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Duo explores racismthrough 
laughter'Black Jewish Dialogues' 
promotes connections 
by Lisa Traiger 

Arts Correspondent  

Racism isn't funny. But Ron Jones and Larry Tish have found plenty of laughs in the 
similarities and differences they've encountered exploring their black and Jewish heritages.  

Tish, a Cambridge, Mass.-based actor, writer and educator, grew up in Brooklyn, N.Y., and 
South Miami, Fla.; Jones, an actor and educational trainer, was born in the District and 
came of age in a quiet little neighborhood off of Fifth Street and Missouri Avenue.  

When they met about eight years ago playing pirates for a Boston-based furniture store 
(really), they realized that in their own dialogue was the seed for a show -- and something 
more. They saw a growing awareness of the need to promote connection, not separation, 
between their respective communities and The Black Jew Dialogues was born.  

The show will be part of Operation Understanding DC's 11th annual fund-raiser, on Tuesday 
at the Sixth & I Historic Synagogue, which will also recognize an outstanding graduate of the 
high school program. Since 1995, Operation Understanding has brought together Jewish 
and African American teenagers on yearlong educational missions to promote cooperation 
and lay the groundwork for a new generation of leaders. More than 330 teens have learned 
about combating prejudice, anti-Semitism and breaking down stereotypes and ignorance. 
Pulitzer Prize-winning columnist Clarence Page of the Chicago Tribune will serve as host for 
the evening.  

The Black Jew Dialogues, with its laugh-out-loud comedy, looks at the lighter side of racial 
and religious divides, but with an ultimately serious purpose. What's so funny about two 
American minorities who have slavery, the KKK and chicken livers, if little to nothing else, in 
common?  

Plenty, Jones and Tish have found. Their work features outlandish characters, including a 
pair of plaid-shirted rednecks; two teenagers, one sporting a foot-high afro, the other, a 
classic Jew-fro; and two grandmothers, Esther and Mabel, who exhort all near and far to 
eat, eat, eat.  

Tish, 48, who grew up in a Reform household and still remembers his bar mitzvah tutor Mrs. 
Zeiss, hadn't connected much with his Judaism until he and Jones began exploring the 
history of blacks and Jews in America. "Researching and writing the show has reignited my 
passion É for my past and my Jewish heritage. É Having a social conscience is really a 
Jewish mandate, it's in the Talmud and it's in what we studied."  

Jones, 46, concurs. "I'm not Catholic, but I chose Boston College because of what the Jesuit 
tradition represents -- taking seriously both your education and your faith. I've seen that idea 
represented in the Jewish tradition, too: making the world a better place by going out in the 
world and taking our deeds and social conscience seriously."  

The Black Jew Dialogues, while entertaining, always concludes with an audience discussion 
allowing viewers to hash out ideas and engage with one another. Asked whether young 
adults in the millennial generation still carry the same prejudices of their parents' and 
grandparents' generations, Tish said: "I'm seeing that there's still a tremendous amount of 
mistrust. People aren't doing anything to break out of it." That, adds Jones, is why they 
developed their evening.  

"Kids today believe that the issue of racism has been dealt with," Jones continues, "but the 
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fact is, now we see racism as a byproduct of class structures. I believe the issue has gotten 
more sophisticated. But it's still with us."  

And its roots are deep. Tish remembers his grandmother berating him about dating 
someone she referred to as a "shvartze," while Jones' grandmother just didn't trust white 
people at all. The Black Jew Dialogues takes these grandmotherly characters and finds 
common ground.  

"Comedy comes from revealing the absurdity of the truth," Tish notes. "Blacks and Jews 
both have plenty in common, from the background of slavery to good deli and good soul 
food."  

"Even though we look at racism through the lens of the black and Jewish experiences," 
Jones concludes, "it's representative of the American experience. No matter our 
background, we all cherish our children, love our food and are strong in our faith."  

The Black Jew Dialogues will be onstage Nov. 11 at 7 p.m. at the Sixth & I Historic 
Synagogue in the District. For information, contact Operation Understanding DC at 202-234-
6832.  
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