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Christmas Eve Sermon

Friday, December 24, 2010

Rabbi Daniel Sherman

“JEWS, CHRISTMAS, & CHINESE FOOD”


Christmas can be a difficult time for us Jews.  It is not one of my favorite holidays.  Christmas can be confusing to children and adults.  It is the time of year, more than any other, that we American Jews feel different, feel separate from the rest of society.  It can be a slap in the face.  And to make it worse, the “Christmas season” seems to be getting longer and longer.  On my calendar, Christmas Eve is one day, and Christmas Day is also a single day.  However, “Christmas” now seems to begin – I used to say after Thanksgiving – immediately after Halloween.  By the time we get to December 25th, I am thoroughly sick of Christmas.  It certainly is no longer the “most wonderful time of the year.”  I find it interesting that my views in some ways happen to link me more and more with certain right-wing Christian groups.  I, too, wish people would remember to keep “Christ” in Christmas – perhaps this would encourage people to remember that Christmas is and needs to remain a religious not retail holiday.  But that’s for another sermon…


Christmas, as I began, is a difficult time for us Jews.  Thought I must say that I do like it when Christmas falls on Shabbat.  I can think of no better place for Jews to spend Christmas Eve than at synagogue with their fellow Jews.  Here, one does not have to hear the Christmas music, no one will wish you a “Merry Christmas,” and no one will try to infect you with the Christmas spirit.  And in case you are curious, we will not be making Kiddush this evening over egg nog.


I want to share you with you an essay written in this week’s Forward Newspaper written by Daniel Berman, a New York freelance writer, producer, animator, and actor.  He writes…

I was raised Jewish in a suburb outside Atlanta.  Being Jewish in the South during the 1980s and ‘90s was such a difficult task.  It left me sympathetic to Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer, and how he must have felt while being ostracized and excluded from all the “reindeer games.”  I myself was never invited to any of the “games” in my neighborhood, and I am prone to believe that this, too, had something to do with my nose (although mine did not glow).

In Marietta, GA, most of my friends, neighbors, and teachers were Christian…. Back then, the most difficult time to be a Jew awash in a sea of gentiles was around the holiday season.  The majority of Georgians celebrated Christmas, and Christmas was amazing – especially to a child, regardless of denomination.  Everyone knows Chanukah doesn’t hold a candle to Christmas.  Well, actually, the Chanukah menorah holds nine candles, but to a small child, it still stinks in comparison.  While we have dreidels, potato latkes, and Chanukah gelt, they have Christmas lights, Christmas trees, and the most amazing part: Santa Claus.

I remember when I was 6 years old, my mom took me to the mall the week before Christmas, and there he was.  He had rosy cheeks and a big beard; I was in awe as I asked my mom if I could sit on Santa’s lap.  My mom looked down at me and said, “Honey, we’re Jewish; we don’t believe in Santa.”  I said, “Mom, everyone else gets to sit on his lap – Chris, Mark, Scott.”  It must have been a convincing tantrum, because my mom shrugged her shoulders and said, “What’s the harm?”

So we waited in line, and when I finally got to Santa’s lap, he asked me if I had been a good boy.  I said, “yes.”  He asked me my name, and I said, “Danny.”  He said, “Okay, Danny, what do you want for Christmas?”  I said, “I don’t want anything for Christmas, Santa.”  He replied, “What do you mean you don’t want anything for Christmas?”  I said, “Well, Santa, I am Jewish.”

This is no lie.  Santa Claus pulled me close and whispered in my ear, “Me too, kid.”

That’s when I found out Santa was a Jew.  I went to school the next day, bragging to all my friends.  I was like: “Santa’s Jewish, Jesus is Jewish, Sammy Davis, Jr. is Jewish … You guys have no one!”

That was years ago, but cut to the other day in Brooklyn.  I was on the subway, and I saw a little boy about the same age as I was when I met Santa.  He sat with his mother, and across from them was a large, old Hasidic man.  The little boy said, “Mama, why is that man so fat?”  The embarrassed mom tried to quiet him, albeit unsuccessfully.  Then the boy said, “Mama, does he have such a long beard?  Why is he so old?”  The Hasidic man leaned over to the little boy and said, in an accent rivaling the Borscht Belt comedian Jackie Mason: “Oy vey!  What, you’ve never seen Santa Claus in person before?”

So apparently, the writer concludes, Santa is systematically touring the world, telling one little boy at a time that he is a Jew.  It appears he is much more serious about the religion now than when I was a child.  Now he is a Hasid.


Ah, the truth about Santa.  As long as I am revealing Christmas secrets this evening, I want to turn to another Christmas myth.  It states that all Jews eat in Chinese restaurants on Christmas.  I would like to publicly announce that this is absolutely not true and is border-line offensive.  Some of us do take out!


So I thought we would examine tonight the relationship between Jews and Chinese food.  That Jews have an affinity for Chinese food is no secret. The Jews know it. The Chinese know it. Everyone knows it. Until the dispersal of middle-class Jews to the New York suburbs was complete in the 1970s and 1980s, Chinese take-out shops opened on every corner of the city. It was said that you could tell how Jewish a neighborhood was by the number of Chinese restaurants.

This relationship has inspired many old jokes.  Such as…

If, according to the Jewish calendar, the year is 5771, and, according to the Chinese calendar, the year is 5731, what did the Jews eat for forty years?

Here's another one:

Two Chinese men are walking out of Katz’s Delicatessen. One says to the other, "The problem with Jewish food is that two weeks later you’re hungry again."


Jews and Chinese food on Christmas has inspired poetry, as well…

Twas the night before Christmas and there was hardly a sound, 

As Jews jumped in their cars and drove to Chinatown. 

Their orders were given to waiters with care, 

In hopes that wonton soup soon would be there.
The children finished their noodles and nestled in their beds, 

While visions of fortune cookies danced in their heads. 


The topic of Jews, Christmas, and Chinese food is not to be taken lightly.  In fact, it was discussed this summer in the United States Senate as part of the Supreme Court confirmation hearings for our newest Justice and former classmate and friend of our very own Risa Strauss, Elena Kagan.  I am reading now from a transcript of the hearing, involving our very own Senator Lindsey Graham:

SEN. GRAHAM: And I think you would tell me if you thought he was wrong. So I’m going to assume you thought he was right, because that’s the kind of person you are. And I, quite frankly, think he’s right.

Now, as we move forward and deal with law-of-war issues, the Christmas Day bomber — where are you at on Christmas Day?

MS. KAGAN: Senator Graham, that is an undecided legal issue, which — well, I suppose I should ask exactly what you mean by that. I’m assuming that the question you mean is whether a person who is apprehended in the United States is –

SEN. GRAHAM: No, I just asked you where you were at on Christmas? (Laughter.)

MS. KAGAN: (Laughs.) You know, like all Jews, I was probably at a Chinese restaurant. (Laughter, applause.)

SEN. GRAHAM: Great answer. Great answer.

SEN. LEAHY: You know, I could almost — I could almost see that was coming. (Laughter.)

SEN. GRAHAM: Me too. So you were celebrating –

SEN. LEAHY: Senator Schumer explained this to me earlier.

SEN. GRAHAM: Yeah, he did.

SEN. SCHUMER: No other restaurants are open.

SEN. GRAHAM: Right. You were with your family on Christmas day at a Chinese restaurant — okay.

MS. KAGAN: Yes, sir.

SEN. GRAHAM: That’s great. That’s what Chanukah and Christmas is all about!
Arguably, this will go down in the canon of famous lines from Supreme Court confirmation hearings.


So what is it about Jews and Chinese food, especially on Christmas?  Yes, as Sen. Schumer points out, in many places the Chinese restaurants were some of the only restaurants open on Christmas.  But the connection between Jews and Chinese food is much deeper than just that.

Here are some informed socio-historical speculations by two Jewish sociologists, Gaye Tuchman & Harry Levine, who wrote a paper entitled "'Safe Treyf': New York Jews and Chinese Food."  Three themes predominate. 

First, Chinese food is unkosher and therefore non-Jewish. But because of the specific ways that Chinese food is prepared and served, immigrant Jews and their children found Chinese food to be more attractive and less threatening than other non-Jewish or treyf food. Chinese food was what we term "safe treyf." Chinese restaurant food used some ingredients that were familiar to Eastern European Jews. Chinese cuisine also does not mix milk and meat; indeed it doesn't use dairy products at all. In addition, anti-Semitism, anti-Chinese racism, and the low position of the Chinese in American society also (perhaps paradoxically) made Jews feel safe and comfortable in Chinese restaurants.

Second, Jews construed Chinese restaurant food as cosmopolitan. For Jews in New York, eating in Chinese restaurants signified that one was not a provincial or parochial Eastern European Jew, not a "greenhorn" or hick. In New York City, immigrant Jews, and especially their children and grand-children, regarded Chinese food as sophisticated and urbane.

Third, by the second and third generation, Jews identified eating this kind of non-Jewish food – Chinese restaurant food – as something that modern American Jews, and especially New York Jews, did together. "Eating Chinese" became a New York Jewish custom, a part of daily life and self-identity for millions of New York Jews.

As they sum it up:

Chinese food was attractive to Jews in part because its ingredients were somewhat familiar, and because it did not instinctively repel.  Jews were also attached to Chinese food because they perceived it as sophisticated, non-Christian, and a bargain. In subsequent generations, these associations then became overlaid with memories of family meals in Chinese restaurants--where, after 1950, New York Jewish families ate far more often than they did in Jewish restaurants. In different ways, for different reasons, for four generations of New York Jews, Chinese restaurant food has continued to be part of what Federico Fellini called "the soft and gentle flavors of the past.”


The Chinese and Jews were among the two largest (if not the two largest) non-Christian immigrant groups, so they followed similar calendars. This is where Chinese food on Christmas may stem from, since Chinese restaurants were open.  And yes, Chinese food does not use dairy  – unlike the other two main longtime ethnic cuisines in America, Italian and Mexican – so when many more Jews kept kosher, Chinese food was easier to eat.  One could always choose not to eat treif at a Chinese restaurant. The Chinese use of garlic, rice and chicken were familiar to an Eastern European palate.  

There were also many vegetarian options.  Eventually there was a rise of Kosher Chinese restaurants, with great names like “Shang-Chai,” or “Cho-sun” in Queens, or “Genghis Cohen” in Los Angeles. Plus, Chinese food was not too expensive and involved family-style sharing.



And don’t forget, in New York, Chinatown and the Lower East Side, where a significant number of the Jewish immigrants from around the turn of the century lived, bordered each other. Indeed, the Eldridge Street Synagogue, the first significant Jewish house of worship in the United States, is now squarely in Chinatown these days. (It even has an egg roll festival.)



In his brand-new book, Arthur Schwartz's Jewish Home Cooking: Yiddish Recipes Revisted, Arthur Schwartz addresses this topic, as well.  He writes:  The Chinese restaurants didn’t make the Jews feel self-conscious about their immigrant status, as the Chinese owners looked more overtly immigrant than they did!  That the Chinese are not Christian is important to understanding the appeal of the Chinese restaurant to Jews. If you went to an Italian restaurant, which, aside from the coffee shop, the luncheonette, or the deli, was likely the only kind of restaurant in your neighborhood before the American food revolution, you might encounter a crucifix hanging over the cash register, or at least a picture of the Madonna or a saint. That was pretty intimidating to even a nonobservant Jew. The Chinese restaurant might have had a Buddha somewhere in sight, but Buddha was merely a rotund, smiling statue -- he looked like your fat Uncle Jack. He wasn't intimidating at all.

Important, too, was that the Chinese were even lower on the social scale than the Jews. Jews didn't have to feel competitive with the Chinese, as they might with Italians. Indeed, they could feel superior. As Philip Roth points out in Portnoy's Complaint, to a Chinese waiter, a Jew was just another white guy.



Thus, Chinese restaurants became a place where Jews quietly broke kosher rules, for a variety of reasons. The exoticness of the food made it a safe place to have an exception.  It became home to many Jews.

I read an NPR interview between Ari Shapiro and Professor Don Siegel. Professor Siegel has spent years exploring this history. He is the author of the book "From Lokshen to Lo Mein: The Jewish Love Affair with Chinese Food."  Shapiro began the interview by stating:  The Jewish religion has 613 commandments. And if there were 614th, it might be this: Eat Chinese food on Christmas.”

I disagree – eating Chinese food is not a mitzvah: never has been, never will.  But it is a fascinating part of our history, especially here in the United States.  And as we gather together on this holy but not so silent night, I thought it would be a good time to explore this topic.

For those of you who had Chinese food for dinner this evening, I hope you enjoyed; and for those who are looking forward to it tomorrow: I say BETEIAVON and enjoy.  Remember: it’s always appropriate to say a blessing such as HaMotzi, especially over Chinese food, and a great way to begin that and any meal.  And as we approach the beginning of a new year, may your fortune cookies bring you much blessing, wisdom, health, and peace.

“And so I exclaim, with the Shabbos candles in sight;

Shabbat Shalom to all, and to all a good night!”

