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INTRODUCTION


Everyone has a story, and here is mine.


Humans of Judaism is a brand that shares positive Jewish community content on social media and online. So it may come as a surprise to you that it all started during a dark period of my life.


I was born into an Orthodox Jewish family and raised in the suburbs of New Jersey. My mother, Batsheva, was born on the Lower East Side of New York. Her father was the rabbi at the East Side Torah Center. Her mother was born in the Old City of Jerusalem and was seventh-generation Yerushalmi, Jerusalem-born. My father, Bayrish, was born in Newark, New Jersey, to a long line of cantors. His father, at the age of thirteen, supported his family during the Great Depression as a wunderkind cantor who was paid to sing.


My Jewish education and experience have been positive, and not by accident. To say I was blessed with loving parents would be an understatement; both hardworking professionals, they demonstrated an enthusiastic love of life and Judaism. They have always been my teachers, my mentors, my biggest cheerleaders, and are responsible for who I am today.




[image: Image]

My paternal grandfather, Yudel, posing for his bar mitzvah photograph, wearing a traditional cantor hat and tallit, 1928.









Everything changed in November 2013, when my father passed away suddenly at the age of sixty-seven. I was broken and at a low point in life with my grief. A few months into the year of mourning, it was important to me to do something meaningful in his memory. By June 2014, I had started a social media page called Humans of Judaism, dedicated to my father. The project aimed to create an inclusive space to celebrate the beauty of Judaism and to share uplifting content that highlights our community’s positive contributions and rich history.
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My father and me in Jerusalem.









I didn’t have significant intentions for the page; it was simply a passion project to help me navigate through my grief. I started posting and asked friends and family to follow my new page. The timing coincided with major events in the Jewish world, including the kidnapping and tragic murders of three teenagers, Gilad Shaar, Eyal Yifrach, and Naftali Frankel, in Israel, followed by Operation Protective Edge, the 2014 war in Gaza. That summer, there was collective sorrow around the world. The content I was posting at the time to help with my own pain seemed to resonate with others. By the end of August, Humans of Judaism had gained ten thousand followers.


As the first anniversary of my father’s passing approached, I realized this platform meant something more than my own journey, so it made sense to keep going in his honor. I began establishing a format and standard for the brand, posting history, Jewish education, and stories of real individuals, some I know personally and others I discovered on social media. Soon, people were sending in their own family histories to be published. In 2015, I created the #telfie hashtag, for “tefillin selfie,” and posted photos of individuals around the world proudly wearing their tefillin, just like I remember seeing my father do every single morning.


As the years went by, the landscape of social media began to change. I spent a good amount of time in this peaceful creative space, organically connecting with followers and content. At some point, though, celebrating one’s Jewish pride and identity is met with hate. Antisemitism was overtly on the rise at a rapid pace, and digital terror was making its way into my happy place. Tragic events, from the Poway shooting to the Pittsburgh Synagogue massacre and the events on and following October 7, 2023, shook our community to its core. Each time, I maintained the responsibility of sharing these painful truths with sensitivity and empathy.


Alas, I am only human and need to catch my breath to personally process through these difficult moments before putting on my creator hat. Yet, amid the challenges, I found strength in the legacy of resilience that defines us as Jews. This book is another link in the chain of Jewish ancestry and an expression of who we are. When putting Humans of Judaism together, I carefully selected each story and photo with consideration and with love, for you to read and treasure just as I do.


Humans of Judaism, born from personal tragedy, emerged as a testament to our collective perseverance. Throughout Jewish history, we turn our pain into purpose, offering a meaningful contribution to the world and providing some light in the darkness. Thank you for being part of this journey.





When I was growing up, my parents would often share stories of their childhoods and family histories. Here are a few from my family tree.


My Family’s Newark Store


In the 1930s, my great-grandfather Shmuel owned a grocery store at 443 Avon Avenue in Newark, New Jersey. There was a customer named Isadore (Avraham Yaakov) who would make his way across town just to shop at this Jewish-owned market. At some point, the two men realized that they shared an interest in learning Torah. Each time Isadore would go to the store, the “closed” sign would go up and the men would sit down and learn together.




[image: Image]

My grandfather Shlomo (right) and one of his brothers outside the Newark store, circa 1930s.









At some point in the 1980s, my paternal grandmother, Lillian, was telling my mother about a wonderful Jewish market that her father went to in Newark. And we discovered that it was my mother’s grandfather and my father’s grandfather who used to learn Torah together. Their grandchildren got married and had four children: my brothers, Shmuel and Avraham Yaakov; me; and my sister, Miriam!


My Mother’s Parents


My beautiful maternal grandmother was born in the Old City of Jerusalem on December 10, 1920. She was given the name Miriam at the historic Hurva Synagogue in the Jewish Quarter.


Miriam’s mother was born in Jeru-salem, as were her grandmother, great-grandmother, and so on. Her family had returned to our homeland in the 1800s.


My great-grandparents moved the family to New York City when my grandmother was four years old, since at that time, life for Jews in Jerusalem had become increasingly dangerous.


I’m so proud of this branch of my family tree.
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My maternal grandparents, Miriam and Shlomo Nulman, recently married. New York City, 1942.
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New York City sweatshop, early 1920s. Seated in the center foreground is my great-grandfather, my father’s namesake, Bayrish Schreiber.










Links in a Chain



One of my greatest treasures is a family book titled Links in a Chain: B’nai Yonah’s Legacy 1470–2011, which was privately published in 2011 by my mother’s cousin Jerry Mann. It took ten years to put the book together. Every page is a labor of love, tracing my family history back to the year 1470, including details of the arduous journey from Russia to Jerusalem. With documents, photos, and contributions from many relatives, the book is nothing short of a masterpiece.


Each of our names is listed on a family tree that begins with my great-great-great-great-grandfather, Rabbi Yonah Friedland, born circa 1799 in Razitza, Russia. Always dreaming of the land of Israel, Yonah was determined to move there. On October 8, 1859, his wish became reality as he arrived at the Jaffa port and went straight to the Old City of Jerusalem. The rest of his family soon joined him, and it wasn’t long before they started a construction business. Yonah was a father of four. His grandson Yaakov Mann was born in 1846 and later joined the family business. Rabbi Yaakov Mann was a contractor and an expert stonecutter; he built some of the early buildings in Jerusalem—most notably, the original Shaare Zedek Medical Center located on Jaffa Road. A photo of Yaakov during construction from 1895 hangs in the hospital today.


My family’s story begins with this poignant opener: “This book testifies to the commitment of our family to Torah and Zion. It records our ancestral lineage of more than 550 years.”


Reading through the pages fills me with pride. My family’s story is personally meaningful, but it also serves as a rich history of Jerusalem and life before Israel became a state. Everyone in the family received a copy of the book shortly after its publication. In January 2018, my relatives gathered on Long Island, New York, and simultaneously in Israel to mark one hundred years since Rabbi Yaakov Mann’s son, Yonah, passed away.


In December 2023, I returned to Long Island and had the privilege of meeting with Jerry and his twin brother, Mitch, a moment I will never forget. We sat at the kitchen table with a copy of Links in a Chain, along with various photos and family documents. It felt like being at the epicenter of our family’s treasured history. We unpacked a lot of information, played Jewish geography, retold our family stories, and shared many laughs. Jerry remains passionate about the project, hopeful that Links in a Chain is only the first volume of many. Our visit represented the next generation of storytellers and the optimism that we will continue our story with further chapters as our family grows. Today, much of my family lives in Israel, with several members in Jerusalem, preserving Yonah’s remarkable legacy.
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A Story of Survival and Love


These are my beautiful parents, Harry and Ilse. Both Holocaust survivors but with totally different survival stories. My father survived six concentration camps and lost his entire family. My mother and her family were saved thanks to incredible people who jeopardized their own lives to do the right thing. This picture reflects their love but especially their happiness about being alive and enjoying life. My parents taught me that hate is never a way to go through life; love is.


—AKI GOLDBERG
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Iris Apfel



Recognized for her statement oversized glasses and beloved for her singular style and decades-long presence in the fashion and design industries, Iris Apfel described herself as an “accidental icon” in her self-titled autobiography.


Iris grew up in Queens, New York, the only child of Sadye and Samuel Barrel. Samuel owned a glass and mirror business and Sadye owned a fashion boutique. Influenced by her mother’s love for fashion, Iris began her career as a copywriter for Women’s Wear Daily. In 1947, while on vacation in Lake George, New York, she met Carl Apfel, and the two married in 1948. By 1951, the couple had founded a textile business, Old World Weavers. They specialized in reproducing and restoring old fabrics, with a clientele that included nine US presidents and first lady Jacqueline Kennedy. They ran the business together until 1992, when they retired, but Iris maintained her status in the fashion industry. In 2005, the Metropolitan Museum of Art put on the exhibition Rara Avis: Selections from the Iris Apfel Collection, which featured accessories and stylings from the tastemaker’s personal trove.


In 2015, after almost seven decades of marriage to Iris, Carl passed away. Iris Apfel lived to be 102 years old at the time of her death in March 2024. She will always remain an influence and force in the fashion and design world.



Diane von Furstenberg
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Diane von Furstenberg (left) with her mother, 1977.






Diane von Furstenberg is a fashion icon, well known for her revolutionary wrap dress, and the daughter of an Auschwitz survivor.


Von Furstenberg’s Greek-born mother, Liliane “Lily” Nahmias, was in her twenties when she was sent to Auschwitz and then to Ravensbrück. After thirteen months in concentration camps, Lily weighed a mere sixty-four pounds at the time of her liberation and was told by doctors that she was not healthy enough to have children. Six months after the war, she married Leon Halfin, and soon, miraculously, she became pregnant. Von Furstenberg has said about her mother, “She always told me that God saved her so she could give me life. I was born out of nothing.”




Simon Wiesenthal’s Ninetieth Birthday
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Rabbi Marvin Hier (right) with Simon Wiesenthal, famed Nazi hunter and Holocaust survivor, at his ninetieth birthday celebration.






One day Simon [Wiesenthal] called and said that he would like to celebrate his ninetieth birthday, which was on December 31, 1998, with a few friends in Vienna. I asked him where he would like to celebrate, to which he replied, “I have one unfulfilled wish, to have a party at the Imperial Hotel.” He told me that this was Hitler’s favorite hotel and that both Hitler and Himmler had permanent suites there. They built enormous bunkers beneath the hotel, which still exist today. Hitler thought these would serve as ideal headquarters from where he could conduct the Second World War.


“During the Third Reich, it would have been unthinkable for a Jew to be seen at the Imperial Hotel. And I want to make sure,” Simon said, “that all the taboos of the Third Reich are broken and that the record of this hotel would affirm that Simon Wiesenthal celebrated his ninetieth birthday here with a Kosher dinner.”


On the night of the dinner, when the band played a favorite Yiddish song, “Belz, Mein Shtetl Belz” (“Belz, My Little Shtetl Belz”), Simon looked up at the ceiling, turned to me, and said: “You see, even the chandeliers are shaking because this is the first time they have ever heard such music here. Let the record read that Hitler is no longer here, but even in the Imperial Hotel, Jews are still alive and still singing.”


—RABBI MARVIN HIER,
Simon Wiesenthal Center founder and dean emeritus







Erasing Hate


I used to run a power washing company, and as a result, I started receiving numerous calls for graffiti removals. This led me to spend a considerable amount of time in the graffiti scene, where I began noticing a significant number of hate messages left on the walls—some of them dating back thirty to forty years. One day, I reached a point where I decided it was time to take action, so I began actively fighting instances of hate.


I was born in Montreal, Canada, as were both of my parents; it’s where I celebrated my bar mitzvah and continue to live to this day. Growing up, I sensed I was different from others in society without fully understanding why. Occasional antisemitic comments thrown my way heightened this awareness. Only with maturity and age did I comprehend what these comments meant and the lasting impact they would have on my life.


In 2010, I was waiting at a traffic light on a very busy street. Glancing to the right, I spotted a large red spray-painted swastika on a cinder block. In my work truck, equipped with all the necessary tools to erase the offensive symbol, I hesitated and allowed the light to turn green without taking action. Regret hit me instantly as I accelerated, and a wave of sickness washed over me. I realized I had the means to make a difference but failed to do so, missing an opportunity to break the cycle of hate.


Later in the day, while I was washing a client’s driveway, the weight of that unaddressed swastika lingered in my thoughts. It was then that I had an epiphany and decided to rectify my earlier inaction. I packed up my equipment and returned to the city to erase my very first piece of hate. The rest, as they say, is history.


[image: Image]

Cleaning up after the Bagg Street Shul swastika attack in 2023.






For the first five years, I personally found and erased around fifty pieces of hate graffiti. These initial removals hold special meaning for me because the process was laborious, and I encountered numerous challenges. I decided to share some of my hate removals on Facebook in 2015 (before Instagram was popular). Posting this content marked a turning point in my life. I began receiving messages for assistance from various places across the country, expanding to requests from all over North America and eventually from around the world. What started as a citywide initiative transformed into a global one accessible to every town, city, and country worldwide. To date, we have erased tens of thousands of pieces of hate, with 85 to 90 percent of them being antisemitic in nature, including removing a red-inked swastika on the forehead of a stray dog roaming the streets of Mexico. Thanks to an incredible dog rescue organization, the animal was saved and found a new home in California.


Erasing Hate aids all communities, ethnicities, and religions, promoting empathy and assistance among neighbors. We are the pioneering movement that specifically targets, locates, and eliminates hate-speech graffiti globally, and we do it free of charge! This form of hate is often used to terrorize entire communities, and as long as there’s a counterforce, the haters won’t prevail. I often tell people that I consume hate for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and trust me, I’m always hungry!


—COREY FLEISCHER
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Elimelech Goldberg


Rabbi Elimelech Goldberg, known as Rabbi G, is a first-degree black belt in Choi Kwang Do; Rabbi Emeritus to Young Israel of Southfield, Michigan; and clinical assistant professor in pediatrics at the Wayne State University School of Medicine.


In 1981, his firstborn child, Sarah Basya, died of leukemia at two years old. Years later, Goldberg started working at a summer camp for children with cancer. It was there that he began to use breathing techniques to help the campers work through their pain.


In 1999, Goldberg founded Kids Kicking Cancer, an organization that uses martial arts as meditation and breathing techniques for pain management, both physical and emotional. By 2005, Kids Kicking Cancer developed the Heroes Circle, a nonprofit initiative dedicated to reducing stress, pain, and trauma for all children, not just pediatric cancer patients.


Goldberg was named one of the Top 10 CNN Heroes in 2014. Today, tens of thousands of kids from around the world are using his method.



Benjamin Ferencz



Benjamin B. Ferencz was the last surviving prosecutor of the Nuremberg Trials.


Ferencz was only ten months old when his family moved from Transylvania to the United States and settled in the Hell’s Kitchen neighborhood of New York City. In 1943, he graduated from Harvard Law School and enlisted in the US Army as America prepared to invade France. He served under General George S. Patton, fought in several battles, and was awarded five battle stars.


Toward the end of World War II, Ferencz was appointed as a war crimes investigator in the newly established War Crimes Branch of the US Army. As the camps were being liberated, Ferencz was tasked with gathering proof of Nazi brutality to convict individuals of international war crimes. Ferencz was a firsthand witness of the atrocities committed by the Nazis. When asked about the experience, he said, “My mind would not accept what my eyes saw. . . . I had peered into hell.”


By the end of 1945, Ferencz returned to New York and was soon recruited by the US government to join the team prosecuting the Nuremburg Trials. At just twenty-seven years old, he was appointed chief prosecutor in the Einsatzgruppen Trial, which is considered the biggest murder trial in history. Ferencz and his team were responsible for the convictions of twenty-two Nazi death squad commanders, guilty of genocidal war crimes and crimes against humanity. They were charged with the murder of more than one million people.


Benjamin Ferencz passed away in 2023 at the age of 103.
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Benjamin Ferencz at the opening of the Memorium Nuremberg Trials center in the Nuremberg Palace of Justice, Germany, 2010.
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Ferencz’s International Military Tribunal (IMT) ID Card. The IMT was made up of members from the four Allied Powers—the United States, the Soviet Union, France, and the United Kingdom—and presided over the Nuremberg Trials, which took place from November 20, 1945, to October 1, 1946.








My Aunt Irka


This portrait is the most important photograph I’ve taken in my life.


My father’s sister, Irene “Irka” Basista, visited my father, Ben Sonnenschein, about a month before he passed away. We didn’t know it at the time, but this would be the last day they would ever see each other. I wanted to take a portrait of them, and they suggested doing something to honor their family that had been killed in the Holocaust. After the war, my father and Irka had found each other and realized that it was just the two of them who survived. Eventually they would find out that they had a half brother, Manny, living in New York City, who ultimately sponsored them to come to America.


My aunt Irka passed away just days before she turned ninety-nine years old. She was an amazing woman who not only survived several concentration camps but also escaped not just once but twice from a death march. It was miraculous that she wasn’t killed the first time she was found, as most escapees were shot on the spot by the Nazis.


Aunt Irka and my father were extremely close, and through this portrait, our family will always remember them, as they remember their family, as we all remember all those who perished in the Holocaust.


—HOWIE SONNENSCHEIN
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Three Men from Auschwitz



The Holocaust documentary Numbered premiered in 2012. Directed by Dr. Dana Doron and photojournalist Uriel Sinai, the film features Holocaust survivors with tattooed numbers on their left forearms, a branding given to them by the Nazis when they arrived at Auschwitz. This photo shows three out of four survivors with consecutive tattooed numbers: from left, Menachem Shulovitz (number B14594), Anshel Udd Sharezky (number B14595), and Jacob Zabetzky (number B14597). A space was left between Anshel and Jacob for Jacob’s brother, Shaul Zabetzky (number B14596). The three men were strangers in Auschwitz. They met in Israel while participating in the documentary, and had this to say:




“My younger brother was standing in line in front of me. He is B14596. He wouldn’t come here today. He says it’s too painful for him.” —Jacob Zabetzky




“We were strangers standing in line in Auschwitz, we all survived different paths of hell, and we met in Israel. We stand here together now, after sixty-five years. Do you realize the magnitude of the miracle?” —Anshel Udd Sharezky




“I wish my wife was here to see this. If there is one thing I regret, it’s not having shared much with her about my past, before she died.” —Menachem Shulovitz
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Six Million Paper Clips


My producing partners, Donny Epstein and Elie Landau, and I had recently completed our inaugural feature film—a romantic comedy. Fresh from the Sundance Film Festival, we eagerly sought out our next project while concurrently managing other theater productions. During a meeting with our friend and colleague Ari Pinchot, we delved into discussions about our ongoing endeavors and potential future collaborations. Amid the myriad of projects we discussed, Ari shared an intriguing article his wife had come across. The piece detailed a group of educators at Whitwell Middle School, a public school in Tennessee, endeavoring to teach tolerance by utilizing the Holocaust as a poignant example of intolerance. An eighth-grade student asked about understanding the magnitude of the number six million, as growing up in a town with only two traffic lights made this number most difficult to grasp. That’s when her teacher suggested they collect six million of something small and relevant to try to understand the enormity of that number. Ari’s wife thought this might make for a good film. Her suggestion immediately piqued our collective interest, and it became evident that we had found our next venture.


After extensive research, the students discovered that during World War II, Norwegians had boldly worn a paper clip on their lapels as a symbol of solidarity against the Nazis. So the students decided that their something “small and relevant” to collect would be paper clips. But their quest did not get off to an easy start.


Their journey began with heartfelt letters penned to celebrities and politicians, pleading for paper clip contributions. The initial responses were meager, mere dribs and drabs. Hope flickered until Dateline aired a segment on the unfolding story at the school. Suddenly, like a torrential downpour, paper clips began to flood in. But this wasn’t just an influx of office supplies. Each paper clip was accompanied by an unexpected note, a heartfelt dedication to those whose lives were brutally extinguished during the Holocaust. In these seemingly insignificant objects lay profound connections to those who perished for the sole reason that they were Jewish.


The impact on the students, their families, and their friends was seismic. As they stood amid millions of paper clips, each one a silent testament to a human life unjustly murdered, the weight of history pressed upon them. The symbolism transformed ordinary paper clips into profound relics, each carrying the memory of a flame extinguished for reasons unfathomable.
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The creation of this film marked one of the most meaningful experiences in my career. For a grandchild of Holocaust survivors, crafting a film with the potential to educate the world about this harrowing period held profound personal significance. The Paper Clips narrative transcended the act of collecting paper clips or the numerous “coincidental” miracles that took place along the way. What truly distinguished this story was its setting in an area of the country where there aren’t many Jews and the spectacular individuals behind the project: Principal Linda Hooper, Associate Principal David Smith, and teacher Sandra Roberts. Journalists Peter Schroeder and Dagmar Schroeder-Hildebrand were prominently featured in the film, playing a pivotal role in obtaining an authentic cattle car from Poland. This historical artifact was subsequently repurposed to house the collection of paper clips, serving as a memorial to honor the memory of those who were tragically murdered during the Holocaust.


The faculty at Whitwell imparted Holocaust education to their students as if sharing their own families’ experiences of the atrocities, and the students absorbed the material straight to their hearts and souls. Such a level of commitment is extraordinary. We deemed this film a subtle yet impactful method of disseminating knowledge about the Holocaust’s atrocities. We called it a roundabout method to Holocaust education, meaning the film was not directly about the Holocaust. It was about children discovering how intolerance should never be acceptable. More than twenty years later, the Emmy-nominated film Paper Clips has won over a hundred awards and remains a widely used teaching tool for Holocaust education globally. It transformed middle school students into educators themselves. I can’t help but think that my grandparents Anna and Leo Brener would be immensely proud.


—YEESHAI GROSS, executive producer, Paper Clips






Freddie Knoller
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Who was Robert Metz? A charismatic man about town, enjoying Parisian nightlife with the gestapo and known to most as a “fixer.” What was not known was that he was actually Freddie Knoller, an Austrian Jew from Vienna who was on the run from the Nazis. He joined the French Resistance and was ultimately betrayed and sent to Auschwitz in October 1943. Following a death march to Bergen-Belsen, Knoller was liberated in April 1945.


After the war, he was reunited with his two older brothers. Knoller soon moved to the United States, where he met his wife, Freda, and together the couple settled in London. He wrote two books, Living with the Enemy: My Secret Life on the Run from the Nazis and Desperate Journey: Vienna-Paris-Auschwitz, about his harrowing stories from the Holocaust.



Aly Raisman



On August 7, 2012, eighteen-year-old Aly Raisman won the gold medal for the women’s gymnastics floor routine at the London Olympics. The Jewish American gymnast chose “Hava Nagila” as the floor music for her first-place performance and became the first US woman to win gold in the category. That year marked the fortieth anniversary of the 1972 Munich Massacre, in which eleven Israeli Olympic athletes were murdered by terrorists. The anniversary went unacknowledged by the game organizers, making Raisman’s winning performance a powerful tribute to the fallen athletes.
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Ágnes Keleti



Ágnes Keleti is considered to be Hungary’s greatest gymnast. She is a world champion, a Holocaust survivor, and an Olympic gold medalist. Keleti was born into a Jewish family in Budapest on January 9, 1921. Her interest in gymnastics began before World War II, and by the time she was sixteen, she had become the Hungarian National Champion in gymnastics.


As her career was taking off, it was abruptly put on hold during the war when she was expelled from her gymnastics club for being Jewish. Keleti’s father was murdered in Auschwitz. She and the rest of her family were ultimately saved by well-known Holocaust hero Raoul Wallenberg.


Following the war, Keleti resumed her gymnastics career, and in 1946, she won her first Hungarian championship on the uneven parallel bars. She went on to become the world champion in the same category in 1954. Keleti has won ten Olympic medals, five of which were gold. In 1957, she moved to Israel and competed in the Maccabiah Games the same year. Today, at 103, she lives in Budapest and remains the world’s oldest living Olympic champion.
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Tamir Goodman



In 1999, Tamir Goodman earned the nickname “The Jewish Jordan” from Sports Illustrated, where he was featured wearing tefillin and holding a siddur. What’s even more unique about Goodman is that he’s Orthodox and does not play ball on Shabbat, but this didn’t limit him.


Tamir Goodman was born in Maryland on January 18, 1982. His father, Kalman, was born to a Jewish American family in Baltimore. His mother, Chava, was born in Israel to Holocaust survivors. Following her army service, Chava moved to the United States, where she met Kalman, and the two married. Tamir was only nine years old when he realized that he connected with basketball. It was more than a sport to him; it was the beginning of a dream to play professionally.


Goodman attended yeshiva high school, and the thought of playing professional ball appeared unrealistic considering all teams played on Shabbat, and oftentimes, those were the biggest games. He decided to focus on Torah study. In eleventh grade, while he was succeeding at basketball, he was diagnosed with severe dyslexia. He wasn’t able to discern between a circle and a square, and reading the scoreboard was a challenge.


Nevertheless, he started to gain attention on the court. Goodman was ranked the twenty-fifth best high school basketball player in the United States, averaging thirty-five points per game in his junior year. Jerry Seinfeld even parodied him on Saturday Night Live.


He was offered a scholarship to the University of Maryland, a top team in college basketball at that time. However, he would have to play on Saturdays. He turned down the scholarship and attended Towson University, which accommodated his Shabbat observance, until his sophomore year, when there was a change in management. His positive experience turned into a hostile game environment and ended his college ball playing career.


In 2002, Goodman was signed by the top Israeli and European basketball powerhouse Maccabi Tel Aviv Basketball Club. The first clause in his contract dictated that he would not play on Shabbat. Goodman moved to Israel and joined his new team. Soon after, he was transferred to Maccabi Givat Shmuel, where he also spent time volunteering and helping at the local children’s hospital, Sheba Medical Center. It was there he met his future wife, Judy, who was also a Shabbat-observant athlete.


[image: Image]


In 2004, he took a break from basketball to enlist in the Israel Defense Forces (IDF), where he was named “Most Outstanding Soldier.” During his service, Goodman suffered a knee injury, putting a devastating end to his professional athletic career at age twenty-seven. This was shattering for him. But Judy reminded him that he didn’t need to give up his passion for the sport, even though he couldn’t play professionally anymore. Today, Goodman coaches and is a motivational speaker, author, and sports tech entrepreneur. He is actively involved with his community, helping kids in crisis and those facing challenges, using basketball as a healthy outlet.


There is a Hebrew expression, “k’shmo ken hu,” which means “as his name is, so is he.” Goodman is just that, a good man who devotes his life to using his talent for basketball to help others fulfill their dreams and potential.
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Lily Brasch


Lily Brasch, known as Lily B, is a model and motivational speaker who was born with a rare form of muscular dystrophy, which suggested she might never be able to walk. At the time, her doctors didn’t have a diagnosis for her, but they thought her life expectancy was only a few years.
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