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In the musical, “Avenue Q,” puppet characters sing “Everyone’s a bit racist” with this refrain:

If we all could just admit

That we are racist a little bit,

Even though we all know that it’s wrong,

Maybe it would help us get along.”

These witty lyrics set the stage for “The Black-Jew Dialogues,” a show exploring the history and
absurdity of prejudice and the power of diversity. Starring Emmy Award-winning Ron Jones and
veteran performer Larry Jay Tish, the 90-minute show combines improvisation, sketches, video,
puppets, humor and commentary to get the message out about diversity, that people are more alike
than different. “The Black-Jew Dialogues” was presented at Cuyahoga Community College’s eastern
campus on Feb. 20.

The largely impromptu show felt like a work in process. The spontaneous dialogue between the
African-American Ron and the Jew Larry served as a springboard for their skits. The play embraces all
minorities: Latinos, gays, Asians, Muslims and women.

The show is about dialogue, explained Ron at the outset. It’s us talking about our similarities and our
differences.

It began with a video in which Ron and Larry, masquerading as puppets, ask a cross-section of people
what they think about Jews and blacks, and so expose the kinds of stereotypes people make about the
other. When blacks were asked to characterize Jews, for example, mentions included Woody Allen,
circumcision and bagels.

The show rambled; how jokes exploit stereotypes segued into an abbreviated history of black-Jewish
relationships. Archival clips highlighted how Jews and blacks worked together for social justice during
the civil rights movement. The question of why they started to drift apart in the 1970s was raised but
not pursued.

The conversation shifted to what they have in common.

Both are minorities in America; lived in ghettos; have ancestors who came to this country against their
will; and were slaves in Africa. (Egypt is in Africa, Larry told a skeptical Ron). There are
uncomfortable truths as well, such as Jewish and black involvement in the African slave trade.

The subject of suffering turned to what people do to survive. Larry and Ron dressed as elderly
grandmothers, each carrying a shopping bag with their respective ethnic foods. After rapping about
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chitlins and ham hocks, matzo balls and chopped liver, they exchanged picnic bags in an effort to learn
about each other’s “soul food.”

Using props such as a dunce cap, a basketball and a gun, Ron dressed Larry as a black man in
America, described as “dumb,” “athletic,” “dangerous,” “driven by sexual urges” and someone who
ends up in prison. A large part of the American narrative is based on this stereotype of blacks, noted
Ron.

A skit captured humor and fear when a black man with a timeshare shows up at an all-white resort. 
An audience-interactive game show, “Jew or Not Jew,” demonstrated that names and faces can be
misleading. For example, Whoopi Goldberg is not Jewish, whereas Scarlett Johannson is.

Larry explained how jokes and Jewish humor help blunt the Jewish pain caused by the likes of Russian
pogroms, the Holocaust and the 1972 Olympics in Munich.

Sobering photographs of Auschwitz, concentration camps and Jewish corpses in mass graves,
interspersed with images of masked Klansmen bearing torches, lynchings and rape drove the lessons of
intolerance home.

The show ended with a quote from Eleanor Roosevelt: “We have to face the fact either all are going to
die together, or learn to live together, and if we want to live together, we have to talk.”

Ron and Larry’s message is loud and clear: Step out of your comfort zone, put yourself in the other
person’s shoes, and grow.
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