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Armin Langer,  “Being white is not the Jewish norm”  
http://evolve.reconstructingjudaism.org/beingwhiteisnotthejewishnorm 
 
As white Jews are trying to challenge racism within the Jewish community and in wider 
American society, many are looking for guidance in traditional Jewish sources. However, there 
are not many places in the early rabbinic literature that can help us deconstruct such biases. 

The Mishnaic tractate Negaim (“Blemishes”) offers one of the few insights into the rabbinic 
conceptions of race, or rather, distinct human skin colors. The tractate itself deals with various 
forms of tzara’at, a leprosy-like disease mentioned in the Torah portions Tazria and Metzora. In 
this context, Negaim 2:1 explains that “the bright [tzara’at] spot in a germani appears as dull 
white, and the dull white spot in a kushi appears as bright white. Rabbi Ishmael says the children 
of Israel … are like boxwood, neither black nor white but of an intermediate shade.” 

On one level, this mishnah deals with a purely clinical challenge — how to diagnose tzara’at on 
various shades of skin. Yet it can also help us better understand our ancestors’ relationship to the 
modern concept of “race,” a category they didn’t share. 

The specific terms in this passage are interesting. The mishnah states that a Jews’ skin is unlike 
that of the germani. This term is probably a loanword from the Latin Germanus and refers to a 
member of a Germanic tribe. The word occurs in the Mishnah only in the above-cited paragraph. 
In the Jerusalem Talmud, there is a mention of a germaniwhere it stands for a white person who 
was enslaved by Rabbi Yodan, a sage who lived in the first half of the fourth century in the Land 
of Israel (Yoma 41b).[1] Apparently, slavery at this point in Jewish history was not based on 
race. The rabbinic sages seemed to have followed the Roman model of slavery that did not base 
slavery on race either. Actually, most of those enslaved by the Romans were white, members of 
Germanic and Slavic tribes: the word “Slavic” itself was borrowed from the Greek sklábos, 
“slave.”[2] The midrashic literature also acknowledges the existence of white and Black slaves 
alike. (Bereishit Rabbah 86:3) This de-coupling of the skin color from social hierarchy supports 
the claim that Mediterranean people of late antiquity did have a different concept of race than we 
do, if they had any at all. This evidence also indicates that the fusion of skin color and social 
hierarchies is socially constructed and subject to change. 

But the Mishnah does not only differentiate Jews from members of the Germanic tribes. It also 
states that a Jew’s skin is unlike that of a kushi. This word denotes a person from Kush, a 
kingdom that centered along the Nile Valley in present-day Sudan, to the south of Egypt. The 
two civilizations were engaged in warfare, trade and cultural exchange for centuries. Kush 
existed between c. 1070 BCE until 350 C.E. — that is, including the period of the Mishnah. 
Later on, the Hebrew word kushicame to refer other Black African peoples, too. For instance, 
when the original Judeo-Arabic script of the 12th-century philosophical work the Kuzari (1:2) 
mentions the Habesha peoples, the Hebrew version of the text introduces them as kushi, even 
though “Habesha” and “Kushitic” are different markers of identity. The Greeks called Kush 
“Aethiopia,” which means literally “burnt-face.” Due to Greek cultural dominance, many, 
including Jewish translators, would later translate kushi as Ethiopian. 
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Thus, as the Mishnah states, Jews are neither like the germani, nor like the kushi. Instead, the 
Jews’ skin has, according to the Mishnah, an “intermediate shade.” This rabbinic perception of 
the Jews’ skin color as brown follows those Egyptian papyri that stated that Jews were “honey-
colored.”[3] The Mishnaic observation also reflects the self-description of other Mediterranean 
peoples, such as Greeks and Romans, who would describe their skin color as “medius inter 
nigrum et pallidum” — that is, “halfway between black and pale” (De Physiognomonia liber 
88).[4] 

To illustrate the Jews’ “intermediate shade,” the Mishnah uses the metaphor of the “boxwood.” 
The genus of the boxwood is native to many parts of the world, including the Middle East.[5] In 
other parts of the Mishna and in the Babylonian Talmud, this word is referenced only as a 
material that people made furniture out of (e.g., Yoma 3:9, Bava Batra 89b). Interestingly 
enough, boxwood is associated with Jews also in non-Jewish civilizations: in the 
Islamic hadith literature, there is a teaching that boxwood — in Arabic: gharqad — is “a tree of 
the Jews” (Sahih Muslim 2922). Until today, Muslim extremists refer to the boxwood as a traitor 
among the trees that will protect Jews from God’s and/or the Muslims’ wrath, as seen for 
example in the 1988 Hamas Charter.[6] 

But even if our ancestors identified as “boxwood-skinned” and distanced themselves from the 
whiteness of the germani, this should not change 21st-century white American Jews self-
identification as white. Even if antisemitism in the United States is as violent as probably never 
before, white Jews do benefit from white privilege. Nevertheless, learning about our ancestors’ 
self-identification as Jews of color might help to challenge the widespread assumption among 
American Jews that being white is the Jewish norm. Since Jewish congregations in the United 
States are dominated by white Jews, white Jews have often trouble with perceiving Jews of Color 
as if they were genuine part of the community. Even if white Jews acknowledge that some 
Sephardic and Mizrahi Jews are people of color, that does not change the widespread attitude 
that whiteness is the Jewish norm. This hegemonial whiteness can manifest itself also among 
well-intended white Jews who seek to support Jews of Color, arguing that “we were strangers in 
Egypt and know the soul of the stranger.” But Jews of Color are no strangers, they are no 
visitors. White Jews do not own Judaism. 

Today, of course, there are not only Jews who are “boxwood-skinned,” but also Jews who are 
white like the germani or Black as the kushi. The rabbinic sages’ self-identification as people of 
color can help dismantle the current white normative approach to Judaism. While white Jews 
might take for granted that ancient Jews looked like them, the evidence is otherwise. We can 
assume that it was not only the authors of the Mishnah who identified as Jews of Color, but also 
the authors of other traditional Jewish texts. Whether we are using an Ashkenazi or non-
Ashkenazi siddur, we are reading prayers that were mostly compiled by Jews of Color. Abraham, 
Sarah and the other ancestors mentioned in our daily prayers were not white either. Every time 
we read the Torah or other books of the Hebrew Bible, we are reading works written and edited 
by Jews of Color. Reflecting on our “boxwood-skinned” heritage might help white Jews 
recognize that being white is not the Jewish norm. 

[1] http://www.daat.ac.il/encyclopedia/value.asp?id1=2828 
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[2] https://www.pitt.edu/~votruba/qsonhist/slavicslovak.html 

[3]https://glc.yale.edu/sites/default/files/files/events/race/Goldenberg.pdf 

[4] http://www.digiliblt.uniupo.it/xtf/view?query=;brand=default;docId=dlt000123/dlt000123.x
ml 

 
5] https://daf-yomi.com/DYItemDetails.aspx?itemId=3370 

[6] https://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/hamas.asp 
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Racism in the Jewish Community  
By Rabbi Sandra Lawson & Donna Cephas 
http://evolve.reconstructingjudaism.org/racism-in-the-jewish-community 
 
This essay examines the assumption that all Jews are white, while touching on a myriad of 
interrelated issues: conversion, interracial families, adoption, Ashkenazi privilege and political 
correctness. 

The Why 

Understanding Judaism as a religious civilization enables some of us to be both Jewish and 
American and to hold identities that are not in tension with each other. Much has been written 
and discussed about how being both Jewish and American can increase our comfort with 
diversity and allow us to value other identities, making it easier for us to engage with other faith 
traditions as Americans. This dynamic underlies a principle of Reconstructionist thought that is 
captured in the notion of transformative dialogue. In this dialogue lies the possibility that new 
truths may be found, and our own self-conception may be deepened and possibly transformed.  

Holding a Jewish American, or American Jewish, identity does not always lead to an 
appreciation of difference. Throughout the Jewish community, there are still those of us who 
disparage and sometimes fear other traditions as a threat to their existence. This leads to insular 
behavior towards those within and outside of the Jewish community. The differences we 
perceive are not limited to religious identity. Here, we will discuss how we often treat Jews of 
color as other, as objects of curiosity, and sometimes as objects of distrust.  

Reconstructionist Judaism focuses on community and therefore on the importance of celebrating 
the gifts of all who sit at our Jewish tables. It is therefore important to examine whether we truly 
are as inclusive as we think. Are we celebrating all of those who are in our community, or do we 
sometimes push them away in our discomfort?  

In particular, as Americans, do we understand our obligation to discuss and understand vestiges 
of the trauma from the unique form of racism in this country and how it plays out within the 
Jewish community? The discussion of racism in the Jewish community is complicated and 
thwarted by the still often unspoken assumption within American Jewry that Jews are white. 

Who is a Jew? 

The assumption of a white Jewish identity renders Jews of color invisible and/or not 
authentically Jewish. The American Jewish population is changing and becoming more diverse 
through adoption, conversion, intermarriage and immigration. There is a need within the Jewish 
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community to gain a greater understanding of Jewish diversity and to develop tools for creating a 
more welcoming and inclusive environment within the larger Jewish community. 
Reconstructionists must initiate discussions to integrate awareness of this problem and educate 
our congregations and communities.  

Awareness of the tapestry of identities that grace our communities can be facilitated through the 
sharing of personal narratives. Personal narratives allow us to hear how each of us thinks about 
and practices being Jewish—how we are part of a Jewish family and Jewish community. What 
we learn from one another helps us to think more broadly about who is a Jew. By sharing our 
stories in community, we can debunk myths that devalue the identity and practices of Jews and 
Jewish families in America. We must go beyond the statistics to grasp the ways in which 
individuals and families are Jewish. Narratives are crucial in this process, and so we each offer 
our personal narratives. 

Donna 

Accepting Reconstructionist teaching on identity comes easily to me. My own family is a blend 
of people from different racial and religious backgrounds; I know well how we come together to 
celebrate Jewish holidays and learn with and from one another. However, it is easy for me to be a 
Jewish American because I am considered a white Jewish American.  

Mordecai Kaplan hoped we could be American Jews in our religious and civic lives. In his 
vision, American values and ideals could inform the Jewish community and the Jewish 
community could contribute to American society. Although anti-Semitism had not disappeared 
from the America Kaplan wrote about, my own family flourished in the warm embrace of our 
Brooklyn Jewish shtetl. My maternal grandfather, my Poppy, lived a large part of Mordecai 
Kaplan’s dream for Jewish Americans.  

Poppy loved the freedom and opportunity this country provided for our family to live openly and 
proudly as American Jews. The American dream worked for my Ashkenazi family that fled 
persecution in Russia and thrived in New York City. My grandparents owned a kosher butcher 
shop in Brooklyn and were able to save enough to buy a small property so that they could retire. 
My family benefitted from access to education, stable housing, financing for business and the 
safety net of public services from government-regulated entities. I grew up trusting civil 
authority and feeling comfortable in any Jewish community I entered. My family exemplified 
Kaplan’s notion of a dual American Jewish identity. We did not “ … harbor any kind of divided 
allegiance … rather a dual loyalty that allowed [us] to live simultaneously and fully with both 
Jewish and American civilizations.” At the close of every Shabbat meal (and any other Jewish 
holiday meals), we stood and sang “God Bless America” or “My Country ′Tis of Thee.” 

This American Jewish paradigm of ease in two civilizations is not the legacy I can pass on to my 
daughters. The American dream I inherited is not shared by my husband. His ancestors were 
seized in their own countries of origin and brought here as slaves, where they were deemed unfit, 
legally and morally, to benefit from the rights of citizens. While historians disagree as to which 
system of slavery can be characterized as the worst, the American system of chattel slavery is 
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generally acknowledged as being among the most dehumanizing. Vestiges of this 
dehumanization remain part of an insidious and prevalent racism still evident today. My 
daughters are part of an extended family, some of whose members lived the American Jewish 
dream and some of whom suffered from legally sanctioned enslavement and persecution.  

To this day, although discrimination is no longer legally sanctioned, my family members often 
face daily insensitive comments or questions that are racially tinged. What makes me saddest is 
the instances that occur within the Jewish community. My younger daughter recently commented 
that the only time she feels the weight of anti-Semitism is in the Jewish community.  

As Mordecai Kaplan celebrated American democracy and Jewish justice, I question how well he 
understood the underbelly of this American dream. I wonder how he made sense of that part of 
American values and culture which destroyed the fabric of different non-dominant cultures, 
consigning many groups to live apart from the American society where people could worship as 
they chose and flourish on the basis of their abilities. The ability to flourish depends in large part 
on access to quality education and safe neighborhoods.  American values provide these resources 
to the majority of white Americans only. For my family of origin, we were white enough to have 
access to them. For my husband’s family, this was not the case. When they did achieve access, it 
was through hard-fought, courageous acts of civil disobedience, most often fighting against the 
government that was supposed to be providing “liberty and justice for all.” 

My family of origin could easily be Jewish and American. Each of us was welcomed into the 
Jewish communities where we lived and afforded full-fledged status. My own nuclear family 
cannot rely on our being comfortably accepted in all Jewish settings.  

For many Jews, we are a problem. When we walk through some Jewish doors, we confound 
expectations. People see different skin colors and presume intermarriage; we are aware that they 
don’t know what to do with us. At my younger daughter’s Hillel, she was asked if she knew what 
was going on, and what she was doing when she put on her tallit and kippah. Students who are 
Jewish have told her she can’t be Jewish; she must be half-Jewish or not Jewish at all. When she 
walked up to the table in the cafeteria during Passover that was serving food for those observing 
Passover, she was summarily dismissed and told it was only for those who observed Passover. 
When my older daughter was 11, a man wearing a kippah approached her and asked her why she 
was wearing a Jewish star. My daughter replied, “I am Jewish.” This man told her how funny it 
was to him that she could be Jewish. Recently, my daughter told my husband that was the day 
she took off her Star of David, and she has not worn it again. While traveling in Israel with other 
American Jewish students, she was told how funny it was to them that she is Jewish. This type of 
impertinent questioning and intrusive commenting continues for both of my daughters. 

Sandra 

My own experience and commitment to Judaism is shaped by my own identity as a queer black 
Jewish woman. I converted to Judaism because I fell in love with Judaism, Jewish community 
and Jewish ritual, and I wanted to be part of the Jewish people. I also believed it when I was told 
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that once I converted to Judaism, I was Jewish. I would not be treated by members of the Jewish 
community as an outsider.  

The reality, however, is that upon meeting me, Jews who are white will often ask me a myriad of 
questions: How are you Jewish? When did you convert? Don’t you have to be Jewish to go to 
rabbinical school? That last one shocks and saddens me every time and yes, I have heard it on 
more than one occasion. These questions never seem to happen in a context of wanting to know 
me as a person. They are about the questioner’s own curiosity as they attempt to see how I fit 
into Judaism. When people start to ask me questions about my Jewish identity, I feel as if they 
are trying to assuage some type of uncomfortable feeling they have regarding my Jewishness. 
When people ask me these questions, I’m never sure how to respond. Sometimes I will respond 
“I’m just Jewish.” Sometimes, I expend energy to educate other Jews about the rich diversity that 
exists in the Jewish community, but this is exhausting. I rarely get to tell my Jewish story in a 
way that feels safe. I am often made to feel like I am expected to rattle off a simple yes or no 
answer, as if anyone’s Jewish story is that simple. All Jewish stories are complex and personal.  

As human beings, it is natural for us to be curious; but in my experience, among white American 
Jewry, this curiosity comes across as a level of discomfort on their part and is invasive at the 
very least. I have often felt both physically and emotionally pigeonholed when I am confronted 
by this kind of questioning. Let me share an example: Before I entered rabbinical school, I 
worked for the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) as an Investigative Researcher. One day I was 
invited to speak to a group of donors and board members in the Florida office. My job on that 
occasion was to explain some of the ideology of white supremacist and anti-Semitic 
organizations in the United States, and to encourage listeners to increase contributions that would 
be used to combat extremism. At the end of my presentation, I told the folks in the room that 
right-wing extremism affected me both personally and professionally because I was partnered 
with a woman and I was Jewish. After I outed myself as a Jew, the group had no interest in 
discussing anything else: How was I a Jew? 

After my talk, there was a meal—Chinese food, of course. I never got the chance to sit, eat and 
chat with most of the guests because I found myself backed into a corner by two tall white 
Jewish men asking me questions about my Jewish identity. It turned out that one of the men was 
married to an Asian woman. They were parents of a biracial child, and he was desperate to learn 
if there were other Jews of color in this country. “Now you know there are other Jews of color in 
the United States,” I told him. 

The other man’s questions were impertinent and invasive. He had a hard time understanding 
how, why and under what circumstances I converted. He assumed that I should answer whatever 
personal questions he asked. This is not an uncommon experience for me. 

One day I was at a retreat for rabbinical students. There were rabbinical students from every 
rabbinical school on the East Coast. The retreat also featured rabbis from across the movements. 
On the second day of the retreat, as I was standing in line for lunch, one of the rabbis started 
asking me questions about my conversion. When we sat down to eat, he continued his line of 
questioning. We were at a table full of rabbinical students, but he seemed focused only on me. I 
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had never met this rabbi before, but the first thing he wanted to discuss was conversion. I told 
him that I usually like to get to know people before I disclose personal details. He responded that 
he loved to hear conversion stories, and converts often like to share their stories. I reminded him 
that in today’s society, all Jewish stories are amazing, and if you only focus on those who look 
different, you are missing out on hearing the stories of others. Afterwards, several students came 
up to me to tell me how uncomfortable they felt with his questions and thought I handled it pretty 
well. One student who is white told me people never ask about her conversion and rarely assume 
she’s converted.  

One final story: One Shabbat morning, I was visiting a synagogue, and wearing a tallit and 
kippah and reciting the Amidah with the rest of the congregation. A man tapped me on the 
shoulder and asked me how I knew the Amidah. I told him I am Jewish. His behavior made me 
feel as if my presence at this synagogue was disrupting his ability to pray. To be comfortable, he 
needed to know who I was and why I was there. 

American Jewry Is Diverse 

Over the last few years, there have been several studies on the racial and ethnic makeup of 
American Jewry. The Institute for Jewish and Community Research [IJCR] estimates that 20 
percent of the American Jewish community is racially and ethnically diverse; including African, 
African American, Latino (Hispanic), Asian, Native American, Sephardic, Mizrakhi and mixed-
race Jews by heritage, adoption and marriage. The American Jewish population is changing, 
becoming more diverse and reflecting the makeup of the larger American society, yet there still 
exists an unspoken assumption that all American Jews are white and from Eastern European 
backgrounds. Rabbis and community leaders would do well to educate their communities about 
how to interact with Jews who are racially and ethnically diverse, and to create a more inclusive 
community for all. 

Most Ashkenazi Jews do not think of themselves as racist. For many decades, there have been 
those who have fought against racial discrimination. There is a continued commitment within the 
Jewish community to the belief that people of color should have equal rights and equal 
opportunity, although there is substantial disagreement about what “equal” means and what 
policies of inclusiveness are necessary. Sadly, this commitment to equality is often limited to 
people of color who are not Jewish and to the rights of Jewish people of color in the larger 
society. There is insufficient recognition of racism within the Jewish community and what we in 
the Jewish community need to do to change our culture so that “we Jews” refers to “all” Jews 
and each of us feels included in and integral to our Jewish community.  
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Carmen Amalia Corrales  Noticing Jews of Color in Our Communities 

The challenge is to become more aware that Jews of Color rightfully belong in our communities, 
and then to welcome and support them in the multiple ways in which it may be appropriate.  
Carmen Amalia Corrales  
 
Watch the author’s Evolve web conversation based on this essay. Transcription available here. 

During this year’s High Holidays, Jews of Color will be among the smiling attendees on our 
Zoom broadcasts. I will be among them. Recent surveys have estimated that between 8 percent 
to 15 percent of Jews in America are people of color, and that the segment is fast-growing.  

Reconstructing Judaism is rooted in an American egalitarian, rational tradition that allows for 
evolution, even as it conditions it on personal devotion and commitment to rescuing valuable 
tradition. Jews of Color have the potential to meaningfully expand Jewish moral memory and 
action, assuming that, like with all integration, there is an intersubjective process of recognizing 
each other’s particular needs, histories and aims for the future. 

Most Jews of Color will arrive at synagogue after a different trajectory from that of other 
American Jews. Some Jews of Color come by choice, others form part of a Jewish diaspora that 
extends throughout the world, some have married a Jew or were adopted, and still others have 
one Jewish parent. Like all other Jews at synagogue on the High Holidays, Jews of Color want to 
participate in ceremonies that connect us to Jews over thousands of years, and to seek the 
comfort and companionship of community.  

There is no single, essential Jewish experience, but Reconstructionists, as well as other Jews, 
coalesce through ritual around collective memories of our origins. With time, that collective 
memory may include the origins and history of Jews of Color. When Jews meet one another with 
eyes open to our similarities and our differences, we have the potential for transformation. As we 
recognize the heterogeneity of Jewish experience and endurance, we can begin to imagine new 
philosophical approaches and tikkun olam (repair of the world) imperatives. 

The Jew of Color who arrives heartbroken and angry because of racial injustice, who weeps 
because members of her family have struggled and fallen sick during the pandemic, who fears 
being deported or who even lacks the Internet access to connect to services this year has needs 
and memories that may be unlike those of most members of the community. Those memories 
may reflect the racial injustice and economic disparities that have afflicted the United States and 
belied its egalitarian tradition. To meet one another face-to-face is to experience the possibility 
of becoming identified with, and responsible for, one another. “All Jews are interconnected and 
responsible for one another,” we are taught in the Talmud. As we ethically assume each other’s 
struggles as just, there is goodness and the potential for justice. 

There are also, as we might expect, interstitial gaps in our understanding, false binaries and 
essentialist ideas that have kept Jews of Color from crossing the synagogue door, or else left 
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them disaffected after they do. Judaism is premised on the idea of a birthright so that, inevitably, 
there is anxiety about who may belong and under what conditions. The challenge is to become 
more aware that Jews of Color rightfully belong in our community and then, with that change in 
consciousness, welcome and support them in the multiple ways in which it may be appropriate. 

We are in the midst of the largest civil rights movement in American history. People of good will 
and of all backgrounds are working to effect positive change. In the peaceful protests, we see the 
presence of white allies, including many Jews. Even in Crown Heights, N.Y., where there have 
been historical tensions between Black communities and Jews, there have been ultra-Orthodox 
Jews marching in support of Black civil rights. Likewise, protests against the demonization of 
immigrants and the inhumane conditions under which many are being held have included the 
active participation of Jewish communities. 

Among the false binaries that many people hold about Judaism is the idea that all Jews are white, 
and that only white Jews have experienced antisemitism or a history of persecution. In fact, Jews 
have lived in places like the Caribbean, Latin America and Africa for hundreds of years, in many 
cases longer than they have been established in the United States. While some may assume that 
Jews have maintained a matrilineal line of descent throughout time, many Jews of Color grew up 
abroad in places where their access to synagogues or Jewish communities was curtailed; they 
may be children of mixed marriages or a racially mixed history. In Cuba, where I am from, most 
Jews are children of Jewish fathers, not mothers, because Jewish migration before World War II 
was predominantly male. Sephardic Jews have a history of forced conversion and of practicing 
Judaism in secret at home (a practice observed since the Spanish Inquisition). Many became 
estranged from the meaning of rituals their families kept observing and yet want to return to 
being Jews. An Ethiopian Jew, an Argentine secular Jew, a Black American Jew who finds great 
comfort in the Old Testament, and the Conversos: All of these people should be welcomed in our 
synagogues so that they can explore and fulfill their faith and wish for community. 

In the Yom Kippur fast, in the sweetness of Rosh Hashanah, we can find new possibilities 
for tikkun olam, knowing that Jews of Color are an inherent part of our congregations, sitting at 
synagogue, listening, meditating, looking to repair ourselves and the world like all other Jews 
worshipping on the same day around the world. This is not to say that there will never be conflict 
or disagreement among us, but rather that in awareness, we may begin to transcend those 
historical impediments together.  

Part of the tragedy of enforced racism, segregation and homogenization is that we may lose the 
ability to see and recognize ourselves, and that others may also not see or recognize us. When we 
think of Jewish ethics, we imagine wise and perfect comportment, when in fact real life and real 
memory is full of fault and lapses. We are more anti-heroes than heroes. And so, we will make 
mistakes in the ways we behave or in what we say about these issues. The purpose of examining 
these issues is not to develop new orthodoxy or to merely re-examine ourselves, but to evolve 
with our changing world. Evolution, as much as tradition, are key Reconstructionist values. Jews 
of Color may experience some form of racism at synagogue, but also great joy. Last year, with 
great pride and happiness, I saw my daughter Cari become a Bat Mitzvah. We keep moving 
forward. Together. 
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I will end with a blessing: May this year 5781 be a year when Jews of Color everywhere 
experience the joy of finding home and celebration in Jewish community. 
 

Carmen Amalia Corrales is a retired partner of Cleary Gottlieb Steen & Hamilton (2016), 
where she built an impressive career, starting in 1990, focusing on Latin American transactional 
work, including sovereign debt restructuring and capital markets issuances. Her work was 
recognized internationally by publications like Chambers Global, The Best Lawyers in America, 
and the Legal 500 Latin America, among others. In 2013, she was chosen by Latin Lawyer’s 
“Women in Law” issue as one of the most inspiring women practicing in Latin American 
matters. In 2015, she was appointed by President Barack Obama to the Commission on White 
House Fellowships. She currently serves as a Trustee at the New Jersey Symphony Orchestra 
and at Bloomfield College, a historically Black college in New Jersey. 

Ms. Corrales dedicated a portion of her practice to pro bono activities and service, including to 
advance diversity in the legal profession and in classical music, and she has continued to do so 
after retirement from Cleary Gottlieb Steen & Hamilton. 

She is a member of Reconstructionist Congregation Bnai Keshet in Montclair, N.J. She chairs 
Reconstructing Judaism’s Jews of Color and Allies Advisory Board. 
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Let’s Make Jewish Spaces More Welcoming for Black Kids Like Mine 
 
By Nina Essel Jul 29, 2020 

https://www.kveller.com/lets-make-jewish-spaces-more-welcoming-for-black-jewish-kids-like-
mine/?fbclid=IwAR0pNu5ZOr8dQw2MLCDbqzEpzCVxshYFTnRaYWAilkt3Nk6D7aDMUoA
s2LQ 
		

	
	

Before we even discussed marriage, my husband and I spent a significant amount of time talking 
about how we would meld our two worlds together. I grew up in a Conservative synagogue in 
upstate New York in a predominantly white town. He grew up attending an Anglican church in 
Ghana. As the granddaughter of a Holocaust survivor, raising my children Jewish was 
profoundly important to me. He was equally committed to ensuring his children were firmly 
rooted in Ghanaian culture. 
 
We immersed ourselves in each others’ histories and heritages. We engaged in Jewish learning, 
celebrated Jewish holidays, and attended services together. We traveled to Israel and Ghana. I 
learned how to cook traditional Ghanaian foods and even learned a few phrases in his languages, 
Twi and Ga. 
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While we were able to share in these experiences as adults with fully formed identities, we 
remained unsure of how we would effectively raise our children so that they felt equally 
connected to their Black and Jewish roots. 
When we chose to move out of New York City, we searched for a town that had established 
Jewish and Black communities. After attending open houses, we would drive around the area, 
visiting grocery stores and other shops to gauge diversity. We made a Google map of synagogues 
near the houses we viewed. We chose the community of South Orange, New Jersey, and we 
found a synagogue that met our needs, led by clergy committed to racial justice. The 
congregation included interracial families and my husband would be able to participate fully in 
synagogue ritual life. 
 
Every step we have taken has been intentional, but our desired outcome is not guaranteed. Our 
children, through matrilineal descent, are undeniably Jewish, but will they feel connected to the 
Jewish community which is often predominantly white? Will they have to choose between being 
Black and being Jewish? Could I be the end of the line for my Jewish heritage? The truth is that I 
simply don’t know. 
 
Our son is 5. He attended Jewish preschool at our synagogue and just finished kindergarten. Our 
daughter is 2. Neither knows the world outside the bubble we have carefully crafted. Our 
children live every day in Black skin and it’s an identity they cannot shed. We don’t want our 
children to have to choose but will others choose for them? Will our son find a Jewish 
community that is welcoming or one that inspects his Jewish credentials? Will our daughter find 
a synagogue that supports anti-racism work or one that prefers color blindness? 
 
We know we have to hold up our end of the bargain: educate them about the religion and their 
heritage, keep a home that proudly conveys Jewish values, and the richness of our culture. My 
husband has learned to say hamotzi and kiddush. We light candles for Shabbat and build a 
sukkah for Sukkot. 
 
But we are left wondering: Even if we do all that, will Jewish institutions, organizations, and 
other Jews welcome them into the fold? Not in the “oh, hey, we are so glad you are here” 
tokenism way, but in a deep and meaningful way? We hope our son and daughter will find a 
synagogue where they can be their authentic Black and Jewish selves, one that embraces all of 
them, where they feel safe emotionally, mentally, physically, and spiritually. But I worry that 
they will need to downplay their Blackness in order to afford white Jews their comfort or be 
forced to shed their Jewish identity because Jewish communities question their right to belong. 
 
When people say Jewish or Jew in the United States, it evokes, for many, images of whiteness. 
We — white presenting Jews — have done ourselves a disservice by narrowing the definition of 
who is a Jew. If the Jewish population is going to continue to grow, “Jew” cannot be 
synonymous with “white.” Our people are diverse, but that history has not been shared or 
celebrated. 
 
My Jewish education focused primarily on the history of Ashkenazi Jews. It wasn’t until I was 
an adult that I learned about Jews in African, Latin American, and Asian countries. Within our 
synagogues, homes, and Jewish institutions, we must do a better job of sharing the stories, 
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voices, customs, and histories of diverse Jewish populations. We must rewrite the narrative and 
dispel the myth that Jewish means white. We must also educate and address anti-Blackness, 
racism, bias, and colorism within the Jewish community. 
 
Representation matters. How can our son or daughter see themselves as Jews if all they are ever 
shown are white Jews? How can white Jewish children experience the full diversity of the Jewish 
people if they are only taught about white Jewish history and traditions? 
 
It is critical that synagogues and Jewish institutions prioritize social and racial justice issues as a 
core identity, one that is deeply connected to Jewish values. 
These topics are not taboo at our synagogue. Our community recognizes we have work to do and 
we have held a wide range of programming, including learning opportunities and action events. 
Our clergy and leadership are open to conversations on ways we can further our allyship and 
create inclusive intersectional spaces. This summer, our synagogue held a Zoom discussion of 
the film Just Mercy and our newly formed Social Justice Book Group will be hosting a 
discussion of Ta-Nehisi Coates’ Between the World and Me. Our rabbi is not afraid to say the 
words “Black Lives Matter” and to discuss white privilege and systemic racism. Our work is not 
done, we have not “arrived,” but what I appreciate most about the Jewish community we found is 
the openness and willingness of both congregants and clergy to engage and learn. 
 
It only takes one person to spark the change: When we enrolled our son in the synagogue 
preschool, all of the dolls in the classroom were white. I spoke with our preschool director and 
they went out and bought several diverse dolls the next day. 

Regardless of whether or not your synagogue is diverse, does your synagogue or Jewish 
organization hold events that explore and discuss themes of racial justice? Check the 
bookshelves of your Jewish preschool, are there books with racial and ethnic diversity? Do the 
classrooms have dolls of different skin tones? Ask that your Hebrew schools and Jewish 
educational organizations offer programming about Jews from the diaspora such as China, 
Uganda, Ethiopia, and Argentina. Ashkenazic synagogues should offer opportunities to learn 
about Sephardic traditions, melodies, and history. Jews have always stood up to injustice and 
were active participants in the Civil Rights Movement, but the fight is not over. Jewish 
institutions must continue this work. 
 
Speak with the leadership at your synagogue, and talk with other congregants. This is not a one-
time event or conversation. There needs to be a complete shift in how we, as white Jews, operate 
and view the world. It is a process, a journey, and one that requires us to unpack what we have 
learned. As a people who have a shared history of oppression, we need to go inwards and deeply 
reflect on how white Jews have perpetuated the whitewashing of Jewish history and created 
spaces that deny Jews of color their identities — and do the work it takes to fix that. 
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Rabbi Joshua Lesser  “Preparing our communities for 
conversations about race.” 
 
http://evolve.reconstructingjudaism.org/preparing-conversations-race 

Shortly after Congregation Bet Haverim moved into our new building, a member brought a 
painting to a meeting with me. 

“I brought you a Jewish painting that I thought we might hang somewhere in the building,” 
she said. 

This was not the first time that a well-meaning congregant had brought in some artwork, so I had 
a feeling what Jewish meant. 

“Before you unwrap it,” I asked, “is it by any chance a picture of a white man with a beard?” 

She looked at me, puzzled. “If you put it that way, well, yes. But why do you ask?” 

I began to explain gently that in our new building, we wanted to be intentional with the art that 
we display. In a progressive community committed to reconstructing Judaism, we needed to be 
thoughtfully aware of how we communicate what Jewish looks like. Too often, white men in 
beards dominate our vision of what is authentically Jewish, thus perpetuating a worldview that is 
neither inclusive nor accurate.  

Jewish Narratives Shaped by Whiteness 

In overt and in subtle ways, so many of our Jewish institutions and communities have let 
dominant narratives dictate who is a Jew. Reconstructionist communities in the United States 
want to guide Jews about how to live thoughtfully in two civilizations. To do so with integrity, 
we must examine how both the Jewish and U.S. civilizations are shaped by whiteness. 

Too often, Jews of Color enter Jewish space that has been shaped by assumptions of whiteness 
that transform safe, communal and warm spaces into places that are fraught with undue curiosity, 
exoticization, invisibility and discrimination.  When white Ashkenazi Judaism is the accepted 
unexamined beacon of who a Jew is in our communities, we inadvertently (assuming the best) 
prevent many Jews and their families from being able to fully participate in Jewish life with 
comfort. Not only do we render these Jews and their family members invisible—or worse, 
unwelcome—we are also not able to address adequately their needs or their spiritual yearnings. 
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This is both a justice and an equity issue, but in our contemporary Jewish world, it is more than 
that. Choosing to become aware, addressing inclusion and embracing Jews of varied races and 
ethnicities is also about our survival and our thriving as a people. We all benefit from shifting the 
dominant narrative. There are those of us who benefit on the surface from the dominant 
narrative; yet we, too, have an interest in making this change. We need one another, and when 
there is greater inclusion, our communities are enriched and vibrant. We are more authentic in 
our diversity, and that has tremendous cultural and spiritual benefits for all of us. 

Redefining Who We Are 

Too often, even the well-intentioned desire to “become more inclusive” is framed in ways that 
feel charitable or altruistic. This perspective treats Jews of Color and multiple ethnicities—
whether by birth or choice—as separate or other, as if they are either in need of our acceptance 
and should be grateful for it. The framework we need to adopt is that there are multiple Jewish 
identities and origins, all of which are components of Jewish peoplehood.  

When we work to welcome them, it becomes a “project” seeking to establish criteria for 
welcoming behavior and checking items off a list. Checklists are easy because they are concrete 
and can be completed. While they can be helpful, they are not effective in changing a 
community’s culture unless the community is open to an ongoing self-examination about which 
Jewish norms we want to valorize. Furthermore, no one wants to feel like a project or that being 
welcome depends on it. Communities require internal leadership to provide ongoing education 
about the integration of these identities across the life of the community for the well-being of the 
community. It means that we must become literate about how to address issues of race and its 
intersection with Jewish life, including history, conversion and values. This means that to begin 
with, Jews of white Ashkenazi descent and those Jews who claim some form of white identity or 
privilege must listen to Jews of different races and ethnicities. 

An Ongoing Process 

Our communities are never static, so this must be a continuing process. As Reconstructionists, 
we understand the evolving nature of cultures, language and identity. Therefore, as a regular 
commitment to what it means to be a Jewish community, we must address the issue of race and 
privilege, as well as how we can expand and value multiple narratives of who is a Jew. Making 
this shift requires that we embrace the premise that there is no clear, final point at which a 
community is no longer racist. As new people join in, and as those in our communities undergo 
their own evolutions, there is always more work to be done—more listening, more sensitive 
conversations, more self-examination. We live in a culture built on a foundation of racial 
oppression, and no single community can escape that fundamental reality. Nevertheless, we also 
can take pride when we engage more voices and commit to greater awareness, attentiveness, 
listening and having an impact on the culture of our communities. 

I wish I could say that at Congregation Bet Haverim, we have reached some ideal state—that we 
are a model of a thoughtful Jewish community that is committed to disrupting normative 
narratives about what it means to be Jewish and who is a Jew. In fact, we are addressing some of 
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the same tensions that we have addressed in the past and are engaging some new ones. What I 
can offer is that we have been looking at these issues for almost two decades. Because of that, we 
have made some progress. 

As a synagogue founded by gays and lesbians, we recognized the limitations of an approach of 
“welcoming.” We sought to establish an integrated holistic framework, so that our intersecting 
identities would be a source of strength. We began from a place where everyone was included in 
solving the challenge and in benefiting from the results. 

The Truth of the Diversity of Jewish Identities 

Our community has benefitted from a Reconstructionist understanding of Judaism as a 
civilization. As the rabbi, I have sought to deepen our awareness of the vast richness of Jewish 
civilization that extends beyond Eastern Europe. We began to learn from the global Jewish 
community and to incorporate an array of Jewish lore, rituals, music and prayer forms into our 
worship services, and our family and adult education. We sought to understand the contexts and 
history of these parts of our collective heritage, thus educating ourselves and connecting to and 
honoring our wide Jewish sense of family. This global approach disrupts an overemphasis of the 
normative Jewish narrative and makes visible a commitment to recognizing the truth of the 
diversity of who is a Jew. On a practical level, it has created entry points for Jews of different 
ethnicities to feel welcomed and represented. For example, a bar mitzvah of Indian and Jewish 
heritage requested that we incorporate the piyyut Ahot Ketanah, which emerged from the Indian 
Jewish community at his bar mitzvah. He had experienced it as part of our High Holiday ritual 
and remembered that we thus honored his heritage, and he felt affirmed. 

It is important to incorporate prayers from Yemen, Uganda or India, and to learn about those 
Jewish communities. That learning, however, doesn’t always shift how people in our 
communities are actually treated. How does the community represent itself? Who are the 
community’s leaders? Who takes an active part in communal ritual life? Who serves on the 
board? Who are the people giving sermons, singing in the chorus, teaching our children? How 
are Jews represented visually in the collateral materials of the community and on the walls? If 
there is a lack of diversity, it must be recognized and addressed. 

Walking Into the Building 

We also must think about how people are treated when they walk into the building. There are 
still ways that Jews of color and multiple ethnicities are ignored, mislabeled and subjected to 
inappropriate assumptions or questions. It is important to be overt with the congregation. 

We have regularly sent out to our community communications with these five guidelines: 

1.  Avoid making assumptions about gender identity, sexual orientation, religious identity, 
Jewish background, race or reasons for joining us. 
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2.  Respect a person’s identity and self-label, and respect a person’s chosen name and pronouns. 
Do not comment about whether a name sounds Jewish or not. 

3.  Do not comment on whether someone looks Jewish or not. 

4.  Do not assume people want to only speak about their identity, particularly when their identity 
is different from yours. Engage them in conversation and get to know them. Be engaging rather 
than curious. 

5. Do not expect a guest to immediately become your resource on understanding their identity. 

These guidelines make explicit how to counteract many of the unpleasant and challenging 
behaviors that many Jews of Color encounter. Alongside this, we have a handful of people who 
are committed to being allies when these behaviors occur, so more people feel responsible for 
supporting the culture of a welcoming community and do not always expect Jews of Color to do 
the work. 

Leadership 

Having representation matters. It matters internally. When we had more than one Jewish person 
of color sit on the board, the issues of narratives, communal practices and issues pertaining to 
race within the congregation were addressed organically. Everyone’s awareness was engaged in 
a natural and relational way. More challenging and complex conversations emerged, and were 
able to be addressed. It also helped to shift the “who is a Jew” narrative without always needing 
to be explicit. Recently, a black Jewish teenager told me that when he was a child, it was 
meaningful for him to see a black Jewish woman have an aliyah. Not only did it help him 
envision having a bar mitzvah in an organic way, but it encouraged him to learn how to become 
a gabbai rishon in our community years later. 

It also matters externally. For instance, when our first vice president, a Jew of Color, represented 
the synagogue at a memorial service for Coretta Scott King, other Jews of Color noticed, and 
people of color interested in Judaism took note and showed up at the synagogue understanding 
that they would likely be more welcome. By having Jews of Color in visible leadership positions, 
Congregation Bet Haverim was able to participate in forums that were largely for People of 
Color. We were often the only Jewish voice represented in those important spaces. 

Not all leadership experiences are easy. I learned a great deal from a Jewish man of color who 
sat on our board. He pointed out to me how our culture for disagreement felt privileged. He 
noted that he had to be restrained in his disagreements out of fear that he would be perceived as 
“an angry black man.” He was also late for nearly every meeting. I saw how this frustrated other 
board members and often led them to discount the value of his participation. When I examined 
this with him, I learned how our relationship to time is also a cultural value, and that this clash 
was an example of assumptions about our cultures that can be hard to bridge. At the most recent 
convening of the Jewish Social Justice Roundtable, we had this very conversation about how our 
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relationship to time can be used to control. While there may not be a definitive rule here, these 
conversations point to how important it is to understand and examine our community culture, our 
assumptions and our expectations as a community, as well as the barriers that they may create. 

 

Justice Work Around Racial Equity 

It also makes a difference if our communities are involved in justice issues around racial equity. 
Many of our communities avoid the issue of race because of a fear of communal discord and the 
challenges involved in examining the white privilege that is a part of some of our Jewish 
experience. And it is important when we do so because it strengthens our families, our fellow 
community members and our fellow Jews. The leadership of communities must also be versed 
on how to address the issues of race without letting fear or inexperience get in the way. We will 
make mistakes. Even in this article, I expect that there are things worth exploring and 
challenging. 

I have learned from other white Jewish allies like Rabbi Ruth Abusch Magder, in her 
piece “When White Rabbis Talk About Race,” that even those of us who have worked for racial 
justice for many years must be wary of our own expertise. I agree with her that my greatest 
ongoing learning is to deepen my connections with my friends, my community members and 
colleagues of other races. We white Jews must commit to educating ourselves while making sure 
that Jews of Color are taking the lead. At Bet Haverim, we have a Black Lives Matter affinity 
group that works on issues of educating the congregation about justice issues within our 
community, and that also organizes our community to participate in justice causes in our city and 
nation. We are a group of Jews of Color, white Jews and Jews who are in multiracial and 
multiethnic families. 

For Jewish leaders who have worked on issues of racial justice, I have noticed that some of us 
have a tendency to distance ourselves from Jews who have less experience in challenging racism, 
white supremacy and Jewish “norms.” We can be frustrated and even dismissive of Jews of 
white Ashkenazi descent or “white” Jews who are reluctant to examine their privilege. We may 
want to make a distinction between us and them. I strongly believe that this is the work in which 
we must engage. If we are not willing to hang in there and lead the difficult conversations, then 
we leave the burden to the Jewish community of color. As challenging as we find the reluctance 
in our communities, it does not compare to the resistance and burdens that Jews of Color face 
regularly. We must cultivate patience, listening and a way to speak of these issues that is 
encouraging and helpful, rather than shaming. These conversations require respect, a willingness 
to feel discomfort, an openness to education and a desire to listen. 

There is a great deal of ground to cover, and it can feel daunting. Yet this work is essential, and it 
is also rewarding. The more these values, principles and approaches become part of our 
communities, the more authentic and whole we become. By challenging limited narratives, 
expanding our awareness and honoring the richness of our Jewish people, we move closer to the 
truth of who we have been and who we are. Being open to change as a community is an 
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important first step. While it can feel like (and I believe it is) a substantial investment of attention 
and change, so many of these skills serve as a hallmark of healthy, vital communities. A 
commitment to shift the culture around race will result in benefits that radiate well beyond race. 
This approach is a sacred obligation, and I believe it is a key both to our survival and how we 
will thrive. 
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Jewish White Fragility 
By Diana Ralph February 2021 

 
Racism distorts the lives of all “white” people, and white fragility is a tactic all white people 
have been socialized to use which keeps white supremacy intact.  North American Ashkenazi 
Jews only were granted “white” status in the 1940s.  In Canada 17 percent of Jews are not 
Ashkenazi, and world-wide, about 40 percent of Jews are not Ashkenazi. They continue to be 
targets of racism.  
 
Because of the specific ways in which Askenazi Jews have been hurt, we have our own 
particular tendencies to act out racism against Blacks and other People of the Global Majority 
(PGM).1  Our patterns are no better or worse than those of any other groups of people who have 
been granted “white” status.  But if we want to effectively challenge our own white fragility, we 
need to step out of these Jewish patterns.  Doing so will not only improve our relationships with 
PGM, but it will also help us reclaim our pride in being Jewish and make us more confident 
about taking effective action to end white racism. 
 
Jews, like all peoples, are good.  Through many historical challenges and through our spiritual 
and intellectual evolution, we Jews have developed many laudable qualities, achieved much, and 
contributed much to others.  
 
But, like all peoples subjected to oppression and/or living in oppressive societies, white Jews 
have been hurt, terrorized, and ethically challenged.  Most of us were raised and socialized by 
traumatized parents, teachers, and other adults who, while innocently doing their best, 
nevertheless trained us to absorb incorrect ideas and irrational ways to act. These hook into white 
fragility, creating some specific Jewish obstacles to us daring to connect with Black people and 
standing against racism.  
 
Here are five irrational patterns of thinking and behaviour which white North American Jews 
have been socialized to adopt.  Each of them interferes with our ability to recognise and 
challenge our own racism, to forge healthy, long-term relationships with Black and other people 
of the global majority, and to act to create a more just and humane world. 
 
Terror/fear:  Ashkenazi Jews were subjected to almost two millennia of cyclical antisemitic 
oppression and genocidal attacks culminating in the Holocaust.  Many of our parents, 

 
1 The term “People of the Global Majority” is both more accurate and less racist than “people of colour”, 
which is a euphemism for “not-white” implying that “white” people  are “normal” and have no colour, and 
therefore that racism doesn’t concern them.  The other common term “visible minorities”  implies again 
that “white” people are the norm, and therefore, not “visible,” and that those not granted “white” status are 
not-normal, not-fully belonging.  And the term “minorities” suggests that people not granted “white” status 
are on the margins.  Globally,  “white” people are a tiny minority of human beings,  and even in some 
parts of North America, “whites” are in the minority.  The whole binary concept of “white” vs. “black” is an 
artificial construct growing out of racism, which obscures the rich diversity of peoples and cultures.  For 
more see https://encompassmovement.org/blog/language-matters-poc-caucus-renamed-global-majority-
caucus 
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grandparents or great-grandparents fled for their lives to North America and faced brutal 
antisemitism here too. So, we tend to carry deep terror, whether or not we’re consciously aware 
of it. We fear that at any moment, our welcome can be snatched away, and that we might be 
driven out, killed, or “thrown into the sea.” Many of our holidays reflect this insecurity: “They 
tried to kill us, we survived, let’s eat.”  So, when the society hands us racist stereotypes, for 
example, that Black people are dangerous, we believe them. (When I lived in a white suburb 
outside Washington, D.C., my white Jewish neighbours would tell me that they always roll up 
their car windows and lock the doors before driving across the line into “Black” Washington.)  
We were taught that making a mistake or taking risks could be disastrous.  This terror interferes 
with us stepping out of our comfort zone to connect as equals with PGM who have unfamiliar 
cultures, languages, and beliefs, and who, we suspect, resent our white privilege.   And when we 
inevitably make mistakes or fear we might make a mistake with a Black person, we tend to get 
defensive and/or run away.  Fear that we might make a mistake can prevent us from even trying 
to connect in the first place. 
 
Distrust: We tend to distrust gentiles (and even each other), and to think we can’t count on 
anyone to have our back or even to like us. This makes it hard for us to get close to anyone. So, 
we don’t dare to look vulnerable or ignorant. But as white people, we have all been socialized to 
carry racist assumptions and to be ignorant of the realities of Black people’s lives.  To effectively 
understand and challenge racism, we need to humbly admit our ignorance and dare to be open to 
asking Black people to tell us how racism (potentially including our own racist words and 
behaviour) oppresses them. Growing trusting relationships with  PGM will both deepen and 
expand our lives and help us become better  allies to PGM.  
 
Preoccupation with safety: As a result of our fear, we tend to be preoccupied with security for 
ourselves, our families, and our people. As Cherie Brown points out, Jews more than almost any 
other group tend to have valid passports, ready to leave at a moment’s notice.  Many of us focus 
on surviving and are anxious to protect our families, possessions, savings, and livelihoods. When 
we (innocently) absorb racist notions, we tend to huddle in “safe” white (and Jewish) 
neighborhoods, to avoid meaningful friendships with Black people, and to focus on our own 
advancement at the expense of Black people.  Stepping out of our preoccupation with our own 
safety will open our eyes to the actual insecurity and attacks that Black people constantly 
encounter. And it will also help us to realize that our own safety depends on safety for all.  
  
Feeling that we’re victims and, therefore, that we can’t be oppressors: We have been heavily 
socialized to view Jews as eternal victims of antisemitism. Our Jewish narrative also emphasizes 
how ethical and generous we are and our proud history of standing together with Black people 
during the civil rights era in the US.  Jews only recently got to be considered “white,” and many 
of us don’t really feel “white”.  Those who do identify as “white” often feel like we’re the 
“good” whites (that is, that racism isn’t our problem).  Because we also are simultaneously 
affected by antisemitism, it’s hard for us to acknowledge or even notice that we benefit fully 
from white privilege.   Even harder is viewing ourselves, our people, or Israel as being 
oppressive.  So, we are especially prone to the defensiveness of white fragility. When Black 
people object to our racist views or behaviours, we feel like the victims and believe they are 
oppressing us and think they must be antisemitic.  Instead, we can dare to honestly apologize and 
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to take responsibility for healing the damage we and our acceptance of a racist society have 
caused.   

 
Believing that our intelligence is our only safety and distrusting others’ thinking. Jewish 
spiritual and secular training heavily values growing our intelligence and learning to articulately 
express critical thinking. This is a positive thing.  For Jews who have repeatedly been exiled, 
forced to leave behind possessions, family, and language, our intelligence feels like the only 
thing we can count on to help us survive.  It feels uncomfortable to take a back seat and listen.   
But in the context of racist views that Blacks are inferior or stupid, we tend to silence and 
disrespect PGM thinking by: (1) talking first and talking over Black people, (2) getting impatient 
with people whose first language isn’t “white” English or whose assumptions differ from ours, 
(3)  valuing white (often Jewish) sources of information and remaining ignorant of Black 
thinkers, writers and artists, (4) assuming Black applicants for university admission or jobs are 
less intelligent than those raised in white, middle-class homes, (5) assuming our ideas and plans 
are better than those of Black colleagues and not even inviting them to share their thinking or 
listening when they do, (6) jumping to take positions of leadership and (unintentionally) blocking 
Black people from them, and (7) using our post-secondary degrees to get professional jobs 
(doctor, lawyer, social worker, teacher, judge, administrator) where we control the education, 
health, legal rights, and access to social benefits and housing of Black people. When we value 
the intelligence of Black people equally with our own, we all will benefit.  
 
These irrational feelings cripple our relationships with PGMs, narrow our lives, and compromise 
our integrity and ethics.  They are not useful for us.  We actually are far safer than we feel (and 
certainly than PGM people are).  When we dare to show our ignorance, face and correct our 
unintentional oppressive behavior, and take risks, our lives will grow.  We can reclaim our 
ethical integrity. And the world will improve.  
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Makom Anti-Racism Statement and Plan  

ִ אָ◌מֵ◌לֹודגָ◌אבָאַ◌ֹורבֵחֲ◌לַ◌םדָאָ◌רמַאֹּיֹאּלשֶׁ◌ ,תֹוּירִבְהַ◌םֹולשְ◌ינֵפְמִּו...ידִיחִיְ◌םדָאָ◌ארָבְנ  
ִ Aיב .  

The first human was created alone... for peace among humanity, so that one person can’t say to 
another: “My ancestors are greater than your ancestors.” —Mishnah, Sanhedrin 4:5  

Makom: Creative Downtown Judaism is an inclusive community fusing Jewish tradition and 
progressive values through spirituality, learning and culture. Makom inspires diverse 
participants to explore together how Judaism can meaningfully enrich our lives.  

In light of the generations-old and continuing racism against Black, Indigenous, and People of 
Colour in Canada, Toronto, and the Jewish community, we re-commit ourselves to building an 
inclusive and diverse community that actively welcomes Jews and non-Jews of all racial and 
ethnic backgrounds and that promotes everyone’s equality, dignity, and welfare.  

Because “ השֶׁ◌ עֲ◌מַ◌הַ◌אלָ◌אֶׁ◌ ,רקָ◌עִ◌הָ◌אּוה שרָ◌דְ◌מִ◌הַ◌ֹאּ◌ל  – Expounding is not the 
essence, action is” (Mishnah, Avot 1:17), we will work toward achieving this vision through the 
following concrete steps, guided by the pillars of No Silence on Race.  

1. Education & Programming  

Study is great, for study leads to action —Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin 40b  

ַ השֶׁ◌ עֲ◌מַ◌ידֵ◌ילִ◌איבִ◌מֵ◌דּומלְ◌תַ◌הַ◌שֶׁ◌ לֹודגָ◌דּומלְ◌ת .  

We are committed to representing a diversity of Jewish cultures in our programming. We will 
explicitly recognize the various traditions in which we pray and celebrate together and 
acknowledge multiple cultures’ approaches to Jewish practice. We will challenge ourselves to 
arrive at a practicable approach to balancing the values of representing a greater range of 
musical modes of prayer as well as the musical autonomy of our lay prayer leaders and their 
authentic traditions.  
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In our adult education classes, we will pay attention to the diverse origins of traditional Jewish 
sources and their authors. For example, in workshops and classes, we will intentionally study 
texts from Sepharadi and Mizrahi authors, as well as Ashkenazi sources. We will work with our 
Makom Afterschool (elementary grades) and Makom ATID (middle school) educators regarding  

ways to be more deliberately inclusive in curricula, educational materials, and educational 
practices.  

Makom plans to offer a community workshop on Jewish diversity, anti-racism in a Jewish 
context, and reaching beyond Ashkenormativity, in 2021.  

2. Allyship  

ִ ייָ◌נְ◌תִ◌אנָ◌ּוקתִ◌.אמָ◌לְ◌תַ◌שְ◌אִ◌לְ◌,ּהימֵ◌רְ◌גַ◌דְ◌אנָ◌ּוקתִ◌,האָ◌מָ◌דְ◌קַ◌אנָ◌ּוקת  
ָ אמָ◌לְ◌עָ◌יאהַ◌דְ◌אנָ◌ּוקתִ◌,אנ .  

The first repair is the repair of the self for its perfection. The second repair is the repair of this 
world. 
—Zohar 2:215b  

We invite Makom members and participants to “make a personal pledge to the work of allyship 
and to devise a personal plan of... ways they will work towards becoming strong allies and 
leaders in the creation of more inclusive and equitable Jewish spaces” (No Silence on Race pillar 
#1). This includes doing the difficult work of examining our own assumptions and biases about 
who is a Jew and committing to rectifying these in our thoughts and actions. The 
aforementioned community anti-racism workshop will launch and support this work.  

3. Partnerships  

םלָ◌מָ◌עֲ◌בַ◌בֹוטרכָ◌שָ◌םהֶׁ◌ לָ◌־שיֵ◌רשֶׁ◌ אֲ◌דחָ◌אֶׁ◌ הָ◌־ןמִ◌םיִנַשְ◌הַ◌םיבִֹוט .  

Two are better than one, for they get good reward for their toil. —Tanakh/Bible, 
Kohelet/Ecclesiastes 4:9  

In order to further our anti-racism work and to bolster our accountability to realizing our goals, 
we will partner with other Jewish organizations. Representatives from Makom and our partner 
organizations will meet to support one another, set goals, brainstorm programs, and 
collaborate.  

4. Communications  

Silence is like acquiescence. 
—Babylonian Talmud, Yevamot 87b, 88a; Bava Metzia 37b  

ְ האָדָֹוהכְ◌הקָיתִש .  
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We will highlight the diversity of the Makom community through the text and images on our 
website and social media platforms. We will also use our website to direct visitors to resources 
on Jewish diversity and anti-racism.  

5. Indigeneity and De-Colonization  

ִ םהֶׁ◌לָ◌ֹאּלץרֶׁ◌אֶׁ◌בְ◌Aעֲרְזַ◌היֶׁ◌הְיִרֵג־יכ .  

Your offspring will be strangers in a land not theirs. —Torah, Bereishit/Genesis 15:13  

As settlers on the land now called Canada, Jews are called to reckon with our relationship to 
Indigenous, Aboriginal, and Metis peoples. We commit to developing an action plan in 2021 to 
address decolonization in the context of our community, including in our programming, 
education, and prayer services.  

Makom is proud to join the call to action from No Silence on Race and we commit ourselves to 
realizing these five goals in 2021 to build a more diverse and inclusive Jewish community.  


