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              Growing up as a Jewish boy in St. Louis, I was taught at a very young age about the common bonds shared by Jews and Blacks around the world. I would go to my local synagogue and hear stories about Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel who marched alongside Martin Luther King ,Jr. in Selma, Alabama and how integral the Jewish people were to the success of the Civil Rights Movement. And yet, while the “special relationship” was constantly being impressed upon me, these events seemed so long ago that the reality around me seemed to indicate the opposite. I would walk through the halls of my school and would hardly, if ever, see Black and Jewish students mingling with one another. This is not to say that they never interacted with one another but there were no more special interactions between these two groups of people than there would’ve been between any other groups within our school.  This observation made me question how strong the connection between Blacks and Jews must’ve been if it has been all but abandoned and forgotten in our current social climate. 


In her book The Color of Jews Melanie Kaye Kantrowitz writes that this so-called “relationship” between Blacks and Jews has “not been either simple or uniformly positive.” While African Americans and Jews did “work together in the Civil Rights movement, the Jews who went south numbered only a few hundred, hardly a legion of allies.” (Kantrowitz, 33) Kantrowitz goes on to assert that while members of the Jewish community often argue that their time as slaves in Egypt gave them a shared history with African Americans who for years endured slavery and prejudice at the hands of their White oppressors, such arguments do not necessarily link our two groups as much as we would think. Case in point, I have never gone through slavery and to claim understanding and solidarity with another group of people based solely upon the history of my distant ancestors seemed like a desperate politically progressive plea for acceptance. This similar history seemed in no way the appropriate foundation upon which to build such an association. For one thing, in this context only the negative history of both groups were taken into account. There are, according to Nathaniel Deutsch and Yvonne Chireau, authors of the book Black Zion, a tendency among historians to “focus entirely on the negative episodes of Jewish and African-American history rather than presenting a well-rounded history.” (Deutsch and Chireau, 5) Such mistakes ultimately lead to the assumption that there is no gray area- either both groups must have positive exchanges or there must be a negative tension between them. History is hardly ever that simple. For all the welcomed participation of the Jewish people in the struggles of African-Americans, from the NAACP through the civil rights movement, there would always be those who viewed Jewish involvement as both self-serving and condescending to members of both groups.  It wasn’t until the beginning of 2006 that I was able to carve out my own understanding of the Black-Jewish experience and realize what the backgrounds of our two people could hold for our futures.


In 2006 a friend of mine urged me to apply for a program called Cultural Leadership. Only in its second year, this youth leadership group was aimed squarely at members of the Black and Jewish community within St. Louis.  The program was created as a leadership development organization to teach these two groups about ‘social justice and (allow students to) recognize and resolve issues of privilege and discrimination to make St. Louis a more socially just and inclusive environment.” (Kalish, 1)  It was founded by Karen Kalish, a local community activist, and was modeled after a Washington D.C. based program called Operation Understanding DC (OUDC), also founded by Kalish. My friend had recently completed his involvement in the first year of the program and was seeking new recruits to, as the Cultural Leadership motto states, “roll up their sleeves and get to work to create a world of inclusion and equality.” The program sounded interesting but could’ve easily just been another corny, overtly political youth group designed to make participants feel good without actually accomplishing any strong community action. Despite my initial misgivings, I decided to go through with the application process and give the program a shot. My friend was such a strong proponent of it that it felt wrong not to. Out of the dozens of applicants from over 90 high schools in the St. Louis area, I was one of the 21 students who were eventually accepted into the second class of Cultural Leadership. With my acceptance into the program came the responsibility and obligation of participating in each of the events put on by the program throughout the year. These included seven monthly meetings, three weekend-long retreats and a month-long summer journey throughout the U.S. In other words, a large chunk of the next year of my life was now devoted to further understanding the aforementioned “special relationship” between Blacks and Jews- hundreds of hours in total. Despite the huge time commitment, I entered the program with an equal amount of excitement and anxiety, prepared to let the racial healing begin.


In order to understand the Cultural Leadership program and its impact on the St. Louis community, one must first understand the origins of the program and what the goals were that Karen Kalish hoped such a group would achieve.  “There was always an enormous need for students to learn about our history” Kalish said in a phone interview from her offices in St. Louis, where she helps run multiple social justice programs including Books and Badges, the Parent-Teacher Home Visit Program, in addition to Cultural Leadership. As a White Jewish woman, Karen was also very much aware of the “relationship” between blacks and Jews, although she doesn’t like to use that word. For her, such a word “implies that these two groups will do a lot of things together - go to each other’s houses, visit each other spontaneously- even though this usually isn’t always the case.”  Rather, Kalish uses the word alliance to better exemplify the bond between these two groups. Regardless of whether or not blacks and Jews have gone through the same experiences, both groups are the quintessential victims of widespread hate and discrimination not just in the U.S. but also throughout the world. Kalish was inspired to initiate a program like Cultural Leadership and OUDC after seeing a television special about the first Operation Understanding program based in Philadelphia. In the special Kalish saw William Gray, then the House minority whip on capital hill, speaking with two young students- one Black and one Jewish about the OU program. Kalish immediately contacted the Philadelphia office for the program and began preparations to bring a similar program to the D.C. area. This was in 1993. Ten years later, Kalish had moved back to her hometown of St. Louis and was making plans to bring Operation Understanding to St. Louis in the form of Cultural Leadership.


Looking at available statistics, it is not hard to see how a program like Cultural Leadership would be conducive to a city like St. Louis. On February 1st , 2009 the St. Louis Post Dispatch published the following statistics for St. Louis on the front page of the Newswatch section- ‘the average median household income for Whites in St Louis was almost double that of Black households ($57,512 to $30,787), over 23% of Black  families in St. Louis lived below the poverty level while only 4.7% of Whites can make similar claims. The same number of Blacks living below poverty level lived without health insurance.’ () 


Regardless of the progress that St. Louis has made to allow for more integration and equal rights for all races within the city, the facts speak for themselves. Because of “the housing and social patterns, there are few opportunities for students of different races to interact.” (Kalish, 2) Even if students of both races attended school together, such class distinctions often led to a certain degree of self-segregation where such students would spend more time around those whom they felt most comfortable. And unfortunately such distinctions inevitably led to cafeterias where Blacks sat with Blacks and Whites sat with Whites. It wasn’t that exclusively Blacks and Jews weren’t interacting; it was something that spread across the barriers of religious differences and into the realm of racial and class distinctions.  According to Kalish, the goal of Cultural Leadership was two-fold. First and foremost, the program would educate students about the intersecting histories of the Black and Jewish struggles for equality. The second goal would then be to teach students the skills to go out and use specific tools “to question, identify and speak up when they see or hear bias, racism and discrimination.” (Kalish,4) 


On January 13th, 2006, Martin Luther King Day weekend, the entire second class of Cultural Leadership met at a local hotel for the first of three weekend-long retreats. Almost immediately Karen Kalish and group facilitators Phil Hunsberger and Harlan Hodge told us to sit next to a person with a different skin color than our own- an arrangement that we lovingly nicknamed “salt and pepper.” The purpose of salt and pepper was abundantly clear. The arrangement forced each of us, many of whom had never met or interacted with one another before, to step outside of our own comfort zones and intermingle with people who were different from us. The idea was that we both make conversation and learn something about one another that would build the foundation for the remainder of our time together, or fail to communicate and sit alone in awkward silence. Everyone in the group chose the former. After only a few hours together the initial barriers had been broken down and we could begin to open ourselves up to one another. After the night’s activities had ended and all 21 of us had returned to our hotel rooms we made a pact to meet with each other after-hours to discuss what we might not have been able to discuss amidst the adult facilitators. The group came to the immediate consensus that salt and pepper, while awkward and uncomfortable at first, had forced us into a situation that we may not have ever placed ourselves in otherwise. Already it was beginning to make an impact.


Once we had all gotten past the awkward phase of opening ourselves up to one another, the next step was to begin to learn about each other’s histories and cultures, starting with our disparate religions. Since there was no overlap in terms of Jews of color in our group, both the Black and Jewish students were to learn about Judaism and Christianity respectively. This was the aspect of Cultural Leadership that admittedly held little interest for me at first. By that point in my life I had Black history and the civil rights movement ingrained in my head in the form of high school lectures and Hebrew school classes. And I believed that I knew enough about other religions that there was not much that I hadn’t already heard before. That was before I attended Friday evening services at a local synagogue and Sunday morning services at a Black church. The idea of course was to open each of the students up to the religious practices and beliefs of the other group. And with that, whatever pre-conceived notions I had about Black history and religion was thrown out the window. All of my background had come from history-from what I had read in books, learned in classes, and seen in movies but nothing I had actually experienced first-hand. To actually stand in a church and hear the enthusiasm and intensity of the preacher’s sermon was to discover an aspect of Black culture that I had always been aware of but never truly understood. Since our first retreat coincided with the MLK memorial weekend, both the Friday evening and Sunday morning services focused specifically on the words and teachings of King as well as what his connection was to the plight of the Jewish people, a topic no doubt further spurred by the knowledge that our Cultural Leadership group was present in the audience. 


In an essay written by Rabbi Heschel’s own daughter Susannah Heschel entitled “Theological Affinities in the Writings of Abraham Joshua Heschel and Martin Luther King Jr.”, the major connections between the struggles of the black and Jewish people are specifically outlined. Many of these connections were brought up over the course of our first retreat, primarily in the form of the speeches and sermons we heard over the course of that first weekend by Rabbis and preachers who understood such connections better than most. King’s decision to give preference to the Exodus story of Moses and the Jewish people in many of his most well known speeches “played a major role in linking [these two groups of people] intellectually and spiritually.” (Heschel,2) But I was already aware of this connection between these two groups and there was little there that signified that this was anything more than superficial similarity between the two groups. What did King’s use of the Exodus story or Heschel’s alliance with King even mean for the state of relations between our two peoples now? It didn’t take long for me to learn that I was actually looking at the relationship between these two men and their respective groups on a superficial level myself. It was no easy thing for King to depart from the teachings of his own church in choosing to connect the struggle of his people to that of the Jewish people in Egypt.  King’s decision to impart the stories of Moses and the prophets of the Hebrew Bible in his most public addresses, rather than the figures of Jesus and his disciples indicates that King was conscious of the parallels he was drawing and was doing so for a specific reason. In drawing these parallels King “lent the civil rights movement an ecumenical and even philosemitic image in the eyes of major segments of the Jewish community.” (Heschel, 8) It was King extending his hand out to the Jewish community- a sign of good faith and understanding that couldn’t just be a coincidence. Both of these men along with many of the civil rights workers who marched with them in Selma in 1965 (Reverend Andrew Young and Ralph Abernathy among them) knew that in bringing these two groups together, they were uniting under a common history which made each of them more empathetic to each other’s cause and therefore more likely to be a stronger ally when things got rough, which they inevitably did. 


After the first retreat with Cultural Leadership, I was beginning to gain a greater understanding of the bond between these two groups. Whereas before I had been skeptical of this relationship and its potential to be used by both groups as a way to get sympathy support, my eyes were beginning to be opened to the true relevance of our histories. I had a greater appreciation of the friendship between King and Heschel and their ability to accept each other’s cultures, as different as they might’ve been. I mean, let’s face it, a “refugee from Hitler’s Europe born into a Hasidic rebbe’s family with a white beard and yarmulke” was hardly what one would immediately think of when picturing one of the faces of the civil rights movement. (Heschel, 1) But in these two men I began to see something more significant emerge- a willingness for these people to look beyond the superficial levels of skin color and religion and work to bring about a change that would benefit not only each other, but all people. It was a great first step for me and the other members of the Cultural Leadership program but there was still a great deal more for us to learn.


One of the most-heavily publicized cornerstones of the Cultural Leadership program was the month-long summer trip, coined the “transformational journey” by Ms. Kalish. From June to July, each class of the Cultural Leadership program, mine included, traveled to places in the U.S. that were significant to civil rights and social justice. Our group traveled to New York City, Washington D.C., Atlanta, Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi, Little Rock and Memphis. In doing so, we spent every waking second in the presence of one another. Regardless of how much time we had spent together before, in the form of retreats, workshops, etc, nothing could have possibly prepared us for what we would face over the course of those three and half weeks in which we were out on the road, traveling. As mentioned above, we visited numerous places of historical significance to the civil rights movement and other social justice initiatives, and were privileged enough to meet with prominent political leaders, social activists, journalists and historians (Reverend Al Sharpton, Former NYC Mayor Ed Koch and NAACP chairman Julian Bond just to name a few) but it would be possible for me to mention and comment upon each of these speakers and events. Rather, I want to focus primarily on two experiences that affected our class the most over the course the trip. 


The first of these experiences took place at the Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington D.C. one of the major stops on the first leg of the journey. Before the trip I had heard one of the Black students in my class make a statement that had deeply affected me and other Jewish students in the program. This student, a deeply caring person had shared with us her belief that the Holocaust, while important to our history paled in comparison to the forced enslavement of millions of Blacks in the U.S. In my mind, I could not believe a person whose own ancestors had encountered many of the same prejudices and indignities as my own, could believe such a thing. Murder and injustice is the same regardless of who it is being committed upon. This statement hurt me but more importantly, it showed me just how wrong I was in my assumption of the knowledge and appreciation of the similar histories between our two peoples. But after four hours walking through the Holocaust Museum, watching archival footage from the Nazi concentration camps and laying eyes on the actual shoes belonging to the Jews who perished, there was a distinct shift in the way we all interacted with one another. I was moved to see my friend Donnell, a Black student, holding and comforting Sara, one of the Jewish students in the group. It was obvious now that none of us could claim that one injustice was greater than another. 


As was a common practice with Cultural Leadership, at the end of tour through the museum, all 21 of us met outside the museum to speak candidly about what we had experienced together. Sara had been driven to tears by the experience, informing each of us that one of the photos of victims of the concentration camp was of two young Jewish boys who reminded her of two boys she knew and cared for back home. Viewing these photos opened a wound for her that all of the African-American students could see and easily identify with. They comforted her even though her pain was one, which they, as members of a different race, would never be able to fully identify with. Or perhaps, they understood much more than the Jewish students knew.


A week after this occurrence in D.C. we visited another museum, this time it was the Civil War and Slavery Museum in Selma, Alabama.. The museum was not nearly as well known as the Holocaust Museum. In fact, any one of the students in the program might’ve easily walked past it and ignored it under any other circumstances. We walked into the museum, unsure about what we were about to experience. Unlike the Holocaust Museum and numerous other stops on our trip thus far, nothing had been said about this place so none of us knew exactly what to expect. Immediately upon entering the museum we were escorted by a woman named Asriya We-Kanbodis into a large dark room. Suddenly I felt a large hand grab me and pull me to the side, Now the roles were reversed. I heard  a voice whisper into my ear that I had to pick three members of my Cultural Leadership family to die. And I had to pick now or else I would die. I heard the same question being posed to other students around me and I had no idea what to say or what to think. I refused to pick three students and was immediately dragged away and thrown into a small tunnel. I felt myself and the other students in the program being pushed through the tunnel onto a model boat on the other side. We were all herded onto the cramped boat and told not to move or say a word. We remained there completely silent for a few minutes, all of us uncertain about what exactly was going on. Then, almost as quickly as we had been thrown onto the boat, we were pushed off it and thrown into another dark room. From there we heard the sounds of screaming women and children. We were pushed and pulled around the room, fingernails dug at our skin, clawing at us for help. Throughout all this a voice told us that our loved ones were dead and dying. We were informed that as we stood there helpless, our friends and family were being taken away and sold into slavery. We would never see or hear from them again. And I could hear my fellow students in the program being to cry. Then the lights came on and everything was silent. What we had gone through was a tour in which we were made to experience 1/100000th of what African slaves went through hundreds of years ago during the slave trade. It was a role-playing game and while nothing we had experienced could even come close to representing the true horrors of what slavery truly was, the fact that we could all be left so shaken by a role-playing game affected each of us deeply. None of us said a word to each other, in fact I had the terrible feeling that all of my Black friends in the program were refusing to maintain eye contact or interact with any of the White, Jewish students. To this day I don’t know whether or not this was actually the case, but the feeling nagged at me throughout the rest of the day. I had been given a glimpse into the true horror that was slavery. In being forced to imagine what it would feel like to be placed in the situation of slavery that so many others had been forced to endure in reality, I experienced a pain and guilt that I had never felt before and am glad to say I have never experienced since. The pain of slavery has colored the African-American experience for decades and has led many to work harder than ever to achieve equal rights for all people so that this pain can not be erased, but rather used to build a society that will never again be tolerated in our society. It was a difficult concept for each of us to grasp, but it was something we had to come to terms with if we were ever to understand how deep the roots of hate and racism actually went.


All 21 of the students in the Cultural Leadership program returned home from the month-long trip forever changed. While I cannot claim to have been given a true understanding of what it means to be Black in America, what I had seen and experienced over the course of those three and a half weeks will never leave me. There were still five more months left in the program but I was inspired to learn everything I could about the joint Black and Jewish struggle and do my part to work to fight whatever injustices I saw in my home and communities from that point onward. 


The state of Jewish and Black relations in America is still in a fragile state. Katrowitz writes in The Color of Jews that through their portrayal in the media, there is a continual “reinforcement of the unvoiced premise that these two communities are inherently disconnected, as opposite as possible.” (Katrowitz, 52) Certainly this is true of a city like St. Louis, where nearly double the amount of Black families are living in poverty, without jobs and without a steady stream of income. But it is also true of the greater community at large in the United States. While Jews and Blacks have worked together to achieve equal rights for one another ever since the early days of the NAACP and Communist Party USA, it seems as though our two groups are constantly being defined by our differences. Why? The answer is simple. Most Jews are White. And with that fact comes the harsh reality that the color of our skin will always be the first thing that people see in us and that will always make us different first, in the eyes of others. For the longest time, I myself subscribed to the same racist tendencies and beliefs that led to our two groups being so separate. I heard about the similarities between us but I saw only the differences. I was, in many ways blinded by what I saw rather than what I knew or felt. And what I saw was Black students and White students segregated in the lunchrooms, talking only to each other in the halls. The Black students played basketball at recess while the White students played soccer. And anytime anything different was presented, it was the exception to the rule rather than an indication that the rules were flawed. What I saw clouded my judgment and made me suspicious of the claims I heard espoused from my teachers and religious leaders who told me that we were more alike than we knew. Rather than look at all the things that make us different, it’s time that we start looking at what makes us the same. 


Blacks and Jews do not have a shared history but we do have a similar history. We have “worked together in the 1930s in defending the nine Scottsborough boys accused of raping two white women, in electing the African American communist Ben Davis to the New York City Counsel.” (Kantrowitz, 57) Over half of the White Freedom Riders were Jews and that number might be even higher considering the number of activists who did not even participate through Jewish organizations. In short, Jews have contributed to civil rights activism in ways that had an impact not only on the struggle but also on “that whole generation of Jews who participated, and on their children, a fair number of whom are African-American Jews.” (Kantrowitz, 57) Yet despite the aid we have given each other, our two groups are still seen as being very different. Why? The answer is simple- education. Not enough people today are aware of these similarities because the Black-Jewish struggle has received little to no attention in public schools today. And when I say education, I don’t mean a rudimentary overview of Black and Jewish participation in the civil rights movement. It’s easy enough for us to hear about Rabbi Heschel and MLK Jr. but it is another thing entirely to be made aware, truly aware of the history, religion and culture of these two peoples. It’s not something that can be done in the course of one thirty minute lecture, but rather must be experienced first hand by students who will never understand otherwise.


In starting Cultural Leadership in my hometown Karen Kalish had a goal. Her goal was, and remains, to “teach not only Black and Jewish students in the St. Louis community about history but to teach all students about history so that [we] can begin to identify the root causes that have continued to allow Blacks and Whites to remain so separate and become allies.” It’s not something that can be done overnight. But over twelve months in 2005, 21 students had the chance to learn about this history. And 21 students had this experience in 2006. 20 students in 2007. 28 in 2008 and there are currently 30 students in the St. Louis area going through this right now in 2009. That’s 119 students in total. Out of a population of over couple million students in St. Louis. It’s a start but it’s not nearly enough. When asked what was the most rewarding experience she has had over the course of Cultural Leadership’s five-year history, Karen tells me that it has been seeing 89 Cultural Leadership alumni leave the program and continue to spread the word of the program. In 2007, me and three other alums from the program began holding workshops and discussions within our high school, forcing other students to confront the same racism that was so apparent to all of us. Other students at other high schools have held similar events and workshops for the past five years and counting. And it’s only going to continue from there. But still this is not enough. And I don’t think that it ever will be enough until programs like Cultural Leadership can spread beyond one or two cities. OUDC is great, Cultural Leadership is great but where are the other programs in all of the other cities around the U.S. I would love to see programs like this begin in places like say, Alabama and Detroit, cities where the separation between races is that much more apparent. It doesn’t simply have to be Black and Jewish students participating and it certainly doesn’t have to be in the large numbers that OUDC and Cultural Leadership are currently drawing. A few students can act as ripples in a pond that can go out and affect dozens of other students. 


These are my experiences. One person. But the reason that I have had the ability to even sit here writing this paper is because I was able to participate in Cultural Leadership. I believe that without this program, I wouldn’t have ended up at NYU and I most certainly would not have ended up taking a class like Movement for Civil Rights. But they don’t have to stop with me. We were, to quote from one of the speeches that me and another Cultural Leadership student gave, “21 different students, from 21 different backgrounds so we are all perfectly capable of making a difference” in some way shape or form. It is the gift that has been given to us by all of the people who have come before us- Black, White, Jewish, Christian, Muslim, etc and it doesn’t stop there. Once the significant interest is there, the movement can begin to bring similar programs to other cities around the U.S. To allow young students to in the words of Mahatma Gandhi, “be the change we wish to see in the world.”  It is nothing so long as people remain uneducated, unaware and most of all, uninterested.
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