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“For not only one [enemy] has risen up against us to destroy us, but in every generation they rise up to destroy us. But the Holy One, Blessed be He, delivers us from their hands.”


—Translation of “Vehi Sheamada,” a passage from the Haggadah, the sacred text of Passover (first appearance in the early eighth century)






“Antisemitism is a light sleeper.”


—Conor Cruise O’Brien, Irish writer and diplomat (1986)

















INTRODUCTION



I never thought that I would write a book like this. For one thing, I never thought antisemitism would rise to the level that it has today in America. But also, like many Jewish-Americans, despite (or maybe because of ) my public profile, I have always had mixed feelings about how strongly I should advertise or lean into my Jewish identity. For most of my career, I have just tried to be myself. I’ve told my colleagues and especially fellow Democratic candidates that in order to succeed in politics, they have to be who they truly are. Voters can smell inauthenticity, the way bloodhounds track a scent. I have a maxim I tell any candidate for public office. I’m from Brooklyn, I say. Sometimes it hurts me; sometimes it helps me. But I know if I tried to be anything else, I would be worse than whatever I am. I’ve always understood, implicitly, that when I say “Brooklyn,” I also mean “Jewish.”


But was it my job to represent our community in the United States? When I was younger, I felt no strong desire or need to speak out on behalf of Jewish-Americans. I might have worked on issues related to Jews and Israel, but people often thought of me as more outwardly Jewish than I actually was. Over my first decade in Congress, I represented Brooklyn, but in 1992, I was redistricted partially into Queens. When I was campaigning to meet the new voters in Queens on Austin Street in Forest Hills, a predominantly Jewish neighborhood, a lady wandered over to me.


In typical Jewish fashion, she skipped the pleasantries. “You’re Congressman Schumer,” she declared. “I read in the Queens Tribune that you’re my new Congressman. I’m so glad. I’ve never met you in person, but I watch C-SPAN religiously and I’d like to pay you a compliment. You have more courage than any of the other members of Congress.”


And I said, “Well, thank you, ma’am. You know, there are four hundred and thirty-five of them. Some are no-goodniks, I admit that, but some are very estimable people. What makes you say that I, out of all the four hundred and thirty-five, have the most courage?”


She said, “Well, as I said, I watch C-SPAN all the time. And when you rise to your feet to speak on the floor of the House of Representatives, you’re the only one who has the courage to wear a yarmulke.”


I said, “Thank you, ma’am, but it’s obvious you’ve never met me.”


I bent my head down to show her the appetizer-plate-sized bald spot on the crown of my head.


“It’s not a yarmulke,” I said.


Being Jewish brought meaning to my personal and political life, but it was an identity that could be worn lightly. No doubt, people thought of me as Jewish, but confusion over my hair loss aside, there was no great burden of Jewish leadership on my shoulders. There were many others, more senior, more powerful, who could take up that cudgel.


Still, as my career continued in the House, I felt a desire to bring a greater degree of my heritage into my public life. I noticed that many members really enjoyed the weekly Christian prayer breakfast. I felt that Jewish members should have one as well, so I decided to help lead a study group for Jewish representatives. We would meet every other Thursday at lunchtime. To get us started, I invited a rabbi I was close to at the time—Rabbi Jay Marcus of Young Israel of Staten Island—to lead a discussion about that week’s Torah portion over a kosher spread. We would talk about the issues of the day and how they related to religious teachings or Jewish history, the intersection between the secular and the sacred. What were the origins of the Jewish holiday that week or that month? What themes or lessons could we draw from it? We had Passover and Hanukkah celebrations, even a congressional Sukkah to celebrate the Jewish harvest festival. We also held political discussions and ideological debates. What was the Jewish attitude, we might ask ourselves or the rabbi, toward war, poverty, liberty, or charity? I remember one of the meetings was about the Bush administration’s response to the crisis in Kuwait after Saddam Hussein’s invasion—the event that precipitated the 1991 Gulf War. We investigated our own feelings and what the Torah would say about our obligation as Jews when confronted with a decision as weighty as sending Americans into war. On many issues, we wanted to hear both sides, to debate and sometimes argue, not so different from how our families might have argued at home on Shabbat. On one occasion, members asked to wheel a television into the study group so everyone could listen to a speech by Secretary of State James Baker criticizing Israel.


When I got to the Senate in 1998, I continued the tradition. I also found myself getting up in our caucus meetings and feeling more comfortable sharing stories about my family, which was often encouraged as a way for the older senators to get to know newer members. I remember the first time I told the story of my great-grandfather.


“He was a well-known rabbi in a small village in Eastern Europe called Chortkiv,” I began. “He believed devoutly in the Bible, and the first commandment in the Bible is what God told Adam and Eve: Be fruitful and multiply. So my great-grandfather had eighteen children, all with one wife. The Jews at the time were not allowed to be artisans or tradesmen or hold other professions, so all my great-grandfather did was study. Because they were poor, the youngest three were sent to America, including my grandfather, Jacob.”


“Eighteen children!” interjected Byron Dorgan, a droll Midwesterner and senator from North Dakota. “He wasn’t just studying!”


Ever since, when I tell the story of my family, I always note that my great-grandfather took the commandment given by God to Adam to “be fruitful and multiply” a bit too seriously.


In my early years in the Senate, I thought these interactions were good bonding experiences. They were examples of congressional camaraderie, workplace humor. But recently I’ve found them much more meaningful. They were examples of deeper feelings I had about imparting the story of the Jewish people to my friends and colleagues. I found that sharing my own story not only made me feel better understood and more accepted by my colleagues, it also enabled me to feel better about myself as a Jewish person—that I was doing my part to communicate aspects of our historical struggle and helping explain how Jewish-Americans might view certain issues in light of our heritage.


The first congressional delegation I led as Senate Majority Leader was in early 2023. Intentionally, it included a trip to Israel and also to Germany for the Munich Security Conference, where we sought to bolster our NATO allies and our commitment to Ukraine. As we were planning the trip, I arranged to add a visit to the Dachau concentration camp in Germany and to Yad Vashem, the Holocaust memorial and history museum, in Jerusalem. At Dachau, I walked with eight of my colleagues, most of whom were not Jewish, in total silence, through the gas chamber and crematoria, where thousands of souls were murdered. At Yad Vashem, we laid a wreath in the Hall of Remembrance. At both stops, in discussions with my colleagues, I heard the total conviction in their voices that humanity must never again let such despicable evil happen. I had no doubt that they would feel this way, but it was moving to see their understanding of Jewish culture and history—even the most difficult parts—deepen, as mine did, when I had visited those sites for the first time.


The October 7 attack occurred later that year. When I visited the shell-shocked country of Israel in the immediate aftermath, I felt that something must change about my responsibility as a Jewish leader in America. As the volume of protest and debate grew in the United States in the weeks and months that followed, and the situation in Gaza kept getting worse and worse because of the war, I felt pulled in multiple directions: as someone concerned about the rising tide of antisemitism; as someone who believes passionately in the need for the state of Israel; as someone who deplores the suffering of innocents, wherever they live; and as someone who worries about the future of the Jewish state, which is becoming increasingly isolated from much of the rest of the world. I sensed, too, that there was a great deal of confusion and pain about what was happening in America, among both Jewish and non-Jewish communities. The issues at hand were complex, hard to talk about, and in some cases wrenching. What could I do to help bring context and clarity? What was my duty as a political leader and as a Jewish-American? These were the kinds of questions I would have liked to ask my Jewish study group.


My staff in the Senate reasoned that engaging on these issues was politically risky and they advised against making lengthy public remarks on either antisemitism or the situation in the Middle East. I understood where they were coming from, and their assessment was probably correct: There was a great deal of political risk. I also felt uncertain, even inadequate. But as the first Jewish majority leader and highest-elected Jewish official in American history, I felt I had to act. In past years, I might have found myself identifying more with the sentiment expressed by Moses when God commands him to lead the Jewish people out of Egypt. You can’t mean me, Moses thinks. Surely there are others more suited to the task. But here I was. I thought to myself, Chuck, you are certainly no Moses. You are no great Jewish sage or scholar, you are no King Solomon or Maimonides or Elie Wiesel, but for better or for worse, you are here, and you ought to try to do some good. Whatever the risks, I decided that I had to speak out: on antisemitism in America, the war in Gaza and the obstacles to peace, even the messy political realities of modern Israel. So that is what I have done.


It’s not such a brave step for a United States senator to use their platform to draw attention to issues they care about, even politically risky ones. But I share these reflections because I have sensed that many of my Jewish friends are struggling with how to respond to this new feeling of foreboding for Jews in America. I have met young Jewish families in New York who send their kids to Jewish day schools, alarmed now that private security guards or armed police officers have been asked to stand outside the front doors where they drop their kindergartners off each morning. I have met with Jewish student groups who feel threatened on campus and personally devastated by the thought that their friends now believe awful things about them just because they are Jewish. Many of them are as sensitive to the suffering in Gaza as their peers who protest—some of them protest themselves—but they fear that speaking out about their experiences as Jews on campus would only invite criticism or make themselves a target. There are many Jews I’ve spoken to in the past year who have quietly told me that while they believe antisemitism is a growing problem, it’s difficult to talk about without opening a can of worms—without addressing Islamophobia or racism or competing narratives in the Middle East.


To all of them I would say: It is never wrong to speak out about antisemitism. It need not be compared in scale or severity to other hatreds, and addressing it does not diminish in importance or urgency any other issue. Antisemitism is worthy of concern and attention in its own right, and it is as categorically wrong as any form of racism or bigotry. I hope that my decision to speak out will give courage and cover for others to do the same, because the threat of antisemitism will not subside if it is ignored or minimized. History has proven otherwise.
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THE DAY I became minority leader of the United States Senate, my father, Abe, and my mother, Selma, came down to Washington from New York to sit in the gallery to listen to my first speech. It was January 2017. Only a few weeks later, Donald Trump would be inaugurated as the forty-fifth president of the United States. I remember feeling a sense of awe—not a sense of the “awesome,” as my daughters would say to me when they were little, “Daddy, this is so awesome”—but of biblical awe, the angels trembling in awe as they stood before God. That was how I felt about the responsibilities that came with reaching the penultimate peak of my political career. But on that day, though it was little noted at the time, I also became the highest-elected Jewish official in American history, the son of a humble Jewish man who ran his own father’s exterminating business and his loving, strong-willed housewife.


Looking back, the lack of fanfare around such a milestone for Jewish-Americans was, in fact, the whole point of American democracy. Jews had become so integrated into the fabric of American life that the ascension of a Jewish-American to the leadership of a Senate caucus was hardly an earth-shattering moment.


Four years later, I became the majority leader of the Senate in altogether different circumstances. That day, I was in a windowless room. It was January 6, 2021. The four congressional leaders had been ushered into a secured location, and we watched the events unfolding on television. A mad band of rioters and insurrectionists were stalking the halls of the US Capitol looking for “Crazy Nancy” and “the Big Jew.”


Something is happening in America. There are recently empowered forces at work on the right and on the left that are tearing at the fabric of our multiethnic, pluralistic society. In our current moment, those forces have resulted in the explosion of many kinds of hatred. One particular kind of hatred, antisemitism, an ancient poison in the world, is what I intend to focus on. As a third-generation American Jew, and the relative of Jews who were murdered for being Jewish, this subject—this danger—hits very close to home.


While I have been a Jewish figure for my entire political life, fortunately I have rarely experienced antisemitism personally, and I believed the same was true for most Jewish-Americans of my generation. America has, by and large, been a tolerant and welcoming place. Save for some terrible events, perpetrated by white supremacists, political extremists, and other outliers, violence against Jews because they were Jewish was exceedingly rare. But in the last ten years, a lot has changed.


For the first time in my life, widespread antisemitism is a serious problem in America, and it’s getting worse. Jewish-Americans are 2 percent of the US population, and at last count, according to the FBI, the target of 68 percent of all religion-based hate crimes. In 2017, in Charlottesville, Virginia, at a white supremacist rally protesting the proposed removal of a Confederate statue, the demonstrators chanted “Jews will not replace us.” The following year, at a synagogue in Pittsburgh, a man gunned down eleven Jews at prayer. Incidents of bullying and harassment of Jews, both online and offline, on and off college campuses, have dramatically increased. So has the defacement of Jewish-owned businesses, schools, community centers, and houses of worship. And that was before Hamas, a terrorist group that runs Gaza, crossed the Israeli border one October morning to pillage, rape, kidnap, and murder innocent Jews, with little children among the victims.


Since that date, and the subsequent Israeli response, a new wave of antisemitism in America has been unleashed. Hate crimes against Jewish-Americans have skyrocketed. The Anti-Defamation League counted nearly 3,300 incidents of antisemitism in the three months following the October 7 massacre. During the same period a year prior, 712 such incidents were recorded. A letter sent recently to the governing body of California’s university system by multiple Jewish organizations noted that on college campuses across the state, antisemitic incidents were up more than 2000 percent since October 7. And according to a report by the American Jewish Committee, 63 percent of American Jews feel that their place in American society is less secure than it was a year ago.


Even more alarming has been the response from certain segments of American society to the October 7 attack. Just a few days after, while the dead bodies of more than a thousand Jewish Israelis were still warm, and after two hundred had been carried as hostages into Gaza, including several American Jews, some activists were characterizing the brutal terrorist attack as justified. At Harvard, my alma mater, more than thirty student organizations signed a statement calling the Israeli regime “entirely responsible” for the attack. And the months since October 7 have brought too many examples—far too many—of overt antisemitism: American Jews being harassed, attacked, and villainized simply for being Jewish.


What has happened in America over the past few decades that created such fertile ground for the rapid increase in antisemitism? What political, social, international, and technological forces have brought the underlying sentiment of antisemitism out into the open? What misunderstandings about Jewish identity, about history, and about Israel have led to this moment? This book seeks to answer these questions.


More pointedly, it seeks to sound an alarm. I’ve noticed a significant disparity between how my Jewish friends regard the rise of antisemitism and how many of my non-Jewish friends regard it. For many non-Jewish people, the antisemitism we’re seeing today is certainly troubling, but is not alarming. They don’t deny it’s a problem, but they don’t see it as a priority, an urgent crisis. If you asked them to list the biggest challenges facing our country, very few would add antisemitism to the list, let alone place it near the top. To many Jewish people, however, the rise of antisemitism is a five-alarm fire that must be run toward and extinguished. On my lapel, I now often wear a pin in the shape of a blue square alongside a pin of the American flag. The blue square is a symbol of the fight against antisemitism and the campaign led by Robert Kraft’s foundation to raise awareness of the danger it poses to Jews around the world. More Americans must understand the gravity of this danger.


Why? First, because it threatens not only Jewish safety and security, important as that is, but also because antisemitism threatens America’s national security. It fuels extremism, online and offline, as well as domestic terrorism. America’s intelligence agencies have assessed that domestic terrorism rooted in white supremacy and antisemitism is the greatest threat to homeland security today. Antisemitism even puts our democracy at risk. If growing numbers of Americans start believing that Jews secretly control our government, for example, they may stop believing that elections matter, or that democracy is working to advance their interests. History teaches us that once a society starts to turn on its Jewish members, the situation tends to get worse and worse, and expressions of hatred and bigotry against other marginalized groups become more virulent as well. Our State Department often gauges the level of antisemitism in a foreign country to measure how at risk that country is for democratic decline or even societal collapse. Antisemitism is often the canary in the coal mine, the flashing red warning sign at the beginning of democracy’s end. Ultimately, antisemitism threatens not only Jewish society, but American society.


Antisemitism is often misunderstood. It is like other prejudices in some ways, but in many ways it is strange and distinct. It has a long, dark history, and over centuries of expression, it has taken many different forms. We need to understand it, in its ancient, modern, and contemporary contexts, in order to fight it. If more of our non-Jewish friends understood the history of the Jewish people, they might be more worried about its resurgence, which to many Jews feels like a breath away. As the Irish writer Conor Cruise O’Brien once said, “Antisemitism is a light sleeper.”


This book is not intended to be a comprehensive history of antisemitism, or the Jewish people or the Middle East. Nor is this book intended to be a work of reportage, a compilation of all the recent examples of antisemitism in America and around the world. Instead, this book is a personal and political history of the Jewish people in America through my eyes, informed by my experiences, and how I have come to understand antisemitism in world history and American society.


At its core, this book is a warning—that antisemitism is surging, on our streets and in our schools and everywhere you look online. And if America fails to understand its context and history, if America’s darker impulses ultimately overwhelm its better angels, an age-old truth will prove true once again: that antisemitism will grow in virulence, and eventually could lead to violence against Jews, and a rise in bigotry and hate across all parts of American society.


My name—Schumer—comes from the Hebrew word “shomer,” which means “guardian” or “watchman.” My ancestors were the watchers on the walls of a Jewish ghetto in Eastern Europe, there to alert the community to danger. I believe it is my duty to alert our country to the rising tide of antisemitism, to clarify how it can be identified and how it can be stopped. To be, as my forefathers once were, a shomer on the wall.















CHAPTER 1



WHAT IS ANTISEMITISM?


Antisemitism” is a complex term about a very simple idea. And yet sometimes our national dialogue about the subject can get muddled. Is being Jewish only a matter of faith and antisemitism is, therefore, religious intolerance: a conflict over whose God is true and whose prophets are false? Is it an age-old way of people expressing jealousy, picking scapegoats, and blaming problems on someone else? Or is antisemitism indicative of something deeper and darker, the human instinct for hatred of the “other”? And have Jews, almost always the “other” in societies in which they’ve lived, become the object of that hatred? How closely related is antisemitism to the criticism of Israel as a Jewish homeland? And where is the line to be drawn between legitimate criticism of the Israeli government and criticism that many Jews consider to be motivated by antisemitism?


Is antisemitism even the relevant term for our times? Wasn’t it some old European disease, the driving force of historical atrocities that culminated in the Holocaust, something to be studied and dissected at universities? Or has this poisonous flower taken root in America and elsewhere today, creating a new urgency to understand and rebut it?


A decade ago, many Jewish-Americans felt that while antisemitism was something to be wary about, it was largely an aspect of an earlier and less enlightened time. We assumed that memories of the Holocaust, and that educating younger generations about its horrors, would make modern-day societies recoil from anything that resembled antisemitism, and keep most people and governments on guard against its threat. That has proven to be wishful thinking.


We need to update our conception of the term. Americans need to understand what it means to be Jewish, and not only how antisemitism operated throughout history, but how it is expressed today—with our technology, in our culture, and in our politics. Dangerous ideas on the political right and the political left, some old and some new, are contributing to a rise in antisemitism in America. Social media has exploded its reach, making it easier for extremists, antisemites, and bigots to convene with one another and spread hate. Geopolitical events like the October 7 terrorist attack against Israel, the resulting war in Gaza, and the ensuing conflict over that war have triggered a rise in antisemitism and foreshadow forces that could fuel antisemitism for decades to come. We’ll examine these factors and what they portend.


The word “antisemitism” first appeared in 1879. The German journalist, politician, and agitator Wilhelm Marr coined the term to describe anti-Jewish campaigns in Germany in the late 1800s, which were growing in strength. There were other German words to describe a fear or dislike of the Jewish religion, but Marr wasn’t concerned with religious objections. He wanted a new word to describe an opposition, in general, to the Jewish people. Marr believed that ethnic Germans were locked in a war against the Jews, who in his mind wielded too much power over German finance and industry. If Jewish emancipation in Germany were allowed to continue, Marr predicted it would result in “the end of the German people.” The man who invented the term “antisemitism” went on to found the “League of Antisemites,” a movement established solely on the basis of anti-Jewish beliefs. For Wilhelm Marr, “antisemitism” was something to which societies should aspire.


The term stuck. Even though we rarely use words like “Semite” or “semitic”—which refer to people who speak ancient Middle Eastern languages such as Hebrew, Arabic, or Aramaic—the term “antisemitism” has come to describe the history of political, racial, religious, social, and economic forms of discrimination against Jews, going back more than five thousand years. Jewish people carry these five millennia of antisemitism and subsequent persecution on their backs, wherever they go.


Like other kinds of hatred, antisemitism is not rational. It feels like a force of nature, a law of the universe, like it was never explicitly created and can never fully be destroyed. It can manifest itself in different ways: in stereotypes and biases and prejudices, along political and religious dimensions. But it is not an argument about whether Jesus is the one true savior, or Muhammad, or Hare Krishna, or any other deity. It is not really about what Jews believe, politically, or how much power Jews have in a given society. Jews have suffered antisemitism for being capitalists and for being communists, for being too religious and for being too secular, during periods when Jews have been successful and when Jews have been destitute and marginalized, though it can be particularly pronounced after Jews have achieved a measure of wealth or achievement in a society. Nor is antisemitism specific to any one country or time period. Antisemitism is global and it is timeless. It is the hatred of a people and their heritage. It doesn’t matter all that much how religious you are, how much custom you follow, or which country you’re from. If you have a Jewish name or Jewish parent or grandparent, people who hate Jews will hate you, too. Antisemitism does not discriminate. To the antisemite, all Jews wear that invisible yellow Star of David on their coats.


In other words, antisemitism is a long-enduring form of racism, one of the world’s oldest and most powerful types. Scholars of great renown have studied its history and offered possible explanations for its origins: demographic, sociological, political, philosophical, and psychological. To some, antisemitism almost defies explanation. But the best explanation is the simplest one.


Antisemitism means hating Jewish people and all things Jewish.


Antisemitism just is. Has been. Will always be.















CHAPTER 2



WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE JEWISH?


In order to understand antisemitism, first one must try to understand the complexities of the Jewish experience. What does it even mean to be Jewish anyway? Many things, it turns out. It’s a religion, yes, but also a heritage, a lineage, an oral tradition, a culture, a cuisine, a language, and a literature. There’s no one right way to be Jewish, no strict formula. In my life, being Jewish most closely resembles the feeling of being part of a tribe. Of a people. In that sense, I believe that my upbringing has much in common with that of many other Jewish-Americans of my generation; and that while there are many ways to be Jewish, my story is typically representative of the Jewish-American story.


I was born on Thanksgiving Day in 1950. My family lived in Midwood, Brooklyn, and when my mom went into labor at about six that morning, my dad helped her into our Packard and drove to the now-shuttered French hospital in Midtown Manhattan, where she was to give birth. (When I was older, I wondered why an order of French nuns had built a hospital in Midtown.) After my father settled my mom in about 8:30 a.m., instead of going to the waiting room to bide his time with the other expectant fathers chomping their cigars, as fathers were expected to do in those days, he, being the free spirit he sometimes was, wandered over to the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, which was a few blocks from the hospital. He watched it in its entirety. I was born midmorning, and he showed up at the hospital hours later in the afternoon, precipitating the first fight my parents had over me. They had seventy-two happy years of marriage, so it couldn’t have done too much damage.


Our part of Brooklyn was dominated by squat, two-family brick houses. Near everyone had just come back from the Second World War, gotten married, had kids. I was part of the baby boom. The neighborhoods in those days were relatively segregated, and there were still some that prohibited Jewish residents, like Breezy Point, a beach community. But our area of Brooklyn was a mix of cultures. We lived alongside several Jewish families, but also a good number of Irish, Italian, and Polish families. Our best friends were the Tarricones next door, Tony (Italian, of course) and Mary (Irish, of course), who used to invite us over for dinner and serve baked potatoes slathered in obscene amounts of butter. To this day, our family makes what we call “Mary-style potatoes.” On our block remained one solitary WASP, Mr. Leopold, who hadn’t yet had the chance to move out to the suburbs.


The neighborhood was part of the American experiment. We were the sons and daughters, grandsons and granddaughters of immigrants who came to this country from far-flung places and found themselves made anew. We each faced obstacles and discrimination, but we were able to take advantage of opportunities never afforded to our parents. Alongside a sense of community pride in whatever ethnic group you came from, there was a very deeply felt sense of American pride. People who came to America dirt-poor like my grandfather found their descendants vaulted into the great, burgeoning middle class that typified postwar America. They were grateful that America provided ladders they could climb to make it into the middle class. For instance, many of my Jewish friends’ parents and grandparents were policemen, because it was seen as an honest profession with good, reliable pay; and because hiring was based on a written entrance exam rather than an interview, it was harder to discriminate against Jews. According to the Shomrim Society, the NYPD’s organization for Jewish members, in 1939, 33,000 people took the entrance exam, and 1,440 received a passing grade. One-third of them were Jews.


The rise of various immigrant groups in the late ’50s and early ’60s made us all feel like we were part of the same grand American project, but it didn’t completely dissolve the bonds of identity. The melting pot is the metaphor of choice for multiethnic America, especially New York. But rather than losing our individual histories, traditions, and mannerisms in some new, uniform soup, we kept our distinct identities and moved forward parallel to one another; less of a melting pot and more of a sandwich with multiple layers of ingredients. Each item has its own distinct flavor, but the combination tasted better when they were stacked on top of one another.


Our family’s Jewishness didn’t take painstaking discovery. It was always present, like water to a fish. Still, it felt like something that distinguished us from others. You knew you were Jewish, and you knew it was something special, with positives and negatives. When I was growing up, it wasn’t weird for my parents to say about a friend or colleague: “You know, he’s Jewish.” Or just as importantly, “He’s not Jewish.”


We had Jewish heroes: Jonas Salk, Albert Einstein, the boxers Barney Ross and Max Baer, who wore trunks embroidered with the Star of David. Only a few decades earlier, Jewish boxers were world champions in four out of the eight weight divisions. It was a fact that my friends and I could all recite. The Dodgers pitcher Sandy Koufax was the hero of heroes, a Zeus in the Jewish-American pantheon, particularly for us in Brooklyn because he’d gone to a nearby high school, Lafayette. To us, Koufax exploded the myth that Jews were weak and could be pushed around. That he was a star athlete—not a math genius or scientist or chess player—expanded what America thought Jews could be and also who we thought we could become. Not only was Koufax a transcendent talent in the sport that dominated America’s consciousness, the sport that in a sense symbolized America, but he was proudly and openly Jewish. When he refused to pitch on Yom Kippur in the 1965 World Series opener—whether you were religious or not—your Jewish heart swelled with a pride that you knew all other Jews, and only other Jews, felt.


Like the Greek myths, stories were passed down to us. My parents’ generation must have felt those same swollen hearts when they were told the story of Isidor and Ida Straus, the Jewish owners of Macy’s. They were among the most well-known and richest families on the Titanic ( John Jacob Astor was the richest; Benjamin Guggenheim took silver), and beloved among the Jewish immigrant community in New York for their philanthropy.


After the Titanic struck the iceberg and passengers and crew were rushing to the upper decks to get onto the lifeboats, the instructions from the captain were to evacuate the women and children first. When Isidor Straus reached the decks, the steward, recognizing Isidor’s name and history of charity, offered him a seat on a lifeboat to accompany Ida.


He flatly refused. “No, the women and children go first.”


The steward turned and beckoned to his wife, Ida.


“I will not be separated from my husband,” she reportedly said, turning to Isidor. “We’ve been together for forty years. Where you go, I go. As we have lived, so will we die. Together.”


She was paraphrasing the Book of Ruth, from the Old Testament. “Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you,” Ruth says. “Where you go, I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God.” (My daughter Alison included the passage in her wedding ceremony to her partner, Elizabeth.)


Ida gave her fur coat to her maid, an Englishwoman named Ellen Bird, who got on the lifeboat in her place and ultimately survived.


In the Hollywood film, the two are shown in their chambers, embracing each other in bed as water fills compartment after compartment, sloshing beneath their mattress. According to many sources, however, they were last seen sitting next to each other on the deck of the ship, holding hands as the last lifeboats departed, before the ship itself halved and pitched, sinking slowly into the icy waters of the North Atlantic.


It is a sad story, but Jews have a keen sense of tragedy, and the honor and pride that can often be found within. The Jewish community, my parents included, would retell the story of these two Jews who were brave and loyal and honorable in the face of certain death. Years later, I hired an aide on my campaign staff named Jessica Straus. A few weeks after we hired her, I asked, almost offhand, if she was related to the Strauses who were on the Titanic. “Yes,” she said. “I’m Isidor and Ida’s great-great-granddaughter.” Even when you don’t expect it, Jewish history is all around you.


Why did that story matter to my parents? Why was Sandy Koufax taking a day off so inspirational? In part, it was because only a few Jews were appointed to positions of power in America during the first half of the twentieth century. Louis Brandeis, Benjamin Cardozo, and Felix Frankfurter were on the Supreme Court. Oscar Straus (a brother of Isidor Straus) was the Secretary of Commerce and Labor for President Teddy Roosevelt; Henry Morgenthau Jr. served as Secretary of Treasury in the FDR and Truman administrations. In New York, Herbert Lehman was elected governor. Jews were always aware of who was the first Jewish this or the first Jewish that. But they were few and far between at the time. So we cherished our boxers and baseball players, musicians and writers, labor activists and suffragettes, intellectuals and philanthropists, our geniuses (Einstein) and comedians (Marx Brothers), and one devoted elderly couple. We held them close and considered their triumphs and tribulations our own.


The stories of Jewish heroes were special, in part, because they showed that Jews had contributed so much to America at a time when many well-known, respected, and powerful people were trying to denigrate Jewish contributions. Henry Ford, Ambassador Joseph Kennedy, and Charles Lindbergh were ardent antisemites and made no effort to hide their hatred of the Jews; Walt Disney was known for inviting the Nazi film director Leni Riefenstahl to his studios in 1938. While it was common to say about someone, “They’re Jewish” or “They’re not Jewish,” every so often you would say, “They’re an antisemite.” You knew which businesses, both local and national, did not hire Jews. You knew which associations and organizations refused to accept Jews, which hospitals and law firms did not hire Jewish doctors or lawyers.


These were the hallmarks of a tribe: shared heroes and villains and a distinct cultural mythology. More than that, though, there was a real sense of group identity. We believed that we’d rise and fall together. We looked out at the world through the same prism, a lens we were born with. If something happened in the world, a major event or even a minor occurrence, my parents would wonder aloud, “Is it good for the Jews?” If the stock market went up, was that good for the Jews? If so-and-so won the election, was it good for the Jews? If the Yankees beat the Red Sox, was it good for the Jews? It wasn’t that we didn’t consider ourselves Americans, New Yorkers, or Bostonians. In fact, we were extremely proud to be Americans. It was only that being Jewish added a different dimension to our impression of the world. Our people’s history had created in Jews a collective consciousness. Deep down, we felt, the world could always turn against us. That question—Was it good for the Jews?—was always half-serious, half-not.
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MY OWN RELATIONSHIP with Judaism, the religion, was an evolving one, much as it was for generations of Schumers. My great-grandfather, for example, lived in a small town in Eastern Europe called Chortkiv. He was a devoutly religious man and a scholar of some renown in the area. Like most Jews in the region, who had severe restrictions placed on where they could work and where they could travel, my great-grandfather was poor. So my grandfather Jacob (or Jack) was sent across the Atlantic at a very young age, without an education or a penny to his name. He and his three youngest siblings were sent to live with an uncle-in-law in America, but the uncle turned out to be a ne’er-do-well, so my grandfather wound up a street urchin, sleeping in doorways, stealing apples off pushcarts to survive. One day when it was pouring rain, he saw a large number of people going into a building. They weren’t charging admission, so he thought, Let me go in and get dry. That moment proved to be influential in his, and eventually my, life. Jews call it “bashert”—destiny, or God’s hand.


The building was the Labor Temple on the Lower East Side, built by the unions to teach poor immigrants about the labor movement. The speakers that day happened to be Will Durant and Eugene V. Debs, famous leaders of the labor movement and among the greatest orators of their day. My grandfather was entranced and stayed for six hours. It was his first major intellectual experience. That was the day he became a union guy. Eventually he wound up in Utica, New York, working in a tissue-making factory called Doeskin and proselytizing for people to join the paper workers union. He lost his job during the Second World War, so he came back to New York City, where he bought a small exterminating business from a German-American who was so sure the Nazis were going to bomb New York that he was fleeing to Montana. The religion of Judaism never meant all that much to my grandfather—he proclaimed that he was an agnostic—but he was a proudly Jewish person. Even though he didn’t study the Torah or Talmud like his father before him, he was a quiet intellectual in a sense. He would tell me that he read Spinoza, the great Jewish philosopher who personally discarded the religion but believed that God was everywhere and in everything.


My grandfather, out of a lack of religious conviction, didn’t Bar Mitzvah my father, a fact my father was often embarrassed about. As far as he knew, he was the only Jewish kid in his Utica neighborhood who didn’t have one. While my father always felt a touch self-conscious, he considered himself as Jewish as his friends who were Bar Mitzvahed, and he understood that he was seen as Jewish by everyone else. Being Jewish and being seen as Jewish didn’t require going through all the ceremonies, a lesson that was reinforced when my father was in grade school. The non-Jewish kids bullied the Jewish kids regularly. My father is the oldest of three, by five and six-and-a-half years, and had to defend his little brothers, Harry and Shelley. It didn’t matter so much on the playground if you were technically Bar Mitzvahed or not.


My mother was a little bit more religious than my father, but our family’s Jewishness wasn’t grounded in religion. We’d go to synagogue on the High Holy Days, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, the two biggest holidays of the Jewish calendar, but we weren’t going to services every Saturday. We’d have dinner every Friday night at home, when Jews typically mark the start of the Sabbath, but we never called it Shabbat dinner. It was Friday Night Dinner. My grandparents on both sides would come over, sometimes my uncles and aunts, too. My mother would make chicken and we’d have a boxed cake from Ebinger’s, a German bakery. Even though Ebinger’s wouldn’t employ Jews, Blacks, or Latinos at the time, we decided the cake was too good. Over coffee and Ebinger’s famous black-out cake, we’d argue with each other about everything. It was like the secular American version of the Talmudic debates that must have dominated Shabbat dinners in the Old World, where my great-grandfather held court. Who’s going to win the election? The pennant? Which deli has the best pastrami? It was argument for argument’s sake; how my family expressed its love and joy at being together. For me, Judaism was not a formal training; it was discussion and debate. It was food and it was family.


Still, my father insisted that my brother and I would have Bar Mitzvahs. And to get a Bar Mitzvah, you had to go to a Hebrew school. Its sole purpose in those days was not to teach you about Judaism or to immerse you in the Hebrew language, it was to get young boys through the ceremony. I studied Hebrew the way most Reform Jews studied it. We learned the phonetics of the language—because you needed to read and memorize Hebrew to recite your Torah portion, the essential task of the Bar Mitzvah—but not the meaning of the words. To this day, I can read Hebrew, but I have no earthly idea what it means. Part of being Jewish is not always knowing what everything means.


Our temple was a big Reform synagogue, a less orthodox type of Judaism, with a well-known but not well-liked rabbi named Rabbi Steinbach. He was a scholar and an orator of some repute who used to take on the affectation of an Old Testament scold.


“Oh, God has given you a good book. Forsake it not!” he intoned. The congregation rolled its eyes.


Despite his rhetorical fire-and-brimstone, Rabbi Steinbach wasn’t a particularly strict follower of the commandments. When our more religious relatives came to visit, they were shocked by how he concluded his Sabbath sermons. He would invite the congregation to leave money in the tzedakah (charity) box, which is verboten—forbidden—by the Orthodox, who do not handle money on the Sabbath, when services are held. This breaking of the rules was a shanda, a shame or disgrace. My relatives murmured their disapproval.


In my youth, the big decision before everyone’s Bar Mitzvah was whether to have a party during the day or at night, the latter of which was more expensive. As a kid, I was cheap, and still am, an unfortunate confirmation of that particular Jewish stereotype. I was always worried my father didn’t have enough money. I’d heard him pacing the floors at 3 a.m. on Sunday nights, dreading the week ahead, wondering if he would be able to make ends meet. There wasn’t much of a discussion. We settled on a day party.


The day before my Bar Mitzvah, I was in class at Cunningham Junior High School, when my English teacher, Mr. Zwerling, stopped the class and told everyone that he had an announcement. Mr. Zwerling was an old codger, the kind of rumpled suit that kids from time immemorial have distrusted and found impossible to relate to. No one believed him when he told us President John F. Kennedy had been shot. At the end of class, everyone filed out into the hallway and saw our classmates huddled together, crying by their lockers. Only then did we believe old Mr. Zwerling.


I went home that evening and our family was in a panic. We were shocked by the news, but just as urgently—or so it felt in the moment—we had to decide whether to hold my Bar Mitzvah party barely twenty-four hours after the president was assassinated. As we debated, my mother’s brother, Uncle Morty (the only doctor in the family, so what he said was gospel), reasoned that we should not let a tragedy, even one as great as this, stop us from going forward with this Bar Mitzvah, always an important milestone in a Jewish boy’s life. So we decided to go through with it.


A Bar Mitzvah is already a nerve-racking moment for a young man. You’re thirteen years old, in the throes of puberty and crippling self-consciousness. You must stand in front of all your friends and family and chant long passages, from memory, in an ancient language that you can only barely read. On a normal weekend there would be a hundred, maybe two hundred people at our synagogue, a respectable but manageable number for an adolescent performer. But this Saturday was different from all other Saturdays. There wasn’t an empty seat in the house. The entire neighborhood had come to mourn Kennedy. It was packed to the rafters. I was so nervous, I screwed up my Torah portion—Vayetze, Jacob’s ladder—fumbling over words I didn’t understand. To make matters worse, there was a pall over everything, including the party. It was terrible.


By the time dinner was served, everyone wanted to go home. I still remember my father—my lovely, sweet, decent father, who struggled to pay for the Bar Mitzvah—arguing with the caterer, a man named Yerna Kaufman, because he didn’t serve after-dinner drinks and we had paid for them, seventy-five cents per person. Some have described Judaism as an ongoing argument with God. But my experience as a thirteen-year-old taught me that it also involved arguing with a lot of other Jews over trivialities. On the day that was supposed to be my graduation to a new and more adult connection to my faith, I, instead, felt just about finished with religion.
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