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Campus Diversity,
Equity and Inclusion
(DEI) Excludes and
Targets Jews
In an age of skyrocketing antisemitism, university programs meant to
combat prejudice and hate have become the latest Jew-free zone
BY ARMIN ROSEN

M

aking the world
safe for Jews in an
age of skyrocketing
antisemitism isn’t
something American universities tend
to believe they need to stand for. In a review of 24 major college and university diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI)
initiatives, the advocacy group Stop
Antisemitism found that only two of
them had any specific programming
or materials related to antisemitism.
“DEI departments have not made fighting antisemitism a priority,” the group
concludes in its 2022 “report card” of
American campuses.
DEI itself is definitely a priority on
campuses, though. Among the 65 large
universities that comprise the “power-five” athletic conferences there are
nearly 3,000 employees dedicated to DEI,
according to a July 2021 analysis by the
Heritage Foundation. Collectively, these
institutions had 1.4 DEI officers for every
history professor, and 3.4 DEI officials

for every 100 tenured or tenure-track
scholars in their employ.
As the report notes, these institutions
have no legal obligation whatsoever to
hire thousands of diversity bureaucrats—
which is not the case, for example, with
staff dedicated to providing federally
required aid to disabled students. Even
so, of the 65 universities surveyed, only
Baylor University and the University of
Minnesota employed more Americans
with Disabilities Act compliance officers
than DEI personnel. A pricey, often-invasive DEI regime is something these
universities chose to expand in the wake
of the nationwide racial justice protests
in 2020, at the expense of providing adequate support for adjunct faculty, limiting class size, and other lesser budgetary
priorities. Mistaken or not, DEI is an
expression of academia’s deepest sense
of its mission during a time of rapid social dislocation.
The reason that taxpayers should care
about how American higher ed chooses to deploy its resources is that we are
1

paying for it. On top of the enormous
cost of America’s publicly funded higher
education system, President Joe Biden’s
executive decree of limited debt relief
for certain student loan borrowers will
cost the government upwards of an additional $400 billion, according to a late
September analysis from the Congressional Budget Office. In practice, this is an
eye-watering taxpayer subsidy for a system that has transformed itself over the
past three decades into a vast federally
funded cartel that has shunted aside traditional academic occupations of teaching and research in favor of bureaucratic
thought-policing and ideological indoctrination. It is a mark of the failure of this
system to provide the educational goods
that taxpayers think they’re paying for
that its graduates now require emergency
federal assistance years or even decades
after graduating.
Even when it comes to combatting
prejudice and hate, the new academic
DEI bureaucracies are quick to discard
discernible social reality when it does
not match up with their ideological aims
and goals. It is to be expected that acts of
antisemitism are common at American
universities because they are so frighteningly common in the United States in
general. The Anti-Defamation League’s
annual nationwide audit of antisemitic
incidents for 2021 reported an all-time
record since the audit was first conducted in 1979. Incidents increased 34% overall year over year, with assaults spiking
167%, and harassment rising 41%. Sure
enough, antisemitic incidents on college
campuses rose by 21%.
It would be reasonable to expect campus-based initiatives aimed at addressing institutional racism to focus on any
apparent overlap between the prejudices of the wider society and those that
manifest within the supposedly more
enlightened, diversity-obsessed confines
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of America’s universities. The overlap is
there for anyone to see. Universities that
consider themselves a beacon of social
tolerance are becoming anxious places for Jews. Over the past 18 months,
a Torah scroll was desecrated during a
break-in at a George Washington University Jewish fraternity, neo-Nazis beat
up a Jewish student at the University of
Central Florida, a participant in a Students for Justice in Palestine rally hurled
rocks toward counterprotesters outside
the University of Illinois Hillel, and the
AEPi house at Rutgers was egged on Holocaust Remembrance Day for the second
year in a row. Sexual assault survivors’
groups at both the University of Vermont
and SUNY New Paltz banned Jews insufficiently hostile to Israel; a series of anti-Jewish threats, vandalism, and harassment seized Indiana University and the
University of Wisconsin; and “long live
the Intifada” was spray-painted in the
middle of Boston University’s campus.
Need more examples? The Amcha Initiative lists 851 instances of “antisemitic activity” on U.S. college campuses in
2021 alone.
Two instances of insensitivity toward
Jews had a direct relationship with campus DEI initiatives. At Yale University,
a diversity trainer the Yale Law Journal
had brought to campus told her audience
that the FBI inflated antisemitism statistics. When asked why her presentation
hadn’t mentioned antisemitism, she replied that she didn’t need to discuss it,
since at least some Black people were
also Jewish. At USC, a student and former DEI officer serving on the engineering school’s student senate posted a series
of antisemitic social media messages in
Arabic, including one stating that she
“want[s] to kill every motherfucking Zionist.” Apparently, those who teach academia how to fight hatred are themselves
quite comfortable hating Jews.
Incidents from the ongoing academic
year, still only a few weeks old, show that
the problem is no closer to being solved
on campus than it is anywhere else. The
Rutgers AEPi house was egged yet again,
this time on Rosh Hashanah. A remarkably diverse coalition of student groups
at the University of California law school
at Berkeley, including the Women of
Berkeley Law, Law Students of African
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Descent, and the Queer Caucus, updated their bylaws to ban the invitation of
any speaker supportive of “Zionism, the
apartheid state of Israel, and the occupation of Palestine.” This would bar 85%
or so of American Jews from speaking
at these groups’ events, including Berkeley Law’s own dean, the distinguished
legal scholar Erwin Chemerinsky. UC
Berkeley’s Law Students for Justice in
Palestine (LSJP) reportedly wrote and
promoted the bylaw, which states that all
of the groups adopting the new rule have
committed to participating in a DEI-type
training, in this case a “‘Palestine 101’
training hosted by LSJP ‘to create a safe
and inclusive space for Palestinian students,’” according to the Jewish Journal.
Acts of antisemitism have been given a
unique status by DEI bureaucrats and the
milieu in which they are embedded, in
that they are apparently defined as having
no broader “structural” implication beyond the individual people and communities who are attacked. Whereas racist
flyers or epithets are held to automatically reflect centuries of legal discrimination and violence, the structural origins
of antisemitism in the history of the
West are ignored entirely. The incredible
violence directed at Jews throughout the
history of the West, culminating in the
Holocaust, which is an event that happened in the lifetime of people still living
on this earth; the mass ethnic cleansing
of Jews from Arab countries; the overt,
vile, legalized discrimination against
American Jews in housing, education,
private associations, and numerous other areas of American social life have all
been amply documented by historians,
Jewish and not, at every level of craft. If
anyone has suffered from discrimination,
violence, and social prejudice, across the
broad expanse of Western history, surely
Jews have.
Yet in New York City today, frequent
physical attacks on Jews are treated as
fairly normal and are very seldom punished with prison time. On a national
level, a recent White House summit on
hate crimes “overwhelmingly focused on
right-wing extremism, with only scant
allusion to the attacks Jews have faced
from other sectors in recent years, including the pro-Palestinian left,” according to
2

reporter Ron Kampeas of the JTA, who
noted that the meeting generated controversy over an alleged lack of Orthodox
Jewish representation, as well as over the
involvement of Al Sharpton, who has a
long history of antagonism toward Jewish communities in his native New York.
The event did not include any reported
participants from the Haredi community, who are by far the most common
victims of antisemitic violence in the
United States.
In practical terms, a reversal of DEI
regimes’ determined obliviousness toward Jew-hatred probably wouldn’t help
much. New York University is one of the
only institutions that Stop Antisemitism
surveyed to include Jews in its DEI efforts; it is also one of three universities
in the report to have received formal
federal-level complaints from a Jewish
student under Title VI of the Civil Rights
Act. The Heritage study examined student surveys on the state of campus life
at schools with DEI bureaucracies of
varying size and found that “there appears to be little relationship between
DEI staffing and the diversity climate on
campus.” In an April 2021 story, Tablet’s
Sean Cooper reported that despite their
newfound ubiquity and high cost, there
is shockingly little proof that DEI programs result in more tolerant workplaces
and college campuses or reduce racism.
The DEI regime is often framed as a
brave and honest reckoning with structural racism, educational inequity, individual bigotry, and other abiding sources
of establishment shame. In fact, the purpose of DEI, and perhaps of the ideological and quasi-spiritual project underlying
DEI, is to delay or deflect hard conversations about how universities operate,
or any awkwardly critical assessments of
the value of the education they provide,
or the kinds of spaces and citizens they
now produce. If it had any other purpose
but creating a false edifice of reassurance
and moral rectitude, campus DEI would
have a lot to say about the higher education system’s continuing role as a locus
of American antisemitism, rather than
nothing at all.
Campus DEI regimes’ total lack of
interest in antisemitism makes it obvious that Jews are not seen as part
of the social justice mission of the

university. Then again, much of the organizational architecture and bureaucracy of the contemporary university,
from the stringency of the admissions
process, to the emphasis on “diversity”
itself, originated with the institutions’
attempts to keep Jews out, as Tablet has
been recounting in Gatecrashers, a podcast exploring the history of antisemitism within the Ivy League.
One key difference between now and
the 1920s, when the last largescale movement to exclude Jews from American
campus life happened, is that Jews now
lead and hold prestigious tenured chairs
at major American universities, which
host entire academic departments devoted to Jewish life and learning. That
thousands of Jewish faculty and administrators, as individuals and as scholars,
have allowed this resurgence of academic scapegoating and exclusion of Jews
from campus life to happen with only
occassional bursts of dissent is striking,
at least to anyone who doesn’t spend
their life on campus.
The institutional world’s hesitation
to examine or even acknowledge its
antisemitism problem points to a larger academywide fear of confronting
institutional sins of the type that have
little to do with Harvard’s or Yale’s involvement in the slave trade 200 years
ago. Today’s universities are content
with being unaffordable behemoths and
lifestyle brands for the same reason they
remain uninterested in the antisemitism
they have historically practiced and indulged. The academy’s flaws, and the literal and figurative costs they arrogantly
impose on the rest of American society,
fall outside the purview of institutions
that are rushing to add thousands of administrators who are supposedly dedicated to making the world a more tolerant and equitable place. In truth, the
goal of these universities in a moment
of disorienting and unpredictable social
and political change is to protect their
cartel from the scrutiny it has earned
through its glaring inability to productively educate millions of students, and
its determination to saddle ordinary taxpayers with the cost of its failures.
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This article was originally published on
October 4, 2022.

Album of the Week
Built to Spill, When the Wind
Forgets Your Name
Proudly from Boise, Idaho, Doug
Martsch of the indie rock band
Built to Spill never wanted to fit in
too much with the rest of the music
scene. After signing to Warner,
Martsch told Uproxx recently that
he “didn’t like the idea of our stuff
being played on the radio a bunch,
and I didn’t want us to have a hit. I
was a little nervous that we might
accidentally have a hit, and that
our music would be shoved into
people’s faces.”
Martsch wanted little to do with
anything conventional in music,
right down to the composition of the
band. Martsch saw Built to Spill as a
solo project where band members
would change every album, and while
that hasn’t quite worked out in his
long career, his current lineup has
played together only since 2019.
Their first album of original material,
When the Wind Forgets Your Name ,
sounds just like a classic Built to Spill
album should.
The sounds emanating from
When the Wind Forgets Your Name
might seem like new iterations on
past sounds, but for Doug Martsch,
they’re not old at all. They’re brand
new because now is when they’re
being made, and thank God for that.
—David Meir Grossman
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The Divine Feminine
Hindu Americans honor the power of women as the fall Navaratri festival
gets underway, with implications for religion, culture, and politics
BY MAGGIE PHILLIPS

T

he purple state of
North Carolina is gearing up for a closely
contested Senate election between former
state Supreme Court
Chief Justice Cheri Beasley, a Democrat, and the Trump-backed Republican Ted Budd. It’s a state that has also,
by some estimates, seen a growth of its
Indian American population of nearly 70% in the past decade, especially
in the Research Triangle area of Raleigh-Durham-Chapel Hill. India is the
secondmost common country of origin
for foreign-born residents of the state,
and Indian Americans (most of whom
are likely to be Hindu) are the largest ethnic group within North Carolina’s Asian American population of over
425,000, according to advocacy group
Indian American Impact. I spoke with
women and girls at the Hindu Society of North Carolina’s celebration the
night before Navaratri, the nine-night
Hindu autumn festival honoring the
power of the divine feminine, ending
on Oct. 5, to see which issues are animating them.
HSNC volunteer Ami Patel said Navaratri is about “feminine energy,” describing how the first night begins with
the lighting of the garbo, a lamp formed
from an earthenware pot with holes in
it, meant to signify the womb and the
life inside it. This custom is accompanied by festive circular group dances,
called the garba and the dandiya. It is
during one of these dances, accompanied by a live band from the Indian state
of Gujarat (the same state from which
the garbo, garba, and dandiya customs
originate), that Patel took some time out
to speak with me. It was Sunday night,
and there was no school the next day in

the district, making it a perfect night,
in the HSNC’s estimation, to hold a
pre-festival event to bring in young people and families, for whom the ensuing
nine nights of worship, dancing, eating,
and socializing—which begin at 8 p.m.
and go until at least midnight on weeknights—might not be feasible.
Young people of all ages and races
swirled past us to the music in a bright
circle, the skirts of the women and
girls in traditional dress billowing out
around them. With no alcohol on offer
and a group of older adults observing
from the back, this youth-oriented,
pre-Navaratri night had the feel of a
school dance. Nila Acharya, my guide
for the evening from the society’s board
of directors, was keen to emphasize how
salubrious the whole event was, attributing the popularity of HSNC events with
parents of all races and backgrounds to
the intergenerational presence and overall wholesome vibe (garba and dandiya
dances do not involve touching). When
asked which issues are at the forefront
of her concern, Patel said, “How to protect our children.”
Her answer cut right to the thematic center of Navaratri: the cultivation
and generation of life, and the feminine
power to defend, as well as to create.
That Navaratri eve, the international
news was about women defending their
basic rights in Iran, and a highly controversial woman and culture warrior on
the brink of national leadership in Italy.
But in the small upscale suburb of Morrisville, not far from the capital of a state
in which the top concerns are inflation
and education, I spoke with current and
future generations of Hindu American
women about their hopes and worries.
Their answers suggested more quotidian struggles compared to the current
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global dramas where women are visibly
front and center. But they also indicated that these women see themselves as
engaged in a covert battle of their own,
deploying the powerful weapons of tradition and community against isolation
and alienation—two among the tangle
of threats to America’s social harmony
and mental health.
Although women have been subjugated throughout history in many cultures and societies, the power of femininity itself, at least in the abstract, has
been reverenced around the world and
throughout history. Indeed, the paradigm of a divinely associated woman
vanquishing evil has stirred the collective imagination in various other religions, times, and places (see: popular
depictions of the Virgin Mary sparring
with Satan, or in the dramatic chiaroscuro renderings by female Renaissance painter Artemisia Gentileschi of
Jael killing Sisera, and Judith beheading Holofernes).
During fall Navaratri (there is a Navaratri for each of the four seasons),
each night celebrates different characteristics of the multifaceted Goddess,
also called Durga, in her many forms.
The Vedas, the canonical texts of Hinduism, tell the stories and contain the
praises of many deities, who while distinct, are ultimately manifestations of
one supreme divine source. Swami Tyagananda is the head of the Ramakrishna
Order of monks in Boston, and a participant in Tablet’s recent multifaith initiative The Tent. In a 2019 lecture to the
Vedanta Society of Boston, he described
these manifestations as a helpful way
for believers to conceptualize God as
something more personal, as an actual living being with attributes, rather
than a distant, static abstraction.
Although Hinduism’s canonical book
of hymns, the Rig Veda, contains tributes to a feminine manifestation of the
divine, in his lecture, Tyagananda credited the worship of the divine feminine
in its own right to the Devi Mahatmya,
another book of Hindu scripture. He
said it is estimated to have been written between the sixth and ninth centuries CE, becoming a seminal text for
popular worship of the divine feminine
aspect. The Devi Mahatmya , which he
4

said in an email to Tablet “is customary
and considered auspicious to chant” in
its entirety during Navaratri, contains
a legend that is central to the worship
of Durga, whose name in Sanskrit he
said in his lecture means “one who protects like a fort,” and which can also
mean “one who destroys the evil consequences.” In this iconic story, often commemorated in the fall during Navaratri,
Durga is a demon-slayer, manifested
and conjured into being by existing deities through their anger with the demon Mahishasura, who with his armies
is threatening the power of heaven. She
confronts, dazzles, and finally destroys
his forces with an overpowering personal brightness, and is ultimately victorious, subduing Mahishasura himself
by stepping on his neck and thrusting a
spear through his chest before decapitating him.
The emphases on Durga’s different
aspects, and how she is worshipped
during Navaratri, vary regionally,
meaning there is no single way to observe it. “Because of the prevalence of
many deities in the tradition (and consequently many festivals and temples,
etc.), Hindus effortlessly move from
one to another,” Tyagananda wrote in
an email to Tablet, “seeing them all as
different ways the Divine may appear—
in different forms (or as formless), with
different attributes (or as beyond attributes), etc. I have visited countless temples and prayed and worshiped there,
never for a moment thinking that this
was a ‘different God’ I am praying to.
In fact, I have also prayed in mosques,
churches, synagogues, and guradwars—
but always feeling that the same Divine
is present everywhere.”
Consequently, various Navaratri traditions have migrated and been adapted throughout the Hindu world over
time. The HSNC event, for example,
put on in cooperation with the Triangle Gujarati Association, reflects the
character of the celebration in Gujarat.
In his 2019 Vedanta Society lecture,
Tyagananda described what he calls
the autumn festival’s “mythological”
pretext, the legend associated with the
worship of Durga is recognized during
this time in many places. A tradition
in Bengal and the northeastern part of
tabletmag.com

“We can be the
margin of victory
for years to come.
In many ways,
Indian Americans
represent the
new South and
represent the
future of politics in
our state.”

India, but which he said in his email
is now observed elsewhere, holds that
the annual visit of the goddess Sati (a
manifestation of the Goddess) to her
parents takes place every autumn. This
meeting between daughter and parents
is the fruit of a familial reconciliation,
since Sati originally defied her parents’
wishes in order to marry the ascetic
Shiva, another Hindu deity. When Sati
crashed a religious celebration at her
parents’ home, to which her father had
invited all the gods and goddesses except Shiva, she was so humiliated by
her poor treatment and the insult to
her husband that she died. In the aftermath, Shiva’s attendants wrecked the
banquet, and eventually, Shiva himself
arrived. In grief, he commenced a dance
of destruction that threatened to destroy the entire universe. The destruction was averted when the deity Vishnu
recognized that Shiva’s anger and grief
would not abate as long as he could see
his wife’s body, and so, he cut it into
pieces and spread the pieces in various
distant locations. Sati was reincarnated as the goddess Parvati, a maternal
figure. In southeastern India, meanwhile, Tyagananda said in his email,
the nights of Navaratri are divided
into three segments, with three nights
devoted to three different goddesses:
Sarasvati, Lakshmi, and Kali (who also
September 30– October 6, 2022 • 6–12 Tishrei, 5783

appears as a force to be reckoned with
in the Devi Mahatmya).
Although femininity in many cultures
is commonly associated with passivity,
creation, and life, Tyagananda stated
in his 2019 lecture that the stories told
during Navaratri are a reminder that dynamic destruction is also divine, and a
key part of “the eternal feminine.” Far
from a “detached spectator of the drama
of human life,” he said, God-as-mother
“is an active participant,” serving as a
protector against the dangers of evil:
“vice, wickedness, cruelty, injustice,
suffering,” things that Tyagananda was
at pains to remind his listeners are unavoidable realities. Tyagananda posited
in his lecture that a mother’s primary
defining functions are childbirth, nourishment, and protection, and the Devi
Mahatmya is focused on the last one.
The predominant depiction of Durga
throughout this particular scripture is
of what Tyagananda called “a warrior goddess.”
The stories contained in the Devi Mahatmya empower women, Tyagananda
told his 2019 audience; the defeat of
the demon Mahishasura, along with the
other stories of feminine victory over
evil, demonstrate the independence and
power women can possess when facing
“even the worst challenges of life,” he
said, noting the resonance of this message in a time when, in many areas of
modern life, gender inequality persists.
The teenage girls I spoke to at pre-Navaratri, ranging from 15 to 17 years old,
told me what they see themselves coming up against in the next few years as
they prepare to leave home and enter
college and the workplace. While the
band took a break, groups of girls rehearsed garba steps or took selfies. “My
GPA!” one girl said immediately, when
I asked her group what issues were concerning them most at the moment. “The
rat race that we’re all in to get ready for
college,” was another response. More
globally, however, they expressed concerns about racism and sexism. Outside,
in the pleasant early fall North Carolina night, one 17-year-old said she was
concerned about future challenges she
would face as a woman of color, saying she already feels some of them “a
good amount.” It wasn’t all negative,
5

however. One girl spoke of her excitement to go to college and pursue her
passions. Another said that although
she worries about the unfamiliarity of
leaving home, family, and friends, she
is animated by the idea of leaving the
area for college. All the same, she said,
she might try to find something akin to
the HSNC wherever she ends up.
This is the key to the continuation of
a thriving Hindu American culture, as
far as board members like Acharya and
HSNC President Manoj Pandya are concerned. “This place is going to belong to
the youngsters,” Pandya said during the
band break. “Our focus is going to be
youth, youth, and only youth,” he said to
the crowd of teens and young families.
Although a festival in honor of femininity, Navaratri’s capacious observances are for everyone, men and women,
young and old, containing elements of
a transitional seasonal harvest festival and thanksgiving rituals related to
work and labor, as well. Given when
Navaratri falls this year, from Monday,
Sept. 26, until Wednesday, Oct. 5, the
HSNC’s pre-Navaratri event on the
Sunday night before a school district
teacher in-service day allowed an opportunity for younger people and families to get a taste of the festivities they
might otherwise miss due to homework,
extracurriculars, and early weekday
morning wakeups. In a similar fashion,
some Protestant Christian churches
are known to hold extra Christmas Eve
services and close on Christmas Day to
accommodate families’ schedules.
Acharya, the HSNC treasurer (also
events chair, and vice president of their
Toastmasters club), is a small, expressive woman who led me around the
event hall with regal self-assurance,
graciously greeting the many smiling
attendees who recognized her, stopping
here to take a picture, there to do a TV
interview. As she told me in detail about
the various practical concerns that go
PODCASTS
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into decorating, selling and taking tickets, and setting up the hall for such a
large event (she estimated around 1,500
would be in attendance the next night),
as well as bringing in a band from India that needs visas, food, and lodging,
I was reminded of a quote attributed to
Gen. Omar Bradley about successful
war-fighting: Amateurs talk strategy.
Professionals talk logistics. Tonight,
the HSNC hall hosting this celebration
of the divine feminine energy was more
than it seemed. It was a battlefield, on
which mothers fight against those elements of American culture that would
atomize and scatter their children’s
sense of self, a dance of destruction to
create in their place something strong,
inclusive, and beautiful.
The voices of the women at the HSNC
are voices to which North Carolina politicians and policymakers (and in other
swing states where together roughly a
quarter of the Indian American populations reside) might do well to listen.
“As the battleground of battleground
states where every vote counts,” said Indian American and North Carolina state
Senate Democratic Whip Jay Chaudhuri in an email to Tablet, “Indian-Americans remain a small but powerful
block. The community already remains
a swing and decisive vote in key state
House, state Senate, and Congressional
seats. But, Indian-Americans will continue to be in a position to swing the
swingest of swing states. We can be the
margin of victory for years to come. In
many ways, Indian-Americans represent the new South and represent the
future of politics in our state.”
The sheer regional variance of Navaratri observances throughout India
helps illustrate why considering Indian
Americans as part of a broader Asian
American political bloc is a tricky business. Consider the sensitive subject of
caste (something that can be given away
by a last name, but which most Americans are likely to overlook completely), and it’s clear that U.S. demographic polls aren’t really getting the entire
breadth of perspective. For example,
while caste is by no means an exclusively Hindu or Indian phenomenon,
a recent Carnegie Endowment survey
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of Indian American attitudes found
that nearly half of Hindu respondents,
mostly born outside the U.S., identified
with a caste group, and of those, they
reported being general or upper-caste.
This corresponds with a report from
Equality Labs, a progressive anti-caste
organization dedicated to amplifying
issues in South Asian communities in
the U.S. and abroad. In 2018 they published Caste in the United States, which
contained findings from a 2016 survey
of South Asian Americans. The report
provides a brief history of South Asian
castes in the U.S., describing a process
beginning in 1965 with the passage of
the National Immigration and Nationality Act, whereby a wave of wealthier, more educated upper-caste Hindus
began arriving in the U.S. The report
asserts that this immigration wave established upper-caste culture as the
predominant Hindu culture in the U.S.
by the time lower-caste Hindus began
arriving in larger numbers, starting in
the 1990s (the result of changing immigration laws in the U.S., and social and
political change in South Asian countries). Unfamiliarity with caste culture
means that until a couple of recent discrimination lawsuits by lower-caste, or
Dalit, Indian immigrants against higher-caste groups and individuals in the
U.S., the experiences of an entire segment of South Asian immigrants were
all but invisible.
Many Americans, therefore, see influential Indian American progressives
like Pramila Jayapal (herself from a
modestly upper-caste background), or
the 16% minority of Indian Americans
who voted for Donald Trump in 2016,
and take for granted a certain set of values among Indian or Hindu Americans,
often conflating the two groups. But a
different picture emerges from an earnest look into Hindu American cultures
and experiences, which requires going
beyond the simplicity of broad ethnic
polling categories.
Last fall, I wrote in Tablet about how
traditional Hindu values that emphasize
the importance of education were shaping the policy preferences of some Hindu Americans, particularly in Virginia.
It is a state with a substantial Hindu
American population, and at the time,
6

Republican Glenn Youngkin had recently won the gubernatorial election in a
surprise upset. Youngkin’s victory was
commonly credited to a widespread dissatisfaction with the public schools in a
state that had been projected to tip in
the Democrats’ direction. Hindu Americans’ concern over this issue may not
indicate a full embrace of every position
embraced by cultural conservatives, but
it does suggest a complex, diverse faith
population that defies binary political categorization.
Abortion, for example, is largely understood as a women’s issue in the U.S.,
and from a religious standpoint, many
Hindu texts appear to discourage the
practice. However, the Pew Research
Religious Landscape Study in 2014
showed that 68% of Hindu Americans
surveyed believe abortion should be
legal in all or most cases. But of that
group, less than half (38%) were women, while 62% were men. Additionally,
among Hindus who answered that abortion should be legal in all or most cases, there were generational differences:
35% were 18-29 years old, and over half
(55%) were aged between 30 and 49.
Only 15% of respondents who believed
abortion should be legal in all or most
places were younger millennials, with
the majority (75%) being older millennials and Generation X. And while
Pew’s sample size carried around an
8.5% margin of error, it was evidently
enough confidence for advocacy organization the Hindu American Foundation
to cite the 68% statistic in its nuanced
statement in support of a woman’s right
to choose to have an abortion.
It wasn’t something any of the teens or
adult women I spoke to at pre-Navaratri
brought up, however (in North Carolina,
it ranks eighth on top issues for voters
according to a recent survey by High
Point University). Rather, Acharya cited traffic concerns in the Triangle area
when I asked her what issues were engaging her currently in the state. “Every
day,” she said, “we have people moving
in.” North Carolina is one of the states
taking in expats from states like California, New York, and New Jersey since
2020, and she worries that the state’s
infrastructure isn’t keeping pace with
the population boom. Nevertheless, in
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“Humanity is
engaged in a
conflict not only
with external
enemies, who
threaten our
collective peace
and harmony,
but we are also
each called to an
internal reckoning.”
her two decades in the state since moving here from Chicago, she says she has
watched the state become more welcoming in response to the diversity the
Research Triangle attracts through its
plethora of career opportunities in the
IT and medical fields.
The ultimate lesson of Navaratri, Tyagananda said in his 2019 lecture, is that
humanity is engaged in a conflict not
only with external enemies, who threaten our collective peace and harmony,
but we are also each called to an internal reckoning. When we recognize true
evil within ourselves, he said, we must
show no mercy for the negativity and
destructiveness dwelling within our
own personalities. Acharya and Patel
believe the HSNC’s cultural activities
on display that evening have a place in
that struggle.
Patel mentions gun violence as a fear
she faces as a mother. Because both
she and Acharya are aware of this and
other stressors facing both parents and
children in the U.S. today, they are passionate about passing along culture and
traditions to young people, as a means
of vanquishing their negative impacts.
While American youth express high
rates of isolation, anxiety, and depression, Patel believes the community and
sense of identity provided by the HSNC
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is expressed by the themes of Navaratri.
“As a mother,” said Patel, “no matter
which mother, Indian or American, or
any mother on earth, we want to give
the best to our children. And that is what
this symbolizes. We wanted to give them
joy, we wanted to give them unity, we
wanted to give them bonding.” She describes the social ties that are strengthened through the joy of the communal
dancing that had just taken place in the
room next door, and was about to begin
again. “We want the youngsters to continue this culture,” she said.
Patel is hopeful about the future of
Hindu American youth. “They’re doing
a pretty good job,” she said. Acharya attributes this success to the moms. “They
are born and raised here,” she said of the
young people in attendance. “But they
are also rooted in the original culture.
And that is coming from feminine energy, the moms are doing hard work at
home, too.”
For the people I spoke to, heard, and
saw at pre-Navaratri, identity is something more than a poll category. It is a
force strong enough to provide a sense
of belonging, and flexible enough to accommodate outsiders. Earlier that day,
Acharya taught a workshop to introduce
the garba dances to anyone who was interested. “A festival like this,” Patel said
of the community celebration, helps
young people start to build the social
capital that will help them offset life’s
slings and arrows. “It’s not only for Indians,” she said, “We want everybody to
come, everybody to share.”
This article was originally published on
October 3, 2022
This story is part of a series Tablet is
publishing to promote religious literacy
across different religious communities,
supported by a grant from the Arthur
Vining Davis Foundations.
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→ Peter Daszak—the coronavirus researcher whose company, EcoHealth

In the twilight of the 19th century
two Jews argue in Vienna. Between
them is a copy of Der Judenstaat,
Theodor Herzl’s 1896 pamphlet
promising that Jews will one day
“live at last as free men on our
own soil, and die peacefully in
our own homes.” The book has
enraged Hermann, who throws it
down repeatedly. “Don’t fall for
this Judenstaat idiocy,” he says to
Ludwig, a junior faculty member of
the mathematics department at the
University of Vienna and his brotherin-law. Hermann continues, “Do
you want to do mathematics in the
desert or in the city where Haydn,
Mozart, and Beethoven overlapped,
and Brahms used to come to our
house? We’re Austrians. Viennese.
Doctors come from all over the
world to study here.” Hermann,
an Austrian industrialist born
Jewish but baptized as an adult, is
approaching the inner sanctum of
Viennese society and promises that
Jews can be the “torchbearers of
assimilation,” as they, in less than a
century, have advanced from shtetls
on the periphery of the Prussian
empire into the beating heart of
European modernity.
Ludwig, however, is less sure.
“A Jew can be a great composer,”
Ludwig concedes, “but he can’t not
be a Jew. In the end, if it doesn’t
catch up on him, it will catch up
on his children. Ordinary Jews
understand this.”
—David Sugarman

Alliance, helped fund gain-of-function research on viruses at the Wuhan Institute
of Virology that would later feature prominently in debates about the origins of
COVID-19 (often because he hid the facts about his research and affiliations)—
has received more funding from the National Institutes of Health to do yet
more research into bats and the coronavirus. Daszak is considered one of the
world’s foremost experts on SARS and the coronavirus, and he was central in
writing and publishing a letter in The Lancet in February 2020 that “strongly
condemn[ed] conspiracy theories suggesting that COVID-19 does not have a
natural origin,” even though there was scant evidence at the time to supports
such a conclusion. He also failed to share that in 2018 his lab submitted a
research proposal that included an experiment to see if coronaviruses could be
made more lethal to humans—the kind of experiment that proponents of the lableak theory allege were happening in Wuhan.

→ After weeks of riots and popular unrest in Iran directed against the

government, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Iran’s supreme leader, claimed
Monday that the protests, in which hundreds of thousands of Iranians have
participated, are a plot orchestrated by the United States and Israel. “I say this
clearly that these riots were planned by America and the fake Zionist regime,”
Khamenei said in an appearance at a military graduation ceremony, alluding to
Israel in his first comments since the protests began. The mass demonstrations
were sparked by the death of a young woman in police custody after her arrest
for violating Iran’s stringent dress code. Thousands have so far been arrested,
and 130 people have been killed in clashes with security forces; the violence
could increase now that Khamenei has signaled to ratchet up the military
crackdown.

→ China has spent $38 billion buying sanctioned Iranian oil since the start

of President Biden’s term, offering the Iranian regime a lifeline as the Biden
administration seeks to secure a new Iran Nuclear Deal and ease up the
unenforced sanctions currently in place. The figure comes from United Against
Nuclear Iran, a nonprofit tracking Iran’s illegal trade. China “has proven to be the
savior of Tehran by continuing to import millions of barrels of oil every single day,”
the organization said in its report, adding that “Chinese imports have likely even
exceeded the purchases made when the trade was not subject to U.S. sanctions.”

→ A trio of leaks in the two Nord Stream pipelines that carry gas from Russia

to Germany, which appears to have been caused by underwater explosions,
is being called an act of deliberate sabotage by U.S. and European officials.
Josep Fontelles, the top E.U. diplomat, said on Wednesday that the “incidents
are not a coincidence,” though he stopped short of naming who was responsible
for the damage to the pipelines. According to German publication Der Spiegel,
the CIA had warned several European nations in June of a possible forthcoming
attack on the pipelines, yet it too did not specify a culprit. While most speculation
has focused on Russia attacking the gas lines, other theories have been floated
as well. Former Polish Foreign Minister Radek Sikorski, currently a member of
the European Parliament, posted a cryptic—and perhaps sarcastic—message
to Twitter on Wednesday, writing, “Thank you, USA,” above an image of the
damaged pipeline.
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The Giant
A new exhibit showcases the work of Diane Arbus, surrealist ethnographer
and the greatest portrait photographer of her generation
BY J. HOBERMAN

G

o in for the kill” is an expression I’ve heard photojournalists use. To me,
it suggests that their art
requires a skill akin to
bullfighting. Still, it’s a
truism that the camera can be “a weapon of aggression.” So it was described
by Susan Sontag in her ferocious takedown of the recently deceased photographer Diane Arbus, first published in
The New York Review of Books in 1973
under the headline “Freak Show.”
On the other hand, in Arbus’ case,
the photograph might be the weapon.
To enter Cataclysm—a facsimile of the
Museum of Modern Art exhibition that
so disturbed Sontag, staged on its 50th
anniversary by the David Zwirner galley—is to be zapped across the room
by the close-ups on the opposite wall.
Tightly framed (or cropped), Arbus’
subjects typically stare directly into
the camera. The show is something of
a confrontation.
Arbus, who was born in 1923 and
died by her own hand in 1971, was the
greatest American portrait photographer of her generation. Indeed, with the
possible exception of Robert Frank, she
may be that cohort’s greatest photographer of any sort. She was also a woman
possessed. Typecast as a collector of
sideshow freaks, Arbus might equally
be termed a surrealist ethnographer, a
tragic humanist, a sensation-seeking
existentialist, or, in the tradition of
19th-century French outsider poets, a
camera-artist maudit.
A fashion photographer before she
turned freelance, Arbus was drawn to
human anomalies, twins (and triplets),
and pseudo twins (friends wearing
matching outfits). She was interested
in the mismatched couples she found in

Washington Square and Central Park, as
well as prosperous, middle-aged women encountered strolling on Fifth Avenue. She was fascinated by strippers,
nudists, and androgynous men, many
of whom she persuaded to pose in their
boudoirs. Arbus, the mother of two
daughters, also photographed babies.
Cataclysm includes four close-up images
of infants. Three are crying infants; the
fourth, with eyes shut, has the placidity
of a death mask. (In fact, he grew up to
be CNN newsman Anderson Cooper.)
The title Cataclysm is meant to evoke
the 1972 show’s tumultuous reception.
(One photography critic accused the
show’s curators and supporters of “confusing despair, melancholy, and nausea
with profundity.”) It also has intimations of the biblical deluge—appropriate
to the epic quality of Arbus’ strongest
images as well as her life. Diane Nemerov was born to privilege and raised
in what one biographer called a gilded
ghetto. Her mother’s family owned the
luxury Fifth Avenue department store
Russeks. She grew up on Park Avenue
and Central Park West, where she was
schooled by governesses, and sent to
the Ethical Culture school in Riverdale.
At 18, she rebelliously married Russeks
employee Allan Arbus. He served, as a
photographer, in the Signal Corps but,
like the Great Depression, World War
II seems to have left Diane untouched.
In 1946, the young couple opened a
fashion studio. A decade later, she struck
out on her own. By the early 1960s, Arbus had a killer reputation as a paparazzi. “One hears stories of Diane Arbus
stalking her prey at a cocktail party or an
art opening,” is how the New York Times
photography critic Gene Thornton began an article published a month after
Arbus’ suicide. “A tiny, birdlike woman,
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freighted with all the baggage of a wellequipped freelance photographer, she
tiptoes up to her intended victim and
stops just inches away, camera to eye,
ready to shoot … ‘It was a terrifying
experience,’ said one such victim with
passionate conviction.’” Arbus, however, had other ways to terrorize herself.
She was boldly interactional. Although often bracketed with street
photographers Gary Winogrand and
Lee Friedlander (contemporaries with
whom she shared her first MoMA show
in 1967), Arbus was more of a pickup
artist. She befriended and at times even
became intimate with her more outré subjects, some of whom she photographed over a period of years. Arbus’
portraits are in some sense collaborations, albeit carefully chosen from numerous possibilities. She invented what
could be called a staged snapshot. One
can see how Arbus posed her subjects,
or how they chose to present themselves, but only imagine what, amid a
barrage of shutter clicks, she said or did
to illicit their expressions. (Her contact
sheets are revelatory.)
Arbus was at once promiscuous and
selective. Armored, so she thought, by
her camera equipment, she went where
she pleased. She trawled Times Square,
Coney Island and drag bars from which
she was often expelled. She attended orgies and befriended the human exhibits
at Hubert’s Museum (and Flea Circus),
the 42nd Street cabinet of curiosities
that fascinated the likes of Bob Dylan
and Lenny Bruce.
In the mid ’60s, Arbus was a familiar
sight among New York’s working photographers. Ubiquitous on the scene,
she photographed at downtown clubs
like the Dom on St. Mark’s Place, and
attended William Burroughs’ reading in
a Bowery loft. The underground filmmaker Jack Smith kicked her out of his
apartment and the director Judith Malina expelled her from rehearsals of the
Living Theater. She was on the set at the
Warhol Factory and present for Timothy Leary’s wedding. (Whatever photos
she took, none were deemed worthy
of exhibition.)
As a photojournalist, Arbus covered
all manner of protest marches and
be-ins, although working the fringes
9

looking for individuals who interested
her. Attending a Rolling Stones concert
at the Academy of Music, she zeroed in
on an ordinary teenage fan.
~The movie Rebel Without a Cause
opened a month after its star James
Dean fatally crashed his racing car.
Viewers knew they were watching a
ghost. So too with MoMA’s 1972 Arbus
show. A photograph may be a memento
mori. Here, each photo reflected back on
its maker. “She must have been a mess—
no wonder she killed herself,” sniffed
the dean of British fashion photographers, Sir Cecil Beaton.
The presumption of Arbus’ morbid
curiosity was amplified by the public
who attended her show—in droves. The
exhibition attracted more visitors than
any previous photography show in MoMA’s history. Repeat viewers included
Susan Sontag, so disturbed by what she
saw that she was inspired to write a
book-length critique of the photographic medium.
Remarkably disinhibited, Sontag’s
strong reaction to Arbus’ work articulated what many must have felt. Her
antipathy extended to Arbus’ subjects:
The “work shows people who are pathetic, pitiable, as well as repulsive, but
it does not arouse any compassionate
feelings.” Having made that confession,
Sontag somewhat tautologically declared that Arbus not only sought out
freaks but, like some camera-wielding
Medusa, could transform anyone she
photographed into a freak. Similar
criticism was leveled against the great
portrait artist Alice Neel about whom
the art critic Hilton Kramer complained
that people were “shown to be cruel or
pompous or vacant or spaced out or
just a little nutty.” (Interestingly, however, Kramer was an early defender of
Arbus whom, he wrote, “lavishes an
extraordinary candor and sympathy on
her subjects.”)
Attributing uncanny powers to Arbus, Sontag claimed that “her sensibility,
armed with a camera, could insinuate
anguish, kinkiness, mental illness with
any subject.” Not surprisingly, Sontag
never mentioned that she herself had
been photographed by Arbus, hugging
her 13-year-old son David Reiff as he
peers smugly at the camera, as part of
tabletmag.com

“Arbus was not
simply born rich,
she ‘came from
a verbally skilled,
compulsively
health-minded,
indignation-prone,
well-to-do Jewish
family.’”

a 1965 Esquire magazine assignment on
famous people and their offspring. Nor,
except to herself, could Sontag admit to
her own longstanding interest in freaks.
Her celebrated “Notes on Camp” evidently began as a meditation on morbidity. “To define the sensibility of Diane
Arbus plunges me back into my original
subject,” she noted in her journals.
Perhaps because Sontag understood
Arbus as her “secret sharer,” she presumed to explicate the artist’s background. Arbus was not simply born
rich, she “came from a verbally skilled,
compulsively health-minded, indignation-prone, well-to-do Jewish family,
for whom minority sexual tastes lived
way below the threshold of awareness
and risk-taking was despised as another goyish craziness.” It seems unlikely
that Sontag (who grew up as Sue Rosenblatt and suffered antisemitic jibes as a
child in Arizona) identified with Arbus’
haute bourgeois Jewish parents. Still,
she saw Arbus as something of a Jewish heretic, an apikoros whose work
was “reactive against gentility, against
what is approved,” as well as “a revolt
against the Jews’s hyper-developed
moral sensibility.”
However Arbus may have struggled
as a freelancer to support her two children, Sontag typecast her as a sort of
spoiled dropout who embodied “the
September 30– October 6, 2022 • 6–12 Tishrei, 5783

ambivalence toward success which afflicted the children of the Jewish upper middle-classes in the 1960s.” But
then, in Sontag’s paradoxical formulation, Arbus was not really shocking the
bourgeoisie, only pandering to their
prejudices: “Making equivalences between freaks, mad people, suburban
couples, and nudists is a very powerful judgment, one in complicity with a
recognizable political mood shared by
many educated, left-liberal Americans.”
If anything this equivalence was made
by the self-anointed hippie “freaks” of
the counterculture (whom Arbus found
a dull subject).
Most telling, Sontag identified Arbus as a poster child for the same decade that brought her to prominence:
“Arbus’s serious work coincides with,
and is very much of, the sixties, the
decade in which freaks went public,
and became a safe, approved subject
of art.” (Sontag was thinking of Fellini, El Topo, underground comics, and
“rock spectacles” but not evidently her
enthusiasm for mad Antonin Artaud or
the underground movie Flaming Creatures which she had famously defended
a decade before.)
Wanting no part of Arbus, Sontag
suppressed her response to the photographs and thus simplified them. Yet, for
all their immediacy, the photographs are
complicated. Arbus may have been an
urban creature but her most haunting
images can be weirdly pastoral—the
nudists in the woods, the rural carnival
performers outside a billowing tent,
under an ominous sky. One of her last
series depicts the inmates and staff of
a New Jersey institute for mentally disabled women in plein air, masked for
Halloween or turning cartwheels in a
barren meadow. Grotesque yet serene,
these images worthy of Goya. They are
also, however disquietingly, universal.
Arbus’ most powerful photographs
are not so much icons or metaphors
(although they can be seen as such) as
found archetypes and even allegories.
The youthful yet robust nudist couple
standing shyly in the woods are Adam
and Eve. The sour-looking elderly couple
enthroned as a retirement home’s prom
royalty present a comic yet unbearable
statement regarding human mortality.
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So does the boy dressed as a man or the
young girl with a middle-aged face and
an old lady’s bathing camp. The critic
Hilton Als has suggested that the man
posing naked as a woman (his genital
concealed between his thighs) is a kind
of joke on Botticelli’s “Birth of Venus.”
Among my favorite Arbus portraits
is that of the 8-foot-tall, 395 pound
“Jewish Giant” Eddie Carmel, head
scraping the ceiling as he towers over
his bemused parents in their Bronx
apartment. The literary critic Leslie
Fiedler wrote a book-length meditation

on the subject of freaks that barely
mentions Arbus (and Sontag not at all)
but ponders this image, noting that “in
legend Giants are the most goyish of all
Freaks—typified by the monstrous Goliath against the frail champion of the
Jews, the boy-man David.” (The questionable nature of this assertion is underscored when he goes on to suggest
Carmel as a potential Samson.)
The image allows for multiple readings. Carmel’s parents might be staring at the Golem or a manifestation of
post-Six-Day War Israel. More simply,

We Defeat Helplessness
by Helping
In a Yom Kippur sermon, asking how one person can
face the many challenges of our world
BY AMMIEL HIRSCH

L

ast spring, I traveled with
23 congregants to Poland. For weeks we had
watched from the safe
confines of our living
room the Russian military maul millions of innocent civilians
in an unprovoked, unjustified, unconscionable, unrestrained, merciless, and
savage invasion. I was inexpressibly
frustrated by simply watching. I wanted our synagogue to do something—for
Ukrainians—but also for ourselves. We
are morally diminished if all we do is
bemoan orgies of atrocities from afar,
lamenting all manner of human perversities while downing the last sips of
our morning repast. Synagogues aspire
not merely to be observers, commentators or critics. We want to be in the
arena, messengers of mercy, coworkers
of kindness, consolation and comfort,
representing and expressing the best of
Jewish values.

You—my congregants—and many
others who follow us online, raised hundreds of thousands of dollars to support
aid workers and humanitarian organizations. We brought 1,200 pounds of supplies with us, everything from undergarments to toiletries, medicines, and
hygiene products. And most importantly, we brought compassion and kindness
to Ukrainians who had lost everything.
We saw hundreds of refugees. At the
Ukrainian border, we stood by busloads
of broken, shellshocked human beings
disembarking from their harrowing
journey, finally free of Russian terror.
In Warsaw and Krakow we interacted
with refugees who were just beginning
to grapple with their new reality: They
would not be returning to their homes
or their former lives anytime soon,
if ever.
One encounter in Krakow reduced me
to tears. We entered a giant warehouse,
established in haste from a converted
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the photograph shows an elderly couple struck dumb by the mysterious entity—their child—they brought into the
world. Might it also represent Sontag—
or any of us—confronting the “monstrous” quality of Arbus’ photographs?
It took years for her to get this image
which, once seen is never forgotten.
Hardly a memento mori, it may be as
close as any photograph will ever come
to immortality.
This article was originally published on
October 6, 2022

shopping mall. Mountains of clothes,
donated from every part of the globe,
were offered to any person who entered
the facility. No money was exchanged.
Ukrainian refugees simply took what
they needed. Dresses, shirts, pants, underwear, socks, and shoes were neatly
arranged according to style and size. If
you didn’t know the tragic background,
this place would seem like any thrift
shop in the West. That was the point: to
provide not only basic necessities but to
offer as much dignity and compassion as
possible. It reminded me of the stories I
heard about how, immediately after the
war, displaced persons camp officials
made a concerted effort to restore basic
dignity to survivors, as quickly and as
comprehensively as possible. Traumatized and dehumanized women were offered fine clothes of the latest European
fashion, cosmetics, perfumes, and hair
stylists, so they could feel themselves
coming back to themselves.
We spent 45 minutes in the warehouse. But it was only when we were
outside that I was overwhelmed with
emotion. We arrived first thing in the
morning. By the time we left, a long
line had formed. They were almost all
women and children. Men between the
ages of 18 and 60 were prevented from
leaving Ukraine.
I looked deeply at these suffering
souls who had lost everything. Feelings
of utter helplessness overwhelmed me.
All these millions of people suddenly
rendered refugees, all this suffering—it
was caused by one man, Vladimir Putin.
11

I am not the first Rabbi Ammi in history,
nor am I the first Rabbi Ammi to have

been reduced to tears by human behavior. One of the best-known Talmudic
sages was Rabbi Ammi ben Natan. He
lived in Palestine in the third century,
and was the author of many profound
Jewish teachings. The Talmud records
that when he come upon the following biblical verse from the book of the
prophet Zephania, he wept:
“Seek righteousness, seek humility,
perhaps you shall find shelter when the
day of judgment arrives.”
The same Talmudic passage records
that Rabbi Assi—Ammi’s best friend—
wept whenever he read the biblical verse
from the book of the prophet Amos:
“Hate the evil, love the good and establish justice in the gate, perhaps God will
be gracious.”
Why did these great teachers weep
upon reading biblical verses that are
among the most profound and inspiring
sentiments in the entire Jewish canon?
We would have assumed that Rabbis
Ammi and Assi would be uplifted by
the prophetic sentiments.
Why did they weep? Because of one
Hebrew word—ulai—perhaps.” Seek
righteousness and humility—and if you
do—ulai—maybe—God will spare you
on the day of judgment. Hate evil, love
the good, and establish justice in the
gates—and if you do—ulai—maybe—
God will be gracious. In other words,
even when we do the right thing—we
may still not be rewarded, let alone
change the world. Rabbi Ammi is recorded as saying: “All this—ve’ulai?” Devoting my life to justice, righteousness,
humility, goodness—and only maybe
God will spare me?
I think that Rabbi Ammi and Rabbi
Assi wept not only because of the uncertainty of their own lives—that even if
they lead moral lives, they will still suffer, see loved ones die, and endure all the
pains and hardships of life. They also
wept because they realized that even
if they stay humble, hate evil, love the
good, and pursue justice—if the world
around them is arrogant, corrupt, unjust
and immoral—here is no place to hide.
They, and everyone else, will be swept
up in the wrongs of the age.
There is a passage in the Midrash,
composed 1,500 years ago, that describes 21st-century climate change as
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He decided to launch this brutal assault.
For sure, he was enabled by many others, but the invasion of Ukraine would
not have happened if Putin didn’t want
it to happen.
It is astonishing to me how history
often consigns so much power to one
person. The fate of many millions were
in Putin’s hands. If not for him, there
would be no war, 12 million displaced
Ukrainians would still be in their homes,
and the tens of thousands of killed and
wounded would still be leading peaceful lives.
We do not give enough consideration to the type of people who lead
us. Learned experts analyze the power
politics of international relations, as
if there is some master algorithm that
directs and constrains all leaders. Of
course, there are rules to the game of
thrones, but Putin’s values drove his
decision to invade Ukraine. His personality, life experiences, and principles
led him to launch and fight the kind of
war he inflicted on Ukrainians, an unrestrained, perverse, all-out onslaught
against civilians. At the core of most of
the world’s conflicts is a fundamental
clash of values.
Did we achieve anything worthwhile in Poland? The war is still raging.
Ukrainians are still suffering grievously.
Needless to say, we had no influence on
the Kremlin. Putin didn’t even know we
were there, and were he to have known,
he would have laughed at the inanity of
it all.
Why do anything that makes so little difference? What can one person do
to impact on the many armed conflicts
raging around the world? What can I
do to combat global warming, economic distress, mass shootings, and crime,
let alone, this awful pandemic that just
keeps rolling along? The anguish I felt
in the Polish refugee hub could describe
my relationship to practically every
challenge facing our world.
What can one person do? How to
make a difference in a world that seems
on the precipice, teetering over the valley of the shadow of death, cruelty, stupidity, and immorality?

if it were written today: “Be careful not
to destroy My world. If you do, there is
no one to repair it after you.” I cannot
escape the effects of global warming,
no matter how many electric cars or sun
panels I purchase. I cannot influence the
climate to spare me—to ensure that it is
10 degrees cooler over my house than
your house.
Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai taught:
“[There were once] people on a boat.
One took out a drill and began drilling a hole in the boat beneath his seat.
The others said to him, ‘What are you
doing?’ He replied, ‘Is it any concern of
yours? [I am not drilling a hole beneath
your seat] but only under mine.’ They
said to him: ‘But you will sink the whole
boat and we will all drown.’”
All of humanity is in the same boat.
The rising tides of immorality, stupidity, ego, self-regard, lust for power, and
conquest, threaten all. And the more
technologically advanced we become,
the more we are at the mercy of others.
There is no place for the moral person
to hide. We are all at risk of going down
with the ship. And when Rabbi Ammi
and Rabbi Assi realized this—they wept.
Their despondence, demoralization,
and despair overwhelmed them.
But Judaism also provides the response. We overcome despair by countering despair—one day at a time, one
place at a time, one person at a time, at
one moment in time. We defeat helplessness by helping. We surmount hopelessness by bringing hope. We conquer powerlessness by empowering. Our lives are
driven by the way we see ourselves. We
become not what we were meant to be,
but what we choose to be.
That is why we traveled to Poland. Of
course, we wanted to do good, to relieve
anguish for as many people as possible,
and with your generous help we did
that. But we also wanted to overcome
our own feelings of moral impotence.
We wanted to convince ourselves that
we are who we choose to be and we
choose to be Jews who seek righteousness, love the good, hate the evil, and
pursue justice.
This is the reason we repent tonight.
Repentance is a good thing, a declaration of empowerment; an expression
of responsibility: I am responsible. The
12

mistake of omission or commission
is mine—and I can act to rectify the
transgression. Atonement is my determination to transform insecurity into
confidence, cynicism into faith, and isolation into friendship. We can overcome
even our own pain and loneliness if we
turn our energies outward to relieve the
pain and loneliness of others. We are
at our best when we emphasize hope,
not despair, when we acknowledge the
brokenness of our world and work toward repair.
We saw hundreds of humanitarian aid workers in Poland. These were
people who dropped everything in
their home countries to encamp on the
Ukrainian border and in Polish cities
and towns, motivated by the desire to
do good, and driven by the impulse
of compassion and kindness. We met
Alessio in Krakow, an Italian chef who
felt that he could not stand idly by and
watch the suffering inflicted on innocent Ukrainians. On his own, and using his own money, he began cooking
for refugees in train stations, hospitals
and at the border. Every few weeks he
would make the dangerous trek into
Ukraine, itself, and offer meals. When
we met him, he estimated that he had already cooked and served 40,000 meals.
We never have enough of such people.
“There is always more misery in the
depths than compassion in the heights,”
wrote Victor Hugo.
But here’s the thing: In the midst of
all this suffering and depravation, those
humanitarian workers were not anxious
and they were not fearful. They were
confident, strong, content, satisfied with
themselves, and even joyous. They were
physically and morally upright, filled
with the celestial energy of doing God’s
work. They inspired others. Soon people heard of Alessio, and contributed
resources to him so that he could continue cooking.
Our highest humanity always leads to
someone or something other than ourselves. The more we actualize our humanity the more we are led to serving
others; helping others; loving others;
believing in others. We seek to repair
the world: to unlock the fetters of wickedness and untie the cords of bondage;
to let the oppressed go free; to break off

every yoke; to share what we have with
those in need. Our most inspirational
moments are when someone helps us
peer into our own nature and to intuit
the moral sentiment that lies at the core
of the human creature.
And if we have seen this glorious
sight; if we have looked into our very
souls and detected the moral spark that
lies within; we will learn to like ourselves. We will inspire ourselves. We
will acknowledge the beauty in ourselves. We will become less fearful, less
anxious. We will affirm and love life,
an affirmation which, in turn, will encourage love of life in others. And we
will be better able to endure the disappointments of life because we will
know that life has a purpose. We will
suffer loss, sickness and disillusion. We
will learn that life is unfair. We will see
that sometimes the bad prosper and the
good suffer. And we will still march on,
saddened but unbowed, because we believe: We believe in ourselves; we believe in humanity; and we believe in the
up-building of the world.
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Ovadia Baruch was born in Salonika,
Greece, in 1922, one of seven children.
Even after the Germans marched into
the city in 1941, life remained reasonably tolerable for the Jews. But in 1942
Adolf Eichmann arrived, and soon
thereafter, the Jewish community was
forced into ghettos and vicious anti-Jewish incitement began.
On March 15, 1943, the first deportation to Auschwitz left the station.
Twenty-year old Ovadia and his large
family were on the train—dozens of
cattle cars long, up to a hundred people per car—old and young, feeble and
disabled—with no food, water or toilets.
The Greek Jews had it worst. Greece
was further from Auschwitz than any
other European community. It took seven days and seven nights to reach the
death camp.
At 2:30 a.m. on March 21, the train
finally screeched to a halt. Ovadia staggered out of the car into the strobe-lit
night. Armed guards shrieked at the top
of their lungs, vicious dogs growled, and
hollow-eyed inmates clad in striped
rags ran this way and that. “They must
have brought us to an insane asylum,”

Ovadia thought. Not everyone heeded
the command to leave the train. They
couldn’t. They were already dead. The
hollow-eyed, stripe-clad inmates would
dispose of them quickly. The next trainload of tortured Jews would have no
idea what transpired a few hours before them.
Awaiting on the platform below was
Josef Mengele. He, alone, determined
who would live a few months longer and
who would die that night. Ovadia’s entire family was loaded onto trucks, never to see the sun rise again. Ovadia was
sent to the main Auschwitz camp, and
eventually ended up working at the munitions factory, along with many other
men and women, manufacturing bombs
for the German war machine. One
night, Ovadia was caught stealing food
and received 60 lashes as punishment.
As he was agonizing on the ground, a
German guard kicked him so viciously
that he cried out “O Madre, O Madre,”
Ladino for “O mother.”
Aliza Tzarfati, a 16-year-old teenager who also worked in the munitions
factory, heard the word “Madre”—and
assumed that the man in agony must
be Greek. Greek Jews spoke Ladino.
She asked the kapo on guard, “Can you
arrange for me to meet this man?” “If
I do,” the kapo responded, “the two of
you will be risking your lives; if you are
caught you will both be executed.” Aliza
responded—“come what may, I want to
meet this guy.”
Moved by her courage, the kapo put
a dummy 250-pound bomb on a wagon,
and Aliza wheeled it to where Ovadia
lay in agony. “Are you from Greece?”
Aliza asked. “Yes,” Ovadia replied. “Me
too,” said Aliza, “Where in Greece?”
“Salonika,” Ovadia answered. “Me too,”
said Aliza. In retelling this story, Ovadia wept. “Aliza was so beautiful,” he
said, “that nothing hurt anymore.” He
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couldn’t stop looking at her. “The only
thing I wanted was to see Aliza.”
In the bowels of hell, they fell in love.
They wrote secret notes to each other,
risking everything. On one of those
notes, Ovadia wrote: “If we survive this,
I am going to marry you.”
Throughout their captivity, Aliza never told Ovadia what happened to her in
Block 10. It was the medical experimental block where sterilization surgery was
performed on female prisoners.
Aliza was in Block 10 for about a
month when Josef Mengele entered the
building and scheduled Jewish women
for experimental operations. Her day
arrived, along with two other female
prisoners. Horst Schumann came to get
her. Schumann was a German surgeon
whose special area of interest was experimenting on mass sterilization of
Jews by means of X-rays. Aliza barricaded herself with the beds in her room
and screamed at Schumann. Enraged,
he pointed his gun at her and said, “I’m
going to operate on you, myself, but you
will be the last of the three operations.”
While the surgeons were operating
on the first girl, an air raid siren sounded
throughout the camp, and the German
staff ran to the bomb shelter, leaving the
last two procedures to Maximilian Samuel, a well-known Jewish obstetrician
from Cologne. Dr. Samuel was guarded
like a hawk by another physician whose
job was to make sure that Samuel performed the surgery as planned.
When it was over, Aliza was wheeled
back to her room. Every day, Dr. Samuel would come to change her bandages,
and Aliza would scream at him: “You are
Satan, you are a wicked man. I’m sixteen
and a half years old—and you sterilized
me?!” Samuel responded:
“Aliza’leh, try to stay alive. One day
you will understand.”
Miraculously, Ovadia survived Auschwitz and inhuman death marches.
When American soldiers found him
lying on the ground in Mauthausen,
Austria, he weighed 80 pounds. After
months of recovery and rehabilitation,
he made his way back to Salonika to
search for family members who may
have survived. Every day for six months
he would go to the Jewish community
center and look at lists of survivors.

“I didn’t think of Aliza,” he said, “because I assumed she could not have survived the death marches, but after six
months I saw her name on the list of
survivors, and I decided to wait in Salonika, thinking that maybe she would
return to search for her family. One day,
there she was.”
“Aliza!” he shouted. “Ovadia!” she
cried. “We embraced.” We wouldn’t let
go of each other.” Aliza said to Ovadia,
“I have not forgotten what you wrote
to me, but I cannot marry you.” You
came from a very large family; you
lost everyone—and I can’t you give you
children.” She then proceeded to tell
him of the surgery performed on her
in Block 10.
Ovadia cried: “Marrying you is
enough. I don’t want children if it means
giving you up.” Day after day, he wore
her down. Finally, Aliza relented but
told Ovadia, “I will marry you only if
you promise to put in our ketubah that
you know we will not have children.”
“Aliza,” Ovadia responded, “I’ll sign 17
ketubahs to marry you.”
They married in 1946, and soon
thereafter set sail for Palestine on an illegal immigrant ship. They were placed
in an agricultural community in central
Israel, living in an abandoned cattle
shed. A woman in the settlement, Mrs.
Goldberg, had compassion on the young
bride and invited her to take showers in
her house. One evening Aliza returned
from Mrs. Goldberg, distraught and
feeling ill: “I’m never taking any more
showers at Mrs. Goldberg’s house. “Why
not?” Ovadia asked. “Because I caught
the disease that she has.” “What’s wrong
with Mrs. Goldberg?” “Haven’t you seen
how fat she is?” Aliza responded. “Just
look at her belly. She has intestinal
worms or an infection and I caught it
from her.”
“That very day we took Aliza to the
hospital,” Ovadia recounted. “They examined her thoroughly, and the medical
staff came in to give her their diagnosis.
She was three months pregnant with
their son. Fourteen years later, their
daughter was born.
“Aliza’leh try to stay alive. One day
you will understand.”
Maximilian Samuel sabotaged her
surgery. Several weeks later, Dr. Samuel
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was dead: An informant reported what
he had done.  Aliza died in 1993. She
was 66 years old. Ovadia died in 2010 at
the ripe age of 88. They had five grandchildren and two great-grandchildren—
the best revenge on Mengele, Hitler,
Eichmann, Schumann, and the entire
pathetic band of Nazi racists.
What can one person do to change
the world?
Maximilian Samuel changed Aliza’s
world. He changed Ovadia’s world.
Children are alive today because of Dr.
Samuel. He did not sabotage every operation. Jewish doctors in the camps
were often despised and condemned after the war. They were placed in morally untenable situations. To resist meant
likely discovery and certain death. To
comply meant violating every ethical
vow of medicine and humanity.
But even when we do the right thing,
we are not necessarily rewarded. Maximilian Samuel was caught and executed.
Our entire lives are governed by the
short Hebrew word—ulai—maybe. But
we do the right thing not only to be rewarded, and not only to relieve the suffering of others. We do the right thing
because it is the right thing for us. To
fight for justice is to fight for ourselves.
To ignore injustice, to tolerate evil—is
to distance ourselves from ourselves. By
empathizing with the struggles of others, we strengthen ourselves. We build
immunity to moral disease.
The fight counts. We cannot retreat
from the world. To shut the world out
is to invite moral chaos that will eventually lead back to us anyway. To fight
for others is to fight against alienation
and despair. To withdraw is to allow
the instincts of empathy to deteriorate, and the muscles of responsibility
to atrophy. We act because our resolve
weakens when we do not act. Apathy,
lethargy and complacency hollow out
our human essence—the capacity to
care about, and empathize with, fellow
human beings.
When conscience dies, we die a spiritual death.
We need to try to stay alive. Ulai—
maybe one day we will understand.
This article was originally published on
October 6, 2022.
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The Etrog’s Storied Past
A new collection looks at the history of the fruit that Sukkot made famous
BY JENNA WEISSMAN JOSELIT

K

’tonton, that stalwart
sprite of American
Jewish children’s literature, got into all sorts
of scrapes by swinging on a lulav. He
also liked to play hide-and-seek, enclosing his tiny self in a box—not any
box, mind you, but one that contained
an etrog, or, as it’s known in botanical circles, a citron. Snuggling alongside the fruit, which had traveled all the
way from the Holy Land to the United States, K’tonton rested his body on a
bed made of flax, protected on all sides
from the elements.
Neither K’tonton, nor his creator,
Sadie Rose Weilerstein, said anything
about the kind of container that housed
the pint-size scamp; the book’s illustrator, Jeannette Borkowitz, didn’t draw
one, either, leaving its features to our
imagination. I wonder if that collective omission was due to the fact that
by the time The Adventures of K’tonton
saw the light of day, during the 1930s,
many varieties of etrog boxes had become available.
Some were made of olive wood, others of silver, and still others were fashioned out of sturdy paper stock. They
might echo the shape of the etrog, or assumae a rectangular form, be sleek and
modern in appearance, or hark back to
an imagined biblical model. Some receptacles hailed from Jerusalem, where
craftsmen associated with the Bezalel
School of Arts and Crafts left their
mark, while others were the handiwork
of skilled German Jewish silversmiths.
And some, like the paper containers
with which American Jews are most
familiar—the ones with muddy-colored illustrations of an etrog and a lulav or of Jerusalem on each of their four
sides—represented a canny mixture of

consumerism and constancy, a stand-in
for the real thing.
Fascinating in their own right, there’s
even more to the etrog than meets the
eye. Its receptacles are only the tip of
the story, which encompasses horticulture, as you might expect, as well as
weaponry, childbirth, trust, and ritual
innovation, which you might not. This
piece of fruit has a history, a claim that
might seem so outlandish as to give rise
to concern that, in advancing it, I’ve
been tippling too much citron liqueur.
I stand by that claim, as does the talented trio of editors—Sharon Liberman
Mintz, Joshua Teplitsky, and Warren
Klein—responsible for Be Fruitful!:
The Etrog in Jewish Art, Culture, and
History, a wondrous new book from
Mineged Press that takes stock of this
most versatile of Mother Nature’s gifts
over time, place, and discipline. An
exhibition is also in the works. As its
name makes clear, this volume is all
about the etrog. It’s also a stunning
demonstration of what happens when
people put their heads together, share
their gifts, and think collaboratively: a
testament to the fruitfulness of intellectual exchange.
Each of the editors brought a singular perspective to bear. Klein, curator
of New York’s Herbert & Eileen Bernard Museum, applied his widespread
knowledge of and expertise in Jewish
visual and material culture to the proceedings. Liberman Mintz, curator of
Jewish art at the Jewish Theological
Seminary and senior consultant of Judaica at Sotheby’s New York, had long
been interested in German Jewish silversmiths of the early 20th century and
the ways in which they married modern
design to age-old Jewish ritual objects
such as the etrog container. Teplitsky,
a much laureled historian of the early
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modern experience, who holds the Joseph Meyerhoff Chair of Modern Jewish History at the University of Pennsylvania, was drawn to the etrog after he
happened upon a series of documents
in a Prague archive that had to do with
a Jewish communal figure known as
the esroger, piquing his curiosity to
know more.
The three of them came up with the
idea of a book that would, through
words and images, reflect on the presence of the etrog and its hold on the
Jewish imagination over time. They
then set about corralling an interdisciplinary group of scholars from Europe,
Israel, and the United States who also
happened to be at various points in
their career—some were senior scholars, others just starting out—to make
good on their vision. (Full disclosure:
I’m among them.)
In showcasing this close kin of the
lemon, the project’s guiding lights knew
just enough to argue that the etrog might
serve effectively as a “prism,” through
which multiple aspects of Jewish history
and culture might be illuminated. Little
did they know what would come across
the transom. It was one thing, after all,
to make the case that the etrog be systematically explored in much the same
way that cod, say, or sugar or salt had received their due; it was quite another to
UPCOMING HOLIDAY
Sukkot
The year’s first
harvest holiday

tabletmag.com/sections/
holidays/sukkot

15

discover how far the book’s contributors
could run with their subject.
“Who would have imagined that a
whole book could be written about
a relatively small citrus fruit of little
culinary appeal, a fruit that is held in
hand for a few days a year and then discarded?” its editors write quizzically in
its introduction, before demonstrating
that, yes, one could do just that. Alighting in ancient Palestine and 17th-century Frankfurt, on the island of Corfu and
the isle of Manhattan, the volume’s contents range over time as well as space,
situating the etrog in a variety of temporal moments that range from antiquity

to modernity and in settings that run
the gamut from houses of worship to
commercial fairs.
Readers will learn that the etrog was
used as a weapon with which to pelt one’s
enemies, as an amulet to soften the pains
of childbirth, and as the source of political clout and economic mobility. The
stuff of artistic and visual expression—all
those etrog boxes!—as well as scientific
exchange, the fruit appears on the face
of coins in the ancient Near East; on the
walls of a first-century BCE catacomb in
Rome; on carvings of Byzantine-era synagogues throughout the diaspora; and in
15th-century Italian manuscripts where

What James Bond Can
Teach Us About Sukkot
And what the Jewish festival shares with Halloween and Day of the Dead
BY RAPHAEL ZARUM

T

he dead are alive.” This
line opened the 2015
James Bond film Spectre. I was excited to
find out how director
Sam Mendes would follow up Skyfall, the franchise’s previous, award-winning outing. What new,
fiendish plot would confront Great
Britain’s greatest spy? But as the cinema lights dimmed, instead of diving
straight into the action, those four eerie words appeared in slow succession,
punctuated by staccato sounds. The
dead are alive.
After a pregnant pause, a giant skull
filled the screen, sporting a dishevelled
top hat and a smoldering cigar protruding from its mouth. We were in Mexico City on the Day of the Dead, being
led through a loud and colourful procession. Everyone was masked and we
watched Bond track his unsuspecting

target. As the film progressed, we discovered that all the assailants Bond
had dispatched in recent installments,
ever since Daniel Craig took over the
007 mantle, were connected by an even
greater foe. Memories of his murdered
friends were used to haunt and taunt
him as he fought for his life. And I sat
there, enthralled, thinking to myself,
“They’re doing Sukkot.”
Let me explain.
The month of Tishrei is a hectic time.
More than one-third of its 30 days are
Jewish holidays. But while Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur are solemn spiritual Days of Awe that remind us of our
mortality (“Who will live and who will
die?”), we usually think of Sukkot as a
happy festival bursting with vitality. We
take and shake together four fresh plant
species, and we sit in a sukkah to recall
how our ancestors lived in huts after
God saved them from Egyptian slavery.
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tiny figures hold an etrog in their left
hand and a lulav in their right.
The ritual fruit has also been the stuff
of heated rabbinic disputes, international boycotts, far-flung global trade,
pageantry, song, and literature, where it
takes center stage in Agnon’s evocative
short story “The Etrog,” with which, appropriately enough, this volume closes.
I’m sure my brief summary has left
out something, but then I think you get
the point: The Zelig-like etrog has been
everywhere.
This article was originally published on
October 6, 2022.

Sukkot, however, turns out to be more
complicated. The festival’s presentation
in the Torah yields two big surprises.
Neither its other name nor time of year
are what we would expect.
Sukkot is described five times—in Exodus 23 and 34, Leviticus 23, Numbers
29, and Deuteronomy 16—but in only
two of these is it called Chag HaSukkot
(festival of huts), while four times it is
referred to as the time of “gathering in”
the land’s harvest, twice naming it Chag
Ha’asif (festival of ingathering). This
imbalance seems to imply that the agricultural aspect of the festival somehow
supersedes its historical associations.
Also, Chag Ha’asif occurs “at the turn
of the year” (Exodus 34:22) and, more
specifically, “at the end of the year” (Exodus 23:16). It is difficult to make sense
of this wording given that the festival
takes place two weeks after Rosh Hashanah. How do we fathom a festival of
ingathering at year’s end, rather than a
festival of huts after the new year has
begun? To answer this, we need to understand the Torah’s associations with
“ingathering” as well as some of the
biblical readings on Sukkot. Both have a
definite, if unexpected, theme of death;
this will bring us back to James Bond.
Look up the death scenes of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob in the book of Genesis
(25:8, 35:29, 49:33), Aaron in Numbers
(20:24), and Moses in Deuteronomy
(32:50), and you will encounter similar
phrasing every time. After they die, they
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are each described as being asef el amav,
“gathered-in to their people,” signifying
that their spirits were joined together in
the national memory. The fact that the
same Hebrew root—aleph-samech-fay,
or A-S-F—acts as a euphemism for dying
as well as for harvesting crops, implies a
conceptual linkage.
To some extent, Sukkot can be thought
of as a festival of death. It recalls the
conclusion of the year’s final harvest,
when all the wheat and wine has been
gathered in “from your threshing floor
and from your wine press” (Deuteronomy 16:13). The earth has now given
up its yield. There is no more life left in
the ground and all is dead underfoot as
summer ends.
And so, it is traditional to read the
somber book of Ecclesiastes on Sukkot:
“The day of death is better than the day
of birth. Better to go to the house of
mourning, than the house of feasting ...
Better is the end of a thing than its beginning” (7:1-2,8); and the final chapter
is dedicated to impending death: “Dust
returns to the earth as it was, and the
life-breath returns to God Who gave
it” (12:7).
Even the Haftarah on Shabbat Chol
Hamo’ed Sukkot has a deadly theme.
After the apocalyptic wars of Gog and
Magog, says the prophet Ezekiel, there
will be a pile of corpses so large that “it
will block the path of travelers” (Ezekiel 39:11). None of this sounds very joyous, and yet we refer to Sukkot in our
prayers as Zman Simchateinu, the time
of our rejoicing.
All this vivid imagery presents us
with a new paradigm for Sukkot. It
is the festival between years. It takes
place after the death of the previous
year but before the new life of the upcoming year has kicked in. It is a festival outside of time. Our old lives have
ended, God forgave us, and we are on
the threshold of being born afresh. We
celebrate Sukkot in the bracketed moments in between, at the turning of the
year. There is no pressure to start our
lives again, we are on vacation from our
everyday responsibilities. It is a period
of grace, a holiday from the world of
the living.
This helps to explain the odd tradition of ushpizin, an Aramaic word
tabletmag.com

“There is no more
life left in the
ground and all is
dead underfoot as
summer ends.”

meaning “visitors.” Over Sukkot we
are nearer the realm of the dead than
the living, and so we invite our great,
long-dead biblical ancestors—many of
whom were “gathered-in to their people”—into our sukkah as guests. We
share their memories and learn from
their example. We commune with the
dead to inspire us in life.
Now you can begin to see the similarities to Halloween. Two thousand
years ago, between the end of the summer harvest and the beginning of winter, the Celtic tribes celebrated Samhain. It was a time when people dressed
up in costumes, held feasts, and visited
neighbors. Spirits and fairies were in
attendance and the realm of the dead
was thought to be close.
A thousand years later, Roman and
Christian traditions developed hybrid
festivals upon Samhain. Hallowe’en
(Oct. 31), All Hallows Day / All Saints
Day (Nov. 1), and All Souls Day (Nov.
2) were times to commemorate the
dead, when the threshold between the
realms was open. From this emerged
the Halloween of today, with its evermore spooky associations, fanned by
modern commercialism.
Originating in Mexico, Día de los
Muertos, Day of the Dead, is a related but more joyful version. Family
and friends gather to remember and
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celebrate their deceased loved ones.
Graves are visited, gifts are shared,
and there are parties and processions
festooned with skeletons, skulls, and
candles. This is a fusion of Christian
practices with older rituals dating back
to the Aztecs.
It seems that all these celebratory
days are built on foundations laid by
Sukkot. The profound ideas of this ancient festival were able to cross cultures
and sprout anew. While there are moments when we need to mourn death,
there are also times when we need to
accept it, even celebrate it by inviting
the departed into our homes. Surely
this is healthier than suppressing our
fears about loss. The wisdom and relevancy of Sukkot stands to this day. It
teaches us to embrace mortality.
As Spectre drew to its conclusion,
James Bond walked through the
burned-out MI6 headquarters, on the
bank of the Thames. The building was
meant to be Great Britain’s ultimate
protector against international espionage, but now it was a broken ruin, a
crumbling shelter, a fallen sukkah. On
the walls, Bond’s nemesis Blofeld had
left pictures of people Bond trusted,
but who had died so that he could live—
his ushpizin. In order to find salvation,
his demons had to be faced.
Mendes’ message in Spectre is that
the dead are always alive for a hitman
with a license to kill. The losses never
leave. Like all good fantasy, Bond reflects ourselves. Our fears and sadness
can trap us in the past, or we can free
ourselves and move on.
In the film’s last scene, our hero has
bested his opponent. Blofeld says, “Finish it,” but Bond drops the magazine
from his gun and simply says, “Out of
bullets.” He chooses life over death, a future, hope. This is why the story began
on Día de los Muertos. The entire film
resonates with the themes of Sukkot.
Every year, we sit outside our homes
and our normal lives, in flimsy windswept huts, just to take a moment to
catch our breath, reflect, and celebrate.
A few days’ pause before we are thrust
back into a new year and a new life.
This article was originally published on
October 6, 2022.
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Etrog Preserves
BY TOBY SONNEMAN

INGREDIENTS

PREPARATION

3

fresh citrons
(approximately 1 pound each)

4

cups sugar

1

cup water

Step 1
Wash each etrog in cold water and cut into quarters. Remove the seeds. Grate
the fruit, including the peel and the white membrane, on the largest holes of a
box grater.
Step 2
Place the grated etrog in a bowl and cover with cold water. Let sit for two days,
draining and adding fresh cold water twice a day. Drain and squeeze the fruit
to extract as much liquid as possible. In a large heavy saucepan, stir together
the sugar and water. Add the etrog mixture, bring to a boil over medium heat,
and cook, stirring, until most of the syrup has been absorbed and the fruit is
translucent.
Step 3
Pack the preserves into sterilized jars, filling them to 1/4 inch from the top. Wipe
off the rims, screw on the lids, and turn the jars upside down on a dishtowel.
Leave them undisturbed for 12 hours, after which they should be vacuum-sealed
and can be stored in the cupboard. If any don’t seal, just refrigerate them for up
to three months.
Yield: Makes about 6 pints
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