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American Jewry and the Middle East

O E C R E T A R Y OF STATE GEORGE SHULTZ'S decision in December 1988
to open talks with the PLO, followed by the replacement of the Reagan administra-
tion with that of George Bush, set the stage for dramatic conflicts within the
American Jewish community over Israel's policies toward the Palestinians. Ameri-
can Jewry appeared relatively united on Middle East issues at the outset of 1989.
Most American Jewish organizations had reacted calmly to the establishment of
official U.S.-PLO relations, and in January 1989 they were virtually unanimous in
opposing suggestions that Yasir Arafat be granted a visa to enter the United States.
Even Jewish leaders who had pressed for the change in American policy toward the
PLO did not believe that Arafat should be allowed into the country.

But this consensus evaporated on February 9, when the Conference of Presidents
of Major Jewish Organizations concluded three days of talks with Israeli leaders in
Jerusalem with a call to the U.S. State Department to reassess its relations with the
PLO, in light of a clash between PLO members and Israeli soldiers in southern
Lebanon. Conference president Seymour Reich said that unless Arafat repudiated
"this latest terrorist attempt" he would urge James Baker, the new secretary of state,
to cut off the dialogue with the PLO. But four member organizations of the Presi-
dents Conference—the Labor Zionist Alliance, the Federation of Reconstructionist
Congregations and Havurot, Workmen's Circle, and Women's American ORT—
claimed that they had not been consulted, and dissociated themselves from Reich's
statement.

At the same time, a controversial State Department report alleging Israeli human-
rights abuses in the West Bank and Gaza became the occasion for some American
Jewish leaders to voice their exasperation with Israeli policy. "The rejectionist stand
in which Israel has been cast doesn't sit well with the American people," commented
American Jewish Committee president Theodore Ellenoff, who suggested that Israel
talk to the PLO "at the proper time." And Laurence Goldmuntz, president of the
Jewish Institute for National Security Affairs, pointed out to the Israelis that "the
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underdog, in the perception of Americans, is the Palestinians. You are blowing up
homes. This has got to stop."

The perception of a rift between influential American Jews and Israel grew. The
National Jewish Community Relations Advisory Council (NJCRAC), made up of
11 national Jewish organizations and over 100 local community relations councils,
held its annual plenum in February. In discussions of a proposed statement on the
Middle East, former American Jewish Congress president Theodore Mann pro-
posed an amendment expressing "deep concern over the profound consequences of
a continuation of the status quo in the territories." It barely failed of passage, losing
157 to 151, and Mann was assured that it would be reconsidered by NJCRAC's
Middle East Task Force at a later time.

On February 28, the New York Times published an op-ed column by Menachem
Rosensaft, the president of the Labor Zionist Alliance, one of five American Jews
who had met with Arafat in December in Stockholm. Prime Minister Yitzhak
Shamir was scheduled to visit the United States for talks with government officials
in the spring, and Rosensaft stated flatly that as long as Shamir and his Likud party
controlled Israeli foreign policy, Israel would not move toward peace. He charged
that a majority of Israelis rejected their government's hard-line stance, noting that
the Likud-led government had been elected "before Yasir Arafat's dramatic recogni-
tion of Israel." Seymour Reich immediately chastised Rosensaft for "undermining
the prime minister of Israel."

In early March, an American Jewish initiative to help Israel clarify its policy
options ended in some embarrassment. The American Jewish Congress and the
Anti-Defamation League of B'nai B'rith cosponsored a study—conducted for them
by the Jaffee Center for Strategic Studies of Tel Aviv University—analyzing the
strengths and weaknesses of various proposed solutions to the Palestinian problem.
A set of recommendations separate from the analysis suggested the inevitability of
Israeli-Palestinian negotiations, a view welcomed by opposition leader Shimon Peres
but condemned by Prime Minister Shamir. The Anti-Defamation League immedi-
ately disavowed the recommendations, expressing "distress" over the AJCongress's
failure to emphasize sufficiently that the two groups had commissioned only the
analysis, not the conclusions.

Just a few days later the American Jewish Committee released the results of a poll
it had sponsored, entitled Ties and Tensions: An Update; The 1989 Survey of Ameri-
can Jewish Attitudes Toward Israel and Israelis, by Steven M. Cohen. While showing
that Jewish support for Israel had not declined, the data did provide cause for
concern: 35 percent of the sample said they were "morally outraged" by some Israeli
policies, and 54 percent claimed that during the intifada they had felt that "Israelis
were acting wrongly." And while 90 percent still considered the PLO a terrorist
organization, 58 percent believed that Israel should negotiate with it if it recognized
Israel and renounced terrorism.

American Jewish disenchantment with Israeli actions was taken seriously by the
Israeli government. Visiting New York in March, Deputy Prime Minister David
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Levy surprised the Conference of Presidents of Major Jewish Organizations by
telling its members that, while he was sure of support from the American adminis-
tration, he was less certain that American Jewry was still behind Israel. Speaking
to the same audience a week later, Israeli foreign minister Moshe Arens expanded
on this theme. Arens evoked a historical parallel freighted with emotional impact:
"During the Holocaust, it is agreed that the American Jewish leadership did not do
everything it could have done or should have done. Let that be an object lesson that
we never again fail to live up to our responsibilities." Saying he "couldn't understand
why any Jew, any self-respecting person" could possibly meet with the PLO, Arens
claimed that the erosion of American Jewish sympathy for Israel was more danger-
ous than the rocks of Palestinian rioters.

SHAMIR'S SOLIDARITY CONFERENCE

To mobilize the backing of world Jewry for his anticipated talks with the Ameri-
can administration, Prime Minister Shamir scheduled a Conference on Jewish Soli-
darity with Israel to be held in Jerusalem, March 20-22. It later emerged that the
idea was first conceived by Rabbi Marvin Hier, dean of the Simon Wiesenthal
Center. In announcing this event, Israel's ambassador to the United States stressed
that, while Israel insisted on framing its own policies, it would seriously consider
the views expressed by Diaspora Jews at the conference. But other Israeli officials
described the planned conference as a "celebration" of Israel-Diaspora unity, noting
that Israel had already taken into account American Jewish concerns by shelving
proposed "Who is a Jew?" legislation. "There has been a sense of sagging morale,"
explained member of the Knesset Ehud Olmert, a conference organizer. "We want
to say to the Jewish world: Be proud of Israel—with all its problems. Don't hide.
Stand up and support us."

American Jewish leaders reacted with some ambivalence. Unlike the case in Great
Britain, no notable Jews declared a boycott of the conference. Yet even some
American Jewish organizations that participated—such as AJCongress and the
Union of American Hebrew Congregations (UAHC)—worried that it might be used
to rubber-stamp the hard-line Likud policy position on the Palestinians. On March
12, the New York Times carried an ad in support of the conference signed by 53
Jewish organizations and 11 past chairmen of the Presidents Conference, but that
support was expressed in the vague generality of a "commitment to Israel's security,
its independence, its economic vitality, and the well-being of its citizenry."

The Jerusalem conference—attended by about 1,200 Diaspora Jews—managed to
satisfy both those critical of Israeli actions and those eager to express solidarity with
Israel. Since the participants were free to say whatever they wanted, dissenters from
the Likud line came away feeling that they had been heard. Alexander Schindler,
president of the UAHC and a vocal opponent of Shamir's policies, declared himself
"pleasantly surprised by the relative openness of the conference." There was, he
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said, "sharp and open debate, and it was very well handled." Yet the overall
outcome was a renewed sense of Jewish unity. A "Declaration on Jewish Solidarity"
was adopted, supporting "the democratically elected Government of National Unity
in its efforts to achieve peace and security with its neighbors." "I think it is written
well enough to satisfy all those who came here, who have divergent points of view,"
commented Ernest Michel, executive director of New York UJA-Federation.

Only on the far left of the American Jewish community was there any criticism
of the conference's work. Tikkun editor Michael Lerner called the event "a grave
disservice to the Jewish people and to Israel." Lerner felt that the American Jewish
participants should have made clear to Shamir that their community rejected his
stance.

Buoyed by the success of the conference, Shamir arrived in the United States on
April 4. Attempts to maintain in New York the show of unity that had been
achieved at the Jerusalem conference failed, however. The Zionist Organization of
America mustered 200 Jews at 6:30 in the morning to welcome the prime minister
at Kennedy Airport, and B'nai B'rith International took a full-page ad in the New
York Times stating that "our strength as a community lies not in our sameness, but
in our diversity—and our unity." But a meeting with Shamir at Town Hall was
boycotted by the Americans for a Progressive Israel because participation would,
its president said, "misrepresent us as expressing support for Shamir's policies."
Anti-Shamir Jewish groups that had considered picketing outside Town Hall de-
cided against it only when they learned that Arab groups would be demonstrating
there. And 180 Jews signed a Tikkun -sponsored ad in the New York Times that
stated, "No, Mr. Shamir, don't think that American Jews support your policies
toward the Palestinians."

SHAMIR'S PEACE INITIATIVE

To the surprise of many American Jews, Shamir proposed to the American
administration a plan for Palestinian elections that would lead eventually to local
self-rule, and Secretary of State Baker showed some interest. (See "The United
States, Israel, and the Middle East," in this volume.) After Shamir briefed the
Presidents Conference on his talks in Washington, American Jewish leaders were
deeply gratified. Even Shamir's old antagonist Menachem Rosensaft acknowledged
that "it is absolutely a different tone, a different approach from his speeches and his
attitude during his previous visit last year. He sounded much more moderate and
held open the possibility of an eventual compromise."

Speaking to reporters at a National Press Club breakfast on May 9, Seymour
Reich praised Shamir. Asserting that the great majority of American Jews backed
the new Israeli proposal for West Bank elections, Reich explained that previous
misunderstandings between American Jews and Israel had been due to Israel's
inability to speak with one voice. "It is now clear," he said, "that Shamir speaks
for the government of Israel."
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Reich was overly optimistic. When Foreign Minister Moshe Arens came to the
United States to work out details of the plan, Henry Siegman, executive director of
AJCongress, wanted to know how Israel's new willingness to conduct elections in
the territories squared with its refusal to talk to the PLO—whose supporters could
very well win those elections. And when Secretary of State Baker urged Israelis to
give up "the unrealistic vision of a Greater Israel" in a well-publicized speech to
the annual policy conference of the American Israel Public Affairs Committee
(AIPAC), on May 22, it became clear that the Shamir initiative was no guarantee
of smooth Israeli-American relations.

To complicate matters further, Israel's minister of industry and trade, Ariel
Sharon, traveled to the United States in June to organize opposition against the
Shamir plan on the ground that it gave away too much; elections, he charged, would
lead to a Palestinian state. After receiving a standing ovation at a dinner for an
organization dedicated to buying up Arab properties in Jerusalem and settling Jews
in them, Sharon confronted a much more skeptical audience at a meeting of the
Presidents Conference. Having put such an emotional investment in the moderate-
sounding Shamir plan, the conference was in no mood for Sharon's criticisms.
Asserting the importance from a public-relations standpoint of Israel's agreement
to back elections in the territories, Phil Baum, associate executive director of AJ-
Congress, told Sharon that "it would be deplorable if this accord were somehow to
be lost."

Any lingering hopes that the Shamir initiative would put relations between Israel
and the United States—and those between American and Israeli Jews—back on
track were soon dashed. In June, Israel's ambassador to Washington publicly chas-
tised American Jewry for not doing enough to rally American support for the
Shamir plan. In early July, Israeli and American Jewish leaders expressed outrage
at reports that the American envoy in Tunis had held talks with Abu Iyad, a PLO
figure involved in the Munich massacre of Jewish Olympic athletes in 1972. Then,
on July 5, Shamir's Likud party forced him to accept amendments to his peace plan
that were championed by Ariel Sharon: Arab residents of East Jerusalem would not
vote in the proposed elections; the intifada would have to cease before the elections;
absolutely no negotiations with the PLO; no Palestinian state west of the Jordan;
and more Jewish settlements in the territories.

Caught by surprise, American Jewish spokesmen reacted cautiously, but their
dismay was evident. Seymour Reich, speaking for the Presidents Conference,
claimed that the amendments signified no change in the Israeli position, and ADL
national director Abraham Foxman described Shamir's acquiescence to them as
merely "a creative political maneuver." But officials of the AJCommittee and AJ-
Congress warned that the new conditions might harm the Israeli plan's chances of
success; the Committee's executive vice-president, Ira Silverman, sent a letter to
Shamir asking him to "reassure the other parties in the government that you will
pursue the peace plan without prior constraints."

American Jews previously distrustful of the Likud were now more openly hostile.
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Menachem Rosensaft urged the Israeli Labor party to leave the coalition govern-
ment to protest the new peace conditions—a step that Seymour Reich opposed on
the ground that it would mean new elections and the subsequent political chaos
likely to arise from the inability of any party to muster a majority. Jerome Segal,
a professor at the University of Maryland, announced the formation of the Jewish
Peace Lobby, whose announced purpose was to serve as an alternative to the
allegedly hard-line AIPAC. Claiming the endorsement of 125 rabbis and "several
dozen prominent American Jews," and advocating the creation of a demilitarized
Palestinian state, the new group was discounted as too pro-PLO even by many
anti-Shamir American Jewish activists.

OTHER ISRAEL-RELATED MATTERS

With the Israeli government now divided over the Likud peace plan—divided,
indeed, over what that plan even meant—and with the PLO showing no interest in
it, other aspects of the Middle East situation came to the fore. Early in July, Sen.
Jesse Helms (R., N.C.) offered an amendment to a bill funding the State Department
that would forbid the United States from having any contacts with PLO officials
who had been associated with terrorist acts. AJCongress and the UAHC broke
ranks with the other Jewish organizations and opposed the measure, agreeing with
the administration that it would hamper the peace process. Commented Henry
Siegman of the Congress, "If we wish the PLO leadership to play a constructive role
by permitting the elections to go forward, then the very last thing we should be
saying to the PLO is that, no matter what they do and no matter how constructive
a role they play, we will never raise the level of our dialogue with them." The two
Jewish groups opposed to the Helms amendment helped work out compromise
language that barred contact only with those PLO members known to have par-
ticipated directly in terrorism against an American citizen. The substitute passed
easily.

A new threat to American-Israeli relations emerged on July 31, when Shi'ite
Muslims in Lebanon announced that they had killed an American marine officer
who had worked with the UN peacekeeping force and whom they had kidnapped
in 1988. The Shi'ites declared that this act was in retaliation for the Israeli kidnap-
ping of Sheikh Abdul Karim Obeid, whom the Israelis had taken from his home
in Lebanon a few days before for questioning about his role in terrorist activities.
President Bush seemed to blame both sides equally when he urged all parties
involved to release their hostages. On the floor of the U.S. Senate, minority leader
Robert Dole of Kansas stated flatly that the Israelis were responsible for the death
of the marine. "When it endangers the lives of Americans in some foreign country,"
he said, "perhaps a little more restraint on the part of the Israelis one of these days
would be refreshing." According to newspaper reports, Dole's sentiments were
shared by other lawmakers who preferred anonymity. And public-opinion polls
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taken immediately after the incident showed a sharp drop in the percentage of
Americans who considered Israel a reliable ally of the United States.

Organized American Jewry mobilized to defend Israel by emphasizing that the
Jewish state and the United States were on the same side in the struggle against
international terrorism, and that acrimony between the two nations played into the
hands of the terrorists. It was reported in the press—but officially denied by those
involved—that a telephone call from Prime Minister Shamir to President Bush to
discuss coordination of hostage policy between Israel and the United States was
actually orchestrated by American Jewish leaders eager to portray the two countries
as partners against terrorism. AJCongress placed a full-page ad in the major na-
tional newspapers calling on Americans not "to strike out at our closest ally,
beleaguered Israel, for seeking to do that which we wish we would do ourselves."
Although Jewish leaders were somewhat reassured when Senator Dole subsequently
softened his harsh remarks about Israel, Henry Siegman was surely correct in noting
that much of the anger at the Jewish state over this episode had less to do with
Israel's abduction of the sheikh than with a perceived reluctance by that country
to make peace with the Palestinians.

In August Jewish groups once again began to anticipate the possibility of Yasir
Arafat applying for an American visa so that he might address the UN in the fall.
In meetings with State Department officials and with presidential chief of staff John
Sununu, Jewish leaders stressed that even though the United States now conducted
a dialogue with the PLO, Arafat's credentials as a terrorist should be sufficient to
bar him from the country. While leaving its options open on the question of a visa,
the administration did gratify American Jewry by announcing that any chance of
the United States rejoining UNESCO would be dashed if that organization granted
the PLO membership.

During the summer, American Jewry had another reason to worry about the
enhancement of the PLO's image. The Public Broadcasting Service announced that
it would make available to its affiliates for airing on September 6 "Days of Rage:
The Young Palestinians," a television documentary. Jewish leaders condemned the
show as pro-Palestinian propaganda but were fearful of taking any step that could
be construed as interference with the freedom of speech. The Presidents Conference
distributed information about "Days of Rage," while many local Jewish organiza-
tions sought to convince PBS affiliates in their communities not to run it.

Hoping to meet Jewish objections, the network decided to provide additional
"wrap-around" programming that would place the documentary in a broader per-
spective: a segment before "Days of Rage" would probe the feelings of Israelis about
the intifada, and a panel discussion afterward would elicit the views of spokesmen
of differing perspectives, including Presidents Conference chairman Reich.

Just a week before the scheduled date of the show, Jewish organizations—seizing
upon evidence that the documentary was partially funded by an Arab foundation—
sought to have it withdrawn on the ground that financing of a project by an
organization with a vested interest in it violated PBS guidelines. But rather than
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cancel "Days of Rage," the network ran a statement both before and after the show
stating that there were allegations of improper funding that could not be verified.
As it turned out, despite all the publicity, "Days of Rage" received only average
ratings.

SHAMIR VISIT TO UNITED STATES

Meanwhile, the United States was attempting to bring Israeli and Palestinian
representatives together in Cairo for talks based on the Shamir plan for local
elections in the territories. With these efforts going nowhere, Shamir prepared for
another visit to the United States in November, to meet once again with high
government officials and to address the General Assembly of the Council of Jewish
Federations. American Jewish leaders, both pro- and anti-Shamir, sought ways to
influence the political climate in the United States.

The Presidents Conference prepared an ad to run in the Washington Post on the
day of Shamir's arrival in the capital, but several organizations within the confer-
ence found the text too supportive of Likud positions and insisted on less specific
language. Unable to meet the Post's deadline, the conference ran a more general ad
in the New York Times, simply wishing Shamir well in his negotiations. On that
same day the Times also published another ad, sponsored by B'nai B'rith Interna-
tional, that virtually endorsed Shamir's views. B'nai B'rith's president was none
other than Seymour Reich, who was also chairman of the Presidents Conference.

To keep the Israeli prime minister from again claiming that American Jewry
stood solidly behind him, 42 Jewish leaders sent him a letter warning: "Please do
not mistake courtesy for consensus, or applause for endorsement of all the policies
you pursue." Specifically, the letter claimed that while "some" rejected giving up
land for peace, "most American Jews" did not—a clear hint that, on this point,
American Jewry and Shamir were at odds. The letter was signed by two men who
had chaired the Presidents Conference, three past chairmen of NJCRAC, a number
of local federation activists, and prominent figures in Reform and Conservative
Judaism. Theodore Mann, a former Presidents Conference chairman who helped
draft the letter, emphasized to reporters that the signatories were mainstream lead-
ers, noting, "these are not in any way fringe people."

While in the United States, Shamir made clear his disdain for such criticism.
Complaining repeatedly that the world media distorted news from the Middle East
so as to cast Israel in the worst possible light, he spent much of his time visiting
with pro-Likud American Jews and speaking before audiences he knew were sympa-
thetic to him, while avoiding groups—such as the Jewish Federation Council of Los
Angeles—that he suspected were hostile. Buoyed by an enthusiastic reception by
1,000 Brooklyn Jews, Shamir told Israeli reporters, "The American Jewish masses
support the national unity government and, I might add, the position of the prime
minister. I have more and more proof of this every day." He described the dissenters
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as "a voluble minority." Seymour Reich agreed, claiming that "the overwhelming
majority" of American Jews backed Israel's policies.

"TIKKUN" CONFERENCE

Reich's position came under heavy attack at a November conference in San
Francisco, sponsored by Tikkun magazine. The conference title was "Israeli Me-
shuggas and American Response: What Should American Jews Do in Response to
the Current Policies of the Israeli Government?" Tikkun editor Michael Lerner
said, "We are attempting to reclaim Judaism from the organized community." He
argued not only that Israeli actions were immoral, but that they would ultimately
erode "any credible basis for long-term support for Israel." Professor David Biale
of the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley charged that he and other critics
of Israeli policies were the victims of a "witch hunt" carried out by the mainstream
Jewish organizations. Thus, the situation in Israel was "a cancer that has metasta-
sized to our shores," possibly pointing to the "progressive disintegration of the
American Jewish community."

In December Seymour Reich participated in a public forum with Michael Lerner.
Lerner charged that the Presidents Conference and other "establishment" organiza-
tions were not telling the truth when they alleged that most American Jews sup-
ported Israel's present course. And since Jewish leaders refused to tell Shamir that
his policies were "destructive politically or morally abhorrent," Israel stood to lose
the support of more and more American Jews.

Reich responded that the Presidents Conference made no claim to speak for all
American Jews, but did "speak in the name of the broadest coalition of the world's
largest Jewish community." While recognizing the legitimacy of diverse Jewish
viewpoints, Reich pointed out that "any perception of American Jewish disaffection
with Israel" could create a climate of opinion conducive to cuts in American aid
to the Jewish state.

The vexing questions of who spoke for American Jewry on Israel and what were
the appropriate limits on the expression of dissent from Israeli policies were no
nearer solution at year's end than they were at its beginning.

Soviet Jewry

In December 1988, 3,652 Jews left the Soviet Union, the largest monthly total in
nine years. The estimated figure for all of 1988—slightly over 19,000—was more
than double the number of emigres in 1987.

More good news followed. The Soviet Union signed an international human-
rights agreement that affirmed religious freedom and the right to emigrate. With the
acquiescence of Soviet authorities, the World Jewish Congress (WJC) established
a branch in Moscow. The Solomon Mikhoels Center—the first government-sane-
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tioned Jewish cultural center—opened in the same city, a cooperative venture of the
WJC, the Executive Council of Australian Jewry, and the Moscow Jewish Musical
Theater, in whose building the center was housed. Soviet jamming of radio broad-
casts from Israel on Jewish culture ended. With the coming of spring, Moscow
dropped restrictions on the baking of matzah and the importation of wine for
Passover. In April, 12 long-time refuseniks—one had waited 15 years—were al-
lowed to leave the USSR for Israel. And in May, for the first time in its history,
the National Conference on Soviet Jewry (NCSJ) was allowed to send an official
delegation into the Soviet Union to discuss emigration issues.

Many Soviet Jewry activists in the United States felt that the new reality called
for a reappraisal of the Jackson-Vanik Amendment that linked the granting of
most-favored-nation trading status to liberalized emigration policies. In June the
NCSJ called for a waiver of Jackson-Vanik, though it insisted that this be condi-
tioned on a continued high level of Jewish emigration, codification of the emigration
laws, movement toward the resolution of cases of long-term refuseniks, and a halt
to the practice of using alleged access to state secrets as grounds for refusing visas.
Subsequently, AJCongress went further, announcing support for a one-year uncon-
ditional waiver, and NJCRAC's Joint Program Plan also urged President Bush to
waive Jackson-Vanik for a limited time period. For the second straight year, the
traditional Solidarity Sunday rally for Soviet Jewry was canceled. Rabbi Haskel
Lookstein, chairman of the Coalition to Free Soviet Jews, explained that "new and
innovative programs and a flexible approach are essential in light of Gorbachev's
policies of glasnost and perestroika."

CONFLICT OVER DESTINATION AND FUNDING

If the problem of getting Jews out of the Soviet Union seemed to be on its way
to a solution, the unresolved questions of where the Soviet Jewish emigrants would
go and how their resettlement would be financed sparked conflict. These two issues
were interconnected. Most American Jews believed that the refugees should settle
wherever they wished, and that those choosing the United States had a right to the
financial help of the Jewish community. But Israelis—along with a number of
like-minded American Zionists—tended to feel that the Soviet emigration—made
possible, of course, by Israeli visas—should flow to the Jewish state, and viewed any
aid for Jews going elsewhere as a deterrent to Soviet Jewish aliyah.

In January officials of the Jewish Agency met in New York to discuss Soviet
Jewish emigration. The funding question was of great concern to those representing
the American Jewish federations. Since about 90 percent of the immigrants were
then coming to the United States, and it was assumed that the influx would increase
substantially, the American Jewish community would have to come up with millions
of dollars to pay for resettlement. Where would the money come from?

One possibility was to divert some of the funds that ordinarily would go via the
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United Jewish Appeal to Israel. This approach was naturally unacceptable to the
Israelis. Another proposed solution was to run a "separate line campaign," that is
a fund-raising drive for domestic immigrant resettlement separate from the regular
UJA-Federation appeal. This idea too did not go over well with the Israelis on the
Jewish Agency Executive, who feared that those contributing to the special drive
might lower their contributions to the regular appeal. Simcha Dinitz, chairman of
the Jewish Agency Executive, suggested instead that the Americans dip into their
capital funds and investments. At a news conference on January 12, Dinitz made
clear his opinion of financial aid for the resettlement of Soviet Jews in America,
saying, "The Jewish Agency was not established in order to assist the absorption
of Jews in Milwaukee, Chicago, or Detroit." He announced plans to improve
housing services for new immigrants in Israel so that more of them would go there
than to the United States.

While the Jewish Agency reached no consensus on how American Jewry would
finance resettlement costs in the United States, a few days after the meeting, the
Jewish Community Federation of San Francisco announced a drive to raise $2.7
million for immigrant resettlement separate from its regular $20-million campaign.
On January 31, the board of the Council of Jewish Federations adopted a resolution
urging the UJA to "give serious attention" to doing this on a national level, and on
February 2, heeding this call, the UJA executive committee announced its decision
to run such a separate campaign under the name "Passage to Freedom." Two Jewish
federations in large cities where many Soviet Jews were settling responded quickly
to the UJA announcement: New York UJA-Federation launched a $25-million
"Passage to Freedom" campaign, and its Los Angeles counterpart requested its
biggest donors to increase their contributions, with the extra funds earmarked for
the resettlement of Soviet Jews.

By late March, many details of the special campaign had been worked out, though
certain ambiguities and conflicts remained. A sum of $75 million was set as the
national goal of "Passage to Freedom." Local federations would conduct the cam-
paigns in their communities and hand the money over to national UJA. While there
was no way to compel a federation to participate, virtually all were expected to do
so. Half of the funds raised would go toward the resettlement of Soviet Jews in the
United States, and the other half would be directed abroad—to resettlement in Israel
and to such organizations as the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee and
the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society that provided services to the immigrants in
Europe. Quotas for how much each community would raise were based on its
previous year's contribution to the general campaign. The allocation of funds was
a thorny issue since the seven large Jewish communities where the great majority
of the immigrants were settling felt that they deserved the lion's share. A committee
was set up to work out allocations.

By far the most controversial aspect of "Passage to Freedom" was the perception
by many Israelis that the campaign constituted a further inducement to Jews leaving
the Soviet Union on Israeli passports to "drop out" in Europe and settle in the West.



1 8 8 / A M E R I C A N J E W I S H Y E A R B O O K , 1 9 9 1

Despite the fact that a portion of the money raised for overseas aid would go toward
immigrant absorption in Israel, on March 7, a number of Israeli lawmakers from
several political parties denounced "Passage to Freedom" on the floor of the Knes-
set. They charged that the campaign deceitfully used the name of Israel and the
cause of Zionism to promote Soviet Jewish settlement outside Israel. And the World
Zionist Executive went so far as to call for closing down all services for Soviet Jewish
emigres in Ladispoli, Italy, since the 7,000 Jews there refused to go to Israel.

Stanley Horowitz, president of the UJA, expressed sympathy for the Israeli
position, noting that "the overwhelming consensus of American Jewish organiza-
tions would wish that all Soviet Jews would go to the State of Israel." But, he asked,
"what is an appropriate response—once the determination is made—to those who
will not go to Israel?" His answer was unequivocal: "The American Jewish commu-
nity is dedicated to the idea of responding to fellow Jews."

This tension between Israeli and American Jewish views was sharpened by the
fact that American Jewry was not simply "responding" to Soviet Jewish immigrants,
but actively seeking to bring more of them into the United States. On the basis of
a new policy adopted in September 1988, the American Immigration and Naturali-
zation Service implemented a strict definition of "refugee" that led to denial of this
status to an increasing number of Soviet Jews. In January and then again in March,
representatives from HIAS, the Council of Jewish Federations, the American Jewish
Committee, and the National Conference on Soviet Jewry met with government
officials in the hope of having the restrictions eased. When these efforts failed, the
Jewish groups announced support for congressional legislation that would increase
the number of refugees allowed into the country and appropriate federal funds
toward their resettlement.

Angered at American Jewish aggressiveness in facilitating the immigration of
Soviet Jews to the United States, Simcha Dinitz flew to New York on April 9 to
confront American Jewish leaders. He expressed particular bitterness at how little
money Israel would get out of "Passage to Freedom"—just 25 percent, he claimed,
once the agencies assisting the immigrants in Europe received their share of the
portion set aside for overseas aid. Dinitz claimed that this stinginess toward Israel
reflected "the ambitions of a few Jewish professionals," not the masses of American
Jewry, and insisted that Israel receive a full 50 percent of all monies raised.

At a meeting in Washington, leaders of the Jewish Agency, the UJA, and the
Council of Jewish Federations conferred with Dinitz and came up with a compro-
mise. The New York Association for New Americans (NYANA), whose funding
was previously put under the category of overseas aid, would be recategorized as
a domestic philanthropy, thus freeing more of the overseas money for Israel. The
Jewish Agency then announced "unqualified support" for "Passage to Freedom."

Although every American Jewish community participated in the campaign, the
autonomy of local federations complicated the effort. The San Francisco community
was once again the first to demonstrate its independence, rejecting the guideline that
all funds collected be sent to the UJA. Citing the large number of Soviet Jews settling
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in San Francisco, the executive director of its federation declared that all income
from "Passage to Freedom" would go first for local needs; only if something were
left over would any money go to national UJA. (Indeed, by the summer it was clear
that the special campaign would not raise enough to finance the resettlement of
immigrants in the city, and the federation had to freeze allocations to local Jewish
agencies and halt funding to Lubavitch institutions.) A few smaller federations took
a somewhat less defiant stand, holding back a certain proportion of receipts for local
needs and sending the rest to UJA.

At the end of October, the UJA announced that it had received pledges of $38
million—a little over half of the $75 million that "Passage to Freedom" had been
expected to produce—and that the great bulk of it was from "big givers." It asked
Jewish communities to conduct "phone-athons" to raise the rest. Although by year's
end only $50.1 million had been pledged—of which $33 million had been col-
lected—the UJA nevertheless considered it a triumph that "Passage to Freedom"
had not hurt contributions to the regular campaign.

FOCUS SHIFTS TO ISRAEL

Even while organized American Jewry strained to absorb the cost of Soviet Jewish
resettlement, events were taking place that would force a shift of philanthropic focus
from the United States to Israel. American Jewish agencies that felt overwhelmed
by the financial burden of resettling immigrants in their communities gradually
became more receptive to the Israeli argument that the Soviet Jews should be
channeled to Israel. This change of heart—noticed first by Simcha Dinitz in May—
was put into words by the Anti-Defamation League in a statement issued at the end
of June. While reaffirming the principle that immigrants should be free to choose
their destinations, the ADL declared that "the American Jewish community's first
concern must be to assist those Soviet Jews wishing to settle in Israel." During the
summer, delegations of American Jews active in the Joint Distribution Committee
and the UJA visited Ladispoli, Italy, to survey the condition of the Soviet Jews living
there and to convince them to settle in Israel.

A key factor inducing American Jewry to stress Israel as the appropriate destina-
tion for Soviet Jews was the clear determination of the American government to
clamp down drastically on the flow of refugees into the United States. Richard
Schifter, assistant secretary of state for human rights and humanitarian affairs,
warned in the pages of Moment magazine (June 1989) that "in the near future the
numbers of Soviet emigrants seeking to enter the United States may significantly
exceed the numbers we are prepared to take as refugees." The New York Times of
September 4 quoted confidential government documents indicating that only Soviet
Jews with immediate relatives in the country would be granted refugee status. Just
35 percent of those requesting such status would qualify under this plan.

The news did not take American Jews by surprise; "the handwriting has been on
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the wall for a number of months," said David Harris, the American Jewish Commit-
tee's Washington Representative. And Jewish leaders declared frankly that, in light
of the financial burden of resettling the Soviet Jews in the United States, they would
not fight the new arrangement. Ten days later, the U.S. government announced that
all Soviet citizens seeking to enter the country as refugees would be processed in
Moscow, and that the transit facilities for them in Italy would be closed down.
American Jewish organizations expressed their satisfaction, since it would save them
the millions of dollars spent for the Italian facilities while also making it much more
difficult for emigrants with Israeli visas to "drop out" in Europe and come to the
United States.

On October 11, the UJA and the Council of Jewish Federations announced a new
fund-raising appeal in 1990 for the resettlement of Soviet Jews that would reflect
the changed situation by allocating much more of the money raised to Israel. Also
in early October, responding to the fact that fewer immigrants would be arriving
in America, representatives of 25 Jewish organizations met in New York to discuss
a new focus for their Soviet Jewry activity: strengthening Jewish education and
culture in the Soviet Union.

As 1989 drew to a close, the National Conference on Soviet Jewry announced that
71,196 Jews had left the USSR during the year, the highest annual total since record
keeping began in 1968. And there was another noteworthy statistic: while over the
first 11 months of the year the proportion of Soviet Jewish emigrants settling in
Israel never went above 20 percent, the figure for December was 41 percent.

Jews and Liberalism

Writing in the New Republic (May 22, 1989), Ruth Wisse remarked on the
resurgence of Jewish liberalism. This was not simply a matter of Jews supporting
liberal policies and candidates, a tradition that had been amply demonstrated once
more by the overwhelming Jewish backing for Michael Dukakis and the Democrats
in the 1988 election. Wisse had something else in mind: "Not only do Jews continue
to express their commitment to social equality and left-wing causes far beyond their
proportion in the American population and contrary to the sociological pattern of
their economic group, but they have begun to return to these positions as Jews."

While Wisse's evaluation of this development as deplorable was surely a minority
view, the public pronouncements of American Jewish leaders in 1989 confirmed her
description of the facts. At the annual meeting of the American Jewish Committee
in May, executive vice-president Ira Silverman warned against any shift in the
pattern of American Jewish liberalism. Despite what he called "a strong rightward
tide of American public opinion and governmental policies," Silverman urged
American Jews to "defy the undertow and stay rooted to the liberalism which will
help ensure American pluralism and social fairness, good for us and for all Ameri-
cans."

Addressing the annual meeting of NJCRAC, the umbrella group that coordinates
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the policies of local Jewish community relations councils and the national Jewish
organizations, chairman Michael Pelavin left no doubt about his liberal commit-
ments. He asked, "If we do not fight against the injustices affecting others, will they
fight the injustices affecting us?" Pelavin cited separation of church and state, civil
rights, the plight of blacks in South Africa, the rights of children, the problems of
the elderly, and the survival of American cities and farms as appropriate domestic
priorities for American Jewry.

NJCRAC's Joint Program Plan, described as a policy blueprint for its constituent
organizations reflecting a consensus of their views, spelled out in detail this agenda.
In addition to policy statements on Israel and Soviet Jewry, the plan declared
NJCRAC's support for abortion rights, raising the national minimum wage, increas-
ing the supply of low-cost housing, better facilities for the elderly, passage of a
federal child-care bill, and a drive to introduce universal health care.

ABORTION RIGHTS

Of all the items addressed in the Joint Program Plan, it was abortion rights that
ignited the greatest enthusiasm among large numbers of Jews—apart from the
Orthodox community. Proportionately twice as many Jews as non-Jews—according
to recent surveys—backed the right to unrestricted abortion, and the prospect that
one more Supreme Court appointment could tilt the balance in favor of restriction
gave a sense of urgency to the pro-choice campaign in 1989.

The urgency focused specifically on a Missouri law denying public funds and
facilities for abortion or abortion counseling, and declaring that human life begins
at conception. The question of whether this law was constitutional had reached the
Supreme Court in the case of Webster v. Reproductive Health Services. Jewish
organizations presented a united front against the law, though for different reasons.
The nondenominational Jewish agencies were motivated by their concern for
women's freedom of reproductive choice, and feared that the Court might use this
case to strike down the Roe v. Wade precedent that had affirmed that freedom. The
stringently Orthodox Agudath Israel organization—which opposed unrestricted
abortions and the Roe v. Wade principle—feared nevertheless that a blanket ban on
abortions could conflict with Jewish law, which mandates abortion when the
mother's life is in danger. Curiously, the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations
signed on to the legal brief of the non-Orthodox organizations, apparently because
it included reference to the sanctity of life in Jewish tradition. Under attack from
others in the Orthodox community, the Union then claimed that last-minute
changes in the text of the brief created the unwarranted impression that it backed
unrestricted abortion. The Supreme Court was notified that the organization's name
had been appended by mistake.

Jews were prominently represented among the 300,000 men and women who
marched for abortion rights in Washington, D.C., on April 9. Many Jewish organi-
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zations sent busloads of their members to participate: the American Jewish Congress
alone was able to mobilize 200 people, and the Jewish Theological Seminary was
represented by 42 rabbinical and cantorial students. Jewish leaders at the march
insisted that their militance was rooted in Jewish sources and concerns. "Read the
Talmud, the Jewish book of law," said Lenore Feldman, president of the National
Council of Jewish Women. "In Judaism, the mother's rights always come first."
Many Jews were particularly incensed at the claim of the pro-life forces that legal-
ized abortion was comparable to the Nazi Holocaust.

In early July, the Supreme Court, by a 5-4 vote, upheld the controversial Missouri
law—without, however, overturning Roe v. Wade. The only Jewish body to express
pleasure at the result was Agudath Israel, whose spokesman said that any step away
from Roe v. Wade was a "positive development."

Non-Orthodox Jewish organizations expressed disappointment. "We believe the
Court erred," said Sholom Comay, president of the American Jewish Committee.
Officials of the AJCongress and B'nai B'rith International had similar reactions. The
national bodies of Reform Judaism issued a joint statement that termed the decision
"a deplorable attack on the religious freedom of all Americans," and pledged to fight
"any attempts by state legislatures to ban or otherwise limit the right of free choice
in abortion." The social justice committee of the Rabbinical Assembly (Conserva-
tive) also defended unrestricted abortion as a "fundamental right of religious free-
dom." Jewish women's organizations were particularly vociferous in opposition to
the Court's ruling. "In many states," argued Lenore Feldman of the National
Council of Jewish Women, "this decision will turn the clock back to the days before
1973 and will open the door for states to abandon women's right to choose."

In September, 14 Jewish organizations announced their participation in a national
coalition to reverse the effects of the Webster decision. Of the 14, 7 were women's
organizations: B'nai B'rith Women, Hadassah, NA'AMAT (the women's Labor
Zionist body), the National Council of Jewish Women, the National Federation of
Temple Sisterhoods, Women's American ORT, and the Women's League for Con-
servative Judaism. The participation of Hadassah was noteworthy, since this vener-
able women's Zionist organization had previously not taken a stand on the issue.
The involvement of the Women's League for Conservative Judaism was somewhat
tempered by its suggestion that, in light of Jewish tradition, women should not
casually utilize the freedom to abort as a birth-control device.

On November 12, the pro-choice coalition held a rally in Washington, D.C., that
drew an estimated 150,000. Jews were prominent as participants and speakers.
"Jewish Tradition: Women's Lives Are Also Sacred," read one banner. "Hadassah
Is Pro-choice," said another. Ann Lewis, a leading figure in the national Democratic
party, stressed the important role of Jewish leadership in the movement: it "lends
a voice of morality and values to the discourse," she said.
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CHILD CARE

If the abortion issue provided the liberal non-Orthodox Jewish community with
a relatively simple choice of right against wrong, the question of federally funded
child care presented liberal Jews with a dilemma. Much of the child care in the
United States—perhaps one-third—was provided by religious bodies, yet separation
of church and state was as much part of the liberal agenda as federal responsibility
to improve child care. Could a child-care bill be passed that would not constitute
government aid to religion? Political liberals—and most Jews—hoped so. "We
simply do not believe that child care should come at the expense of safeguarding
the separation of church and state," said Hyla Lipsky, president of B'nai B'rith
Women. Some Jewish organizations proposed that sectarian institutions be funded
only for their nonsectarian programs. But the administration and its supporters on
Capitol Hill opposed any such distinctions.

As Congress debated different kinds of child-care legislation in 1989, it became
clear that the church-state problem was not the only hurdle that proponents had
to overcome. President Bush and his congressional supporters wanted to provide
federal tax credits for child-care expenses, while liberals preferred outright grants.
It seemed likely that any bill authorizing grants would face a presidential veto no
matter how it dealt with sectarian institutions.

By November, both houses of Congress had approved bills that included funding
for the child-care programs of sectarian institutions. On November 16, the AJCom-
mittee, AJCongress, Anti-Defamation League, B'nai B'rith Women, National
Council of Jewish Women, and Union of American Hebrew Congregations joined
with 14 non-Jewish organizations in a letter to House members arguing that federal
aid for sectarian programs was both "unsound public policy" and "constitutionally
suspect." The Jewish groups also argued against a provision in the Senate bill which
would let a sectarian child-care facility receiving government money give preference
in admissions and in hiring to children and workers of its own religion.

Once again, Agudath Israel swam against the tide of the Jewish community.
While agreeing that direct federal payments to religious institutions raised constitu-
tional problems, it asserted that grants to parents that would then be used to buy
the sectarian child care did not. As for preferential admissions and hiring, Agudah's
legal counsel maintained that religious institutions "must be permitted to maintain
policies consistent with their religious identity and beliefs." Agudath Israel had a
somewhat strange bedfellow on this issue, the Council of Reform Hebrew Day
Schools, which, eager to apply for federal aid, noted that a refusal of funds for
sectarian child care "impinges on the right of people to practice their religion."

The year ended with no child-care legislation passed. And the non-Orthodox
Jewish organizations had to face up to their liberal dilemma: they dearly wanted
government aid for child care, but it was clearer than ever that Congress and the
president would agree to it—if at all—only if sectarian institutions were included
among its beneficiaries.
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Denominational Trends

The year 1989 witnessed considerable ferment within the Jewish religious denomi-
nations. Each of the branches—albeit in different ways—struggled to reconcile the
drive for self-assertion, the pull of tradition, and the desirability of Jewish unity.

REFORM JUDAISM

In February Prof. Gerald Showstack of Brandeis University released a study of
Reform Judaism entitled "Suburban Communities: The Jewishness of American
Reform Jews." Seeking to dispel the common stereotype that those who affiliate
with Reform are seeking a minimal Judaism, Showstack found that when Reform
Jews are actually asked to evaluate their religious involvement, they explain it as
a positive commitment to Jewish living.

There were also signs that this positive commitment translated itself—at least for
some Reform Jews—into greater adherence to ritual. In its June 26 edition, the New
York Times ran an article about the annual convention of the Central Conference
of American Rabbis (CCAR) under the headline "Reform Jews Turn Back to
Tradition." Asked about the surprising fact that many of the rabbis at the confer-
ence wore prayer shawls and skullcaps at Friday night services—practices rejected
by classical Reform—Rabbi Samuel Karff, the organization's new president, said:
"This is a different time, and just as our predecessors were influenced by their time,
we are influenced by ours." A number of the congregational rabbis present spoke
of a renewal of interest among their congregants in such practices as ritual circumci-
sion, the traditional wedding ceremony, more Hebrew in the services, and bar/bat
mitzvahs. Yet these Reform rabbis were well aware of the gap separating them from
halakhic Jews: Reform still emphasized issues of social justice much more than the
traditional denominations and also insisted on the right of the individual Jew to
choose which rituals to observe and how to perform them.

Meanwhile, two rabbinical leaders of Reform who addressed the conference had
very different evaluations of the swing to traditionalism. Favoring it, and even
seeking its intensification, was outgoing CCAR president Rabbi Eugene Lipman.
While asserting that he remained a religious and political liberal, Lipman urged his
colleagues to retreat from some of the more radical and controversial Reform
innovations of the recent past. He called for voluntary limits on the autonomy of
rabbis, more careful scrutiny of candidates for conversion, an end to rabbinic
officiation at mixed marriages, a grappling with the implications of the increasing
number of non-Jewish spouses of members in Reform synagogues, and "live Zion-
ism" that did not put political pressure on Israel.

Rabbi Alexander Schindler, president of the Union of American Hebrew Congre-
gations—the lay body of Reform Judaism—adamantly disagreed. "Our forebears
did not forge Reform Judaism to have us trade it in for a tinsel imitation of
Orthodoxy," he declared. Pleading with the Reform rabbinate not to romanticize
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Orthodox Judaism, Schindler pointed to Israel, where an entrenched Orthodoxy, he
said, had produced "stale repression, fossilized tradition and ethical corruption."

Lipman may have expressed the increasingly traditional leanings of many rabbis
and congregations, but the public posture of the Reform movement in 1989 reflected
Schindler's perspective. This was especially so in regard to Israel: the unexpectedly
good showing of the Reform slate in the 1988 elections to the World Zionist
Congress made the movement much bolder in speaking out about Israeli issues in
1989.

Reform figures launched a barrage of attacks on the Israeli religious establish-
ment. In April Rabbi Charles Kroloff completed his term as president of the
Association of Reform Zionists of America (ARZA) with a call to fight "the
extremism of the ultra-Orthodox who would transform the Jewish state into a
medieval fiefdom." In July ARZA accused the Israeli Ministry of Religions of
suppressing the results of a ministry survey of the religious preferences of a sample
of 602 Israelis. According to ARZA, just 12 percent of the respondents said they
were Orthodox, 9 percent claimed to be Reform, 3 percent identified as Conserva-
tive, and the rest either had no affiliation or did not respond. Rabbi Eric YoflBe,
ARZA's executive director, claimed that the small 3-percent gap between Or-
thodoxy and Reform proved that "those Orthodox who dominate the Religious
Affairs Ministry and wield so much clout do not necessarily speak for the religious
sensibilities of the vast majority of Israeli Jews." And in December ARZA charged
Israeli authorities with discrimination for letting Lubavitch Hassidim hand out
literature at Ben-Gurion Airport while denying the Reform movement the same
privilege.

Dr. Alfred Gottschalk—president of the Hebrew Union College, which trains
Reform rabbis—also spoke out against the religious status quo in Israel. Gottschalk
told a National Press Club breakfast in April that, although the Reform movement
supported efforts to pass human-rights legislation in Israel, he opposed a suggested
human-rights bill that would exclude marriage and divorce from its purview, leaving
them in the hands of the rabbinate. "As a political compromise, it is understand-
able," he said, but "as a compromise of principle, it is incomprehensible." Gott-
schalk indicated that he would be happy with nothing less than an end to the
Orthodox establishment and full recognition and equal funding for all streams of
Judaism in the Jewish state.

It was the issue of whether to recognize gay rabbis that cast the most serious doubt
on the notion that Reform was returning to tradition. On the last day of the annual
CCAR conference in June, a special committee appointed three years earlier to
study the issue presented its report. Admitting that it could reach no agreement on
whether homosexual activity was under an individual's control or not, the commit-
tee as a whole neither supported nor rejected the acceptance of gays and lesbians
in the rabbinate. It also hesitated to legitimate homosexual marriage, fearing that
such a move would exacerbate tensions between Reform and the other movements.

Individual members of the committee spoke their minds at the conference. Rabbi
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Yoel Kahn, spiritual leader of a 425-member synagogue in San Francisco that
described itself as conducting "a special outreach to gays and lesbians," argued that
modern science had disproven the old notion that homosexuality was a "sin or
mental illness," and suggested that gay rabbis would provide useful role models
since they embodied "different ways to fulfill Jewish covenantal responsibility."
Prof. Eugene Borowitz of Hebrew Union College—perhaps the movement's most
eminent theologian—granted that homosexuals merited equal rights, but noted that
"to be a rabbi is not a Jewish right but a title of Jewish honor" that should be
reserved for those who "set an example of Jewish ideals." His colleague Prof.
Leonard Kravitz noted the lack of any precedent in Jewish sources for legitimating
homosexuality. "Sometimes Reform Judaism has to say no, even when the modern
world says yes," he insisted.

The lack of a consensus led to passage of a resolution that called on rabbis and
congregations to consider the issue for a period of one year. "This is not a time for
parliamentary resolutions," said committee chairman Rabbi Selig Salkowitz, "but
for a sensitive and considered study, for discussion of the sources and their implica-
tions for the Reform movement as a Jewish religious community in the United States
and its influence on world Jewry." But Leonard Kravitz suggested that the battle
was already over. Since Hebrew Union College had decided that homosexuality
would no longer be considered grounds to reject applicants for the rabbinical pro-
gram, he asserted, their acceptance as rabbis by the CCAR was inevitable. HUC
president Alfred Gottschalk disputed this, saying, "We do not admit homosexuals.
We don't admit heterosexuals. We try to admit individuals on the basis of a total
profile."

RECONSTRUCTIONISM

The Reconstructionist movement—the newest and by far the smallest denomina-
tion—also demonstrated ambivalent tendencies during 1989. On the one hand it
sought to assert its own independent identity, while on the other it seemed, like
Reform, to hark back to elements of the tradition. In their public statements,
Reconstructionist rabbinic and lay leaders urged the movement to sharpen its
identity so as to appeal to the broad masses of American Jewry. Rabbi Sandy Sasso,
president of the Reconstructionist Rabbinical Association, declared that "the time
has come for us to define ourselves and our course so that American Jews can
understand who we are and what is our vision." And Roger Price, president of the
Federation of the Reconstructionist Congregations and Havurot, suggested that
"the Judaism we present must be based on positive values—a Judaism worth choos-
ing freely, because it is simply too good to pass up."

The publication of Kol Haneshama, a long-awaited Reconstructionist prayer
book for Friday evening services, gave some indication of how the movement hoped
to develop a distinctive identity. "Reconstructionist Jews Turn to the Supernatural,"
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read the headline in the New York Times (Jan. 19, 1989). Compared with the
previous prayer book composed in 1945 by the movement's founder, Mordecai
Kaplan, the new publication contained a mix of traditional and mystical materials
that reflected the eclipse of faith in rationalism that characterized the movement's
origins. Absent in the 1945 prayer book but reintroduced in 1989, for example, were
references to the miracle of splitting the Red Sea, the doctrine of divine reward and
punishment, and even the original aleynu prayer, which asserts that Jews are God's
chosen people—a claim that was anathema to Kaplan.

Yet there was much about this prayer book that was distinctly untraditional. The
feminist impact was unmistakable: all references to God in the male gender were
eliminated, and the names of the biblical matriarchs appeared along with those of
the patriarchs. Also, the wording and translation of many of the prayers were clearly
influenced by such contemporary concerns as environmentalism, "New Age" mysti-
cism, the impact of the Holocaust, and the threat of nuclear war. And even where
traditional passages were reintroduced, they were followed by alternative readings
that were in the spirit of Kaplan's rationalism.

If the new prayer book was any indication, Reconstructionism was determined
to forge a path that was neither traditional nor radical, but a synthesis of the two.
"It's the coming together of the mystical and the spiritual with the intellectually
honest and rigid," explained Arthur Green, president of the Reconstructionist
Rabbinical College.

CONSERVATIVE JUDAISM

For Conservative Judaism, which adheres to traditional Jewish law while at the
same time reinterpreting it to meet new conditions, the tension between tradition
and innovation took yet a third form. In a speech at the Rabbinical Assembly
convention in March, Chancellor Ismar Schorsch of the Jewish Theological Semi-
nary—which trains Conservative rabbis—bitterly attacked what he considered the
preoccupation of many Jews with the historical memory of anti-Semitism. Referring
to the hard-line position taken by many Orthodox Jews on the questions of Pales-
tinian rights and the future of the West Bank and Gaza, Schorsch complained that
if Jews "see a Nazi behind every critic and an anti-Semite behind every tree," this
concern with the past "may yet well sink us, may leave us unequipped to handle
the novelty and the opportunity of the present and the future." In place of history,
Schorsch—himself a German-born professor of Jewish history—urged emphasis on
Judaism's teachings about nature. In the same spirit as the new Reconstructionist
prayer book, he pointed out that Judaism "is a rich environmental religion" and
warned that "we in our arrogance over progress and the achievement of history have
done a disservice to our religious sensibility."

Conservative antipathy toward Orthodoxy surfaced repeatedly during 1989. In
May the Jewish Theological Seminary made a point of choosing the first Israeli
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woman ordained as a Conservative rabbi to deliver the commencement address; her
theme was the difference between the "religious compulsion" practiced by Israeli
"fundamentalists" and the more humane approach of "we tolerant Jews." The
question of whether a Conservative mohel (ritual circumciser) would be allowed to
practice in Israel became a matter of contention during the summer. When Rabbi
Andrew Sacks, a graduate of the Jewish Theological Seminary, was denied permis-
sion to perform circumcisions at the Hadassah hospitals in Israel, Mercaz—the
Conservative Zionist organization—joined with its Reform counterpart, ARZA, in
denouncing Hadassah for alleged discrimination.

On the American scene, the Conservative movement made a sweeping decision
to reduce its dependence on the Orthodox community for ritual services. At its
annual convention, in March, the Rabbinical Assembly resolved that Conservative
congregations would build their own mikvehs (ritual baths), because in all too many
communities Orthodox rabbis did not allow existing mikvehs to be used for Con-
servative conversions. The RA also announced an expansion of its program to train
its own experts in gittin (religious divorce procedures) and the establishment of a
Conservative bet din (religious court) to deal with divorces. And in November JTS
and the Rabbinical Assembly jointly sponsored "Brit Kodesh: A Sacred Covenant,"
a six-day intensive training session for mohalim (ritual circumcisers), all of them
medical doctors. Upon completion of the program, participants received certificates
stating that they were qualified to perform ritual circumcisions. While the immedi-
ate impetus for training these mohalim was the occasional refusal of Orthodox
practitioners to circumcise the offspring of Conservative converts, Conservative
authorities explained that this too was part of the overall effort to assert the move-
ment's self-sufficiency and autonomy.

Conservative Judaism showed increased independence as well through a highly
publicized initiative in the USSR. Unwilling to allow Orthodoxy to be the only form
of Judaism taught to Soviet Jews in the era of glasnost, the Conservative movement
sent a delegation to the Soviet Union in June—armed with Conservative prayer
books, the movement's statement of principles adopted in 1988, and other litera-
ture—to expose the Jews there to the movement.

As in 1988, the Conservative branch's Cantors Assembly was the one arm of the
movement that was most tied to tradition and resistant to change. Although JTS
had started granting cantor's certificates to qualified women in 1987, the Cantors
Assembly for the second straight year refused to admit women to its ranks. At its
convention in May, the vote was 108 to 82 in favor of admittance, a better showing
than in 1988, but still 19 votes shy of the two-thirds needed to change the organiza-
tion's bylaws. The women affected by the decision, declaring that they were "sad-
dened and disappointed," nevertheless expressed confidence that they would win out
eventually. But Solomon Mendelson, the outgoing president of the Cantors Assem-
bly, said that "the issue of admitting women cantors to membership is a sensitive
and emotional one that poses complex questions of tradition, religious authority, the
status of women in the synagogue, and many other factors."
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Ironically, while the leaders of Conservative Judaism were open to innovation on
many matters of policy, they also saw a need for an infusion of more traditionalism
in the training of rabbis and the functioning of synagogues. Finding that many JTS
students who had become interested in Judaism and decided on a rabbinic career
while in college did not possess sufficient knowledge of Judaism, the Seminary
upgraded its admissions requirements for September 1989 so that applicants would
have to demonstrate greater ability to master Jewish texts, more facility in the
Hebrew language, and wider exposure to all aspects of Jewish life. And in Novem-
ber, at the biennial convention of the United Synagogue of America, JTS chancellor
Schorsch urged Conservative synagogues to reintroduce traditional practices that
had previously been disregarded—such as informal study sessions and the place-
ment of the bimah (lectern) in the middle of the room—so that services would be
more participatory and less like stage performances.

ORTHODOXY

Internecine conflict between the moderate Orthodox—associated primarily with
Yeshiva University and the Rabbinical Council of America (RCA)—and those with
a more stringent approach to Orthodoxy continued in 1989. The key issue of debate
remained how the Orthodox should relate to non-Orthodox expressions of Judaism.

An incident at the Rabbinical Council of America's midwinter conference in
January indicated just how bitter the internal Orthodox debate could become. At
a panel session on amending the Israeli Law of Return to exclude those who were
converted by non-Orthodox rabbis—a change desired by the more extreme Ortho-
dox—Rabbi Walter Wurzburger, a past president of the organization, suggested
that the issue was more symbolic than substantive, caused an erosion of support for
Israel, and should not be pressed. Suddenly, two intruders shouted at the rabbi in
Yiddish, "Heretic!" and urged that he and the other panel members be excommuni-
cated. "It's a sad day," commented Wurzburger, "when an alternative method or
opinion triggers such a reaction."

At its national convention in June, the RCA sharply criticized the more extreme
Orthodox for allegedly fragmentizing Orthodox education. Claiming that it was
modern Orthodoxy that had pioneered the Jewish day-school movement that pro-
vides intensive Jewish education along with high-level secular education, convention
chairman Rabbi Zevulun Lieberman complained that other Orthodox factions "cre-
ate their own miniature institutions to serve their own purposes rather than seek the
total communal good for Torah education." Rabbi Norman Lamm, president of
Yeshiva University, urged his fellow moderates to be more assertive in pressing their
understanding of Orthodoxy. "Moderation," he said, "requires thinking and cour-
age . . . not ideological wimpishness."

But Lamm had to face heavy criticism even within his own institution. The
August 18 issue of the New York Jewish Week carried a long article headlined
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"Yeshiva U.'s Lamm: A Rabbi Under Siege." Based on interviews with Lamm,
other administrators, faculty, students, and recent alumni, the piece gave the im-
pression that much of the Talmud faculty rejected Yeshiva's traditional ideal of a
synthesis between Torah and secular knowledge and was influencing the student
body against the moderate or "centrist" vision that Lamm projected.

While subsequent letters to the newspaper demonstrated that the extent of the
opposition to Lamm had been exaggerated, the article's basic thrust was accurate.
If proof were needed, it came in November when 11 Talmud professors at Yeshiva
University issued a letter opposing the idea of an interdenominational rabbinic panel
that would deal with conversions and so solve the "Who is a Jew?" problem. "A
beth din [rabbinical court]," they wrote, "which includes even one member who is
not an Orthodox Jew . . . is without halakhic authority." The plan for such a body
had been promoted by leading figures within the RCA, with at least the tacit support
of Lamm. Senior Talmud professor Rabbi Aaron Soloveitchik compared coopera-
tion with non-Orthodox bodies to the biblical sin of the golden calf, declaring that
such a step would "mislead many of the innocent, ignorant Jewish masses to worship
the idol of Reform and Reconstructionist Judaism."

Israel-Related Religious Issues

Two emotionally charged issues—both related to Israel—exacerbated relations
between the branches of American Judaism during 1989. One was the seemingly
endless controversy over "Who is a Jew?" for the purposes of the Law of Return.
The other was a relatively new matter, one involving Jewish feminists but that had
wider implications—the "women of the Wall."

WHO is A JEW?

The Israeli elections of 1988 resulted in increased Orthodox representation in the
Knesset while depriving each of the major political blocs of a majority. This raised
the realistic possibility that either Labor or Likud might agree to Orthodox demands
on "Who is a Jew?" in order to form a coalition government. Such a step, which
would make those converted to Judaism by non-Orthodox rabbis ineligible for
Israeli citizenship under the Law of Return, aroused the anger of many American
Jews. While the eventual formation of a Labor-Likud coalition made such a possibil-
ity far less likely, the issue did not fade away.

At a conference in Jerusalem at the beginning of 1989 on "Who is a Jew?" two
distinguished American Jewish intellectuals explained why the issue—which to
many Israelis was merely a political bargaining chip—meant so much to the Ameri-
can Jewish community. Prof. Seymour Martin Lipset of Stanford University
claimed that non-Orthodox Jews in the United States were angry because they
believed that Israeli Orthodoxy viewed them as "Karaites," akin to non-Jews.
Leonard Fein, the former editor of Moment magazine, had another explanation:
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American Jewish fury over this question was a "surrogate" for disappointment with
Israel on a host of other matters.

Whatever the reason for the issue's prominence, in February, 27 national Jewish
organizations that had worked to shelve any change in the Law of Return in 1988
announced the formation of a Coalition for Jewish Unity to seek religious pluralism
in Israel. Participants included all the nondenominational national agencies, the
non-Orthodox Zionist organizations, and the Conservative, Reform, and Recon-
structionist rabbinical and lay bodies. American Orthodoxy reacted critically. Rabbi
Max Schreier, the president of the Rabbinical Council of America, charged that
while this coalition supposedly pursued unity, in fact it fomented disunity because
it was "aimed in a detrimental way at an important segment of the Jewish people,
Orthodox Jewry."

Even while participating in the organization of the Coalition, the American
Jewish Committee sent a delegation to Israel to meet with leaders of haredi Or-
thodoxy there—important figures in the Degel Hatorah, Agudah, and Shas parties,
and the Belzer Rebbe. The Committee's purpose was to initiate a dialogue that
might lead to mutual understanding and better relations. In a statement after the
trip, AJC president Theodore Ellenoff reported that the talks had been fruitful and
would be broadened in the future.

On July 24, the Israeli High Court of Justice issued two landmark rulings having
to do with religious pluralism, one ordering the Interior Ministry to register non-
Orthodox converts as Jews, and the other reaffirming the sole right of Orthodox
rabbis to perform Jewish marriages in Israel. Predictably, non-Orthodox groups in
the United States praised the decision on converts while expressing dissatisfaction
with the ruling on marriage officiation; Orthodox organizations had an exactly
opposite reaction.

The decision recognizing non-Orthodox conversions drew public attention to
secret negotiations—encouraged by Israeli prime minister Shamir—that had been
going on for months between representatives of the various American movements
seeking an end to the controversy through a joint procedure for conversion that
would be acceptable to all. While the negotiators focused on the narrow issue of
developing a procedure for those converts seeking to move to Israel, there was hope
that once such a mechanism was in place it could set the stage for a broader
agreement. In September the Orthodox negotiator, Rabbi Louis Bernstein of the
moderate Rabbinical Council of America, told a reporter, "I can only tell you that
we're working on it, that we've met in Jerusalem and in the United States, and that
there's a sincere commitment to resolve the problem by all sides."

But publicity endangered the plan. The Algemeiner Journal, a New York Yid-
dish-language weekly closely connected to the Lubavitch movement, launched a
campaign against any kind of joint action between the Orthodox and the other
movements on the ground that it would legitimate heterodoxy. Within Orthodoxy,
pressure rose on the moderates to disavow the project. As the year ended, prospects
for an agreement dimmed.
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THE WOMEN OF THE WALL

On March 20—the Fast of Esther in the Jewish liturgical calendar—a group of
about 60 Jewish women, both Orthodox and non-Orthodox, attempted to conduct
their own prayer services at the Western Wall in Jerusalem, the kotel. According
to traditional practice, Jewish women either pray along with a minyan (quorum)
of men, or else pray as individuals: a women's prayer group, rare enough in the
United States, was a novelty in Israel. The women had come to the Wall a few times
before this, beginning in December 1988 in connection with the First International
Jewish Feminist Conference, and had experienced verbal harassment. This time, an
enraged band of Orthodox Jews began cursing and hurling chairs at the women, and
police had to use tear gas to disperse them. What made this incident particularly
noteworthy was that the women, after consultation with the rabbi in charge of the
Wall, had agreed not to wear prayer shawls and not to read from a Torah scroll.
Thus what the women tried to do, while highly unconventional, contravened no
explicit Jewish law.

American Jewish organizations were appalled by the violence. The nondenomina-
tional agencies viewed the event as one more example of Israeli Orthodox intoler-
ance of other points of view. For the American Jewish Congress, the stakes were
nothing less than the "fundamental principles of equality and religious freedom,"
while the American Jewish Committee felt that the incident "underscores the on-
going need to promote a strong measure of religious respect from the ultra-right."

Orthodox response was more ambivalent. To be sure, no one condoned what was
done to the women. The Rabbinical Council of America's executive vice-president,
Rabbi Binyamin Walfish, said that those at the Wall who disliked what the women
did had a right to protest, but "there is a proper way to protest. Let them carry signs,
but to throw chairs is disgraceful." Agreeing with Walfish, Rabbi Alan Yuter
nevertheless charged that the Orthodox women who participated in the services at
the Wall were wrong for allying themselves with other women who were not
committed to traditional Jewish law, and for improperly offending the sensibilities
of those Orthodox Jews who considered a women's prayer group at Judaism's holiest
site a sacrilege.

The violence at the Wall became a rallying point for North American Jewish
feminists. On April 24, Jewish women in New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore,
Boston, Seattle, Teaneck, Toronto, and Montreal demonstrated their solidarity with
the "women of the Wall" by conducting special prayer services. The participants
at the New York service included not only women involved in Jewish religious life,
but also such feminist celebrities as politician Bella Abzug and author Phyllis
Chesler. The interdenominational aspirations of the movement were underlined by
Rabbi Helene Ferris of the Stephen Wise Free Synagogue, who declared, "We are
all Orthodox in that we all have the same true opinion concerning the rights of all
Jewish women to pray to their God without fear for their safety; we are Conservative
as we strive to preserve the teachings of our tradition; Reconstructionist in our
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understanding that our religion will survive only if it exists for us and not the other
way around; and we are Reform Jews as we strive to change our male-oriented
tradition to a more egalitarian one."

On May 25, the Israeli High Court of Justice issued an interim order allowing
the "women of the Wall" to conduct group services without a Torah and without
prayer shawls, items that they could, however, use at other sites near the kotel.
Despite the court order, the women, attempting to conduct services each Friday and
on the first day of each Hebrew month (New Moon), continued to suffer harrass-
ment. In a particularly ugly clash on August 2, security guards hired by the Ministry
of Religious Affairs dragged the women away from the Wall one by one, as ultra-
Orthodox women threw water and mud at them.

In October American Jews sympathetic to the efforts of the women formed an
"International Committee for Women at the Kotel" to raise money for a Torah
scroll to be sent to them. But even the dedication of that scroll became the subject
of conflict. The event was scheduled for November 27 at the Laromme Hotel in
Jerusalem, and a 30-member delegation of women from the AJCongress traveled
there to present the Torah. At the last moment the Jerusalem Religious Council
announced that if the ceremony took place at the hotel, its kashrut license would
be revoked. When the hotel succumbed to the pressure, the women held the dedica-
tion elsewhere. AJCongress's executive director, Henry Siegman, found it "sad that
the rabbinate in Israel should not hesitate to resort to such ugly tactics to deny Jews
the privilege of dedicating a Torah scroll." On the evening after the dedication, the
women and their supporters—roughly 100 people in all—marched through the
streets of Jerusalem with the Torah.

The New Moon (rosh hodesh) service they held the next morning at the Wall
proceeded without incident. But the struggle over their rights at the Wall—which
was clearly a symbol of a much larger conflict over the role of women in Jewish
religious life—was likely to continue.
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