Jokes By Rabbi Sam Cohon
Presented at OLLI Tucson on March 12, 2025
Featured on Too Jewish Radio - https://toojewishradio.com/about_the_Rabbi.htm
plays every Sunday at 9:00 am on radio station KVOI AM 1030 in Tucson
Rabbi of Beit Simcha Congregation - https://beitsimchatucson.org 

There's a war going on right now. There was a terrible attack on October 7, 2023. There's been a war going on in the Middle East, and Jews care profoundly about Israel. It's really central to our identity in so many ways. But if you don't have the ability to laugh a little bit, it's hard to let things in. Right? Humor opens us up, relaxes us. That's physiologically true. It's so much easier to hear a joke or two and then accept the rest of what's happening, right? And then let's just be a little bit more open-minded and a little more caring.
An old lady climbs onto a bus, much older than any of you guys. She gets on the bus; the driver says, "Lady, you've got to pay." She says, "If you had what I have, you wouldn't pay." The driver says, "Fine, fine. Go sit down." She goes into the bus. People are in the seats.
She sees a guy sitting on the seat. She says to him, "If you had what I have, you would let me sit there. Okay?" He lets her sit down, gets up, and she pulls the bell, starting to shout, "Stop, stop!" The bus driver says, "Lady, I can't stop. It's the middle of the street. I have to stop at the bus stop." She says, "If you had what I have, you would stop."
So he stops, opens the door, and she's getting out of the bus. The bus driver can't contain himself anymore. He says, "Hey, listen ma'am, tell me what it is that you have?"
She looks up and says, "chutzpah."
A beautiful woman gets on a bus, clearly distraught. She sits down; she's clearly upset. The guy sitting next to her notices her distress.
He says, "Ma'am, I can see you're very upset. He says, "Can I help?" 
She says, "It's terrible. It's just terrible."
He says, "You know, sometimes telling your problems to a stranger on the bus really helps."
She says, "Okay, I'll try. She says, "I just came from my psychiatrist. And I learned that I'm a nymphomaniac, and I'm only attracted to Jewish cowboys."
"You're right," She says, you know that, that really helped." She says, "I'm Janet. What's your name?"
He says, "Bucky Goldstein."

Henny Youngman, the joke about the guy in the restaurant. He tells the waiter, "What's this fly doing in my soup?" And the waiter answers, "The backstroke." Or he says, "Waiter, what's this fly doing in my soup? And the waiter answers, "There was no room left in the potato salad."
There's a wonderful proverb that, in Eastern Europe, was considered a proverb in the old country. 
They would say that when you tell a joke to a peasant, he laughs three times, once when you tell the joke. Again, after you explain it, and yet again when he understands it, because peasants love to laugh. 
When you tell a joke to a rich man, he laughs twice. Once, when you tell him the joke, and again when you explain it, he never really understands it. 
When you tell a joke to a military man, he laughs only once. When you tell him, he never lets you explain, and it goes without saying that he doesn't understand. 
But when you tell a joke to a Jew -- before you've had a chance to finish it, he's interrupting you first. He's heard it before. Second, why are you telling it wrong? Third, he decides to tell you the joke, but a much better version.

A Jewish guy buys a talking parrot. He discovers that the parrot's previous owner was a Cantor, a hazzan, a service leader, and a great singer. This is no ordinary parrot. This parrot is spectacular. He not only speaks normal English but also knows the whole High Holy Days and Hebrew liturgy by heart, and he can sing all the prayers beautifully, and he does so all the time, all day, every day.
The guy gets kind of excited about this. He begins telling the guys at the minyan he goes to in the morning about this amazing bird he swears will be able to chant the whole service for the high holy days on Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year in the fall. Well, Jewish guys being what they are, they all scoff.
One thing leads to another. Pretty soon, serious money is being wagered on whether this parrot can really chant services. The parrot's owner figures that he's got a sure bet. He's heard the parrot chant. He knows how great this bird is. He takes every bet, and in just a few minutes, he's covering thousands of dollars.
Well, Jewish New Year, Rosh Hashanah rolls around. The man brings his parrot into the synagogue. He sets him up on the pulpit, opens a little prayer book for him, and sits back. The whole congregation waits expectantly and waits and waits. Nothing. The parrot won't make a sound. 
His owner cajoles him, tries to bribe him with little pieces of apple and honey, and begs him. Nothing happens. As we say in Yiddish, gar nicht, it doesn't do anything to the bird. Finally, in a humiliation he admits to, he grabs the parrot, roughly shoves him into the cage, and leaves the synagogue, his face bright red. As soon as he gets outside, the guy starts threatening the parrot. 
"I've never been so humiliated in my life. You cost me thousands in wagers. You miserable bunch of feathers. I'm going to have you stuffed. I'm going to fricassee you. You'll wish you'd never double-crossed me. 
The parrot comes to life with a squawk, saying, "Quiet already. Think of the odds we'll get on Kippur next week."


There's the famous restaurant joke about how the old delicatessen is not like it used to be. The herring is too salty. The gefilte fish is moldy. The meat is tough, and the dessert you wouldn't wish on your enemies. 
And the worst part is that the portions are so small.
Your mother gave you two ties, one red and one blue, for your birthday. To please her, you put on the blue tie, and you come down the stairs.
She looks at you and says, "No, so you didn't like the red tie?"


Here's my father's description of my mother: "She's in her favorite position -- beside herself.
Three old Jewish ladies are sitting quietly on a bench in Florida. It could be Arizona, to be honest. One of them says, "Och," 

A minute or two later, the second one says, "Oy vey."
The third one says "Ech." 
She turns to her friends and says, "But enough about the children."
Moses, our great teacher, our first Rabbi, it says the people were complaining. That should be no surprise. They were, after all, Jews. The people it says were can, they were kvetching. They were busy complaining. Anytime Moses turned his back, he went up Mount Sinai, and they were sure he was not coming back. He comes back.
They don't really want him when they get Manna from heaven. They ask for meat. When they get meat, they want fish. When they get to Israel, they don't want to go in. When he tells them they can't go in, they decide they must. And so on, 40 years of complaints. A lot of it is about the quality of his leadership, and a lot about the food.
You can hear them. "This guy Moses, you call a Rabbi. He's like all the others. He stutters. He's got a bad temper. He couldn't make it as a salesman. He talks to God. How come he didn't know I was sick and visit me?"
Sometimes a kvetch is even phrased as a compliment. One congregant told me early in my career, "Rabbi, you must feel good. Your sermons are really improving."
Speaking of old jokes, maybe you've heard the one about the terrorists who take over a synagogue on Yom Kippur. They let everybody go except the Temple President, the Rabbi, and the Cantor. They hold them for ransom, but the congregation's a little bit hard up and they choose not to come up with the money to save them.

They've been holding a building fund. Congregation dues are high. The economy's bad. Gas prices. You understand they can't come up with the ransom, so the terrorists tell the Rabbi they can't can raise the ransom and the terrorists  will have to kill them. 
They each make a final request before they die. They turn first to the Cantor. They ask, "What is your final request?"
"Well, I've been preparing a magnificent musical service for today. It's the most beautiful thing I've ever done. I want to champion it." The terrorist asked, "How long will it take?" The Cantor answers "about two hours." The terrorists say, "Fine, you'll do it and then we'll kill you."
They then ask the Rabbi what his final request is.
He says, "I've been working on a marvelous sermon, the greatest oration I've ever written. It could make the angels cry." The terrorists say, "How long will it take?" He says, "How about an hour?" The terrorists say, "Fine. You know, do your sermon and then we'll kill you." 
They turn to the synagogue President and they say, "What's your final request?"
And he says, "Shoot me first."

For a very long time, the Temple was central to Jewish life and still is. The phone rings. Is this "the Rabbi?" 
"Yes."
"This is the IRS? Do you have a congregant named David Goldstein? 
"Yes."
"Has he donated a million dollars to your Temple?"
The Rabbi says, "He will."

It's Yom Kippur, Kni Dre, the evening of the Day of Atonement, the holiest night of the year for Jews.
This is the one time when Jews come to the synagogue to hear the service chanted. Just really to hear this, the prayer is the Kole Nidre. It's a powerful, beautiful prayer. And the Cantor gets up to start to lead the service. The room is filled with people. Everybody is dressed in their finery. 
The Cantor starts to sing, and not a note comes out. He's got laryngitis at the worst possible time. They look around. "I'm not sure what to do," the Rabbi says, "Is there anybody here who can lead services?" Finally, in the back of the room, one guy's hand slowly comes up.
"Oh, so it's Rabbi Greg, come on up, sir, please."
"He says, no, no, no, not me. My dog."
The Rabbi says, "Your dog?"
He says, "Yeah, my dog's a great Cantor." They're desperate. I mean, they're not going to find anybody else. The Rabbi says, "Okay, go get your dog. Bring him in." The dog goes up on the pulpit with a little doggy yarmulke on his head.
He puts on his doggy prayer shawl. He takes out his little doggy prayer book, and then the dog starts to sing. The dog is the best Cantor any of them has ever heard. The dog is amazing. The dog chants, the whole evening service comes back the next morning, and he chants the whole day." Because on Yom Kippur, you stay in the synagogue the whole day.
It's got all of these perfect chants, everything goes perfectly. He chants from the Torah perfectly. The dog is incredible. At the end of the day, they take out the big ram's horn that you blow at the end of Yom Kippur, the Shofar, and the dog blows the Shofar as well as anybody has ever heard. 
They finished, and everybody crowded around the owner and said, "He's incredible." You've got to take him out on tour. This dog is amazing. 
And the owner says, "Well, what can you do? He wants to be a doctor."

How many Jewish mothers does it take to screw in a light bulb? 
They say, "Never mind, I'll sit in the dark."

There's the story of the  Jewish guy who calls his mom. He says, "Mom, I want you to come over tomorrow, and I want you to meet the girl that I'm going to marry." 
She says, "Okay." 
But the son says, "I'm going to make it a little difficult for you." So she comes in, sits on the couch in her son's apartment, and there are three women: a blonde, a brunette, and a redhead.
And he says, "Mom, I want you to guess which one I'm going to marry?" 
And she says, "It's the redhead."
He says, "How did you know?" 
She says, "Her, I don't like."

The next section of Jewish jokes is really a question of Jewish identity. What does it mean to be a Jew exactly? Or what does it mean to be unable to avoid being considered a Jew? 
There's a famous story about the composer Felix Mendelssohn, who wrote that wedding march.
One day, Mendelssohn was walking with a composer friend who was a hunchback, and they passed a synagogue. Mendelssohn said, "You know, I used to be a Jew."
And his friend turned to him and said, "Yes, and I used to be a hunchback."
-----------------------------------------
So I'll tell you a true story kind of about that. When I was a Rabbinic student in Cincinnati, Ohio, I used to fly to my student pulpit in Billings, Montana, every other week. I did services, studied, ran the religious school and taught some Bar Mitzvah kids. And then I flew back to Cincinnati, and in those days, to get from Cincinnati to Billings, you flew on Delta through Salt Lake City, connecting there.
Cincinnati was a Delta hub. Salt Lake City was a Delta hub. And so I would fly through, then go on up, and you know, back and forth every other weekend for the whole school year. Well, inevitably, when I got on the plane in Salt Lake City, I would end up next to someone going either to Billings or back to Cincinnati.
I would end up next to some incredibly well-meaning and very nice Mormon, and they would ask me what I did, and I would say, "I'm in Rabbinical school studying to be a Rabbi." And they would say, "Oh, I'd love to talk about the Bible." And there went the whole flight. 
So even if I had to study, wanted to write, or whatever, we'd have a very long conversation about religion, the Bible, and the whole testament. It was really enjoyable, but my time was a little tight sometimes. 
Finally, near the end of the year, it's spring, and I'm flying back through Salt Lake City, and I have to go back to Cincinnati, where Hebrew Union College was located. And  I'm flying back, and I have to write a wedding talk because I'm doing a wedding for a close friend.
I have a lot of schoolwork to do because I'm working on my Rabbinic thesis, and I get bumped up to first class because I fly this all the time. I have all these miles. Great. And there's nobody next to me. And I think it's great. I can get a lot of work done. I'll write my wedding talk; I'll study for my classes, and Great.
And just before we take off, they usher in someone else, and he sits down next to me. Okay. We take off. And he says to me, "What do you do?" 
And I say, "I'm a computer engineer," because that stops all conversations, right? 
And he says, "Oh, oh, that's interesting."
 Okay. And I do my work, write my wedding talk, and do a little bit of work I can do.
And as we're about to land in Cincinnati, I feel kind of guilty. And I turn to him, and I say, "Oh, listen,  what do you do? 
And he says, I have a jewelry store in Utah."
But then I said, " So why are you flying to Cincinnati? He said, "Well. I'm President of the synagogue there in Utah, and I'm flying to Cincinnati because we're hiring our new Rabbinic intern."
I said, "Oh, that's nice..." True story.
So here's one more synagogue joke that involves Rabbis, identity, and humility. It's the Jewish High Holy Days. It's the beginning of the service, everyone's dressed in white, and it's so important the day of atonement, the holiest day of the year, when we seek forgiveness for all of our sins.
A Rabbi is so overcome with emotion. He goes up to the ark at the beginning of the service, throws himself down in an act of humility, and says, "Oh God, I am nothing."
The Canter was very impressed by this. Overcome with emotion. He rushes to the pulpit, throws himself down and says, "Oh God, I am nothing."
The President of the congregation even comes up, rushes up, throws himself down on the pulpit and says, "Oh God, I am nothing."
The humble Shamas, the guy who cleans up the synagogue and folds the be shawls, was really overcome. He rushes up next to these three illustrious guys and says, "Oh God, I am nothing," and throws himself down. 
The Rabbi turns to the Cantor, and the President says, "Look who thinks he's nothing!"
An atheist is spending a quiet day fishing. Suddenly, his boat is attacked by the Loch Ness monster. In one quick blip, the giant beast tosses him in the boat high in the air. It opens its mouth to swallow him. The guy sails head over heels, and he cries out, "Oh my God, help me." At once the scene freezes, the atheist hangs in midair, and a booming voice comes down from the clouds.
"I thought you didn't believe in me."
"Come on, God. Gimme a break, please. Two minutes ago, I didn't believe in the Loch Ness monster."
The best jokes are sometimes about some pretty dark periods. This one is my favorite Jewish joke of all time. To understand it, you need a bit more Jewish background: after someone dies, there's a period called Shiva. It's a week after the burial. We, Jews, bury very quickly. People bring food every day, and there are services so you can do the morning prayers. It's called a Shiva. 
So Grandpa Zady is lying in bed, dying. His whole family surrounds him, and they're torn up about his coming passing. And he says, "Oh, kinder, my children, so good to have you all here. I know I'm going to die soon."
He says, "But tell me what's that wonderful smell?" 
And they look at each other, and they say, oh, well, it's coming from the kitchen. "Your wife, Bubbe, she's making those delicious Jewish pastries. 
He says, "What if I could just have one of them before I die? It would be so great."
So one of the grandchildren rushes off and goes to the kitchen. They've been gone a long time. Finally, the kid comes back, and Zady says, "Oh, so glad you're back. But where's the ruggelach?
The kid says, "Bubbe says they're for the Shiva."

There was a man who was very religious, and where he lived was hit by a really big flood. And he had to run up on top of the roof to save himself. And so he sees somebody yelling, "Can we help you?"
He says, "No, no, no, no. God will help me. God will help me." 
And then a boat comes up. "Can we save you? Can we help you?" The man says, "Oh, no, no. God will help me. I am a very religious man, and God will help me.  
 drop down. "Can we help you?" they say.
“ Oh, no, no. God will help me. I'm a very religious man, man."
So he's waiting and waiting and waiting, and he decides to pray to God, and he says, "God. I am a very religious man, and you know, I'm a very religious man, and I pray to you every day, and I'm kosher, and I do all this stuff, and I want to know -- Why didn't you help me? Why, where are you? 
God said, "Well, I sent a boat and an airplane.”
The pious follower dies, and his greatest desire is to be reunited with his Rabbi. The Haredim are very pious people. They wear black coats. They don't believe in fancy dress. Their reverence for their Rabbi is far above.
Anyway, the Haredi dies, this very pious guy. And he reaches the gate of heaven, and he sees the Angel Gabriel. Gabriel says, "What? You're in?" 
The man says, "I'd really love to see my Rabbi again. I really want to see my Rabbi." Gabriel says, "Oh, okay." He, he's over there."
So he goes, and he sees the Rabbi. He is there with the most gorgeous, voluptuous woman, like spectacular. The latest super-hot woman in the world. And she's kind of dressed scantily, and she's taking care of herself. 
And the man says, "Rabbi, I'm so thrilled to see you. It's so wonderful. We're in heaven, and I get to see you. But the woman," he says, "what's going on here?"
And the Rabbi says, "Oh. It, it, it's not that it's my heaven. It's her hell."
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