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Corona 
Controversy

PENINA NUSSBAUM

I do not know in which reality 
[Smith] lives. We live in a world of reali-

ty, not of conspiracy theories, not of hypo-
theticals. [Smith claims], “The govern-

ment will come and take away our 
children!”

Here are the facts: Before Yom 
Tov, Lakewood had a positivity rate 
of 29%. New York State, where they 
are shutting down shuls, yeshivos, 
and stores, had a positivity rate of 
7-9%. We were in a stage of pan-

demic in our city. According to the 
governor’s Restart Plan that he published in June, in 
a community outbreak, all schools need to be closed. 
So the governor could have shut our schools a month 
ago. He chose not to. He is working with us. He is en-
couraging testing.

The rabbanim who actually put their names out 
there (unlike as Mr. Smith says, “I’ve spoken to rab-
banim”), the Iggud HaRabbanim [l’inyanei coro-
na]– Rav Yaakov Forcheimer, Rav Uri Deutch, Rav 
Aryeh Sherwinter, Rav Chaim Meir Roth, Rav He-
noch Shachar—put out two robocalls over Yom Tov 
to encourage testing. There was mass testing over 
Yom Tov and Chol Hamoed, and yeshivos sent let-

ters. And what happened from there? Our positivity 
rate went from 29% to the low teens. So the testing 
is effective. 

The government did not separate children or 
families and did not enforce separate quarantines 
[involving] putting people into hotels. They let our 
yeshivos open! All of our yeshivos are open! Forty 
thousand children went back today and yesterday 
and the day before, and they’re going to go back on 
Sunday. 

So, I live in a world of reality. The reality is we’re 
dealing with a government that is working with us, not 
as Mr. Smith is saying.

I have no idea in which reality he lives. The reality in 
which we live is that the governor has not shut us down 
when he fully could have. And he is working with us.

We need to continue to test for two reasons: 
1. It will make our positivity rate continue to de-

cline, which has been proven. It is a factual reality. 
Look at the numbers.

2. The governor is requesting that in order to al-
low schools to stay open, he needs to monitor it, 
which happens through testing. Not because he is 
going to shut it down, because if he wanted to shut it 
down due to bad numbers, he would have done that 
a month ago.

Over the past few months and especially last week, Rabbi Smith, “a rav, lawyer, and student of infectious diseases” 
has been making waves in the frum and general population with his articles, videos, and audio messages. Educated in 
top universities in the fields of law, philosophy, and molecular biology, he recently publicized an “urgent warning for 
the safety of your children and the Jewish community.” He calls for a stop to COVID-19 testing and claims that the 
government and public health agencies have sinister agendas, which sound extreme and frightening. 

Should we take these claims seriously? We turned for clarity to Rabbi Avi Schnall, director of Agudath Israel of New 
Jersey, with his long history and deep knowledge of government operations and relations, who has been a powerful 

liaison to our community during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Below is a transcript of an audio message released by Rabbi Schnall (edited for print), in addition to 
his other insights on these topics. 
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So, we can live in a world of con-
spiracy theories, of hypotheses, of 
thoughts and fears and fear- mon-
gering, which is what Mr. Smith is 
doing, or we can live in a world of 
reality. Baruch Hashem, all of our 
children are in yeshivah. 

So until someone can show me 
factually that the government is 
not working with us, whatever Mr. 
Smith says has no bearing.

Have you spoken to Mr. Smith?
I was introduced a few years ago 

to Mr. Smith in his capacity as a 
lawyer. I made this statement to put 
what he said into perspective. There 
are many conspiracy theories by 
people not in our community, and 
people not connected to govern-
ment. So if someone did not speak 
to anyone in the governor’s office, 
especially about this, it seems disin-
genuous. 

Why were the schools kept open 
if the infection rate was so high 
and it contradicted the Restart 
Plan?

We had many discussions with the 
governor’s office. Shutting down the 
schools would mean having 46,000 
kids roaming the streets. That is 
not good for public health. Most dis-
tricts don’t have that many children; 
we are one of the largest in the state. 
Also, many kids are condensed into 
the same families or into small ar-
eas, not spread out, which poses 
more of a risk. The question is, what 
are we trying to accomplish?

For example, in Flatbush, there 
are tens of thousands of kids not 
in school. But they are not isolat-
ed! They instead gather at friends’ 
houses, pizza shops, or their grand-
parents’ homes. Whereas in school, 
we can monitor them; there is a 
structure and system. 

This is the outcome of dialogue 
[with the governor]. They were 
planning on closing schools based 

on metrics. To Governor Murphy’s 
credit, before he did, he said, “Let’s 
have a conversation.” He has tak-
en a unique approach to Lakewood 
and to every school district, giving 
them a lot of flexibility and authen-
ticity, recognizing each one’s unique 
needs. 

Were other communities 
concerned that Lakewood 
schools stayed open?

Murphy was challenged on this in 
several of his press conferences. [A 
similar situation occurred] when he 
opened beaches before Memorial 
Day. There was no “one size fits all” 
rule; he allowed every municipality 
to decide for itself on the maximum 

amount of visitors they could have. 
There was no blanket rule for the 
entire state. Each town knows what 
works best for them.

How can we view the decision to 
keep schools open now, versus 
what happened in March?

Looking back, no one knew any-
thing. We just needed to shut every-
thing down. Not even to necessarily 
stop the virus, but to contain it. The 
hospitals were overwhelmed. 

Now and then are two different 
situations. Now we have more re-
search, more tests, we know better 
the impact of remote learning, by 
phone and via Zoom. There was al-
ways a need for kids to be in school, 
but now there is a bigger need be-
cause parents are back at work. 

Where did the idea of testing 
everyone to decrease the 
positivity rate originate? 

The Commissioner of Health told 
us to do so. They needed to know if 
there was community spread or not. 
We needed to know how many actu-
ally have the virus versus those who 
don’t, and how many are asymp-
tomatic but still carry the virus. The 
only way to know is if everyone gets 
tested. For example, there may be 
30 kids in a class, but one or two are 
carriers with no symptoms and give 
it to their rebbi who has a heart con-
dition. No one is manipulating the 
system. The numbers are constant-
ly declining but we are not out of the 
woods yet. We need to continue to 
comply and be vigilant. 

Should we be concerned about 
mass testing?

Who are we trying to outsmart by 
not taking tests? 

If someone is worried about a 
false positive test, take another. 
There are no two false positives. 
Unfortunately, there is no middle 
path of testing everyone or no one. 
This is not an issue of the govern-
ment tracking us; they already have 
our personal information. If some-
one doesn’t trust medical advice, he 
shouldn’t take any medicine either.

Does the high number of testing 
give a bad image to the frum 
community?

The frum community has looked 
bad not because of testing but be-
cause we have had many real cases 
and a real outbreak. 

They were 
planning on 
closing schools 
based on metrics. 
To Governor 
Murphy’s credit, 
before he did, he 
said, “Let’s have a 
conversation”
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