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Spread the Love  

Andrew Scherr MAY 19, 2006  

Two Chasidic men stop in their tracks. 

Both have probably crossed this block of 50th 
Street many times before, but apparently never 
witnessed such a spectacle. On the corner beneath 
the D-Train overpass in the predominantly 
Chasidic Boro Park neighborhood in Brooklyn, 
N.Y., is a slender African-American man who 
appears to be wearing a tallit beneath his 
threadbare sport jacket. His long arms shoot 
rhythmically in all directions to accentuate the 
words coming off his lips. He is rapping. And as 
the rumble of the passing D-Train fades into the 
distance, the two men immediately seem to 
recognize what he is rapping about. 

"What is this?" mumbles the thickly bearded man, whose eyes are wide with contempt beneath his spectacles.  

"Been do-in’ it solo since I lost my chev-ru-sah," the African-American man continues. Chevrusah is the 
yeshiva term for "Torah study partner." He sputters off a few more polyglot verses peppered with references to 
Jewish law, Scripture and practices. 

"Is he Jewish?" asks the other man, whose trimmed stubble makes him appear a bit younger, but not by much. 
Both men are probably in their mid-20s. The younger-looking man’s tone of guarded curiosity contrasts with 
his colleague’s outright indignation. A little boy who has been watching all the while from his bicycle slowly 
wheels closer and re-tucks his sprouting peot neatly behind his ears. This must have been what he also was 
wondering, but was too shy to ask.  

As the rap continues, the beardless man’s expression wrinkles into a subtle smile. He takes a step closer so he 
can hear the verses over the vociferous subway above. His bearded colleague steadfastly stands his ground and 
crosses his arms. The little boy doesn’t move. Before any more tension can build, the African-American man 
stops rapping, approaches the bearded man and extends his hand. 

"Shalom Aleichem," he says, his voice a steady timbre any disc jockey would covet. Both men shake his hand. 
Quietly.  "My name is Yitzchak," he says politely. "I’m a musician." 

 



 

His full name is actually Yitzchak Moshe Jordan, Jordan being the 
surname he inherited from his Ethiopian father. His mother, a Puerto 
Rican, originally named him Sean. He was their only child. 

Sean Jordan grew up in Baltimore, attended high school at Polytechnic 
Institute and later dropped out of Towson University to become a 
computer programmer.  

In June of 1999, approximately one year later, he threw his few 
belongings in a duffel bag and headed to Brooklyn to become frum, or an 
Orthodox Jew, a conversion he desired to make since he was young. In 
Brooklyn he joined the Bostoner sect of Chasidism. He grew a beard and 
elongated payes from his thick black locks, which he furls and tucks into 
the wool- gray cap he wears over his kippah. That is when he began 
calling himself Yitzchak Moshe. Yitzchak because Yitzchak was the first 
person to give up his life willingly to God and Moshe after the revered 
Orthodox leader Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, whom Mr. Jordan points out 
"was the major codifier of Jewish law for the questions we have today."  
"I like that idea of taking Torah to the future," Mr. Jordan said.  

Now under the stage alias "Y-Love," Mr. Jordan hopes to do that with his rap music. His music does not intend 
to modernize, secularize or simplify the Torah’s teachings. The mere idea of that "is disgusting" to Y-Love. 
Instead, he hopes it will do the opposite. By incorporating spiritual Orthodox Jewish ideology into popular 
forms of modern expression or, more specifically, making it the central subject of his multi-lingual rap lyrics, he 
hopes to propel such ideology into mainstream culture.  

"We are living in a generation of 50 percent intermarriage, 93 percent of us [Jews] are not observant, and 50 
percent of us don’t know they are Jewish," he noted. "If it’s going to take someone on MTV2 freestylin’ about 
how phat shul is to get someone to open a text, then that’s what we have to do."  

Y-Love’s first album entitled "This is Babylon" (produced by Modular Mood Records) is due to hit stores this 
fall.   His music is not totally frowned upon by his community either. He concedes that some Chasidim believe 
that his music brings down the community’s spirituality by incorporating non-Jewish influences, but his 
message is nevertheless positive. He admitted that while his rebbe — who would not speak to the Baltmore 
Jewish Times — told him "straight up" that he does not like hip-hop, he approves of the idea of spreading 
knowledge of Torah and erasing the stereotype that Orthodox Jews are "stuck in the 17th century." 

"People think 'Oh, that’s backward, you religious people need to come into the modern age, give up these old 
ways,’" Y-Love said. "What? Like Torah has an expiration date?! We need to bring a positive message into the 
next century."  

Unlike many other rappers, Y-Love would not dare use profanity in his lyrics. That would violate his motto of 
using hip-hop "to elevate, not to tranquilize."  

He deplores popular rappers like 50 Cent, whose music he claims "is adding absolutely no value to the world." 
Y-Love’s lyrics, on the other hand, are what he calls uplifting. They include references to Jewish Scripture and 
values in English, Yiddish, Hebrew and Aramaic, the 3,000-year-old Semitic tongue that is the primary 
language of the Talmud.  

"It’s a mitzvah to learn Torah," said Y-Love. "If you do best in an environment where you are sitting around the 
table, everybody get the s’forim [books] out, then that’s great. I like to think that in our age of 30-second sound 

 



 

bites and ADHD that a lot of people can’t do that. And hip-hop is a way that I think we can get Torah out to 
more people."  

He continued: "Chasidim is going out to the lowest echelons of society and saying 'You are worth something, 
you are someone.’ That is what I want my music to do."  

It was the mainstream media that introduced Y-Love to Judaism. He was only 7 when he saw the "Happy 
Passover" commercial on a Baltimore TV station that sparked his curiosity. He recalls feeling drawn to the 
religion and knew almost immediately that he wanted to convert.  

"It was an instinctive thing," he said. "I never had a question in my mind that anything but the Torah was real." 

Judaism subsequently became an integral part of his childhood. His grandmother, who Y-Love said also always 
had a penchant for Judaism, bought him Judaic keepsakes like a kippah, a Chanukah menorah and a Chumash, 
when he was 7, 9 and 11 years old, respectively. When he was 12, his parents insisted he get baptized, but he 
says that was the last time he went to church for anything, except, for funerals. 

At 14, he approached campus Rabbi Joseph Katz at Johns Hopkins 
University and asked to be converted. Rabbi Katz informed him that he 
had to wait until he was 18 to convert officially, but said he could spend 
the next few years studying and preparing. Y-Love did not take the advice 
lightly. He began attending minyanim after school at Congregation 
Shaarei Zion on Park Heights Avenue. By 15, he was regularly attending 
the Lubavitch House on Clarks Lane, where he would sit and learn Torah, 
sometimes for hours on end. (He attended services at Lubavitch House 
when he returned to Baltimore this past Pesach.) Naturally, the presence 
of an African-American teenager adorned in earrings, heavy metal 
jewelry and doc Martens boots (he was also into punk rock at the time) at 
a Chasidic study group raised some eyebrows. All things considered, 
however, he said the folks were rather welcoming.  

"In high school it was like people were just more curious," he said. "No animosity, just a whole bunch of really 
curious people asking me questions like, 'Why would you do this?’" 

His Jewish journey became more harrowing when he decided to take it a step further. Unlike in Baltimore, the 
Orthodox community in Brooklyn did not accept Y-Love with open arms. When he first moved to the Flatbush 
neighborhood (a primarily Orthodox, non-Chasidic community), he was met with racial animosity he compared 
to "Selma, Alabama, in 1962 without the violence."  

At yeshivas he was ridiculed to tears. Doors were slammed in his face when he went to look at apartments. It 
took him 11 months to find an apartment and even longer to secure a job in the frum community. Although he 
secured a job at a dotcom start-up when he arrived in New York, it was not until 2003 that he found work as a 
computer programmer at a real estate company in the Chasidic community in Boro Park. He said he was less 
discriminated against in the Chasidic community than the Orthodox community in Flatbush, but not totally 
accepted there at first either. Nevertheless, he was determined to convert and in July of 2000, 13 months after he 
moved to Brooklyn, he did. 

"There was nothing that was going to dissuade me," he said. "Like I told the rabbi who did my conversion, you 
can convert me or not. Either way I am just going to get all the books I can and I’ll just go live in a cave 
somewhere." 

 



 

Ironically, Y-Love’s experience with hip-hop has absolutely nothing to do 
with his African-American roots. Of all places, he discovered his 
appreciation for hip-hop when he was studying at Ohr Somayach, the 
yeshiva in Jerusalem where he went weeks after he converted. His 
chevrusah there happened to be Jewish emcee David Singer (aka Cels-1), 
who showed him that freestyle rap was an effective way to memorize the 
complicated text of Gemarah. It was Cels-1 that began calling him Y-
Love and from there the name stuck. With the help of corresponding beats 
and rhythms, Y-Love and Cels-1 were able to memorize Gemarah in 
record time.  

"Hip-hop was always used as a vehicle of Torah for me," said Y-Love. "It wasn’t the voice of the urban struggle 
in the streets and the voice of black angst of the male from the inner city. I mean, while it is, essentially, an art 
form, that wasn’t what I used it to voice. I always used hip-hop for Torah and for HaShem."  

Coincidentally, that same concept was also beginning to take off in the global Jewish community. Cels-1 was 
not the only hip-hop guru Y-Love met at Ohr Somayach. Another student there was Erez Shudnow, a 
University of Maryland alum more commonly known by his stage name DJ Handler. Y-Love did not reconnect 
with Handler until he returned to the United States, but Handler ultimately became Y-Love’s DJ and manager 
after Y-Love parted with Cels-1 in 2003. Handler also founded the Modular Mood Records label, under which 
Y-Love is releasing his first album.  

Jewish alternative music was also making headway in the United States. It was around that time when NYU 
student Aaron Bisman scrounged up enough grant money from Jewish Foundations to launch the non-profit 
JDub record label, the first label with a mission to produce music with Jewish content that is composed in 
contemporary styles.  

When they returned home from the Ohr Somayach, Y-Love and Cels-1 were performing regularly and, 
according to Y-Love, began to make a name for themselves. Back then, a Jewish musician known as 'the Rasta 
Rebbe’ was the opening act for Y-Love and Cels-1. He was later picked up by JDub and is now the increasingly 
popular Jewish reggae star Matisyahu.  

"Matisyahu, much love," said Y-Love with a forlorn smile. "He took a lot of the opportunities, but we cultivated 
[them]." 

Whether or not that is true, Y-Love acknowledges it is now a moot point. Looking back, Y-Love blames 
himself for leaving the stage as he was drifting into the spotlight. His increasing popularity coincided with his 
marriage to his now ex-wife, who urged him to give up his music career. His rebbe gave him similar advice and 
Y-Love consequently passed up record contracts and publicity opportunities, including the chance to be 
featured in an HBO documentary about Orthodox Jews making modern music. He regrets those decisions to this 
day.  

Not that he ever wanted to be a superstar. Y-Love says he could care less if "This is Babylon" only sells 
150,000 copies, as long as it helps make Judaism mainstream and, more importantly, gets his message out to the 
public. The album’s messageis about rising above the small things, he explains, removing oneself from a 
corrupt society, and attempting to lead a wholesome, spiritual existence.  

"There’s no reason that the biggest thing a kid should aspire to growing up is an SUV," he said. "There’s no 
reason a little girl should grow up to aspire to the most she can hope to have is a guy who can buy her jewelry. 
And that’s what you hear on the radio, that’s what you see in the media. And that shouldn’t happen.  

 



 

"I think there should be more messages of self- empowerment. You can 
do it, you can pick yourself up, don’t look to anyone else, don’t look to 
the country or anyone else to do it for you. You can do it yourself. You 
have a power within you given to you by God. … That is my message."  

Now 28 years old and divorced, Y-Love is accepted as a member of the 
Flatbush and Boro Park communities. He says that he often has to turn 
down invitations to Shabbat dinners and has been successful as a 
shadchan (matchmaker) on the Internet. Both his parents have passed 
away, but he never lost touch with his real family, even though he says 

they never quite understood his religious convictions. He has friends both inside and outside the Chasidic 
community (some of whom still live in Baltimore) and corresponds with them regularly.  

Although Y-Love works, prays and studies Torah over the Internet, he still finds a great deal of time to focus on 
his music. He is working to "get back in the [rap] game" and still has quite a ways to go before he gets his 
name, let alone his message, back out to the public. But he seems to be managing. He has already posted two 
"Thanks for your contributions to Judaism," Rahel, a Jewish folk singer from New Hampshire, posted on his 
myspace message board. Rahel is one of Y-Love’s 596 myspace "friends," who include fellow Jewish emcee 
Jewdah Macabee and Jewish band Pey Dalid, where Matisyahu used to play before he left to start his own 
group. Another myspace acquaintance who goes by "Go Clippers!!!" expressed his gratitude for Y-Love’s 
music along different lines. 

"Has anyone compared you to [popular rappers] Common/Mos Def/MC Zion/cuz I would/u got a similar 
style/flow but ur vocals are different and unique/your [a] breathe of fresh air man, keep doin’ it!!!!"  

Outside of cyberspace things are a bit trickier. Y-Love absolutely refuses to perform on Shabbat or any other 
Jewish holiday, which limits his book-ability. In addition, his manager often has to keep him in the dark about 
some of the more risqué ambiences at some of his performance venues, of which Y-Love might disapprove and 
refuse to play.  

More generally, Y-Love’s lyrical liturgies may not have the same mass appeal as musicians such as Matisyahu, 
who incorporates live music to accompany his Torah-themed lyrics in his act. At a Yom Ha’atzmaut party this 
year at Karma, a small bistro-turned-nightclub in Washington, D.C., Y-Love’s performance did not seem to 
resonate with the hundred or so college students who came out to celebrate Israeli independence.  

DJ Handler managed to pack the house that night by exploiting his alumni connections at University of 
Maryland Hillel, which bused in a majority of the large crowd. The crowd also included students from George 
Washington, American and Georgetown universities, many of whom were eager to see Y-Love; a musician who 
they heard was supposed to be the next Semitic superstar. 

"Y-Love is here tonight!" exclaimed an excited University of Maryland student, as she pushed her way into the 
party. "I hear he’s awesome — like the next Matisyahu!"  

His impromptu a cappella performance on the corner of 50th Street in Boro Park garnered significant attention 
from passers-by. In a matter of minutes he drew the attention of a Chasidic little boy, passing motorists and 
groups of pedestrians. Of course, an African-American man rhyming Aramaic verses with Yiddish expressions 
in the middle of the street is probably not something the neighborhood’s residents see every day, but they did 
not seem averse to it. Some pedestrians (many of whom appeared to be teenagers) complimented Y-Love and 
asked about his next performance and CD. Others just looked on in silence.  

 



 

When Y-Love noticed that he attracted the attention of two men who appeared to be closer to his age, he 
quickly wrapped up. He confidently stepped toward them and addressed their unspoken concerns almost 
immediately. 

"Ich bin a chusid ochet," he said after he introduced himself, Yiddish for "I am also Chasidic." The bearded man 
glanced at his colleague, who began conversing with Y-Love in a mixture of Hebrew, Yiddish and English.  

"Do you sign autographs?" the man asked Y-Love in English. Y-Love chuckled and looked down at the street, 
as if he thought the man was joking.  "Of course," he responded wistfully.  

But neither followed up on the request. The two continued talking for another few minutes until the bearded 
man signaled to his colleague that they had to move on. Both men politely said their goodbyes and continued on 
about their business. 

Y-Love admits that at this point he doesn’t know what will be with his music career. He seems to be convinced 
that his music will never be sold in his neighborhood, even though Matisyahu’s is. He attributes part of that to 
racism, but says he is not worried.  

"I know there are places I won’t get sold but it’s not like I’m like out," he said.   He speculates his audience will 
be "regular hip- hop audiences … suburban kids, 16-25 with disposable income," but reiterates that he is less 
concerned about his success than he is with being a part of what he calls "the Jewish hip-hop explosion." 

"I think that in general Jewish music, traditional Jewish music, I think that we are going to see a lot of people 
that it doesn’t speak to any more," Y-Love said. "You’ve got a whole new generation." 
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Lyrics Of Y-Love:   

"My Garden" from the album "This is Babylon." 

"Rise with the nation, fulfill the words of prophecy 
Words set the stage and I don’t think they’re stopping me 
Dropping the wisdom through mind and religion  
I ask why ask why? 
It’s Y-LOVE in your vision 
Finding your mission 
1,000 trials and missing 
On electric wires, sizzling, 
Hot like fires, wishing dids were didn’ts 
Sealed into denim then you fit the description 
Change your position!  
Realign and unify with His presence! 
Half of this is prison, the other half Divine intercession 
I get corrected, trial is respected, wild introspective 
12 months stuck in a room w/no entrance 
And the only out in is through the Aramaic exit: 
Yehey Shmey Rabbah, Just praise the Higher  
And raise the flame I’m on to go back to Zion…" 
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