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CSJO 2016: OUR TRADITION OF SOLIDARITY                  
By Barbara Blaser, Chair, 2016 CSJO Conference 

TORONTO: “Our Tradition of Solidarity” was the theme of 
the annual Congress of Secular Jewish Organizations 
Conference held at Glendon Campus-York University and 
hosted by UJPO-Canada and Morris Winchevsky School. 

 The conference was very inspiring, informative and, of 
course, fun. It was a time to renew acquaintances with 
friends from many of the CSJO affiliates that attended and 
to share experiences that many had since last year’s 
conference. If you have never attended a CSJO Conference, 
I hope you will consider attending the next one, as you will 
walk away with a lot to think about.   

 Friday night opened with an Oyneg Shabbes that was led 
so beautifully by our own Sadie Epstein-Fine. She had the undivided attention of everyone in the room 
and read a wonderful poem as well as leading the Shabbes ritual in our secular tradition. The poem she 
read was very inspiring and her acting skills were shining when she spoke. Of course, we can never 
have a gathering without food. As I personally was too concerned about everything going well, I did 
not eat, but from what I saw on people’s plates and heard, everything was delicious. 

 Saturday dawned bright, beautiful, and very hot (one of the complaints during the conference).  
We do not get daunted very easily and everyone rushed for breakfast in order to hear our keynote 
speakers, Richard Borshay Lee, a UJPO member, and his son Lucah Rosenberg-Lee, a graduate of the 
Morris Winchevsky School. Richard spoke on his life’s work as an anthropologist and his conclusion 
that sharing and cooperation, not aggression, are the keys for any species to succeed.   

 Lucah spoke on his experiences of growing up in a secular community and the impact that it had 
on him. As an adult he now understands his secular Jewish heritage more than he did when he was 
younger. Lucah has attended several CSJO conferences and has made many friends during that time; 
they were instrumental in supporting him on the transition challenges he faced which he explained 
during a workshop where he presented his documentary “Passing”. The room was full and there were 
many questions to which he responded very explicitly.  

 Saturday evening’s concert consisted of two wonderful performances. The first was by Josh 
Dolgin. He performed a great variety of musical numbers and instruments that were of particular 
interest to many of the youth in the audience. After a brief break for refreshments, the “HORAbles” 
took the stage and the chairs were moved back, at which time people were dancing to their exciting 
spirited klezmer music. 

 Of course, in between all of the activities, workshops were presented by many of our UJPO 
members and those of other member organizations. The attendees were given a lot to think about, 
particularly in the kind of world we are experiencing today, with refugees looking for a peaceful place 
to live and people of many backgrounds wondering when all the rage against humanity is going to stop. 

 A wonderful presentation on the “100th Yortsayt of Sholem Aleichem” by David Abramowitz was 
in keeping with our Jewish culture and, as many of you know, David loves to tell stories and does it 
exceptionally well.   

 As with everything good, there always has to be an end which came Sunday night at a wonderful 
banquet with delicious food and where certificates were presented [continued on next page] 
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to all those who worked hard to make the conference a success. 
Monday morning dawned bright and early and we said good-bye 
to old friends and new ones made, promising to meet again next 
year at the CSJO Conference wherever it is held. 

I would like to take a few lines to thank everyone on the 
Toronto CSJO Conference Committee for all its hard work and 
dedication to making the conference a success. We had the 
largest attendance from our membership than at any previous 
CSJO Conference. So a big thank you to those who worked hard 
and those who attended to make this conference a cultural and 
financial success. It is vitally important to continue supporting 
CSJO and popularizing it in the broader community so more 
people are aware of its strong support and connection to our 
secular culture and its resources available to us and our shule 
students. For an inspiring weekend, plan to attend the CSJO 
Conference next year.  

NATIONAL UJPO NEWS 

FROM WINNIPEG 

By Henry Shorr 

This covers UJPO Winnipeg’s activities since May and those 
planned for next fall: 

• The Warsaw Ghetto event, titled “Warsaw Ghetto – Second 
Generation Perspectives," was held on May 2. It was co-
sponsored by UJPO and the Sholem Aleichem Community. The 
event is organized as part of the community’s Shoah Week and 
this year we were given taxi services up to $300 for those 
individuals without transportation. The program included a 
performance by the North End Jewish Folk Choir with songs and 
narration, a memorial candle lighting, and a panel discussion on 
second generation experiences. The event was very successful 
and well attended.  

• The UJPO Book Club met on June 3. The book club has 
8-10 dedicated members and our get-togethers sometimes 
include dinner. We discussed the book Solving Poverty, 
Innovative Strategies from Winnipeg’s Inner City, by Jim Silver. 
As a bonus, Jim led the discussion.  

• The UJPO Wind-up Barbeque was held on June 16 at the 
home of Lee Anne Block and Richard Grunfeld. About 35-40 
people attended. Activities included an exercise designed by 
Cindy Coker to get input for our retreat (see below), a report by 
Ari Decter-Frain of the Sholem Aleichem Community on the 
CSJO conference in Toronto, and a UJPO trivia contest run by 
Mark Golden. 

• The UJPO Winnipeg had an executive retreat on June 27. 
The morning session was facilitated by a third party, Jan 
Schmidt. We reached a consensus that we want to infuse all of 
our activities with an activist element. The afternoon, facilitated 
by executive member Cindy Coker, focused on how to 
incorporate this vision into our activities. 

• We’re having a forum on October 5 in which Rina Lapidus 
will be speaking about Jewish authors and poets killed in the 
Second World War as Soviet soldiers and those executed by the 
Stalinist regime. 

• We will be having a book launch, co-sponsored by UJPO 
Canada, UJPO Winnipeg and the Jewish Heritage Centre, at 
Winnipeg’s Jewish Book Fair on November 20. Ester Reiter will 
be speaking about her new book, A Future Without Hate or 
Need: The Promise of the Jewish Left in Canada.  

FROM VANCOUVER 

By Carl Rosenberg 

The Peretz Centre is the home of many vital cultural activities in 
which Vancouver members of UJPO, and the secular Jewish 
community generally, take part. 

 One of my favourites is the Sholem Aleichem Speakers 
(SAS) series on Friday. One recent topic was “Oscar Wilde and 
the Art of Conversation,” presented by Paul Kinsella, Professor 
of English at the BC Institute of Technology in Burnaby, BC. 
Kinsella spoke on Wilde’s skill as a speaker, wit and raconteur, 
in addition to his contributions to literature. Kinsella’s PhD 
thesis was titled, “We Must Return to the Voice: Oral Values 
and Traditions in the Works of Oscar Wilde.” Kinsella, who 
grew up in Ireland before coming to Canada at 19, pointed to the 
Irish influence on Wilde’s work as both writer and speaker.  

 Another SAS session which, alas, I wasn’t able to attend 
was a presentation by literacy expert Fiona Morrison, “The 
Power of Stories: For Living, Loving and Learning.” Anything 
involving stories seems highly appropriate for a Jewish 
audience.  

 Their closing luncheon (before breaking for summer) 
featured a magic show with Stephen (“Dr. Strange”) Kaplan, and 
a performance by “Los Tres Amigos” – my friend Yom-Tov 
Shamash on guitar, Ian St. Martin (guitar and vocals), and Tony 
(a.k.a. Steve) Glass (flute and vocals). They played an eclectic 
variety of songs, including the spiritual “Let Me Fly,” “Alle 
Brider,” “Bay Mir Bist Du Sheyn,” George Gershwin’s 
“Summertime,” “Black Orpheus” (from the Brazilian Bossa 
Nova genre) “Besame Mucho,” and “Bye Bye Blackbird” – the 
latter performed in a “Bossa Nova” style.    

 Another program at the Peretz shule is the Sid and Sarah 
Sarkin Music Series, showcasing outstanding local Jewish 
musicians. The third concert in this series featured David 
Skulski (oboe, English horn, recorder), Keith Lawrence (violin), 
Katherine Headrick (viola, violin) and Jessica Werb (cello), 
performing music from the 18th century onward. The fourth 
concert featured Montreal Yiddish singer Janie Respitz, who 
gave “A Tribute to Sholem Aleichem in Story and Song” in 
honour of the great writer’s 100th yortzayt. The fifth and last of 
the season’s series featured singer/songwriter/guitarist Michael 
Friedman, performing songs from his new CD, Random Acts of 
Tuning, accompanied by Ed Henderson on guitar and Laurence 
Mollerup on bass.  



 

 On June 12 the annual spring concert of the Vancouver 
Jewish Folk Choir was held. The feature work was Oyfn Fidl, 
based on Sholem Aleichem’s story “The Fiddle,” also in honour 
of his 100th yortsayt, with lively narration by David Skulski. 
This superb performance sent me back to Sholem Aleichem’s 
story “The Fiddle.” (But then, his stories are always worth re-
reading.) Special guest artists at the concert were the local group 
Sulam, inspired by music from the Middle East and Africa, as 
well as flamenco, klezmer, Yiddish, Roma and “Jewgrass” 
styles.  

 I’ve always enjoyed the Fraytik tsu Nakht (FTN), our 
secular Shabbes gathering, with its readings, songs, dinner, and 
presentations. One recent FTN featured Vancouver artist Pnina 
Granirer, who spoke on and showed images from her work, 
which deals with a variety of themes. (One interesting work is 
The Trials of Eve, exploring in visual, poetic and narrative form 
women’s history through the story of Adam and Eve.) Another 
evening featured Terry Greenberg, who had a thirty-year career 
as a Canadian diplomat, mostly in various Asian countries. He 
spoke on differences in worldviews between people of the West 
and those of East Asia.  

 The program I’ve enjoyed most lately has been a reading 
and discussion group, meeting twice a month, on the work of 
I.L. Peretz. Ably co-led by Steve Wexler and Al Stein, it consists 
of readings from the book I.L. Peretz and the Making of Modern 
Jewish Culture, by Yiddish scholar Ruth R. Wisse, and from 
Peretz’s own stories in English translation. The idea for this 
program arose from the long-standing Yiddish leyen krayz 
(reading circle), co-led by Al Stein and Shanie Levin. As Al put 
it, while reading Peretz’s stories in the original, “it was 
recognized that Peretz’s thoughts and writings represent the core 
of what the Peretz Centre is trying to preserve and perpetuate for 
secular humanist Jews today.” The discussion is informal and 
lighthearted and also highly stimulating, reflecting the various 
perspectives which the participants bring to it.  

FROM TORONTO 

By Julia Barnett 

It’s the middle of a sizzling summer in Toronto and Camp 
Naivelt is alive and well and thriving with a full schedule of 
programs which keeps the community abuzz.   

 Highlights include a week of Music Camp which took place 
July 10-16 and culminated in a wonderful concert featuring the 
talented inter-generational instrumentalists and vocalists within 
our Camp Naivelt community – led by the outstanding Martin 
van de Ven and spirited Catherine Silverglen. 

 Arts Week (Aug. 8-13) was led by our own Michael Burtt, 
Artistic Director of Making Room Community Arts. Artistic 
creations and imaginations were given expression and 
culminated in a presentation for the community.  

 Also, on August 7 at 3 pm, Naivelt’s annual Peace Tea, 
marking the anniversary of the bombing of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, this year featured Nigel Barriffe speaking about 

‘Black Lives Matter’. 
Additionally a full 
program of Saturday 
evening concerts, films, 
games nights, and 
Sunday morning Bagel 
Brunches facilitated our 
learning about and 
discussing topical events 
and participating in 
fitness fun with aqua-fit, 
pool time and yoga. 

 We were pleased to 
host the annual CSJO 
Conference (May 27-
30) in Toronto this year 
and trust that it was a 
positive experience for 
all those who attended 
from across North America. Some highlights were: 

• outstanding keynote addresses by our very own Richard 
Lee, a member of our Shule’s Advisory Council and Lucah 
Rosenberg-Lee, a graduate of our Shule 

• a creative Oneg Shabbat ceremony led by Sadie Epstein-
Fine, another Shule graduate 

• a lively entertaining concert featuring Josh Dolgin, aka ‘So-
Called’ and klezmer musicians The HORAbles 

• a range of engaging and topical workshops embracing the 
theme ‘Our Tradition of Solidarity’ 

• positive and promising involvement and participation by 
some of our youth attendees … watch for more developments in 
upcoming issues. 

 In the political activism arena, we supported the River Run 
in Grassy Narrows by holding a workshop and endorsing the 
cause of this Indigenous community in northern Ontario and we 
issued statements after the tragedies in Paris and Orlando. 

 We’ll move into the fall with a busy roster of activities 
including the opening of the 88th season of the Morris 
Winchevsky School! 

 Ushering in the Jewish new year with our observances of 
Rosh Hashonah on October 3rd and Yom Kippur on October 11 
are significant and meaningful events in our community. The fall 
festivals continue with our annual Sukkes celebration on 
October 16 at Dufferin Grove Park. 

 A very exciting fall highlight will be a book launch and 
celebration of Ester Reiter’s ‘hot off the press’ book: A Future 
Without Hate or Need: The Promise of the Jewish Left in 
Canada. The event, to be held on October 15 at the Winchevsky 
Centre, will be a grand celebration including music, tributes and 
refreshments. As well, Ester will be speaking about her book at 
Toronto’s Ashkenaz Festival. And to continue marking UJPO’s 
90th anniversary, Ester will travel to our communities in 

Ester Reiter speaking and reading from her 

just published book at Camp Naivelt’s Bagel 

Brunch. Photo: Shlomit Segal. 
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Winnipeg and Vancouver later in the fall for launches of this 
important publication. 

 The 2016-2017 Shule season begins on Sunday Sept. 18 at 
our downtown location at 918 Bathurst Street. 

 Toronto members are invited to join us for an exciting year 
ahead. Join us for these fall events: 

• Morris Winchevsky School opens – Sun. Sept. 18 
• Friday night pot luck dinner & schmoozing – Fri. Sept. 23 
• Rosh Hashonah – Mon. Oct. 3 
• Yom Kippur – Tues. Oct. 11 
• Book Launch & Celebration: A Future Without Hate or 
Need – Sat. Oct. 15 
• Sukkes – Sun. Oct. 16 
• UJPO-Toronto AGM – Sun. Oct. 30 

 For those who are not UJPO members, we invite you to 
contact us to find out about membership.  

 This is a year of many changes ahead:   

 It’s now official – Maxine Hermolin, our Executive 
Director, after many years of devoted, hard-working, and 
personal commitment to all aspects of our organization will be 
retiring at the end of this calendar year. We are more than 
grateful to Maxine for her contribution to the organization for so 
many years and will be planning a celebratory event … stay 
tuned for more details. 

 We are also grateful to Frances Handlarski, who’s been our 
Shule’s Education Director and B’nai Mitzvah teacher and to 
Sandra Ruch who taught our Grade 4-6 class, for their valuable 
contribution to our Shule over the past three years. Frances and 
Sandra will not be continuing at Shule this year. We thank them 
for the strong leadership and inspiration they brought to our 
students and Shule community.  

FROM HAMILTON 

By Lyn Center 

It was a beautiful day in Hamilton on June 16 when Paul 
Weinberg and Cathy McPherson hosted a lovely backyard 
potluck lunch and barbecue. Since it was just a few days after 
the Brexit referendum, there were many conversations about the 
future of the European Union. Also, Sam Blatt and Ronnee 
Jaeger joined us from Toronto, so we could also hear about the 
current state of affairs in Israel.  

 One of our members, Joyce Wayne, has initiated work on an 
online version of an Outlook descendent and several of us will 
be meeting on August 16 to discuss it. Joyce also hosts a blog 
called “retirementmatters.ca” where she focuses on issues related 
to aging. Well worth the read!  

 We have gathered several ideas for programs in the fall, 
including speakers and movies, and look forward to our fall 
gatherings.  

 

Letters to the Editor 

Winnipeg, July 20, 2016 

Dear David [Abramowitz]: 

 Enclosed is a small donation towards the publication of 
UJPO News. 
 We always find it interesting to read and with the sad 
demise of Outlook, it will become an even more important 
source of news about the progressive community. 
 Keep up the good work. 
 Lily & Brent Stearns 

PS: We think of you every time we enjoy our “Lily Latkes”! 

David’s response: 

Dear Lily and Brent, 

 Your donation and kind words are greatly appreciated. I've 
shared them with our editorial collective.  
 We all miss Outlook and while we can’t take its place we 
are committed to intercommunicate our members’ activities plus 
significant international issues and concerns from a progressive 
perspective.  
 Our quarterly 10-page newsletter (based on mailing costs) 
can’t cover as broad a scope as we’d wish. We gather many 
more news items than we can print so are discussing 
whether/how we can supplement the UJPO News. Our 
deliberations continue. 
 Wishing you and our Winnipeg members a good summer 
and an autumn of successful activities, 

 In khavershaft, 
 David 

 

 



 

HONOURABLE MENTSHN 

Muhammad Ali 

By Max Wallace 

   As the tributes poured in 
following Muhammad Ali’s death 
in June, the praise was nearly 
universal. Ali was celebrated for 
his accomplishments in the 
boxing ring as well as his long-
standing dedication to economic 
and racial justice. And yet one 
exception stood out among the 
laudatory outpouring. In Israel and parts of the American Jewish 
community, naysayers were eager to pour cold water on his 
legacy as a champion of human rights. “Muhammad Ali’s 
forgotten legacy of anti-Semitism,” blared the Israeli magazine 
Arutz Sheva and other publications which accused him of being 
a Jew hater. 

 His apparent offence was a long-standing history of public 
sympathy for the Palestinian cause along with the occasional 
lapse into rhetoric favoured by hate mongers on the right and 
left. “The United States is a stronghold of Zionism and 
imperialism,” he charged in 1974. Six years later, he launched an 
even stronger tirade, claiming that Zionists “control” America.   

 My own experience with Ali, however, reveals a very 
different side of the man and his relationship with Jews and 
convinced me that, despite such ill-conceived comments, he was 
anything but an anti-Semite. During the late nineties, I spent 
considerable time with Ali and his associates while researching a 
book about his long battle against the US government when he 
refused induction into the army to protest the Vietnam War, 
noting “No Vietcong ever called me Nigger.” 

 It was during my research that I discovered an astonishing 
number of stories demonstrating Ali’s long affection for Jews 
and indeed a deep distaste for anti-Semitism. Ali's first 
encounters with Jews, in fact, came about shortly after his 
conversion to Islam in the early 60’s long before he proclaimed 
his conversion in Miami after he won his first heavyweight title. 
As a Muslim, Ali faithfully followed the dietary laws of his 
religion but as he travelled through the country, it was often 
impossible to find restaurants that served Halal food. Instead, he 
often found himself in Kosher establishments where he was 
warmly welcomed by the Jewish proprietors. It was this more 
than anything that first convinced him that not all white people 
were racist and that, as he told me in 1998, Jews and Muslims 
actually shared much in common. He was soon ignoring the 
counsel of his comrades in the Nation of Islam, including his 
still virulently anti-Semitic mentor, Malcolm X, to stop mingling 
with Jews who would soon be among his most ardent supporters, 
especially after he became a widely reviled pariah for his anti-
war stand. 

 Years later, Ali would demonstrate in convincing fashion 
that he was repulsed by anti-Semitism when he called a July 4 
Washington press conference to repudiate Louis Farrakhan, the 
Jew-baiting leader of his former sect, who called Judaism a 
“dirty religion” amongst other slurs. Ali compared Farrakhan to 
Hitler and emphasized that such views are not compatible with 
true Islam. Two decades later, he would tear up at the Bar 
Mitzvah of his own grandson, Jacob Wertheimer.  

 But my favourite story about Ali and the Jews was 
recounted by his former business manager who told me about 
the time in 1970 that Ali was watching the news in his New 
York hotel room when a report came on about the financial 
travails of a Bronx community center that served as an important 
gathering place for Holocaust survivors. The center was being 
forced to close its doors because it owed almost $100,000. 
Hearing this, Ali called the center and pledged to pay their debt. 
But it was years after he had his title stripped from him for 
refusing induction, sending him into four years of near poverty 
that saw him pumping gas at a Chicago gas station just to pay his 
bills. When he called his business manager to order a cheque cut 
to save the center, he was rebuffed. “But champ, you don’t have 
$100,000, you barely have two nickels to rub together,” he was 
told. Ali was undaunted. “I can’t let those people get thrown out 
of their place, they’ve already suffered enough,” he protested, 
noting that he had recently had his boxing license restored and 
was set to resume fighting. “Take it out of my next purse.” The 
money man immediately called up the president of the Chase 
Manhattan bank to arrange a loan, and a certified cheque was 
delivered to the center that afternoon. 

 It is stories like these – and the many hours I spent with the 
late boxer – that convinced me of one undeniable truth:  
Muhammad Ali was a true mentsh.  

Max Wallace is the co- author of Muhammad Ali’s Greatest 
Fight: Cassius Clay vs. The United States of America. 

 

BEN SHEK SOCIAL JUSTICE AWARD 

UJPO-Canada annually presents an award in memory of the late, 

beloved Ben Shek (a progressive activist and life-long member) 

to a current member who fulfills the following criteria: 

•   Is a UJPO member 

•   Upholds the values of our organization 

•   Is active in promoting social justice in Canada   

•   Has made an extensive contribution to our organization 

 All UJPO members across the country are invited to send 

the name(s) of members believed to merit this award specifying 

the reasons why they merit it. The National Board officers will 

choose the successful candidate from those nominated and the 

award will be presented at a UJPO-Canada event to be held this 

fall.  The deadline for receipt of nominees is September 30, 

2016. Please send nominations to the UJPO National Board at 

ujpo@ujpo.ca or 585 Cranbrooke Ave., Toronto, ON M6A 2X9. 
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WHAT’S IN ORDER 
Mazl Tov 

• To Leslie Chudnovsky, who won the Jane Jacobs prize for 
advocating for a more inclusive and accessible city 

• To Bryna Wasserman, who was the Toronto Jewish Folk 
Choir’s stage manager in 2011 at the 2nd International Yiddish 
Festival. She was nominated for the Drama Desk Award for 
Outstanding Director of a Musical for her production of Motl 
Didner’s The Golden Bride 

• To Chandler Davis on his 90th birthday – August 12, 2016, 
and to Fidel Castro on his 90th birthday – August 13, 2016 

Welcome 

• To new members Dana Lowi-Merri and Barbara Siegel 

Speedy Recovery 

• To Abbie Bakan, Ronit Little, Anne Fourt, Dan Meaney 

Condolences 

• To Evelyne Dreyfus on the passing of her mother, Jeanne 

 

GETTING TO KNOW  
OUR UJPO MEMBERS 

Max Wallace 

UJPO News: Since when have you been 
a member of UJPO-Toronto? 

Max: I joined a few years ago shortly 
after the brouhaha over Hajo Mayer, the 
anti-Zionist Auschwitz survivor. I 
disagreed with much of what Mayer had 
to say, and his extremist rhetoric, but I 
was impressed by the way UJPO 
forcefully stood up to members of the 
community who tried to silence him and who tried to bully those 
who stood up for free speech.  

UJPO News: What brought you to UJPO?  

Max: My mother and grandparents were long-standing members 
of UJPO in Montreal. My grandfather Max Bailey was actually 
President and a founding member of the Order. In fact, he was a 
key player in the Supreme Court decision, Switzman vs. Elbling, 

that overturned Duplessis’ Padlock Law, which was used to shut 
Montreal’s Morris Winchevsky Cultural Centre and institute a 
reign of terror against both the shule and our Quebec members. 
So I grew up hearing lots about UJPO, but unfortunately the 
Montreal chapter was long since defunct when I was growing 
up. When I moved to Toronto, I was excited to attend the Third 
Seyder every year and to send my son to the shule. But it was 
only after the Mayer controversy that I decided to join as a 
gesture of solidarity.  

UJPO News: In which boards and/or committees are you active? 

Max: I was co-chair of the Social Justice Committee for years 
and I have been a long-time member of the Morris Winchevsky 
School Advisory Council. I am also currently a member of the 
Board of UJPO-Toronto.  

UJPO News: What is your life outside UJPO? 

Max: I am a writer, a documentary filmmaker, and an activist, 
focusing on housing, poverty and tenants’ rights. For more than 
a decade, I have been very active in the Parkdale Tenants’ 
Association. I have a book coming out with Penguin/Random 
House in the spring about a little known secret deal to end the 
Holocaust at the end of the war involving a group of ultra-
Orthodox Jews, a former fascist President of Switzerland, and 
Heinrich Himmler.  

UJPO News: Have there been any changes in UJPO since you 
joined, that you would like to mention? 

Max: I have seen a welcome resurgence of activism and a focus 
on social justice issues in the past few years as well as less 
reticence about openly criticizing Israeli government policies 
when warranted. We still desperately need a broader dialogue 
amongst members about how to talk about Israel/Palestine 
without perpetuating the myth that we are a single issue 
organization or driving away members who hold differing views.  

UJPO News: How do you see yourself contributing to the health 
of the organization? 

Max: My new obsession is to try to help restore UJPO as a 
dynamic political AND cultural force. We have done a good job 
lately on the political side of the equation, but not so well on the 
cultural end. Old-timers describe walking into our former 
headquarters on Christie Street to find the Toronto Jewish Folk 
Choir rehearsing in one room, a political lecture going on in 
another and a play rehearsal happening in yet a third. This is an 
organization that was once closely associated with both Paul 
Robeson and Pete Seeger, which gave birth to The Travellers 
and the Toronto Jewish Folk Choir, which helped keep Yiddish 
culture alive and where thousands of members joined for both 
the politics and the culture. That is no longer the case. In the 
short term, I would very much like to see the rebirth of a singing 
group in some form, an all-ages group where members get 
together to sing for fun, and perhaps even a group that appears at 
rallies and demonstrations and sings protest songs, sort of a 
Jewish left-wing version of the Raging Grannies that also helps 
raise UJPO’s profile in the community and acts as a roving 
cultural/political ambassador. I don’t sing myself, but as the 

It's been suggested the name “UJPO News” is passé 

and unimaginative! Should we rename our newsletter? If 

you have any suggestions, please send them to 

ujpo@ujpo.ca c/o Communications Committee by 

September 30, 2016. 



 

founder and former Director of the Ottawa Folk Festival, I can 
see myself perhaps using that experience to help get something 
off the ground and harness the powerful desire for a 
cultural/musical resurgence that I constantly see within the 
organization.  

UJPO News: Last and not least – recent book and/or movie 
and/or play you recommend! 

Max: Funny you should mention that. I have just finished 
reading Ester Reiter’s new book, A Future Without Hate or 
Need: The Promise of the Jewish Left in Canada. The book, in 
fact, largely focuses on UJPO and our central role over a 90-year 
period as an important player on both the Canadian left and the 
Canadian cultural and music scene. Ester does a superb job of 
bringing our history to life and placing it within the context of 
local, national and international events. This is not a book that 
only looks backwards. Even reading about events or players 
from 60 years ago invokes an immediate relevance to today’s 
events, both within UJPO and in society at large. It is very 
inspiring. This is a must read for every member!  

POETRY, SONGS & BOOKS 

Yiddish for Pirates 

By Gary Barwin 

Subtitled: “Being an account of Moishe the captain, his 
meshugeneh life & astounding adventures, his Sarah, the 
horizon, books & treasure, as told by Aaron, his African Grey” 

Reviewed by Lyn Center  

Gary Barwin was born in Northern Ireland 
to Jewish South African parents. He is a 
composer, multi-media artist, and writer of 
poetry, fiction and children’s books. He 
has taught creative writing at several 
colleges and universities and lives in 
Hamilton. 

 This story is told by an African grey parrot named Aaron, 
the shoulder-perching pet of Moishe, a young Jewish boy, 
starting at his bar mitzvah. Moishe manages to survive the 
Inquisition in Spain. He helps some Jews escape, while watching 
many enduring forced conversion to Catholicism, and many 
others executed at the Quemadero - a place of execution built by 
the first inquisitors at Seville in 1481. 

 Moishe, who changes his name to Miguel to hide his 
Jewishness, becomes a sailor and joins Christopher Columbus on 
his voyage to the islands of the Caribbean, where he witnesses 
the slaughter and slavery of indigenous peoples. Eventually 
Moishe joins the world of pirates, searching for gold and seeking 
revenge on the Spanish kingdom. He also searches for a stash of 
secret Jewish books that reveal the location of the Fountain of 
Youth.  

 On one of the islands he meets some “natives” and soon 
finds that they are actually long lost friends, Jews who had 
mistakenly sailed across the Atlantic trying to escape 
persecution. The exiled Jews had seen the Spanish ships (Niña, 
Pinta and Santa María) approaching, so they impersonated 
natives in order not to be captured and returned to Spain. 
Columbus decides he should take some natives back as presents 
for Queen Isabella, so two of the disguised Jews end up as 
captives anyway. 

 Using tons of Yiddish words and expressions, lots of jokes, 
and nautical language, Barwin takes us on a journey through the 
tragic events of the mid-15th century with a light-hearted and 
engaging style. I read the book in Florida with the help of my 
mother who lives there, and who translated some of the Yiddish 
that I wasn’t familiar with. Oddly enough, we find out that the 
parrot Aaron will spend the rest of his life in Florida, the last 
place Moishe’s boat lands. One of the parrot’s last sentences of 
wisdom is “You try not to let tsuris make you old.”  

YIDDISH  

The long quest to find Ashkenaz,  
the birthplace of Yiddish 

By Eran Elhaik, Lecturer, University of Sheffield (England).  

At 1,000 years, the search for the location of Ashkenaz – thought 
to be the birthplace of Ashkenazic Jews and the Yiddish 
language – is one of the longest quests in human history. It is 
perhaps second only in length to the search for Noah’s Ark 
which began in the 3rd century AD. 

 The place name Ashkenaz occurs three times in the Bible, 
but by the Middle Ages the exact origin of Ashkenaz was 
forgotten. Because of the migration of the Ashkenazic Jews it 
later became associated with Germany. This led to all German 
Jews being considered “Ashkenazic”, a term which was then 
applied to central and eastern European Jews who follow 
Ashkenazic religious customs and who speak Yiddish. 

 The Yiddish language – which consists of Hebrew, German, 
Slavic elements and is written in Aramaic – has been spoken at 
least since the 9th century AD, but its origins have been debated 
by linguists for several centuries. While some have suggested a 
German origin, others believe a more complex beginning for the 
language, starting in Slavic lands in Khazaria – the Middle Age 
Khazar Empire that covered present-day southern Russia, 
Kazakhstan, Ukraine, and parts of the Caucasus – and followed 
by Ukraine, and finally Germany. Although the language 
adopted a German vocabulary it retained its Slavic grammar – 
which is why Yiddish is often referred to as “bad German”. 

 The inability of linguists to reach a consensus has led some 
to decry that the mystery of where Yiddish came from will never 
be solved. But now for the first time a pioneering tool that 
converts genome data into ancestral coordinates, is helping to 
pinpoint the DNA of Yiddish speakers. 
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 In the largest genomic study of Ashkenazic Jews, and the 
first one to study Yiddish speakers, we applied our Geographic 
Population Structure (GPS) tool – which operates in a similar 
way to the sat nav in your car – to the genomes of more than 360 
Yiddish and non-Yiddish speaking Ashkenazic Jews. 

 DNA of Yiddish speakers could have originated from four 
ancient villages in north-west Turkey. Surprisingly, our GPS 
honed in on north-east Turkey, where we found four primeval 
villages, one of which was abandoned in the mid-7th century AD. 

 These ancient villages identified by the GPS tool are 
clustered close to the Silk Road – the ancient network of trade 
routes – and are named Iskenaz, Eskenaz, Ashanaz, and Ashkuz. 
And it is likely that these are the villages that mark the location 
of the lost lands of Ashkenaz. 

The history of a people 

Located on the cross roads of ancient trade routes, this region 
suggests that the Yiddish language was developed by Iranian and 
Ashkenazic Jews as they traded on the Silk Road from the first 
centuries AD to around the 9th century when they arrived in 
Slavic lands. 

 Putting together evidence from linguistic, history, and 
genetics, we concluded that the ancient Ashkenazic Jews were 
merchants who developed Yiddish as a secret language – with 
251 words for “buy” and “sell” – to maintain their monopoly. 
They were known to trade in everything from fur to slaves. 

 By the 8th century the words “Jew” and “merchant” were 
practically synonymous, and it was around this time that 
Ashkenazic Jews began relocating from ancient Ashkenaz to the 
Khazar Empire to expand their mercantile operations. 

 This Jewish migration led to some of the Turkic Khazar 
rulers and numerous eastern Slavs living within the Khazar 
Empire to convert to Judaism so they didn’t miss out on the 
lucrative Silk Road trade between Germany and China. 

 But the demise of Khazaria due to continued invasions and 
finally the Black Death devastated this last Jewish Empire of 
Khazaria. This led to the Ashkenazic Jews splitting into two 
groups – some remaining in the Caucasus and others migrating 
into eastern Europe and Germany. 

 The two groups still called themselves Ashkenazic Jews, 
however the name Ashkenaz became more strongly associated 
with Germany and the European group – for whom Yiddish 
became their primary language. 

A secret language 

Since north-east Turkey is the only place in the world where the 
place names of Iskenaz, Eskenaz, Ashanaz, and Ashkuz exist 
this strongly implies that Yiddish was established around the 
first millennium at a time when Jewish traders moved goods 
from Asia to Europe. This was done by developing the language 
of Yiddish, which very few can speak or understand other than 
Jews. 

 Further evidence to the origin of Ashkenazic Jews can be 
found in many customs – such as the breaking of a glass at a 
wedding ceremony and placing stones over tombstones, which 
were probably introduced by Slavic converts to Judaism. 

 By studying the origin of Yiddish using our GPS 
technology, combined with a citizen science approach, we were 
able to shed light on one of the most forgotten chapters of 
history and demonstrate the use of bio-geographical genetic 
tools to study the origin of languages. For Ashkanazic Jews 
these are the ties that bind their history, culture, behaviour, and 
identity.  
https://theconversation.com/uncovering-ancient-ashkenaz-the-
birthplace-of-yiddish-speakers-58355 

CANADA 

Outlook: Goodbye and thanks 

By Carl Rosenberg 

With our Spring 2016 issue, we 
at Outlook said goodbye to our 
readers, editors, contributors 
and volunteers. We had 
struggled uphill for a long time 
with the difficulties of 
sustaining a print publication 
with a small and specialized – 
although devoted – readership, 
and we finally had to let go.  

Outlook’s roots are in the 
left-wing Yiddish press – it started as the English-language 
supplement of the Vochenblatt before launching its first issue in 
October 1963. Many of its readers are of a generation influenced 
by the movements described in Ester Reiter’s article, “The 
Jewish Left: A Brief History of Our Struggle to Create a ‘More 
Beautiful World’” (Outlook, Nov. /Dec. 2013 – our 50th 
anniversary issue). They were joined by Jewish-Canadians from 
various backgrounds – academics, professionals, the union 
movement, Palestinian solidarity activists – seeking a 
progressive Jewish alternative.  

We are proud of having given a home to diverse voices: 
liberal Zionist; non- and anti-Zionist; Yiddishist; Marxist; 
feminist; anarchist; environmentalist; social democratic. We 
covered and reflected the Canadian and international scene, 
including labour struggles, environmental issues, women’s 
issues, issues of sexuality, gender, human rights and civil 
liberties. We hosted lively debates, and hope they were usually 
respectful as well. One of the things I enjoyed most about 
working on Outlook was this discussion – in the office, among 
the collectives (in Vancouver and in other centres), and on the 
letters page, even when disagreements were especially 
contentious, as they were over Israel, the NATO war in the 
former Yugoslavia in 1998, and the discussion of Quebec 
throughout the nineties.  

https://theconversation.com/uncovering-ancient-ashkenaz-the-birthplace-of-yiddish-speakers-58355
https://theconversation.com/uncovering-ancient-ashkenaz-the-birthplace-of-yiddish-speakers-58355


 

We are also proud of having upheld a cultural heritage dear 
to most secular Jews – that of Yiddish language and literature. 
We published works by and about a wide variety of Yiddish 
writers, men and women, and recounted the rich history of the 
secular Yiddish culture that emerged in Eastern Europe a century 
and a half ago and has played such a large part in modern Jewish 
history and culture.  

We remembered one of the greatest crimes in recorded 
history – the Nazi Holocaust or Shoah against the Jews of 
Europe, paying tribute to those who resisted against impossible 
odds. We tried to draw universal lessons from this monstrosity, 
speaking out against racism, chauvinism, and fanaticism of all 
kinds. On the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, we supported the rights 
of both peoples to live in peace and equality, while opposing 
violence on all sides, and opposed the decades-long Israeli 
occupation of the West Bank and Gaza and the systematic Israeli 
violation of Palestinian human and national rights.  

When I first discovered Outlook, I liked it partly because its 
contents reminded me of the concerns of independent Jewish 
thinkers and writers whom I admired – Hannah Arendt, Jacobo 
Timerman, Noam Chomsky, I.F. Stone. I got involved bit by bit, 
first writing, then as a member of the Vancouver Collective, then 
as Assistant Editor. I trained under Editor Henry Rosenthal and 
Managing Editor Sylvia Friedman, and learned a lot from them 
both. I became Editor in 1998 on Hank’s passing, and continued 
to work with Sylvia and many devoted volunteers.  

I’m grateful for everything Hank and Sylvia taught me, and 
for the work of all those who contributed to Outlook in so many 
ways – as Associate Editors, writers, collective members, 
donors, volunteers, and of course our dedicated readers. One of 
our special features in the last fifteen years or so has been the 
selections and translations of Yiddish poetry, thanks to the 
dedication of Al Stein, Albert Rosenblatt, and Faith Jones. Also 
outstanding was Bennett Muraskin’s long-running column 
profiling “Jewish Humanists Remembered.” In recent years, 
Vancouver Associate Editor Martha Roth became actively 
involved in editing the magazine, and her work enriched it 
immensely. Joshua Berson and Tamara Mackenzie, and more 
recently Shane Dyson, gave us stunning layouts, and designed 
some gorgeous covers. I hope to continue working with them all 
in other ways.  

Many of those involved in Outlook have also been actively 
involved in UJPO, and we owe a zayer groysn dank (a very big 
thank-you) to UJPO and all its members across the country for 
their many years of support for Outlook in so many ways.  

Many of our readers and supporters have expressed the hope 
that Outlook may revive in some form, perhaps as an online 
publication. Whatever may come of this, we hope that our work 
and mission will be continued in some way, perhaps by some of 
the same individuals, along with many others, to build a besere, 
shenere velt – a better, more beautiful world.  

 

Outlook: A sad farewell 

By Martha Roth 

In 2005 my husband and I immigrated to Canada, refugees from 
the war-mad George W. Bush regime. We hoped to find new 
friends, and if possible, new activities. 

 In the U.S., where we had lived most of our lives, we tried 
to find other Jews like us: proud of our ethnicity but not very 
observant, and opposed to Israel’s occupation of Palestine 
territories. The source of our pride was our love of traditional 
Jewish values: dispute, dissent, civil liberties. We knew such 
people existed because many of them were our friends (or many 
of our friends were them), but we didn’t find them in any of the 
groups that we looked at. This was years before the founding of 
Jewish Voice for Peace. 

 But in Vancouver we found Jews for a Just Peace, which fit 
our bill, and soon we also found Outlook, “Canada’s Progressive 
Jewish Magazine,” edited by Carl Rosenberg and Sylvia 
Friedman. Before we knew it we had a social group and 
congenial activities. (We are both writers and critics, and I have 
a long history with editing magazines, all the way from The 
Journal of the American Medical Association to Hurricane 
Alice, a Feminist Quarterly.)   

 At first I simply proofread the pages, then I consulted with 
our layout person to make them more inviting, then I became 
Vancouver Associate Editor and joined with others in our 
Vancouver collective to support Carl in turning our editorial 
policy in a more and more anti-Occupation direction. Events 
swirled around us: the election of Binyamin Netanyahu and the 
rise of the Israeli right wing, including Naftali Bennett and 
current Minister of Defence Avigdor Lieberman; the serial 
attacks on Gaza; Israel’s accelerated building of settlements in 
blatant disregard of international law; publication of Stephen 
Walt and John Mearsheimer’s The Israel Lobby and U.S. 
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Foreign Policy, an influential article, later a book, that detailed 
how the fierce little Israeli tail manages to wag the docile 
Yankee dog.  

 Of course, not all our readers agreed with Outlook’s 
leftward swerve, and the demographic challenge of an aging 
readership met the ideological challenge of Zionist loyalties. 
Readers who could not bring themselves to criticize Israel wrote 
us angry or heartbroken letters. We always managed to include 
several different viewpoints in each issue, thanks to Carl’s 
excellent editorial practices, but the fact that we reached as far 
left as we did undeniably cost us subscribers. 

 Costs rose; income dwindled. Print magazines are artifacts 
of the past, like radio dramas. We knew that the future of 
publications like ours is on the web, but it costs money to 
establish and maintain a credible web presence, and it was 
simply beyond us. Outlook’s was an important voice, and now it 
has fallen silent. Perhaps some new group of progressive Jews 
will find a medium to publish critical articles about Israel, along 
with appreciations of secular Jewish culture, book and film 
reviews, Yiddish poetry, and recipes. I hope so.  

USA 

Bernie Sanders wants Dem platform to 
better reflect Palestinian aspirations 

May 22, 2016 (Abridged) 

 The Washington Post reported on Friday that Sanders, the 
Vermont Independent senator seeking the Democratic 
presidential nomination, wants to see changes to the platform to 
better reflect Palestinian aspirations for statehood. 

 Sanders, the only Jewish candidate to ever have won major 
party nominating contests, throughout the campaign has 
defended Israel’s right to security, but also has called for an end 
to settlement expansion and criticized what he has said has been 
Israel’s disproportionate response to Palestinian attacks. 

 The platform as approved in 2012 refers to aspirations for a 
“just and lasting” agreement that would result in two states. 
Much of its 300 or so words are otherwise given over to 
protections for Israel’s security and a demand that Palestinians 
“recognize Israel’s right to exist, reject violence, and adhere to 
existing agreements.” 

 Its only allusion to longstanding American calls on Israel 
not to prejudice a two-state outcome through settlement building 
is “to encourage all parties to be resolute in the pursuit of 
peace.”  
http://www.jta.org/2016/05/22/news-opinion/politics/sanders-wants-
dem-platform-to-better-reflect-palestinian-aspirations 
 

 

 

MIDDLE EAST 

Notes from Front Line, Israel/Palestine 

By Ronnee Jaeger, Toronto, July 2016 

(Acknowledgement to Noa Shpigel, Haaretz, May 12, 2016) 

 

Just back to Toronto, almost two months ago, and it is painful to 
write about the situation as it is. 

 It is a continuation of taking land from every sector of 
Palestine, and from the Bedouin of the Israeli Negev (desert). 
Their homes are destroyed, wells confiscated, and the meager 
crops they grow in the short spring season are sprayed by Israeli 
planes and chemically destroyed. 

 All of us, many different groups – e.g. Rabbis for Human 
Rights, Ta’arabut, the Communist party, and Ezra Nawi, a long 
list – but still too small compared to 80% of Israelis support a 
right wing murderous government, a government that calls a 
soldier a “hero”, when he shoots and kills a fallen wounded 
Palestinian. A government that punishes a popular army captain 
for publicly warning that there is a moral danger in the army as 
children of 10-12 years of age are being shot to death, and it 
recalls tragic parts of our own history. 

 At the same time I leave comrades and friends to struggle 
on. As in Canada, many Israelis of the left are losing hope. It is 
harder to organize Israeli-Palestine resistance. The advent of 
fascism is ever present, from Europe, America, and from within 
Israel. It is common to hear crowds of youth and adults yell 
“Death to the Arabs” at soccer games, and at public events. 

 Meanwhile settlers in the Occupied Territories receive 
financial advantages such as state-assisted jobs, government 
assisted daycare, and schooling for children. They are provided 
with cheap and beautiful private homes and gardens…and 
abundant security by the army, while Israelis within the green 

Palestinians look on as Israeli soldiers and Civil Administration contractors 

demolish their homes and other structures in a small village in the South 

Hebron Hills, West Bank, June 19, 2016. (Wisam Hashlamoun/Flash90) 



 

line face acute affordable housing shortages, lack of jobs, while 
the country has a high poverty level. 

 Looking back historically, the situation was not always thus. 
There are many historical records from the northern area of 
Israel, close to the Lebanese border, that tell a different story. 
One is the story of May 1948, when the Palmach (pre-State 
strike force) invaded the Palestinian town of Taiba. The local 
Israelis of the area, from Metulla and Kibbutz Kfar Giladi, 
opposed this attack. In November 1948 Ahmed Bey Assad 
ordered cooperation between Taiba and Israeli residents of the 
north, keeping the area safe during the intense fighting of 1948.  

 A resident of Metulla has a library of filmed testimonies; he 
recorded instances where Palestinian women nursed Israeli 
babies whose mothers had insufficient milk. He claims that he 
and his six sisters were cared for by Lebanese caregivers. Before 
Metulla had a doctor, they were treated by Dr. Majle, a Lebanese 
physician, who arrived by donkey. All these ties were severed in 
the War of Independence, 1948. 

 Some ties were restored during the years Israel operated the 
“good fence” along the Lebanese border during the Lebanese 
civil war in the late 1970s. There are accounts of Lebanese who 
spoke Yiddish. Such accounts are not uncommon in Jerusalem 
as well. Many Israeli women speak of their time as new mothers 
when Israeli and Palestinian mothers helped nurse each other’s 
babies in event of illness, medical appointments, etc. 

 As the Metulla librarian noted: “Both sides made mistakes.” 

 These are historical records that provide some hope in the 
dark times. My time in Israel and Palestine, with good friends in 
Palestine, attest to the ongoing possibilities for co-existence. 

 If you care for people, Jewish lives and Arab lives, then you 
must get behind BDS [Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions]. The 
BDS movement, gleaned from the successful South African 
struggle against apartheid, was initiated by Palestinian civil 
society groups and is the only hope for a non-violent change in 
policy. The Israeli government decries this movement that 
threatens to end the occupation of Palestine by Israel, and creates 
space for a just peace between both peoples. Judging by the 
effort Israel is investing to counter BDS, it is having an impact. 

Only solution to Palestinian terrorism is the 
end of the Occupation 

In the wake of the deadly Tel Aviv attack, ministers voice 
empty bravado and call for collective punishment, thereby just 
pushing more Palestinians to violence. It's time Israel learned 
the lesson: Terrorism will continue as long as the occupation 
does. 

Haaretz Editorial, June 10, 2016  

The murderous terror attack at Tel Aviv’s Sarona Market took 
the lives of four Israelis on Wednesday: Ido Ben Ari, Ilana Naba, 
Michael Feige and Mila Mishayev. It wounded six others. 

 The attack was not preceded by any intelligence warning, as 
far as is known, but no one can say it was a surprise. The current 

wave of violence, which has been described as the third intifada, 
has not subsided. It does not seem it will fade quickly. 

 Immediately after the attack, Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu and Defense Minister Avigdor Lieberman rushed to 
announce a list of collective punishments against the 
Palestinians. During the month of Ramadan, Israel has frozen 
83,000 entry permits into Israel for family visits, along with 
permits for a handful of Gaza residents to pray at the Al-Aqsa 
Mosque. These steps have just one objective: To satisfy an 
Israeli public seeking revenge. 

 Cabinet members competed over who would make the most 
extreme announcement. Lieberman quickly declared he had “no 
intentions of settling for lip service,” while his deputy minister, 
Eli Ben-Dahan, threatened the town where the terrorists are 
from: “Life in Yatta won’t carry on as usual.” 

 Education Minister Naftali Bennett compared the terrorists 
to “that murderous organization sitting to our north,” and 
Transportation Minister Yisrael Katz called for preventive 
measures “that will go down in history.” 

 Meanwhile, Science Minister Ofir Akunis called for 
terrorists’ families to be deported and their homes demolished, 
and Culture Minister Miri Regev suggested that Israel “burn into 
the enemy’s consciousness” the price to be paid. 

 This impassioned and hollow talk, similar to the acts of 
collective punishment, has no real value. It will not protect the 
life of a single Israeli; it will just increase the frustration and 
hatred among those forced to live under Israeli occupation. In 
the end it will only push more young people to terrorism. 

 It’s amazing how the Israeli government does not learn its 
lesson and recognize what should have been clear long ago: The 
terror will continue as long as the Palestinian people have no 
hope on the horizon. 

 No military steps will eradicate it and no boastful 
declarations will end it. The only way to deal with terrorism is 
by freeing the Palestinian people from the occupation. Until 
then, the Palestinians will continue their opposition using force, 
as most peoples have done throughout history.  

Read more: http://www.haaretz.com/opinion/1.724290 

Barak flogs Netanyahu, laments ‘budding 
fascism’ in Israel 

By Judah Ari Gross, June 16, 2016, Times of Israel 

Former prime minister Ehud Barak blasted Israel’s current 
government on Thursday evening, saying it was putting the 
country on the path to becoming an “apartheid state,” and should 
be brought down if it fails to get back on track. 

 “I call on the government to come to its senses, to get back 
on track immediately,” said Barak. “If it does not do that, it will 
be incumbent upon all of us – yes, all of us – to get up from our 
seats, comfortable ones and uncomfortable ones, and bring it 
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down via popular protest and via the ballot box before it’s too 
late,” he said. 

 Calling the Netanyahu government “weak, flaccid and 
noisy,” Barak lobbed criticism after criticism at the Israeli leader 
and his ministers in a blistering speech at the Herzliya 
Conference, accusing them of operating based on a “covert 
agenda” to make a two-state solution untenable. 

 “Fulfilling [that agenda] will inevitably – and that’s a key 
word in this discussion: inevitably – bring us to a single state, 
which will be an apartheid state,” Barak said. “Or it will be a bi-
national state with a Jewish minority in a generation or two – 
which will have a high likelihood of experiencing a drawn-out 
civil war.” 

 He also said Israel faces “no existential threats” from 
regional enemies, and accused Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu of magnifying the threats from terror groups and 
other enemies by comparing them all to Nazi Germany. 
“Hitlerization by the prime minister cheapens the Holocaust,” he 
said. “Our situation is grave even without [comparisons to] 
Hitler.” 

 Netanyahu dismissed the criticisms, accusing Barak of 
attacking him “once a month” in a bid to “stay relevant.” 

 Barak, who last served as defense minister under Netanyahu 
until 2013 when he quit politics, echoed comments made earlier 
in the day by another former defense minister, Moshe Ya’alon, 
saying Israel’s government and the Likud had been taken over 
by a “fanatical core group with a radical ideology” that freely 
attacks the Supreme Court, the freedom of expression and other 
principles of democracy. 

 “Only a blind person or a sheep, an ignoramus or someone 
jaded, can’t see the erosion of democracy and the ‘budding 
fascism,'” Barak said, to considerable applause from the 
audience. 

 Referencing the controversy surrounding statements made 
last month by IDF Deputy Chief of Staff Yair Golan, who 
seemingly drew parallels between Israel and Nazi Germany, 
Barak made it clear that he was not comparing Israel to the 
European fascism of “90 years ago — not 70 years ago.” 

 “But if it looks like budding fascism, walks like budding 
fascism and quacks like budding fascism, that’s the situation,” 
he said, to another round of applause. 

The ‘covert agenda’ 

After the end of his tenure as defense minister in 2013 when 
elections were called by Netanyahu, Barak said, he “thought, 
naively, that this was a government that didn’t know where it 
was going, but many of my best friends in the world suspect that 
Netanyahu’s administration knows quite well what it wants. 
There is a covert plan,” Barak accused. 

 “What is this agenda?” he asked rhetorically, before 
launching into a lengthy, numbered answer. 

 “One, Israel plans to continue controlling the area that was 
conquered, liberated in 1967 forever. Two, Israel is not 
interested in two states, and doesn’t want a Palestinian state right 
next door. Three, Israel is waiting for the world to adapt to and 
accept this reality, and is hoping that tough incidents – like terror 
attacks in Europe, the situation in Syria, and so on – will divert 
its attention [from the situation here],” Barak said. 

 “Four, Israel will agree to autonomy with limited rights for 
Palestinians, but not a state. Five, Israel will continue carefully 
building in the settlements and beyond them in order to 
gradually create irreversible facts on the ground,” he added. 

 To counteract those alleged actions, the former prime 
minister called for renewed ties with the Palestinian Authority, 
which he said was the only thing keeping Hamas, the Islamic 
State and other dangerous terror groups out of the West Bank. 
Netanyahu, he claimed, was in fact bringing “Hamas and the 
Islamic State closer to Jerusalem and Kfar Saba,” a suburb of 
Tel Aviv. 

 Responding to recent statements by the prime minister and 
defense minister embracing the possibility of a peace agreement 
with the Palestinians, Barak called Netanyahu disingenuous – 
and blatantly so. 

 “In capitals around the world – in London and Washington, 
in Berlin and Paris, in Moscow and Beijing – no leader believes 
a word coming out of Netanyahu’s mouth or his government’s,” 
he said. 

 Going forward, he encouraged Israel to seriously revisit the 
Arab Peace Initiative, which he called “not ideal,” but a “basis 
for negotiations.” 

 Israel, Barak said, was rapidly approaching a fork in the 
road, one way leading to all-out war with the Palestinians, and 
the other leading to an apartheid state. 

  “We are at the start of the path, whose inevitable end is 
similar to Belfast and Bosnia or old Johannesburg, and even all 
three together,” he said. 

 That situation would lead to a break between Israel and 
other countries around the world, as well as a deterioration in the 
relationship between Israel and Jewish communities in America. 

 “They will only accept a single state if – and only if – it’s a 
Jewish-Arab nation of all its citizens, operating on the condition 
of ‘one person, one vote’ – and who among us wants that?” he 
asked. 

Where do we go from here? 

Aside from the issue of the Palestinians, Barak blamed the 
government for failing to plan for the future and handle the 
problems currently facing Israel. 

 Those issues included “the cost of living, the cost of 
apartments, the weakening of the middle class, the injustice in 
the deep wage gap,” he said, neglecting to mention his own 
impressive personal wealth. 

 Israel, Barak said, is generally doing well. 



 

 “Go to the periphery, to units in the IDF, to the colleges and 
you will find a more patriotic Israel, one that is proud, optimistic 
and confident than what the media would have you think,” he 
said. 

 But, the former prime minister said, again echoing Ya’alon, 
“Israel needs a different leadership, one that has a compass and 
not a weather vane, one that has the Declaration of Independence 
in its backpack, and not – God forbid – ‘Torat HaMelech.'” He 
was referring to a radical piece of religious literature favored by 
Jewish extremists. 

 It was not clear whether Barak’s fiery speech signaled a 
possible return to the political fold. Asked by The Times of 
Israel if he intended to return to politics, Barak responded: 
“Let’s just leave it at what I said in there for now.”  
http://www.timesofisrael.com/barak-lashes-netanyahu-government-
decries-seeds-of-fascism/ 

INTERNATIONAL 

Venezuela’s struggle to survive 

By Lisa Sullivan, June 10, 2016 (abridged) 

(Ed. Note: The UJPO tour to Venezuela in 2011 met with Lisa 
Sullivan) 

 

For 32 years I have called Venezuela home. Its mountains have 
given me beauty, its barrios have given me music, its struggles 
have given me purpose, and its people have given me love. Its 
Bolivarian Revolution gave me hope. 

 How could I not feel hope when most of my neighbors –
ages 2 to 70, were studying, right in our little potato-growing 
town in the mountains of western Venezuela? How could I not 
be hopeful when 18 neighbor families received new homes to 
replace their unhealthy, crowded living spaces? 

 How could I not be grateful when my partner received life-
saving emergency surgery? Or when my blind friend Chuy had 
his sight restored. Both for free. 

 But today, this is what I see from my porch: neighbors 
digging frantically in barren, already-harvested potato fields, 
hoping to find a few overlooked little spuds. Rastreando they 
call it. It is an act of desperation to find any food source to keep 
the kids from crying, because for months, the shelves of the 
stores have been bare. 

 How did this happen? That is the question that I bolt awake 
to every morning. As I watch Juan Carlos claw the fields for 
potatoes; as I embrace a tearful Chichila – up and waiting in line 
since 2 a.m., searching, unsuccessfully, to buy food for her large 
family; as I see the pounds shed before my eyes from 10-year-
old Fabiola. I am glad that my mangos are ripening now. They 
take some of the empty glare from Fabi’s eyes. 

 It is often in the deep of the night that I am kept awake by 
the burning question: When and how will all this end? Followed 
by: And what should I be doing? 

 When I keep thinking it can’t get any worse, it does. When 
friends from the U.S. write to ask if they should believe the 
scary articles about Venezuela’s crisis in the press, I want to say 
no. Because I know that global vultures are circling my adopted 
nation, waiting for us to fall. Venezuela is, after all, home to the 
planet’s largest reserves of oil. 

 Much of their suspicion of the barrage of articles about 
Venezuela’s crisis is the fact that almost every article begins and 
ends with the same mantra: Socialism = Hunger. A good 
example is a recent article in Town Hall entitled: “Venezuelan 
Socialism Fails at Feeding the Children.” The article goes on to 
elaborate that between 12 and 26 percent of Venezuelans kids 
are food insecure (depending on their geography), which would 
average 19.3 percent childhood hunger in the country. 

 Just for a comparison, I looked up child hunger in the U.S. 
and found that most sites use the figure one in five. Or 20 
percent. So, in the world’s most prosperous nation 20 percent of 
children face hunger, while in Venezuela the number is 19.3 
percent . Since these statistics are so close, I suggest that Town 
Hall publish a more accurate and equally urgent article entitled: 
“US Capitalism Fails at Feeding the Children, and Venezuelan 
Socialism Does only Slightly Better.” 

 But most of our caution with these stories comes because 
we smell danger. How many times have we seen the first step on 
that well-traveled road to U.S. intervention paved by these heart-
wrenching stories rammed 24/7 by the media. They lay the 
groundwork, help to justify almost anything. 

 However, in spite of awareness of why we are being 
bombarded with stories of Venezuela’s crisis, out of respect for 
friends, neighbors and family in Venezuela, I must acknowledge 
that this crisis is real and is brutal. It is a crisis of critical 
shortages of food and medicine. Its reasons are extremely 
complex and fall on many shoulders. And it threatens the health, 
well-being and future of too many Venezuelans today, especially 
the poorest ones, such as my neighbors. 

 

Lisa Sullivan (second from left) and some members of the 2011 
Venezuela Tour at her house in Sanare, Venezuela. Photo: Sam Blatt 
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What happened? 

How did the nation with the world’s largest reserves come to 
this, a nation of hungry and desperate people? Well, that 
depends on who you ask. The opposition blames President 
Nicolas Maduro. Maduro blames the U.S. The press blames 
socialism. Maduro’s ruling party blames capitalism. Economists 
blame price controls. Businesses blame bureaucracy. Everyone 
blames corruption. 

 Most would agree, however, that the underlying culprit is a 
three letter word. OIL – the source of 95 percent of Venezuela’s 
exports. OIL – the cash cow that funds easy, cheap imports. OIL 
– the export giant that deters domestic production. 

 Living in a rural community that actually does produce 
food, and having also traveled extensively in this lush and fertile 
country, it is sometimes hard to believe that Venezuela imports 
more than 70 percent of its food. But I shouldn’t be surprised. 
Quite simply, for decades, it has been much cheaper to import 
food than to produce it. 

 At least that was the case when oil prices were up. And they 
were up for a long time. As recently as two years ago, the price 
of oil was about $115 per barrel. This February, Venezuelan 
crude plummeted to barely $23 a barrel. That is only $3 more 
than the approximately $20 cost of extracting it. 

 So, when the profit per barrel of oil goes from $95 to $3, it’s 
like your salary going from something like $50,000 a year to 
$1,600. Could you feed your household? 

 Well, if you were wise, you would have saved for a rainy 
day, or not put all your eggs in one basket, or at least grown 
some food in your backyard in case you couldn’t get to the 
supermarket. Indeed, the late President Hugo Chavez talked a lot 
about this. And he even took some steps to set this in motion. 

 But somehow, economic diversification never happened. Oil 
became a larger share of the economy under the Bolivarian 
revolution. Imports grew. Some say this was because Chavez 
was too preoccupied with the task of providing healthcare, 
education and shelter to a previously-abandoned household 
before launching on major home repairs. 

 Some say because chavismo made it very hard for 
businesses to produce (although in reality, most large businesses 
in Venezuela don’t actually produce, they just import things 
already produced. And, then – to boot – they actually purchase 
them with dollars provided almost for free by the government.) 
That puts a little perspective on their rants. 

 With oil prices crashing to the basement this winter, 
Venezuela could no longer afford to import food. And to make 
matters worse, most of the imported trickles of food and 
medicine that do reach Venezuela these days, never actually 
reach the average person. Especially the average poor person. A 
good chunk of this food and this medicine ends up in the greedy 
hands of corrupt businesses, bureaucrats, military, ruling party 
members, and black-marketers. 

 Scarcity almost always leads to hoarding and scalping 
products. But add to that mix the fact that most basic food and 
medicines are price-controlled by the government. A kilo of corn 
flour costs about 2 cents at the regulated price, and can easily 
fetch at $2 – or much, much more – on the black market. Who 
wouldn’t want to get their hand in this business of hoarding and 
reselling? Especially considering that the salary of even an 
engineer hovers around $30 – $40 a month. 

 And I haven’t even talked about the dysfunctional currency 
system that contributes to the diminishing power of salaries. 
There is only too much bad economic stuff to stomach. 

The harsh reality 

No matter what the reason, the result that matters now is this: 
Venezuela depends almost totally on imports for most items of 
basic necessity, and it has almost run out of money to buy these 
imports, which these days mostly end up in the wrong hands 
anyway. 

 Obviously, getting the motors of domestic agriculture and 
production up and running is the long-term solution. But while 
all this will take years – perhaps decades – Fabi is hungry. 

 So, is it true that Venezuela is about to go over the edge?  
Well, it may, even before I finish this article. My partner just 
texted to say that roads to our town are blocked with hunger 
protests and he is returning to the city. 

 But to me, the extraordinary thing is that Venezuela has not 
exploded until now. This crisis is now several years old really, 
depending on how you measure it. 

 The fact that the upper echelons of Venezuelan have not 
exploded is because many have given up on their country and 
left: two million, mostly young professionals. They are the ones 
who can qualify for the visas and afford the plane tickets. Some 
with fewer resources have also left, like those who are paddling 
to neighboring islands in handmade rafts, including a few whose 
lifeless bodies drifted to the shores of Aruba. 

 The fact that those at the lower economic rung have not yet 
exploded (until now) has different reasons. Venezuelans are an 
extremely generous people, with a natural sense of solidarity. 
Whenever those few small spuds are culled from neighboring 
fields by Rafa, he places a bag of them at my doorstep. I pass 
bananas to Jenny over my fence. She passes pinto beans to Erica 
over hers. Erica passes yucca next door to Chichila, Fabi brings 
me fish that she caught when skipping school, I provide the oil 
in which to fry it. 

 This solidarity and natural bartering system that has 
unfolded in our Venezuela-in-crisis is beautiful, and it is what 
has allowed us to survive until now. These good-news stories 
can’t complete with the bad news that the press loves, you have 
to come and see with your own eyes. 

 The second reason for delayed explosion is this: Most 
Venezuelans know that chavismo has (or had) their back, and are 
very reluctant to give it up. President Chavez very concretely 
and very pro-actively cared about them. He reduced poverty 



 

dramatically and created the most economically equal society in 
the Americas. 

 In contrast, the opposition is widely perceived as caring 
only about themselves. Probably this is because their only 
agenda item over the years was to topple the government. Small 
wonder they rarely won the many national elections over the 
past 17 years. 

 The opposition did, however win December’s parliamentary 
elections. Decisively so. But many see this as less a vote of 
confidence for the opposition, than one of punishment against 
the Maduro administration, perceived as tone-deaf to their 
suffering. Although many share Maduro’s belief that the crisis is 
caused by the right-wing-led economic war , they wonder why 
he hasn’t done more to combat it. 

 But this is my sense of the moment: The majority of 
Venezuelans today are not fans of the opposition. Nor are they 
fans of the current administration. However (to the chagrin of 
the State Department) this doesn’t mean that the majority of 
Venezuelans are not fans of chavismo). 

Solutions, anyone?  

So, what is to be done? The solutions to the crisis are as 
conflicting as the causes. The three major players (Venezuelan 
government, opposition, and the U.S.) spend endless amounts of 
time and resources pointing fingers of blame to one another, 
while doing a poor job of hiding their real political and 
economic interests. Meanwhile, the losers are the people of 
Venezuela, who grow hungrier and hungrier. 

 Somewhat better solutions are coming from Latin America 
itself. The region has become far more integrated and vastly 
more independent from the U.S. than previously (and many 
believe this to be Hugo Chavez’s greatest legacy). This was clear 
when OAS Secretary General Luis Almagro tried to set into 
motion Venezuela’s removal from the organization. He received 
resounding no from its members, including those of the new 
emerging right. Instead, the OAS member states opted to give 
support to an ongoing process of dialogue between the 
government and the opposition. The idea of government-
opposition dialogue is not a bad idea. It’s just not enough. 

 The long-term solution to Venezuela’s problems must come 
from all sectors of Venezuela. Not just from two polar opposites 
who have driven Venezuelans to hunger in their pursuit of 
political and economic power. 

 Many, but not all, of those excluded identify with chavismo. 
But there is no political space for them in the tightly controlled 
hierarchical ruling party structure, nor room for them on the 
ballot (the largest political party that identifies with chavismo 
was excluded from elections because the electoral board did not 
like their name.) Some identify more with the opposition, 
especially certain pragmatic administrators willing to listen to 
and accommodate ideas from across the aisle. 

 Most of these in-between sectors, that I believe make up 
Venezuela’s majority, want to see less political rhetoric and 
more economic action. The currency system must undergo 
radical change. The poor must be guaranteed access to food, but 
not by subsidizing the product (which ends up in the hands of 
the corrupt and not the mouths of the poor), but subsidizing their 
families. 

 And finally, there is a treasure trove of creative grassroots 
initiatives and productive solutions that this crisis has unleashed 
and that merit attention. While Maduro prays for higher oil 
prices and markets his nation’s pristine lands to Canadian 
mining companies in a desperate lunge for dollars; and while the 
U.S. and the Venezuelan opposition push for social explosion 
and/or military uprising; the people of Venezuela are busy. 

 They are busy planting food in their backyards and patios, 
using alternative medicine, sharing with one another, developing 
a barter system, and creating hundreds, or maybe thousands of 
products from recycled or locally-sourced renewable sources . 
These may not totally solve the immediate food crisis but, in the 
long run, they may actually be opening the door to the kind of 
society in which we can all survive and thrive. 

 And back to that 3 a.m. question of what can I do. I guess 
just more of the same, writing down my thoughts and ripping up 
more of my lawns to plant food with my neighboring children. 
Two more hours and I’ll be up with the dawn, awaiting Fabi and 
friends with shovel and hoe in hand.  

Lisa Sullivan has lived in Latin America since 1977. She was a 
Maryknoll lay worker in Bolivia and Venezuela for over 20 
years, coordinator for School of the Americas Watch and 
founder of grassroots leadership group, Centro de Formación 
Rutilio Grande. She has three children, raised in Barquisimeto 
Venezuela. 
https://consortiumnews.com/2016/06/10/venezuelas-struggle-to-
survive/ 
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