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The Rise of Itamar 
Ben-Gvir

The Kahanist who embodies the fears and drives roiling beneath 
the shiny surface of the Start-up Nation is now only an election 

away from real political power. Will it change him?

BY ARMIN ROSEN

I
srael’s popular Eretz Nehederet 
television show depicts the far-
right politician Itamar Ben-Gvir 
with eyes that explode out of his 
forehead, straining into the de-
mented full hemispheres of a car-

toon character or a serial killer. That the 
leader of the potentially third-largest 
party in Israel’s Knesset is a dangerous 
lunatic is already obvious to most view-
ers of the show, the country’s Saturday 
Night Live-like outlet for giving comedic 
form to establishment orthodoxies. The 
true contribution of the widely viewed 
Sept. 21 sketch is its suggestion that 
Ben-Gvir is not just insane, but campy.

Cravenly cheerful, and almost spheri-
cal in heft, the show’s Ben-Gvir is a rac-
ist Israeli Santa Claus who flounces and 
spins as he prances his way downstage, 
declaring his yearning for a cabinet po-
sition to the tune of “Springtime for Hit-
ler.” A group of synchronized-dancing, 
vaguely homoerotic young Jewish mili-
tants soon join him, peyot whirling as the 
black fist of the Meir Kahane-founded 
Kach party looms behind them. Otzma 
Yehudit, Ben-Gvir’s party, whose name 
vaguely translates to “Jewish might,” 
will be “Kahane l’kol hamishpacha,” he 
sings—Kahanism for the whole family.

The 46-year-old Ben-Gvir was still 
in his early teens in 1990 when al-Qa-
ida operatives assassinated Kahane, 
the American-born rabbi and former 
Knesset member who with chilling di-
rectness called for the expulsion of Is-
rael’s Arabs, which he believed to be a 
necessary step toward the restoration 
of full Jewish sovereignty over the land 
of Israel, the rebuilding of the Temple, 
and the final redemption. The teenage 
Ben-Gvir was a Kach party activist in 
the mid-’90s, during a time when the 
group was banned from Israel’s parlia-
ment. “He wanted to expel all of the 
Arabs, and I don’t think so,” Ben-Gvir 
told me during a rare foreign press inter-
view in late August, when I asked him to 
compare himself to Meir Kahane. “May-
be there is a great similarity between us, 
and that similarity is that he acted out of 
great love.”

If current polls hold for Israel’s Nov. 
1 election, Otzma, by far the most pop-
ular of the various legalized, sanitized 
successors to Kahane’s outlawed Kach 
party to have emerged over the past 25 
years, will be able to hand the Knesset to 
a slim right-wing coalition controlled by 
Benjamin Netanyahu. In exchange, the 
party could receive plush ministerial 
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the waist, owlish glasses that looked less 
comical in person than they do in the 
media, a white knit kippah that tilted 
slightly off the center of his prominent 
head, and a rugged and beaten pair of 
heavy black shoes, the emblematic foot-
wear of his fellow Jewish settlers of the 
dusty and rock-strewn Hebron hills. He 
exclaimed and gesticulated, pounding 
his chest and slapping his cheeks when 
he lamented how, in contrast to coun-
tries where the attackers of police and 
soldiers are severely punished, “only 
in Israel do we wait, and we receive a 
blow, and another blow, and then anoth-
er blow.” He wedged his forefinger into 
the table to emphasize even his more 
minor points. His speech rumbled be-
tween parallelisms, dramatic pauses, 
and well-placed dashes of bombast—
during our conversation he ruminated 
about sending terrorists to the “electric 
chair,” and issued broadsides against the 
“lamb meat, marmalades, and chocolate” 
Arab killers of Jews are said to receive 
in prison. In the interview, as on the 
campaign train, he performed without 
seeming to perform.

Removing masses of Arabs is no lon-
ger a part of Ben-Gvir’s electoral pitch, 
although he winks to his old allies by 
affirming his belief in expelling at least 
some Arabs. “If somebody is a terrorist 
and throws Molotov cocktails then that 
person should be in prison, and then af-
ter they leave prison they shouldn’t be 
here. They should be sent elsewhere,” 
he told me, a proposition that strikes 
many Israelis as totally reasonable—or 
at least as more reasonable than entering 

of the dark abyss lying on the edge of 
the Start-up Nation. Ben-Gvir inspires 
both horror—and loyalty—in Israelis 
because they instinctively recognize 
him as a geniune product of a dark fron-
tier they all intimately know. Unlike the 
eternally self-interested Netanyahu, the 
ever-triangulating Naftali Bennett, the 
gorgeously robotic Ayelet Shaked, and 
other staple characters of the Israeli 
right, the real-life Ben-Gvir is the true 
version of the thing he appears to be. 
He is a lifelong activist against a state 
that Israelis have generally revered for 
much of the country’s history. By the age 
of 17, he was considered so dangerously 
subversive that he was disqualified from 
universal military service.

Yet today, Ben-Gvir’s analysis that 
something is fundamentally broken in 
the Jewish national project, and that 
extreme measures are needed to re-
pair it, is now widely accepted among 
Israelis who have no specific fondness 
for Meir Kahane, and who would nev-
er visit Ben-Gvir’s home in the radical 
hotbed of Kiryat Arba, deep in the West 
Bank, much less live there. It is indic-
ative of the current national moment, 
a bubble of tech-driven prosperity that 
masks heightening contractions and 
sharpening existential fears, that only 
a somewhat absurd and obviously sinis-
ter social outsider is able to speak to the 
discomfort that has become a defining 
feature of Israeli life.

I met the real Ben-Gvir in late August, 
in an upper-story seafront apartment 
in Tel Aviv, the home of Melissa Jane 
Kronfeld, an American-born supporter 
of his political party and herself an im-
migrant to Israel. Otzma uses the apart-
ment as its informal headquarters in the 
country’s largest city and secular liber-
al stronghold—while waiting for Ben 
Gvir to wrap up an earlier interview, 
my interpreter and I shared an outdoor 
balcony with a long-peyot’ed teenage 
volunteer from the central West Bank 
settlement of Shiloh who looked like a 
dead ringer for the dancers in the Eretz 
Nehederet parody.

Ben-Gvir himself is of classic mid-
dle-age Israeli build, soft and firm si-
multaneously. He wore a tucked-in blue 
button-up shirt that hung baggy around 

positions—Ben-Gvir is believed to want 
either Justice or Internal Security—in 
exchange for an agreement to vote in 
the new Knesset to give Netanyahu 
immunity from an ongoing corrup-
tion prosecution.

On Eretz Nehederet the fake Ben-Gvir 
is all smiles, beaming when his dancing 
posse hands him a gas can, which he gaz-
es upon with the exaggerated infinite 
happiness of a father holding his young 
child—reference, no doubt, to a 2015 ar-
son attack in the West Bank Palestinian 
village of Duma that killed three people, 
one of them an infant. As a lawyer, Ben-
Gvir defended two Jewish extremists 
charged in the attack. The fake Ben-Gvir 
then whips out a handgun and makes a 
satirical Benjamin Netanyahu tap dance, 
which Israeli viewers would of course 
know as a nod to a 2021 incident in 
which the gun-loving Ben-Gvir, newly 
a Knesset member, pulled his weapon on 
an Arab parking garage attendant. The 
joke proved prophetic: In early October, 
Ben-Gvir brandished his sidearm when 
rocks were hurled toward his entourage 
in the east Jerusalem neighborhood of 
Sheikh Jarrah.

During the song’s bridge, a sped-up 
version of the “don’t be stupid, be a 
smarty / come and join the Nazi Party” 
bit in the Mel Brooks original, Ben-
Gvir’s ghosts parade onstage, and he 
happily greets even the worst of them. 
First up is the rifle-toting shade of Ba-
ruch Goldstein, the American-born doc-
tor who almost single-handedly ended 
an already fragile peace process by mur-
dering 29 worshippers at the mosque 
atop Hebron’s Cave of the Patriarchs in 
1994. Goldstein’s portrait hung in Ben-
Gvir’s house until 2020, and was only 
removed when his elevation to the Knes-
set started to look like a real possibility. 
You will get a Yom Hazikaron, a day of 
remembrance, Ben-Gvir promises his 
dead hero. Don’t worry, he similarly as-
sures Yigar Amir, Yitzhak Rabin’s assas-
sin—whose act was the end-point of an 
incitement campaign in which the teen-
aged Ben-Gvir had been an especially 
notorious participant—you’ll be out of 
prison in a year.

Kahane, Goldstein, Amir, Kach, 
Duma—like Ben-Gvir, these are all mon-
sters from the national fringe, rising out 
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“The reality on 
the ground is that 
Israel has won, 
at least for the 
moment, even in 
places in the West 
Bank where it 
recently seemed 
like it had lost.”

streaming television, and surprise peace 
deals across the Middle East suggest 
that local optimists are not wrong to be 
hopeful about Israel’s trajectory.

Ben-Gvir and his voters look at their 
own lived realities and have decided 
that the optimists are wrong: Hezbollah 
has rockets that could destroy any num-
ber of $1 million houses in Modiin or 
nearly anywhere else in Israel; over the 
summer the Shiite jihadists have been 
building an ominous string of observa-
tion posts along the heavily militarized 
Israeli-Lebanese border. The 30-year Is-
raeli national project of preventing Iran 
from getting a nuclear bomb might be 
very close to ending in failure.

Ben-Gvir and his voters don’t care 
that much about Iran, though. The Ar-
abs under Israeli rule were more threat-
ening than the Islamic Republic, he told 
me, “because Iran isn’t here.” Iran’s For-
dow nuclear facility is far away; the gi-
ant Palestinian flag flying over the West 
Bank city of Tulkarem, conspicuously 
visible from the national artery of High-
way 6, is much closer. A deteriorating 
Palestinian Authority and a hopeless 
and angry young generation of West 
Bankers has produced the deadliest ter-
ror wave to hit Israel in nearly 20 years 
and created the conditions for a fresh Is-
raeli-Palestinian crisis, which Ben Gvir 
loudly proclaims to have already spread 
inside Israel’s internationally recog-
nized borders. Riots between Arabs and 
Jews in the Israeli cities of Lod, Ramle, 
and even Tel Aviv during the 2021 Gaza 
escalation, in which synagogues were 
gutted and policemen attacked, showed 
that a proportionally small number of 
troublemakers could psychically and 
even physically paralyze the country.

Israel’s contradictions—between sur-
vival in the Middle East and the nice-
ties of Western democracy, millennia of 
Jewish humiliation and the heady reali-
ties of Jewish power, Western normalcy 
and Judaism itself—were always glaring 
and obvious. For the past 40 years, the 
solution on offer has fallen under the 
catchall of “peace”: peace with the Jor-
danians and Egyptians, peace with the 
Palestinians, peace with the Arab Gulf, 
peace with the country’s own Arabs, 
whose daily lives and opinions could 
safely be ignored by both the left and 

Torah, Mizrachim who want someone 
who will side with them against a dis-
trusted national establishment, and 
national-religious types turned cynical 
by former settlement movement leader 
and ex-Prime Minister Naftali Bennett’s 
decision to form a governing coalition 
with an Arab Islamist party last year.

It makes intuitive sense that right-
wing subversives have become a rising 
power during such a surreally contra-
dictory moment in Israel, when attached 
houses in Modiin go for about $1 mil-
lion and a new condo in the West Bank 
settlement of Efrat, outside Jerusalem, 
costs around $700,000. The construc-
tion of a second tunnel for the highway 
running under the West Bank city of 
Bethlehem, connecting Jerusalem to the 
settlements of Gush Etzion, is only the 
most obvious sign of a normalizing ex-
istence even in land the rest of the world 
considers to be disputed. Outside the 
deep desert every horizon is cluttered 
with new construction, including in 
Sderot, the most rocket-bombarded city 
in southern Israel. The reality on the 
ground is that Israel has won, at least for 
the moment, even in places in the West 
Bank where it recently seemed like it 
had lost. Maseratis on the streets of Tel 
Aviv, Arabs in the governing coalition, 
dozens of nuclear weapons, world-re-
nowned achievements in cuisine and 

into a peace agreement with the Holo-
caust-denying kleptocratic Palestinian 
leader Mahmoud Abbas. The overlooked 
context for Ben-Gvir’s rise is that for the 
past 30 years, Israel’s centrists sold their 
country on quasi-utopian schemes that 
to many Israelis now seem far crazier 
than just about anything Ben-Gvir says 
he wants. Earlier in the conversation, 
he claimed to me he would only kick 
out a “tiny minority” of Arabs, though 
he would not give a specific percent-
age. “I don’t have an issue or a problem 
with all the Arabs,” he claimed. “Chas 
v’chalilah”—God forbid.

Ben-Gvir is technically only second 
on a joint list in which Otzma is the 
leading party, ceding the first spot to his 
erstwhile rival, Betzael Smotrich, who 
represents the more religiously doctri-
naire Ashkenazi wing of Israeli Kah-
anism. Smotrich, as one Israeli political 
watcher told me, “gives off strong rabbi 
vibes,” a liability in a diverse and mostly 
secular electorate. Ben-Gvir, who comes 
from a nonreligious middle-class Iraqi 
family and who grew up in Mevasseret 
Ziyyon, which is not in the West Bank, 
comes across like a rambunctious taxi 
dispatcher, or a gregarious Seder guest.

The Ben-Gvir of Israel’s nightmares, 
and of Eretz Nehederet, is accurate for 
at least one very important reason: To 
Israeli ears he does not sound like a 
paranoiac or a religious fanatic, as Ka-
hane himself often did. Ben-Gvir offers 
a sunnier, more laid-back, and authen-
tically Israeli version of Kahanism, 
buoyed by a looming sense of national 
disaster. A significant number of voters 
now believe Ben-Gvir is telling them 
things that no one else can or will. This 
portion of the Jewish electorate, which 
ranges anywhere from 10%-20%, in-
cludes rebellious teenagers, right-wing 
religious messianists, anti-Arab racists, 
Haredim seeking a political home be-
yond the slackening boundaries of Daas 

PODCASTS

Point your smart  
phone camera at the  
QR code to explore 
Tablet’s podcasts.



4October 14–20, 2022 • 20–26 Tisrei, 5783tabletmag.com

help demonstrate why he’s there in the 
first place. In the Odeh video, it is diffi-
cult to tell who pushed first. But a shov-
ing match with Odeh, the most extreme 
Palestinian nationalist in Israel’s par-
liament, hardly hurt Ben-Gvir’s image 
with much of the Israeli public.

As a teenager Ben-Gvir boasted 
about stealing the hood ornament off of 
Yitzhak Rabin’s car just weeks before the 
prime minister’s assassination. That’s on 
tape too, and is much deeper cause for 
horror in Israel than the Odeh scuffle. If 
we got this, we can get Rabin, the young 
Ben-Gvir calmly explained, showing off 
the Cadillac emblem for news cameras 
while wearing a look of absolute seri-
ousness that he now knows to disguise 
beneath a sometimes-clownish exterior. 
The Rabin footage is proof the Otzma 
leader was possessed with the dreadful 
certainty of the young fanatic.

Angered by the Palestinian violence 
of the First Intifada, Ben-Gvir became 
active in the youth wings of the Kach 
and Kahane Chai parties in the mid-
1990s, both of which were eventual-
ly outlawed due to their advocacy for 
expelling Israel’s Arab population and 
closeness to violent extremists. Ben-
Gvir was a teenage protege of Kach 
leader and former Kahane confidante 
Baruch Marzel, whom the Supreme 
Court disqualified from running for 
the Knesset in 2019. “Baruch gets mon-
ey to make trouble, and he pays people 
to make trouble,” one hardline settler 
explained of their early relationship. 
(“He’s a good kid,” Marzel told me of 
Ben-Gvir last month.) “Trouble” in Ben-
Gvir’s case meant postering and graffiti 
campaigns aimed at Jewish enemies of 
the far-right settlement movement, as 
well as organizing demonstrations at 
the sites of terror attacks where pro-
testers—though not Ben-Gvir, usual-
ly—would chant promises of death and 
revenge to the region’s Arabs.

In a country with as few people and 
as many potential flashpoints as Israel, 
it is possible for nearly any extremist of 
Ben-Gvir’s longevity and persistence to 
gain national stature. At the same time, 
he was also especially tireless and effec-
tive. “Whenever we would get arrested, 
no matter what we went and did, he 
would show up at the court and ask for 

Sea should look like, an answer based in 
bluntness and good-natured thuggery—
one that certainly doesn’t speak to the 
higher aspirations of frustrated Israeli 
idealists. His innovation is offering any 
answer at all, in a language that doesn’t 
seem overly religious or extreme to Is-
raeli voters. It is a great failure of Israel’s 
political system, maybe Israeli society 
in general, that Ben-Gvir is the most 
prominent such figure on the ballot, and 
maybe the only one.

In Ben-Gvir, Kahanism discards its 
apocalyptic and theocratic overtones 
and becomes a coherent response to a 
sense of national drift and slow-roll-
ing danger that a significant number of 
Israelis can see and feel. Ben Gvir told 
me he is moved by the plight of “that 
mother who tells me that her son goes 
with a kippah to school in Ramle but he 
takes it off because the other kids beat 
him up for it, or the child in Nof HaG-
alil who had to leave school and move 
to a school in Afula because they kept 
yelling to him at his school itbach al Ye-
hud [slaughter the Jews].” He claims that 
he wants to stand up for “Jews who are 
afraid to go to the Kotel.” No Israeli gov-
ernment will ever give up the Kotel, and 
Ramle and Nof HaGalil are safely inside 
the 1948 cease-fire line, meaning these 
are three alleged examples of Jewish hu-
miliation taking place within ethnically 
mixed areas whose territorial status is 
not up for negotiation in the mind of 
nearly any Jewish Israeli.

Ben-Gvir entered the Knesset thanks to 
a merger of religious far-right parties 
that ran as a single joint list in March 
of 2021. One of his first major acts as a 
Knesset member was a physical alterca-
tion with fellow MK Ayman Odeh out-
side the hospital room of a hunger-strik-
ing Hamas operative. That fight, like so 
much else in Ben-Gvir’s 30-year career 
as a professional rabble-rouser, was 
caught on tape.

Ben-Gvir hunts for provocation—
he must have been delighted that his 
campaign tent in Sheikh Jarrah, the 
most combustible of Jerusalem’s mixed 
neighborhoods, was set on fire in late 
September. Ben-Gvir pulls the Sheikh 
Jarrah stunt every election, in the hopes 
someone outraged at his presence will 

right as long as their socioeconomic sta-
tus improved on paper, and as long as 
it could be claimed that there were still 
large communities of Jews, the Hared-
im for instance, who were even more 
alienated from the national mainstream 
than they were. Peace meant the secular 
state’s victory over the more messianic 
currents of religious nationalism, the 
end to dreams of total domination of 
the land and the perfection of Klal Yis-
rael and existence in general believed to 
result from it. For some—supporters as 
well as opponents—peace meant living 
in a country where Judaism itself had 
been safely quarantined, such that it 
no longer threatened to infect secular 
Enlightenment visions of individualism 
and community.

For many Israelis, the quest for a 
peaceful post-history at home and be-
yond resulted in a wealthy yet unafford-
able country with a gaudy military that 
still can’t prevent the place from being 
under constant threat, one where peace 
always resulted in more violence and 
where national sovereignty and Jewish 
commitment were so notional that the 
Israeli government has denied Jews the 
right to pray on the Temple Mount, the 
Jewish people’s holiest site. To them, 
Israel’s power and prestige felt strange-
ly meaningless so long as anti-Zionist 
parties were seated in the Knesset—a 
body that has banned Jewish holders 
of correspondingly extreme beliefs—
and so long as the territory of the state 
of Israel, supposedly given by God to 
the Jewish nation, still feels so unsafe 
and alien.

‘For the hilltop zealots of Ramat Mi-
gron, the far settlement, with its guard-
ed perimeter and bourgeois comforts, 
is an ever-looming reminder of every-
thing in the mainstream right and in the 
modern Israeli state that they are reject-
ing: ideological drift, the willingness to 
compromise, the loss of a holy mission.’ 
A woman salvages a sink after Israeli 
forces demolished Ramat Migron on 
June 3, 2009.Uriel Sinai/Getty Images

Ben-Gvir offers an especially dark 
and absurdist answer to the core dilem-
ma of what a Jewish state in putative 
control of the entire territory between 
the Jordan River and the Mediterranean 
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“Listening to 
Ben-Gvir is good 
practice for 
American Jews in 
dealing with a type 
of Israeli leader 
they are only going 
to see more of in 
coming years—
namely, ones who 
don’t care about 
their opinions 
very much.”

Unlike every other major Kahanist, 
Ben-Gvir is attuned to the Israeli under-
standing of Judaism as a psychic context 
and a tribal identity rather than a rigid 
theological system. Ben-Gvir told me 
that unlike Kahane, he does not yearn 
for a halachic state. “My father didn’t 
wear a kippah and I think he was the 
best person in the world,” Ben Gvir said. 
“Being a good person has nothing to do 
with wearing a kippah.”

Ben-Gvir’s view of religion is typical 
of much of the rest of the country’s. His 
career can look like a disquieting ex-
pression of Israel’s ability to maintain a 
reasonably free society within a recog-
nizably Jewish scaffolding. The Israeli 
experiment in creating a vibrant and 
only moderately coercive Jewish-in-
flected civic life results in things like 
Sephardi selichot being carried live on 
television, or Pesach being treated as 
a national spring break, or the Tanach 
being taught in public schools. But there 
is another, less edifying side to this ar-
rangement: civil marriage doesn’t exist, 
public transit doesn’t run on Shabbat, 
and the ideological descendants of a 
rabbi who believed Jews could bring 
redemption by ejecting the Arabs and 
imposing Torah law can be politicians 
whose ideas don’t even sound especially 
religious these days, at least not to Is-
raeli ears.

Listening to Ben-Gvir is good prac-
tice for American Jews in dealing with a 
type of Israeli leader they are only going 
to see more of in coming years— namely, 
ones who don’t care about their opin-
ions very much. I asked Ben-Gvir if he 
understood why he might make Ameri-
can Jews nervous, given their liberalism 
and support for the future existence of a 
Palestinian state. (Two leading pro-Isra-
el Democratic opponents of the Iran nu-
clear deal, Rep. Brad Sherman and Sen. 
Robert Menendez, have already made a 
point of publicly condemning Ben-Gvir 
and warning Israelis against voting for 
him.) “No, actually I don’t know why 
they think [that] because all I want is 
what’s good for this country,” he replied. 
“We need to have security and right now 
there is no security. People are fearful 
walking in the streets and what is hap-
pening is that we’re losing control over 
this country.”

government banned him from running, 
fretted that Ben-Gvir was getting too 
“flexible” in what he said and believed. 
Ben-Gvir now hedged on which Arabs 
he wanted to expel; “death to the terror-
ists,” rather than the usual “death to the 
Arabs,” was now his party’s rallying cry.

When I met with him in Tel Aviv, 
Ben-Gvir spoke like someone who 
didn’t need Marzel’s support anymore—
he could skillfully mimic a normal poli-
tician and then leap into statements that 
were once too nakedly populist for a ma-
jor Israel political figure to make. “My 
dream is to see Israel the way you see it 
today but just stronger and with more 
confidence,” Ben-Gvir told me. “Because 
after 2,000 years we’ve returned to our 
home. This is our home, and we’re be-
having like we’re guests here.” One Otz-
ma campaign poster bearing Ben-Gvir’s 
face asks, mi po ba’ale habayit?—who are 
the masters of the house here? “Ba’al” is 
both the biblical and liturgical word re-
ferring to the head of a household; “ha-
bayit” could be either any old house or 
God’s house, The House, as in the Tem-
ple on Har HaBayit, a place in the heart 
of Jerusalem that Israel somehow both 
does and doesn’t really control.

permission to represent us, even though 
he wasn’t a lawyer,” recalled Yaakov Ben 
Moshe, who was 15 when he first met 
Ben-Gvir, and who estimated that he 
had himself been arrested in connec-
tion with right-wing activism about 20 
times. “The police hated this, because 
the judge would always let us go.”

More than once, Ben Moshe said, 
Ben-Gvir helped him successfully sue 
the government for mistreatment, in-
cluding over an incident in which the 
Shabak, Israel’s clandestine internal se-
curity service, arrested him late at night 
and dumped him on the other side of 
the country. Ben-Gvir helped Ben 
Moshe receive 3,000 shekels in com-
pensation—3,150 with interest, when 
the state initially refused to pay him. 
In another incident, Ben-Gvir advised 
a suspected Jewish terrorist to secretly 
record an entrapment attempt by some-
one who turned out to be an agent of the 
Shabak, blowing the government’s case.

Eventually, Ben-Gvir really did be-
come a lawyer, joining the Israeli bar 
in 2011. Young activists told me that he 
had appeared at nearly every major rally 
in support of Ahuvia Sandak, a teenag-
er killed in a car accident while fleeing 
from police after allegedly throwing 
rocks at Palestinians in the West Bank 
in December of 2020. In a case that en-
capsulates the current distrust and hos-
tility between the far right and the state, 
the settlers claim the police rammed the 
car carrying Sandak, though an inves-
tigation, which the radicals allege is a 
coverup, cleared officers of any wrong-
doing. Ben-Gvir has also been a vocal 
defender of Amiram Ben Uliel, whom 
supporters allege was tortured into con-
fessing to the Duma killings.

Ben-Gvir is now in the unfamiliar 
position of having to reassure a terri-
fied mainstream without alienating 
his lifelong allies. In a sign that Otzma 
aspires to mainstream respectability, 
Zwika Fogel, a retired brigadier general 
and former head of the IDF’s southern 
command, joined their Knesset list in 
early September. This balancing act has 
already cost Ben-Gvir on his far-right 
flank: In a radio interview in late Au-
gust, the still-influential Marzel, who 
had been an Otzma Knesset candi-
date in a previous election before the 
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the afternoon minyan and distributing 
cold bottles of water and soda from a 
rumpled orange plastic bag to soldiers 
on patrol in the Jewish side of Hebron’s 
partitioned downtown. The allure of 
the Kahanists and the settlement van-
guard comes from the fact that they 
have always been a counterculture, a 
force beyond a stagnant and corrupted 
mainstream that fewer and fewer Israe-
lis trust.

“Ben-Gvir is more practical and ready 
to compromise, ready to go into the 
system and influence from the inside,” 
Marzel told me. “Rav Kahane always 
wanted to influence from the outside.” 
For a fringe romantic like Marzel, who 
really does want to expel most Arabs 
from the Land of Israel, this compari-
son doesn’t necessarily reflect well on 
Ben-Gvir. The grandfatherly old Kah-
anist did not seem confident that his 
former protege will stick to any of his 
old ideas once he reaches a position of 
actual power. “I hope that he continues 
with the old views that he has—that he 
doesn’t change. That’s my prayer for 
him.” His advice to Ben-Gvir, Marzel 
told me, is “to stay what he was.”   Of 
course, had Ben-Gvir stayed what he 
was, he wouldn’t be the putative leader 
of potentially the third-largest party in 
the Knesset.

Ben-Gvir has made the Hebron revolt 
palatable—but how attractive does He-
bron itself really seem, even to the peo-
ple who live there? How much had the 
settlers really succeeded? Marzel told 
me that when he looks out his window at 
the increasingly cluttered hillsides of in-
scrutable sandstone high-rises forming 
the PA-controlled Hebron downtown a 
couple hundred meters away, he sees “a 
lot of Arabs that want to kill me.” Jews 
are a minority even within their enclave, 
which was placed under a dragnet of 
concrete barriers and heavy-handed IDF 
protection after a series of terror attacks 
following the 1998 Hebron Protocols, 
which ceded 97% of the city to the PA. 
On the Israeli side, most Arab business-
es have closed and Arabs aren’t permit-
ted to drive, or to leave or enter without 
crossing an IDF checkpoint into the PA-
ruled downtown. Inside the enclave the 
Arabs walk around like living ghosts, as 
eager not to interact with their Jewish 

in Hebron in the early ’80s, moving into 
buildings in the old city’s former Jewish 
quarter, which Arab rioters and the Brit-
ish mandate authorities had ethnically 
cleansed during and after the Hebron 
massacre of 1929. Marzel and his fam-
ily have lived in the trailer for almost 
40 years.

The Hebron settlers only gained 
official recognition from the Israe-
li government once they became too 
populous for the state to remove them 
without risking a wider backlash. (The 
first municipal elections in Jewish He-
bron’s history took place earlier this 
year.)   The government remains un-
sure of how badly it wants nearly 1,000 
Jews living in Hebron, and a new build-
ing permit is a once-a-decade event. At 
the same time, the Marzels’ permanent 
temporary home testifies to the He-
bron Jews’ ability to push the country 
toward the policies they want over 
the course of years and decades. The 
same could be said of Ben-Gvir’s star 
turn: After 30 years on the extremist 
fringe, he became a national political 
force by succeeding where Marzel and 
his generation failed, by making the 
Hebron revolt—the mostly grassroots 
campaign to make the contradictions 
between Israeli normality and Jewish 
statehood as stark as possible—palat-
able even to Israelis who would never 
dream of living there.

Marzel’s trailer overlooks the down-
town of an Arab city that Israel bans its 
citizens from visiting, a place where a 
beleaguered Palestinian Authority ex-
erts less and less control, just as it exerts 
less control over Nablus, and no con-
trol over Jenin. An autographed copy 
of Kahane’s Knesset portrait hangs on 
Marzel’s dining room wall. Nearby is 
a photo of the silver-haired rabbi at a 
rally, smiling radiantly and pointing at 
something outside the frame—perhaps 
toward a quasi-messianic future in 
which the Jews cleanse the land of Ar-
abs in accordance with Kahanist Hala-
cha—while the younger Marzel, who 
became the rabbi’s top Knesset aide and 
spokesperson, stands behind him in a 
state of almost mystical bliss.

Today, the white-bearded Mar-
zel exudes strong rock festival rabbi 
vibes, rounding up his neighbors for 

In turn, Americans, and especially 
American Jews, seem ill-equipped to 
understand Ben-Gvir: His background, 
his ideological system, his seamless mix-
ture of the wild-eyed and the practical, 
his ability to signal both religiosity and 
secularity, and his embodiment of the Is-
raeli far right’s paradoxical relationship 
with a state that is both an obstacle to a 
messianic Jewish destiny and also the 
instrument of its possible fulfillment, 
are all mind-bogglingly distant from the 
belief systems of NPR listeners on the 
Upper West Side and Brookline.

Yet what’s notable about Ben-Gvir is 
how distant his life would seem to be 
from the experiences of Modiin or Tel 
Aviv, too. He became religious in his 
teens and lives in Kiryat Arba, at the 
outer frontier of West Bank settlement. 
The community of 7,300 is a mile from 
the walled-off Jewish enclave in down-
town Hebron, which is embedded in 
the center of the largest Palestinian Au-
thority-governed city in the West Bank. 
With its ideological edginess, close 
proximity to a hostile Arab population, 
and heavy military presence, the area 
around the awesome Herodian rock face 
of the Cave of the Patriarchs, Judaism’s 
second-holiest site, is atypical of near-
ly any other Jewish community living 
under the Israeli flag. Ben-Gvir often 
prays at a tent synagogue near Kiryat 
Arba that the army has destroyed sev-
eral dozen times over the past 15 years.

Baruch Marzel’s trailer is on a hill 
next to Tel Hebron, feet away from a 
softly ascending lane of exposed ancient 
cobblestone that ended at the city gates 
some 3,000 years ago—the entrance to 
King David’s original capital, home to 
the tombs of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Sar-
ah, Rebecca, and Leah. Israel captured 
Hebron as Jordanian occupation forces 
fled the West Bank during the Six-Day 
War in 1967. Stealthy Jewish activists 
established an unauthorized community 

Point your smart  
phone camera at the  
QR code to learn more 
about Jewish holidays.

HOLIDAYS



7October 14–20, 2022 • 20–26 Tisrei, 5783tabletmag.com

“We’re the beard 
guys. We don’t 
believe half in God, 
half in the state.”

half-dozen square miles. Beneath the 
mountain are bald desert hills, pillars 
of burning trash, stubborn clusters 
of coarse plant life, rock quarries of 
questionable local and internation-
al legality, and an Arab town whose 
buildings are exactly as white as the 
hills—crouched across a narrow val-
ley from a proper Israeli settlement’s 
neat amphitheater of barriers and 
apartment s.

For the hilltop zealots of Ramat Mi-
gron, the far settlement, with its guard-
ed perimeter and bourgeois comforts, 
is an ever-looming reminder of every-
thing in the mainstream right and in the 
modern Israeli state that they are reject-
ing: ideological drift, the willingness to 
compromise, the loss of a holy mission. 
“We could get the Zionists to support 
this place,” one of my American-born 
guides mused to me sarcastically, ad-
dressing the Martian landscape of his 
shadeless desert battleground. “Think 
about how many Waldorf-Astorias you 
could build here.”

The younger hilltop radicals, ex-
plained Yaakov Ben Moshe, the 
once-frequently arrested far-right activ-
ist who had known Ben-Gvir for much 
of his life, call the older generation of 
settlers sfamunim, catfish, a nonkosher 
animal whose whiskers supposedly re-
semble the mustaches of the movement’s 
former leaders. Mustaches are dandy-
ish, delicate, and implicitly un-Jewish: 
“We’re the beard guys,” Ben Moshe said. 
“We don’t believe half in God, half in 
the state.”

Which side is Ben-Gvir on? “Deep 
down, I think he cares very much,” re-
plied Ben Moshe. “At the moment he’s 
playing a political game … Because of 
the reality of the way things are, he’s 
mesubal [limited] in what he can say. If 
Itamar says even one thing in the wrong 
direction he’ll be disqualified.”

Ben Moshe, born in the United States 
and raised in the Gush Etzion settle-
ments outside Jerusalem, has a deep 
desert suntan and the healthy build of 
someone who grows a lot of his own 
food. He lives in Esh Kodesh, outside of 
Shiloh in central Samaria in the West 
Bank, an outpost that bans Arab la-
borers but where it is possible to meet 

too unpredictable and potentially vio-
lent for the Arabs to ever want to ap-
proach. “We are showing people they 
can leave the fences, leave the gated 
communities,” said Yedidiah, crouching 
in a rocky sliver of shade under a ply-
wood wall. “We’re leading the way for 
everyone else.”

The biggest threat to Ramat Migron’s 
existence is the thing that makes its exis-
tence possible in the first place, namely 
the army of the State of Israel. Yedidiah 
and my guides expected the soldiers to 
show up any day now. If Ben-Gvir be-
comes either the justice minister or the 
internal security minister, he would be 
in a position to stall the army’s destruc-
tion of hilltop outposts and push for 
their de facto legalization. This would 
inevitably lead to the creation of more 
outposts, which would effectively ex-
pand the civilian territory in the West 
Bank the army would have to protect, 
the first such growth since a wave of 
quasi-legalized hilltop construction at 
the end of the 1990s.

Ramat Migron is about a 40-min-
ute drive from Jerusalem. It is one 
of an increasing number of plac-
es where a visitor can survey the 
landscape of the Israeli-Palestinian 
problem, crammed into the impos-
sibly small footprint of perhaps a 

neighbors—and with the IDF—as the 
Jews are to avoid them.

The warping effects of waking up to 
what you believe is a mob of homicidal 
maniacs just outside your door every day 
for four decades can scarcely be grasped 
by people with a normative experience 
of reality. It is not the everyday situation 
of Israelis, the vast majority of whom 
live in places where they do not look or 
feel like inhabitants of a ghetto. The He-
bronites, and leaders like Ben-Gvir, be-
lieve it’s only a matter of time, though, 
before Israelis feel the same figurative 
and literal pressures, and with it, the 
same driving sense of national purpose, 
that they do. The history of Israel, reck-
oned Yedidiah, a construction worker I 
met from the Hebron area, was shaped 
by small numbers of Jews inhabiting an 
Arab-filled frontier: “In the end, whoev-
er was more stubborn won.”

Neither Yedidiah, whose head was 
bordered by waterfalls of straight, 
chestnut-colored peyot, nor most of 
my hilltop activist guides to Ramat 
Migron wanted me to use their last 
names. The IDF had destroyed their 
outpost three times over the previ-
ous month, and the hilltop was now 
strewn with electrical appliances, 
ground-up cinder s, and beads of pul-
verized glass. Their town now con-
sisted of three plywood shacks that 
Yedidiah and other hilltop supporters 
had built in a matter of days, along 
with trails of electrical wiring, and an 
eruv made of clear plastic string hung 
between makeshift aluminum posts. 
“You’re witnessing grade-A boot-
leg construction tactics,” said Sadia 
Hershkop, a Kiryat Arba-based tour 
guide and hilltop settlement activist, 
as Yedidiah used the back hook of a 
hammer to wind a metal wire around 
a stubborn wooden plank. “Every-
thing here is done in the cheapest 
possible manner.”

The community had no security pe-
rimeter the way the recognized West 
Bank settlements do. The hilltoppers 
believe fences are a shameful declara-
tion that the land beyond the barrier 
doesn’t belong to Jews. They see them-
selves as a kind of human guard tower, 
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we were in the heart of Kahane’s Aus-
chwitz, the thriving center of the undis-
puted territory of the modern Jewish 
state, punctuated with rising skyscrap-
ers, improbable cities of millions upon 
millions of Jews, a thickening forest of 
glassy squiggles and cylinders and zig-
zags resembling the urban vista of Dubai 
or Austin or a thousand other places, 
none of them the majority-Jewish focal 
point of a majority-Jewish country. To 
Ben Moshe, this must have looked like 
failure, just as Tzomet Tapuach, Ariel, 
and Barkan looked like failure.

Zionism has always seen the Arab 
presence in Eretz Yisrael as a moral and 
metaphysical challenge to the Jewish 
people, as if the olim’s treatment of the 
Arabs would determine whether the 
land would spit the Jews out again. To 
more liberal-minded ideologues, the 
Arabs were a test of whether we could 
manifest a humane nationalism that 
wouldn’t be self-corrupting, and that 
would lead to the improvement of both 
ourselves and the entire world. To a dif-
ferent set of dreamers, the Arabs are a 
manifestation of inner Jewish coward-
ice, a sign of what we are collectively 
unwilling to do to save ourselves from 
pogroms and gas chambers, or in order 
to realize God’s greater purpose for us. 
“The Arabs being in Israel are a symp-
tom of us not fulfilling our mission in 
the world,” Ben Moshe said. “Just like 
the Arabs are a symptom,” he said, 
“Moshiach is also a symptom.”

The idea that the Israeli state should 
unapologetically advance a God-given 
Jewish mission in the world was once 
the province of Kahanists and other 
mad fantasists. It isn’t that way any-
more: The Israelis who now look out 
over Israel’s power, prosperity, and re-
gional integration not as victory, but as 
a sign of moral and spiritual sclerosis 
now have a champion at the highest 
levels of the political system, however 
thuggish or clownish or dangerous he 
is. Even if Ben-Gvir flares out, like so 
many other political newcomers before 
him, Israel is a country where the fringe 
and the center no longer have the option 
of avoiding one another for very long. 

This article was originally published on 
October 20, 2022.

Authority-licensed vehicles to travel. 
Israeli and Palestinian drivers merging 
into the roundabout have to gesture to 
each other out of car windows and reach 
an endless series of miniature real-time 
agreements on the distribution of ev-
er-decreasing units of space. Tzomet 
Tapuach has been the site of numerous 
terror attacks, and is believed to be one 
of the most dangerous single places in 
the West Bank.

Farther onward, along a thin hor-
izontal ridgeline, were the apartment 
towers of Ariel, one of the largest West 
Bank settlements, a place that Ben 
Moshe said was filled with Russians, 
pork-eaters, and whores. Along the 
road, fast-expanding Arab communities 
on the valley’s floor almost touched the 
highway on which we were driving. The 
West Bank is becoming a place where 
Jews can look out their windows and 
see the freakish results of their govern-
ment’s compromises, all of which are 
primed to explode. Next came the ware-
houses of the Barkan industrial park, 
stacked on the hillsides like an open 
chest of drawers, a place the radical set-
tlers despise because of its employment 
of thousands of Palestinians. Anti-Isra-
el activists hate Barkan for roughly the 
same reason.

At the checkpoint west of Ariel, the 
approximate start of Israel’s interna-
tionally recognized territory, the air is 
already sweet with humidity and salt 
water. The Mediterranean blazed or-
ange in the twilight. It had taken us only 
about 20 minutes to drive the entire 
width of the Samarian mountain range. 
If the border police officer noticed the 
handgun below the dashboard—fully 
registered and legal, Ben Moshe assured 
me—he did not ask about it.

The road flattened as we entered the 
coastal plane. We passed a bizarre sky-
line of parking-garage-like structures, 
with archways like black concrete rain-
bows lacing their facades. “These are 
burials,” Ben Moshe said. “Eretz Yisrael 
can’t be one big cemetery. We don’t have 
a lot of room here.”

Earlier in the drive, Ben Moshe had 
quoted Meir Kahane: “I would rather 
have a country that is hated but respect-
ed than an Auschwitz that is loved.” 
Just an hour after leaving Esh Kodesh 

residents whose Arabic is far better than 
their English. He is in his late 30s, and 
has a large family and a crop of fruit 
trees fed with wastewater from the out-
post’s winery, which he helps oversee. 
He says he studied the Talmudic tracts 
having to do with shechita, or ritual 
slaughter, in prison.

The town of almost 100 families is 
what the builders of Ramat Migron 
hope their settlement will eventually 
become: a place illegal under Israeli law 
that is too large and too established for 
the state to destroy without triggering a 
national crisis. The roads are unpaved. 
From Ben Moshe’s porch, hung with 
grapevines and crowded with free-range 
chickens, I saw a young woman in a lav-
ender religious headwrap whip down a 
nearby dust track in an all-terrain ve-
hicle. “They were living in a bus, then 
one of them got engaged and kicked ev-
eryone else out of the bus,” Ben Moshe 
said of the settlement’s founding some 
20 years ago. “The bus is still there. You 
can go see it.”

I needed to be in Tel Aviv that eve-
ning, so Ben Moshe offered to take me. 
Whether you are a hardcore one-stater 
leftist or believe that hilltop settlements 
are a necessary first step toward the full 
Jewish redemption of the land and thus 
toward geulah itself, the drive from Esh 
Kodesh to the coast is an unbeatable 
opportunity to convince your listener 
of the basic impossibility of the status 
quo. These olive trees are Arab-owned, 
Ben Moshe explained, pointing to small 
roadside groves as we left the settle-
ment’s unfenced outer reaches. These, 
on the other hand, are Jewish. These, 
however, are more complicated: trees 
the Arabs harvest under IDF protection 
even though, Ben Moshe claimed, no 
one can really be sure who actually owns 
them. Ownership of the middle segment 
of this vineyard is being decided by the 
Supreme Court, he explained.

The road abruptly descended toward 
the desert plane surrounding the Dead 
Sea, passed by Duma—another phan-
tom in the Israeli conscience, site of 
the deadly arson attack in 2015—then 
switchbacked toward a roundabout 
called Tzomet Tapuach, a junction be-
tween two major highways where the 
IDF permits both Israeli- and Palestinian 
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The Mysterious 
Bruriah Episode

An excerpt from the work of Eitam Henkin, a brilliant doctoral student 
who was murdered by terrorists in front of his four young children

BY EITAM HENKIN

Eitam Henkin was a doctoral student at Tel Aviv University who also held American 
citizenship. Distinguished by his brilliant and original scholarship, an excerpt of which 
appears below, he was murdered in a Palestinian terrorist attack on Oct. 1, 2015, to-
gether with his wife, Na’ama, a graphic designer. The Henkins were driving past the 
town of Beit Furik when the attack occurred. The Henkins’ four children were in the 
van at the time of their parents’ killing. Five members of the terrorist cell, which was 
associated with Hamas, were indicted for murder, and for planning to kidnap the 
occupants of the car, including the children, a plan that was thwarted when Eitam 
Henkin tried to fight the attackers off.

In response to the killings, then-Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu issued 
a statement that read in part: “This is a difficult day for the State of Israel. We are 
witness to an especially heinous and shocking murder in which parents were murdered, 
leaving four young orphans. My heart is with the children, all of our hearts are with 
the children and the family. The killers knew that they were murdering a mother and 
father, the children were there.”

The relatives of Eitam and Na’ama Henkin brought a civil suit to a federal court 
in the United States against Iran and Syria for financing and arming the terrorist 
cell that committed the murders, and asked for $360 million in damages. In 2021, 
the court ruled in favor of the Henkin relatives. The ruling was the first time Iranian 
banks have been held liable for foreign terror activities that resulted in the killing of 
an American citizen.

Tablet hopes that the Biden administration will make sure that the court’s judgment 
is executed, in accordance with American law.

T
he first chapter of 
Avodah Zarah relates 
the events leading up to 
the pursuit of R. Meir 
by the Roman authori-
ties, forcing him to flee 

to Babylonia: “He arose, fled, and came 
to Bavel.” The Talmud gives two expla-
nations for his flight: either because of 
R. Meir’s entanglement with the au-
thorities, as described beforehand, or 
because of the Bruriah Episode. What is 
the Bruriah Episode? The Talmud does 
not specify. The first to do so, hundreds 
of years later, was Rashi:

Once, she mocked the adage of the 
Sages that ‘women’s minds are easily 

swayed (lit. lightweight).’ He said to 
her, ‘By your life, you will come to 
agree with their words.’ And he com-
manded one of his disciples to seduce 
her into sin. He [the disciple] persist-
ed for many days until she consented. 
And when she discovered the truth, 
she strangled herself, and R. Meir fled 
due to shame.

Rashi’s words received little attention 
over the course of successive genera-
tions, and when they did, they were ref-
erenced for their halakhic implications. 
However in our time, this has changed, 
with the Bruriah Episode receiving 
much attention in both the Torah and 
academic worlds. In light of the shift in 

the status of women in Jewish society 
and, more broadly, in the modern world 
at large, the rare figure of Bruriah—the 
lone woman to attain a status parallel to 
the Tanna’im—has received much atten-
tion, and even served as an educational 
model in the revolution of women’s To-
rah learningof the past several decades.

By contemporary standards, Bruriah 
is perceived without doubt as an excep-
tional role model, either as one of the 
Sages of the Oral Law whose words are 
quoted as halakhah, or as an exceptional 
woman Torah scholar,serving as an em-
blem of female success in Torah study. 
Either way, the strange story of the Bru-
riah Episode clouds this image, casting 
a heavy shadow on her behavior and the 
way she ended her life. It is therefore no 
surprise that the Torah world today at-
tempts to soften the ‘Bruriah Episode’ 
for educational purposes, explaining it 
in a manner which fits what is known 
about R. Meir and Bruriah from all 
other Talmudic references. Religious 
feminists have similarly sought to ne-
gate the negative implications of the 
episode that are liable to be associated 
with women’s learning.

Before dealing with the Bruriah Ep-
isode itself, I wish to address several 
hypotheses, problematic both factu-
ally and methodologically, that have 
been advanced by feminist academics 
regarding the source and purpose of 
the story. It is widely claimed that the 
Sages used this story to delegitimize 
women’s Torah study and Bruriah’s ex-
ceptional accomplishments in this area. 
Were this true, we would have found the 
Bruriah Episode in the Talmud itself or 
in a Midrash of the Sages, and not in 
Rashi’s commentary alone. Not merely 
is this not the case, but precisely the 
reverse, the Sages often praise Bruriah 
and learn from her behavior. Over 200 
years ago, the Ḥida raised the possibili-
ty that “from what occurred to Bruriah 
in the first chapter of Avoda Zara, the 
Sages conceded to the position of Rab-
bi Eliezer” who forbade the teaching 
of Torah to women—and immediately 
rejected such speculation, because we 
have no discernible proof that the Sages 
concluded this from the story or saw it 
as a representative episode: “From that 
which happened once to Bruriah, we are 
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Besides, the questions regarding R. 
Meir’s behavior arise not only as re-
gards his disciple, but also Bruriah 
herself—as he seemingly transgressed 
several biblical prohibitions regard-
ing his wife, including placing a stum-
bling  before her and causing her pain. 
My father [R. Y. Henkin] asked thus 
regarding the answer of Ben Ish Ḥai:

It is difficult, in my humble opin-
ion. Is the problem only vis-à-vis the 
disciple? No lesser a question begs, 
how R. Meir could have allowed him-
self to sin against his wife, tempting 
her thus, and transgressing, ‘Do not 
put a stumbling  before the blind!’

Another equally disturbing ques-
tion can be directed at Bruriah herself: 
How could such a supremely learned 
woman permit herself to commit sui-
cide?Against these questions, my father 
surmised that the Bruriah story is not 
from the Sages but rather a folk tale:

Therefore the story is not reason-
able, in my humble opinion. … This 
story is not found in Talmudic liter-
ature and its source is unknown, and 
the other Rishonim do not mention 
it. Perhaps it is rooted in some tale or 
source into which Bruriah’s name be-
came inserted. We have no complaint 
with Rashi, as he simply recorded 
what he heard. And even though 
we cannot compare Rashi with the 
Aḥaronim, we see something similar 
in Tiferet Yisrael at the end of Mish-
nah Kiddushin (note 67) where he re-
lates a strange story about Moses, but 
since then, it has become clear that 
the story’s source is a popular gentile 
tale about Aristotle.

This solution is also undeniably 
problematic. It is difficult to assert that 
Rashi—the greatest Talmudic inter-
preter—naively inserted a story that he 
heard from questionable sources, espe-
cially a story so unusual and illogical. 
However, the suggestion that the source 
of the story is not in rabbinic literature 
is reasonable.

On the basis of this conclusion, I 
wish to suggest a different answer to the 
source of the Bruriah Episode. As my 
father stated, the story indeed reached 

forbid that R. Meir would cause her 
to sin. Such is my humble opinion.

In other words, the story does not 
refer to actual adultery—lest one think 
that Rabbi Meir would instruct his stu-
dent to commit adultery with a mar-
ried woman—but with tempting and 
seducing alone. However, this answer 
of Tiferet Yisrael raises new questions: 
How could R. Meir rely upon his stu-
dent not to sin, after all, “There is no 
guardian against sexual sin.” In fact, 
the Talmud in Kiddushin relates that 
R. Meir himself nearly succumbed to 
the temptation of Satan, who appeared 
before him as a woman. Besides, the 
student would certainly have sinful 
thoughts, themselves prohibited, so how 
could R. Meir allow that? Ben Ish Ḥai, 
Rabbi Yosef Ḥayim of Baghdad, asks 
this question:

An even stronger question on R. 
Meir Ba’al HaNes: How did he per-
mit his student to perform this act 
of seduction without concern that 
the student would think improper 
thoughts at the time he carried out 
his seductive conversations with her?

And he answers:

In my humble opinion, this stu-
dent was a eunuch, and had no sinful 
thoughts or desires. And she was un-
aware, because there are natural eu-
nuchs from birth who are not recog-
nizable from without, either in their 
features or facial hair.

In other words, according to Ben 
Ish Ḥai, R. Meir sent on this mission 
a student who had no chance of sinful 
thoughts, and certainly no chance of 
the sin itself. This answer, however, 
has no foundation in Rashi’s words. 
Moreover, even according to the ex-
planations of Tiferet Yisrael and Ben 
Ish Ḥai, it is almost certain that the 
student would have needed to violate 
the prohibitions against secluding 
oneself with a married woman, itself 
a Torah violation (according to most 
opinions), and might even be consid-
ered avizaraihu d’gilui arayot, acts 
leading to adultery, for which one is 
obligated to give up one’s life to avoid. 

not permitted to extrapolate a halakhic 
precedent, so long as we haven’t seen 
this in [the words of] the Sages.”

Another claim is that Rashi himself 
invented the Bruriah Episode, con-
structing a hybrid of motifs in Talmudic 
literature, in order to establish that Bru-
riah’s end bears out the ruinous path on 
which she set out.It goes without saying 
that anyone versed in Rashi’s method-
ology and commentaries knows that 
this cannot be true. A brief quote from 
Rashi himself will suffice: “It is hard for 
me to say thus, as I have never heard 
this tradition.”

Despite our dismissal of the afore-
mentioned claims, the reliability of the 
Bruriah Episode is worthy of clarifica-
tion. Rashi’s source is unknown to us. 
The story does not appear anywhere in 
Talmudic literature, it is not mentioned 
in Ge’onic writings, nor do we find even 
a single mention of it in the period of 
the Rishonim, except for Rashi (and, in 
his wake, Menorat HaMa’or and Maha-
ril, as we shall presently see). The story 
is singular and improbable, casting two 
exceptional Talmudic figures in a most 
problematic light.

From a human perspective, the story 
presents an extreme picture: Is it logi-
cal that because of a single instance of 
mockery (“one time”) of the Sages by 
Bruriah, Rabbi Meir would place her 
in a position to be seduced by anoth-
er man? This is not the behavior of a 
level-headed man, certainly not one 
of the greatest Tanna’im. The descrip-
tion also does not fit with Rabbi Meir’s 
own activities in promoting shalom 
bayit, marital harmony, and it contra-
dicts what we know about the exem-
plary relationship that Rabbi Meir and 
Bruriah had. Similarly, the episode is 
problematic halakhically: How could 
Rabbi Meir allow his disciple to seduce 
a woman into adultery, a sin for which 
both the man and woman are obligated 
to give up their lives before violating? 
This doubly confounding problem was 
addressed by Rabbi Israel Lifshitz, the 
Tiferet Yisrael:

Because [R. Meir] knew that he [the 
student] was God-fearing and would 
not actually commit the sin, even af-
ter she acquiesced, as she did. Heaven 
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“Rashi himself 
testifies in several 
places that a 
sentence in the 
Talmud that he 
had before him 
came from a 
mistaken student 
who wrote a 
marginal comment.”

women’s minds are easily swayed. 
And the greatest of all wise men, 
King Solomon, said: ‘I will take many 
[wives] and I will not be swayed and 
I will not founder etc.’ And here too, 
she relied upon her righteousness, 
that she would not founder, by means 
of [her] learning.

These two sources are the only refer-
ences during the period of the Rishonim 
for the existence of the Bruriah Episode 
in Rashi, and both were written decades 
after the conclusion of the period of the 
Tosafists. What accounts for the silence 
of the Tosafists? Could this episode have 
passed silently through their study halls 
without stirring up a single question? 
Logic dictates that had the story been 
known to them, they would have com-
mented on it.

Moreover, one of comments by the 
Tosafists on that very page addresses 
the issue of when a person is allowed 
to end his own life. And, lo and behold, 
this very question arises in the Bruriah 
story on the same page! The Tosafists 
should have clarified their position in 
light of Bruriah’s suicide, but instead, 
they bring a Talmudic source from an-
other tractate, as if the Bruriah Episode 
simply did not exist.

We can safely conclude that this story 
was never seen by the Tosafists because, 
as we have suggested, Rashi never wrote 
it; it is, rather, the work of an anony-
mous student from a later generation. It 
stands to reason that the student found 
the story in a baseless source and chose 
to accept it for lack of any alternative 
explanation for the Bruriah Episode. 
The student even copied the story in the 
margin of Rashi’s commentary. There-
after, the scribe who copied the manu-
script mistakenly inserted the story into 
the body of Rashi’s words. From there, 
it spread to other versions of Rashi’s 
commentary until, by the time of the 
Maharil (and perhaps earlier), the sto-
ry was assumed to have originated with 
Rashi himself.

At this stage, we wish to proffer a new 
chapter, a literary one, to the body of 
research about the Bruriah Episode. 
This is not the only personal story that 
the Talmud relates without detailing its 

episode is rife with questions from be-
ginning to end. Compounding this is the 
fact that Rashi’s commentary is the first 
and only source for the story.

However, the Bruriah Episode is not 
mentioned at all, or even hinted at, in all 
the compilations and commentaries of 
the Tosafists! In fact, there is no reason 
to believe that they were even familiar 
with the story. The first text that bears 
witness to the story appears in the ear-
ly 14th century, some 200 years after 
Rashi’s death, in Menorat HaMa’or of 
R. Isaac Abohav:

We have already found that the 
greatest of women who mocked the 
saying of the Sages that “women’s 
minds are easily swayed” (lit. light-
weight), went astray in the matter, 
as is written in the first chapter of 
Avodah Zarah, that “R. [Meir] went 
and fled to Babylonia, some say be-
cause of the Episode of Bruriah”, 
and Rashi comments: “That once she 
mocked …”

Another reference to the Bruriah Epi-
sode appears several decades later in the 
responsa of Maharil:

For Bruriah, her end casts light on 
her beginnings: for some say she did 
not rely upon the Sages who said that 

us via questionable sources. However, 
in my humble opinion, it is not Rashi 
who wrote it down, but someone else 
whose words made their way into 
Rashi’s commentary.

To understand how this came about, 
we need recourse to the manner in 
which manuscripts were handled in 
the Middle Ages. Until the advent of 
the printing press (and for some time 
afterwards), a person who wanted to 
note comments and corrections on the 
content of a manuscript, would not nor-
mally do so on a separate piece of parch-
ment, which was an expensive commod-
ity. Instead, he would write notes in the 
margins and, sometimes, if space was 
unavailable, between the lines of text 
itself. So it is not surprising that when a 
scribe copied the manuscript, he could 
easily confuse the main body of the text 
with the comments. We know of many 
examples of paragraphs and sentences 
that entered in this fashion into various 
commentaries, and even into the Tal-
mud itself. Ge’onic responsa already ad-
dress several places in the Talmud where 
Savora’im had written full sentences in 
the margins, and the scribe mistakenly 
brought the notes into the main body of 
the Talmudic text.

Rashi himself testifies in several plac-
es that a sentence in the Talmud that he 
had before him came from a mistaken 
student who wrote a marginal comment: 
“This version written in the books is 
flawed, written by commentators who 
were not well-versed in the tradition, 
and placed an incorrect explanation 
within the text.” Likewise, “this text in 
elu hein halokin is the correct version, 
but a mistaken student who had difficul-
ty understanding wrote it down [here] 
in his copy.”

Is it plausible that an insertion of 
this sort occurred in the Rashi we are 
discussing? Rashi’s writings were in the 
hands of the greatest of the Tosafists 
(foremost among them, Rashi’s own 
grandchildren) for many years. They 
explained and often argued with Rashi 
across the entire Talmud. When they 
felt Rashi’s comments were question-
able, they never shied away from say-
ing so. It would be only natural to find 
some question on their part regarding 
the Bruriah Episode, seeing how the 
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realized that he was being set up for 
a false accusation.

And this episode was transmitted to 
me by my teacher, the holy sage, Rab-
benu Ḥushiel, head of the rabbinical 
academy, of blessed memory. And I also 
found it in responsa of the Ge’onim.

According to R Nissim Gaon, Rav 
Papa’s debtor was a man who took the 
body of an anonymous child and at-
tempted to frame Rav Papa with it, but 
R. Papa sensed the plot. The version of 
R. Ḥananel, the son of R. Ḥushiel, is sim-
ilar to R. Nissim Gaon’s, but told tersely:

That an Aramean man owed him [Rav 
Papa] money, and he went to the man’s 
house to collect. This Aramean had a 
child who had died and was lying on the 
bed. When Rav Papa entered, the man 
instructed him, “Sit on the bed.” When 
Rav Papa sat down, the man shouted, 
“You killed my son!”

The prime difference between this 
version and that of R. Nissim Gaon are 
that this was not an anonymous child, 
but the child of the debtor (similar to 
Rashi’s version), and the debtor was able 
to successfully frame Rav Papa with 
the child’s death. This also appears in 
the version of Ra’avan (R. Eliezar bar 
Nathan), the preeminent rabbi of Ash-
kenaz at the end of Rashi’s generation. 
Similarly, R. Nathan bar Yeḥiel, author 
of the Arukh, who lived in Rome at the 
time of Rashi, cites a similar version 
which is distinguished by the fact that 
it is written in Aramaic, and also adds a 
twist: that the gentile brought witnesses 
against Rav Papa:

 A certain Aramean owed [Rav 
Papa] money. He went to collect. 
When he reached the house, the man 
said, ‘Sit on the bed.’ There was a 
dead child there. The man brought 
witnesses and when they found Rav 
Papa sitting on the bed, he said to Rav 
Papa ‘You killed him!’

It is evident that these are four ver-
sions of the same core story that devel-
oped over the years from the original 
version. Rashi’s version, however, is an 
entirely different story, with four new 
elements that do not appear in any of 
the other versions:

strangulation, and both feature a simi-
lar outcome, namely, a flight to another 
land. In contrast with the Bruriah Ep-
isode, these words are certainly those 
of Rashi. Rashi’s grandson, Rashbam, 
also maintains Rashi’s version (in his 
commentary to Pesaḥim), and as we 
will see, Rashi refers to this story in 
Berakhot 8b as well. In general, the Rav 
Papa story is free of startling elements 
that contradict all that we know, unlike 
the Bruriah Episode.

The literary comparisons exist not 
only in motif, but also in structure:

1. “One time she [Bruriah] mocked,” 
in the Bruriah Episode parallels “There 
was one Aramean woman” in the Rav 
Papa Episode.

2. “He urged her day after day” par-
allels, “He entered her home every day.”

3. “And when she found out, she 
strangled herself” parallels “One day 
she strangled her son.”

4. “R. Meir escaped to Bavel” paral-
lels “He fled the city.”

An examination of the alternate ver-
sions of the Rav Papa Episode sharpens 
the connection between Rashi’s version 
of it and the Bruriah Episode. Besides 
Rashi and Rashbam, who present the 
version of the Rav Papa Episode of the 
French scholars, there are four addi-
tional scholars of the same period who 
present an entirely different version 
of the story. R. Ḥananel and R. Nissim 
Gaon, who lived in North Africa in 
the generation prior to Rashi, bring a 
version that they received from their 
teachers. Thus writes R. Nissim Gaon:

 It is related that Rav Papa lent 
money to a gentile man. When Rav 
Papa began to press him to repay the 
loan, the gentile decided to libel him, 
to avoid repayment. What did he do? 
He took a dead baby, placed it on his 
bed, and covered it with clothing so 
that nobody would detect it. Then he 
said to Rav Papa, ‘Come to my house 
with me and I will give you the money 
I owe you.’ Rav Papa went with him 
and entered the house. The gentile 
said, ‘Sit on the bed.’ Rav Papa took 
notice of the things on the bed before 
sitting down and discovered the dead 
baby hidden among the clothing. He 

content. The last chapter of Pesaḥim 
tells of the deathbed charge of R. Judah 
HaNasi concluding with the phrase, 
“Do not sit on the bed of an Aramean 
woman.” The Talmud offers several rea-
sons for this statement and concludes, 
“Some interpret this to mean an actual 
Aramean woman, because of the Rav 
Papa Episode.”

What is the Rav Papa Episode? Here, 
too, as with the Bruriah Episode, the 
Talmud leaves out the details. How-
ever, in contrast with the Bruriah Ep-
isode about which we know nothing 
other than what is found in Rashi, 
the Ge’onim were privy to a tradition 
regarding the particulars of the Rav 
Papa Episode. In fact, there are many 
versions of the episode brought by the 
early Rishonim that seem to be based on 
an early common source.

As we have been dealing with Rashi, 
we will begin with his version of the 
Rav Papa Episode:

There was an Aramean woman 
who owed him [Rav Papa] money and 
he entered her home every day to col-
lect [the debt]. One day, she strangled 
her son and left him on the bed. When 
Rav Papa entered, she said to him, ‘Sit 
here while I go bring your money.’ He 
did so. When she returned, she ex-
claimed, ‘You killed my son!’ and he 
fled the city.

A simple comparison between this 
story and the Bruriah Episode reveals 
that they bear a clear resemblance to 
one another. Both stories deal with 
an undisclosed incident in the Tal-
mud, introduced by the phrase, “And 
some say it was because of the matter 
of …” Both stories begin with the tale 
of a woman. Both describe a regular 
series of encounters between a man 
and this woman, both feature death by 
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entry, R. Judah lists some acts of Bru-
riah mentioned the Talmud: “And the 
Bruriah Episode in Chapter 1 of Avoda 
Zara; and in Eruvin Chapter 5 where she 
expounded …”

A close reading of R. Judah of Spey-
er’s words reveals that in mentioning 
the Bruriah Episode, he sends the reader 
to the first chapter of Avodah Zarah. It 
goes without saying that nearly all Tal-
mudic manuscripts of his time did not 
include Rashi’s commentary. In other 
words, in his opinion, the story of the 
Bruriah Episode is contained in the Tal-
mud itself!

As we know, the Talmud ends the 
story with R. Meir’s flight to Bavel 
and with the phrase, “Some say it was 
because of this episode [hai ma’aseh], 
while others say it was due to the Bru-
riah Episode [ma’aseh d’Bruriah].” The 
common assumption has been that “hai 
ma’aseh” [”this episode”] refers to the 
entire sequence of events brought im-
mediately prior, from beginning to end. 
However, based on the words of R. Ju-
dah of Speyer, we can read the Talmudic 
passage with a different assumption, di-
viding the long sequence into two sepa-
rate episodes, as we shall presently see.

Where does the “Bruriah Episode” ap-
pear in the Talmud? The answer is sim-
ple: “Bruriah the wife of R. Meir, was 
the daughter of R. Ḥanina b. Tradyon. 
She said to him, ‘My sister’s captivity in 
a brothel is a shame upon me.’ R. Meir 
took a purse of coins and went …”—This 
is the Bruriah Episode!! Although most 
of the story deals with the actions of R. 
Meir, the Talmud does not open by say-
ing, “R. Meir was the son-in-law of R. 
Ḥanina b. Tradyon, whose daughter was 
captive in a brothel.” Rather, it establish-
es Bruriah as the focus of events. Bruri-
ah is the thread connecting the charac-
ters in the story: She is R. Meir’s wife, R. 
Ḥaninah b. Tradyon’s daughter, and she 

introduction to Sefer HaMafteaḥ, in 
which he shows that the Talmud some-
times records stories that “are not from 
our Talmud nor the Talmud of Eretz 
Yisrael.” The examples he cites include 
“that which is said in Berakhot and Pe-
saḥim regarding not to sit on the bed 
of an Aramean woman because of the 
Rav Papa Episode.” Here is clear-cut ev-
idence that, during the transition period 
between the Ge’onim and the Rishonim, 
the Rav Papa Episode was not found in 
the Talmud. This is also evident from 
R. Nissim Gaon’s commentary on the 
Talmud itself, which concludes with 
the words, “And this incident is known 
through a tradition from my teacher, 
our master, the holy rabbi, R. Ḥushiel, 
head of the academy, of blessed mem-
ory. And I have also found it similarly 
in the responsa of the Ge’onim. ”To use 
the phrase of the redactor of the Sefer 
Ha’Arukh HaShalem, R. Ḥanoch Kohut, 
“Because of this, there is no doubt that 
the story of the Rav Papa incident is not 
brought in any fashion in either Berak-
hot or Pesaḥim.”

We are left with one question: What is, 
in fact, the Bruriah Episode? Thus far, 
we have related to the Bruriah Episode 
as yet another instance wherein the Tal-
mud references a matter obliquely with-
out detailing its content. We have also 
been working under the assumption that 
the only one of the Rishonim who ad-
dressed the Bruriah Episode was Rashi 
(and, in his wake, Menorat HaMa’or and 
Maharil). However, in fact, there is an 
additional reference to the Bruriah Ep-
isode among the Rishonim, albeit mini-
mal in nature. Perhaps for this reason, 
the reference was overlooked by most of 
those who have addressed the Bruriah 
Episode. But I believe that buried with-
in this reference is an important key to 
our issue.

R. Judah bar Kalonymos of Speyer, 
who was the teacher of the Rokeaḥ, R. 
Elazar of Worms, and lived in the gen-
eration after Rashi, authored a work 
entitled “Genealogy of the Tanna’im 
and Amora’im.” R. Judah’s book sys-
tematically presents the life and works 
of the Talmudic Sages. One of the en-
tries is devoted to Bruriah, detailing 
her halakhic activities. At the end of the 

1. The debtor was a woman, not a man.
2. Rav Papa visited her home to col-

lect the debt on a regular basis.
3. Her son did not die naturally, but 

she strangled him.
4. As a result of the incident, Rav 

Papa was forced to flee to another land.
In other words, the four new elements 

in Rashi’s version of the Rav Papa Epi-
sode are identical to the common motifs 
shared by the Bruriah Episode!

In my opinion, the numerous parallels 
between the story elements cannot be 
coincidental. It is hard to know the de-
finitive source of these parallels, but it 
is possible to offer the following expla-
nation: The Talmud describes two inci-
dents introduced by the phrase, “Some 
say”, which go on to describe personal 
stories whose details are unknown. With 
respect to the Rav Papa Episode, there 
is an ancient Ge’onic tradition. But with 
respect to the Bruriah Episode there is 
no information whatsoever. This lacuna 
triggered an attempt to fill in the gaps in 
the Bruriah story.

It is possible that over the course of 
time, this gave rise to the Bruriah nar-
rative, as influenced by the details of the 
better-known Rav Papa Episode and its 
central themes. Alternatively, it is pos-
sible that the two episodes were writ-
ten or constructed by the same author, 
which would account for the similar-
ities between them. According to this 
hypothesis, it makes sense to speak of 
an early collection of stories from which 
Rashi chose to take his version of the 
‘Rav Papa Episode;’ and then, over time, 
it made its way from there into his inter-
pretation of the Bruriah Episode, which 
is far more dubious and without paral-
lels in the works of the Ge’onim.

As many have already noted, it is al-
most certain that this version is not an 
original part of the Talmud, but was 
inserted during the period of the Ris-
honim. It does appear in some printings 
and manuscripts. However, as noted by 
R. Raphael Nathan Rabinowitz, author 
of Dikdukei Sofrim, in ms.Munich, the 
story is surrounded by parentheses and 
the margin contains the comment, “This 
is not from the language of the Talmud, 
and is a commentary.” Also, in ms.Par-
is, the story is entirely absent. There 
is also proof from R Nissim Gaon’s 
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“To escape the 
Romans pursuing 
him, R. Meir was 
forced to simulate 
eating non-kosher 
food or embracing 
a prostitute.”

of God’s name [ḥilul HaShem]. To pre-
vent this, R. Meir was forced to flee 
far away to Babylonia where people 
would not have heard the story, and 
R. Meir would not be associated with 
these acts.

Even if we ourselves would not have 
read the Talmud thus of our own ac-
cord, R. Judah of Speyer paved the way 
for us. According to his position, the 
Bruriah Episode was right in front of 
the reader’s eyes the entire time. This 
reading fits well with the version of R. 
Nissim Gaon that we cited earlier, in 
which R. Meir fled to Babylonia with 
his wife. Whether the escape was due 
to Roman pursuit of R. Meir, Bruriah 
and her family, or whether it was to pre-
vent embarrassment and desecration of 
God’s name, either way it would have 
been natural for R. Meir to flee together 
with Bruriah and not alone.

Let us now return to where we start-
ed, to the hashkafic questions that the 
Bruriah Episode raises in our genera-
tion in both the Torah world and the 
religious-feminist world. Practically 
speaking, we are no longer forced to 
accept the story in Rashi as part of Bru-
riah’s life history, and those who wish 
to delve into her background now have 
a concrete basis for ignoring this story. 
For educators who reach this passage 
in the Talmud and are deliberating how 
to teach it, we now have the version of 
R. Judah of Speyer, which allows us to 
locate the Bruriah Episode in the Tal-
mud itself. 

This article was originally published on 
October 20, 2022.

Reprinted from Eitam Henkin, “Studies 
in Halakhah and Rabbinic History,” eds. 
Chana Henkin and Eliezer Brodt (Jeru-
salem: Maggid Books, 2022), with per-
mission of the Henkin family.

the placing of their captive daughter in 
a brothel.

3. The notion that the Talmud places 
before us two separate episodes is also 
hinted at in the Talmud itself, in the 
words of the guard to the investigators, 
“such-and-such was the episode”—in 
other words, the prior episode, the Bru-
riah Episode.

What is the difference between R. 
Meir fleeing due to “this episode” and 
him fleeing due to the “Bruriah Epi-
sode?” The Bruriah Episode presents 
the family’s entanglement with the Ro-
man authorities, who were after Bruri-
ah’s family, and R. Meir as well due to 
his marriage into the family,as well as 
his efforts to rescue his sister-in-law 
from their clutches. To escape their 
net, he was forced to flee to another 
land, not under Roman rule. By con-
trast, a different element is at the core 
of the second episode, that of shame. 
To escape the Romans pursuing him, 
R. Meir was forced to simulate eating 
non-kosher food or embracing a pros-
titute, and likewise he was seen pub-
licly entering a brothel. Although his 
behavior was justifiable and not for-
bidden, and although he did not actual-
ly engage in forbidden acts but merely 
appeared to do so, it would have been 
difficult to explain this to the public, 
and could have caused a desecration 

is the one with a sister who needs to be 
rescued. Bruriah is the protagonist who 
initiates the developments: She directs 
her husband to set out on the rescue 
mission in order to redeem the family’s 
honor—her family.

And what is “hai ma’aseh, this epi-
sode”? Apparently, “this episode” refers 
to the second half of the story, that takes 
place some time afterwards. This sec-
ond narrative describes how the guard 
is interrogated and reveals R. Meir’s 
actions to the Romans. They search 
and eventually find him, but he eludes 
them via quick thinking and by miracu-
lous intervention.

This reading of the Talmud not only 
makes sense of the Bruriah Episode but 
also stands on its own merits, for sever-
al reasons:

1. The conclusion, “he arose, fled, and 
went to Bavel.” The flight concludes 
the narrative, with the implication 
that it was precipitated by the events 
described. It stands to reason that the 
Bruriah Episode is part of this unhappy 
chain of events vis-à-vis the Romans, 
and not a completely separate episode 
(as in the commentary attributed to 
Rashi) with no connection to the pre-
ceding events.

2. Splitting the story into two ep-
isodes makes sense from a literary 
perspective. The first half opens with 
Bruriah, deals with her efforts to rescue 
her sister, and ends happily—the cap-
tive sister is returned. At this point, the 
chronology of the story jumps ahead, 
Bruriah’s sister exits the story, and the 
Bruriah Episode ends. The second half 
of the story, “this episode,” continues 
from a later point in time, no longer re-
volving around the rescue of Bruriah’s 
sister, but rather around the rescue of 
R. Meir himself. Although the incident 
underlying “this episode”—namely, R. 
Meir’s rescue of Bruriah’s sister—does 
not itself appear in the second sto-
ry but rather in the Bruriah Episode 
which precedes it, so too the incident 
underlying the Bruriah Episode—name-
ly that her sister was held captive in a 
brothel—does not appear in the Bruriah 
narrative, but rather in the story which 
precedes it in the Talmud, which deals 
with the execution of Bruriah’s parents, 
R. Ḥanina b. Tradyon and his wife, and 
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The Try Out
A Jewish kid battles a bloody nose and nipple chafe to make the basketball team

BY BENJAMIN MARKOVITS

The following excerpt is adapted from 
Markovits’ latest novel, “The Sidekick”

I 
was a big slow fat kid but 
one thing I could do was 
shoot free throws. That’s 
because my dad put a hoop 
over the garage door for my 
ninth birthday. He thought 

it might help me lose weight.
We had just moved to Austin after my 

mother got a job at the university. Dad 
was always hanging around—he used 
to pick me up from school. “Tell me if 
you notice anything different,” he said, 
as we walked down the middle of the 
empty road to our house. Trees arched 
over us, late October Texas weather, 
bright yellow and blue. It took me a 
few minutes to find it. I was staring at 
the yard, the front porch, the picture 
window. But then he pointed up.

“Rawlings All-American” was scrib-
bled in shiny cursive across the fiber-
glass board. It looked great, it made 
our house look like any other American 
house. Then he clicked open the garage 
door and came out again with a fresh 
basketball sticking out of the jaws of a 
cardboard box. I tore at the cardboard 
with small fingers. The artificial skin 
of the ball felt tacky to touch, almost 
sticky, like lizard skin. I had to get a 
pump to pump it up.

The first time I threw it at the rim, 
two-fisted, like a life preserver over the 
side of a boat, I got lucky. The brand-
new nylon net made the little sound it 
makes, like corduroy pants on a fat kid, 
rubbing at the thighs. After that I was 
hooked. I’ve heard gamblers start like 
that, but it was also just something for 
us to do after school. We were both a 
little bored and lonely. Pounding the 
ball against the cement driveway, push-
ing at each other, sweating into our 

shirts, calling fouls and complaining, 
counting scores, joshing about it at the 
dinner table afterward.

One Saturday morning, my dad took 
a can of green paint from the garage 
and measured out fifteen feet, stepping 
out heel to toe in his size-13 Rockports. 
Then he got down on his knees to paint 
a line. The green was Celtics green—he 
grew up in Philadelphia but hated the 
76ers and liked to piss people off.

“This is the most important shot in 
basketball,” he said, while we waited 
for the paint to dry. “The free throw. 
There are no variables, nothing is mov-
ing, you got no excuse.”

After lunch, I tested it underfoot. 
Dad handed me the ball, but I was too 
weak to shoot from that kind of dis-
tance. It ended up bouncing to the back 
of the garage, with the lawnmower and 
the summer deck chairs, garbage pails 
and coils of garden hose.

“I can’t do it,” I said. But he chased 
down the ball and passed it back.

“Try again.”
The same thing happened. “I told 

you, I can’t do it.” In that whiny voice 
I used that I should have grown out of.

“Try it like this,” he said, “Rick Barry 
style,” and flipped it to me underhand.

“Who’s Rick Barry?”
“ The g reatest  shooter  who 

ever lived.”
And the truth is, underhand works. 

Sometimes adulthood reaches back 
across the unlived years to touch you 
on the head and say, This is who you’re 
going to be. Pay attention, kid; it starts 
now. Pretty soon I could make four 
five six in a row like that, holding the 
basketball like a pot by the sides, and 
swinging it lightly back and forth, get-
ting the feel of it, letting go.

Eventually I learned to shoot nor-
mally, too. I had a decent old-fashioned 

set shot like my father. He learned it by 
watching Dolph Schayes.

My house was less than a ten-minute 
walk from school. Kids started coming 
home with me—nerd kids, the kind I 
could beat. Anyway, I was a pretty big 
sixth-grader, I used my butt. Dad took 
a back seat. He watched us from the 
porch or the picture window but didn’t 
get involved. I never lost weight but I 
used to take money off my friends in 
free throw competitions. Money or Hal-
loween candy. They laughed at me and 
I took their Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups; 
everybody won.

Sometimes they stayed for dinner and 
Dad let us watch a ball game afterward, 
while my sister sat at the kitchen table 
and did homework and complained. I 
called out, “This is math. What we’re 
watching is really just math in action.”

My friends and I argued about three-
point shooting percentages and the cost 
of turnovers. We came up with formu-
las for measuring the totality of a play-
er’s performance. It got to the point in 
high school where my father said, “Why 
don’t you quit talking, and try out for 
the team?” And I thought, why not? By 
sophomore year I knew that I wanted 
to be a sportswriter and figured doing 
time on the JV would look good on my 
résumé. It might help me understand 
what I’m talking about. All this stuff is 
easier if you don’t really care.

I had become one of those kids with 
a clear idea about his future prospects, 
and if other kids wanted to make fun 
of me, that was fine with me. Because 
I knew that childhood is short-term. 
What you go through in high school, 
what makes you popular or happy, 
doesn’t count for much at any other pe-
riod of your life, and the kids who think 
high school is the best time of your life, 
those are not people who live happy or 
successful lives.

But actually, I had a pretty good time. 

Everything you need to know at 
tabletmag.com/sections/science
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“There was a pile 
of red ants on the 
ground, bright 
little fuckers like 
armored vehicles, 
and when I threw 
up on them they 
got busy.”

shells on the ground. Then he put his 
hand in his pocket and pulled out an-
other fistful. This was Texas in mid-Sep-
tember. The grass had spent all summer 
dying, the ground was like a parking lot, 
cracked and dusty. Walking outside was 
like walking out of a refrigerator. Kids 
started blinking, but at four o’clock the 
sun had a kind of red haze around it, 
the skies looked scuffed and dirty. Ev-
erything looked colored in.

Burleson High is one of these fifties 
yellow-brick low-rise municipal build-
ings you get in Austin, set in a few acres 
of ground. The perimeter roads are 
mostly residential, but there’s no side-
walk. We were supposed to run four 
times around, a little over two miles. 
Coach Caukwell stood by the back door 
with a clipboard and asked your name 
as you ran past.

About halfway through the second 
circuit I stopped to puke. I was at the 
back of the pack, but already kids were 
starting to lap me. I could hear somebody 
laughing, somebody saying, “Chicken 
enchiladas.” There was a pile of red ants 
on the ground, bright little fuckers like 
armored vehicles, and when I threw up 
on them they got busy. Sweat stung my 
eyes but I couldn’t see straight anyway. 
My heart kept beating in my ears.

I felt a hand on my back, this black kid 
leaned over. “You all right?” he asked, 
and I said, “Terrific,” which is what my 
dad would have said, and he straight-
ened up and started running again. He 
had long legs and a kind of high butt. I 
followed him for about thirty yards, and 
then he was too far ahead. My mouth 
tasted like vomit. This was my first in-
teraction with Marcus Hayes.

Then the temperature dropped fif-
teen degrees. A dark cloud rolled up, 
you could see it walking toward us in 
the sunshine, on rainy legs. Either I ran 
into it or it stepped over me—sudden-
ly the element thickened, the plug had 
been pulled, I was pushing through 
heavy atmosphere. By this point I was 
on the third circuit; some of the kids 
had already finished. A few others gave 
up. But the rain cleaned me up, I didn’t 
mind. My T-shirt put on a couple pounds 
of wet, it dragged lower than my shorts. 
The ground was too dry to get muddy, 
instant streams filled the cracks, I could 

Brian Blum.” The kids were just wait-
ing around like sheep. Then the whis-
tle blew.

Coach Caukwell stood in the middle 
of the court, bouncing a ball. He was an 
old football player and wore shorts with 
pockets, a short-sleeved collared shirt 
that said PROPERTY OF BURLESON 
HIGH SCHOOL BASKETBALL, and a 
whistle on a string around his neck. His 
arms looked like legs, he had light black 
skin and a shaved head. His voice was 
quiet, though; he was hard to hear. The 
whistle didn’t work so to get our atten-
tion he cocked the basketball and threw 
it against the brick wall over our heads. 
It made a noise like a car backfiring. So 
he started again.

“My name is Coach Caukwell,” he 
said. “I don’t like to shout.”

There was something in his mouth, 
he seemed to be chewing, you could see 
his tongue pushing up against his cheek. 
But the gym was quiet now. Cathedral 
light came in through the high win-
dows. You could see dust in the air, and 
for some reason I felt happy just to be 
there, to be scared, to be in the middle of 
my childhood with all those other kids.

The first thing he did was make us 
run. He kicked open the double doors 
at the back and let us out into the sun-
shine. When he stepped outside he spat; 
he was chewing peanuts, I could see 

I liked my friends; we’d survived middle 
school together. At lunch, on the round 
blue cafeteria tables, we used to read out 
the box scores while playing cards. What 
a bunch of nerds. In Hollywood movies 
they make the nerds look like outsiders 
desperate to get with the in-crowd. But 
the truth is, nerds are pretty exclusive, 
it’s not easy to sign up, you have to be 
funny and smart. What I mean is, we 
looked down on everybody else, too. 
Trying out for the basketball team was 
like a joke on the whole system. If Brian 
Blum can make it then what the hell.

The last bell rang and while every-
body zombied out to the parking lot, 
human life-forms parasitized by back-
packs, I pushed against the foot traffic to 
the gym. Already I had this weird feeling 
that something had been set in motion.

About forty boys were getting 
changed in the locker room. Mike In-
chman was supposed to come along but 
he bailed at the last minute. “I’ve got bar 
mitzvah practice,” he called out, wav-
ing a hand. You could hear the showers 
going when I walked in, everything 
smelled of BO and deodorant.

I stood around for a minute, waiting 
for a spot on one of the benches to clear, 
but nobody made room. My fourteen-
year-old body was the kind of body you 
want from your two-year-old son, pale 
pink and soft, and I never liked getting 
changed in front of other kids. I was a 
tough kid, I could take it, but I didn’t like 
it. None of these people were my friends. 
My gym shirt was a man-size Fordham 
University T-shirt, because Fordham is 
where my dad went to law school, be-
fore dropping out and switching to ac-
counting. It was deep purple and made 
me look like a grape. Underneath the 
logo it said, FUTURE ATTORNEY.

Afterward, since I didn’t have a lock-
er, I dragged my backpack to the court, 
but there was nowhere to put it except 
against the wall, with all the other bags, 
and you worry, maybe somebody’s go-
ing to steal it. I had a Mattel Electronic 
Football handset inside, which I wasn’t 
supposed to take to school.

When I’m nervous I try to make peo-
ple laugh.

“I’m Brian Blum,” I said and started 
shaking hands. “Remember the name. 
If you’re looking for a lawyer. Hi, I’m 
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kept calling foul, foul! If I missed a shot 
I called foul, if someone stole the ball 
I called foul. Come on, man, they said, 
and I said, honor the call, you gotta hon-
or the call—and because the coach was 
there, they let it go.

But even my teammates froze me 
out. I pushed my ass under the basket, 
swinging my elbows and shouting, 
Pass! pass! pass! Why don’t you pass? I 
wanted something to be happening that 
wasn’t happening and there was noth-
ing I could do except complain about it. 
Then someone passed, hard, and caught 
me in the face, and I was leaning over 
in the sudden dark and felt a trickle of 
warm and wet flowing out of my nose.

Caukwell came over and put his arm 
around me. “Somebody get some paper 
towels,” he said, still chewing nuts, and 
pulled me to the sideline. “Keep on play-
ing,” he told the other boys.

Blood filled my hands, so I wiped 
them on my T-shirt and lifted the soak-
ing cotton against my face. After a sec-
ond the trickle came back and I had to 
wipe again.

I couldn’t see straight either and kept 
squinting against the drip of sweat. It 
felt like I was swimming in saltwater 
with open eyes. I leaned against the 
wall; my knees felt wobbly.

“What’s your name, son?” Caukwell 
asked me.

A kid gave him some crumpled paper 
towels from the bathroom and he hand-
ed them to me. Coach was one of those 
big guys who is so big that everything he 
does is gentle, like he constantly has to 
restrain himself.

“Brian Blum.”
“What are you doing here, Bri-

an Blum?”
“What do you mean, what am I do-

ing?” I said. “I’m trying out for the bas-
ketball team.”

He pushed his tongue around the 
front of his mouth to clean his teeth. 
“You having fun, kid?”

“It’s not supposed to be fun.”
“What’s it supposed to be?”
I didn’t say anything, I just stood there.
“I saw you running out there,” he went 

on. “And I thought: the kid’s not fast, but 
he keeps going. He’s proving a point. I 
think you can tell yourself tonight you 
proved that point. You showed up.”

Kids were cracking up, but I thought, 
what the hell. Let them laugh. Coach 
Caukwell looked at me, shaking his head.

There were forty boys, most of them 
never made the team. Caukwell told us, 
“Today is just the first cut. I’m gonna put 
a list on the locker room door at seven 
a.m. with about twenty names on it. 
You can come back for the second cut 
in the afternoon.”

In those days Burleson was fifty per-
cent minority, mostly Latino. But there 
were all kinds of kids. Kids who wore 
Lacoste shirts and New Balance run-
ning shoes, kids in Harley tank tops 
and Chuck Connors. There was also 
the puberty divide. It came late for me. 
I had pimples, which I picked at until 
they scabbed and bled, but no soft stub-
ble. Some boys had sprouted like plants 
in the dark, all pale and thin. You saw 
a lot of unshaved mustaches. A couple 
of kids had started hitting the weights, 
they couldn’t scratch their noses with-
out flexing their biceps. Also, you could 
smell us. After a day in school, wearing 
old T-shirts, running around in wet 
sneakers, squeaking on the hardwood, 
the noise and stink, if you looked at us 
from above, which is what Coach Cauk-
well had to do, you might think, some-
body turned over a rock, and this is what 
wriggled out.

In elementary school, kids called me 
Brian Bum. It’s Blum! I said, Blum—like 
the flower. That didn’t help. What I 
mean is, there was also a lot of frustra-
tion working itself out. Not just for me.

Marcus Hayes had a short flat Afro 
that made him look taller than he was, 
which was only five ten. A couple of 
kids could dunk already. I saw Marcus 
touch rim but he didn’t stand out in oth-
er ways. He was basically a shy kid, he 
ran hard but didn’t like to make eye con-
tact, he didn’t say much. I kept talking 
the whole time.

For the last half hour Caukwell let us 
scrimmage. He stood leaning against 
the wall with the clipboard in hand and 
just watched. By this point I was pretty 
gassed, I was getting pissy, too, whiny 
and kid-brother-y, which happened to 
me sometimes, on the edge of tears. 
Stop it! Stop it! That’s what I wanted 
to say. Kids kept pushing me around. I 

hear my socks in my sneakers. My head 
cleared, too, and I stuck out my tongue.

Coach Caukwell stood in the shade 
of the tall gymnasium wall. When kids 
came past, he said, “All right, son.” A 
gust of air-conditioning blasted through 
the open doors, but I kept going, shiver-
ing, on empty guts.

By the time I finished the fourth cir-
cuit, he had already split the boys into 
teams, they were running layup lines. A 
heap of dirty towels lay on the floor. I 
wiped my shoes on them, dragging thin 
flannel along the shine of the wood, 
and got into a line. Something hurt in 
my chest, a sharp delicate pain, and 
I couldn’t figure out what. Someone 
passed me the ball and I squelched to-
ward the basket and laid it in. Then the 
penny dropped.

“Does anybody else have nipple 
chafe?” I said, following the boy in front.

“Say what?” he said.
“From the wet shirt.”
He turned around, laughing. “You 

hear that? Brian’s got nipple chafe.”

Library of Libraries
40,000

The number of Judaic books 
from Yeshivat Khochme Lublin 
rescued and stored in the 
Łopaciński Library after the Nazis 
confiscated them at the beginning 
of the war. Via Warsaw, the books 
were returned to a new Jewish 
library in Lublin in 1946. After its 
establishment in 1930, Yeshivat 
Khokhme Lublin had aspired to 
create the largest Jewish library 
in the world, seeking to collect 
100,000 volumes of religious 
literature, Biblical and Talmudic 
commentaries, and philosophical 
treatises. Throughout the 
thirties, priceless old prints and 
manuscripts were sent to Lublin 
from private donors. Though the 
yeshiva had not yet reached its goal 
by the time the Nazis conquered 
Poland, it had created one of the 
largest and most valuable Jewish 
religious libraries.
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“You could hear the 
boys breathing and 
the hum of the air-
conditioning, like a 
factory noise.”

Somebody said, “Granny style! He’s 
doing it granny style,” and kids start-
ed falling over, laughing the way kids 
do, trying to laugh, forcing it, so they 
could join in the joke, as the ball slipped 
through the net.

Coach Caukwell shook his head, and I 
went around to the back of the line be-
hind Marcus Hayes.

In the end, it was just the two of us, 
Marcus and me. He made five or six in 
a row, but it didn’t matter, eventually 
he missed—and walked away without 
looking back. Then it was just me, and 
a few other kids who had stuck around 
to watch, and Coach Caukwell.

“Where’d you learn to shoot like 
that?” he asked.

“From my dad. He says the free throw 
is the most important shot in basketball, 
because people make free throws more 
than they make any other shot.” Then I 
said, “How long do you want me to keep 
going for? I can keep doing this all day.”

He stood under the basket, feeding 
me the ball.

“Keep going,” he said. But then I 
missed and the ball bounced away into 
a corner and the whole thing was over. 
For a second, I thought, somebody must 
have taken my backpack, but there it 
was, sitting by itself against the wall, 
and I was almost too tired to bend down 
and pick it up. When I walked out-
side, the heat had risen again and the 
sun going down was shawled in dark 
cloud—super vivid, and Dad pulled up 
at the curb and pushed open the door. 
Sometimes when he worked at home 
he stayed in pajamas all day and just 
pulled on pants when he walked out of 
the house. It embarrassed me, seeing 
him like that; but nobody else noticed, 
we were in the car. He turned his head-
lights on as the first fat drops of rain hit 
the windshield. 

“How’d it go?” he said.
As a kid you have to keep this stuff 

from your parents, because they care too 
much. At the same time, they want to 
put it all into perspective, to make you 
realize, none of it really matters, these 
little daily dramas.

“Fine,” I told him. 

This article was originally published on 
October 19, 2022.

“Line up, line up,” he said. He could raise 
his voice when he wanted to. It filled the 
gym. “Everybody’s shooting free throws. 
When you miss, you can go home.”

So that’s what we did, forty kids stand-
ing in a long snake. The first kid missed 
and Caukwell gave him a pat on the back, 
and said, “What’s your name, son?” and 
the kid said, “McGinley,” and Caukwell 
wrote down his name on the clipboard 
and told him, “Check the board in the 
morning.” The second kid made his shot, 
it hit the front of the rim and rolled in, 
but when he started to leave, Caukwell 
called him back. “Son,” he said, “you 
need to listen. Get to the back of the line. 
You’re still in it.”

At that point, when I figured out what 
was going on, my hands started to sweat 
again and I tried to dry them on my legs. 
There were about twenty kids ahead of 
me. Mostly, while the line got smaller, I 
was worrying should I shoot it under-
hand, which everybody’s going to make 
fun of me for. About half the kids missed 
and went home; the rest circled back. In 
my small scared heart I wanted all of 
them to miss.

Marcus Hayes stood in front of me and 
reached down nervously to rub his hands 
against his socks. Then someone passed 
him the ball and he stepped up to the line 
and made his shot; I saw him clench his 
fist. Then he passed me the ball. I leaned 
over and touched it to the floor, bent my 
legs quickly like a frog about to jump, and 
flipped it underhand into the air.

“I’m not proving a point, I want to 
make the team.” But I couldn’t look 
at him.

“Why do you think those kids don’t 
pass you the ball?”

“I don’t know.”
“How come you keep calling fouls?”
“Because they keep fouling me!” The 

whine was back. “I mean, this whole 
thing is ...”

“What?” Caukwell asked me.
“I mean, you’re not ...”
“What?” he said again.
“It’s pointless, the whole thing is 

pointless. Even if they honor the call, 
they just give you the ball back.”

“I don’t understand.”
“I mean, there aren’t any free throws. 

This whole thing is pointless without 
free throws. The free throw is the most 
important shot in basketball. Of course, 
they’re going to keep fouling, because it 
doesn’t matter, all you do is get the ball 
back. It’s just ...”

“It’s just what?”
“It’s just a dumb way of testing who 

should make the team, if you don’t have 
free throws.”

I looked up at him now and could see 
him thinking, what kind of fish have I 
got on the hook here? He stretched his 
neck from one side to another—there 
were too many muscles in his back to 
keep all of them happy. Then he pinched 
his nose and sniffed. “All right, Brian.”

“All right, what?”
“Call me coach, not what. And get 

back out there.”
Practice was almost over anyway. A 

big black railroad clock, high up on the 
wall, showed two hands aligning ... al-
most six. The bus had dropped me off 
for class at seven a.m. Eleven hours later 
I was still there. But the fight was gone, 
even my whining was used up. Nobody 
noticed as I walked back on court. 
When the kids started running one 
way, I ran after them. Not hard enough 
to catch up, just sort of hanging around.

Well, I tried, I thought, just at the point 
where I had stopped trying.

Eventually Caukwell blew his whistle. 
“All right, fellas,” he called out. Sneakers 
stopped squeaking; a ball slipped out and 
bounced slowly to the wall. You could 
hear the boys breathing and the hum of 
the air-conditioning, like a factory noise. 
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Richmond, Vermont: home to 4,100 
residents and one water department 
employee dubious of the benefits 
of fluoride for dental hygiene. Last 
month, the town was informed that 
Kendall Chamberlin, the area’s 
superintendent of water, reduced the 
level of fluoride in the water supply 
because of the risks associated with 
the additive sourced from China. 
“To err on the side of caution is not 
a bad position to be in,” Chamberlin 
said in defense of his decision to the 
town’s Water and Sewer Commission. 
Several years ago, federal officials 
said some children were getting too 
much fluoride and reduced their 
recommended amount, which can 
reduce cavities by about 25%. The 
fluctuation in recommendations 
and nativistic suspicion toward 
foreign suppliers has spurred some 
fluoride cynics like Chamberlin. “For 
a single person to unilaterally make 
the decision that this public health 
benefit might not be warranted is 
inappropriate,” said Allen Knowles, 
a Richmond-area physician speaking 
at a town meeting. “I think it’s 
outrageous.”

—The Scroll

→ Igor Danchenko, a crucial source for Michael Steele’s largely disproven 
dossier painting former President Trump as a Russian stooge, was found not 
guilty yesterday of making false statements to the FBI. Danchenko had told the 
FBI numerous times that he received a call confirming that Trump’s campaign 
was colluding with Russia—a claim used to justify numerous warrants against 
Trump’s adviser Carter Page, even after Danchenko’s claims to the FBI were 
proven to be lies. “The FBI mishandled the investigation at issue,” Bill Durham 
said in his closing arguments against Danchenko. Durham had brought the 
case against Danchenko after being appointed by former attorney general 
William Barr to look into the FBI’s handling of the allegations of collusion made 
against Trump in the Steele dossier.

→ Wawa, the regional convenience chain and sponsor of one of the largest 
Philadelphia music festivals, will be shuttering two of its city locations after 
a store was recently ransacked by a mob of some 100 looters. Following the 
closure and reduction of hours at multiple locations because of (1) several 
violent events, including one stabbing, and (2) the doubling of incidents of 
theft to 687 occurrences reported to police over the past two years compared 
to the two prior, Wawa officials are now “seriously considering moving out of 
the city” altogether, City Councilmember Mike Driscoll said at a community 
meeting this week. The departure would be a major embarrassment for the 
city, in part because of the chain’s iconic association with Philadelphia and also 
because the chain, Driscoll said, has spent “millions and millions of dollars [on 
security] because of the lawlessness that was going on in their stores.”

→ Following last Friday’s announcement from the Biden administration 
that U.S. companies are banned from providing some semiconductor-
chip technology to China, numerous chip equipment manufacturers with 
prominent market shares in China have suspended their operations there. 
A memo circulating internally at one of those companies announced that 
“employees must refrain—either directly or indirectly—from servicing, 
shipping, or providing support to any customers in China until further notice. 
According to a recent report in The Wall Street Journal, the “Commerce 
Department—led process that reviews U.S. tech exports to China approves 
almost all requests and has overseen an increase in sales of some particularly 
important technologies.”

→ A Connecticut jury said on Wednesday that media personality Alex Jones 
must pay at least $965 million to one first responder and the families of 
eight Sandy Hook shooting victims after he spent years falsely claiming that 
the mass shooting was an elaborate hoax. In 2021, Jones lost four defamation 
lawsuits brought against him by family members of Sandy Hook victims 
after he refused to turn over documents and bank records to the court. 
Wednesday’s verdict is the second of three trials that will determine the total 
damages owed by Jones, with the third trial slated for later this year in Austin, 
where Jones runs his Infowars media operation.
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A Lost Great Yiddish 
Abortion Play

After sitting in a drawer for a century, a newly unearthed 
piece of theater is finally having its moment

BY ALYSSA QUINT

A
round 2010, Jeffrey 
Michael Brown was 
cleaning out the Long 
Island home of his late 
father, David, when he 
came across a school 

notebook with bands of inky Yiddish 
script. As he could not read Yiddish, 
he sought out a translator. He could al-
ready assume, however, that the note-
book belonged not to either of his 
parents, but to his grandmother Lena 
Brown who had arrived in the Unit-
ed States in the late 19th century and 
had lived in an apartment on President 
Street in Brooklyn until she died some-
time in the 1940s. Jeffrey’s father, Da-
vid, had brought Lena’s things with him 
to Hempstead when he moved into his 
home there in 1951. David had placed 
the notebook in a desk drawer and there 
it lay until Jeffrey dusted it off 60 years 
later. What has turned out to be one of 
the most powerful Yiddish plays of the 
20th century—one of only a small num-
ber of Yiddish plays written by women, 
and one that expresses honest and diffi-
cult sentiments about marriage, moth-
erhood, and reproductive rights—sat 
silently in a drawer for about a century 
only to have its moment now as we con-
template American women’s newly cur-
tailed reproductive freedoms.

The poetry of this moment would 
not be lost on the titular character of 
Brown’s Yiddish play, Sonia Itelson: Or, 
a Child, a Child, a tragedy set in the 
second decade of the 20th century in 
Jewish immigrant New York. Educat-
ed, cultured, and middle class—if only 
just—28-year-old Sonia and her sister 
Fanny struggle with the expectation 

that middle-class women like them-
selves have children and be homemak-
ers. Sonia is sharp-witted, intellectually 
alive to the dilemmas that lie before her. 
At first, she knows she wants her inde-
pendence, and she does not want chil-
dren. Her love for Leo Edit, however, 
slackens her convictions. She marries, 
and begins to put her ideas in a drawer.

While they don’t use the word “abor-
tion,” the characters speak about or 
around abortion casually and with the 
shared knowledge that it is the key to 
their reproductive freedom. Perhaps 
precisely because she was writing for 
the drawer, Brown writes with a satis-
fying frankness about abortion as she 
touches on such issues as aging and 
adoption, and the effect of men’s de-
sires on women’s own conflicting and 
conflicted desires. Each thematic thread 
unspools with subtlety in Brown’s origi-
nal Yiddish, which the translator, Myra 
Mniewski, translates with great sleight 
of hand.

Fanny’s state of sadness in Scene 1 
cues up Sonia’s emotional unraveling 
over the course of the play. Fanny had 
given birth months earlier to twins, one 
of whom died soon after delivery. But 
with little time, the audience figures out 
that she is not grief stricken over the 
baby’s death. And she spends little time 
with the surviving twin, who is cared 
for by a wet nurse. To Sonia it’s obvious: 
Her sister is depressed because, at the 
age of 22, she is too young to have a fam-
ily. The seven intervening years between 
Acts 1 and 2 confirm this hypothesis, as 
Fanny will rely on multiple illegal abor-
tions to avoid having more children. She 
says to Sonia, “I could never get used to 

being tied down again, going around 
with a carriage. Oh, it’s so good to be 
free now.”

We are introduced to Sonia through 
the gaze of Fanny’s husband, Simon 
Rabinov, who wonders aloud to her 
why she can’t spend more time dolling 
herself up for the theater. “You’re just 
like your sister, she takes five minutes 
to get ready ... That’s why you two never 
look like ladies.” Fanny is not intimidat-
ed: “We want to look like people, not 
like ladies.” Simon responds with impa-
tience: “That’s enough. If you continue, 
I’ll start to think Sonia was doing the 
talking […] As it is you’re not far from 
turning into the little lady philosopher 
that she is.”

When Sonia comes onto the scene, 
she delivers on the wit and intelligence 
that Rabinov promises. And, later in 
the act, Leo Edit, a man eight years her 
junior, declares his love for Sonia and 
his admiration for her independence of 
mind and spirit. Even as the play makes 
clear Sonia’s instinct is not to get mar-
ried, this reader could not help but root 
for them to fall in love and marry, as in-
deed they do.

The constraints that hem in these 
women have a Chekhovian invisibility: 
Their middle-class lives liberate them 
from the back-breaking factory work 
that was more typical of early 20th-cen-
tury immigrant life, but impose expec-
tations that not even the fierce and spir-
ited Sonia has the wherewithal to resist. 
Act 2, seven years later, reveals Sonia and 
Leo’s relationship to be strained. Sonia 
is weighed down by the need to provide 
Leo with a child, even though she had 
never wanted to have children of her 
own and has learned from a recent doc-
tor’s visit that she cannot have children. 
She contemplates a dangerous operation 
that might help her to conceive.

Sonia Itelson reads more like an art 
play than a work from the commercial 
Yiddish theater. The characters do not 
mention their Judaism and most of 
them share an openness to feminism 
that didn’t get much play in the more 
culturally conservative space of the 
early 20th-century American Yiddish 
stage. There is no intergenerational dra-
ma; no nagging kleyn shtetldike parents. 
Instead, there is quick banter between 
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characterize the Orthodox halachic es-
tablishment by the 1930s. Jewish com-
munity leaders and influential newspa-
per editors who might have been even 
more vocal in support of abortion were 
restrained—but not by Jewish lead-
ers or law. In the 1920s and ’30s, more 
than anything, it was federal obscenity 
statutes that kept activists in check. Ob-
scenity, for instance, was the charge for 
which Goldman and Sanger were jailed 
after speaking publicly about birth con-
trol or distributing leaflets about repro-
ductive rights.

Still, there are early examples of pro-
gressive rabbis endorsing birth control 
publicly during these early years of the 
movement, arguing for the safety and 
privacy of the mother and the econom-
ic health of the family. Before the Or-
thodox establishment dug in its heels 
against abortion, historical evidence 
suggests that even women who con-
sidered themselves pious sought illegal 
abortions; observance of Jewish law 
was mostly regulated according to pub-
lic practice.

It is possible that Brown wrote Sonia 
Itelson in response to another Yiddish 
play on reproductive rights written by 
a prolific playwright based in New York 
named Harry Kalmanovitz. Geburts con-
trol oder Rassen Zelbstmord (Birth Con-
trol or Race Suicide) hit the New York 
Yiddish stage for a short run in July of 
1916. According to Klapper’s reading of 
it, some of the play’s characters make a 
good case for birth control—“We poor 
workers must not make more slaves for 
the wealthy,” one cries—but the voice 
of the play ultimately condemns it as 
against both nature and the will of God. 
Sonia Itelson comes at the issue of vol-
untary motherhood from a middle-class 
perspective and more secular perspec-
tive. It admits that man’s instinct is to 
have children of one’s own—but ulti-
mately, we stand with Sonia.

The most popular play on the Yiddish 
stage that championed the legalization 
of abortion was a left-wing German play 
called Cyankali that debuted in Berlin in 
1929 and was translated for the Yiddish 
stage in 1931. In it, Hete, an impover-
ished factory worker has lost her job and 
goes to a backstreet doctor for an abor-
tion. He sells her cyanide and advises her 

like these demonstrate Brown’s sure 
hand in drawing characters and letting 
them speak.

While we know little about Lena 
Brown’s artistic life and influences, the 
ideas Leo accuses Sonia of “cooking up” 
are evocative of those of Emma Gold-
man and Margaret Sanger, who were 
both roughly Brown’s contemporaries. 
In 1920s New York, Brown might have 
bought a Yiddish-language copy of 
Goldman’s book Marriage and Free Love 
for 6 cents. Sanger believed birth con-
trol (she coined the term) and “voluntary 
motherhood” to be essential to a wom-
an’s self-determination. And, in keeping 
with Sonia’s ideas, Sanger believed the 
ability of women to control the number 
of children they have would limit war, 
famine, and oppression more so than 
diplomatic efforts by self-important 
male political leaders (as well as limit 
the reproduction of “inferior races” like 
African Americans and Jews, helping to 
preserve the ideal “Nordic” racial char-
acteristics of the American population).

Sonia Itelson bridges a divide between 
vocal birth control activists of this era 
and those who practiced birth control 
and family limitation as private individ-
uals. The historian Melissa Klapper ex-
plains that well before the birth control 
movement coalesced, Jewish women in 
America averaged fewer children than 
other ethnic groups, a discrepancy that 
suggests Jews were early adopters of 
contraception, including abortion. This 
trend was true of Jews in European cit-
ies, as well, and also in Palestine. The 
historian Lilach Rosenberg-Friedman 
explains that historical evidence sug-
gests the prevalence of abortion in the 
Yishuv, even as Zionist leaders encour-
aged Jewish women to have more babies 
and increase its Jewish population. The 
birth control movement in the United 
States, with its disproportionate num-
bers of Jewish activists, was, in part, a 
response to a landscape in which illegal 
abortion was already a widespread form 
of birth control among Jews.

While we can’t be sure exactly when 
Lena Brown wrote her play, the activ-
ism it reflects and represents precedes 
the mostly strictly prohibitive stance 
against abortion that would come to 

well-rounded characters, as when Sonia 
and Dave discuss the possibility of mar-
riage to Leo:

Dave:
You sound like someone who’s head 

over heels, my sister.
Lowers his voice
And what’s your plan for making 

him happy—free love?
Sonia:
Leave that to me.
Dave:
Don’t get mad at me for pressing 

you about this. You know how much 
you two sisters mean to me.

Sonia:
And you are precious to me, but 

I would never mix into your pri-
vate life.

Dave:
I am a man.
Sonia:
Ha, ha. You just said we were equal!  

Brown explores the divide between 
the characters’ lip service and their de-
cisions, and then moves on to philosoph-
ical ideas. About bringing children into 
the world, Sonia laments to her husband 
Leo, “Oh—there are enough already. If 
only they were well-loved and properly 
raised and cared for. So many of them 
wouldn’t die then! The less born the 
better.” Leo replies impatiently, argu-
ing that her well-thought-out Malthu-
sian theories do not hold a candle to the 
power of human instinct to reproduce. 
He continues:

I’m not in a position to philoso-
phize. I’m at a loss as to what to call 
this foolish idea you’ve cooked up in 
your head, Sonia. Let’s say it is justi-
fiable to devote oneself to those who 
are already here rather than bringing 
more into the world. What do we do 
with our instinct then? What do we do 
with our urge to bring children into 
the world? Does it satisfy either you 
or me that there are already so many? 
We don’t have any! To have them there 
is no other choice but to bring them.

To Leo’s self-indulgence, Sonia re-
sponds, “I could answer you plenty on 
this but I’m not in the mood.” Moments 
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with Jewish immigrant audiences who 
took it in in droves at the Metropolitan 
Opera, and who read and attended Yid-
dish translations of the opera. Carmen 
insists on free love, refuses to commit 
to her beloved José, and, in the end, dies 
at his hand. Sonia follows a different tra-
jectory but is equally doomed.

Sonia Itelson: Or, a Child, a Child 
will be published by Bloomsbury next 
fall alongside two other Yiddish plays 
penned by women, one written in late 
imperial Russia, another in interwar 
Poland. In all three, the female protago-
nists—each one of them alter egos to the 
educated middle-class playwrights who 
created them—die in the final scene, two 
by their own hands. Their body and ex-
periences have told them one thing but 
the worlds to which they wish to belong 
tell them something else. Their deaths 
register, at once, as a form of surren-
der and protest, like a provocative play 
written in a notebook and put away in 
a drawer. 

This article was originally published on 
October 14, 2022.

some tough love to Sonia toward the 
play’s end: “You’ve got to change, Sonia, 
change. Display some mobility; be more 
flexible, it will change how you look.” 
After Dave leaves her alone, Sonia asks 
aloud of herself: “Change how I look?” 
And, as she looks in the mirror she con-
tinues, “The wrinkles will not smooth 
themselves out. They only keep my de-
pression captive.” In the end, Sonia swal-
lows a bottle of carbolic acid and and 
kills herself.

Any Yiddish theatergoer worth her 
salt would pick up on Brown’s clues that 
this is where Sonia Itelson was heading. 
In Act 1, Brown references the Yiddish 
play Elisha Ben Abuya by Jacob Gor-
din about the rabbi-heretic who figures 
prominently in the Talmud. It played of-
ten after its début in New York City in 
1908. A kind of heretic to the immigrant 
dream of American success, Sonia is, in-
deed, a modern-day Elisha Ben Abuya. 
Even more important is Sonia’s refer-
ence to Carmen, whose song she sings 
gaily to her baby niece and Leo in the 
first act with an invisible tambourine in 
hand. Carmen was immensely popular 

to swallow five small drops of it to end 
her pregnancy, but she poisons herself 
accidentally and dies. With Cyankali, the 
playwright, the German Jewish doctor 
and committed communist Friedrich 
Wolf, argued the hypocrisy of banning 
abortions as society’s rich always found 
a way of securing safe albeit illegal abor-
tions, while the poor were forced to take 
their lives into their hands. With it, Wolf 
succeeded in making a potent piece of 
propaganda that became a sensation 
throughout Europe. As Fanny dies from 
an abortion in Act 3 of Sonia Itelson, 
Brown suggests that the ban on abortion 
does not endanger only the underclass; 
birth control is an issue for women of 
all classes.

Throughout the first four acts, Brown 
thoughtfully pulls several thematic 
strands into tension with each other, but 
she is less patient with her play’s denoue-
ment. In Act 3, Sonia has lost her con-
fidence and stays at home complaining 
she has nothing to do. Leo’s sympathy 
for her has drained away and the read-
er shares in his frustration with Sonia. 
Even her loving brother Dave delivers 

A New Life for an 
Old Tradition

Wimpels have been used as ritual objects by German-speaking Jews for 
centuries, but these days in the U.S., the Torah binders have become 

part of new traditions in a wide variety of Jewish communities

BY PAULA JACOBS

W
hether in Prague 
or New York City, 
Jerusalem or Chi-
cago, collections 
of wimpels—To-
rah binders—can 

be found at Jewish museums world-
wide. Some represent donations from 
private family collections; others are 

orphaned objects from Jewish restitu-
tion organizations such as the Jewish 
Cultural Reconstruction, which was 
established after WWII to distribute 
items looted by the Nazis from syna-
gogues and private homes.

The wimpel—a strip of fabric created 
from an infant’s circumcision cloth for 
use as a Torah binder—is a centuries-old 

minhag (custom) that began in Bavaria 
and then spread to other parts of Germa-
ny and German-speaking communities 
in Austria, Switzerland, Luxembourg, 
Alsace, Holland, Czechoslovakia, and 
Denmark; German Jewish immigrants 
brought the custom to the U.S. and Is-
rael. After the boy’s brit milah, a female 
relative would decorate this cloth with 
the child’s Hebrew name, Hebrew birth 
date, and Jewish symbols. Initially, the 
wimpel was brought to the synagogue to 
bind the Torah on the child’s first visit, 
symbolizing his binding to the Torah as 
a second covenant after his circumci-
sion. Subsequently, the wimpel was used 
to bind the Torah during other lifecycle 
events, such as the boy’s bar mitzvah 
or aufruf.

The first mention of the wimpel cus-
tom is in the 1530 book Der gantze Jü-
disch Glaub (The Whole of Jewish Be-
lief), by the German Hebraist Antonius 
Margaritha, a convert to Christianity. As 
the son of a German rabbi, Margaritha 



23October 14–20, 2022 • 20–26 Tisrei, 5783tabletmag.com

broad audience outside of the German 
Jewish tradition. Since the late 20th cen-
tury, many types of Jewish communities 
have been keeping the wimpel custom 
alive, but in new ways.

The wimpel has now become a tool 
to teach children about Jewish lifecy-
cle ceremonies and their families’ his-
tories—including families who are not 
necessarily of Germanic descent—while 
strengthening intergenerational bonds. 
The wimpel today wraps the Torah on 
the occasion of significant Jewish life-
cycle events celebrated by females and 
males alike, including upsherin (a boy’s 
first haircut at age 3), consecration or 
the beginning of a child’s formal Jewish 
education, the bar and bat mitzvah, and 
the aufruf. The wimpels they use don’t 
always look like the ones in the muse-
ums—and they are created from brand-
new fabric rather than a circumcision 
cloth: Today’s 21st-century wimpels are 
as likely to include images of Harry Pot-
ter and soccer balls as Jewish symbols 
such as the Etz Chayim (Tree of Life) and 
Star of David.

At Congregation Ohev Shalom, a Con-
servative synagogue in Maitland, Flor-
ida, the wimpel is part of a more than 
20-year-old Simchat Torah tradition. 
Each year, first-grade religious school 
students receive an 8-inch-high Torah 
during their consecration ceremony, 
which takes place under a chuppah cov-
ered with each child’s handmade wimpel. 
“The wimpel symbolizes something that 
can be carried through one’s Jewish life, 
as can Torah,” said Amy Geboff, the con-
gregation’s director of youth and fami-
ly education.

For Miriam Shazeer, the wimpel rep-
resents a powerful intergenerational 
bond. The Massachusetts grandmother 
created three wimpels in honor of each 
of her three grandsons’ first haircut at 
age 3. Each Torah binder is unique, with 
personally meaningful symbols; for in-
stance, the wimpel of her grandson, who 
will be bar mitzvahed this October, in-
cludes shofars and pomegranates, sym-
bolizing his birth a few days before Rosh 
Hashanah. “It was truly a labor of love, 
although a lot of work,” said Shazeer, 
who learned about the tradition from 
her daughter. “It connects us and hope-
fully it will be an heirloom, used at their 

knew Jewish customs well, although the 
book’s tone is antisemitic.

“The wimpel is important from an 
historical perspective,” explained Sha-
lom Sabar, professor emeritus of Jewish 
art and folklore at the Hebrew Univer-
sity in Jerusalem. “Because it includes 
the Hebrew date of birth, it serves as 
a Jewish birth certificate.” In the past, 
he says, most Jewish communities did 
not record a child’s exact birthdate, al-
though the mohel and the boy’s father 
would write the circumcision date in 
their prayer books.

The earliest surviving wimpels are 
simple embroidered pieces, such as 
this 1611 Torah binder from the Wil-
liam Gross Family Collection. By the 
mid-18th century, they became more 
elaborate, were sometimes painted, and 
included symbols such as the boy’s zo-
diac sign or illustrations of a wedding 
canopy with the phrase from the brit 
milah liturgy (with slight variations by 
community): “May the Lord raise him 
to the Torah, to the chuppah, and to a 
life of good deeds,” reads an 18th-cen-
tury German wimpel from the Stieglitz 
Collection. During the 19th-century 
Emancipation period in Europe, some 
wimpels included the child’s nickname 
or secular first name in addition to his 
Hebrew name. By the 20th century, 
some wimpels—such as those by Reuben 
Eschwege, an artist, mohel, and cantor 
who emigrated from Germany to the 
U.S. in 1939—featured children’s motifs 
alongside traditional Jewish objects.

The wimpel is not just a museum piece. 
K’hal Adath Jeshurun (“KAJ” or the 
“Breuer Shul”) in the Washington 
Heights neighborhood of Upper Man-
hattan (once a German-Jewish enclave 
known as Frankfurt on the Hudson) still 
maintains the minhag for ritual use, in 
traditional ways. This Orthodox commu-
nity—founded by German Jewish emi-
grés in the 1930s—provides its congre-
gants with linen cloth to use at the baby’s 
brit milah and to create a wimpel for later 
lifecycle events.

The wimpel has also spread to unex-
pected places in the U.S. in recent years. 
An article by Sabra Wakefield Morton, 
published in 1976 in the Second Jew-
ish Catalog, introduced the custom to a 

Album of the Week
Yeah Yeah Yeahs, Cool It Down

The Yeah Yeah Yeahs’ latest album, 
Cool It Down, comes out almost 20 
years after they stormed the gates of 
the garage-rock revival. If lead singer 
Karen O was playing the rock star 
back then, she’s now smoothly moved 
into the role of elder stateswoman.

The album is short at only eight 
tracks long, but when it opens with 
“Spitting Off the Edge of the World,” 
you know it’s going to make an impact. 
Featuring Perfume Genius, the track 
starts with a large, LCD Soundsystem-
style synth boom as Karen O calls 
out cowards, demanding they bow 
their heads.

“Spitting” has an ethereal, larger-
than-life vibe, but later tracks hit 
with a greater ferocity. Cool’s third 
track, “Wolf,” plays off a Duran Duran 
reference—“I’m hungry for you only,” 
she says—before explaining how she’s 
grown up. It feels like a commentary on 
the wild days when the Yeah Yeah Yeahs 
were pushed into the mainstream as 
rock stars. Life is better now, “Wolf” 
seems to say, but there’s nothing wrong 
with remembering the glory days.

Cool It Down is a triumph because 
each track feels like a world unto 
itself, and each of those worlds is 
intriguing. They all feel connected, 
trying to grow and expand on each 
other. It’s certainly one of the year’s 
strongest releases, a band operating 
at the top of their powers. 

—David Meir Grossman
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to Torah and wrap around the Torah 
scroll in a personal way.”

Liben also aspired to create a new 
20th-century New England folk art as 
a window into the lives of suburban 
Boston Jewry. “I hoped that someone 
would gather them and think about 
this period in American Jewish history 
just as we look back at these wimpels 
from Germany.”

Since then, hundreds of Temple Israel’s 
b’nei mitzvah have bound the Torah with 
their wimpels; some have also used them 
at their aufrufs. “I have a recollection of 
the first time that a family was able to use 
the wimpel from their child’s bar mitz-
vah at their child’s aufruf,” said Liben. 
“We felt that it was the mark of having 
gone through life as a community.”

The wimpel is a powerful and distinct 
Jewish ritual item that is both personal 
and communal, says Gabriel Goldstein, 
interim director and chief curator at the 
Yeshiva University Museum whose wim-
pel collection includes those donated by 
Congregation Shaare Hatikvah in Wash-
ington Heights and the Jewish Cultural 
Reconstruction. “It is a folk tradition 
imbued with covenantal and religious 
purpose. It’s also an oxymoron because 
it is both profane and sacred, i.e., a child’s 
diaper that is physical and spiritual. I 
find it meaningful, powerful, and real-
ly intriguing.”

Centuries ago German Jews may not 
have imagined how the wimpel would 
adapt to contemporary American Jewish 
life, including binding the Torah during a 
bat mitzvah. However, this shift in focus 
is important because it keeps a beauti-
ful minhag alive, particularly after the 
Holocaust when many wimpels were de-
stroyed. “It’s nice the custom is revived 
and is changing in accordance with 
changes in society,” emphasized Sabar. 

This article was originally published on 
October 19, 2022.

as a treasured family heirloom. “It was a 
nice family memory and added a special 
element to the day.”

Lonna Picker introduced wimpels in 
the mid-1980s to Temple Torat Yisrael, 
a Conservative synagogue in Cranston, 
Rhode Island (currently in East Green-
wich), where she was director of educa-
tion. “I had started reading about wim-
pels and thought it would be the most 
incredible project to bring to my school,” 
said Picker. Her goal was to create an in-
clusive family education program for its 
diverse population of same-sex couples 
and single-parent, interfaith, and racially 
mixed families. “The question for me was 
how to do programming that meets those 
needs. Every family has a history, a past, 
and goals for the future … My goal was 
always to meet people where they are,” 
she told Tablet. “It’s important for kids 
to have something tangible that they can 
use in their family celebrations. These 
wimpels are a connection that is mean-
ingful and tells their family history.”

Together with Torat Yisrael’s facul-
ty, Picker created a third-grade Hebrew 
school project—“Wimpels: A Time to 
Blossom, A Time to Bind”—a wim-
pel-making workshop where families 
shared their histories, discussed their 
children’s Hebrew names, and learned 
how to create wimpels. Eventually, she 
presented wimpel workshops at local 
and national Jewish education meetings 
and conferences, which influenced oth-
er American synagogues to hop on the 
wimpel bandwagon, a tradition that con-
tinues to this day.

At Temple Israel of Natick, a Conser-
vative synagogue in suburban Boston, 
wimpels have been part of the fabric of 
family education for more than three 
decades. Thirty-one years ago, Rabbi 
Emeritus Dan Liben introduced wim-
pel-making for bet (second grade) conse-
cration—a custom he had learned from 
Picker and had used in family education 
at his previous congregation, Temple 
Emanu-El of Providence, Rhode Island.

“It helped young families to see a sense 
of continuity and flow that put them in 
the context of a community during the 
communal moment when the child fin-
ished the bet class and had learned the 
Hebrew alphabet,” explained Liben. “It 
also helped people create a relationship 

weddings and they will continue the cus-
tom for their own children.”

“There is a way to take a ritual item, 
bring it into the present, and make it 
not only important but also part of an 
individual child’s Jewish history,” said 
Rabbi Renée Edelman of Temple Sha’ar-
ey Shalom, a Springfield, New Jersey, 
Reform congregation that owns a col-
lection of framed wimpels from Europe. 
Now, during a fourth-grade program, 
each family works to design an original 
wimpel—with the child’s Hebrew name, 
blessings, and meaningful symbols—for 
use at the bar/bat mitzvah.

Inspired by the wimpels he had seen in 
European museums, Rabbi Sid Helbraun 
created the Wimpel Project six years ago 
at Temple Beth-El, a 150-year-old Re-
form synagogue in Northbrook, Illinois. 
“It seemed to me a beautiful custom of 
taking that swaddling cloth to bind the 
Torah and take us from the earth cycle up 
to the bimah for b’nei mitzvah celebra-
tions,” he explained. “Judaism isn’t that 
Sinai moment of reading the Torah. It is 
part of the cycle of our life and how we 
live each day.”

Temple Beth-El holds an annual wim-
pel-making workshop for second-grade 
families and new community members 
with older children. Participants learn 
how to make a wimpel, as well as about 
Jewish life ceremonies and Hebrew 
names. “People love telling their children 
the story of their Hebrew name, who 
they are named for, and their memories 
of this person whom they hope the child 
will emulate,” said Rabbi Ari Moffic, the 
synagogue’s director of congregational 
learning. “Jewish ritual and ceremonial 
objects are very important for our Jewish 
practice … Creating Judaica in the home, 
this is our cultural identity.”

At Temple Beth-El, families present 
wimpels during the second-grade conse-
cration service, typically when Parashat 
Yitro (the story of receiving the Torah at 
Sinai) is read. The wimpel is stored until 
the bar or bat mitzvah when it is used to 
wrap the Torah—an experience that was 
meaningful for the family of Josh Dapin, 
who was bar mitzvahed this past April. 
“The rabbi showed it to the congrega-
tion and shared a few words about the 
wimpel,” said his mother, Mindy Dapin, 
who placed the wimpel in a keepsake box 

Everything you need to know at 
tabletmag.com/sections/holidays



PREPARATIONINGREDIENTS

25October 14–20, 2022 • 20–26 Tisrei, 5783tabletmag.com

Place the olives in a bowl with the garlic, preserved lemon, bay leaves, parsley, 
spices, harissa, 3 tablespoons of olive oil, and lemon juice and toss lightly. Spoon 
into a jar or container, cover with a layer of olive oil, and close tightly. Store in 
the refrigerator for 2 or 3 days before serving. Will keep up to 1 week in the 
refrigerator. 

Yield: 6 servings

2 cups (about 3/4 lb) green, 
purple, or black olives, or a 
mix, well drained

2 or 3  garlic cloves, finely chopped

 the rind of 1 preserved lemon, 
cut into small dice, or more to 
taste

1 or 2  bay leaves

3 tablespoons finely chopped 
flat leaf parsley

1 tsp paprika

1 tsp ground cumin

1 tsp harissa, or to taste

6 tbsp extra virgin olive oil, plus 
more to cover

1 or 2  tbsp lemon juice, to taste

with Preserved Lemons and Harissa
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Moroccan Marinated Olives 
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