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 F
EW COULD pull off 
a musical about a 
religious minority, in 
which a character has 
a dream featuring  
Adolf Hitler along-
side giant dancing 
Starbucks cups. So it 

is lucky that The Book of Mormon, 
which has already grossed $200 
million in the US, had South Park 
creator and Team America writer 
Matt Stone at the helm.

The musical, which opens in 
London this week (see review, p44), 
is the story of two young Mormons 
sent to Uganda to convert the 
natives. Those familiar with the 
work of Stone and his long-time 
writing partner Trey Parker will 
be unsurprised to find it contains 
jokes about drought, genocidal 
warlords and female circumcision. 

Despite the risky content, it has 
won critical acclaim, with the New 
York Times calling it “a miracle”. It 
has also won nine Tony Awards and 
a Grammy to boot.

Stone told the Metro: “The show 
is great, we’re super-proud of it and 
it’s the best thing ever. 

“But, all that being said, we’re 
pretty sick of it.”

Perhaps that is because Stone’s 
creations tend to have serious stay-
ing power. The Book of Mormon has 
been on stage in New York for more 
than two years — small fry given that 
South Park’s characters Cartman, 
Stan, Kyle and Kenny, are now enjoy-
ing their 16th series.

Matthew Richard Stone was born 
in 1971 to Jewish mother Sheila 
Belasco and an Irish father, econom-
ics professor Gerald Stone. He was 
born in Houston, Texas, but grew up 
in suburban Denver, Colorado with 
his parents and 
sister 

Rachel. Colorado is directly east of 
Utah, home of Salt Lake City and the 
heart of the Mormon community. As 
Stone explained to the Telegraph: “If 
you know Mormons, which we do — 
we grew up with them in Colorado 
— then you know that they’re super-
duper nice.” He was, however, still 
pleasantly surprised by the mostly 
genial reaction of the Mormons to 
the hit show. He said: “We felt sure 
they were going to be fine about it, 
but even so their official response 
was like: ‘This is cool.’ You can’t ask 
for more than that.”

At the University of Colorado in 
Boulder, he was the first student to 
do a double major in film and math-

ematics. It was there 
that he met Parker 

and the seeds of 
South Park were 
sown. Since 1997, 
the animated 
show has man-
aged to offend 

most religions, 
notably the 

Scien-
tol-

ogists for describing their organisa-
tion as “a big fat global scam” and 
Muslim groups for depicting the 
Prophet Mohammed in a bear suit.

Predictably, Stone, who is now 
married with a son, almost only 
talks about his Jewish roots in order 
to make a joke. He once said: “I only 
have half a bag of Jew gold because 
my father is not Jewish. Rabbinical 
law states that half-breeds are only 
entitled to half a bag.”

He describes himself as “ethni-
cally Jewish” but says that he grew 
up agnostic. He has gone on record 
saying that South Park character 
Cartman could be Jewish, but that 
we’ll only know “if he grows up and 
controls some major media outlets”.

Stone and Parker have recently 
announced they are financing and 
opening their own film production 
company, called “Important Stu-
dios”. The press release explaining 
the move is typical of the pair’s boy-
ish humour. It said: “Having worked 
with several different studios over 
the years, we came to realise that 
our favourite people in the world 
are ourselves. We hope to work with 
ourselves for a long time and are 
excited to now work with ourselves 
in a much greater capacity.” 

Matt Stone

 W
HEN I was younger, 
my favourite part 
of the Pesach seder 
was reading about 
the 10 plagues. My 
family, not known 
for any particular 
theatrical prowess, 

suddenly found the ability for Oscar-worthy 
dramatic performances over dinner. Frogs 
would croak loudly, wild animals would roar 
through the house and hail would thunder 
down from the ceiling.

Although this might not form part of the 
traditional Haggadah text, it’s certainly in keep-
ing with the spirit of the evening. Seder-night 
is meant to be a sort of live re-enactment of 
the Exodus story. Luckily this is more Match of 
the Day type coverage; otherwise we’d be stuck 
around the table for seven weeks until Shavuot.

We’re not supposed simply to read that the 
second plague involved frogs, we’re supposed 
to feel as if we were really there. Since we didn’t 
have the benefit of capturing the Exodus from 
Egypt on video, we use props to help. Maror rep-
resents the bitterness of slavery; charoset sym-
bolises the cement in Pharaoh’s storehouses and 
the shank-bone sits in place of the Paschal lamb.

We use matzah to represent the unleavened 

bread of a hasty escape. This is how the narrative 
part of the Seder begins. We raise the matzah 
and recite “Ha lachma anya — This is the bread of 
affliction, which our ancestors ate in the land of 
Egypt. Let all who are hungry come and eat. Let 
all who are in need, come and celebrate Pesach.”

This Aramaic passage has been the iconic 
introduction for 1,000 years. It’s a nice senti-
ment, reminding us to be more hospitable. Yet 
how many of us really intend to welcome a com-
plete stranger into our home at such a late hour?

Unfortunately, “let all who are hungry come 
and eat” is impractical. It is announced only 
to guests already at the table; nobody in need 
can hear it. And even if it could be more widely 
heard, it would be impossible to fulfil. We know 
that the world produces enough food for every-
one, but if everyone who was hungry came to eat 
at my Seder, the food would run out very quickly 
— even with my mum’s cooking.

Perhaps we are not supposed to think about 
hunger so literally. The 
Talmud commands that, 
in every generation, we 
should see ourselves as 
personally leaving Egypt. 
Most of us aren’t literally 
enslaved or going to bed 
hungry, but we are all slaves 

to something, and all hungry for different goals. 
By announcing that anyone hungry can come 

and eat, we allow ourselves to craft a personal 
narrative of redemption from our own evils and 
oppressions.

Hunger is a modern form of slavery. One in 
eight people around the world will go to bed 
tonight hungry. Millions of mothers see their 
children stunted by malnutrition. Even though 

there is enough food for everyone in the world, 
not everyone has enough to eat.

We know the reasons for this scandal rest not 
only on the need to increase responsible, effec-
tive aid, but also on international institutions 
that force smallholder farmers off their land 
and allow some companies to dodge paying 
the taxes they owe to countries who need it the 
most. Government corruption and the need for 
greater transparency must be tackled too.

The Shulchan Aruch, the authoritative 16th-
century code of Jewish law, says that those who 
are meticulous take care to say “K’ha lachma” or 
“Ha k’lachma” — “This is like the bread of afflic-
tion” — since the matzah we are eating is not the 
actual bread our ancestors ate.

We can suspend reality to empathise with our 
ancestors’ suffering but this should remind us 
how fortunate we are today. Our oppression and 
redemption at Pesach shouldn’t be an excuse to 
turn inward and forget the world around us. It 
should be a call for us to work for a day when all 
who are hungry can eat fully and nutritiously.

The matzah is an important prop in our Exo-
dus re-enactment. It represents both our great 
suffering and how we overcame it. At the same 
time, it reminds us that the suffering that affect-
ed us in biblical times still exists today, and that 
we have a responsibility to end it. 

This is why World Jewish Relief is part of the IF 
campaign — and we’d love you to join us. At the 
Seder, we look ahead to where we will be mark-
ing Pesach next year. This year there are those 
who are hungry. Next year may there be none. 

Richard Verber is WJR’s campaigns manager. For 
more information on the Enough Food for Everyone 
IF campaign, go to www.wjr.org.uk/if

Let’s keep the affliction in 
our minds and take action

Richard 
Verber

There is 
enough for 
everyone but 
not everyone 
has enough

MY WEEK

My week starts 
with a long day in my 
Wimpole Street prac-
tice, which hosts the 
London Tooth Wear 
Centre. The centre was 
launched in response 
to growing numbers 

of patients coming in with “worn out teeth” 
— a result of us living longer and so keeping 
our teeth for rather more years than our 
predecessors. Today we start recreating the 
smile and improving the chewing ability of 
one such patient, who has travelled from Sri 
Lanka for a month-long course of treatment. 
He had cared for a close relative for years, 
and the stress of it partly manifested itself 
as tooth-grinding, which resulted in worn 
down, broken and wobbly teeth. As part of 
my academic role, I meet colleagues from 
the British Dental Association and the UCL 
Eastman Dental Institute at lunch-time to 
review the annual career opportunities con-
ference, which took place three weeks ago. 
Being heavily involved in my local Jewish 
community, I attend our monthly Stanmore 
and Canons Park United Synagogue’s board 
of management meeting in the evening.  

 On Tuesday, I have another lunch-time 
meeting at UCL regarding the development 
of online education. Since January, and fol-
lowing 10 years as director of education at the 
Eastman, I am now associate vice-provost and 
director of continuing professional develop-
ment and short-course development at UCL. I 
have responsibilities across all disciplines, so 
it’s new and very exciting. In the evening, one 
of our referring dentists comes to the prac-
tice to discuss a couple of challenging cases, 
both related to tooth wear.  

 Wednesday is an academic day for me at 
UCL. In the morning, I meet a retired col-
league who during my early career was one 
of my mentors. We brainstorm ideas for 
“recreational” courses that UCL can offer to 
maintain intellectual stimulation later in 
life. The rest of the day is occupied with a 
wide range of meetings relating to educa-
tional governance, e-learning, marketing 
plans and website development. The day 
ends with a shift in focus — on Wednesday 
nights, we regularly have a family shiur. This 
week is no different; we are currently study-
ing Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers). 

Eating Disorders Awareness Week took 
place in February. More than one-and-a-half 
million people in the UK suffer from an eat-
ing disorder and many have significant den-
tal problems due to the damaging effects 
of acids on the teeth. So, I sit down with my 
team on Thursday to consider how aware-
ness week has heightened understanding 
of the problem and how we can pro-actively 
advise and support both patients and col-
leagues on the subject.  

 Friday morning is spent teaching a group 
of newly qualified dentists about my clinical 
area of restorative dentistry, and offering my 
students careers advice. I am grateful for the 
professional standing that I enjoy, thanks 
in no small part to the many wonderful col-
leagues who taught and mentored me over 
the years. With this in mind, l like to give 
something back to younger dentists just 
starting out on their careers. 

 So, that is my week — varied and hectic, 
but I wouldn’t have it any other way. Thank 
goodness for Shabbat and some quality 
family time at home. But first, it’s off to shul 
where I am one of the wardens — not always 
the most restful part of my week…

Professor Andrew Eder is associate vice-provost 
at UCL 
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