufacturing capacity both defines the 
great powers and shapes the outcomes 
of conflicts among them. In the pre-in-
dustrial era, except for a few trading 
posts that levied tolls on long-distance 
trade, the major power resources were 
populations of slave or serf or peasant 
farmers. Tribal warriors could gallop 
into a country, bully large numbers of 
farmers into paying them tribute, and 
replace the former landlords.

In the industrial era, however, no 
country can be a great military power 
without the ability to make most, if not 
necessarily all, of its own armaments 
and rely chiefly on its own population 
for soldiers and spies. The manufactur-
ing industries on which modern military 
power depends are industries character-
ized by increasing returns to scale, from 
steel-making to automobile manufac-
turing to aerospace and computer pro-
duction. Increasing-returns industries 
benefit from large markets, preferably 
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mixed economy and state-directed in-
dustrial policy in support of targeted 
strategic industries.

Examples of the developmental state 
are familiar in East Asia: Japan and the 
four Asian Tigers (Hong Kong, South 
Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore), plus 
post-Mao China. But the East Asians 
borrowed the developmentalist model 
from Germany and the United States, 
which in their successful attempts to 
catch up with industrial Britain in the 
19th century had used their own vari-
ants of the tradition, associated with 
Friedrich List in Germany and Alexan-
der Hamilton and Henry Clay in the U.S. 
The roots of developmentalist econom-
ics can be traced back to mercantilism 
and cameralism in early modern Europe 
and even further back to Renaissance 
Italy. (There was no “fascist model” of 
economics. Mussolini’s regime might be 
classified as an authoritarian develop-
mentalist state, but the short-lived Nazi 
economy was based first on preparation 
for war and then on plunder and slavery.)

Ironically, during the Cold War, when 
the U.S. supposedly illustrated the vir-
tues of free enterprise, the U.S. had its 
own successful developmental-state in-
dustrial policy, orchestrated by the De-
fense Department through the Defense 
Advanced Research Projects Agency 
(DARPA) and other agencies. In the 
1990s, libertarians and neoliberals 
claimed that the information technol-
ogy revolution proved the superiority 
of the free market to government when 
it comes to innovation. But the major 
tools of the computer age, from dig-
itization to the global internet to the 
computer mouse were developed by 
government contractors reliant on U.S. 
taxpayer money.

It is no coincidence that U.S. produc-
tivity and innovation sputtered in this 
century, when neoliberal Democrats 
and libertarian Republicans decided 
to let the free market develop the next 
wave of technologies. It turns out that 
venture capitalists and advertisers are 
more interested in addictive online 
sites like Facebook and Twitter than 
in robots and cures for cancer. Without 
exception the major advances in basic 
technology during the post-1980s era 
of free market utopianism have been 

by the Polish and Lithuanian gentry. 
She was beaten by the British and 
French capitalists. She was beaten by 
the Japanese barons. All beat her—for 
her backwardness: for military back-
wardness, for cultural backwardness, 
for political backwardness, for in-
dustrial backwardness, for agricul-
tural backwardness. She was beaten 
because to do so was profitable and 
could be done with impunity ... We 
are fifty or a hundred years behind the 
advanced countries. We must make 
good this distance in ten years. Either 
we do it, or they crush us.

But Russia was rapidly industrializ-
ing under the late czarist regime. The 
communist revolution in 1917, followed 
by the Civil War, the exodus or impris-
onment and execution of many talented 
Russians, the confiscation of all farm-
land and industry, the state-engineered 
Ukrainian famine, and the military and 
political purges of the 1930s, were all 
economic as well as social and moral 
disasters, undermining Soviet mili-
tary strength.

That the problem with the Soviet 
economy was communism itself, not 
Russian culture or some other local 
factor, is clear from the history of 
Marxism-Leninist state socialism else-
where. The Cold War provided unique 
experiments in the form of divided 
countries: Germany, Korea, and Chi-
na. In each case, the noncommunist 
section quickly surpassed the commu-
nist-controlled territory in prosperity. 
Add to this the poverty and stagnation 
of Castro’s Cuba and the rapid growth 
of the Chinese economy after Mao’s 
successors abandoned Marxism-Lenin-
ism for Market Leninism, and similar 
growth in modern Vietnam, and the 
case against communist-style state so-
cialism is closed.

The Cold War was viewed by many 
on both sides at the time as a contest 
between two ways to organize a mod-
ern industrial economy, “capitalism” and 
“communism” or “socialism.” Looking 
back, it is clear that instead Cold War I 
was a three-way contest between com-
munism and two kinds of capitalism—
liberal or free market capitalism, and 
developmentalism, characterized by a 

But Greater Britain was not to be. In 
the late 19th century, Canada, Australia, 
and New Zealand insisted on protect-
ing their own industries with their own 
national tariffs. And British financial 
interests, based in the City of London, 
defeated the British manufacturing in-
terest and equated free trade with virtue 
and protectionism with sin—a process 
that was repeated later in the U.S. in 
the 1990s and 2000s, with similar di-
sastrous results for U.S. industrial and 
military power. The result was that in 
spite of Britain’s success at innovation 
in industries ranging from television to 
atomic power to pharmaceuticals, the 
production and scaling-up happened 
elsewhere, in the U.S. or Europe or 
Asia. Britain became a military depen-
dency of the U.S.—“Airstrip One,” as it 
is known in George Orwell’s 1984.

Two other great powers that suffered 
defeats in the world wars or the cold war 
of the 20th century were Japan and Rus-
sia. It is easy to forget that Japan is al-
most as populous as Russia (125 million 
people compared to 143 million peo-
ple), although the Japanese population 
is crammed into a few islands instead 
of spread across 11 Eurasian time zones. 
Japan’s Self-Defense forces are one of 
the world’s largest militaries. But the 
militarists who led Japan miscalculated 
in believing they could conquer Asia in 
the face of American, British, and Sovi-
et opposition. A dependency of the U.S. 
during Cold War I, Japan has emerged 
as an important ally of the U.S. against 
China in today’s Cold War II.

Russia’s power in the 20th century 
was weakened by its communist re-
gime. An older generation of commu-
nist fellow travelers in the West used 
to claim that at least Stalin had to be 
given credit for his program of crash 
industrialization that helped the USSR 
survive the Nazi onslaught. Writing in 
1931, Stalin was right about Russia’s rel-
ative backwardness:

One feature of the history of old 
Russia was the continual beatings she 
suffered for falling behind, for her 
backwardness. She was beaten by the 
Mongol Khans. She was beaten by the 
Turkish beys. She was beaten by the 
Swedish feudal lords. She was beaten 
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largely funded by the federal govern-
ment. Think of the sequencing of the 
human genome, the vaccines to combat 
COVID, electric cars like Tesla, and the 
rockets of Elon Musk and Jeff Bezos. 
Neoliberal America, symbolized by Sili-
con Valley, is living on the technological 
capital inherited from developmentalist 
America, symbolized by the Pentagon.

This is critically important because 
world wars, hot and cold, are ultimately 
wars of industrial attrition. The three 
world wars that preceded today’s sec-
ond cold war—World Wars I and II and 
Cold War I—demonstrate the impor-
tance of industrial power for victory. 
Imperial Germany and Nazi Germany 
and its allies were doomed once the 
U.S. mobilized its industrial might and 
entered the wars against them. When 
the Soviet Union under Gorbachev 
asked for a truce, the USSR was out-
matched by the combined resources 
of the U.S., Western Europe, Japan, 

and its former ally communist China. 
In World War II, the U.S. and its allies 
directly bombed the factories and ar-
senals of their enemies. In World War I 
and Cold War I, the economies and mo-
rale of Imperial Germany and the Sovi-
et Union, respectively, were strained to 
the breaking point without any foreign 
troops on the soil of the defeated pow-
er’s homeland.

Great powers, then, must not only 
have substantial populations and re-
sources, but must also use them to sup-
port a world-class national industrial 
base in a prolonged and sustainable way. 
Neither state socialist crash programs 
that peter out over time nor bubbles 
and booms inflated by central banks in 
liberal market economies are adequate. 
To date in the industrial era, develop-
mental states, both authoritarian like 
present-day China and democratic like 
the midcentury United States, have 
been more successful than communist 

regimes and free market liberal regimes. 
China has risen to the status of a second 
superpower on the basis of internal de-
velopment and external trade, without 
waging the wars of choice on which the 
U.S. has squandered blood and treasure 
for a generation. Meanwhile, Vladimir 
Putin’s invasion of Ukraine is a remind-
er of the costs of wars of foreign con-
quest. So is the costly and humiliating 
failure of America’s two-decade misad-
venture in Afghanistan.

If the history of the world wars of the 
industrial era holds any lessons, this is 
one: For the small number of populous 
nations that can aspire to great power 
status in the 21st century, the ability to 
bomb and invade weak, backward coun-
tries will be far less consequential than 
government competence and superior 
manufacturing capability. 

This article was originally published on 
January 3, 2023.

The Long Road 
to Recovery Runs 

Through Israel
Drawing on their knowledge of injuries caused by wars and terrorism, 

Israeli doctors care for Ukrainian soldiers wounded in battle

BY HILLEL KUTTLER

A
leksander advanced his 
wheelchair, opened a 
small refrigerator and 
removed a container to 
pour milk into my cof-
fee, then offered a pas-

try from a box sporting the logo of an 
Israeli bakery chain. Bags of cookies and 
black bread, a jar of jam, a sack of sug-
ar, and containers of grapes and straw-
berries covered the top of an adjacent 

dresser. Tall bottles of water lined a 
short wall below a wide window look-
ing down toward the Mediterranean Sea 
from room 103 in the rehabilitation wing 
of Barzilai Medical Center, in Ashkelon.

The food came courtesy of the city’s 
residents who have visited Aleksand-
er, 38, and his roommate, Piotr, 53, 
Ukrainian soldiers recuperating from 
catastrophic battle injuries sustained in 
Russian attacks. Get-well cards, many 

sporting the blue and yellow of their 
country’s flag, hung from similarly hued 
sectional curtains by Piotr’s bed. They 
were painted by children at a picnic in a 
Tel Aviv park that the visitors, most of 
them immigrants from Ukraine, orga-
nized for the two men. On other occa-
sions, they drove Aleksander and Piotr 
to Ashkelon’s marina and national park 
for sightseeing. At a Shabbat dinner at 
the apartment of Vera Zelikov, the head 
of Barzilai’s housekeeping department, 
Aleksander and Piotr—who asked that 
only their first names be used in this ar-
ticle—donned kippot.

The outreach has gladdened the men 
since they arrived in the country, and at 
the hospital, on Oct. 27. Piotr knew no 
Jews in Ukraine; Aleksander knew one: 
his employer at a landscape company.

“They’re like family,” Piotr said of 
the visitors.

This room and this country are the 
men’s home until late January. They’ll 
have completed physical therapy by 
then, been fitted for prosthetics, un-
dergone training in how to use them, 
walked out wearing the devices and 
headed home to new lives.
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pivoting to mention other Israelis 
who’ve lent a hand, like a friend who 
paid to bring a Ukrainian woman to Is-
rael for cancer treatment.

“Israel assists. Everyone is helping, 
but it will not be enough. There’s been 
so much damage, so many wounded 
and so many refugees. The number of 
wounded there—even if we worked 24 
hours a day, seven days a week, it won’t 
be enough,” he said. “But every bit of 
help is important, because, at the end 
of the day, we’re talking about peo-
ple’s suffering.”

That pain has befallen Ukraine in 
abundance. That’s why 14 Ukrainian 
psychologists came to Israel in late No-
vember for instruction in counseling 
trauma victims, after 16 psychologists 
had visited in August. All 30 were wom-
en, due to Ukraine’s travel restrictions 
on able-bodied males of fighting age. 
The groups were sponsored by Mashav, 
which had reached out to its alumni in 
Ukraine when the war began to arrange 
a webinar on counseling special-needs 
children during the crisis.

“We do our small part to strengthen 
the social fabric, to show the social re-
silience,” Shoham said. “We’re trying to 
give them tools to … rebuild a society 
under attack.” His colleague, Irit Savi-
on, said the psychologists came seeking 
“tools to deal with concrete situations” 
in an effort “to bring Ukraine back 
to reality.”

At Mashav’s building in Haifa, two 
of the psychologists in the November 
group, both Kyiv residents, met with me 
one evening.

The women expressed their intent to 
maximize their stay in a country all too 
familiar with trauma counseling.

They want to effectively treat 
Ukrainian soldiers—who return from 
battle experiencing nightmares, flash-
backs, and post-traumatic shock—and 
their wives, who “don’t know what to do” 
to help them, said Nataliia Potseluieva.

The wives need guidance on “build-
ing a relationship with a new person, 
because war changes a person,” she 
said. Potseluieva’s colleague, Svitlana 
Teodorovych, quickly added that war 
“takes his soul away.”

“We study Israel’s experience in 
working with such people, with their 

people are helping a lot,” he said. “They 
have a big heart.”

As to the intergovernmental tension 
over the weaponry issue, Korniychuk 
said, “I would not call it a diplomatic 
problem,” but it was “a big embarrass-
ment for our president because he is a 
Jew and his expectation from Jerusalem 
was much higher.”

“The humanitarian aid is very import-
ant, but you cannot win the war with 
bandages,” he continued. “You need pro-
tection tools, defensive equipment.”

Israel’s cost to treat the 20 soldiers 
and provide their prosthetics is about $3 
million, said Alon Shoham, an official of 
Mashav, the Foreign Ministry’s depart-
ment for coordinating humanitarian 
and developmental programs abroad.

Weeks after Russia launched the war 
on Feb. 24, Israel’s Health Ministry 
set up a field hospital in Mostyska, a 
Ukrainian town near the western bor-
der with Poland. Israeli assistance has 
flowed continuously since, including 
from nonprofit organizations and indi-
vidual citizens.

Ukrainian military doctors regu-
larly visit Israel to train in battlefield 
medicine. Israeli physicians hold vid-
eo consultations with their Ukrainian 
peers. Israelis pack boxes of medication 
they’ve purchased or donated to send 
to Ukraine.

On Dec. 2-3, Boris Brill made a 30-
hour visit to Warsaw to bring pharma-
ceuticals to be trucked to Ukraine. He 
returned to Israel, where he practices 
anesthesiology and intensive care, and 
planned to leave a few days later for 
Lviv, Ukraine—his sixth trip to the re-
gion in the war’s 10 months. On one 
return flight, Brill brought a 9-year-old 
Ukrainian girl to Israel with her mother 
so the child could undergo skin trans-
plants after suffering severe burns from 
a Russian attack; someone he knows 
covered their plane tickets and medical 
care. Brill paid $10,000 from his own 
pocket for five eight-kilowatt genera-
tors for Ukrainian hospitals and clinics 
enduring power outages.

That’s quite an expense, I remarked to 
Brill, who isn’t even from Ukraine. He 
is a native of the Siberian city of Kras-
noyarsk, Russia.

“Listen, people are dying,” said Brill, 

The war in Ukraine reduced Aleksand-
er and Piotr to one leg between them.

This story isn’t about Ukrainian Presi-
dent Volodymyr Zelensky’s criticisms of 
Israel for not supplying his country de-
fensive materiel against Russia’s missile 
attacks, or about Israel’s response that 
the choice isn’t black and white between 
good and evil—that, while Israel sup-
ports Ukraine, its own air force’s ability 
to strike Iranian weapons shipments 
in Russian-controlled regions of Syria 
depends on Jerusalem’s diplomatic ma-
neuverings with Moscow.

Nor is it about the audacity of the 
leadership of a country that did close to 
nothing to stop the massacres of Jews 
in Ukraine’s forests, villages, and towns 
during WWII now playing the morality 
card against the Jewish state.

It’s about Israel helping Ukraine by 
taking care of Ukrainians.

It’s about Israel—having, by unfor-
tunate necessity, acquired expertise in 
treating thousands of its own soldiers 
and civilians maimed by wars and ter-
rorism—getting Ukraine’s warriors 
quite literally back on their feet with 
cutting-edge prosthetics, physical ther-
apy, and rehabilitation.

It’s about two people: Aleksander 
and Piotr.

They are among the 20 Ukrainian 
soldiers, all recent amputees, whom Is-
rael’s Ministry of Health is committed 
to assisting. The first six arrived this au-
tumn; two men returned home follow-
ing treatment, and two others remain at 
Israeli hospitals.

Ukraine’s ambassador to Israel, Yev-
gen Korniychuk, explained that while 
his country provides prosthetics and 
rehabilitative care “at a very high lev-
el,” the “scale of the problem” is over-
whelming. Korniychuk said he appre-
ciates Israel’s stepping in and hopes 
that additional Ukrainian amputees 
receive treatment in Israel beyond the 
first 20.

How many Ukrainian soldiers and 
civilians have lost limbs in the war is 
unknown, Korniychuk said, but “the 
number is huge.”

“We do admire the ability and the 
willingness of the Israeli government to 
help. There’s no doubt that the Israeli 
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“‘They have to live 
the same lives 
we live, but with 
prosthetic legs. 
Each one weighs 
eight to 10 kilos. 
They have to be in 
shape to carry that 
extra weight.’”

room, as she does most days when time 
permits, to offer conversation, com-
panionship, familiarity. Gushchyn im-
migrated to Israel seven years ago from 
the Ukrainian city of Dniepropetrovsk, 
where she specialized in treating tuber-
culosis. The disease’s rarity in Israel 
prompted her switch to rehabilitation.

Another physician, Galina Novokha-
tko, immigrated 22 years ago from a 
city near there, Krivoy Rok. Novokha-
tko is the assistant director of Barzi-
lai’s internal medicine department and 
also isn’t treating the men, but, like 
Gushchyn, visits them regularly. Her 
husband, a fellow immigrant from 
Ukraine, had an appointment at the 
hospital but didn’t visit the soldiers, 
concerned he’d cry in front of them.

Novokhatko is the one who pur-
chased the refrigerator in their room. 
No big deal, she said.

“I make a good living,” she explained. 
“It’s because they’re Ukrainian. They’re 
like my family.”

Novokhatko’s and her husband’s 
loved ones live in “a very bad situation” 
in Krivoy Rok because of Russian at-
tacks, she said. Their apartments have 
gas, but electricity and water come spo-
radically or not at all. People chop trees 
for firewood. The economy cratered.

“All of life has been affected,” she 
said. “It’s painful, what’s happening 
there.” Usually, when she stops in to 
see Aleksander and Piotr, the three 
discuss their families and the situation 
in their homeland. “They said things 
will be OK, and they’ll help evict the 
Russians—but how, with no legs?”

Aleksander can’t, or doesn’t want 
to, remember what knocked him un-
conscious and caused his legs’ ampu-
tation—either a mine he stepped on 
or a missile strike. “It could be both,” 
he said.

He knows it occurred on June 22, 
three months into his military service. 
He endured 10 operations in five hos-
pitals before reaching Israel, the first 
surgery taking off both legs, the second 
trimming more—“to prepare the stump 
for a prosthetic,” he said. Shrapnel was 
removed at yet another hospital, but 
some was kept in his left arm. Sever-
al dozen stitches and red spots remain 
visible on both sides of the arm.

erect, his arms pressing down on the 
machine’s cable handle and then letting 
it slowly rise. After 10 minutes, his gray 
T-shirt exposed small circles of sweat. 
He wiggled from the seat onto his 
wheelchair and did lifts against its side-
bars. He wheeled the chair, maneuvered 
face down onto a raised mattress, and 
did 20 pushups. A physical therapist 
turned Aleksander over and handed 
him an enormous, 10-kilogram weight 
ball that he pressed out from his body 
10 more times. The two then played a 
form of catch with a 1-kilogram ball.

Aleksander lay on his back and placed 
the heavy ball upon his groin. That sta-
bilized his body because his legs were 
amputated high on the thighs, and he 
did 10 situps.

He stopped and exhaled loudly. His 
shirt was soaked. He wheeled himself 
to an elevator to return to his room.

“He has great will,” said the physical 
therapist, Remez Namar.

Watching Aleksander, Natalia Gush-
chyn was asked why he’d put himself 
through the heavy workout.

“Think about it,” she said. “They 
have to live the same lives we live, but 
with prosthetic legs. Each one weighs 
eight to 10 kilos. They have to be in 
shape to carry that extra weight.”

Gushchyn, a physician, isn’t involved 
in the men’s treatment. She came to the 

traumatic experiences and their reha-
bilitation, and it’s useful for us,” Pot-
seluieva said. “Israel is ready for this; 
our country isn’t.”

Attending an Israeli soldier’s pre-
sentation on the mental and physical 
dimensions of rehabilitation got Po-
tseluieva and Teodorovych thinking 
about creating a motivational program 
for traumatized soldiers and civilians, 
they said.

“The Israeli experience shows us 
that life continues, that we can smile 
and continue to enjoy life,” Potseluie-
va said.

Said Teodorovych: “So many peo-
ple in Ukraine stopped living. They’re 
paralyzed. They don’t know what to do. 
Here, we got information on how to 
communicate with people in a psycho-
logical way so they do not stop living.”

Ukraine’s challenge is long-term and 
intense. The psychologists displayed on 
their phones drawings made by some 
of their 6-year-old patients. Several 
depicted improvised bomb shelters. 
Others were of gravestones meant for 
Russian President Vladimir Putin. A 
girl wearing green shorts and a green 
top in a photo lost both parents in a 
bombing. The father of another girl 
was tortured. A third image showed 
an 11-year-old boy whose brother is 
in Russian captivity. Additional pho-
tos showed smashed buildings, schools 
with windows blown out, and a skull-
and-crossbones sign warning pedestri-
ans of mines lying nearby.

Potseluieva and Teodorovych each 
have three children. All see the destruc-
tion. They know how to reach safety if 
a missile hits their schools.

The psychologists’ patients include 
women and children attacked and 
raped by Russian soldiers. They coun-
sel Ukrainian soldiers. Kyiv’s city gov-
ernment had sent the psychologists to 
Israel to learn and then convey their 
knowledge to other mental health pro-
fessionals back home.

“We are like birds who fly here to 
get this new experience,” Teodorovych 
said, “and share it with our people.”

On a recent morning in Barzilai’s phys-
ical therapy department, Aleksander 
strained on a weight machine. He sat 
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religions—Christians and Jews—and is 
the most important place in the world,” 
he said. He’s aware that it, like Ukraine, 
remains the target of enemies’ attacks. 
Israel’s greenery, Aleksander said, re-
minds him of the nature he revels in 
back home. He likes to go fishing, and 
hopes to do some in Israel.

“From a boat?” he was asked.
Aleksander pointed to his stumps.
“Without legs?” he asked. “How?”
I wondered why not. Aleksand-

er nodded.
I asked what he strove for most while 

in Ashkelon.
“To learn to walk,” he responded. “I 

want to walk.”
Zelikov, the hospital administrator, 

said she hopes that Aleksander and 
his family move to an apartment on 
a lower floor or install an elevator in 
their building.

“But what elevator? There’s no elec-
tricity,” Zelikov said, half-smiling. 
Besides, she said, Aleksander doesn’t 
consider walking on prosthetic legs 
up and down four f lights of stairs 
a hardship.

Zelikov was sitting with me on the 
terrace outside the men’s hospital 
room. She considered a question on 
what she’s learned from them.

“That people express optimism to 
return, to rebuild their lives. They’re 
sure that Ukraine will be victorious 
over Russia. That they’re very strong. 
That Israel is a strong nation, a special 
nation, wanting to help,” she said. “Lis-
ten, these men didn’t once say they’re 
in pain or uncomfortable, not once, or 
that something’s not good. They don’t 
cry. They don’t say, ‘If the war didn’t 
happen, I wouldn’t have lost my legs.’ 
They lost their legs, but they didn’t 
lose hope, their will to live. They’re 
thankful they’ll be getting prosthetics, 
thankful to Israel. I’m Israeli, but my 
heart is with these men. We have to 
help each other.”

The following week, she assisted 
some more. Aleksander’s wife and 
daughter flew to Israel to see him. Ze-
likov and her husband put them up at 
their apartment. 

This article was originally published on 
January 4, 2023.

The person who operated did a good 
job,” Michael Warschavsky, the head 
of Barzilai’s rehabilitation department, 
said of both patients. “They came here 
in good condition.”

Aleksander and Piotr met in the am-
bulance taking them from Lviv to War-
saw for the flight to Israel. Aleksander 
is husky and subdued. Piotr is thin and 
extroverted. Aleksander is from a big 
city, Zhitomir, lives in a fourth-floor 
walkup and works as a welder. Piotr 
farms wheat and oats in the village of 
Vakulove and owns a house on an ex-
panse of land.

Both men enjoyed good quality of 
life. They traveled in their country and 
abroad. Piotr had been to Germany 
and the Czech Republic. At home, he 
liked watching soccer on television and 
spending time with his wife and their 
four children and four grandchildren. 
Two of his sons are now serving in 
Ukraine’s defense.

Piotr appeared uncomfortable being 
interviewed. He glanced around the 
room. He was asked what he saw. The 
children’s painted cards, he said. They 
remind him warmly of pictures con-
tained in packages he received while 
on military duty when Russia seized 
Crimea in 2014.

A Russian-speaking nurse pushed a 
cart into the room. She took Aleksand-
er’s blood pressure, then Piotr’s.

“For the rest of my life, I’ll always be 
grateful to Israel, that it welcomed me 
and gave me care,” Piotr said. His vil-
lage, he said, was mostly Jewish before 
WWII. It has gone unscathed in this 
war, but the nearby city of Nikopol, 
close to where he was wounded, “has 
been ruined by bombs,” he said.

As a younger man, Aleksander skied 
and played soccer and table tennis. Fun 
in adulthood means going to movies 
and to the theater, and having cookouts 
in the forest with friends. Aleksander 
doesn’t drink, with them or otherwise, 
because, he said, citing the Latin, in 
vino veritas—truth comes out with 
wine. He visited Turkey and Egypt 
on package deals—Ukrainians prefer 
such arrangements for their value, he 
said—but had dismissed nearby Israel 
because it’s too expensive.

“I knew that it’s the center of 

Aleksander arrived at the first hospi-
tal without his phone or documents, so 
locating him proved challenging for his 
wife, Marina. She found him after three 
days and stayed two weeks in a rent-
ed room and a hotel near the hospital. 
Three weeks later, she returned with the 
couple’s daughter Valeria, 15.

Piotr’s life changed the evening of 
May 1. He’d volunteered to fight—“no 
one had to tell me,” he said—and was in 
a village with four other soldiers when 
a Russian missile fell. He felt great 
pain, but didn’t lose consciousness. He 
credited superior first aid with saving 
him. Piotr lost his left leg about half-
way down the shin, but hasn’t endured 
nightmares these seven months. He 
feels lucky, he said, that from the start 
“my head is normal.” Others hospital-
ized with him in Ukraine “did wake 
up screaming.”

“The amputations were done well. 

From the Magnes 
Museum 
A painting by the artist Moritz 
Daniel Oppenheim (1800-1882) of 
Moses Mendelsohn (1729-1786), 
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-
1781) and theologian Johann Kaspar 
Lavater (1741-1801). Lavatar tried 
and failed to convince Mendelssohn 
to adopt Christianity. In contrast, 
the relationship between Lessing 
and Mendelssohn became a symbol 
of mutual religious tolerance. 
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A rapidly spreading Omicron 
subvariant known as XBB.1.5 has 
accounted for roughly 75% of new 
COVID-19 cases in the Northeast 
region of the United States after 
sweeping through several Asian 
nations. Although the XBB family 
of viruses are no more deadly than 
previous strains of COVID-19, recent 
studies show its mutations allow it 
to evade vaccines designed against 
earlier strains, existing monoclonal 
antibody treatments, and previous 
COVID-19 infections. The findings 
suggest that multiple doses of 
COVID-19 vaccines might in fact make 
people “more susceptible to XBB 
and could be fueling the virus’s rapid 
evolution,” as Allysia Finley wrote on 
Sunday in The Wall Street Journal.

Observing what appears to be 
XBB’s evolution to evade human 
antibodies created in response to 
both the vaccines and breakthrough 
infections in those who received 
the vaccines, a study published in 
December in Nature offers that 
“current herd immunity and BA.5 
vaccine boosters may not efficiently 
prevent the infection of Omicron 
convergent variants.” This week, the 
journal Cell found that antibodies in 
people who’d received four vaccine 
shots were 145 times as high against 
earlier COVID-19 strains as they were 
against the XBB mutation. Similar 
findings appeared in a December 
study of healthcare workers who’d 
received bivalent vaccines, designed to 
thwart the Wuhan and BA.5 variants. 

—Sean Cooper

→ With all that downtime between votes in the House, lawmakers should be able 
to fine-tune their stock portfolios for another blockbuster year of trades. As 
sometime-congressional watchdog Unusual Whales notes in a Tweet, American 
lawmakers rode the volatility of the worst market since 2008 to wonderful 
success, somehow beating the market with terrific margins. While the S&P was 
down 18% last year, Democrats on the whole were only down less than 2%, and 
Republicans were up about 0.5%. Note that despite widespread public support 
for legislation to ban lawmakers from trading stocks while using their access 
to proprietary information in the routine course of congressional business, 
lawmakers decided last year to not pass any such regulation.

→ China might be losing the chip war, but it’s still dominating the battery 
market. Extending its lead as one of the two Chinese makers with control of 
more than half the total global market, CATL, which makes electric vehicle 
batteries for car manufacturers like Volkswagen and Tesla, doubled its battery 
sales in the year ending November 2022. China’s other major electric vehicle 
battery maker, BYD, tripled its sales in the same timeframe, peeling off more 
of the EV battery market from Japan and South Korea, which are struggling to 
keep up. A South Korean consultancy that determined the Chinese sales figures 
described the strengthening of China’s growth in the field as “frightening,” 
a result in part of China’s own rapidly expanding appetite for EV vehicles, 
with sales still high even as the economy on the whole struggles in the wake 
of widespread COVID-19 outbreaks and volatility in the property market. 
Competition from South Korean and U.S. manufacturers could eventually chip 
away at China’s lead, though supply-chain disruptions and European carmakers’ 
continued demand for Chinese batteries could keep challengers at bay for the 
foreseeable future.

→ Number of the Week: 156. That’s how many times more likely an Orthodox 
Jew is to become the victim of a hate crime in New York compared to a 
Jew who is not Orthodox. And compared to other minority groups like Black 
Americans, the chance of a visibly Jewish American being the victim of a hate 
crime is 44 times more likely, according to Yisrael Eliashiv, a Substack writer who 
recently crunched new hate-crime stats from the New York Police and FBI.

→ Flour costs are rising and bread prices are surging all across Europe—but 
baguette bakers in France are holding the line, at least for now. Thanks in large 
part to President Emmanuel Macron’s voter-friendly push for energy subsidies 
during his successful reelection campaign, France has avoided some of the 
consumer inflation shocks that have zapped other major European economies 
like Germany and Spain. Macron’s early economic intervention could very 
well mean France avoids the recession that’s on the horizon for its European 
neighbors—which is good news for at least the tens of thousands of bakeries 
and pastry makers in France who’ve only had to increase their prices by about 
8% while Europeans on average have seen a loaf of bread jump up by more 
than twice that. The cheap carbs might yet still come at a cost, however, as the 
additional level of national debt used to finance the subsidies could crunch the 
French treasury if interest rates continue to climb or if Europe endures another 
economically devastating event like a pandemic.
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Southern Baptists 
Look to Revitalize 

Their Congregations
New churches get ‘planted’ and old ones get ‘replanted,’ 

trying to turn around declining attendance

BY MAGGIE PHILLIPS

P
astor Derrick DeLain 
leads a service at Procla-
mation. Initially, DeLain 
didn’t see himself build-
ing relationships with 
the people of Nashville. 

‘All I thought of Nashville was honky-
tonks and country music, and I don’t 
know if you can tell,’ said DeLain, who 
is originally from New York, ‘but that 
ain’t me.’Courtesy Proclamation

Nashville, Tennessee, is the capital 
of a few things: country music, bache-
lorette parties, and more recently, new 
churches. This may seem counterintui-
tive; the so-called “buckle of the Bible 
Belt” is already home to hundreds of 
churches (informal estimates begin at 
around 700), not to mention the South-
ern Baptist Convention headquarters. 
But with a growing metro area and one 
of the hottest job markets in the coun-
try, an influx of newcomers from the 
coasts and other major American urban 
centers means that many Christians 
now eye Nashville as an emerging “mis-
sion field.” Even in its own backyard, 
members of the Southern Baptist Con-
vention are establishing new churches 
and revitalizing old ones.

Proclamation, a diverse SBC church 
in South Nashville, is one such exam-
ple of revitalization, housed in a space 
formerly known as Glenwood Baptist 
Church. The multicultural neighbor-
hood in which Proclamation is locat-
ed has grown by nearly 20% in the last 
two decades, echoing the growth that 

has taken place in and around Music 
City in recent years. It is also young: 
According to Nashville Chamber of 
Commerce estimates, the majority of 
South Nashville is under 50, with a me-
dian age of 31. As such, Proclamation 
is a not a traditional “church plant,” in 
which a larger church sends founders 
to build a church from scratch. While 
Proclamation originated at the Summit 
Church in Durham, North Carolina, it 
was established to take root and grow 
in an existing congregation. Led by 
Pastor Derrick DeLain, the new church 
merged with Nashville’s aging Glen-
wood Baptist congregation, infusing it 
with a new energy, and connecting it 
with the surrounding community.

The migration boom to Nashville 
and the surrounding area predates 
COVID-19 (it showed up in The Wall 
Street Journal hottest job market rank-
ings in February 2020); in addition to 
music, industries like tech, finance, 
higher ed, and health care also attract 
talent to the area. It is an entrepreneur-
ial hotbed of business incubators and 
innovation hubs, but that’s just on the 
secular end of the spectrum. Its suburbs 
in neighboring Williamson County have 
been described as “not unlike Silicon 
Valley“ for evangelical Christianity. 
The parent company of popular Chris-
tian radio station K-LOVE, and the in-
fluential Christian publishing company 
Lifeway, both relocated to Williamson 
in recent years. However, as is the case 
elsewhere in the country, declining 

religious affiliation and changing demo-
graphics are diminishing congregations 
in the city. The SBC and its members 
recognized these shifting conditions in 
its churches around a decade ago, and 
developed a process of church revital-
ization, also called church “replant-
ing.” In Nashville and elsewhere, these 
replanters, and a burgeoning industry 
of church consultants, are working to 
bring new life and relevance to dimin-
ishing, often aging congregations, who 
may share little in common with the 
community developing outside their 
doors. A fair amount of faith is involved 
in resurrecting these churches, but there 
is quite a bit of Protestant work ethic 
and American ingenuity at play, too.

The SBC’s structure gives pastors and 
congregations room to revitalize.

American Baptists trace their roots 
back to Congregationalism, the inde-
pendent Protestant church model cham-
pioned by the New England Puritans. 
Differences in the early New England 
colonies over who should be baptized 
when (most who identified as Baptists 
favored the baptism-by-immersion only 
of consenting adults, not infants or 
children) led to the creation of Baptist 
congregations. The movement spread, 
taking hold in the early American colo-
nies throughout the rest of the 17th and 
18th centuries.

A regional split between Southern 
and Northern Baptists occurred in 1845 
over the issue of slavery, with the South-
ern Baptists rejecting the abolitionist 
views of their Northern counterparts to 
form the Southern Baptist Convention. 
The SBC has since repudiated its seg-
regationist views and today, and while 
it remains 85% white, around 14% of 
its members report being racial and eth-
nic minorities. In 2012, the SBC elect-
ed its first Black president, Fred Luter 
Jr. The SBC also determined recently 
that members may refer to themselves 
as “Great Commission Baptists,” rath-
er than Southern Baptists, to get away 
from the organization’s foundational 
legacy (the Great Commission refers to 
a command from Christ to his disciples 
to go forth and make disciples of all na-
tions). Summit Church lead pastor, J.D. 
Greear, is a former SBC president, who 
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“Estimates of how 
long an effective 
revitalization takes 
range from six 
months at the very 
least, to a decade.”

Operations Pastor Kevin “Rev Kev” 
Stone gives a brief year-end summary of 
the church’s budget and growth. While 
it is emphasized that no one should feel 
obligated to stay, DeLain encourages 
even new members to stick around as a 
way to find out more about the church. 
The church is in its second year, and 
Stone explains that while the number 
of donors has gone down, the total num-
ber of donations are up to over half a 
million dollars, something that he said 
“research” would consider unlikely. This 
giving enables Proclamation to maintain 
a community fund, which is obligated 
to fund initiatives in the outside com-
munity, and, in 2023, to start funding 
new church plants themselves. Despite 
the decline in donors, Stone insists it is 
a healthy sign overall. One-time dona-
tions can be inflated in the beginning 
for a new church, when excitement and 
necessity drive initial giving. “There’s 
a transition taking place,” he said. The 
report shows recurring donations are 
up, which Stone said indicates that there 
are more people “who call Proclamation 
home now.”

While an SBC member, Proclama-
tion is not a Send Network alum. In-
stead, Proclamation was “sent” (in 
church planting parlance) by the Sum-
mit Collaborative. According to Love, 
the Collaborative emerged as “a natu-
ral outgrowth” in the years following 
Summit Church’s first church plant in 
Denver over a decade ago, roughly the 
same time that the SBC was launching 
its initial replant efforts. Today, Love 
said, the Summit Collaborative con-
sists of around 60 churches. They form 
a network that identifies and grows 
future church leaders in their home 
churches, before sending them to the 
Summit Church for what Love calls a 
nine-month “finishing school,” the cap-
stone training intended to specifically 
equip them to go out as church planters. 
Speaking from Summit’s Durham offic-
es, located within a campus occupying 
about a city block and a half of a nonde-
script suburban office park, he outlines 
the Collaborative’s philosophy.

“Doing the broad stuff can make 
you feel like you’re doing something, 
and it can bring people in the door,” 
he said. “But you put the emphasis on 

member churches, the NAMB and Send 
Network resource church planting and 
replanting missionaries with training, 
funding, and other forms of assistance, 
in various locations within their juris-
diction. “The rate at which churches are 
dying means that we are needing to plant 
more and more churches just to main-
tain the number of churches that exist 
in these cities, as well,” said Matt Love, 
who oversees Summit Church’s church 
planting cohort that trains pastors.

The most recent Southern Baptist 
Convention met in June of this year, in 
Anaheim, California. Still recovering 
from the impact of COVID-19 on at-
tendance (their annual report said con-
gregations are still operating between 
35% and 65% of their pre-COVID lev-
els), they anticipate continued closures. 
“Everybody that was kind of doing it 
to check the box stopped checking the 
box,” said Love.

Proclamation is a multiracial and multi-
generational congregation that meets in 
a neighborhood only 10 minutes’ drive 
from downtown Nashville’s honky-
tonks and tourist traps on Broadway. 
Surrounded by fast food chains, a Dol-
lar Store, and Walgreens, it feels much 
farther. This particular Sunday includes 
a “Family Meeting” after the standard 
worship songs and sermon, in which 

has also expressed his preference for the 
Great Commission moniker.

“It has a history,” said Derrick De-
Lain, himself Black, of the SBC’s ori-
gins. “It’s super complicated.” He said 
it is a challenge when minorities and 
women in his diverse congregation ap-
proach him about the SBC’s founding 
principles, as well as its attitudes toward 
women. “We are trying our best,” said 
DeLain. “We don’t want to highlight the 
SBC, we want to highlight the beauty of 
Christ and who he is. It’s difficult to do 
that well because of the different things 
that’s taken place in the SBC.”

 For him, the SBC’s attraction lay in 
its missionary focus and its collabo-
rative character. “Us being a part of it 
so far,” DeLain said of the convention, 
“to be able to see like-minded churches 
grow, to see like-minded churches plant-
ed, the SBC, financially, is a powerhouse 
when it comes to a lot of that.” Belong-
ing to the SBC and its church networks 
“helped us tremendously,” he said. It was 
through his SBC connections that he 
learned that Glenwood Baptist, whose 
pastor had stepped down due to health 
issues, was interested in revitalizing.

And the networks matter: The South-
ern Baptist Convention is not a hierar-
chical denomination, but a literal annual 
convention. Its members are the roughly 
50,000 Baptist churches across the U.S. 
and Canada that ascribe to the Baptist 
Faith and Message, the articles of faith 
developed by an SBC committee in 1925 
and revised over the years. Member con-
gregations send representatives to the 
convention to conduct business and 
vote on various measures brought for-
ward by member congregations. For the 
rest of the year, an executive commit-
tee remains to carry out the initiatives 
and to address issues that emerge from 
those few days. That work takes place 
at the highest levels: managing budgets, 
preparing for the next convention, and 
seeing to the technicalities. 

In essence, the SBC doesn’t plant 
churches; its member churches do. 
Addressing the planting and replant-
ing needs identified by SBC member 
churches falls to SBC organizations like 
the North American Missions Board 
and its church planting arm, the Send 
Network. Funded by the giving of SBC 
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“From a business 
standpoint, 
replanting is a big 
money saver.”

The sanctuary, he said with a laugh, 
“comfortably” seats around 175.

The Glenwood congregation invited 
DeLain to be its pastor after his inau-
gural “guest preaching” stint, the church 
changed its name to Proclamation in 
late 2020, and after a January 2021 soft 
launch with a few “preview” services, 
DeLain kicked off in-person services 
in the former Glenwood Baptist (now 
Proclamation) Church on Easter 2021. 

In talking to church replanting experts 
and church consultants, estimates of 
how long an effective revitalization 
takes range from six months at the very 
least, to a decade. The SBC’s Send Net-
work claims an 80% survival rate for its 
church plants, which they define as still 
standing four years after their founding.

Bringing a church back to life takes 
“tactical patience,” said the SBC’s senior 
director of replanting, Mark Clifton, 
over the phone. His teams work across 
North America to help churches that 
struggle, have plateaued, or are simply 
trying to turn a corner, especially after 
COVID. In 2013, after his success in 
reviving a nearly century-old Kansas 
City church that had risen to an average 
weekend attendance of 140 from just 18 
elderly members when he started, Clif-
ton said the NAMB approached him 
to help address the hundreds of SBC 
churches closing annually. He spent the 
next year traveling the country to ex-
amine the problem. “At least in our de-
nomination,” he said, “no one had put 
all this stuff together.” Today, Wornall 
Road Baptist Church has a leadership 
team with almost as many members as 
the whole congregation at its nadir.

Today, these experiences inform 
his approach to church revitalization, 
which he said begins with attentive 
concern for the existing members. Of-
ten the last ones standing, they can be 
worn out by the experience, he said. But 
above all else, Clifton’s revitalization 
strategy is outwardly focused. The key 
for him lies in giving a church a reason 
for being that is grounded in the under-
standing that the church exists to serve 
the community around it. This year, he 
said, his network of regional and state 
associations will be able to claim the 
replanting of 175 churches that would 

which case he said, “We do ask them, 
hey, is there a reason why you’ve come 
from your church?” and whether they 
have had a conversation with their cur-
rent pastor about their reasons for look-
ing elsewhere.

DeLain chose the neighborhood for 
its diversity, and when he arrived with 
his similarly diverse team of 60 replant-
ers, he said, “One of our very first values 
is that we want to be a church that en-
gages all people. You can’t be a church 
that engages all people if you aren’t 
around ‘all people.’” But arriving during 
COVID made that kind of outreach dif-
ficult at first. He said Proclamation has 
really only been able to engage in ear-
nest with minority groups (who tend-
ed to be disproportionately affected by 
COVID and to be more vaccine hesitant) 
in about the last nine months, as fears 
over COVID have ebbed.

In the meantime, word had gotten 
out that Proclamation was in the neigh-
borhood. And when people did begin 
to arrive in person, DeLain estimates 
around 80% had been listening to Proc-
lamation services online. When Delain 
began preaching at Glenwood in August 
2020, the church was about to close its 
doors, and was averaging about 20 sex-
agenarian members. Now, he said peak 
weekend attendance has reached 360 
people between both Sunday services. 

defining success in terms of how we’re 
building relationships with people in 
the community.”

But initially, DeLain didn’t see him-
self building relationships with the 
people of Nashville. “All I thought of 
Nashville was honky-tonks and country 
music, and I don’t know if you can tell,” 
said DeLain, who is originally from 
New York, “but that ain’t me.”

During his Collaborative training, he 
visited what was to be his future mission 
field on the recommendation of friends, 
and it changed his view of the city. 
“We’re trained to be missiologists,” he 
said. “If we’re going to be on mission, we 
need to understand the mission field.” It 
sparked a realization: “Most people who 
are Nashville through and through, they 
could care less about honky-tonks,” he 
said. Once you leave behind the tourist 
spots, he noted, “you actually see the 
makeup of the city, and see the diversity, 
and see the style, and the language, and 
the community as a whole. It’s nothing 
like what you would think it is.”

Following the Summit Collaborative 
model, once he completed his training, 
DeLain arrived in South Nashville in 
the summer of 2020 with a team ready 
to engage who had “mission on mind.” 
DeLain coached them, using his Summit 
Collaborative training, on how to be in-
tentional with their neighbors and the 
people they encountered at the grocery 
store. “They’re going on walks inten-
tionally, they’re going to parks inten-
tionally,” he said, and striking up con-
versations. “And then the natural, ‘What 
brought you here?’ ‘Oh, we moved here 
to help start a church.’ ‘Wait, what? 
What do you mean by that?’ Instant 
communication, instant conversation, 
where they’re inviting people into 
church.” According to DeLain, a major-
ity of people at Proclamation are “over-
churched,” meaning they are coming in 
with a church background, and in many 
cases are just “over” church: “‘I’m just 
done with religion all together,’” he said. 
But a “large number of people as well,” 
DeLain said, “they’re just kind of seek-
ers.” He characterizes their general atti-
tude as “‘I’m skeptical about this Jesus 
thing, but you guys seem pretty dope.’” 
In a few cases, DeLain said people are 
coming over from other churches, in 
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high profile sex abuse case might also 
be impacting SBC membership, as it 
has in the Catholic Church. But whether 
Southern Baptists are voting with their 
feet is difficult to determine. Holloway 
credits COVID with an accelerated de-
cline in church attendance. “It was a 
natural out, they didn’t have to tell any-
body, there was no real way to track if 
you weren’t attending anymore,” he said 
with a laugh. “It was easier to get out.”

Holloway says there’s also a historical 
pattern in the city. “You can look back 
through history,” he said, “and through 
the Nashville area, and see when people 
moved out of the core area of Nashville.” 
He dates Nashville’s gentrification to 
around 20 years ago, when he says con-
dos started showing up downtown.

“I used to think it’s a big town that 
feels like a little town,” he said, recol-
lecting his arrival in Nashville in 1994. 
“I could go downtown and it was pretty 
calm.” Now, he said, if he takes a lunch 
break in the area, “there’ll be pedal tav-
erns everywhere.” Not that he begrudg-
es them. “I’m glad they’re having fun.” 
Today, downtown Nashville still has its 
share of large, neo-Gothic churches. But 
on the sunny November Sunday after 
Proclamation’s Family Meeting, the one 
with the biggest crowd is in front of the 
Ryman, the so-called “Mother Church of 
Country Music.” Broadway, Nashville’s 
strip of bars and cowboy boot outlets 
(one has a sign forbidding bachelorette 
party scavenger hunts), was every bit 
as busy as one would expect it to be at 
night, with live music spilling outside 
into the milling crowds, and bouncers 
posted at doors, dressed like early ’00s 
bad-boy magicians, carding entering pa-
trons. More than a few groups in the gift 
shops are lugging suitcases, suggesting a 
final stop before heading home to pre-
pare for Monday.

Towns outside of Nashville are also 
starting to grow as people spread out to 
the surrounding suburbs. “That’s what 
happened in the ’60s and ’70s,” Hollo-
way said. “Nashville can’t—the roads 
can’t even handle it. There’s not enough 
space to house anybody.”

Amid this kind of demographic shift, 
Holloway, Rainer, and Clifton, are all 
agreed: Outward focus is the key to re-
vitalization. “If I were to eavesdrop on 

elsewhere in the Bible Belt, the climate 
“is becoming much less so.”

“There’s less desire for those who are 
not in a church to go to a church, and 
therefore churches start declining,” said 
Rainer. “Usually it’s an external cultur-
al reason, because we are not reaching 
those who are not part of our faith 
system.”For Southern Baptists, church 
membership is distinct from conver-
sion. Even amid declining memberships 
in SBC churches, baptisms are ticking 
back up since the pandemic, even if they 
aren’t at prior levels. “The reasons that 
baptism numbers matter to us is because 
they represent conversion,” said one SBC 
pastor recently. It is also, per the Baptist 
faith and message, “a prerequisite to the 
privileges of church membership.”

Nashville churches may be waking 
up to a more apparent reality that has 
existed for some time, however. Brian 
Holloway, a Nashville-based church 
consultant certified by Church An-
swers, remembers encountering the 
term “buckle of the Bible Belt” when 
he arrived in the city for college in the 
mid-’90s. “You know, that’s Christians 
saying that,” he said. “We’re just defin-
ing the area that we believed has always 
been ours. I’d probably argue that it’s 
not been religiously friendly, it’s just 
been Christian-friendly.”

Last year, Tennessee passed bills 
intended to regulate bathroom usage 
based on biological sex in schools and 
businesses, and there is currently pro-
posed legislation in the state General As-
sembly to criminalize drag performanc-
es in premises where children may be 
present. “All of those things are things 
that the church traditionally hasn’t had 
to deal with,” Holloway said, “And so 
when there are people suddenly dealing 
with them, then people are going to de-
cide if the church won’t.” He notes that 
while such bills and laws may be reli-
giously motivated, “that doesn’t mean 
everyone, or all of these religions, agrees 
with it.” He cites Christian nationalism, 
which newly elected SBC President Bart 
Barber recently condemned, as another 
concern facing area churches that, un-
addressed, could cause people to leave.

While Holloway is not Southern Bap-
tist, culture war issues and politics have 
indeed riled the SBC in recent years. A 

have closed their doors (the SBC’s 2022 
annual report said it planted 600 new 
churches and replanted 135 last year).

“The community needs sacred spac-
es,” said Clifton.

He identifies churches as likely 
replant candidates, like the former 
Glenwood Baptist Church, located in 
neighborhoods in transition. That’s 
why, just as the Summit Collaborative 
does, he emphasizes fostering a con-
nection between church and commu-
nity through engagement. Clifton said 
pastors should be developing external 
partnerships and working on getting 
to know the community better “than 
anybody else there.” He cites pastors 
going on ride-alongs with police, vis-
iting the city council, talking with 
school counselors and other local cler-
gy, as well as meeting with nonprofits 
operating within the community, as 
ways they can better understand its 
needs. “We exist to make this commu-
nity noticeably better,” said Clifton. 
“We can’t do that if we don’t know 
the community.”

Clifton co-hosts a podcast called Revi-
talize and Replant, with former Lifeway 
CEO Thom Rainer, now head of Church 
Answers, which trains and certifies non-
denominational church consultants.

Although certification through 
Church Answers is a newer initia-
tive, Rainer said he has been doing 
consultations for churches “as a side 
gig” since he was a pastor in Florida 
in 1988. As a well-known author and 
the longtime head of an iconic Chris-
tian media company, he brought name 
recognition and credibility to church 
leaders looking for assistance, begin-
ning mostly with Southern Baptist 
churches before expanding out to oth-
er denominations.

Like Clifton, Rainer sees insularity 
as a threat to a church’s vitality. He also 
credits cultural shifts for the broader 
decline of churches, especially in Nash-
ville, where he lives nearby. “It used to 
be that, as an example, if we were look-
ing at a place in Portland, Oregon, 15, 20 
years ago, it would be considered cultur-
ally nonfriendly to Christians,” he said. 
“Nashville,” by contrast, “was consid-
ered culturally friendly.” But there and 
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risk opposition to their initiatives 
from those who preferred their pre-
decessor’s way of doing things. In our 
conversation, Clifton occasionally lik-
ens church replanting to a battle. It is 
one fought by inches: “Years two and 
three are the hardest years,” he said. 
“And a lot of guys tap out in the second 
and third year.” A church consultant or 
church planting network can encourage 
and advise a pastor as they maneuver 
through the ongoing spiritual and prac-
tical challenges of revitalization.

Today, Clifton sees focus on young 
people as a key dynamic in church re-
vitalization. “It seems like the secret 
sauce in every real replant situation,” 
he said, “The generation that’s missing 
in these churches is the generation be-
tween say, 20 and 35.” While he values 
multigenerational connection, Clifton, 
who is in his early 60s, says he’s “one 
flu season from going to Heaven,” so 
it’s important for older believers “to 
make sure there are people here when 
we leave.”

Serving the community resonates 
with younger people, Clifton believes, 
and to do so effectively, he identifies 
making the building and facilities 
themselves indispensable to the com-
munity. He cites various examples from 
his own experience of the ways they 
become relevant: hosting meals for 
local high school teams before games, 
allowing other congregations to meet 
on their premises, setting up on-site 
maternity homes, hosting cultural and 
community festivals, and establishing 
counseling centers. The result, Clifton 
said, is that even people who never at-
tend services become grateful for the 
presence of the church in their lives. 
“You get to repurpose a building,” he 
said. “There’s a spirit here, things that 
have happened here. It doesn’t become 
condominiums or it doesn’t get torn 

pastors revitalize their churches. A for-
mer Army engineer, he calls himself “a 
systems guy,” who delivers pastors quad-
rant analyses of their sermons to help 
improve their preaching. It’s Moneyball 
for pastors, whose income in most cases 
is tied to congregational giving, which 
can make change a daunting prospect.

The problems facing a church seek-
ing revitalization are not always spiri-
tual or cultural, however. Facilities can 
be limiting: Rainer cited the example of 
a church that wasn’t growing its atten-
dance. In what he described as an un-
usually straightforward consultation, 
it was determined that there simply 
wasn’t enough parking. People would 
drive away when they couldn’t find a 
spot. The church expanded its parking 
lot. “And guess what,” said Rainer. “The 
church grew.”

These practical considerations can get 
pretty granular: “There’s measurements 
to determine how many pews you need,” 
Holloway said. “It’s gotten larger in the 
last few decades because of two reasons. 
Generally speaking, Americans are get-
ting larger. And we also don’t want to 
be as close together, because of COVID 
and everything.” A church from the 
1970s with an auditorium that would 
seat 2,200, for example? “Honestly, it’s 
probably about 1,600, if we’re really 
doing modern measurements,” he said.

From a business standpoint, replant-
ing is a big money saver. DeLain said he 
was able to leverage SBC connections he 
cultivated while training at the Summit 
Collaborative to end up at the church 
at Glenwood. “If we weren’t part of the 
SBC, we would probably be renting one 
of the schools in our neighborhood here 
to do ministry,” he said. “It’s actually set 
us up. We are two, three years ahead 
of what we should be because we have 
this building, and because we’re part of 
the SBC.”

Whatever the financial and logisti-
cal advantages though, the actual pro-
cess of overhauling and renovating a 
congregation’s membership can take a 
while. A pastor’s preaching is central 
to a Baptist service, and since there 
is no central licensing and ordination 
authority for Southern Baptist pastors, 
the character of the service can vary 
widely. As a result, replanting pastors 

your family’s discussions, there would 
be inside jokes,” Holloway said. “If I 
were a guest in your house, you would 
probably be a little bit more open,” 
avoiding idioms and in-group expres-
sions out of deference. It is the same 
for churches, Holloway believes. Insid-
er language doesn’t “mean anything to 
anybody but that church,” he said. When 
churches make the assumption that his 
status as a consultant will make them 
more relevant, Holloway corrects them. 
Returning congregants will determine 
their relevancy: “What I’ll try to help 
you do is not be weird around people 
who don’t know you.”

Rainer is optimistic about this kind 
of approach. “Right now, we’re seeing a 
greater receptivity to hey, let’s stop be-
ing so insulated,” he said, “let’s begin to 
look beyond ourselves.”

“More churches today, not enough, 
but more churches are beginning to do 
more things outside the walls of their 
churches than any time I’ve seen in the 
last eight decades,” Rainer said. His own 
church, a former church plant outside 
Nashville, partners with another orga-
nization to send members into the city 
to feed and provide the homeless with 
mobile showers and bathrooms.

In the Gospel of Luke, Christ tells a 
parable of a dishonest steward who 
knows he is about to be fired. The stew-
ard quickly goes to all the people who 
owe his boss money, and settles their ac-
counts for less than the original amount. 
Once he’s out on his ear, the servant rea-
sons, he can hope for a warm welcome 
in at least some quarters. “The people of 
this world are more shrewd in dealing 
with their own kind than are the people 
of the light,” Christ concludes, advising 
his followers: “I tell you, use worldly 
wealth to gain friends for yourselves, 
so that when it is gone, you will be wel-
comed into eternal dwellings.”

“People forget the church is a busi-
ness,” said Vincent Charron, a graduate 
of Liberty University’s Church Revital-
ization doctoral program and of Church 
Answers’ consultant certification. In 
addition to being a nondenomination-
al pastor himself, he also heads TCM 
Leadership Group, a church consultan-
cy program that helps other Protestant 
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a revitalized church. “Our gospel is all 
about redemption and bringing dead 
things back to life. A church that was 
nearly dead that comes back to life is 
a picture of what the gospel can do in 
someone’s life.”

At Proclamation in South Nashville, 
the pews fill in at the 9 a.m. service 
while the worship band plays. “Halle-
lujah, I am not alone,” read the lyrics 
on the screen. As the singing contin-
ues, older members in the back join the 
young woman with piercings, the young 
families, teens, and the young adults 
holding coffee in to-go cups. One old-
er man stays seated, tapping his cane to 
the music. “From the tomb I came alive,” 
they sing. “And let there never be a day 
that I don’t rise to bring you praise.” 

This article was originally published on 
January 3, 2023.

stewards of, the people the Lord’s 
brought here our way.”

Proclamation’s slick branding in-
cludes a welcome tent with swag bags 
for newcomers, a photo backdrop in 
the foyer, and professionally edited 
videos at their services and on their 
social media. Its up-to-the-minute aes-
thetic has been grafted onto the shabby 
hominess of Glenwood Baptist’s mid-
century blandness and old-fashioned 
stained-glass windows. Plans for reno-
vation are in the works, however. “The 
phrase that I hear a lot in this world 
is you can’t build with old wood,” said 
Charron. He was referring to the ex-
odus of old members that occurs “all 
the time” when a new pastor comes to 
replant. But he could just as well be 
referring to the state of the physical 
structure of the church itself.

“It’s a living sermon,” Clifton said of 

down to be a parking lot. It continues 
to have vitality as a sacred space in 
that neighborhood.”

Certain challenges remain for the 
SBC to bring generations togeth-
er, however. “I’ll be the first to tell 
you,” said DeLain, “it’s convoluted, 
it’s messy. There’s a lot of stuff at the 
SBC that I do not agree with. But at 
the same time, it’s been helpful to be 
a part of it to allow us to do the work 
that we’re able to do. We’re having con-
versations not only with ourselves, but 
even with Matt [Love], the leadership 
at the Summit Collaborative, to just 
figure out like, hey, do we stay here?” 
He acknowledges these questions are 
difficult. “But at the end of the day, 
man, the Lord has called us to pastor 
the people here at Proclamation, not 
pastor the people of the SBC, and so 
we want to be faithful to, and be good 

The Detective-
Philosopher of Sderot

A newly completed trilogy of detective novels merges 
murder mysteries with Talmudic introspection

BY JAKE MARMER

B
ig cities are only as 
great as the newcom-
ers who come to live in 
them, dreaming their 
way to a cosmopolitan 
life. Each dream is as 

large as the wound of not belonging, of 
fighting hard to fit in. Driven by yearn-
ing and resentment in equal measure, 
these newcomers are often unaware of 
the originality and wisdom they pos-
sess, the kind of originality and wisdom 
that belong only to those who are nur-
tured by the periphery.

The heart of Shimon Adaf’s Lost De-
tective trilogy, translated by Yardenne 

Greenspan and published by Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux in August, is an hom-
age to newcomers. The trilogy tells the 
story of the small, southern Israeli town 
of Sderot, and those few of its inhabi-
tants who made their way to Tel Aviv. 
While written as a fast-paced detective 
story, Adaf ’s work is filled with pro-
found political and social commentary, 
poetics and film criticism, and lyrical 
writing about music. The trilogy’s first 
volume, One Mile and Two Days Before 
Sunset, unfolds like a traditional murder 
mystery until the final moment, when it 
implodes with an unresolvable ethical 
question. It is not the kind of question 

that one normally encounters in a genre 
novel, but rather an unresolvable di-
lemma of the sort we might find in the 
Talmud, the echoes of which permeate 
Adaf’s writing.

The protagonist of the trilogy, Elish 
Ben Zaken, is an old soul with more 
than a few past lives under his belt. Al-
though he grew up in Sderot, he now 
seems inseparable from his life in Tel 
Aviv. A onetime brilliant rock music 
critic and freelance philosopher-aca-
demic, he now works as a private detec-
tive. He is brilliant, deeply original, and 
very funny, but also awkward, grumpy, 
and misanthropic. At one point, Elish 
casually alludes to the link between him 
and the Talmudic character Elisha Ben 
Abuya, also known as the Aher, or the 
heretic. It is clear that Elish comes from 
a religious background but now lives a 
different life, in terms of both obser-
vance and politics, and it is the source 
of endless bickering between him and 
his Sderot family, who are immigrants 
from Morocco. Though this isn’t always 
explicitly stated, all of the important 
characters in the book are Mizrahi as 
well—a subtle but crucial fact that un-
derlies the book’s theme of class and 
social struggle.
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“‘Ironically, as 
children, we 
started to believe 
that we were real 
people because we 
were on TV.’”

Similarly, there is a lot that is unclear 
about Elish himself. While there are 
occasional references to his personal 
life, which bears signs of trauma, it is 
never quite explained why and how he 
becomes a private detective. Elish seems 
aware of this, and begrudgingly tackles 
his own “case,” knowing only that its key 
has something to do with the town of 
Sderot, where he grew up. Adaf, recall-
ing his own life in this peripheral town, 
pointed out: “The story of Sderot is the 
story of Moroccan Jews in Israel. It was 
the epitome of a poor, crime-ridden, 
morally suspect place ... But the ’80s 
were the decade when things started to 
change, with TV and filming crews com-
ing to Sderot, and we as children start-
ed to see ourselves as reflected from the 
outside, in addition to what we knew 
about our parents and their past. Iron-
ically, as children, we started to believe 
that we were real people because we 
were on TV.”

Perhaps this is what “existence” itself 
hinges on in our times: the fact that our 
identity is affirmed by the extent of its 
visibility in the media. And to be an un-
derrepresented minority from the prov-
ince is to seek that affirmation. Adaf fur-
ther explained that in the ’90s, Sderot 
changed yet again: “There was a cultur-
al explosion … lots of bands practicing 
in bomb shelters, and there were other 
artists, too, painters and movie makers. 
Everybody I knew, or started to get to 
know, were artists by definition, artists 
by destiny. And as these artists started 
to get attention, Sderot was being called 
Israeli Liverpool or Israeli Manchester.”

The heyday of Sderot ended with Ga-
za’s rocket fire when the town became, 
as Adaf told me, “nothing but a military 
metaphor for the thing that needs to be 
defended.” Being close to the border, 
though, was not the only danger in a 
town on the periphery. Adaf further 
elaborated that one of the reasons why 
so many young Mizrahi people of his 
generation from Sderot became art-
ists—the same reason Dalia Shushan 
became a musician—had to do with 
“living in a split reality, conflicted re-
ality. This is what happened to our gen-
eration, which inherited mixed feelings 
our parents had towards Israel: On the 
one hand, they wanted to be a part of it, 

sound. Dalia Shushan’s voice cracked at 
the edges of the high range, scattering 
in the low range, but always clear. When 
the singing was over, an instrumental 
segment erupted—wind instruments 
spinning into each other, swallowing 
the flute and the violin.”

This is the sort of writing that doesn’t 
merely describe music but pushes the 
imagery and punctuation into a highly 
poetic, hypnotic language. We are in the 
realm of intimate understanding of the 
instruments’ emotional weight. When I 
asked Adaf about what he envisioned for 
Dalia’s band, Blasé and San Lumière, he 
said he imagined “Portishead playbacks 
… but with the voice of [the legendary 
Egyptian singer] Umm Kulthum, a voice 
flowing from another dimension.”

After the trilogy’s publication in He-
brew, Adaf collaborated with a number 
of contemporary Israeli musicians to 
record Entire Mytholog y Beneath My 
Fingernail, an album that sets Dalia’s 
lyrics, which appear in the book, to 
music. While a terrific listen, the album 
only further upholds the mythic status 
of Dalia’s craft. The Entire Mytholog y is 
presented as a collection of “covers”—
yet the original versions do not really 
exist, but are only mentioned, briefly, 
throughout the book. In other words, the 
original sound of Blasé and San Lumière 
exist in the reader’s imagination only.

Dalia Shushan, the muse and absent 
protagonist of the trilogy, is a revered 
but psychologically scarred rock sing-
er who is murdered on the Ninth of 
Av—the day the Jewish calendar asso-
ciates with destruction, and the time of 
mourning of the two Jerusalem Tem-
ples. Like Elish, Dalia, too, comes from 
a working-class family in Sderot. She 
is intellectual, unpredictable, and ec-
centric, and is at the same time deeply 
admired and little understood by those 
around her. Her murder is confounding: 
The public narrative around it is just too 
random and meaningless, and it haunts 
Elish long past the first book’s seem-
ing resolution.

“Formal perfection,” Elish tells a 
friend at one point, “has always been the 
refuge of those who lack artistic sense.” 
Like so many other similar comments in 
the book, the remark fits neatly into the 
plot and dialogue at hand, but it is also 
a meta-comment. Elish’s point oblique-
ly refers to the way One Mile and Two 
Days Before Sunset is written: This novel 
follows the classic detective form, but 
only to a point—its perfection is not in 
the form but in the form’s abandonment.

“Literature must be anti-formulaic 
because life is anti-formulaic,” Adaf told 
me when we spoke in an interview over 
Zoom. As for the detective novel, Adaf 
went on, its essence may be the “search 
for knowledge in its purest form.” But, 
he added, “it also allows you to ask ques-
tions about the nature of the desire to 
know, and where that leads you. Some-
times it leads you to beautiful places and 
sometimes to very intimidating places 
within yourself and the world. And it 
also shows you the limits of your mental 
capacity. It’s not transcendence of the 
detective novel but its destruction that 
allows you to destroy and construct the 
story itself.”

Indeed, One Mile and Two Days Before 
Sunset is constructed to hold the weight 
of its endless questions and paradoxes. 
It isn’t merely Dalia’s death, but also her 
music that seems to evade the reader’s 
grasp: “The high pitch of the guitar—a 
single note, clean for half a minute be-
fore drowning in distortion—and the 
flute—a fraction late—and the entrance 
of acoustic guitar, and the violin … a 
non-loop loop, a broken universe of 
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world the original volume sets out to 
present. “Detective fiction is meta-fic-
tion all the time,” Adaf told me, adding: 
“It’s fiction about how to tell a story … 
a detective is a storyteller, connecting 
pieces from everywhere, and saying ‘this 
is the story.’” Perhaps the same can be 
said of a historian and a poet, attempt-
ing to tell the story of his province, and 
his community, and their joint future to-
gether, proceeding through experience 
and memory, until the narrative finally 
faces its most existential questions, the 
sort of questions that cannot be an-
swered but are the very reason we read 
literature. 

This article was originally published on 
January 5, 2023.

translated into English, and his first 
book with a major American publish-
er, he has long been a revered figure in 
Israel: a poet, novelist, essayist and mu-
sician, and the recipient of Israel’s most 
prestigious literary awards. Adaf’s first 
book, which was also translated into 
English, is Aviva-No, a book of elegies 
for his sister, beautiful and heartbroken 
poems, marked by experimental inven-
tiveness. It is almost impossible to be-
lieve that the same author could write 
such stylistically divergent works.

Then again, One Mile and Two Days 
Before Sunset is unlike any other murder 
mystery. Even the following volumes, A 
Detective’s Complaint and Take Up and 
Read, are not really sequels, but herme-
neutic, interpretive explorations of the 

on the other hand they felt abandoned 
by it, considered second-class citizens. 
They were broken, they were voiceless, 
and yet couldn’t articulate the protest 
because the temptation of Israel was so 
great. Its [Western rather than North 
African] music and the books were like 
light to us.” He added that creating a 
bridge between European and Europe-
an-influenced literature as well as the 
music he discovered and came to love, 
and the world of his parents became 
crucially important to him, “so they 
wouldn’t be strangers in my world. And 
the way to connect the two was through 
art, because art is a way to put together 
incompatible things.”

Although the Lost Detective trilogy 
is Adaf ’s first prose collection to be 

When Whodunits 
Become Woke

Jonathan Kellerman’s Milo Sturgis is the bestselling, longest-running gay 
detective in crime fiction history. Could Kellerman create him today?

BY ZAC BISSONNETTE

I
n 1981, a 31-year-old child 
psychologist named Jona-
than Kellerman began what 
would become his first pub-
lished novel with an unusu-
al goal: to write a mystery 

that steered clear of all of the genre’s 
tropes. This crime novel wouldn’t have 
a perpetually inebriated private eye 
outwitting an inept police detective, 
nor would there be a comely girlfriend 
whose only role was to provide the 
wisecracking sleuth with food and sex.

Kellerman made his main character, 
Alex Delaware, a child psychologist like 
himself—not the usual protagonist of a 
crime novel. Then, for Delaware’s girl-
friend, Kellerman wrote a guitar-maker, 
a job rarely seen in literature. Speaking 

by phone from his home in Beverly Hills, 
Kellerman tells me that “I had Alex, who 
was dealing with human emotion, with 
Robin, a woman who’s working with 
power tools. I was obsessed with avoid-
ing clichés.”

His next idea was for the guy who 
would become the bestselling, lon-
gest-running gay character in all of 
crime fiction: Delaware’s best friend and 
crime-solving partner, LAPD detective 
Milo Sturgis, a 6-foot-3, 250-pound, 
gruff, brilliant detective, ostracized by 
his colleagues, tolerated only because he 
has the highest solve rate in the depart-
ment. As Kellerman describes Milo’s life 
in that manuscript, “A gay cop was a per-
son in limbo. You could never be one of 
the gang back at the station, no matter 

how well you did your job. And the ho-
mosexual community was bound to be 
suspicious of someone who looked, act-
ed like and was a cop.”

Following two years of rejections, 
Kellerman found a publisher. The book, 
called When the Bough Breaks, tells the 
story of a quack psychiatrist’s murder 
and Alex Delaware’s efforts to help 
a traumatized 7-year-old. It deviated 
so far from crime fiction’s norms that 
expectations for it were low. “It was 
not seen as a big book,” recalls Kell-
erman, and although cagey about the 
exact amount, he tells me his publish-
er’s advance worked out to less than $3 
per hour.

He and the publisher were “shocked” 
when the book became a major best-
seller, the first in a series that has sold 
more than 80 million copies. The in-
ventiveness of the characters eventu-
ally caught the attention of Stephen 
King, who wrote of 1987’s Over the 
Edge, “Kellerman has finally done what 
critics have been waiting for since the 
last Raymond Chandler novel: He has 
reinvented the private eye story.” Every 
subsequent book featured Milo Sturgis, 
who in time became such a star in his 
own right that Kellerman refers to the 
books as “the Alex Delaware and Milo 
Sturgis novels.”

There’s a popular view now that 
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“Kellerman’s 
premise for Milo 
was that he was, as 
he puts it, ‘gay-but-
so-what.’”

leather bar called Blue Oyster is a re-
curring punchline. Even decades after 
Milo’s debut, shows like Queer Eye for 
the Straight Guy celebrated queerness, 
but they did it by elevating certain ste-
reotypes—fashion sense, campy wit, 
an obsession with fitness. Kellerman 
wouldn’t have any of that.

When Milo comes out to Delaware 
early in When the Bough Breaks, Dela-
ware reflects on his surprise that Milo, 
an overweight Vietnam vet with an 
M.A. in literature from the Universi-
ty of Indiana, is in a relationship with 
a man, since he does not conform to 
any cliches:

It was hard to accept, at first, his 
being gay, despite all my supposed 
psychological sophistication. I know 
all the facts. That they make up 5 to 
10 percent of virtually any human 
grouping. That most of them look 
just like me and you. That they could 
be anybody—the butcher, the baker, 
the local homicide dick. That most of 
them are reasonably well-adjusted.

And yet the stereotypes adhere 
to the brain. You expect them to be 
mincing, screaming, nelly fairies; 
leather-armored shaven-skull de-
mons; oh-so-preppy mustachioed 
young things in Izod shirts and khaki 
trousers; or hiking-booted bulldykes.

Milo didn’t look homosexual.
But he was and had been com-

fortable with it for several years. He 
wasn’t in the closet, neither did he 
flaunt it.

Kellerman captures Delaware as un-
comfortable but determined to accept 
his friend’s revelation—a mildly ho-
mophobic but empathic person, per-
haps the best one could have expected 
at the time:

“It’s no big deal, Milo.”
“No?”
“No.” I wasn’t really all that com-

fortable with it. But I was damn well 
going to work on it.

In subsequent books, Kellerman tack-
led the injustices gays faced. In 2002’s 
The Murder Book, Milo is targeted by 
fellow cops who plant BDSM porn in 

robbery in progress, no one showed. It 
wasn’t until the 1993 settlement of his 
lawsuit that the department agreed to 
end discriminatory practices in its hir-
ing and treatment of LGBT employees.

But even in 1981, while writing that 
first book, Kellerman knew the LAPD 
was wrong when it said there were no 
gay cops. “I had gay friends and they 
knew gay people within the depart-
ment,” Kellerman remembers. “But it 
was not long after the point where the 
LAPD and most police forces were bust-
ing gay bars on a regular basis.” Keller-
man was notably pro-gay rights for the 
time, having had quite a bit of clinical 
experience with gay kids––a colleague 
often referred patients to him, “because 
it wasn’t a foregone conclusion in the 
’70s and ’80s that you’re gonna be toler-
ant. It was a difficult time.”

All of that was the context for the cre-
ation of Milo. And yet: There were still 
more clichés to be avoided. Kellerman’s 
premise for Milo was that he was, as 
he puts it, “gay-but-so-what.” This was 
revolutionary at a time when the LGBT 
community rarely got representation 
in entertainment, and, when it did, the 
clichés were rampant. In iconic horror 
movies like 1960’s Psycho and 1980’s 
Dressed to Kill, gender nonconforming 
people were portrayed as violent or 
mentally ill. In Police Academy, a gay 

diverse characters are most authentic 
when written by people who share their 
identity, but as a gay teenage crime fic-
tion fan in the 2000s, I found Milo St-
urgis, whose creator is a straight man, to 
be the best, most compelling gay char-
acter I’d ever read. I still feel that way 
about Milo, even now, having read many 
other gay mystery characters, and hav-
ing written one myself. I love Milo so 
much that when I got the offer from the 
publisher for my mystery novel, A Kill-
ing in Costumes, I celebrated by buying 
a signed first edition copy of When the 
Bough Breaks from a rare-book dealer.

As I’ve followed publishing’s diver-
sity and representation scandals, from 
To Kill a Mockingbird to American Dirt, 
I’ve wondered about the history of this 
character Milo Sturgis—why he’s still 
so good and multidimensional and why, 
for me, he’s better than all the other gay 
characters who have come since.

In part, Kellerman is simply more 
talented than most, but it may also be 
that, in an era where writers must al-
ways think about diversity, the process 
of creation is more fraught than when 
Kellerman, an empathetic guy who just 
wanted to write a novel without cli-
chés, was creating Milo. Is it possible 
for writers to fixate on political and 
cultural sensibilities without writing 
clichés? Is it more difficult for writers to 
be creative when they know their work 
will be reviewed by sensitivity readers, 
and with the specter of Twitter mobs, 
and even cancellation of one’s book or 
career, always in mind?

At the time When the Bough Breaks was 
published, in 1985, Milo Sturgis was 
more than just a non-cliché. His char-
acter was a type—a gay cop—that the 
LAPD insisted didn’t exist. As late as 
1989, the LAPD reported that it still 
lacked a single openly gay officer on 
its 7,000-member force. In fact, out of 
20,000 officers at more than 100 Cali-
fornia agencies, there was, the Los An-
geles Times reported, not a single open-
ly gay police officer. In 1988, Officer 
Mitchell Grobeson sued the LAPD, al-
leging a long pattern of harassment fol-
lowing rumors that he was gay. Among 
his charges: In the summer of 1985, 
when he radioed in for backup during a 
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“Gay cops wrote 
to thank him for 
creating such a 
real character, 
one that they felt 
represented them 
in a genre that 
was, at the time, 
frequently overtly  
homophobic.”

writers as they try to comply with its 
demands. A writer I know was recently 
asked by her editor to change the iden-
tity of a Native American battling alco-
holism in one of her books, out of con-
cern the character adhered too closely 
to stereotypes. Jeanine Cummins, who 
is part Puerto Rican, was accused of en-
gaging in cultural appropriation with 
her mega-bestselling novel American 
Dirt, because she told the story of a 
Mexican migrant. Another writer told 
me about a body-positive romance nov-
el whose publisher’s marketing team 
had been concerned that, while the au-
thor “identified as fat,” she was “not as 
fat” as her book’s heroine, which might 
trigger an uproar on Twitter. We may 
not be far from a point where authors 
are told to gain or lose weight in order 
to write certain characters.

In the young adult genre, the scan-
dals have been unrelenting. Debut au-
thor Amelie Wen Zhao pulled her 2019 
book, Blood Heir, prior to publication 
after Goodreads users attacked her for 
writing outside of her own experience 
in her portrayal of American slavery. 
Also in 2019, Kosoko Jackson, a de-
but author who worked as a sensitivi-
ty reader, pulled his novel, A Place for 
Wolves, following social media outrage 
about its representation of Muslims and 
its portrayal of the Kosovo war—even 
though, as Publishers Weekly wrote, “the 
book had been positioned as an #Own-
Voices LGBTQ romance,” a popular 
hashtag that describes books featuring 
diverse characters written by authors 
who share their characters’ identity.

I can’t help but wonder what exactly 
a fiction writer is supposed to be do-
ing, if not writing imaginatively out-
side of one’s own experience. My nov-
el centers around the life of a 90-year 
former film vixen, widowed in Palm 
Springs, surrounded by the golden age 
of Hollywood costumes she’s collected 
over the past 60 years. I can profess no 
personal knowledge of what that exis-
tence is like, because I am not Debbie 
Reynolds, the film legend on whom I 
based the character. But I don’t think 
that matters. To my mind, a novelist’s 
job is to imagine other lives, and then 
to write them in a way that feels real 
and engaging, understanding that your 

“Clearly an unbalanced person,” Kell-
erman recalls.

Since then, diversity in fiction, es-
pecially in crime fiction, is no longer 
merely tolerated, but celebrated. Cozy 
mysteries, a genre in which amateur 
sleuths solve murders with little graph-
ic violence, are traditionally the whit-
est, straightest subgenre in crime fic-
tion—think Murder, She Wrote—and yet 
2021’s bestselling cozy mystery debut 
was Mia Manansala’s unapologetically 
queer-Filipino romp, Arsenic & Adobo. 
As New York Times crime columnist 
Sarah Weinman put it in a 2021 column, 
“the cozy mystery has become one of 
the most diverse, and most vibrant, in 
contemporary crime fiction.” My recent 
debut novel, A Killing in Costumes, is a 
cozy mystery starring a gay guy and 
his lesbian ex-wife who open a Holly-
wood memorabilia store together. I’m 
certainly aware that the push for more 
diverse characters and authors helped 
me find a publisher, and the fact that a 
historically staid genre is expanding its 
rules and opening itself up to different 
types writers and characters is a won-
derful thing for publishing, readers, 
and society.

But publishing’s push for diversity 
hasn’t come without complications for 

his work locker. In another, Milo’s long-
time boyfriend, Richard Silverman, an 
ER doc, is harassed by a patient who 
refuses to be treated by a gay man—
and then blamed by coworkers for the 
workflow disruption caused by the bel-
ligerent patient. The books are certainly 
progressive and pro-gay, but mostly the 
gay representation reflects Kellerman’s 
aversion to stereotypes. In 1986’s Blood 
Test, Delaware describes Milo as “great 
to have around ... when your preconcep-
tions get overly calcified.” And in 1987’s 
Over the Edge, when Delaware’s well-
kept home and friendship with Milo 
cause a pair of detectives assume that he 
is gay, Delaware is “filled with anger. Not 
at being mistaken for a homosexual but 
at being categorized and dehumanized.”

When the first book was published, Mi-
lo’s sexuality went mostly unremarked 
upon in reviews, though Kirkus nod-
ded to it, noting simply that the action 
begins when “Alex agrees to help his 
pal, gay cop Milo, with a murder case.” 
Over time, as the books climbed the 
bestseller lists, Kellerman was pleased 
that the letters he received were over-
whelmingly positive. Gay cops wrote 
to thank him for creating such a real 
character, one that they felt repre-
sented them in a genre that was, at the 
time, frequently overtly homophobic. 
The generation of crime writers who 
preceded Kellerman—Ross Macdonald, 
Raymond Chandler, and too many pulp 
novelists to name—often wrote books 
rife with misogyny and casual racism, 
to the point where they can be hard for 
a modern reader to get through. Keller-
man, though, was part of a new gener-
ation of crime novelists whose works 
reflected the social progress happening 
around him, and his confidence in the 
open-mindedness of readers grew with 
the response to his work. “I think most 
people of all political persuasions are 
very inherently tolerant,” he tells me. 
“To me the only meaningful distinction 
isn’t right or left, it’s tolerant or intoler-
ant.” In fact, in all his years of writing 
the books, and all the millions of copies 
sold, he says he received just one letter 
critical of him for including a positive 
portrayal of a gay character—and that 
letter was from a psychotic teenager. 
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“I have to be able  
to write about  
gay people and 
straight people  
and good people  
and bad people 
and tall people 
and short people. 
That’s what a 
novel is.”

bestselling and most richly rendered 
gay character? When I ask him, Keller-
man says he’s not sure and doesn’t really 
think about it. If you’re looking for a 
voice interested in a deep engagement 
with critics of cultural appropriation, 
Kellerman isn’t that. But his objection 
to the entire premise is an important 
one: He views even well-meaning con-
cerns about appropriation and repre-
sentation as a hindrance to the creative, 
open-ended process novelists need to 
produce original, imaginative work.

“Introspection is the enemy of cre-
ativity,” he tells me. “It’s what I’d ad-
vise any novelist: filter out the bullshit 
and just write what you want to write. 
It’s the closest thing to playing God. 
You’re creating your own world, and 
it’s so much fun. It’s just the greatest 
job in the world. I’m hoping this cra-
ziness, this sensitivity stuff, just pass-
es because it’s just silly. We used to say 
sticks and stones. Now it’s all about 
words are as bad as deeds. What a bunch 
of nonsense.”

In his own small, understated way, 
Kellerman is taking a stand.

Last year, while looking at the copy 
edit for City of the Dead, the 37th book 
in the Delaware series, his eye  was 
drawn  to one mark: The copy ed-
itor had suggested he change the 
word g ypsy to nomad.

“I emailed her and said, ‘I appreci-
ate  the copy edit, but don’t even try 
it.’ It’s on that level now where people 
are so exquisitely worried, you can’t 
have normal dialogue. You can’t have 
a bad person say something racist.” He 
pauses, a legendary suspense  writer 
perhaps contemplating a plot. “A woke 
villain would be an interesting concept, 
wouldn’t it?” 

This article was originally published on 
January 3, 2023.

fixation on appropriation can stymie a 
writing career before it’s even begun. 
In a viral tweet, Elizabeth Holden, who 
teaches physics at the University of 
Wisconsin, described the reaction of 
one agent when she pitched a young 
adult romance novel, the protagonist 
of which is a socially anxious girl who 
falls in love with a girl on a rival roller 
derby team. The agent liked the book 
but, upon learning the author was mar-
ried to a man, passed on the work, ex-
plaining that although the author could 
be bisexual, it “wouldn’t work, as a busi-
ness decision.” The agent was perfectly 
nice about it, but was still concerned 
that the author’s marriage to a man 
would make selling the novel difficult.

All of this creates a host of practical 
problems. Authors now face the same 
intrusive questions that were rightly 
deemed homophobic a couple of de-
cades ago—only now it’s in the name 
of social justice and diversity in pub-
lishing, and it’s the industry’s gatekeep-
ers , its editors, agents, and publicists, 
who find themselves in the awkward, 
offensive, and inappropriate position 
of prying into personal lives. This is 
the inevitable result of an identity-ob-
sessed, appropriation-anxious industry.

If Kellerman pitched Milo Sturgis 
today, would he have encountered the 
same bias, depriving the genre of its 

work is not necessarily authentic, and 
may feel especially inauthentic to those 
whose lives closely mirror your char-
acters’, because what you have written 
is fiction.

In an FAQ on his website, Kellerman 
alludes to his own status as an occa-
sional target of allegations of appropri-
ation. “At the beginning I was lauded 
by gay readers and organizations for 
creating a non-stereotypic character. 
Then I got criticized for presuming that 
I, as a straight man, could capture the 
gay experience.”

I ask him about this. Does he, as 
a fiction writer, think a writer has 
to write only about what he or she 
knows firsthand?

“It’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever 
heard,” he says. “This absolutely mo-
ronic notion that only people who’ve 
experienced something directly can 
write about it. A novel has to be novel. 
We novelists are talented people. We 
imagine things in a way that normal 
people don’t, OK? Imagine if I only 
had to write about white straight guys. 
That’s not a novel. I have to be able to 
write about women. I have to be able 
to write about gay people and straight 
people and good people and bad peo-
ple and tall people and short people. 
That’s what a novel is. To think anyone 
would say anything different, that’s 
just stupid. And we’re living in the age 
of stupid.”

Kellerman must know, I say, that 
some of these views he holds aren’t 
popular on the internet.

“Anybody who cares about art and 
creativity needs to take a very, very 
strong stand on just shooting down 
this notion. And it will wither because 
it’s dumb and it makes no sense and it 
doesn’t work.”

Besides, he says, “People love Milo. 
He’s such a cranky guy.”

While Kellerman has been mostly 
left alone to write what and how he 
wants—his books are perhaps too pop-
ular for a social media mob to target 
successfully, and his audience mostly 
too old to understand the latest views 
about diversity and representation—he 
worries about the impact self-policing 
might have on other writers.

Indeed, the publishing industry’s 
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Barry Horowitz Pats 
Himself on the Back

Pro wrestling’s most outwardly Jewish performer 
on his legacy, jabronis, and rules for life

BY JAY DEITCHER

H
e says he’s never heard 
of you,” the Albany, 
New York, convention 
promoter told me as I 
waited in the doorway 
to the meet and greet. 

I stood there stunned. I believed I had 
been Facebook messaging with the qua-
si-retired wrestler Barry Horowitz—I 
later found out it was his booking agent 
who never relayed my messages. I also 
shot him several emails after a mutu-
al acquaintance slid me his email, but 
they all went unanswered. “You don’t 
just hand out someone’s email,” Horow-
itz said, striding toward me with a stern 
look on his face. “It’s not right.”

There it was: I’d broken one of 
Horowitz’s rules.

If you watched pro wrestling during 
the late ’80s and ’90s, you knew Horow-
itz as the enhancement talent who loved 
patting himself on the back. He was 
clotheslined. He was body-slammed. 
He was pile-driven through the mat, 
often getting pinned in less than three 
minutes and making his opponents look 
like Greek gods. He also was profes-
sional wrestling’s most outwardly Jew-
ish performer, never afraid to hide his 
heritage, parading to the ring to “Hava 
Nagilah” and rocking a Star of David on 
his trunks.

I quickly apologized for accepting the 
email address, and I listened as Horow-
itz explained the numerous times peo-
ple—especially promotors—had lied 
and taken advantage of him. “They’re 
jabronis,” he said, dropping a version of 
the term jobber, a derogatory word of-
ten used for performers whose job it was 
to lose matches. It was a term that has 

often been weaponized against himself. 
“They’re unprofessional. In any other 
business they wouldn’t get away with it. 
They couldn’t keep a job at Walmart.”

Because people had wronged him 
in the past, he’d established rules. One 
was that people needed to value his 
time, meaning that if someone wanted 
to interview him, he better be paid. I ex-
plained how doing press gave him pub-
licity and that was something that he 
could benefit from. I laid out my goals 
for the piece and the rules I had as a jour-
nalist: I could not pay for interviews.

“I don’t need publicity,” he snapped 
back, then listed his prices: $50 for a 
half hour; $100 for an hour. He wasn’t 
asking for much, and I realized that the 
payment was about showing respect. “I 
really want to help you out,” I said. “I 
get it. I do. But in journalism, there are 
rules,” I paused to think, hoping when 
I didn’t budge, he’d change his mind. 
“Let me talk to my editor,” I finally said, 
feeling no choice but to give in. “I’ll see 
what I can do.”

A slight smile appeared across his 
face. “I can already tell you are profes-
sional,” he said. “Unlike those other 
guys.” He offered me a fist bump.

Over the next week and a half, we 
called each other numerous times, each 
conversation lasting 10 to 15 minutes. 
There still seemed to be rules: I couldn’t 
hit record and couldn’t ask questions, 
but still Horowitz would go on about 
his own subjects, running the gamut of 
emotions; one moment he’d be angry, 
discussing his past experiences with 
“jabroni” promoters, the next he’d be 
thankful and happy, talking about how 
professional I was. He seemed honored 

when I told him about peers in the in-
dustry who wanted to talk to me about 
how great he was to work with and how 
much he helped them. One night, he 
called me sounding distraught, explain-
ing he was giving me a definitive no to 
the interview: Too many people had 
taken advantage of him. Then I came 
up with a solution that met both our 
needs: I wouldn’t pay Horowitz for an 
interview, but I’d purchase a few of his 
T-shirts for Tablet staff.

“One of my favorite words is compro-
mise,” he told me when we Zoomed. “I 
wanted this [interview] to come true.”

Mother’s Day is not the best day to hold 
a wrestling convention. But hidden deep 
within the maze of Albany, New York’s 
Crown Plaza hotel corridors was a room 
circled with tables and wrestlers ready 
to sign. And even though there were of-
ten more wrestlers than fans, the event 
looked nothing like the tragic signing 
scene from the 2008 film The Wrestler, 
with broken-down wrestlers passed 
out atop stacks of 8-by-10s. Instead, it 
felt more like a reunion of best buddies 
gathered together, sharing stories and 
belting out their theme songs. Sitting 
in the table directly in the rear of the 
room was Horowitz, the man who made 
the careers of nearly every performer in 
attendance—by losing to them.

Barry, far left, pats himself on the 
back in the music video for Joe Diffie’s 
1994 hit, ‘Pickup Man’

The convention took place two 
months after Horowitz’s first match in 
16 years, which he won in a street fight 
at the age of 62. Though he has ditched 
his signature mullet and his beard is a 
bit grizzled, he’s still in shape, and looks 
ready to go.

The self-deemed “Mr. Technical” 
wrestled most of his early career as a 
heel, a bad guy, who could rake an op-
ponent’s eyes, grab a joint, twist, and 
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“Saturday is Barry’s 
cheat day, when 
he allows himself 
two light beers, 
three max. Always 
at home. Won’t 
touch vodka.”

father wasn’t too sure how that would 
work out for me, but then when I was 
progressing, he was very proud of me. 
And he told me that.”

Horowitz, circa 1987Courtesy Bar-
ry Horowitz

For a year and a half, Horowitz 
trained under the tutelage of wrestling 
legend “Professor” Boris Malenko, real 
name Lawrence Simon. Though they 
both connected as Jews, Horowitz says 
their relationship “was all business. … 
It was about being a pro wrestler and 
getting it done right. No time for haha 
and gaga.”

After debuting in 1979, Horowitz 
spent eight years performing across 
the United States, in Canada, and in 
Puerto Rico, during a period in which 
loosely affiliated regional promoters 
carved out sections of territory to call 
their own. Horowitz was promoted as 
a star. In one of the largest territories, 
Championship Wrestling from Florida, 
he was given a losing streak gimmick 
that flipped into him holding the heavy-
weight championship.

When Horowitz received the call 
to join Vince McMahon’s nationwide 
promotion WWF in 1987, he jumped 
at the opportunity to make four times 
the amount he made in the smaller ter-
ritories. But in the WWF, where muscle 
mass meant everything and much of the 
roster was on steroids, he was smaller 
than most of his peers, so he was quick-
ly slotted into the role that defined his 
career. He was an enhancer—making 
other wrestlers look amazing.

For most of Horowitz’s time in the 
territories he had wrestled with the last 
name Hart, based on a recommendation 
by his trainer Malenko. But when he 
entered the WWF, McMahon changed 
it because he already had future WWF 
champion Bret Hart on the roster. Mc-
Mahon felt Horowitz, his real surname, 
was the perfect last name, Horowitz 
remembers, because “it would get more 
heat,” the wrestling term for popping 
a negative reaction from the crowd. 
While some fans found it question-
able to have a performer—especially 
one who is known for losing—take on 
a gimmick whose main quality is being 
Jewish, Horowitz says he “thought it 
was awesome.”

it helped build character and molded 
me,” he said.

Horowitz has a litany of rules he es-
tablished for himself and the world that 
undoubtably lengthened his career and 
life while other superstars were swal-
lowed by pills and steroids. Always 
show up on time, early even. Don’t share 
people’s emails without asking first. Be 
honest. Don’t “work a worker.” Don’t 
promise someone money and stiff them. 
“Live in the right lane, not the rock 
star lane.” Don’t do drugs; don’t drink 
too much. Saturday is Barry’s cheat 
day, when he allows himself two light 
beers, three max. Always at home. Won’t 
touch vodka.

Horowitz first fell for pro wrestling in 
his early teens, when he flicked on chan-
nel 44, WTOG, and witnessed Thun-
derbolt Patterson going to war with 
Mr. Clean for Championship Wrestling 
from Florida. From there, he made it his 
mission to succeed in the squared circle, 
looking to amateur wrestling to develop 
his skills. He wrestled at the local youth 
center, in junior high, in high school, 
and at Florida State University, where 
he studied business administration and 
sports nutrition for a year before drop-
ping out to follow his dream. “I thought 
it was part of the climb,” he said.

His parents supported him the entire 
time. “My mother was fine with it. My 

stretch them until they screamed. But 
when Horowitz’s career peaked in the 
World Wrestling Federation (WWF, 
now World Wrestling Entertainment, 
WWE) in 1995, he became the ultimate 
fan favorite, the underdog who finally 
won, and his gimmick changed to being 
the Jew.

Other than during his youth, Horow-
itz has never been a practicing Jew, 
though he is proud to light a menorah 
from Israel every Chanukah. He isn’t a 
fan of gefilte fish, but says he’s never 
tasted anything like his mother’s matzo 
brei. He loves country music and South-
ern living and even appeared in the vid-
eo for Joe Diffie’s monster hit Pickup 
Man. His favorite song is The Climb by 
Miley Cyrus. Horowitz is in many ways 
representative of many modern Jews, 
not because he fits a monolithic image 
of what defines a Jew, but specifically 
because he doesn’t.

“It’s all about paying your dues in my 
world. It’s the climb,” Horowitz told me 
via Zoom. “I just want to strive always.”

The grandson of a tailor, Horow-
itz spent most of his youth living in 
St. Petersburg, Florida, with parents 
who spoke Yiddish fluently. His fa-
ther worked for a time as a bus driv-
er, a postal worker, and a prizefighter, 
making the cover of The Ring maga-
zine. Though Horowitz was never bar 
mitzvahed, he grew up in a conserva-
tive household and he credits his faith, 
with its values and rules, with influenc-
ing his current state of mind. “I think 
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“Horowitz loved 
the Jewish 
gimmick, adding 
a Star of David to 
his blue trunks 
on a suggestion 
from Chief Jay 
Strongbow, an 
Italian American 
WWE Hall of Famer 
who used a Native 
American gimmick, 
headdress and all.”

good-natured joking. “I think Vince 
actually had a bunch of Jewish em-
ployees working for him,” he told me, 
referencing office staff and the ring an-
nouncer and WWE Hall of Famer, How-
ard Finkle. “He’s always loved the Jews 
and Samoans.”

But wrestling journalist Dave Melt-
zer said, “Most of the Jewish wrestlers 
didn’t really portray being Jewish.” One 
of the more iconic Jewish performers 
during the ’90s and ’00s, Raven, real 
name Scott Levy, was adamant about 
not being depicted as a member of the 
tribe because he felt it would affect his 
career negatively, possibly because of 
“the idea that Jewish people weren’t 
good at sports.”

Commentators made jokes about 
Horowitz eating gefilte fish for Thanks-
giving and wearing a “yakuma.” In one 
match, commentator Jerry Lawler 
said, directly to his co-commentator, 
then WWF owner Vince McMahon, 
“Y’know McMahon, Barry Horowitz’s 
grandparents were on Schindler’s list.” 
But Horowitz loved the Jewish gim-
mick, adding a Star of David to his blue 
trunks on a suggestion from Chief Jay 
Strongbow, an Italian American WWE 
Hall of Famer who used a Native Amer-
ican gimmick, headdress and all.

One of Horowitz’s signature moves, 
the self-patCourtesy Barry Horowitz

Horowitz’s run in the spotlight lasted 
about a year, performing at nearly every 
pay per view including the Royal Rum-
ble and SummerSlam, playing in celeb-
rity softball games, appearing in Karate 
Fighters commercials. But by 1997, his 
character had grown into being por-
trayed as a nerd, wearing horn-rimmed 
glasses and button-down shirts with 
pocket protectors, and he was back to 
playing the role of enhancer.

“He got pigeonholed in that role of al-
ways putting guys over on WWF TV be-
cause he was so good. He was so fucking 
good,” said former booker, promoter, 
and manager Jim Cornette on his pod-
cast Jim Cornette’s Drive Thru. “… But 
unfortunately, it kind of typecast him.”

By the early aughts, after the wres-
tling industry had crashed following 
the late ’90’s high, Horowitz had tired 
of the road, so he settled into a day 
job, working 12 years as a certified 

trained that if someone played a joke 
on you, you lean into it and play along. 
So when Diesel told him he was going 
to pin the late Chris Candido, Horowitz 
made believe he believed him. But Die-
sel wasn’t joking.

In a match that aired on Wrestling 
Challenge, Horowitz swooped Candido 
into a 3/4 nelson grapevine, scoring the 
three count. The crowd roared—half 
with smiles plastered across their faces, 
half with jaws dropped—while Horow-
itz leapt around the ring, beaming.

“Barry Horowitz has just won his first 
match,” the commentator, Jim Ross, bel-
lowed to the universe.

Horowitz was now a superstar, and 
with status he was given his own en-
trance music. No one told him they were 
using “Hava Nagilla” as his tune, he told 
me. “It was just played, and [someone 
said] ‘Hey, your music’s on, bro.’ I guess 
that I wasn’t important enough to ex-
plain it to.” But he liked it. “It matched 
my gimmick. … It was different. Peo-
ple could relate to it. It’s a catchy little 
tune there.”

Horowitz says he’s never dealt with an-
tisemitism in the industry, just some 

“A ‘jobber,’ if you want to use that word, 
is a guy who is only in it for a buck, he 
goes to the gym every now and then, 
doesn’t have the ring gear, doesn’t know 
the business that well,” Horowitz said in 
his WWE.com Where Are They Now? 
“You just get your butt pounded on TV 
and that’s it—but that wasn’t me. I knew 
this business, I knew what my position 
was—and I went out there and gave all I 
had, and to see it pay off was incredible.”

In wrestling, there’s a winner and a 
loser. Horowitz had spent his WWF 
career playing the latter. His magic 
was that every time he was in the ring, 
even though you knew he was getting 
pinned, you believed he truly thought 
he could outmaneuver his opponents. 
“To create the Batman, you need a good 
Joker,” said former WWF Interconti-
nental Champion and Tag Team Cham-
pion Jacques Rougeau. “Barry Horow-
itz was a good Joker. He created so 
many Batmans that are in the [WWE] 
Hall of Fame today.”

During his run in the WWF, he put 
over a who’s who of superstars includ-
ing Dusty Rhodes, Jake Roberts, Mick 
Foley, Steve Austin, and Shawn Mi-
chaels. He was an artist who knew how 
to tell a story in his matches, taunting 
opponents, and then popping the crowd 
by patting himself on the back.

In the summer of 1995, backstage at 
the Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, Marts 
Center, Horowitz was pulled aside by 
then WWF champion, Diesel, aka Kevin 
Nash, who told him, “You know, you’re 
gonna win tonight.” Horowitz was 
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sports nutritionist. He enjoyed time 
with his family, eating out, running 
errands, and listening to country mu-
sic. He supported his wife as she tran-
sitioned from a career as a banker to 
owning her own cleaning business, 
and watched his son, now 28, f lirt 
with amateur wrestling and find his 
own path as a creative behind a cam-
era. Horowitz still trained six days a 
week, still attended meet and greets, 
and still enjoyed watching wrestling 
to study the art form, although he 
couldn’t get into “circus matches,” with 
more unnecessary over-the-top moves 
than storytelling.

What brought him back? It was sim-
ple, his phone rang and the promoter 
pitched him a good story. Horowitz 
weighed the risk, realizing that getting 
injured would cause him to cancel ap-
pearances, but the match seemed cool 
and Horowitz saw a chance to make an-
other superstar. So on March 19, 2022, 
at 62 years old, Horowitz met indie 
darling Joey Janela, 32, in a New Jersey 
Street Fight for WrestlePro.

“Mr. Technical is Mr. F. You Up,” 
Horowitz said before the bell rang, and 
the match ran nearly a half hour, featur-
ing a trash can, a ladder, and a toaster. 
(“Was that a kosher toaster?” screamed 
Janela.) Horowitz was put through a 
table and a door. Janela attempted to 
crown Horowitz with a folding chair, 

but Horowitz weaved, causing Janela 
to bonk the ropes with the furniture, 
deflecting it into his own face.

“Barry Horowitz is going to dance the 
hora back to the locker room with a big 
ass W,” the commentator shouted after 
Horowitz covered his opponent, scoring 
the pin.

“Personally, I think Barry Horowitz 
should be in the [WWE] Hall of Fame 
…” said Bret Hart at a virtual signing for 
Highspots. “Barry Horowitz was a real-
ly good wrestler. Never hurt anybody—
ever—was always a pro in there every 
night. That’s a guy that should be in the 
Hall of Fame.”

In a sport where Jewish performers 
hid their heritage, Horowitz showed 
future superstars that they could be 
proud of it. “I still use his self-pat on 
the back sometimes to get heat,” said Is-
raeli Canadian wrestler Tomer Shalom. 
Shalom, who also wears a Magen David 
on his gear, saw the symbol on Horow-
itz’s trunks and believed he was Israeli. 
His dream match is facing Horowitz in 
the ring.

“I believe that had he come 10 years 
earlier, he probably would have been a 
very solid, good wrestler, who would 
have done reasonably well in a lot of 
places,” said Meltzer. But Horowitz 
came during the era when McMahon 
wanted ginormous-muscled megastars. 

“If he came now, size isn’t as big of 
an issue, there’s more of an emphasis 
on working. It would have been up to 
his color.”

Horowitz isn’t done yet. “I think I’m 
always still climbing,” he said. He’ll 
“pick and choose” future matches “if the 
finances are right and the opponent’s 
right,” and he hopes to retire over the 
next year or two in Nashville, Tennes-
see, which he calls his “second home.” 
He wants to pass on his knowledge, and 
would love to train the next generation 
of superstars for one the current big 
three feds, WWF, All Elite Wrestling 
(AEW), or Impact.

On the May 19, 2022, episode of AEW: 
Dynamite, Horowitz made a surprise 
appearance in a parody of the VICE 
TV docuseries Dark Side of the Ring. 
Dressed in a Starter T-shirt, he looking 
like he was ready to hit the gym—or 
to stretch an opponent. His script was 
written by current megastar Maxwell 
Jacob Friedman, a cocky Burberry-ed 
out ultraheel who often incorporates his 
heritage into his character, defining his 
Judaism on his own terms. As Horow-
itz performed his promo, putting over 
numerous current stars, a title appeared 
beneath him: Barry Horowitz, Legend-
ary Jewish Wrestler. 

This article was originally published on 
January 4, 2023.
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Step 1 
Warm the olive oil in a large pot set over medium heat. Add all the vegetables and 
garlic, stir, and cook for about 15 minutes, until slightly softened. 

Step 2 
Add the vegetable broth and bring to a boil, then reduce the heat and cook 
partially covered on low for 45 minutes. 

Step 3 
Use an immersion blender to puree the soup until very smooth and creamy, or 
use blender in batches. Add the truffle oil and season to taste with salt and white 
pepper. 

Step 4 
Garnish with truffle paste, herb-infused oil, extra-virgin olive oil, or chopped 
fresh sage. 

Yield: 10 servings (makes 10 cups)

1  pound potatoes (about 3 
medium potatoes), peeled and 
cut into chunks

3  tablespoons extra-virgin olive 
oil

½  pound celery root, peeled and 
sliced in chunks

½  pound white onions, peeled and 
quartered

2  leeks, cleaned and cut into one-
inch chunks

½  pound kohlrabi, peeled and 
thinly sliced

½  pound turnips, peeled and thinly 
sliced

½  pound Jerusalem artichokes, 
peeled and quartered (if 
available)

½  pound cauliflower, cut into 
chunks

1  head garlic, peeled

8  cups vegetable broth

3  tablespoons truffle oil

 Salt to taste

 Ground white pepper to taste

 Truffle paste, herb-infused oil, 
extra-virgin olive oil, and/or 
chopped fresh sage, to garnish

White Root Vegetable Soup

Hundreds of recipes at  
tabletmag.com/recipes


