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A hate-filled rally on a college 
campus. A Ku Klux Klan mem-
ber at the JCC with a gun. Two 
students rise in answer. 

As a child, Charles Goldberg was 
taught to be a proud Jew, but he had no 
idea what mitzvah observance looked 
like. Twice a week, he took classes at 

the Hebrew school of the Conservative 
synagogue—where he learned how to 
read Hebrew for his bar mitzvah. He calls 
his childhood experience, “a storybook 
Judaism of holidays and history.”

Every year, the Hebrew school dedicated 
one week to teaching about the Holocaust. 
Charles says, “I remember feeling 

unbelievable rage, and wondering: Who is 
going to do something about this?”

In high school, he infuriated his parents 
and teachers; he was wild, got into trouble 
frequently, and didn’t do any homework. 
He managed to graduate—barely—and 
entered the University of Kansas in 2006, 
determined to make a fresh start. 

Do Jewish
On a college campus, a traumatic experience  

inspired Jewish students to take action
By Devorie Kreiman
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College turned out to be 
overwhelming for Charles. He didn’t 
know anyone and needed a community. 
He joined the Jewish fraternity Alpha 
Epsilon Pi. His Jewish practice? Zero.

In April 2006, Rabbi Zalman Tiechtel, 
his wife Nechama Dina, and their baby 
daughter Mina arrived at the University 
of Kansas on shlichus.

Charles said, “I heard about the 
mission of the Lubavitcher Rebbe to send 
emissaries to all corners of the world to 
reconnect people with their Jewish souls, 
and I thought: That’s what I’m looking for.”

The first event Rabbi Zalman and his 
wife hosted on campus was a barbecue. 
Charles showed up. 

During the barbecue, Charles told Rabbi 
Zalman that he was passionate about 
music, that he’d put out an album of music 
he’d written in high school, and that he was 
a big fan of Matisyahu—who, still being 
religious at that time, had performed while 
wearing his yarmulke and tzitzis. 

Rabbi Zalman says, “I realized that 
Matisyahu’s music could draw Charles to 
Torah. So, on the spot, I decided to create 
a class using his lyrics and their basis in 
chasidic philosophy. I told Charles that I 
was giving such a class.”

Charles signed up for it. Other 
students did, too. Charles says, “It was 
brilliant. And I had the beginnings of 
an ambition: a dream that one day a 
rabbi would also create a class around 
lyrics that I wrote.”

As an 18-year-old college sophomore 
who was more than a little lost, Charles 
had no idea that he was about to walk 
into a situation from which he would 
emerge as the one who would inspire 
others.

It was a sunny afternoon. Charles was 
on his way to class when he noticed a few 
hundred students gathered in Wescoe 
Beach, an area in the center of the campus 
with a few benches and concrete planters. 
As a joke, someone named the area Wescoe 
Beach—though there’s no beach in sight. 
Only gray concrete and a lone tree. 

Every few weeks, preachers would 
show up at the University of Kansas and 
make speeches. That day, Charles could 
tell that something was “off ” about the 
way the crowd stood. Riled up. Tense 
and uncomfortable. Like a riot was 
going to break out. 

A pastor, Michael Venya, was standing 
on one of the concrete planters—four feet 
above the ground. He was shouting hateful 
words about certain groups of people. And 
about Jews. Another man was standing 
nearby, filming him. 

Charles realized that he couldn’t just 
walk by and go to class. He ran to his 
fraternity house, grabbed a siddur, a 
yarmulke, and a tallis and pushed his 
way through the crowd, all the way to 
the front. He climbed onto the concrete 
planter and stood next to the preacher 
who was still screaming his vile messages. 
Charles wrapped the tallis around his 
shoulders and opened the siddur to 
Minchah.  

He davened Minchah quietly in front of 
everyone. After Shemoneh Esrei, he said the 
half-Kaddish out loud, and people in the 
crowd called out “Amen.” A new dynamic. 
Loud and proud. 

Charles says, “I’m not a big guy—just 
5 ft. 4 in. But up on that planter, elbow 
to elbow with the preacher, I wasn’t 
afraid. Because, even though I wasn’t 
someone who davened regularly—not by 
a long shot—and even though I wasn’t 
even someone who wore a yarmulke, my 
davening was real. Because that’s how a 
Jew responds.”

When he finished davening, Charles 
called out to the crowd, “This man 
doesn’t deserve attention. We should be 
focused on goodness, not hatred.” 

A reporter told him that he’d taken a 
photo and it would be in the college paper, 
the University Daily Kansan, UDK. 

The story ran the next day on the front 
page of the newspaper. UDK printed a 
photo of the preacher and his partner; they 
showed the vicious threat printed on the 
back of his tee shirt. And they inserted a 
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photo of Charles wrapped in a tallis and 
holding a siddur, his head bent in tefillah.

Charles says, “After all the trouble in 
high school, all the times I’d let my parents 
down, all the self-doubt and confusion, I’d 
finally done something that mattered.”

Soon after, Rabbi Zalman invited 
Charles to his house for coffee. They sat 
on the couch and the rabbi said, “Tell 
me about yourself.”

Where to start? Charles wondered. He 
decided to mess with the rabbi a little 
and see what he’s made of, by telling him 
everything. Really everything. He told 
him about dating non-Jewish girls, and 
that he was lying to those girls, and to 
his parents and teachers. He didn’t lie to 
the rabbi. 

Charles joked that he’d shocked Rabbi 
Zalman so much that his beard changed 
colors, but the truth was that they 

formed an intense connection. Charles 
became very emotional as he spoke. He’d 
never shared so much of himself with 
another person. 

Rabbi Zalman said, “I’m jealous of you.”
Definitely not what Charles had 

expected. “You’re jealous of me? Of what?”
“I’m married with a child and a job. 

Settled. You’re colorful and passionate. 
And you’re in the fight. Some of the 
greatest accomplishments came through 
mighty struggles. Who knows how high 
you’ll reach!”

Charles said, “Rabbi, whatever 
Manischewitz you’re drinking, I want 
some of it!” But he admits, “Something 
stirred within me: the recognition that I 
was capable of more, that Rabbi Zalman 
knew how to help me become a better 
person.”

That Friday night, Charles returned 
to Chabad House. Rabbi Zalman 
announced that more students were 
there than on any other Friday night 
since he’d arrived on campus. He 
explained that the attack awakened a 
need in many of the students to express 
their Jewishness and how Charles had 
chosen davening as a response to hatred.

Charles started to hang around Chabad 
every Shabbos. Often, on Shabbos 
morning, because it was still the early stage 
of the rabbi’s shlichus, Charles was the only 
one who came for davening. He describes 
it, “So, there we were: Me, Rabbi Zalman, 
and little Mina. We would daven. Or 
rather, Rabbi Zalman would daven, and 
reach over to flip the pages of my siddur for 
me, and I’d say some bits. Can you imagine 
having a Chabad rabbi all to yourself every 
week? He picked me up and polished me.” 

Eventually, other students started 
trickling in to join the Shabbos services. 
But Charles looks back at that time as 
miraculous. College life was turbulent, 
and, at one point, he went through a 
bout of depression. He credits Rabbi 
Zalman with saving his life. “He was 
there for me; he listened, encouraged me, 
and taught me what it means to relate to 

another person with love.”
He began to keep mitzvos. At first, the 

process had stops and starts. He put on 
a yarmulke, then took it off, then put it 
back on again—unsure if he was ready to 
commit to wearing it all the time. Rabbi 
Zalman sealed the deal by explaining, 
“When you wear a yarmulke, you make 
other Jews feel safe.” 

Charles remembered how, when he’d 
said the half-Kaddish next to the anti-
Semitic preacher, the other students had 
responded vigorously. He decided that if 
wearing a yarmulke gave Jewish students a 
sense of safety, that’s what he would do. 

By the time he graduated from the 
University of Kansas, Charles was shomer 
Torah u’mitzvos. He hit a few roadblocks 
in the process of making career decisions 
and became very discouraged. 

A friend suggested that he join 
AmeriCorps, a federal program that 
provides resources to communities in need. 
Charles applied for a one-year position 
to work with prisoners in the ADHD 
Harm Reduction Program in the Delaware 
Center for Justice. 

He’d majored in psychology in college 
and was fascinated by law—so helping 
prisoners felt like the right fit. However, 
he was worried. As a frum Jew, how could 
he move to Wilmington, Delaware, in the 
middle of nowhere, for a year? How would 
he function without the support of the 
Chabad House and the rabbi? 

Charles called the woman in charge of 
the program—an Irish-Catholic—and 
said, “The job interests me, but I’m an 
observant Jew and will never work on 
Friday night or Saturday.” 

She said, “Sure. And have you heard 
of Chabad? There’s a Chabad center ten 
minutes away.” 

He accepted the position and found 
an apartment within walking distance of 
the Chabad House.

The job requirements included learning 
all that he could about ADHD and 
other mental health disorders common 
among prisoners, screening hundreds 

By the time he 
graduated from 
the University of 
Kansas, Charles 

was shomer 
Torah u’mitzvos.
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of prisoners and helping them get health care services. In 
Delaware, the recidivism rate—the rate at which prisoners 
who are released end up back in prison—was very high. 
Charles helped the ex-offenders on his caseload integrate 
successfully into society after their release. 

His work caught the attention of the “higher ups.” He ate 
lunch with Beau Biden [the late son of the president] a few 
times because Beau was the head of the Delaware Reentry 
Consortium. Charles was flown around the country to present 
research on the motive behind and efficacy of his project. He 
spoke at conferences held by ADDA (The Attention Deficit 
Disorder Association), CHADD (Children with ADD), 
and at the NCCHC (National Commission of Correctional 
Healthcare).

Charles says, “Since I already had the prison ID that 
allowed me to get in and out of prison, I joined the Aleph 
Institute and taught Torah classes to three Jewish inmates.”

Whenever the Chabad shliach needed someone to complete 
his minyan, he’d call Charles; he would ask his Irish-Catholic 
boss, who would always say, “Go on. Help your rabbi.”

When the program ended, in 2012, Charles became a 
clinical psychologist. He promised to learn in yeshivah first 
for two months. When he was asked what he’d been up to 
since college, he enjoyed casually mentioning that he’d just 
gotten out of prison. 

He was accepted into a university program in clinical 
mental health counseling in Chicago. There, he met the girl 
he would marry. Dana had come from Israel. Like Charles, 
she was studying psychology. And, like Charles, she’d found a 
second home in Chabad—and that’s where they met.

The story of Charles Goldberg became part of the 
University of Kansas lore. The photo of him davening 
wrapped in his tallis on the front page served as a 
reminder: Stand up to evil by doing good.

Then it happened again. 
On Sunday afternoon, Erev Pesach, April 13, 2014, a 

former Ku Klux Klan leader shot and killed a grandfather 
and his teenage grandson in the parking lot of the Jewish 
Community Center, the JCC, in Kansas.Then he drove 
to a nearby Jewish retirement home and killed a woman. 
As the police took the shooter into custody, bystanders 
reported that he screamed “Heil Hitler!”

Alex Brown was a student at the University of Kansas. 
He’d grown up in Green Bay, Wisconsin, in a family that 
was not observant. As a child, Alex went to Sunday school 
in the Reform synagogue, and to occasional services and 
musically driven prayers. His family kept some traditions, 
such as lighting candles on Chanukah.

Alex and his older sister were the only two Jewish kids 
in their elementary school. 
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At the University of Kansas, Alex 
joined some of the activities of Chabad 
on campus and became friendly with 
Rabbi Zalman Tiechtel. He took part 
in Sinai Scholars and Shabbos meals. 
He enjoyed the social experience. And, 
although he wasn’t a practicing Jew, he 
felt deeply connected to Judaism

On the day of the JCC attack, Alex 
was on his way back from the college 
library when he saw a police car in 
front of the Jewish fraternity house. His 
phone buzzed with the news: There was 
an active shooter at the JCC.

The JCC was the center of the 
community. It included sports facilities, 
a senior center, and a variety of Jewish 
organizations—including the school that 
Rabbi Zalman’s children attended.

Students started to gather, sharing 
what they knew in worried whispers. 
Even though the shooter had intended 
to kill Jews, none of the three people 
he shot were Jewish. The JCC was 
locked down. Someone pointed out 
the miracle that it was Sunday and the 
schoolchildren weren’t there. 

Alex says, “I saw my friends—
especially those who’d grown up in this 
area—in a state of shock and agitation. 
The JCC was central to life in their 
community. I had to do something to 
show them that I cared. But what?”

Alex called a friend from the fraternity. 
The two of them went back and forth 
on how to respond to the attack. They 
agreed that it had to be non-violent and 
that it shouldn’t portray Jews as victims. 
While they were discussing options, they 
found out that the Westboro Church, a 
hate group, was organizing a protest to 
take place at the double funeral of the 
grandfather and his grandson.

It sickened Alex. They were showing 
up to generate chaos and discord, to 
blame the Jews. 

He asked himself: How do we counter 
the darkness? And the answer came: Do 
Jewish.

Alex had heard about Charles Goldberg, 
seven years earlier, standing up to the 
preacher who threatened Jews by wrapping 
himself in a tallis and davening. 

Alex decided that he would “Do Jewish” 
by inviting people to gather outside on 
the street near the funeral, near the hateful 
Westboro group, to daven. 

He created an event on Facebook and 
sent an invitation to “Do Jewish” to about 
50 friends. He says, “As soon as I posted it, 
I felt a measure of relief. I’d found a way to 
be part of the solution.”

His post took off. His friends shared it 
with their friends who shared it with their 
friends. Responses poured in—many from 
people in other communities—messages of 

solidarity and hope. 
It was a busy few days. Rabbi Zalman 

helped Alex prepare yarmulkes, talleisim, 
and tefillah sheets with a perek of Tehillim 
transliterated and translated. 

A member of the family of the 
grandfather and grandson who were 
killed—a cousin who was Jewish—reached 
out to express appreciation and to ensure 
that there would be no conflict during 
the funeral. The Do Jewish group was 
instructed to gather on the other side— 
opposite the hate-filled protesters.

Alex says, “An image came to mind: 
David and Goliath. A monster was 
threatening people I cared about. Someone 
had to stand up. It may as well be me.”

Pesach came in the days between the 
attack and the double funeral. At the Seder, 
Rabbi Zalman shared that he’d had to 
add many tables because Jewish students 
felt the need to be together. He spoke 
about the Do Jewish event that Alex was 
organizing and asked him, “You are facing 
our enemies with prayers. How are you 
doing this?” 

Alex answered, just as Charles had, years 
earlier, “It’s something I have to do.”

On the day before the funeral, Alex 
woke up to the message.“You’re in the 
Huffington Post.” A friend sent the link. 
They wrote about the “Do Jewish” event. 
Other news outlets picked up the story 
in the US and abroad, and he was called 
and asked to comment.

The media attention was a lot for a 
college kid to handle. He describes it as, 
“Surreal. But I stayed focused. This wasn’t 
about me. This was about a message that 
I wanted to share. My mom, the classic 
Jewish mother, urged me to be precise 
with my quotes, to have them ready when 
members of the media called. Rabbi 
Zalman was a constant presence at my 
side. Answering questions. Reassuring me. 
Letting me know that he was proud of 
what we were doing.” 

The double funeral was on Chol 
Hamoed Pesach. Alex arrived early to set 
up. As people arrived, many of them put 
on yarmulkes. Some wore Israel pins. They 
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formed a long silent line and did what 
Yidden have done for thousands of years. 
They davened.

Alex says, “The world got to see that 
when we are threatened or attacked, our 
response is to stand together and Do 
Jewish.” 

He credits the Tiechtels for this. They 
curated a culture within the University 
of Kansas community that gave every 
Jew, no matter what he was up to, the 
ability to stand tall and do the right 
thing, to realize the power of a neshamah.

After the JCC attack, Rabbi Zalman 
invited Charles Goldberg to come back 
to the University of Kansas to help the 
students deal with their fear and pain. 
Charles led the students in davening, 
singing, and sharing. He talked about 
how to maintain a Jewish identity in a 
secular world and how to stand up to 
hate and terror.

Charles says, “I met Alex Brown during 
that visit, and it felt like I was handing a 
baton to the next guy in a relay.”

Both Charles and Alex remain in touch 
with the Tiechtels. Alex comes back to 
Chabad at the University of Kansas for 
Rosh Hashanah davening.

Alex says, “When you feel a tug, a 
whisper of an idea that will bring comfort 
to others, trust it. Take the risk. Don’t be 
afraid.”

Charles and Dana Goldberg were 
married on Erev Pesach, 2016, in Israel. 
Rabbi Zalman took off from his hectic 
Pesach preparations and flew to Israel 
to be mesader kiddushin. Rabbi Zalman 
spent the night before the wedding with 
Charles, and, on his wedding day, they 
went to the Kosel together. Charles says, 
“He gave me advice. Golden nuggets. 
Like, ‘Sometimes your wife will say 
something that makes no sense, and you 
might think it’s a good opportunity for 
an argument, but you should know that 
those are the most important words to 
listen to.’ That advice is still keeping my 
marriage strong, baruch Hashem.”

Charles has a dual career, as a 
psychologist and as a rapper. He records 

music about his teshuvah experience and 
performs for young people. 

Psychology and music. They may seem 
different, but Charles believes that they 
can accomplish the same thing: teaching 
people to truly know themselves.

What is mental health? Authenticity. 
Truth. What is truth? Torah. Only 
Torah. Torah shows up at every one of 
his psychology sessions and in every one 
of his songs.

Some of Charles’ clients are so alone, so 
needy, that they present a serious challenge. 
He explains, “I’m able to give them high-
quality care because I remember how 
Rabbi Zalman was there for me when I 
was vulnerable and scared. He showed me 
that if you want someone to change, you 
have to do it with warmth. I’m passing on 
that special brand of love to the people 
who come to me for help now.”

Charles created a program, Hip Hop 
Shabbat, which he’s brought to more than 
40 communities around the world. 

His dream? That one day his lyrics 
would be used in a class to teach about 
Hashem. It came true. A few months ago, 
Rabbi Zalman shared the material he 
created for a class on Charles’ music. For 
example, in Parshas Chukas, the lyrics of 
the song of the rock teach that the night—
the galus—is deceiving us, that Hashem 
is hidden. The chorus reminds Yidden to 
speak to the rock, to trust that Hashem 
will give us what we need. 

He says, “Rabbi Zalman is using my 
words to teach about Hashem. I consider 
that one of my greatest achievements.”

Charles has written and performed 
many songs. One of his favorites is the 
song he wrote about Rabbi Zalman and 
the role he played in helping him become 
a chasid. Looking back, Charles points 
out how the hard stuff can lead to the 
wondrous. “A hateful preacher led many 
Jewish kids to call out ‘Amen’ and to show 
up at Chabad on Friday night. And it led 
to a rabbi sitting on his couch with me, 
speaking truths that still guide my path. 
And it led to a new generation of Torah 
Jews. My sons. They are chasidim.” ●
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