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			The Attack

			When did it begin, this hatred of Jews?

			Some would say that all hatred began in the Garden of Eden, when the serpent brought evil into the world, or at the Tower of Babel, when God punished humans for their hubris by destroying their common tongue, making them strangers to one another. Others would point to the New Testament, which, as uncomfortable as it is to admit today, does seem to lay the death of Jesus at the feet of treacherous Jews. Or we can blame the early theologians in the centuries after Jesus, who said things like, “The Jewish people were driven by their drunkenness and plumpness to the ultimate evil; they kicked about, they failed to accept the yoke of Christ, nor did they pull the plow of his teaching….Although such beasts are unfit for work, they are fit for killing. And this is what happened to the Jews: while they were making themselves unfit for work, they grew fit for slaughter.”*1 Over the centuries, Christians would point to the Jews’ own stubbornness as the cause of others’ antipathy toward them. There was the Jew-hating of the Quran (“Allah has cursed them on account of their unbelief”); of the medieval Europeans, with their superstition that the Jews drank the blood of Gentile children; of the Nazis; of the Communists; of genteel Etonians; of Afrocentric Black nationalists; of East Asian superstition; of rural American folk belief; of Islamic radicalism; of its left-wing apologists; of right-wing populists.

			
			But if what we are asking is how the attack on Tree of Life began—not whom to blame, not who bears responsibility, since ultimately the killer does—we may start with Carolyn Ban, a Smith-, Harvard-, and Stanford-trained scholar of the European Union, who in 1997 moved to Pittsburgh to become the dean of the University of Pittsburgh’s Graduate School of Public and International Affairs. Fifty-four years old and single, she had relocated a lot in her academic career, and in Pittsburgh she at last felt ready to stay put. “Within a year, I said, ‘I don’t think I am moving anymore,’ ” she recalled. “ ‘This place feels like home.’ And I went looking for a choral group.” Ban had been raised in a nonobservant Jewish household, but in 1994 she had heard a concert of Jewish choral music in Albany and been “blown away.” Ban was not a choral singer, but she decided, “I am going to do this, and I loved it. It connected me to Judaism.” When she relocated to Pittsburgh, she found a singing group, but it didn’t last. “I needed a place to sing.”

			She liked what she found at Dor Hadash, a small congregation in the progressive Reconstructionist movement, which emphasizes ongoing innovation and openness to change. There was no rabbi at Dor Hadash (Hebrew for “new generation”), which was part of the attraction. “I liked its informality,” Ban said. “I got a kick out of the fact that everyone on the bimah*2 was female. Everyone sang, they sang with heart, and they sang very well. The services are often wonderful. They are quirky, because different people lead every time. It has a reputation that is well deserved as an intellectual congregation.”

			Soon after Ban first attended Dor Hadash, her father died, and she needed a regular minyan, a quorum of ten adult Jews, to say the Mourner’s Kaddish, the prayer for the dead. Dor Hadash gave her that. In 2005 she was diagnosed with cancer, and Dor Hadash members were there for her during a monthlong recovery at home—“I was not alone any single day.” She kept up her involvement, and in 2017 she became the chairperson of the congregation’s social action committee. The committee “had been kind of moribund,” and when she called a meeting to talk about what the committee should focus on, the members present chose two issues: criminal justice reform, and immigration and refugees.

			
			The committee began working with Jewish Family and Community Services (JFCS), a large social service organization in Squirrel Hill, to help settle refugees in the area. When committee members wanted to begin advocating for better government policies toward refugees—to move from social services into social action—JFCS recommended that Dor Hadash ally with the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), a storied organization founded in 1881 to help resettle Jews fleeing persecution in Russia and Eastern Europe. Over the years, HIAS expanded its mission to helping all refugees in the United States, most of them non-Jewish. And in the summer of 2018, Ban and another committee member got an email from HIAS about the National Refugee Shabbat: on October 20, participating synagogues would use the Shabbat service to honor, welcome, or just express solidarity with refugees.
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					Carolyn Ban, hosting the first public event of Squirrel Hill Stands Against Gun Violence, at Temple Sinai, six months after the Tree of Life shooting

				
			
			“We said, ‘Great!’ ” Ban said. And she volunteered to lead Dor Hadash’s participation in the National Refugee Shabbat. As it happened, a bat mitzvah was scheduled for October 20, so Dor Hadash held its refugee Shabbat on October 6. The event basically involved Ban leading a discussion about refugees, but as the event’s convener, she was also responsible for publicity. “I said to the person at HIAS, ‘Oh, be sure to put us on the website of the list of congregations that are participating.’ And that’s how he”—the killer—“found us.”

			
			At first, when she heard about the shooting, Ban didn’t make the connection to the synagogue’s support of refugees. She found out only in the evening, after the killings, as she sat at the Jewish Community Center with her friend Miri Rabinowitz, whose husband, Jerry, had been at the synagogue that morning. By then, Miri knew Jerry was dead; she was waiting to find out what was happening with his body.

			“Somebody runs over and says, ‘Did you hear?’ And she says that this person—who I will not dignify by using his name—had posted that he hated Jews, because they were supporting Muslims to help bring in migrants who were going to kill white people….And I heard later that he said, ‘Thank you HIAS for showing where your friends are.’ ” Ban was right: the killer had posted on the website Gab, “You like to bring in hostile invaders to dwell among us? We appreciate the list of friends you have provided,” and he had linked to HIAS’s list of participating congregations.
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					On Saturday after the shooting, authorities descending on the alleged shooter’s apartment in Baldwin, Pennsylvania

				
			
			
			The congregation that caught Robert Bowers’s eye was Dor Hadash, which since 2010 had rented space in the Tree of Life building. If he was looking for Jews to kill, it’s not surprising that he went to Squirrel Hill, the heart of Jewish Pittsburgh. Perhaps he was also seeking some sort of symbolic vengeance for the death of his father, who had shot himself to death in 1979 while awaiting trial for the rape of a twenty-year-old woman. It was alleged that Bowers’s father had carjacked the woman and had her drive to Squirrel Hill, where she parked her car and he assaulted her, before being caught in the act and arrested by police. Bowers was six years old when that happened, but maybe he knew that the beginning of his father’s end had come in Squirrel Hill, when he was thrown in the back of the officers’ K-9 van and carted off. Bowers now lived about thirty minutes away. Who knew what Squirrel Hill meant to him?

			As Ban began to understand what had transpired, she “just sat there in shock.” She then turned to a friend and said, about the HIAS refugee Shabbat, “Well, we don’t wish we hadn’t done it. That’s what we were supposed to do.”

			

			 

			“HIAS likes to bring invaders in that kill our people,” the alleged shooter, Robert Bowers, wrote on Gab the morning of the attack. “I can’t sit by and watch my people get slaughtered. Screw your optics, I’m going in.” He then drove to the synagogue, bringing three Glock .357 handguns and a Colt AR-15 semiautomatic rifle, all loaded.

			Depending on the route he took to get to Tree of Life, Bowers either passed right in front of Shaare Torah, a Modern Orthodox synagogue, or missed it by a city block. Either way, he apparently never knew how close he had come to the greatest concentration of Jews in Pittsburgh that weekend. At Shaare Torah, hundreds of Sabbath-observant Jews were convening for the bar mitzvah of thirteen-year-old Nate Itzkowitz. Shaare Torah always locked its doors, so there is no telling what would have happened if he had stopped there. But if he had gotten inside, he would have encountered babies, children, teens, married couples, widows, widowers. He would have been shooting Jews in a barrel.

			Instead, he drove a mile farther to Tree of Life, where by the time he arrived, at about 9:50 a.m., twenty-one worshippers and one custodian were inside. By some measures, Tree of Life is the oldest continuously operating synagogue in Pittsburgh, but in recent years it had suffered a steep decline in membership, from about a thousand families a few decades ago, to half as many in 2010, to a quarter as many, between 200 and 250 families, on this October morning. But even those numbers are too rosy. The reality is that most American synagogues, at least outside Orthodoxy, are lucky to get 10 percent of their members inside the building any given week—and indeed, Tree of Life often got fewer than twenty people on Shabbat. And those whom they got were mostly the old and the very old.

			
			Like American culture generally, houses of worship yearn for the young. For a synagogue to have young people in the pews, for a bar to have young people on the stools, for a clothing store to have young people in the checkout line—they are the desired demographic. Children are the future. At churches and synagogues, though, youth aren’t reliable. With low-paying jobs, they can’t always pay membership dues; with young children to look after, they can’t always make it out of the house. It’s empty-nesters and pensioners, with their stable incomes and free blocks of time, who come on Thursday afternoon to prepare the Saturday kiddush lunch, who have time on a Tuesday morning to visit someone dying in hospice, who can rush over to shul to be the final, tenth person to fill out the minyan. The old people do the work.

			For a synagogue to survive, it needs to be multigenerational; it needs young people to replace those who stop coming when they become infirm, move to Florida, or die. By that measure, Tree of Life was struggling, and the struggle was never more apparent than on Saturday mornings.

			The youngest member of Tree of Life in synagogue that morning was David Rosenthal, who was fifty-four years old. Like his older brother, Cecil, he was born with Fragile X syndrome, a genetic condition that can cause intellectual disabilities. David could not live on his own or hold down a regular job, but he had a life, with routines and friends and a sense of purpose. That life revolved around the streets of Squirrel Hill, where he had been raised and still lived, in supportive housing run by a nonprofit organization called Achieva. He knew the firefighters at the 18 Engine firehouse, he knew the mailman, he knew the proprietors of the small businesses he visited on his rounds. And he came to synagogue every week at Tree of Life. He liked to stand at the bimah next to Audrey Glickman, whose regular role on Shabbat was to chant the blessings and Psalms that begin the morning service. It was unclear how much he understood or what he thought he was doing, but he was there. How many weeks would they not have gotten to the quorum of ten without him?

			
			Or without his older brother, Cecil? Cecil also lived in Squirrel Hill, where people knew him, talked with him, cared for him. At fifty-nine, Cecil was the second-youngest person in Tree of Life that morning, and he was among the first to get shot, moments before his brother.

			“I never saw the shooter,” said Audrey Glickman, one of the eleven who got out alive. As usual, on this morning, David Rosenthal was standing next to her as she chanted, and a small group of regulars followed along in their prayer books. Then there was a loud noise: “All you had to do was hear the shooter before you started running out.”

			Except on the High Holy Days, Tree of Life did not pray in the large sanctuary facing Shady Avenue; it had been decades since there were weekly crowds requiring a space that large. This Saturday, the worshippers were in the smaller Pervin Chapel, and at this hour there were twelve of them. Besides Rabbi Jeffrey Myers, Glickman, and the Rosenthal brothers, those in attendance included Stephen Weiss, sixty, a former executive director of the synagogue who was now a middle-school science teacher; Joe Charny, ninety, a psychiatrist and widowed father of three who had spent the last several decades as a dedicated lay leader at Tree of Life; ninety-seven-year-old Rose Mallinger, who was sitting next to her daughter, Andrea Wedner, sixty-one, a dental hygienist, who drove her mother to Tree of Life every week; Irv Younger, sixty-nine, who worked in real estate and had coached Little League baseball; Bernice and Sylvan Simon, eighty-four and eighty-six, a retired nurse and accountant, respectively, who had gotten married sixty-two years earlier in the very same small chapel in Tree of Life; and Joyce Fienberg, seventy-five, a retired researcher at the University of Pittsburgh. The custodian, Augie Siriano, was also in the building.

			It sounded like a coatrack falling to the ground, several people reported. “That’s why people ran out to help, and that’s how they got shot,” Glickman said. Within seconds, as more cracking sounds came, the people still in services realized it was gunfire. “You could hear the shots down the hallway echoing off the marble walls, and so we took off. Rabbi Myers said, ‘Everyone get down!’ ”

			
			At this point, Glickman and David Rosenthal turned and fled the room, leaving by a door at the front, near the ark holding the Torah. The shooter barreled toward the chapel, shooting Cecil Rosenthal, who fell to the floor, bleeding, then Irv Younger, just inside the chapel door. Once inside, the killer saw Charny, and the two men looked each other in the eye. The killer did not shoot, instead turning his gun toward other men and women in the pews. “Why he didn’t shoot me, I don’t know,” Charny later said. Charny followed Glickman and the younger Rosenthal brother out through the door at the head of the room, and Rabbi Myers went with them.
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					Cecil Rosenthal and New Light synagogue president Barbara Caplan in 2017

				
			
			Four people had made it to safety, at least for the moment: the rabbi, Audrey Glickman, Joe Charny, and David Rosenthal. From outside the chapel, they heard Bernice Simon screaming that her husband had been shot. Glickman looked back into the room, then realized there was nothing she could do. Sylvan Simon was lying on the ground, shot in the back. “He was dead, and she was screaming, and I went back with David,” said Glickman. David—panicked, confused about what was going on, and scared for his brother—returned to the chapel, shouting that he wanted to call home. He was shot and killed. So were Bernice Simon, Rose Mallinger, and Joyce Fienberg. Stephen Weiss got out alive.

			
			Charny and Glickman climbed stairs to the third floor, where they hid in a storage room, covering themselves with old bags of clothes. Myers, the rabbi, hid in the choir loft. From there he called 911 and listened as the shots continued. “I heard him execute my congregants,” Myers would later say.

			At about the same moment, in the basement, Barry Werber also called 911. He was a member of the other Conservative congregation housed in the building, New Light, which had an even smaller membership than Tree of Life and met in a rented room on the lower level. Only six of its members, including the rabbi, had arrived so far. When the shooting began, Werber looked out of New Light’s room and saw a body on the stairs leading up to the main level, where the Tree of Life congregation met. He closed the door, then hurried—along with Rabbi Jonathan Perlman, sixty-seven-year-old congregant Carol Black, and eighty-seven-year-old Melvin Wax—toward a supply closet behind the ark. That left two members of New Light—Rich Gottfried, a sixty-five-year-old dentist who was Black’s brother, and seventy-one-year-old retiree Dan Stein—in the basement kitchen, where they were preparing food for later. That’s where the killer found and shot them.*3

			Barry Werber did not yet know his friends’ fates when he called 911. Hiding in the dark, he told the dispatcher about the gunshots, then kept quiet. But Mel Wax, who was quite deaf, thought the shooting had stopped. He opened the closet door and looked out, at which point the killer shot him dead. The killer then peered into the closet, maybe even took a couple of steps in—but he didn’t see Werber or Black, holding their breath in the dark. Perlman was already gone; after hurrying his congregants into the closet, he had found another exit and fled out of the building into a neighbor’s yard. The killer closed the door. “I’m pressed up against the wall, Carol is kneeling on the floor to my right, and the gentleman walks in with a long gun,” Werber later told the Post-Gazette. “I could see the jacket he was wearing and a pair of pants….He didn’t see us, thank God.”

			
			Meanwhile, Dan Leger, a seventy-year-old hospice nurse, and his close friend, family doctor Jerry Rabinowitz, sixty-six, had rushed toward the shooting. They had arrived at synagogue early to prepare for the twice-monthly Torah study they led for Dor Hadash. As medical professionals, both men felt that they had to try to help. “We did exactly what people who train you for crisis situations tell you not to do,” Leger said the following March, when he was still recuperating from his injuries. “Instead of running away from the sound of gunfire, we thought that we could somehow be helpful. We looked at each other and said, ‘That’s what we have to do.’ ” They rushed out of their study room on the main floor, near the chapel where Tree of Life met. Both men were shot, and Rabinowitz was killed. Leger, lying on the floor, figured that he would soon bleed to death. He began to recite the Viddui, the Jewish deathbed confessional.

			

			 

			Eleven Jews were murdered at Tree of Life the morning of October 27, 2018, and eleven other men and women—ten Jews and the non-Jewish custodian—were inside but survived, although two of them, Dan Leger and Andrea Wedner, were wounded.

			The police received their first 911 call at 9:54 a.m., arrived at the synagogue at 9:57, and tried to enter the building at ten a.m., at which point they were met by the fleeing suspect, firing out the door. “We are pinned down by gunfire,” one officer said into his radio. “He is firing out the front of the building with an automatic weapon.” They returned fire, driving the shooter back inside the building. Reinforcements soon arrived, and members of a SWAT team entered the synagogue at 10:29.

			
				
					[image: A SWAT team member heads towards the scene of a mass shooting at a synagogue in Squirrel Hill on Oct. 27, 2018.]
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					Pittsburgh police officers the day of the shooting

				
			
			As the police took control of the building, they were able to get some people out. They found Jeffrey Myers and led him to safety. Paramedics were able to remove Dan Leger, who was critically injured. Stephen Weiss got out on his own, as did Jonathan Perlman and Augie Siriano. The custodian later recalled hearing a loud pop-pop-pop, pop-pop-pop, and initially he had walked toward the sound. “I figured, well, maybe I’ll go investigate and see what it is,” he told newspaper reporters. “As I got into the area where the shootings were going on, I started smelling gunpowder. Well, really, when I walked down this one aisle, heading toward the chapel, as I got out of the aisle and into the chapel, I turned and looked. There was a gentleman laying on the floor, face down, and he had blood coming out of his head.” He fled through a side door and ran right into the police. “The cops were standing there, and they had the guns on me. And I says, ‘Wait a minute, wait a minute.’ ” He fell to his knees and put his hands in the air. “And I says, ‘I’m the custodian. I’m trying to get out of the building.’ ”

			
			As they swept the building, looking for the shooter, police had to navigate around spent bullet casings, pools of blood and tissue, and bodies. At 10:47, the SWAT team found the shooter on the third floor, where they exchanged fire; two SWAT team members were hit, as was the shooter. At 11:03, an officer reported that they were talking with the shooter: “Spontaneous negotiations ongoing, effort to get him out, we’re not going in.” And by 11:08 the shooter was surrendering: “Suspect is crawling, he’s injured, SWAT is telling him to continue to crawl at this time….Suspect is talking about [how] all these Jews need to die.” By then, the shooter had wounded four Pittsburgh police officers: Anthony Burke, Timothy Matson, Daniel Mead, and Michael Smidga (two more were wounded, but not by gunfire: one suffered a hearing injury, the other an injured knee). They all survived—as did the shooter, who was taken to Allegheny General Hospital, where he was overheard in the emergency room shouting, “I want to kill all the Jews!” He was treated by a team that included at least three Jewish doctors and nurses. “We’re here to take care of sick people,” hospital president Jeffrey K. Cohen, himself a member of Tree of Life, told television reporters.

			

			 

			The day after the shooting, the media pieced together the time line of what had happened, identified the dead, and told the ever-tantalizing near-miss stories. For example: Judah Samet, eighty, of Squirrel Hill, a survivor of the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, had been late for synagogue that morning and had pulled into the Tree of Life parking lot as his friends were being murdered inside. As he was getting out of his car, somebody approached him and suggested that he back out carefully, which he did, but not before he saw the shooter, at the synagogue door, spraying rounds at the police outside. “I was talking to my housekeeper here; she comes once a week,” he told The Washington Post, and so he “was four minutes late…getting to shul,” which had likely saved his life. Samet, a garrulous little fire hydrant of a man, was a Trump supporter, and he would achieve renown as the president’s guest for the State of the Union address in January. That night was his eighty-first birthday, and the entire Congress sang “Happy Birthday” to him on television.

			
			The media got some things wrong. Early reports indicated that all the victims were members of Tree of Life. It was an understandable mistake—reporters, under tremendous pressure to disseminate the news, had no reason to know that one synagogue building housed three congregations. A second error, widely repeated, was that the attack occurred during a bris, a baby boy’s circumcision. It’s impossible to say for sure where this error originated, but state senator Jay Costa sent a tweet at 11:51 that morning that read, “In a room at Tree of Life today was a bris—one of Judaism’s most important rituals, a tradition that welcomes an 8-day-old baby into the faith’s ancient covenant with G-d. The sanctity of this ceremony—and its importance in celebrating new life—makes today even more devastating.”*4 A spokeswoman for Costa later said that the senator had been “on-site” at the synagogue just after the shooting, and may have heard about the supposed bris from someone there. Pennsylvania’s attorney general, Josh Shapiro, saw Costa’s tweet and ran with it. “When gunfire erupted, a bris, a circumcision ceremony had been in progress,” according to the New York Post. That story went live on the web at 11:14 a.m., but if Shapiro’s office is correct that he got his information from Costa’s tweet, then his quotation must have been added in a later update: “Pennsylvania’s Attorney General Josh Shapiro said the shooting happened during the portion of the rite when the child is given a Hebrew name. The ‘shooter claimed innocent lives—and injured first responders—at a baby-naming,’ Shapiro said.” Soon the cable network MSNBC repeated the error, tweeting at 12:16 p.m., “President Trump on Pittsburgh synagogue attack: ‘This was an anti-Semitic act’ during a baby-naming ceremony.” In the embedded video accompanying the tweet, Trump expresses dismay at the attack but says nothing about a baby-naming ceremony (which could, in Judaism, be part of a boy’s circumcision ceremony or a special event for a newborn daughter). It seems that MSNBC had added that detail without any attribution.

			Handed a plotline with great drama—and coming straight from an attorney general named Shapiro!—other media outlets did not hesitate to repeat the circumcision detail. That afternoon, at 3:12 p.m., PBS posted a story on its NewsHour website that mentioned a bris. The New York Times joined the chorus: “Though a bris, a ceremony to mark a child’s birth, was among the ceremonies taking place Saturday, no children were among the casualties, law enforcement officials said.” The Jewish parenting website Kveller had the bris detail. At seven the next morning, The Washington Post ran an opinion essay by Danya Ruttenberg, a rabbi and author popular on Twitter. “Some were there to celebrate a brit milah—to welcome a new baby boy into the community,” she wrote (using the Hebrew brit, rather than the Yiddish bris, for “covenant,” as in the covenant of circumcision). “Perhaps some of them went primarily to be with friends, or to pour out their hearts in prayer. Maybe some were there for a combination of reasons. But they were all together in a sacred space, in holy time, when a gunman opened fire.”

			
			Other publications embellished further. At 12:50 p.m., The Advocate, a national gay and lesbian publication, posted an article that read, “The mass shooting at a Pittsburgh synagogue reportedly happened during a ceremony for the children of a gay couple.” Later in the article, the reporter quoted a Facebook post from the Delta Foundation of Pittsburgh, a local LGBTQ group: “ ‘We were just informed that this morning’s tragedy was happening during a Briss for a set of twins adopted by a gay couple,’ the organization posted Saturday on Facebook, in a post that has since been edited to exclude this information, pending the final confirmation. ‘Our hearts and prayers go out to all that were involved including the members of the Synagogue, law-enforcement and first responders.’ ”

			The detail about the gay couple was still circulating several days later, on November 1, when the Philadelphia Gay News quoted a Philadelphia rabbi asserting that “the shooter targeted the Tree of Life synagogue, located in the diverse and LGBTQ-friendly neighborhood of Squirrel Hill, ‘because of the openness and values that it held.’ ” The writers continued: “A bris, a ritual circumcision and baby-naming ceremony, was being held for the son of a gay male couple at the synagogue that morning. No children were physically harmed in the attack, which was the worst single attack on Jews in U.S. history.” In this account, the twins had become just one boy, and the ideology behind the attack was now anti-queer animus.

			
			Within Pittsburgh’s Jewish community, the false report that the shooter had disrupted a bris at Tree of Life was an occasion for some gallows humor, along the lines of “Tree of Life should be so lucky to have a baby in the building.” As it happened, there was a baby-naming ceremony in Pittsburgh that morning—for a girl, the second daughter of a gay male couple—but it took place at Rodef Shalom, the large Reform temple just north of Squirrel Hill.

			Both of these errors, soon corrected in the national narrative of the Tree of Life shooting, paradoxically reflected a sense of optimism. As horrifying as this story was, American Jews would have been cheered to know that there was a large, thriving congregation in the heart of Squirrel Hill, where that morning the parents of a newborn son were celebrating his circumcision, his entry into the covenant. But the reality was that the shooter arrived at a mostly empty building, with no babies or teens or recently married couples anywhere to be found. By choosing Tree of Life, the killer guaranteed that his body count would be lower than it would have been at practically any other house of worship, at any other time Saturday morning, in Squirrel Hill.

			On the other hand, who is in synagogue at ten to ten on a normal Saturday morning, when it’s not a holiday, when there’s no wedding or bat mitzvah or bris? It’s a mix of the most committed Jews and the Jews with no place else to go, the widowed or disabled or simply lonely, who wake up early and can’t wait to see other people. Jews have a word for people like this: amcha, “your people.” It means the common folk, the ordinary ones, the humble masses. It’s people like Cecil and David Rosenthal, who always came early to have tea with Augie Siriano. “This was a weekly ritual,” the Post-Gazette later reported, “the longtime building janitor taking tea with two longtime congregants, men he considered brothers, in a place they all loved.”

			That’s who came early. That’s who got shot.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1  That’s John Chrysostom, in “Against the Jews,” from the fourth century.

			

			
				*2  The bimah is the table where the Torah scroll is unfurled to be read; it sits at the front of the congregation, or in the middle of it. The rabbi may also deliver the sermon from the bimah; it can be thought of as a synagogue’s pulpit.

			

			
				*3  I spoke with Carol Black once, briefly, but she did not agree to a longer interview. She and custodian Augie Siriano were the only survivors, of eleven, who did not talk with me at length.

			

			
				*4  By writing “G-d,” Costa was honoring the tradition of some Jews not to write out the full name of the deity, to show respect.
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			Those Inside

			T he Jews inside Tree of Life that morning were a varied group. Some had never spoken to one another, and some knew each other only in passing. They were under one roof because the landlord synagogue needed money; one of the tenant congregations had just sold a building it could ill afford to keep; and the other tenant, a rolling-stone congregation that refused to own property, had been settled there for the past few years. They were different kinds of communities, and to the extent the members mixed, it was because they were all Squirrel Hill Jews. They had that much in common, and now something else in common, too.

			

			 

			In the summer of 1970, when Jeffrey Myers was fifteen years old, Samuel Seidelman, his beloved cantor and choir director at the Suburban Jewish Center, a Conservative synagogue in Linden, New Jersey, suffered a stroke. The stroke was not fatal, but it paralyzed the cantor’s vocal cords. With the fall holidays approaching, the cantor’s numerous roles would have to be filled by others. Somebody suggested that the choir be put in the hands of a certain talented boy tenor. It was an unorthodox suggestion, but as people looked at their limited options, it began to make sense.

			As Myers remembered it, “The elders of the choir met, and they reviewed their choices, and they felt the person best qualified to go into every part and do the best was me. I was a musician, I played clarinet….I knew all the music, all the parts.” Myers ended up leading the synagogue choir through the rest of high school and during his college years at nearby Rutgers. Then he enrolled at Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS), in New York City, first for a degree in Jewish education, then for training as a cantor, too. He was ordained a cantor in 1984 and could now look for work as the music leader of a Conservative synagogue.

			
			For a man of his gifts, this seemed like a perfect career choice. Myers was born into a suburban Conservative Judaism then at its zenith. His father, Donald, modeled what it was to be a proud Jew and a patriotic American. A prosecutor and later a municipal judge, he gave speeches on behalf of Israel Bonds; joined B’nai Brith, the Jewish fraternal order, eventually becoming an international vice president; served as president of his synagogue, the one where his son would direct the choir; and was included in an edition of Who’s Who in World Jewry. Donald Myers was a leader in a suburban Conservative Jewish culture that perfectly suited the professional aspirations of men like him, who wanted out of the urban ghetto—he had grown up in New York City, been educated in its public schools—but wanted to stay emphatically, even clannishly, Jewish. Men like him worked in the cities, lived in the suburbs. Some might have wanted to integrate Gentile suburbs, but many were happy to stick with their own kind: chewing the fat with Jewish neighbors as they took breaks from mowing their quarter-acre lawns. Many were even content with Jewish country clubs, while others chafed at the restrictions that stubbornly persisted. Donald Myers was the municipal judge in a community where, according to his son, a local swim club did not welcome Jews. Jews were half in, half out.

			These suburban Jews were no longer Orthodox, not by any stretch; their observance of kosher laws, for example, often turned on compromises, unspoken or maybe chuckled about. For many families—although not for the Myerses—shrimp was permissible in Chinese food, on the theory that under the sauce you couldn’t tell what you were eating. (But no leftovers could be brought home to sully the kosher kitchen!) Yet they eschewed the Reform movement’s mostly English Sabbath services, often accompanied by organ music or, as the 1960s turned into the ’70s, guitars. The synagogue choir that young Jeffrey sang in, then led, was the product of a typical Conservative-movement compromise; a “choir” was very churchy, more typical of the Reform movement, but the music sung by the Suburban Jewish Center choir was probably all Hebrew, a hat tip to more Orthodox tradition.

			
			When Myers entered cantorial school, he had no way of knowing that Conservatism was about to begin its great contraction. In the decades to come, it would lose adherents to the left, to the right, and to nothing at all. To its left, Reform Judaism was reconnecting with tradition, bringing more Hebrew back into its services, embracing Zionism, and thus becoming a more acceptable option for Jews who wanted a more ample dose of Judaism on Friday nights or Saturdays. To its right, Orthodoxy, once seen to be a dying, old-world atavism, was enjoying a rebirth in the United States. Of course, all streams of Judaism—all streams of American religion—were losing adherents to the newly acceptable secularism, the choice to pray nowhere at all. And because Judaism is an ethnic affiliation—or a tribe, or a nation—as well as a religion, many American Jews realized that they could stop paying synagogue dues while continuing to identify, proudly, as Jews.

			Between 1971 and 2013, Conservative Judaism went from being the denominational home of 41 percent of American Jews to representing only 18 percent. Along the way, the career of Jeffrey Myers would suffer the same fortunes as the movement.

			After graduating from seminary, Myers taught seventh-grade Hebrew in Matawan, New Jersey, then became cantor of a small congregation in Rock Island, Illinois. He returned east in 1991 for a bigger job, at Temple Beth-El in Massapequa, Long Island, a job he held until 2010, when he looked at “the continued shrinkage on the south shore of Long Island and saw no future” for him and his family there. After leaving Beth-El, Myers found work at Beth Judah, in Ventnor, New Jersey, a position that lasted until 2017, when Beth Judah merged with a Reform temple to create a new congregation.

			The cantor, the musical leader of a synagogue, the one who sings the prayers and chants from the Torah scroll, is often beloved but expendable. If a congregation is shrinking and losing money, the rabbi stays and the cantor may go. While still in Massapequa, Myers had decided to get ordained as a rabbi. “I saw there were challenges ahead for those of us who wanted to serve as professional cantors,” he would later tell the Pittsburgh Jewish Chronicle. “There is a downturn in synagogues, and with that, fewer cantors are needed in the United States. I felt this [ordination] would be something critically important to have, to be able to one day provide a way to continue to take care of my family as best as I could.” So in about 2000—he could not remember the exact year—he enrolled in Mesifta Adath Wolkowisk, an online seminary, based in Queens, that was unaffiliated with any Jewish denomination.

			
			Mesifta Adath Wolkowisk was largely unknown in the Jewish world, and to the extent that it was known, it was because of a negative article in the Jewish press about “quick-route” seminaries that would ordain rabbis in as little as two years, compared to the five years of intensive study required by the Conservative movement’s Jewish Theological Seminary, among others. “Rabbi Eli Kavon’s colleagues don’t consider him a rabbi,” began a 2012 article in the Forward about rabbis with fast-track, online ordination. The article went on to say that Kavon, who like Myers had ordination from Mesifta Adath Wolkowisk, had been hired to replace a rabbi with proper Conservative credentials. “Rabbis with questionable qualifications are nothing new in South Florida, where some local rabbis have been ordaining rabbinical candidates on their own for years. The recent hiring of the two nontraditional rabbis to Conservative pulpits, however, may point to a growing acceptance of their less-recognized credentials in this financially beleaguered Jewish community.” Understandably, establishment Conservative and Reform rabbis were not pleased. “ ‘It’s a plague down here,’ said Rabbi Gerry Weiss, the JTS graduate who lost his job at Beth Ami to Kavon. Others argue, however, that the shift answers an economic need, and one that isn’t going away.”

			To enroll at a small, online school was risky. Myers said that when he inquired about rabbinic ordination at JTS, where he had received his cantorial training, he had “found their expectations untenable at the time.” (Was this because he had a family and a full-time job? Because of the cost of tuition? He would not answer directly, saying only that I should “not make any assumptions” about his finances. “That is irrelevant.”) Mesifta Adath Wolkowisk would do.

			It turned out to be a perfectly acceptable choice. As the Forward noted, by the time Myers looked toward Pittsburgh, financially strapped congregations were becoming receptive to rabbis with less traditional ordination. Tree of Life was shrinking faster than almost any synagogue in the world. In 1995 it had a membership roll of about 850 families, but by the time it was searching for a new rabbi in 2017, it had fewer than 250. It had also been through a great deal of recent, very public turmoil, having bought out the contract of Rabbi Chuck Diamond, a colorful local figure in whom many congregants had lost faith. The synagogue needed somebody seasoned, steady, and cheap. And after interviewing three candidates in the spring of 2017, they knew they had found their man in Myers. He was a rabbi (if one with unusual training) who was also a cantor. He was articulate but not bombastic, soft-spoken but cheery, quietly forceful but also agreeable. He was, above all, reassuring. He had light eyes and a trim, white beard; he was not handsome, but he was pleasing to look at, which may have been even better. He dressed tastefully and chose his words carefully. If he was perhaps a little too reserved, even a little prim, that was preferable to the unbridled, uninhibited gregariousness of his predecessor.

			
			“Rabbi Myers was by far the clear choice,” Michael Eisenberg, the synagogue president, told the Jewish Chronicle. “He had a very professional approach to the pulpit, he had a very nice voice, and he interacted with the people on both a ritual and a secular level. He’s down-to-earth, but he takes his job very seriously.”
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					Rabbi Jeffrey Myers speaking at the Sunday evening memorial service at Soldiers & Sailors Memorial Hall and Museum

				
			
			
			Myers started his job on August 1, 2017, and began using an unusual double honorific: he would be known as Rabbi Hazzan Jeffrey Myers (hazzan is Hebrew for “cantor”). Their two children having grown, Rabbi Hazzan Myers and his wife, Janice, moved to Pittsburgh, where she got a job teaching special education at Community Day School, a Jewish school in Squirrel Hill. Synagogues can be sleepy places over the summer, and it was not until the fall of 2017 that Myers began to get to know his congregants. Rosh Hashanah came on the evening of September 20, Yom Kippur a week later, and in that week, the members of Tree of Life got their first glimpse of their rabbi. Attendance being what it was, most of them wouldn’t see him again for a year, until the following High Holy Days—and after that, the next time they would see him would be right after the shooting: on the local news, in the Post-Gazette, or on network morning shows.*

			“I could only save some,” he told CBS on Sunday evening, in an interview that ran the next morning. “The people in the back of the sanctuary I could not save….I carry that regret with me, and I will the rest of my life, that I could have done more.” His eyes looked wet, but he was composed. He was somber but showed a bit of reassuring levity. “How are you coping with that trauma?” the reporter asked him. “Badly,” he replied, with a hint of a lopsided grin. It was just right. He was good at this. He did not ask for the spotlight, but he knew how to handle it. He was still largely unknown in Pittsburgh, still a newcomer to his own flock, but he was now the most famous rabbi in America.

			

			 

			Jonathan Perlman grew up in Shadyside, adjacent to Squirrel Hill, in a Reform Jewish family. His father died when he was eleven, and he was raised by his mother. Perlman was an excellent student at Peabody High School, where he was in the class of 1981. He was admitted to Yale, but before college, he had some unfinished business to attend to. Although he had grown up in a proudly Jewish household, he felt that his Jewish education, received mostly at his Reform temple’s Hebrew school in the run-up to his bar mitzvah, was inadequate. He wanted to know more Hebrew and to see Israel. So he took a year off and enrolled in a yearlong program in Israel run by Young Judaea, a youth Zionist organization. During that year, he began to think that maybe he would become a rabbi…or teacher…or something. A Jewish something.

			
			At Yale, Perlman tried on all kinds of futures, seeing how they felt. For a time, he wanted to be a writer. Then he thought maybe he wanted to be a doctor. One summer he went home to Pittsburgh and worked for AAA, the car-and-driver group. His sophomore year he got deep into the works of Henry David Thoreau, and that summer, eager to get back to nature, he borrowed his grandfather’s car, drove up Route 17, and presented himself for employment at various Jewish resorts in the Catskills. He said no to the Concord, where he would have had to live in a decrepit dormitory known to employees as “the slave quarters,” and said yes to the legendary Grossinger’s, where he worked the dining room and the cocktail lounge, pouring wine and catching comedy acts for free. He saw the Black comedian Nipsey Russell tell jokes in Yiddish, and he saw Miss America, Vanessa Williams, do her song-and-dance show just weeks before she had to resign her crown, after Penthouse published nude photographs of her. It was a formative summer for Perlman: he painted houses during the day, read books at a local college library, hitchhiked to work, deejayed at nearby hotels, and worked backstage for Phyllis Diller. He lived a few towns over from Grossinger’s, in Loch Sheldrake, with a roommate who “drank a lot—mostly Night Train,” the sweet flavored wine. His coworkers were mostly Jewish guys, about his age, many of them Deadheads. Perlman didn’t know the Grateful Dead so well, but he was a good singer, very musical, and he liked to talk bands. “It was one of my favorite summers,” he said. “A lot of characters in it.”

			He never worked the Catskills again. He was thinking that maybe he would make aliyah, move to Israel, and with that in mind he went to Israel again the summer before his senior year, enrolling in a summer program at Tel Aviv University. It was another fun summer—his girlfriend came to visit in the middle, and they traveled around the country together. A relative cautioned him against settling in Israel, pointing to the severe hyperinflation wracking the country at that time. But when he returned to Yale for his senior year, he was more serious than ever about Judaism, Israel, all of it. He had been having long conversations with Yale’s charismatic young rabbi, Jim Ponet (who, decades later, would achieve a moment of fame as the rabbi who performed Chelsea Clinton’s interfaith wedding), and Judaism began to seem like a possible career plan. He wasn’t committed to being a rabbi, not if that meant the traditional kind, who gave sermons to a congregation every Saturday, taught bar mitzvah boys, and so on. But he figured that five years of seminary education would give him the space and time to figure out just what he needed from Judaism, and what Judaism could do with him.

			
			Perlman was accepted at Jewish Theological Seminary, which just a couple years earlier had graduated Jeffrey Myers from its cantorial program. (The two men would not meet until decades later, when Myers moved to Pittsburgh.) During his five years at JTS, Perlman met Beth Kissileff, a Columbia undergraduate who would become his wife. In an essay she wrote in 2017 for the online magazine Tablet, she recalled the day they met thirty years earlier: “One Saturday afternoon in April, I went for a walk in Riverside Park with a friend, and we bumped into a guy playing Frisbee. He was in the Jewish Theological Seminary’s Hebrew production of Yankim Arurim—Damn Yankees—with my friend. He was skinny and handsome, with a head full of thick, beautiful hair and gorgeous blue eyes. We talked, and, though he was friendly, he didn’t seem all that interested in me—which I found out later was because he liked my friend, who did not reciprocate his feelings in the slightest. I tried again, remembering where he said he studied in the JTS library; I went looking for him one day at lunchtime, pretending my careful plan was a coincidence.” They had lunch, and she followed up with a telephone call asking if he would help her prepare a speech she’d been asked to give about the Jewish ritual of Havdalah, the candle-lighting that ends Shabbat. He agreed, then came to hear her give the talk. He found her beforehand, nervously walking from her dormitory. “He put his arm around me,” she wrote. “Instantly, I felt comfortable.” They dated that spring and summer, and then she left for study in Israel. “That year we were apart, he and I used to make tapes, actual cassette tapes (I am dating myself here), and mail them to each other. I would walk around Jerusalem in 1987 and ’88 with my now impossibly clunky-seeming Walkman and my future husband’s voice in my ears, telling me about his classes, things he was thinking about, and what was going on in his life.”

			A year after she got back from Israel, they got engaged. “He loved Billy Joel and the Beatles,” she wrote, “and comedy recordings of all persuasions, a legacy from his Grandpa Dave, who loved to tell jokes. He was a slight hypochondriac, and we joked about the bulging medicine kit he needed to bring even to travel for short periods. We loved to discuss current events and intellectual matters, Jewish texts and modern novels. He knew way more about Shakespeare than I—a future comp lit Ph.D.—did, and his religion major in college gave him a great deal of knowledge about the minutiae of almost any major religion that the rest of us have no clue about.”

			
			The professional journey of an American rabbi is unpredictable. There’s no straight highway, more like a winding, poorly maintained rural route. As synagogue membership declines, the supply of rabbis often outstrips the demand. A small number of large, wealthy synagogues—usually in urban areas with large Jewish populations—have multiple rabbis on staff. But far more jobs are with small, struggling congregations; these jobs are part-time, poorly paid, or both. And a rabbi whose first job is at one of these failing synagogues may have trouble moving up to a more successful place for his or her next job; after all, if the synagogue that hires you—at the age of twenty-seven, with almost no experience—is full of elderly members, in an area that is losing population, with almost no young Jewish families, how do you demonstrate your gifts? When that synagogue folds, or merges with the other one in town, how do you sell yourself to the next potential employer?

			So in every graduating class at JTS, somebody gets a job at the shiny place in New York or Los Angeles, and someone else gets a job at the shabby old-timers’ shul whose best days are thirty years in the past. And someone else gets hired at a Jewish community center running “adult education”—the senior citizens’ book club, the Torah class for a few souls every Sunday morning, the Jewish singles’ night at the art museum. And somebody lands a part-time gig at a nursing home, and hopes to pick up adjunct work at a Jewish elementary school. It’s a tough racket, the rabbinate, hardly any better than the cantorial world Jeffrey Myers had been released into a few years before.

			After being ordained in 1992, Perlman took a job at Beth El Synagogue, a small congregation in East Windsor, New Jersey. After two years, his contract was not renewed, but he was hired on at a bigger synagogue, in Raleigh, North Carolina, where in addition to his rabbinic work he supervised the kosher certification at the local Whole Foods bakery. In 1999 he left to become the director of education at the Jewish Community Center in Springfield, Massachusetts, a job that included everything from supervising preschool education to leading Israel trips for adults; for many of those years, he was also the part-time rabbi in Athol, Massachusetts, an hour’s drive to the northeast. In February 2007 he and his family, which by now included three daughters, moved to Minnesota, where he worked at the large JCC in St. Louis Park, a suburb of Minneapolis. It was not a good fit, and he left the following year. He soon found work as the rabbi of Temple Sholom in Eau Claire, Wisconsin, a hundred miles away; he was part-time and commuted to Eau Claire one weekend a month, while beginning a training program in Minneapolis to be a hospital chaplain.
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					Rabbi Jonathan Perlman (right) and Rich Gottfried reading from the book of Esther for the holiday of Purim

				
			
			Put simply, at this point in his career, twenty-five years after college, Perlman was still seeking, trying to find his place in the Jewish world. He had never made much money, never lasted very long within one community. But he had not become a rabbi to get his name above a doorway; he had never put money or prestige first. He had looked for jobs only in regions where his wife might find teaching work, and they were always looking for better schools, and a more robust Jewish community, for their daughters. But still, Perlman might have hoped to be at
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