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Michael Goldwasser owns Easy Star Records, a reggae label out of New York. He’s also the son of a rabbi.  

David Gould takes Hebrew prayer melodies and turns them into reggae and dub tracks with his band, Adonai-and-I.  They’re gearing up for a tour in Israel this December, where they’ll play a concert for the soldiers.

Jeff Baker goes by King Django. He pioneered the fusion of Yiddish folk music, roots reggae and ska.

Amy Wachtel, aka “Nightnurse,” is considering the rabbinate.  The 80’s knew her as a prominent reggae selector totally consumed by the then-thriving scene.

Where Do Judaism and Reggae Music Converge?

Awake Zion is a 30-minute documentary that explores the connections between these two worlds by looking at Jews today that passionately meld this intrinsically Jamaican genre into their lives—and suggests historical and cultural reasons for why this unlikely (but funky) kinship might exist.

All the way back to that sultry affair between King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, a certain blend of Jewish flavor has crept into the spiritual history of Ethiopia, turning up subtly in Rastafarian lifestyle, and then inevitably in reggae.  Consider that the first reggae song ever to be broadcast on the radio was called “Israelites” (by Desmond Dekker); or that the Star of David appears time and again throughout the annals of reggae iconography; or that religious Rastas and Jews share fundamental views towards dietary and sexual ethics—not to mention, how both cultures fervently embrace the notion of repatriation to Zion.  

There are also some discrepancies: Rastas view the Ethiopian emperor, Haile Selassie I, as the reincarnation of Jesus Christ and a manifestation of Jah, the central Godhead.  Don’t try that one at the Sabbath dinner table.  Still, though, looking at the spiritual and even iconographical likeness between the two groups via reggae music, it’s impossible to miss the deep feeling of roots mentality that fuel both doctrines; and as a point of interest to us now, that those roots might really be somehow shared. 

The film begins with music.  A needle hits the record and we hear the heavy bass of an Augustus Pablo dub track kick in with the crackle.  The song’s melody sounds uncannily like “If I were a Rich Man,” from Fiddler on the Roof.  Then a close-up of a Rasta elder, his long beard and dreadlocks prominent around his face; the face dissolves into that of a Hasidic Jew, donning long, curly peyes and signature black hat.  The needle comes down again. The dancehall artist, Capleton, a.k.a “The Prophet,” chants the introduction to the album, while the chanting of a Jewish prayer service is heard in the distance.  A red, gold and green Star of David appears. 

The documentary unfolds as a series of distinct vignettes, following the lives of young, contemporary Jews who, in their every day, embrace this unexpected cultural fusion.  We watch David Gould and the Adonai-and-I Project as they develop and record a reggae album dedicated solely to Passover; we go on tour with his band in Israel, where we look at the state of reggae there in the wake of all the bloodshed.  

We talk to Michael Goldwasser about the conflict of walking two lines—of being a Jew in a world of Rastas, and find out why Amy Wachtel, a once-committed reggae DJ, began to feel alienated when the more militant dancehall style gained popularity in the early nineties.  We boogie at Glenn Tamir’s “Sukkah Jam,” where musicians convene to celebrate the Jewish holiday, Sukkot, by tapping into the collective power of reggae, ska and rocksteady.  In Los-Angeles, we meet Alan Eder, an ethnomusicologist and musician who runs an educational program called Reggae Torah, and Ariel Farah, a college student fascinated by the likeness of his Jewish roots and the roots of reggae music.   We meet some of the characters’ mothers, their rabbinical advisors and non-Jewish musical cohorts.  

Throughout the stories and ventures of these people, historical, iconographical and spiritual parallels are woven, and the possibility of a real connection begins to emerge.  Photography, narration and interviews with Rasta and Jewish informants take us through the religious likeness of the two social worlds.  Antiquated maps and illustrations allude to ancient times, to re-create the Solomonic era and the legend that holds Menelik, Solomon’s only son with Queen Sheba, stole the Ark of the Covenant from the temple in Jerusalem and carried it to Ethiopia where some suggest it still remains.  The Falashas (Ethiopian Jews) are also discussed, as a sort of gap-bridging phenomenon, which inevitably leads us back to Israel, where many of them now live.  These historical and cultural ideas are told alongside the characters in the year 2002 who are, what I’m calling, “Rasta Jews.”  Music, history, and identity are the driving themes throughout.

Conversations about Black and Jewish cultures are usually shrouded in conflict and adversity (i.e., Crown Heights, Brooklyn not too long ago); Awake Zion is an audio-visual dialogue that aims to highlight a possible point of cultural convergence.

