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“Only Jews get to define Jewishness,”—Ben M. Freeman  

It’s very rare for me to read a book and have its contents surprise me. As a former 
academic, I’ve studied a plethora of books and arguments from every philosophical 
viewpoint. Yet, Ben M. Freeman’s new book, Reclaiming Our Story: The Pursuit of 
Jewish Pride, challenged my perspectives on myself, my Jewish story, and my family’s 
story. The book had me reflect on internalized Jewish attitudes. Outsiders have 
defined what it means to be Jewish.  

Until I read Ben’s book, I never thought about this perspective. I did not recognize the 
extent there was a degree of internalized hate within myself about my Jewishness 
that came from the long-standing way in which the world had oppressed my 
ancestors. Ben gives us a lot to think about in his new book. He asks and answers 
critical questions like: Why don’t Jews get to define Jewish identity? Why did and do 
Jews let go of their Jewish anchors? What do these choices mean for the next 
generation? How does internalized anti-Jewishness impact antisemitism in society?  

When Ben comes to Edmonton for our community event on Thursday, February 9, he 
will explore these themes. You will hear, discuss, ask, and reflect on antisemitism. We 
will delve into how we might be co-contributing to it due to shame, internalized 
narratives from the outside, and intergenerational trauma. You will learn how there is 
a historical desire to fit in and be accepted by the societies where we have lived as 
Jews. Ben’s book shows us how this is not a recent phenomenon or problem, but 
something our people have struggled with for millennia.   

Related, this past week, the Jewish Federation and community members hosted a 
lunch and learn at city hall with Mayor Amarjeet Sohi, councillors, and staff. Never in 
my life did I imagine I would tell my family’s story with antisemitism to a room full of 
strangers. It goes back to France and the Middle Ages, the Russian progroms, and 
when the Nazis systematically murdered most of my family in Latvia. It was eye-
opening to hear the response of the city councillors. Many told me they did not know 
how long antisemitism has been happening for, and who also have associated it 
mostly with the Holocaust. This is a powerful lesson and one that I think Ben would 
agree with.  

We, as Jewish people, need to reclaim our stories and telling people about our 
experiences. We need to be the ones who define Jewishness and who explain 
antisemitism. If we hope for the next generation to be empowered to fight against all 
forms of hatred and to take pride in their Jewishness, we require leaving them with 
the tools to be proud of their heritage and likewise unafraid to speak of their 
experiences with Jew-Hate.  

Unfortunately, as tensions escalate in the Middle East, more antisemitism may rise. 
How do we respond? Where do we stand? How do we speak about the complexity of 
Israel with an informed perspective that also helps our Jewish communities? The 
Centre for Jewish and Israel Affairs is holding a town hall on Thursday, February 9. I 
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encourage anyone who is trying to navigate the changing political landscape in Israel 
and what it means for Canadian Jews to attend. We will also have the opportunity 
during our Ben Freeman event to meet as a community with the Canadian Ambassador 
of Israel, Lisa Stadelbauer. We look forward to engaging with her in these ongoing 
conversations about Israel. 

On a final note, Next Generation programs, known as Genesis, are off to a great start. 
We have held six programs since I started only a few months ago. Last Friday, a group 
of young Jewish people in their 20s and 30s delivered an overwhelming amount of in-
kind donations to the Jasper Place Wellness Centre, which was followed by cookies 
and tea. If you are interested in Genesis programming and leadership or know 
someone who might be, please email me. I am actively looking for volunteers who 
want to help plan our programs. I would love to hear from you. 

Shabbat Shalom, 

Jacqueline 
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