
Jewish Communal Affairs

A N THE LATTER HALF of 1995 and into 1996, the attention of Ameri-
can Jews was riveted on events in Israel and their repercussions in this country.
No American Jew will ever forget what he or she was doing when word came that
Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin had been assassinated after addressing a Sat-
urday evening peace rally in Tel Aviv on November 4, 1995. For many American
Jews — the Sabbath observers—the news would not come till hours after it hap-
pened, when nightfall in the Western hemisphere ended the Sabbath that Israelis
had ushered out long before. And the revelation later that night that the accused
assassin was a fellow Jew, an Orthodox student, who killed the prime minister be-
cause he opposed the peace process launched by the Rabin government over a year
before, was received with shocked disbelief by Jews of all persuasions.

ISRAEL-RELATED MATTERS

Prelude to Assassination

A steady escalation of bitter and even violent rhetoric over the peace process,
in both Israel and the United States, set the stage for the assassination, and in
1995 the political fault lines came increasingly to correspond with religious ones.
Week after week, the Jewish Press, a Brooklyn-based weekly tabloid with a pri-
marily Orthodox readership, published vitriolic anti-Rabin editorials and news
columns, often drawing parallels between the Israeli government and the Nazis.
Frequent demonstrators in front of the Israeli consulate in New York shouted
the same message. On May 21, Shulamit Aloni, Israel's secularist and dovish min-
ister of communications, was, she said, attacked by an Orthodox dignitary at a
breakfast meeting before the Israel Day Parade in New York.

On June 21, a hastily organized International Coalition for Israel, made up of
Orthodox rabbis, announced that Israel's peace policies violated Jewish law, and
Rabbi Abraham Hecht, president of the Rabbinical Alliance of America, pub-
licly drew the conclusion that Israeli leaders who gave away land to non-Jews de-
served death. On the floor of the Knesset, Prime Minister Rabin called such rab-
bis "ayatollahs." Then, on July 12, a group of Israeli Orthodox rabbis echoed their
American counterparts with a ruling that soldiers should not feel bound to carry
out orders to hand over army bases to the PLO.

At the urging of Colette Avital, Israel's consul general in New York, the Con-
ference of Presidents of Major American Jewish Organizations sought to draft
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a statement countering the verbal violence, but the insistence of right-leaning
groups within this umbrella organization that the statement not seem to criticize
only one side of the political debate delayed any action. Meanwhile, the Ameri-
can Jewish Committee and the American Jewish Congress issued their own state-
ments against divisive rhetoric. Six American Orthodox organizations released a
joint statement saying that "there can be no excuse or justification for the ex-
tremist verbal attacks directed against the elected leadership of the State of Is-
rael," though it also asserted the "right of every Jew to live in all parts of Eretz
Yisrael," decried "demonization and delegitimization" of Jewish settlers in the ter-
ritories, and pointed to the anti-Israel verbal violence of Arab leaders. In con-
trast, the New Israel Fund put out a statement placing the blame for overheated
rhetoric squarely on the shoulders of "some opponents of the peace process."

In late July, the Conference of Presidents finally agreed on language that did
not mention the peace process. It criticized "those from all sides of the spectrum
who engage in verbal violence, demeaning characterizations, and other excesses."
A proposed expression of support for the elected government of Israel was re-
jected because it referred to a substantive issue rather than the procedural point
of civility in debate. Yet even the final formulation of the statement attracted crit-
icism from groups opposed to the peace process, since it seemed to them to set
limits on dissent. For this reason, the Jewish War Veterans, a member organiza-
tion, refused to endorse the statement.

Even as the Conference of Presidents toiled over its statement, Jewish settlers
on the West Bank mounted demonstrations against their government's plans to
extend Palestinian self-rule, and hundreds were arrested. Rabbi Shlomo Riskin
of the West Bank town of Efrat arrived in the United States to raise funds and
gain backing for a program of passive resistance to the cession of West Bank ter-
ritory to the PLO. The American-born Riskin, a popular figure in centrist Or-
thodox circles, told reporters that "there are certain moments in time when acts
of zealotry become necessary." American Jewish opponents of the peace
process—again, predominantly Orthodox—sponsored ads in Jewish newspapers
and held rallies to express their views.

In the hope of defusing tension, Consul General Avital arranged for a group
of American Orthodox leaders to fly to Israel in late July to meet with Prime Min-
ister Rabin. Although the meeting was reported to have gone well, Foreign Min-
ister Shimon Peres opened old wounds in early August when he declared to re-
porters: "I don't understand American Jews. They want to sit in Brooklyn and
defend Hebron and Shechem [Nablus] from there?"

With the Jewish New Year approaching, Friends of Yesha, an American orga-
nization that raised funds for Jewish settlers in Gaza and the West Bank ("Yesha"
is the acronym for Yehudah, Shomron, Aza—Judaea, Samaria, Gaza) launched
an ad campaign to convince synagogues and individuals to refrain from buying
Israel Bonds (many synagogues traditionally hold an appeal for Bonds on the
High Holy Days), and instead give the money to the Jewish settlements in the ter-
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ritories. As justification, the group charged that "Israel Bonds support the Rabin
government which has carried out an unprecedented campaign of bias, bigotry
and beatings against 150,000 of its own people [the settlers]" while handing over
millions of dollars to the PLO.

More moderate Orthodox elements rejected the Yesha appeal. The Rabbinical
Council of America wrote its members urging continued support for Israel Bonds.
Shvil Hazahav (The Golden Mean), an organization of Orthodox proponents of
the peace process, attacked the Yesha ads for causing "enmity and hatred among
Jews." The Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of America (UOJCA), the
major mainstream Orthodox synagogue group, sought to devise a consensus po-
sition within the Orthodox community and mend relations with the Israeli gov-
ernment. It sent an open letter to Prime Minister Rabin that urged him to slow
down the peace process: "In the name of Jewish unity and destiny, we plead with
you to use your resolve to unite our nation through a dialogue with all elements
of Israeli society in order to bring about a sense of unity that the Jewish people
so desperately require before proceeding further."

But extreme rhetoric within American Orthodoxy did not abate. In September,
Abraham Foxman, national director of the Anti-Defamation League, announced
his resignation from the Orthodox synagogue in Teaneck, New Jersey, where he
had been a member for over 20 years. Charging that the rabbi had publicly com-
pared Prime Minister Rabin to the Judenrat members who handed over fellow
Jews to the Nazis, Foxman declared: "I can no longer pray in a synagogue with
a spiritual leader who spouts such hate-filled rhetoric and who harbors such in-
tolerance toward others." In response to the resignation, the rabbi asserted that
Rabin's policies, not his own rhetoric, were divisive.

The next step in the radicalization of American Orthodoxy was the published
opinion of Rabbi Dr. Moshe Tendler, professor of Talmud and biology at Yeshiva
University and a recognized expert on Jewish medical ethics, that supporters of
the peace process violated Jewish law by aiding and abetting the Arab murder of
Jews. Referring to pro-peace-process rabbis, Tendler wrote: "Their ignorance dis-
graces our Torah, and they endanger the lives of their brethren. The blood of the
150 kedoshim [martyrs], victims of the peace process, is on their hands. How can
they seek forgiveness this Yom Kippur . . . ?" Rabbi Shmuel Goldin, chairman of
Shvil Hazahav—whose invitation to participate in a dialogue in Rabbi Tendler's
community on the topic of the peace process was rescinded after the latter's pro-
nouncement—called Tendler's opinion "just another symptom of the radical-
ization of the community and the unwillingness to hear different positions."

On September 12, the American Jewish Committee released the results of its
third annual national survey of American Jewish attitudes toward the peace
process. A substantial majority (68 percent) still favored it, though support had
eroded over the two years since the handshake on the White House lawn (down
from 77 percent in 1994 and 84 percent in 1993), and most of the respondents,
despite their positive assessment, distrusted the Arabs generally—especially the
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PLO—but not the Jordanians. Sixty-three percent said they opposed U.S. aid to
the Palestinians, though critics of the survey argued that the results would have
been different had the question mentioned that the Israeli government favored
such aid. Confirming the anomalous stance of the Orthodox, the survey found
that Orthodox Jews were the only American Jewish group with a majority op-
posed to the peace process; they also scored highest on measures of close at-
tachment to Israel. The AJC survey became something of a political document
in its own right as supporters of the Israeli government position stressed the con-
tinued American Jewish approval for the peace process, while opponents pointed
to the erosion in the percentage of that approval.

Conflicting interpretations of the survey were cited in Washington, where
American Jewish opponents of the Rabin approach — buttressed by some high-
level Likud party advisors—continued to seek ways of derailing U.S. financial
aid for the PLO, which the government of Israel and the mainstream American
Jewish organizations wanted approved. At a five-and-a-half-hour hearing on
September 20, the House of Representatives Committee on International Rela-
tions heard representatives of Jewish organizations adamantly disagreeing with
each other over the extension of the Middle East Peace Facilitation Act
(MEPFA), which authorized $500 million in U.S. aid over five years to the PLO.
The American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), which had, in cooper-
ation with the Israeli government, tried but failed to get the hearing canceled, ex-
pressed support for MEPFA, and was seconded by the American Jewish Com-
mittee and the American Zionist Movement. But the Zionist Organization of
America called for a cutoff of aid on the grounds that the PLO had not fulfilled
its commitments under the peace accords. The Union of Orthodox Jewish Con-
gregations spoke in favor of holding the money in escrow for six months to see
if the PLO would comply with its obligations.

The spectacle of Jewish organizations publicly squabbling over Israel before a
congressional panel was a novelty that vividly illustrated the profound split within
the community. Previously, in order to present the image of unity vis-a-vis the
U.S. government, all sectors of American Jewry had acknowledged AIPAC as
their collective voice on the Middle East.

On September 28, with MEPFA still tied up in congressional committees, Is-
raeli prime minister Rabin and PLO chairman Yasir Arafat came to the White
House to sign the interim agreement — known as "Oslo II" — for the transfer of
control of territory in the West Bank to the PLO. Project Nishma, a dovish group
that had obtained a permit to demonstrate in Lafayette Park near the White
House, blew shofars in support of peace (it was two days after Rosh Hashanah).
"We're here to make sure that the Israelis and our community know one simple
fact: The overwhelming majority of American Jews support the government of
Israel's peace initiative," said executive director Thomas Smerling. A bit later,
from the other side of the White House, came more shofar blasts, these from op-
ponents of the agreement organized by the National Council of Young Israel, an
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Orthodox synagogue body. Signs said "Arafat Is a Terrorist," "Rabin Has Be-
trayed Zion," "One Holocaust Is Enough."

Hours after the signing ceremony, an angry Prime Minister Rabin used the oc-
casion of a meeting with American Jewish leaders not only to lash out at Jewish
groups that "pressure Congress against the policies of the democratically elected
government of Israel," but also to deny any role for American Jewry in Israeli af-
fairs other than fund-raising to pay for the absorption of immigrants. He thus
implicitly rejected the legitimacy of American Jewish political advocacy for Is-
rael, whether the advocates supported or opposed his policies. He repeated these
sentiments two days later at a New York meeting with editors of Jewish newspa-
pers that, ironically, had been arranged for him by Israeli diplomats seeking to
improve their government's relations with American Jewry. Rabin's remarks drew
criticism both in Israel (one leading newspaper headlined the story "Rabin
Against the Jews") and the United States—where the most charitable comment,
coming from Malcolm Hoenlein, executive vice-chairman of the Conference of
Presidents, was that the prime minister did not mean what he said.

Nothing daunted by Rabin's harsh critique, Morton Klein, president of the
ZOA, asserted that he was not against the peace process, but was merely trying
to use the lever of U.S. funding to force the PLO to adhere to its commitments.
On October 29, the ZOA annual dinner featured former Israeli prime minister
Yitzhak Shamir, whose Likud government had been defeated by Rabin's Labor
Party in 1992. Shamir told his audience to fight "deviations from the essence of
Zionism" that would lead inevitably to the creation of a Palestinian state. And
he asserted that "the majority of the Israeli public"—notwithstanding the stance
of its elected government—backed the ZOA's struggle against American aid for
the PLO.

At this time the ZOA was also pushing hard for congressional legislation de-
claring an undivided Jerusalem the capital city of Israel and authorizing the
transfer of the U.S. embassy there from Tel Aviv, with construction of the em-
bassy to begin no later than 1996. However, both the Israeli and U.S. governments,
believing that such prejudgment of the Jerusalem issue endangered the peace
process, insisted on pushing back the construction date to 1999 and granting
waiver authority to the president to set aside the deadline in the interests of
peace. In this form, the bill received the backing of virtually the entire organized
Jewish community and passed both houses of Congress easily. President Clinton,
apparently still uncomfortable with this interference in the prerogatives of the ex-
ecutive branch, surprised Congress and American Jews by allowing the bill to be-
come law without his signature. While "sense of Congress" resolutions had pre-
viously declared Jerusalem Israel's capital, the 1995 act was the first to give this
assertion the force of law.

On October 23, the National Jewish Community Relations Advisory Council
(NJCRAC), the umbrella organization for the national Jewish agencies and local
Jewish community relations councils, hosted a meeting in New York with PLO
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chairman Arafat. Lawrence Rubin, NJCRAC executive vice-president, said af-
terward that what Arafat said was less important than the demonstration "in a
public forum that the process of normalization continues." But a number of the
national organizations, saying they had not been consulted, refused to attend. The
Conference of Presidents, which made no secret of its belief that the NJCRAC
session was little more than a media circus, sent a small delegation to meet pri-
vately with Arafat the next day. But for most ordinary Jews not in the organiza-
tional loop, the hero of the hour was New York mayor Rudolph Giuliani, who
ejected Arafat from a concert marking the 50th anniversary of the UN, on the
grounds that he was a terrorist and therefore persona non grata.

In its October 9 issue, New York magazine published an interview with Rabbi
Abraham Hecht, the man who four months earlier had approved the assassina-
tion of anyone who handed over Jewish land to non-Jews. Seeking to clarify what
he meant, Hecht said, "I'm not interested in assassinating him." Asked how he
would feel if Prime Minister Rabin were assassinated, Hecht responded, "I
wouldn't feel. How do I feel when some other guy is killed I don't know or don't
care for? That's how I feel." "Rabin is not a Jew any longer," Hecht continued.
"The man has done so much harm. I can't forgive him for that."

The publication of the interview led to pressures on Hecht to moderate his
views. On October 23 —12 days before the assassination — he wrote a letter to
Rabin saying: "We must seek to understand and to work together, side by side.
We must not use hurtful words, but rather come together as fellow Jews in love—
with mutual respect.... For my part, I wish to repudiate any words and actions
of anger which have caused hurt." American Jews learned of Hecht's letter in the
Friday, November 3, issues of their Jewish newspapers, along with Consul Gen-
eral Avital's comment that it could well lead to reduced tensions between Amer-
ican Orthodox Jews and the Israeli government.

Coping with Tragedy

The immediate reaction to the assassination among American Jewry was cap-
tured in the title of editor Gary Rosenblatt's column in the New York Jewish Week
(November 10, 1995): "We Are All Responsible." Across the political spectrum,
Jewish leaders and organizations (the Kahanist lunatic fringe that set up a de-
fense fund for the assassin excluded) denounced the assassination and deplored
the climate of incivility on all sides that had triggered it. Within hours of the as-
sassination, Jewish communities organized memorial services to express their
unity in mourning: in New York, more than 1,000 Jews of all religious and po-
litical varieties gathered outside the Israeli consulate in the freezing cold for a
candlelight vigil. As Rosenblatt noted, "Yitzhak Rabin accomplished in death
what he was not able to do in life—to unite virtually all of the Jewish people, at
least for a brief moment."

But it was only for a brief moment. The spirit of common bereavement van-
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ished almost instantaneously, replaced by finger pointing at the opponents of the
Rabin government, particularly the Orthodox. Since the assassin, Yigal Amir, was
Orthodox, his motivations rooted in the same religious aversion to handing over
Jewish land that made so many other Orthodox Jews oppose the peace process,
and his apparent justification was an interpretation of the halakhic concept of
rodef (one may kill someone to prevent him from killing), American Orthodoxy
found itself in an extremely uncomfortable position. Consul General Avital, while
acknowledging that most Orthodox Jews in New York were not extremists,
blamed local Orthodox leaders for not repudiating the purveyors of violence. On
November 6, the Israeli daily Yediot Aharonot carried this report from its Amer-
ican correspondent: "The first time demonstrators drew a connection between
Rabin and the Judenrat was at the first New York protest against the peace
process. . . . [T]he first time Rabin was hung in effigy was here . . . . [T]he first
physical assault on an Israeli leader was seen here." Reports came in that Israeli
guidelines to prevent American Jewish extremists from boarding planes for Is-
rael were being enforced with special strictness against Orthodox Jews, whose very
appearance raised suspicions in the minds of Israeli officials.

Writing in the New Republic (November 27, 1995), Leon Wieseltier differenti-
ated between the political opposition to Rabin—"opposition is their duty"—and
"the ones who are responsible . . . those who promoted opposition into God's
word." Henry Siegman, the former executive director of the American Jewish
Congress, wrote in the New York Jewish Week (November 17) that Yigal Amir
was hardly an aberration, since Orthodoxy had been totally taken over by anti-
democratic, xenophobic fundamentalists. Siegman urged non-Orthodox Jews to
cease all funding for Orthodox institutions. (The American Jewish Committee and
the ADL criticized Siegman for stereotyping Orthodoxy.) And according to Ze'ev
Chafets (Jerusalem Report, November 30), "Orthodox Judaism seems to be in the
hands of sociopaths."

One Orthodox response was to denounce the assassination vehemently and dis-
tance "true" Orthodoxy from the killer. Thus Agudath Israel, the major sectar-
ian Orthodox organization, with links to the haredi element in Israel, pointed out
that it was not Zionist, had never made retention of all the territories a religious
requirement, and lived in a "world where violence is totally foreign to us." The
president of the Rabbinical Council of America, whose organization was strongly
Zionist and included many dissenters from the Rabin policies, distinguished his
group from Yigal Amir and his circle: "They are garbed in our attire, they look
like us, but they are not us."

The reaction at Yeshiva University, the flagship institution of modern Ortho-
doxy, was different. Here, there was considerable soul-searching, and for two
reasons. First, Amir was the product of Bar-Ilan University, which offered in Is-
rael the same curricular mixture of traditional Jewish texts and secular study-
combined with Zionist ideology—that Yeshiva provided in the United States. Sec-
ond, Yeshiva had recently gone through the trauma of seeing one of its alumni
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commit multiple murders in the name of Zionism, when Baruch Goldstein gunned
down Muslims at prayer at the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron on February
25,1994. The question could not be avoided: Was there something in modern Or-
thodox education that predisposed some students to violence?

The talmudic scholars at the university—virtually all of whom had opposed
Rabin's peace policies—were themselves divided over their responsibility. Rabbi
Aaron Soloveitchik publicly stated, "We cannot say that our hands did not shed
the blood," explaining that teachers and other role models "who did not try to
hammer into the minds of the students and children the terrible abomination of
bloodshed" shared the guilt of the murderer. Rabbi Moshe Tendler, however, who
had ruled that rabbinic proponents of the peace process were accessories to mur-
der, called Soloveitchik's position "nonsense." According to Tendler, "Torah Ju-
daism doesn't have to be ashamed for anything that it has done or not done. I am
perturbed at the breast-beating of our rabbis and our Jewish leaders, the mea cul-
pas, as if we take responsibility for the killings." Yeshiva president Norman
Lamm acknowledged that the modern Orthodox community "should never have
permitted ourselves the luxury of escalating political differences to such heights
of depravity." He called Baruch Goldstein and Yigal Amir "weeds in our garden.
But it is our garden." And, in striking contrast to Tendler, he expressed his pref-
erence that "the political debate on Oslo I and II proceed without involving ha-
lakha." Upon Lamm's insistence, all 28 professors of Talmud at Yeshiva signed
a statement calling the assassination "an inexcusable distortion" of Jewish law,
and asking divine forgiveness for "those who unwittingly allowed their rhetoric
to be perverted by irresponsible individuals." And Lamm announced the forma-
tion of committees to study the implications of the assassination for Orthodox
Jewish education.

Attempts at Healing

In the immediate post-assassination period, there were many expressions of a
desire for communal healing. Three important initiatives were launched, one by
the Orthodox Union, another by the American Jewish Committee, and the
third—and most ambitious—by the mainstream Jewish organizations.

The Orthodox Union announced a "One Thousand Homes of Dialogue" pro-
gram. Based on the assumption that divisive speech led to the assassination, this
program sought to promote civil discussion of controversial issues through small-
group meetings in private homes. The organization devised packets of material
on several topics in the realm of Jewish ethics, mostly from classical Jewish
sources, and sent them out to anyone willing to invite ten friends over—prefer-
ably from other denominations—for a discussion. There were also plans to hold
such meetings on the Internet. The idea attracted interest not only among the Or-
thodox, but in other circles as well.

The American Jewish Committee held a national symposium on December 11
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on the theme "Are We One People?" Drawing an audience of over 200 from
across the ideological spectrum, this event featured presentations by Consul Gen-
eral Avital, the heads of the Reform, Conservative, and Orthodox rabbinical
seminaries, and other communal leaders. The committee then issued a publica-
tion, Rebuilding Jewish Peoplehood, containing the responses of 31 major Jewish
leaders to questions about ways of counteracting fissures in the Jewish commu-
nity, how to draw the line between free expression and defamation, and the rela-
tionship between Judaism and democracy.

The idea of a mass rally at Madison Square Garden — first suggested to Israeli
consul general Avital by AJCommittee executive director David Harris and then
picked up by the Conference of Presidents—proved much more difficult to im-
plement. For one thing, scheduling it for Sunday, December 10, to make it as close
as possible to the shloshim (the end of the traditional 30-day mourning period),
did not afford much time for planning. The logistics of advertising, setting the
program, coordinating with Garden personnel, arranging transportation from
outside New York, and insuring that enough people came in the dead of winter
to fill the arena were daunting, as was achieving cooperation between the "con-
veners" — the Conference of Presidents, the Jewish Community Relations Coun-
cil of New York, UJA-Federation, Israel Bonds, the World Jewish Congress—
plus other organizations who were "sponsors," "cosponsors," and, as the program
put it, "participating organizations too numerous to list."

But the issue that almost torpedoed the whole project was ambiguity over its
theme: Beyond memorializing Rabin and expressing Jewish solidarity in the wake
of tragedy, was it to champion peace, or the peace process!

The original purpose of the event, as formulated by Malcolm Hoenlein, was
to "reaffirm our traditional support for Israeli government policy" while con-
tinuing to affirm the right to differ when "differences are expressed appropriately."
Groups opposed to the government's peace policies protested that this sounded
too partisan. While some constituent organizations within the Conference of
Presidents wanted the rally to explicitly support the peace process, even at the
price of forcing the opposition to boycott, others warned that Orthodox non-
participation would make it very difficult to fill up the Garden's 19,000 seats. And
so—on the suggestion of the Orthodox Union—a more neutral phraseology was
adopted, calculated to encompass the dissidents: the event would be "a demon-
stration of solidarity with the new government and the people of Israel and the
pursuit of peace." This carefully crafted ambiguous phrase was reiterated so
often in ads and speeches leading up to the demonstration that one insider
quipped that "it was intended to be recited like a mantra."

Hoenlein said that this should be "acceptable to all segments of the commu-
nity," and in Jerusalem, where he represented American Jewry in the ceremonies
at Rabin's grave on December 6—the 30th day since the assassination —Hoen-
lein suggested that the rally would create "the proper environment" for bringing
the community together. Gary Rubin, executive director of Americans for Peace
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Now, explained that he would have preferred the original explicit reference to the
government's peace initiatives, "but I think it's clear enough. And given the speak-
ers and what they are likely to say, I think it will be very clear." But the identity
and message of the speakers—the widowed Leah Rabin and new prime minister
Shimon Peres for sure—were exactly what worried the ZOA's Morton Klein, the
leading figure in the American anti-peace-process camp. Klein threatened that if
the government's position were the only one presented, implying that "only one
side is searching for peace," he and other critics would not participate. Klein urged
the organizers to put a prominent spokesperson for the Israeli opposition on the
program, but the Israelis countered that there was only one Israeli government,
that Shimon Peres was appearing as prime minister of a country, not as party
leader, and that President Clinton did not allow Bob Dole to make appearances
with him. When Klein declared that he was willing to settle for a speech by New
York mayor Giuliani—who had demonstrated his disdain for Arafat by evicting
him from an official city function — Israeli authorities offered to send a Likud
member of Knesset to sit on the podium and be introduced, but not to speak.
Klein found this unacceptable. The ZOA and the National Council of Young Is-
rael—which embodied the Orthodox reservations about the rally — refused to
participate and took out a full-page ad in the New York Times (December 8) ex-
plaining that Jewish unity would not be advanced by a partisan rally.

The event itself was a success. Despite bone-chilling cold, the participating or-
ganizations managed to fill Madison Square Garden (some sections of seats were
blocked off for security reasons)—though logistical problems left many stand-
ing and freezing outside. And even without the official participation of the Na-
tional Council of Young Israel, there was an impressive Orthodox turnout: 30 per-
cent of the total, according to an admittedly unscientific poll conducted by the
New York Jewish Week. (Several Young Israel synagogues defied the national or-
ganization and chartered buses to the event.)

Besides the remarks of Mrs. Rabin and Prime Minister Peres, there were state-
ments by Vice-President Al Gore, American Jewish leaders, and the Ashkenazi
chief rabbi of Israel, as well as musical presentations. Yet despite the large num-
bers and the heartening display of Jewish peoplehood, the tension between the
manifest purpose of the rally—nonpartisan solidarity with Israel — and the la-
tent partisan message of many of the speakers — the need to carry on Rabin's
legacy—wa's palpable. Gary Rosenblatt expressed it best (Jewish Week, Decem-
ber 15): "The crowd seemed unsure of how to respond. . . . [TJhere was a sub-
dued air, one of tentativeness. . . . "

Picking Up the Pieces

With the Madison Square Garden rally over, and with it the need to sacrifice
political preference for communal consensus, mainstream American Jewish
groups in sympathy with Israel's peace policies—the American Jewish Commit-
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tee, the American Jewish Congress, the American Zionist Movement (AZM), the
Anti-Defamation League, the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, and
others—sought to move the organized Jewish community in a more activist di-
rection. These organizations had been chafing for some time under the cautious
aegis of the Conference of Presidents, which, they believed, had unwisely muted
its support of the peace process in order to satisfy opposition groups. Indeed, a
number of the pro-peace-process organizations had been meeting for some time,
informally, with Consul General Avital at her office. On December 11, the day
after the rally, a full-page ad appeared in the New York Times, endorsed by 22 of
the 53 member organizations of the Conference of Presidents plus 16 other or-
ganizations, informing Prime Minister Peres: "Like you, we know that mourning
the death of Yitzhak Rabin is not enough. Condemning violent rhetoric and in-
tolerance is not enough. We must and we will take a clear stand for peace . . . in
support of your government and its peace process." Seymour Reich, president of
the AZM, explained the strategy of the organizations that produced the ad: "All
the signatories would prefer for the Presidents Conference to take the lead. But
the group will undoubtedly continue to come together if the Presidents Confer-
ence does not exert itself for the majority."

The next day — December 12—as Prime Minister Peres addressed a joint ses-
sion of Congress, more than 300 American Jews rallied in Washington in sup-
port of the peace process. The event was sponsored by NJCRAC and AIPAC, with
the Conference of Presidents "participating." Claiming to represent the major-
ity viewpoint within American Jewry, the pro-peace activists lobbied Congress to
pass MEPFA — as requested by the Israeli government—and thus allow the con-
tinuation of U.S. aid to the Palestinian Authority.

That the assassination had strengthened the hand of the Israeli government in
its struggle for the allegiance of American Jewry was evident in the mild reaction
to the news, on December 20, that seven American Jews suspected of extremist
sympathies would not be allowed into Israel either as tourists or immigrants (one
was Rabbi Hecht, who thereupon sued the State of Israel for $2 billion). Despite
what some Israeli observers saw as a potentially dangerous precedent set by an
ideological "selection" for implementing the Law of Return, the American Jew-
ish mainstream, almost without exception, understood the restrictions as neces-
sary measures to protect Israeli democracy.

Pro-peace-process elements in the Conference of Presidents suggested that
punitive measures be taken against the ZOA and the National Council of Young
Israel for their ad against the Madison Square Garden rally. The ad, they argued,
violated the rule that member organizations may not publicly dissent from a po-
sition taken by the conference. ZOA president Klein responded with a three-page
memo detailing previous such "dissents" that had been made by other member
organizations when the Israeli government was in the hands of Likud, and ar-
gued further that the December 8 ad, while critical of the rally, did not tell peo-
ple not to attend. On December 27, a letter signed by 12 past chairpersons of the



J E W I S H C O M M U N A L A F F A I R S / 1 8 7

conference was sent to the two dissident organizations, calling their ad "unac-
ceptable" and "censurable." "It is your right," the letter went on, "to have sought
to change the program or opt not to participate. But in actively discouraging at-
tendance at the event through your full-page ad . . . you sought to undermine this
communal endeavor."

An American Jewish Committee survey conducted in January 1996 confirmed
a jump in American Jewish support for the peace process in the aftermath of the
assassination. The percentage in favor of the government's policies rose to 79 per-
cent from 68 percent four months before; even within the Orthodox community
opposition declined from 64 percent to 56 percent. While an overwhelming ma-
jority blamed opponents of the peace process as the group most responsible for
the assassination, other groups, on the right and the left, were also seen as some-
what to blame for creating an atmosphere of divisiveness. And although a ma-
jority now favored American aid to the Palestinians (this time the question noted
that the Israeli government favored this), almost half of the respondents did not
believe that the Palestinians sincerely wanted peace.

Rabbi Simeon Maslin, president of the Central Conference of American Rab-
bis (CCAR), which represents the American Reform rabbinate, startled the Jew-
ish community in early February by publicly stating "that Jerusalem should be
the one undivided capital of Israel, but that there should also be an opportunity
for it to be a Palestinian capital." His remarks brought sharp criticism, especially
from Orthodox rabbis who suspected that Prime Minister Peres could not be
trusted to fulfill his pledge that Jerusalem would not be divided. The mainstream
Jewish organizations reiterated their support for Peres's stand.

A series of four suicide-bomb attacks in Israel over an eight-day period in late
February and early March killed 59 people, including two American students,
Sara Duker of New Jersey, and Matthew Eisenfeld of Connecticut, a couple who
planned to marry. These tragic events evoked a unified response among Ameri-
can Jews, who supported the reprisal actions of Israel's government: sealing bor-
ders and demolishing the houses of suspected bombers.

The bombings formed the backdrop to an AIPAC report on PLO compliance
with the peace accords. Committed, in line with Israeli and American government
policies, to support continued U.S. aid to the PLO, AIPAC could not, however,
disregard the violent incidents or the statements by Arafat describing terrorists
as heroes and martyrs. And since the Israeli election campaign was in full swing,
with the Likud opposition charging that the PLO had not fulfilled its obligations
to quell violence, AIPAC could hardly afford to appear partisan. The AIPAC re-
port tried to have it both ways, criticizing the PLO for its failure to live up to the
peace accords, but stating that its noncompliance had not reached a level that
should warrant a cutoff of U.S. aid.

In March the Conference of Presidents went through a period of turmoil when
the Forward (March 22) published an investigative report about the meetings that
Consul General Avital had been having at the consulate with pro-peace-process
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member organizations of the conference. Some of the participants at these meet-
ings gave the reporter the impression that there had been talk of ousting Mal-
colm Hoenlein as executive vice-chairman of the conference and substituting
someone more enthusiastic about the Israeli government's peace policies. But Avi-
tal swore—"so help me God"—that this was untrue, and organizational leaders
mentioned in the article issued statements denying that the meetings at the con-
sulate had any other purpose than strengthening American Jewish support for the
peace process.

The current chairman, Leon Levy, and 11 former chairpersons of the confer-
ence held a closed-door meeting on March 25, which resulted in a letter to the
Forward (March 29) declaring that "there is no surreptitious effort to change the
leadership of the Conference." But in an obvious rebuke to those critical of
Hoenlein's leadership, the letter stated that "it reflects poorly" on representatives
of member organizations "to attack a superb community servant and the con-
ference because they have failed to gain a consensus reflecting their particular per-
spective." After their meeting, a number of the past chairpersons criticized Con-
sul General Avital for holding the private sessions at the consulate as a way of
sidestepping the accepted procedures of the conference. One of the signers,
Shoshana Cardin, said, "We are an American organization, representing the
American Jewish communities. We are not lobbyists for the Israeli government."

In mid-April, when the firing of Katyushas from across the Lebanese border
prompted Prime Minister Peres to order massive retaliatory raids, a united Amer-
ican Jewish community backed him, even after Israel accidentally fired on a UN
camp and killed more than 100 Arabs, which led to condemnation from the UN
General Assembly and from some American Christian groups. Gary Rubin of
Americans for Peace Now—the most dovish of American Jewish organizations—
explained that, while Israel was under the moral obligation to make sure not to
harm civilians, it was justified in taking steps to insure the safety of its northern
border. The April 24 decision by the Palestine National Council (PNC) to amend
those parts of its charter calling for the destruction of Israel, which came even
before a ceasefire in southern Lebanon had been reached, was greeted with sat-
isfaction by mainstream American Jewry, though some skeptics suggested that
the decision of the PNC had been overly vague and did not actually annul any
specific points in the charter.

In May, Neal Sher resigned as director of AIPAC after two years in the posi-
tion. He was replaced by Howard Kohr, AIPAC's managing director, who had
close ties with the Republican Party and with the Likud opposition in Israel.

Electoral Bombshell

The Israeli elections, held on May 29, 1996, were so close that the results were
not final for almost two days. When it became clear that, in the first-ever direct
election for prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu of Likud had defeated the in-
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cumbent, Shimon Peres, the internal politics of American Jewish life, which for
two and a half years had pivoted around the Labor Party's peace policies, had to
be recast.

Morton Klein of the ZOA, the most outspoken and effective American Jew-
ish critic of the Rabin-Peres government, argued that the 9-percentage-point
margin of victory for Netanyahu among Jewish voters indicated that he, Klein,
and not the American Jewish establishment, had spoken for the Jewish main-
stream all along. "Many of these Jewish leaders," warned Klein, "will have a
strong credibility problem." But the centrist American Jewish organizations that
had backed the previous government minimized the significance of the shift in
power. The American Jewish Committee asserted that Netanyahu's "desire for
peace and security is surely as passionate as that of Mr. Peres." Abraham Fox-
man, national director of the Anti-Defamation League, also took things in stride,
describing Peres's policies as "the express lane to pursue the peace process" and
Netanyahu's as "the local lane." Malcolm Hoenlein said that "the American Jew-
ish majority doesn't identify with Labor or Likud but with the State of Israel."

There was considerable dismay among the more dovish American Jewish or-
ganizations. Surprised at the result of the election—especially since the early exit
polls had Peres in the lead—they promised to hold the new government to its
campaign pledge to continue the peace process. But the pro-Labor groups faced
a dilemma. Having argued, as a matter of principle, that it was wrong of Amer-
ican Jews to lobby in Washington against the constituted government of Israel
when Labor was in power, could they now turn around and lobby against the poli-
cies of another Israeli government, simply because it was in the hands of Likud?
And, of course, the question could be turned against American pro-Likudniks
as well: Having done their utmost to undermine the Rabin-Peres government, how
could they protest their opponents in the Jewish community doing the same to
Netanyahu?

Few American Jews, no matter how dovish, agreed with columnist Walter
Ruby, who declared immediately after the election that they had "a pressing
obligation to state openly and forcefully that they cannot support the program
Netanyahu has enunciated" (New York Jewish Week, June 7, 1996). More repre-
sentative of sentiment on the left was the position of Americans for Peace Now
(APN), which took a wait-and-see attitude. While enunciating opposition to the
evictions of Palestinians from their lands or punitive demolition of their houses,
the organization made the expansion of Jewish settlements in the territories its
make-or-break issue. If settlements were expanded, warned APN, it would seek
proportional revocation of the $10 billion in U.S. loan guarantees to Israel that
had been negotiated in 1992.

Since President Clinton had openly backed the losing Labor Party, both Israeli
and U.S. officials sought to reassure American Jews about the future of relations
between the two countries in the wake of the election. In separate meetings with
the Conference of Presidents and with Zalman Shoval, a former ambassador to
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Washington and now a spokesman for Netanyahu, U.S. secretary of state War-
ren Christopher stressed that strong U.S.-Israel ties transcended the transfer of
power from one party to another. And Christopher announced that the new Is-
raeli prime minister would visit the United States in July.

The Battle over Religious Pluralism

For many American Jews who had hoped for a Labor victory in the Israeli elec-
tions, the triumph of Likud was less upsetting for its effect on the peace process-
Netanyahu, it was widely felt, would be forced to moderate the Likud hard line—
than for its potential religious repercussions. The Israeli religious parties, allied
with Netanyahu, made impressive gains in the voting for the Knesset, which
would be reflected in increased Orthodox clout both in that body and in the new
cabinet. For non-Orthodox American Jews, this raised the chilling prospect of a
halt to progress in attaining rights for Conservative, Reform, and Reconstruc-
tionist Judaism in Israel, and perhaps even a rollback of rights that had already
been attained through the Israeli judicial system. But the election result was only
the latest battle in a decades-long war over religious pluralism in the Jewish state
that had recently picked up momentum.

In November 1995, seven months before the elections, top executives of the
Agudath Israel World Organization, which represented the interests of harediOr-
thodoxy, met in New York to announce a publicity campaign to fight any offi-
cial recognition of non-Orthodox Judaism in Israel. While the announcement was
partially in response to a $2-million Reform campaign to lobby for legal recog-
nition in Israel, it also reflected two other developments. One was Orthodox con-
cern over implementation of the 1994 Shenhar report, which recommended that
students in Israel's secular schools be taught about the different trends—Ortho-
dox and non-Orthodox — within world Judaism. The second was a recent Israeli
Supreme Court decision mandating the inclusion of non-Orthodox representa-
tives on local religious councils. Rabbi Moshe Sherer, head of American Agudath
Israel, said that publicity was necessary because Israelis were not sufficiently
aware of what non-Orthodox forms of Judaism had done to American Jewry-
massive assimilation and intermarriage, in his view—and that "the same plague
should not be imported into Israel."

The Israeli Supreme Court struck another blow for religious pluralism in No-
vember when it decided that the right to be listed as a Jew in the civil population
registry did not require the approval of the (Orthodox-controlled) Chief Rab-
binate. While this implied the validity of non-Orthodox conversions performed
in Israel (those performed abroad were already recognized), the court stated that
it was up to the Knesset to pass legislation to that effect. Non-Orthodox groups
in the United States hailed the decision, though they would have preferred an out-
right declaration recognizing their conversions. Rabbi Ammiel Hirsch, executive
director of the Association of Reform Zionists of America (ARZA), predicted
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that "thousands of people" in Israel, especially new immigrants whose Jewish sta-
tus was not recognized by the Chief Rabbinate, would now flock to Reform and
Conservative rabbis for conversion. Agudath Israel of America called the deci-
sion "a devastating blow to the Jewishness of the 'Jewish state.' "

Both sides in the debate—one happily, the other with foreboding—saw the
Supreme Court ruling as an entering wedge for the possible reversal of the Or-
thodox monopoly on Israeli Judaism. The Orthodox parties in Israel mobilized
to push legislation through the Knesset that would override the court decision
and explicitly bar non-Orthodox conversions in Israel. (The Israeli system of gov-
ernment, unlike the American, allows the legislative branch to annul court deci-
sions.) They argued that, unlike the "Who Is a Jew?" debates of 1989, this dis-
pute involved only conversions performed in Israel, and therefore American
Jewish groups, not directly affected, had no legitimate standing to influence "in-
ternal" policy. And since the two-week-old Peres government was eager to court
Orthodox voters in anticipation of a national election to be held, at the latest,
the following June, the Orthodox parties seemed to be in a strong position. Non-
Orthodox American Jewish groups—citing data from the American Jewish Com-
mittee's poll of American Jewish attitudes toward Israel showing that 88 percent
of American Jews favored the recognition of non-Orthodox conversions in Is-
rael—immediately instructed their representatives in Israel to cooperate with
local civil-rights organizations and non-Orthodox religious leaders in lobbying
the prime minister and Knesset members against the proposed legislation.

In the United States, the rhetoric got hotter. At the national convention of Agu-
dath Israel held over the Thanksgiving weekend. Rabbi Yaacov Perlow, a mem-
ber of the organization's five-man Council of Torah Sages, charged that "the
forces of the left are conducting a concerted drive to erase the fundamental fea-
tures of our religion. . . . It is a battle of light and darkness, a battle of Jacob and
Esau for the soul of Eretz Yisrael." He added, however, that the Orthodox needed
to find ways of reaching out, since, "after all the fighting, we are one family of
people."

After the Madison Square Garden rally in memory of Yitzhak Rabin, Rabbi
Jerome Epstein, executive vice-president of the United Synagogue of Conserva-
tive Judaism, pointed to the large numbers of Conservative Jews who had at-
tended and complained that his movement was taken for granted by an Israeli
government that did not accept the legitimacy of Conservative rabbis. "It is time
for a serious communal reassessment," he wrote. "Both logic and fair play dic-
tate that those who comprise the backbone of the community should not be
treated as 'less equal' by virtue of their loyalty."

In December the 4,000 people attending the Union of American Hebrew Con-
gregations (UAHC) convention in Atlanta witnessed the marriage of an Israeli
couple not allowed to marry in their homeland because the groom was a kohen
(descendant of the priestly class) and the bride was divorced (the Bible bans such
unions). The Reform movement paid the airfare for the couple and publicized
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their wedding widely to underscore its view that Orthodox control of Jewish
marital law in Israel created situations of intolerable interference in people's per-
sonal lives. Rabbi Alexander Schindler, the outgoing president of the UAHC, who
officated at the wedding, said under the canopy, "It's a long way from your home,
but you could not be married where you live."

But neither incumbent prime minister Peres nor his Likud challenger, Benjamin
Netanyahu, was about to risk alienating the Orthodox. Peres told Reform dele-
gations that he would form a special committee to come up with a plan to satisfy
all concerned, but he told Orthodox delegations that, for the sake of Jewish unity,
he backed the status quo. Netanyahu said that religious pluralism could not be
implemented quickly, but would slowly evolve if more non-Orthodox Jews made
Israel their home.

Proponents of pluralism were outraged at the remarks of Haim Ramon, Israel's
minister of the interior and a rising Labor Party star, to a group of 55
Reform rabbis who visited Israel in January 1996. Ramon—not personally Or-
thodox, and admittedly unsympathetic to the Israeli Orthodox establishment—
frankly declared that winning the next election was far more important than per-
mitting Reform conversions. And he put the matter in brutally personal terms:
Failure to win at least some Orthodox support could hand the government over
to the Likud, end the peace process, and bring renewed war. Ramon asked, "Be-
cause you want Reform conversions, my child will be killed?" Citing recent his-
tory, he claimed that the 650 Israeli soldiers killed in the Lebanon war would not
have died had Labor won the 1981 election by making a deal with the Orthodox
parties over "Who Is a Jew?" The Reform rabbis were furious at the implication
that they were somehow responsible for the Lebanese war and vowed to keep up
the fight for religious pluralism.

In February the religious parties proposed a Knesset bill giving the Chief Rab-
binate the authority to approve all conversions. Rabbi Alan Silverstein, president
of the Rabbinical Assembly, the Conservative rabbinical organization, sent a let-
ter to all RA members urging them to tell local United Jewish Appeal leaders,
and to write to Israeli government officials, that such a move would probably have
a negative impact on fund-raising for Israel. "Most major givers will react with
anger at the notion that Israel is not the state for all Jews," he elaborated in an
interview. Alarmed at possible fund-raising losses from the fight over religious
pluralism, the national UJA leadership took pains to spread the word that UJA
pays only for humanitarian, not political, causes. The Knesset session ended
without the Orthodox-sponsored bill coming to a vote.

In March an official of the Israeli Chief Rabbinate suggested—in an internal
memo not intended for publication — that Reform Judaism be given the right to
perform conversions if it registered as a separate religion. Rabbi Eric Yoffie,
president-elect of the UAHC, responded by calling for the dismantling of the
Chief Rabbinate, "a corrupt political and religious bureaucracy" that "has no le-
gitimacy, no religious standing."
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Surveys of Israeli attitudes commissioned by the Reform movement—the re-
sults released in April—confirmed the Reform contention that a majority of Is-
raelis espoused the basic tenets of pluralism. But Orthodox spokespersons
pointed to the very slim majorities supporting religious pluralism, particularly
striking among Israel's "traditional" Jews—somewhat observant but not Or-
thodox—who might have been expected to be the natural constituency for a
non-Orthodox Judaism.

Two weeks before the Israeli elections, the organizations representing Reform,
Conservative, and Reconstructionist Judaism in America joined with the Amer-
ican Jewish Congress, the New Israel Fund, and the World Union for Progres-
sive Judaism to create the North American Coalition to Advance Religious Plu-
ralism in Israel. The new group wrote to Peres and Netanyahu urging them not
to allow any further erosion of "civil rights and religious freedom." It warned that
"a longer shadow" cast on Israeli democracy could hamper Israel-Diaspora re-
lations. As if to underline once more the wide conceptual gulf between the two
Jewish communities, a spokesperson for Prime Minister Peres responded: "The
main thing now is the peace process, the unity of Jerusalem, the security of Is-
rael .. . not this 'Who Is a Jew?' business."

After the Election

The Israeli electoral upset of May 29, which gave Netanyahu the premiership
and the Orthodox parties 23 of the 120 Knesset seats, triggered another round
of polemics over religious pluralism in Israel. Rabbi Eric Yoffie of the UAHC
called the result a "potential disaster for pluralism and for the State of Israel"
and urged Netanyahu to "reject the plotting of those fanatics who would impose
their brand of Judaism on Israelis." Moshe Sherer of American Agudath Israel
responded that it made sense for all Jews to accept Orthodox criteria of Jewish
identity since that was the only way to avoid "a religious Twilight Zone" of peo-
ple considered Jews by some, but not by all, a concern that, he said, had moti-
vated the founders of the State of Israel to promise the Orthodox that personal-
status issues would be decided on the basis of traditional Jewish law. While
ARZA's Rabbi Hirsch flatly predicted that American Jews would not donate
money to a Jewish state that delegitimized their "religious sensibilities," Shoshana
Cardin, UJA president, warned: "We cannot make the mistake of punishing
those we encourage to go to Israel just because of a group in the Knesset that
does not reflect our own sense of diversity."

As Prime Minister Netanyahu pieced together his Knesset coalition and con-
structed his cabinet, rumors circulated about what he had or had not promised
the religious parties in the coalition negotiations. In mid-June, speaking to the
Conference of Presidents in the name of the new prime minister, Zalman Shoval
pledged that there would be no change in the "status quo" on religious issues. But
this hardly clarified the matter. Which status quo? The one in existence as of June
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1996, including the Supreme Court rulings that had begun to dismantle the Or-
thodox monopoly, or the one that had been in force from the beginning of the
state till the court began to issue its liberal rulings?

RELIGIOUS AFFAIRS

The estrangement of Orthodoxy from much of the rest of American Jewry over
Israel's peace diplomacy, religious pluralism in the Jewish state, and the associa-
tion in the public mind of Rabin's assassin with intransigent Orthodoxy could
not help but poison interdenominational relationships in other spheres. At the
convention of the Central Conference of American Rabbis (Reform) in March
1996, Rabbi Simeon Maslin, the organization's president, launched a harsh at-
tack, not just on certain Orthodox practices or groups, but on the very nature of
Orthodox Judaism. He castigated Orthodox kashrut for the "conceit" of insist-
ing on increasingly rigorous standards while ignoring the pain of the slaughtered
animals, Orthodox marriage law for codifying the inferiority of women, Ortho-
dox traditions of dress and head coverings as having no basis in authentic Ju-
daism, Lubavitch messianism for practicing "brazen hucksterism," Orthodox
separatism for splitting the Jewish community, and Orthodox education for its
legalism and narrowness. Maslin compared contemporary Orthodoxy to the an-
cient Sadducees, who insisted on a literal reading of the tradition, and declared
that the Reform movement embodied authentic Judaism since it carried on the
vision of the Pharisees, who adapted Scripture to the realities of their own time.

The Orthodox responded. The centrist Rabbinical Council of America called
Maslin's speech "a truculent and indiscriminate assault" full of "disingenuous his-
torical reconstructions," but pledged to continue working together with all Jews
"provided that we are not asked to sacrifice that which we regard as sacred prin-
ciples." The sectarian Orthodox Agudath Israel described Maslin's remarks as
"the desperate cry of a movement confronting its own spiritual bankruptcy."

Another nasty denominational split occurred over the site for the annual New
York Holocaust commemoration, scheduled for April 14. A month before, the
sponsoring body, the Warsaw Ghetto Resistance Organization, announced that
the event would no longer be held at Madison Square Garden because of the ex-
pense. Instead, Temple Emanu-El, the largest synagogue in the United States, had
offered its facilities free of charge. But Orthodox leaders complained that, since
most Orthodox Jews would not set foot in a Reform temple, the switch would ex-
clude a significant segment of the Jewish community. The executive vice-president
of the National Council of Young Israel asserted (contrary to the historical
sources) that the Jewish fighters in the Warsaw Ghetto had been "mostly Ortho-
dox people. To now take this memorial and put it in a place where they wouldn't
go—you are shaming their memory." The event took place at the temple, and
there were Orthodox rabbis and survivors in attendance.
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Denominational Activity

The interdenominational contentiousness that grew so sharp in 1995-96 both
reflected and shaped developments within the individual religious movements.

ORTHODOX JUDAISM

The increasingly adversarial posture of the Orthodox in relation to the rest of
the Jewish community had much to do with the shifting balance of forces within
Orthodoxy. The tendency of ideological "purists" to seek to impose their views
on the Orthodox moderates—already noted above in regard to Israel's territor-
ial policies—was evident in other areas too.

The conflict over gay and lesbian student clubs at some schools of Yeshiva Uni-
versity, which had been dragging on since late 1994, continued, symbolizing for
many the tensions inherent in an educational institution committed both to Or-
thodoxy and to the liberal traditions of academia. President Norman Lamm had
taken the position that, despite his own vehement religious objections to homo-
sexuality, he was constrained by the New York City Human Rights Law from dis-
criminating against gay groups, and therefore the university—which was legally
categorized as nonsectarian—must fund them out of "student activity fees," the
same as it did for all other campus clubs. Orthodox elements to the right of
Yeshiva University not only attacked Lamm's stand, but also used it as an example
to show that modern Orthodoxy, by its very nature, was doomed to subordinate
Torah to secular culture.

In July 1995 Yeshiva's own rabbinic faculty—whose reservations about the sec-
ular component of the institution were well known—publicly challenged Lamm's
position. The rabbis first sent a strongly worded private letter to Lamm urging
him to ban the clubs, and then, after meeting with him, issued a softer version in
the form of an open letter that declared: "We wish it to be known by our students
and by the community at large that we deplore and condemn the continued exis-
tence of these gay-lesbian groups." But Lamm stood his ground.

Another signal that centrist Orthodoxy was under attack was the newly ag-
gressive posture of the National Council of Young Israel. Organized early in the
century to provide Orthodox young people with a modern, Americanized syna-
gogue service, Young Israel synagogues across the country developed a reputa-
tion for successfully integrating traditional Judaism with contemporary culture.
Recently, however, the movement had moved sharply to the right both politically
(its opposition to territorial compromise by Israel and its public disassociation
from the Rabin memorial at Madison Square Garden are discussed above) and
religiously. In institutional terms, it appeared eager to identify itself as more au-
thentically Orthodox than its only competitor on the centrist Orthodox synagogue
scene, the much larger Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations (UOJC), and
its rabbinic counterpart, the Rabbinical Council of America (RCA).
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In late 1995 Young Israel decided to take on the Orthodox Union in its area of
greatest expertise, which was also its major source of income, kashrut supervi-
sion. Young Israel announced an alliance with Star-K, a private kashrut concern
based in Baltimore, the announcement referring vaguely to the "higher stan-
dard" of kashrut that would now be available. The implicit putdown of the OU
certification enraged both the Orthodox Union and the RCA rabbis who vouched
for it. The RCA wrote to Young Israel that its move "only brings shame and dis-
unity upon Orthodoxy," but Young Israel responded that competition would be
good for the consumer.

At the OU's annual dinner in May, president Mandell Ganchrow publicly
called on the National Council of Young Israel to put an end to "duplication,"
"waste," and "competition" by agreeing to a merger, pointing out that some 30
Young Israel synagogues had individually joined the OU, and that both organi-
zations espoused similar centrist Orthodox viewpoints. Young Israel president
Chaim Kaminetsky, however, responded that the synagogues in his movement
were more observant: "We are better and different. . . . We have very strict re-
quirements and watch our synagogues the way you watch your children." But
Ganchrow predicted that merger was inevitable.

Perhaps the most striking sign of extremism in the Orthodox community was
the backlash against feminism, manifested in some circles in the search for new
ways to deny women Jewish divorces unless they agreed to their husbands' terms.
Because the halakhic requirement that Jewish divorce could only be effected
through the husband's voluntary grant of a get document to his wife had pro-
duced so many instances of abuse, rabbinic authorities sought to develop a
prenuptial agreement wherein both parties commit themselves to a Jewish divorce
should the marriage break up. Indeed, early in 1996 the RCA officially endorsed
such an agreement, which it packaged in the form of an attractively designed kit
so as to make it appealing to couples, and urged member rabbis to get both
spouses to sign it as a matter of routine at all weddings.

But prenuptial agreements, even if they would stand up in court, could not help
women who got married without them. On July 12, 1995, an extraordinary meet-
ing in New York of rabbinical court judges from around the country officially in-
validated the practice of betrothing a minor daughter without her knowledge, a
tactic that had been used by some husbands as a way to force concessions from
their wives in Jewish divorce proceedings. But no sooner was the door closed to
one form of blackmail when another opened: religiously sanctioned concubinage.
An organization calling itself Shalom Bayis (Hebrew for "peace in the home"),
claiming the backing of some 100 (anonymous) Orthodox rabbis, distributed
leaflets in Orthodox neighborhoods citing medieval rabbinic sources that having
a concubine is sanctioned by Jewish law, and suggesting that the concubine op-
tion would make wives less likely to make unreasonable demands or threaten di-
vorce. And there was a telephone hotline for men to get information about sin-
gle Jewish women willing to become concubines, even offering "an introductory
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weekend on Manhattan's Upper West Side." Asked about the idea, one leading
Orthodox rabbi told New York magazine (August 7, 1995), "What day is this?
What planet am I on?"

CHABAD-LUBAVITCH

Can messiah rise from the dead? Certainly the strangest dispute within Or-
thodox Judaism was over the fate of Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the
Rebbe of Lubavitch, who died in 1994. Since he was childless and appointed no
successor, his numerous followers and admirers all over the world continued to
venerate him as their leader. On the first anniversary of his death he was the
posthumous recipient of the Congressional Gold Medal, the nation's highest
civilian honor. An indication of Schneerson's marketability came in August 1995,
when William Morrow published Toward a Meaningful Life: The Wisdom of
Rebbe Menachem Mendel Schneerson. Released with an elaborate public-relations
blitz, the book was aimed not just at Lubavitchers or the Jewish community, but
at the booming market in "spirituality."

In the Lubavitch community, however, strife intensified over whether the Rebbe
was the messiah. The International Campaign to Bring Moschiach, representing
those convinced that he would yet arise and bring the redemption, launched an
expensive advertising campaign (estimates went as high as $10 million) to spread
the word. In the Jewish media, there were proof-texts from the Rebbe's own writ-
ings and other sources aimed at showing that the Jewish messiah would be res-
urrected. For the general public there were billboards, videotapes, and cable tele-
vision commercials and "infomercials," as well as full-page ads in the New York
Times (January 31 and March 31, 1996) about "Our Master, Our Teacher, Our
Rebbe, King Messiah Forever and Ever." There was even a split within the mes-
sianist movement: while some said that the Rebbe would emerge from his grave,
others countered that the grave was empty, he had never died, and was living in
an invisible state. Thoroughly alarmed, the moderate leadership of Lubavitch
countered with newspaper ads disassociating Lubavitch from "a numbered few"
who allegedly distorted the Rebbe's words and quoted them out of context. "We
advise the public," the ad went on, "to exercise discretion when confronted with
unauthorized public statements in the media or otherwise, concerning the Rebbe
and his teachings."

The Fall 1995 issue of Jewish Action, a publication of the Orthodox Union,
contained a bombshell: "The New Messianism: Passing Phenomenon or Turn-
ing Point in the History of Judaism?" It was a scholarly attack on Lubavitch mes-
sianism by Prof. David Berger of Brooklyn College, an expert in the history of
messianic movements and himself an Orthodox Jew. Berger argued that the no-
tion of a messiah who would die before the completion of his mission and then
arise from the dead to finish the work was alien to classical Judaism. In fact,
Berger pointed out that the impossibility of a resurrected messiah was a standard
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Jewish argument against Christianity in medieval polemics. Berger criticized the
Orthodox establishment for its failure to condemn Lubavitch messianism and pre-
dicted that the messianists' line would be appropriated by Christian missionar-
ies to show that Jesus could have been the Jewish messiah. On June 12, 1996, at
the urging of Professor Berger, the annual convention of the Rabbinical Coun-
cil of America passed a resolution declaring that there is no "place in Judaism"
for the idea of a resurrected messiah. Though Lubavitch was not mentioned, the
reference was clear.

No one in Lubavitch was pleased by the RCA resolution. The messianists ar-
gued that Berger was simply wrong about the sources: a messiah arising from the
dead, they said, was a mainstream tradition. And the Lubavitch establishment,
which had hoped that the messianists would gradually abandon their views if ig-
nored, worried that the resolution would only give the radicals more visibility and
enable them to appear as martyrs, persecuted for their beliefs.

REKORM JUDAISM

Like Orthodoxy, Reform Judaism was torn between opposing liberalizing and
traditionalist tendencies. While elements of the movement understood Reform
as traditional Judaism albeit expressed in liberal form, others viewed it more as
a Jewish expression of late-20th-century liberalism.

For the national leaders of the movement, at least in their official statements,
Reform meant tradition. Rabbi Alexander Schindler, retiring as president of the
Union of American Hebrew Congregations, surprised delegates to the biennial
convention in November 1995 by a call to strengthen Jewish learning and ritual.
Schindler, known for his commitment to social action, warned "that we Reform
Jews are entirely too lax in our observances," and urged his audience "not just to
know Torah, nor even teach Torah, but to be Torah." His successor, Rabbi Eric
Yoffie, agreed. In his June 1996 installation sermon (unlike Schindler, Yoffie wore
a kippah at religious occasions), Yoffie declared "a spiritual state of emergency"
and announced a program to "educate, educate, educate." "If there are no clearly
defined differences between the values of Torah and the world around us," he
asked, "then what reason would serious people—Jews or non-Jews—have to cast
their fate with ours?" Rabbi Sheldon Zimmerman, the new president of Hebrew
Union College, the movement's rabbinical seminary, said that while "the old
question for Reform Judaism was 'How do you make changes in Judaism to
adapt to the modern world,' the question today is, 'How do we take modern peo-
ple who happen to be Jewish and bring them to a living and loving and caring
encounter with Torah?' " And he declared that he wanted to be called HUC's rosh
yeshivah, the traditional term used for the dean of an Orthodox yeshivah.

The emphasis on serious study of Jewish texts was not confined to rhetoric. In
one of his first official acts. Rabbi Yoffie substantially increased the UAHC bud-
get for educational programs while eliminating the UAHC interreligious affairs
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department and cutting back its social-action staff. In the spring of 1996 UAHC
published The Haftarah Commentary by Rabbi W. Gunther Plaut, an authorita-
tive modern translation and explanation of the weekly prophetic readings geared
for use in synagogue adult education programs. And the Hebrew Union College
branch in New York City launched the New York Kollel—A Center for Liberal
Jewish Study, which, like the traditional house of study familiar to the Orthodox
community, would provide facilities for informal group learning of traditional
texts on all levels, as well as regular guest lectures. Its director explained: "This
represents a radical change in what is understood as 'liberal' Judaism. I think the
paradigm of 'classical' Reform had its use. Classical Reform was a product of
modernity. The kollel is a product of post-modernity."

But if Reform was challenging the values of modernity by seriously reaching
back to Jewish tradition for models of ritual and study, its commitment to in-
clusion and individual self-realization was quintessentially modern. Reform's
role in the national debate over gay marriage made this clear.

A 1993 decision of the Hawaii Supreme Court supporting the right of gay cou-
ples to obtain marriage licenses led to demands in many other states for legisla-
tion denying legal recognition to such unions. That year, the UAHC called on gov-
ernment at all levels to "afford partners in committed lesbian and gay
relationships the means of legally acknowledging such relationships" — without
mentioning marriage. In February 1996 the executive committee of the UAHC
Commission on Social Action interpreted that resolution as supporting the civil
marriage of gays, and the Reform movement's Religious Action Center notified
Reform rabbis around the country about the restrictive legislation pending in their
states, urging them to mobilize their congregants to prevent passage. The ration-
ale put forward by the Religious Action Center was that legislative restrictions
on gay marriage were part of the religious right's assault on the civil rights of gays.
So prominent were the Reform and the (much smaller) Reconstructionist move-
ments in the cause of gay marriage that their rabbis and congregations made up
the bulk of the list of supportive religious leaders and institutions put out by the
Lambda Legal Defense and Education Fund, the major gay-rights organization.

The UAHC represented the Reform laity, but the rabbis had not yet been heard
from. While there were Reform rabbis who conducted Jewish "weddings" or
"commitment ceremonies" for gay couples, there was no official policy on civil
or religious marriage for such couples. The March 1996 convention of the Cen-
tral Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR) debated a resolution supporting the
right of gays and lesbians to civil marriage, for which the UAHC and its Reli-
gious Action Center were already lobbying. Backers of the resolution presented
it as a simple matter of civil rights, but opponents warned that it marked an un-
warranted capitulation to "political correctness." While the question of rabbinic
officiation at such marriages was not explicitly on the table, many of the rabbis—
some eagerly, some unhappily—felt that once gay civil marriage was accepted,
in the words of Rabbi Alexander Schindler, "the logic of calling for some kind
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of ceremony is irresistible." The resolution passed overwhelmingly by voice vote.
Intermarriage proved a far more divisive issue within Reform than homosex-

uality, as Rabbi Jerome Davidson of Great Neck, New York, discovered in July
1995. After calling his lesbian assistant rabbi and her lover to bless the Torah on
the Sabbath before their California wedding, Davidson was shocked at the angry
response of congregants. Their objections were not so much to lesbian marriage,
but rather the fact that their rabbi would condone a same-sex union yet would
not perform the intermarriages of his congregants' children. Davidson's first re-
action was to point out the difference: if two Jews of the same sex marry, there
is no loss to the Jewish community, but an intermarriage with no conversion usu-
ally means the children will not be brought up as Jews. But in light of the com-
plaints, Davidson rethought his policy (during 35 years in the rabbinate, he had
never performed an intermarriage) and came up with the idea of "something akin
to a public acknowledgement" for mixed-religion couples willing to join his con-
gregation.

This one rabbi's rethinking mirrored a broader dilemma in the movement.
Having adopted the principle of patrilineal descent in 1983, whereby a child with
either parent Jewish could be a Jew, and having accepted, for all intents and pur-
poses, the participation of unconverted Gentile spouses in the synagogue, what—
with the rate of Reform intermarriage over 60 percent—were the boundaries sep-
arating Jews from non-Jews?

For some Reform leaders, there were still too many boundaries, which they felt
unnecessarily alienated mixed-religion families. As the UAHC met for its bien-
nial convention in November 1995, David Belin, a member of the executive com-
mittee of the UAHC board, sought to have the organization liberalize its long-
standing policy of officially disapproving rabbinic officiation at mixed marriages
while leaving rabbis free to make their own decisions. Charging that three-quarters
of Reform Jews backed rabbinic officiation, and that the rabbis, by ignoring this
reality, were becoming irrelevant, Belin wanted to make each rabbi completely free
to follow his or her conscience.

In fact, the UAHC biennial did not take up Belin's proposal, but it dealt his
inclusionist camp a stunning defeat on another issue. It passed a resolution stat-
ing that any child who was also being educated in another faith (an unknown
number of children in mixed-religion families also attended Christian Sunday
school) should not be allowed into a Reform school. Although this statement was
only a guideline that did not obligate individual congregations, the signal was
clear. In the words of Prof. Michael Meyer of Hebrew Union College, "The Re-
form movement is saying that we are not going to simply adjust ourselves to what-
ever any congregant may want from us, but that Reform has certain principles."
Some leading Reform Jews were appalled at what seemed to them a repudiation
of the movement's openness. Howard Metzenbaum, the former U.S. senator from
Ohio, resigned from the UAHC board in protest.

When the CCAR met for its convention in March 1996—the theme was "Out-
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reach and Intermarriage—Come Let Us Reason Together" — two new studies of
intermarriage were circulated, both intended to strengthen the case for rabbinic
ofliciation. The Jewish Outreach Institute (founded and chaired by David Belin)
released a survey showing that "intermarried families who are most likely to
identify as Jews are the most likely to have been also married by a rabbi or can-
tor." And Rabbi Irwin Fishbein's Rabbinic Center for Research and Counseling,
an organization of rabbis who performed mixed marriages, claimed to have evi-
dence that almost half of Reform rabbis were already officiating at such mar-
riages—with only a minority of them insisting that the children be brought up
Jewish—that another 39 percent, while not willing to officiate, would refer cou-
ples to colleagues who did, and that more than a quarter of Reform rabbis were
willing to co-officiate with a priest or minister. While Reform leaders called these
figures exaggerated, both congregational rabbis and the director of CCAR place-
ment acknowledged that rabbis who would not perform intermarriages were hav-
ing an increasingly difficult time finding and holding pulpits. Another factor
complicating the issue was economic: rabbis—or people claiming to be rabbis —
could charge a hefty premium for performing mixed marriages. CCAR president
Maslin noted, "It's a fly-by-night kind of illegitimate business, a scam." Yet one
of these "rabbis" responded that many who would not perform these weddings
eagerly welcomed the couples to the synagogue afterward. "You tell me who is
more business-oriented," he said.

The CCAR made no decision on mixed marriages, though three schools of
thought did emerge: (1) that all restrictions on rabbis should be lifted, leaving
them free to officiate should they so desire; (2) that the CCAR should prepare
guidelines for rabbis as to what conditions should be met in order for the rabbi
to officiate; and (3) that no change be made, since the promulgation of any such
guidelines would imply rabbinic approval for intermarriage.

CONSERVATIVE JUDAISM

The most wrenching dispute that the Conservative movement had to face in
1995 was institutional. In September the University of Judaism (UJ), the West
Coast branch of the New York-based Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS), which
until then had offered only preparatory rabbinic studies, announced an anony-
mous $22-million gift for the establishment of an independent rabbinical school.
Robert Wexler, the UJ president, said he had not felt the need to notify JTS
about the move until the day before the public announcement since the Los An-
geles institution was a legally independent entity.

Proponents of the West Coast school argued that a separate seminary was
needed to provide for their distinctive religious needs. They claimed that the New
York seminary was overly text-oriented, and that California Jews needed greater
emphasis on spirituality and social-work skills. Rabbi Daniel Gordis, named the
dean of the new rabbinical school, said, "We are going to pay a lot of attention.
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a lot more than any other program does, to students' personal religious growth."
(Gordis's just released book, God Was Not in the Fire: The Search for a Spiritual
Judaism, was being promoted by the publisher, Scribner, for the "spirituality"
market.) To attract students, the new school would offer free tuition and an ac-
celerated program. And President Wexler foresaw creative competition with New
York: "It will be like Harvard and Yale."

JTS chancellor Ismar Schorsch reacted sternly, warning that two Conservative
seminaries would split the movement and set a precedent for further regional
splintering. Furthermore, he expressed contempt for the fledgling school and
Wexler's Ivy League analogy: "We are the Harvard of Jewish studies. The Uni-
versity of Judaism in terms of rabbinic education is a community college." In a
sharply worded three-page letter to Wexler, Schorsch warned that the announce-
ment of the new rabbinical program had already started polarizing rabbis and JTS
students into "East" vs. "West" and was sure to create "a glut of Conservative
rabbis who won't be able to find jobs." Schorsch also expressed opposition to the
announced reduction of a mandatory year of study in Israel, as at JTS, to just a
summer for UJ students, and insisted that the two schools work out common stan-
dards for admission and other matters.

Leaders of the Rabbinical Assembly (RA), the organization of Conservative
rabbis, worked to mediate the dispute. They urged both sides to tone down the
rhetoric and indicated that there would be no problem in securing RA member-
ship for graduates of the West Coast seminary.

Both the biennial convention of the United Synagogue of Conservative Ju-
daism in November 1995 and the annual meeting of the Rabbinical Assembly the
following May stressed the centrality of Jewish tradition. The USCJ convention
launched a Jewish Living Now campaign calling on all Conservative Jews to
strive, step by step, to keep kosher, observe the Sabbath, study Torah, be active
in the synagogue, give charity, learn Hebrew, and reach out to nonobservant
Jews. "Most Conservative Jews," observed executive vice-president Rabbi Jerome
Epstein, "erroneously believe that Conservative Judaism permits one to select
what he wants to observe and discard what she wants to reject. It is our challenge
to correct this belief."

The RA meeting approved a statement on intermarriage that clearly distin-
guished Conservative policy from Reform: Conservative rabbis and cantors were
not permitted to perform these marriages; only Jews could belong to the syna-
gogue, though non-Jewish partners might attend and participate in social pro-
grams; non-Jews were barred from ritual honors; and intermarriages should not
be publicly acknowledged by the synagogue.

Although the old theological issues that had divided the movement—the role
of women in Judaism and the relevance of Jewish tradition to contemporary sex-
uality— were not openly debated during 1995-96, they still lurked in the back-
ground. The effects of the battle over the ordination of women, decided in the
affirmative in 1985, were evident in an issue of Conservative Judaism (Fall 1995)
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devoted to a ten-year retrospective on the topic. Most of the essays were either
celebratory or else critical that female rabbis were not yet accorded full equality.
But two writers, Rabbis Joel Roth and David Feldman, lamented that a move in-
tended to enhance pluralism had actually restricted it, since traditional Jews who
could not accept gender egalitarianism no longer felt at home in the movement,
and many, including respected scholars, had left. As if to illustrate the point, the
Institute of Traditional Judaism graduated its first four rabbis in the spring of
1996. Sponsored by the Union for Traditional Judaism, which had broken away
from the Conservative movement over the ordination of women, the institute
hoped to produce rabbis for traditional Conservative and modern Orthodox con-
gregations.

The controversial report on sexuality issued by a special RA commission in the
spring of 1995—according a degree of holiness to nonmarital consensual sex and
stating that homosexuality is "not a matter of choice" — generated a respectful
but pointed rejoinder from Rabbi Harlan J. Wechsler in Conservative Judaism
(Spring 1996). Since, for Wechsler, this was a matter of Jewish law, he registered
a procedural objection that the movement's Law Committee had been bypassed.
Substantively, he argued that nonlegal considerations — the primacy of love in
contemporary society, anthropological or psychological factors — might shed
light on the basis of the Jewish law on sexuality and its effect upon Jews but were
ultimately irrelevant to the law's binding nature. "The goal of the Torah is not
se/f-realization, but realization of the self in dialogue with God," said Wechsler.
And he urged his colleagues to take the spotlight off sexuality and turn "to com-
bating assimilation and to creating a new Jewish world with Israel and America
at its poles, a world that needs nothing more than Jewish learning and doing."

RECONSTRUCTION1SM

The Reconstructionist movement, by far the smallest of the denominations,
continued to concentrate on the adaptation of traditional ritual forms to con-
temporary sensibilities. Having already issued new prayer books for the Sabbath
and holidays, in 1995 it released Kol Haneshama for daily prayers. Since few if
any Reconstructionist synagogues held daily services, the primary use for the book
was for shivah services at the homes of mourners. Following the precedent of its
earlier prayer books, this one too referred to God in gender-neutral language, in-
cluded the names of the biblical matriarchs along with the patriarchs, and con-
tained considerable material about American holidays. It also included com-
mentaries written by a number of individuals—contemporary interpretations of
the traditional liturgy as well as "guided meditations" intended to help "shape
spiritual intention." And this was the first denominational Jewish prayer book
to have a section on mourning that included prayers for the loss of a gay or les-
bian lover.

Another example of Reconstructionist adaptation of tradition was the grow-
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ing use of the "egalitarian get." In contrast to the Reform movement, which sim-
ply accepted the validity of civil divorce, many divorcing Reconstructionists went
through a Jewish ceremony that, in 1996, was in the process of being formalized
by the rabbis. Instead of the Orthodox get document "granted" by the husband
to the wife, the Reconstructionist version had each spouse—if the two were still
in contact — relieve the other's "burdens of guilt and sterile remorse," and "af-
firm again our respect for one another." The Reconstructionist get alerted the di-
vorcing couple that the document "may not be accepted by some Orthodox or
Conservative rabbis."

Despite this interest in traditional religious forms, Reconstructionism was more
radical even than Reform when it came to gay rights: not only was it on record
in favor of civil marriage for homosexuals, but it even sanctioned religious mar-
riage ceremonies for same-sex couples. The Reconstructionist position made news
in December 1995 when the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 11 th Circuit ruled that
Sharon Shahar had been deprived of First Amendment rights, including freedom
of religion, when she was fired from her job in the Georgia attorney general's of-
fice in 1991 because of her marriage to another woman. A crucial element in the
decision was the testimony of Reconstructionist rabbi Sharon Kleinbaum, who
performed the wedding, that Reconstructionist Judaism recognized homosexual
marriage. This convinced the court that the marriage "was inextricably entwined
with Shahar's exercise of her religious beliefs."

In November 1995 the Reconstructionist synagogue movement changed its
name. The previous name, Federation of Reconstructionist Congregations and
Havurot, was considered too unwieldy, and, since it did not mention that it was
Jewish, could easily be mistaken for Christian Reconstructionism, an extreme
fundamentalist sect. The new name chosen was the Jewish Reconstructionist
Federation.

OTHER MATTERS

Jewish Continuity

"Jewishness in America," wrote Willliam Safire in the New York Times (July
17, 1995), "is not a growth industry." Could it be made one? There were two ways
to look at the prospects for American Jewish renewal, one pessimistic, the other
cautiously hopeful.

The single bleakest assessment of American Jewry in a generation was sociol-
ogist Samuel C. Heilman's Portrait of American Jews: The Last Half of the 20th
Century. Looking at the findings of the 1990 National Jewish Population Survey,
which painted a portrait of a community in demographic decline due to accul-
turation, intermarriage, and low fertility, Heilman examined the changes that had
taken place in American Jewish life over recent decades, particularly the polar-
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ization of American Jewry in the 1960s and 1970s between Americans who hap-
pened to be Jews and those whose Jewishness was central to their lives. Concluding
that only the latter, a small minority, would be likely to transmit a vibrant Jew-
ishness to the next generation, and that many of this saving remnant, to insure
their Jewish future, were moving to Israel, Heilman wrote, in a chilling final sen-
tence: "If I am to be certain that my children and their children will continue to
be actively Jewish, then the boat that brought my family here to America in 1950
may still have another trip to make."

Far different in tone and substance was the report of the North American Com-
mission on Jewish Identity and Continuity, sponsored by the Council of Jewish
Federations and released at the CJF General Assembly in November 1995. The
56-page report culminated two years of work by 88 Jewish leaders from across
the ideological spectrum (except the separatist Orthodox, who declined to par-
ticipate), chaired by Marvin Lender and staffed by the Jewish Education Service
of North America. Taking as its starting point, as Heilman did, the 1990 National
Jewish Population Survey, the Lender Commission acknowledged that doing
nothing would lead to "a weaker and smaller Jewish community." But it parted
company from Heilman in suggesting that a mobilized and energized community
had the power to turn the situation around. Among the recommendations were
"intensive Jewish education" (a proposed endorsement of day-school education
was changed to making day schools "available and affordable to all who might
want them"); special programming for teenagers and young adults that would
avoid the "quick fix" and concentrate instead on the long term; greater spiritual
emphasis in the presentation of Jewishness to the unaffiliated; "marketing cam-
paigns" to make being Jewish attractive; and federation funding of synagogue
programs. The report faulted organizational battles over turf and called on Jew-
ish agencies to hire professionals with Jewish knowledge and Jewish values.

The report came in for criticism. Since the document was the product of a large
group of people with diverse agendas, compromise on divisive issues could not
be avoided. Thus, nothing was said about inmarriage being preferable to inter-
marriage for Jewish continuity. Similarly, there was little attention to the prob-
lem of funding new Jewish continuity programs, since, in an age of decreasing
resources, this would mean taking money away from other Jewish causes —
which?—and reprioritizing the Jewish agenda. Also, it was unclear whether or
not the recommendation to promote Jewish spirituality signified an endorsement
of traditional Judaism as a key to continuity.

The pejorative "quick fix" label was most often pinned on attempts to imbue
young Jews with positive Jewish feelings through trips to Israel. Commonly called
Israel Experience programs, these were widely believed to strengthen Jewish iden-
tity by exposing the participants to a majority-Jewish, Hebrew-speaking society.
Many local Jewish federations as well as national organizations allocated funds
to advertise, promote, and subsidize such programs—New York UJA-Federation,
for example, had an Israel Experience Center with a budget approaching $1 mil-
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lion. To the astonishment of the communal leadership, however, the number of
high-school- and college-age American Jews visiting Israel did not rise through
1995, despite the new programs.

On the assumption that the problem was one of marketing, a consortium was
created in March 1996 by the Council of Jewish Federations, the United Jewish
Appeal, the Jewish Agency, and the Charles R. Bronfman Foundation to replace
the now defunct American Zionist Youth Foundation, which had previously
arranged Israel Experience programs. The new structure had an initial annual
budget of $2 million, with commitments for close to $10 million later on, for the
promotion of trips to Israel.

But the skeptics—whose doubts were hinted at in the Lender Commission re-
port— felt that this money would be wasted unless the Israel Experience were in-
tegrated into the young Jew's life, both before and after the trip. Even with the
advertising and the financial incentives, said the director of Jewish education at
New York UJA-Federation, "we find that for many families, Israel is just off the
radar screen. Why should Israel have special importance if you don't identify
strongly already as a Jew?" And even if a young Jew could be convinced to visit
Israel, without serious follow-up in a Jewish youth group or summer camp, the
impact of the Israel Experience was likely to wane over time.

JEWISH SPIRITUALITY

Stress on Jewish spirituality, a recommendation of the Lender Commission re-
port, was strikingly evident not only at the meetings and conventions of the Re-
form and Conservative movements, as noted above, but also at the General As-
sembly of the Council of Jewish Federations, which was held in Boston in
November 1995. Although organizers expected only some 600 delegates to sign
up for the "hands-on" sessions about Jewish identity, over 1,000 crowded in for
Jewish prayer, song and dance, discussions of "Jewish spiritual healing," and a
class on the Torah reading of the week. GA veterans marveled at the change in
federation priorities; ten years earlier, they said, even one such session would have
been unthinkable.

Given the traditional Jewish passion for science—especially medicine—in-
terest in "Jewish spiritual healing" was perhaps the most surprising aspect of the
new Jewish spirituality. With organized groups springing up in many Jewish com-
munities offering support and prayer for the sick, a National Center for Jewish
Healing was launched in 1995. It sponsored a conference on the subject in co-
operation with the Reform, Conservative, and Reconstructionist seminaries at
which some 200 rabbis participated. Rabbi Eugene Borowitz, the distinguished
Reform theologian, delivered the keynote address, explaining: "We look at the
person and we see a body, a psyche, emotions and a spiritual and religious life.
We're trying to make sure that the spiritual dimension isn't neglected." Some of
those involved suggested that the movement also reflected disillusionment with
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the American medical system, in which doctors and nurses spend less and less time
with patients.

The impulse to infuse matters of the spirit into Jewish life even affected the
hard-nosed world of fund-raising. Building upon earlier experiments with Torah
study sessions, New York UJA-Federation brought from Israel a team of Jewish
scholars, led by Rabbi David Hartman, to spend three days with its lay and pro-
fessional leaders talking about the Jewish idea of holiness as set down in chap-
ter 19 of the Book of Leviticus, and its implications for Israel-Diaspora relations.
This initiative, explained the organizers, reflected the realization that Jewish fund-
raising could only flourish if there was a new generation of committed and
knowledgeable Jews.

The spiritualization of American Jewry was not without its critics. From the
perspective of the Orthodox, the spiritual impulse was a welcome sign of thirst
for authentic Judaism, but the absence of halakhic commitment doomed it to Jew-
ish irrelevance. Those who understood Judaism in terms of social activism were
even more put off. For Jews like Leonard Fein and Arthur Hertzberg, focusing
on God ran the risk of self-absorption at the expense of a more authentic Jew-
ish imperative to help others and perfect the world.

Yet other critics of the emphasis on spirituality maintained that a secular def-
inition of Jewishness might better attract the allegiance of young Jews. In Octo-
ber 1995 the International Institute for Secular Humanist Judaism held its first
international colloquium, on "The Unaffiliated Jew," in Farmington Hills, Michi-
gan. Some 250 people attended. The North American affiliate of this secular hu-
manist organization claimed 26 congregations with thousands of members and
sympathizers. These congregations, which met only for the holidays or once or
twice a month, had developed their own nontheistic liturgies. Speakers at the col-
loquium—many of whom were affiliated with one or another of the religious
branches of Judaism—argued that, for the 20 percent of American Jews who say
they have a Jewish identity but do not subscribe to Jewish religion, outreach
would have to take the form of secular Jewish culture.

Another suggested avenue for strengthening American Jewry was related to the
role of Jewish women. In November 1995, Hadassah, the women's Zionist organ-
ization, released a study, "Voices for Change: Future Directions for American
Jewish Women," carried out by the Cohen Center of Brandeis University. Based
on data from numerous focus groups that met around the country, the study in-
dicted the organized American Jewish community for setting up "disincentives"
for women—especially single young women with careers—to get involved in Jew-
ish life. Many of these women were especially alienated by what they perceived
as excessive materialism in the synagogue, and a significant number expressed re-
luctance to have families. But the report itself attracted less attention than a pub-
lic comment about it by writer Anne Roiphe, a member of the Hadassah com-
mission that crafted it. Roiphe said: "If we don't have more children, we are going
to have fewer and fewer Jews," and therefore "we're going to have to tell Jewish
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women to have their children earlier." "Feminists Reject Bid to Breed" was the
headline in the Forward (December 8, 1995). Letty Cottin Pogrebin, for one, con-
demned any characterization of "women as conduits through which children
pass." Roiphe responded (December 29) that she had no desire to turn the clock
back to the 1950s, but did feel that "because of biological implacability," both
men and women should be willing to take time out early in their careers to build
families.

INTERMARRIAGE

The most impassioned debate over Jewish continuity had to do with inter-
marriage. Five years after the 1990 National Jewish Population Survey alarmed
American Jews with the news that more than half of young Jews getting married
were choosing non-Jewish mates, two opposing schools of thought had clearly
emerged. One—concentrated, as noted above, in the Reform movement—viewed
the battle to prevent intermarriage as futile and urged ambitious outreach to re-
tain the mixed-religion families for the Jewish people. The other school consid-
ered outreach to the intermarried a drain on scarce communal resources that
would influence a relative handful at the cost of diluting the community's oppo-
sition to mixed marriage. Proponents of this view thought that "inreach" pro-
grams to strengthen the Jewishness of marginally committed young Jews could
be effective in preventing intermarriage.

The question of whether or not the Jewish community should maintain rela-
tions with the intermarried was highly emotional. In July 1995 the Connecticut
Jewish Ledger announced that it would not print announcements of marriages
that it knew were between Jews and non-Jews. Editor Jonathan Tobin explained:
"Is an intermarriage a Jewish simcha? My answer is, it's not." The decision elicited
plenty of mail from readers, most of it favorable, and a death threat. But most
editors of Jewish newspapers outside the Northeast disagreed, many favoring a
"don't ask, don't tell" policy. The editor of a paper in California argued that a
Jewish newspaper must reflect the realities of the community, and "what Tobin
is doing is excommunicating Jews and non-Jews alike." An editor in Georgia com-
pared running announcements of intermarriages to carrying advertisements for
nonkosher restaurants: "I don't think that to run them is to endorse the practice."

One sign that the organized community had made its peace with intermarriage
was the decision of the UJA to organize a mission to Israel specifically for the
intermarried. The first mission, for eight couples in their 20s and 30s, took place
in August 1995. While UJA officials acknowledged that future fund-raising pos-
sibilities among the intermarried played a role in the decision (that summer, UJA
also sponsored, for the first time, a trip to Israel for gays and lesbians), it also re-
flected the broader aim of making mixed-religion families feel comfortable in the
Jewish community.
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Another indication of the same trend was the popularity of a new book, Em-
brace the Stranger: Intermarriage and the Future of the American Jewish Commu-
nity, by Ellen Jaffe McClain. A Jew who twice married non-Jews (her present hus-
band eventually converted to Judaism), McClain argued that one could marry a
Gentile while remaining a committed Jew, and that Jews married to non-Jews
should "jump into Jewish life and bring their spouses with them—with the full
support of non-Orthodox Jewish institutions."

Hoping to stimulate greater communal backing for programs for the inter-
married, the Jewish Outreach Institute released a survey in September aimed at
showing that outreach programs had little effect, not because they were flawed
but because few of the intermarried — roughly a quarter—knew anything about
them. On the basis of the data, the institute proposed that the Jewish community
invest more money in publicizing outreach programs and creating new ones.
However skeptics pointed out that only 35 percent of the respondents expressed
any interest in outreach programs. Dr. Steven Bayme, director of Jewish com-
munal affairs for the American Jewish Committee, said: "To simply chase after
people who have no desire to be chased is a misdirection of Jewish communal
resources."

A powerful argument against outreach came from Jack Wertheimer, Charles
Liebman, and Steven Cohen, writing in Commentary ("How to Save American
Jews," January 1996). They noted that not all segments of American Jewry had
been equally affected by intermarriage; in fact, for those "actively engaged" in
synagogue worship, support of Jewish institutions, or religious rituals at home,
the intermarriage rate was just 4 percent—as opposed to 10 percent for the
"moderately engaged," 19 percent for the "loosely engaged," and 49 percent for
the "disengaged." Instead of nurturing the Jewishness of those already engaged,
the article charged that "many of the programs targeted at the uncommitted are
virtually designed to undercut the Jewish values of the committed" by taking a
nonjudgmental stance toward intermarriage. The authors concluded that Jewish
renewal required rejection of the American values of liberalism and universal-
ism, and communal support instead for the kind of Jewish particularism that the
"engaged" Jews were already practicing.

Messianic Infiltration

While the erosion of Jewish identity was usually understood in terms of as-
similation into the broader American culture, the Jewish community worried as
well about Jews accepting belief in Jesus as messiah or God. Since the mid-1970s,
missionary groups fueled by millions of dollars in donations had established
hundreds of congregations to attract "messianic Jews," people convinced that they
could remain part of the Jewish people while venerating Jesus as their messiah.
These missionaries tended to target especially vulnerable groups, such as college
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students and recent Russian immigrants. In 1996, a Jewish antimissionary orga-
nization estimated that some 190,000 Jews had joined such churches in the past
15 years.

And there was now a novel twist to this threat, one that changed it from an
issue of Jewish-Christian relations to one of Jewish communal policy. In a five-
part series in the Jewish Telegraphic Agency Daily News Bulletin (August 24, 25,
28, 29, September 1, 1995), reporter Debra Nussbaum Cohen showed how mes-
sianic Jews as well as outright Christians eager to influence Jews were passing
themselves off as ordinary Jews and infiltrating synagogues, Jewish community
centers, pro-Israel groups, and other Jewish organizations, religious and secular.
Many of these individuals were convinced that the end of the millennium would
bring the second coming of Christ, and that the Jewish people should be converted
in preparation for this momentous event.

Three well-publicized cases that surfaced during late 1995 and early 1996 un-
derscored the extent of the problem Nussbaum had pinpointed. In San Antonio,
Texas — where Jewish messianic groups had themselves listed under "Syna-
gogues" in the phone book—two secret messianics joined the local Hadassahand
rose to leadership positions. When their affiliation became known, the chapter
president saw no reason to act. "They are nice to work with," she said. "As long
as they don't recruit other members . . . then there's no problem." A Conserva-
tive congregation in Utica, New York, discovered that a respected board mem-
ber and former president was a messianic Jew only when he went public about
his belief in Jesus. He was forced to resign from the board, but, since only Jews
may belong to Conservative synagogues, the issue of his membership remained
problematic. The national bodies of the movement were asked to resolve the
question of whether a Jew who accepted Jesus was still Jewish, or if his mem-
bership had to be terminated. There was no quick answer, and the fact that the
man came from one of Utica's prominent Jewish families did not make the com-
munity's dilemma any easier. The Jewish National Fund, which collected money
for planting trees in Israel, had an ongoing problem with messianic Jewish groups
with Jewish-sounding names that sought Jewish legitimacy by endowing forests
in the Jewish state. JNF decided on a policy of rejecting such donations when-
ever the messianic connection could be proven.

Jewish organizations collaborated on a joint statement in 1995 to the effect that
"Hebrew-Christianity is not a form of Judaism," and that anyone professing it
should be denied membership or honors in the synagogue and other Jewish
organizations, Jewish burial, Jewish communal funds, and access to Jewish
communal facilities or mailing lists. It also suggested that Jewish groups "should
consider restructuring their organizations to exclude from their member-
ships those individuals whose presence is disruptive to Jewish continuity."
While the entire spectrum of organized Jewry backed the statement, only the Or-
thodox, Conservative, Reform, and Reconstructionist seminaries officially signed
on to it.
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Jews and the Right

The Republican capture of both Houses of Congress in the 1994 elections was
cause for concern to the majority of American Jews — Democrats and self-
identified liberals—who saw the government-supported social programs they
believed in seriously threatened. They also feared the growing influence within
the Republican Party of the organized religious right, which was suspected of hos-
tility and intolerance toward non-Christians.

Despite assurances by spokespersons for the religious right, mainstream Jew-
ish organizations remained distrustful. AJCongress mailed out a fund-raising let-
ter in late 1995 that described the religious right in such derogatory terms that
executive director Phil Baum had to issue an apology for language "designed not
to address the merits of an argument but to provoke and inflame prejudice and
fear." AJCongress then issued a point-by-point critique of the religious right's
conservative "Contract with the American Family," calling it "too narrow, too
shallow, and too partisan to be of any real help to America's families."

The decision by the Jewish Theological Seminary to invite Speaker of the
House Newt Gingrich to address its annual dinner in December 1995 drew bit-
ter opposition from many students on the grounds that the Speaker's conserva-
tive politics contradicted Jewish values. To assuage the critics, JTS chancellor
Ismar Schorsch arranged a half-hour meeting for Gingrich with student repre-
sentatives before his speech, where the group criticized his views on welfare, im-
migration, school prayer, and the environment. Some 250 protesters then held a
candlelight vigil across the street from the dinner (which raised a record $1.2 mil-
lion). A similar protest was held near the 92nd Street Y in April 1996 by Jews an-
gered at the Y's decision to host a dialogue with Christian Coalition executive di-
rector Ralph Reed. They were especially upset that the dialogue with a man they
deemed hostile to Jews took place on the evening after Holocaust Memorial Day.
That same month, Tikkun magazine sponsored a "Summit on Ethics and Mean-
ing" in Washington that drew 1,800 people; Tikkun editor Michael Lerner urged
the political left to learn a lesson from the religious right and infuse progressive
politics with religious values.

However, Jewish antagonism toward political and religious conservatism was
hardly unanimous; some Jews—a distinct minority to be sure—believed that the
traditional concerns of the religious right were shared by Judaism. In December
1995 a Center for Jewish and Christian Values in America was set up in Wash-
ington. Co-chaired by Senators Dan Coats (R., Ind.), a conservative Christian,
and Joseph Lieberman (D., Conn.), an Orthodox Jew, the center would seek to
make policy recommendations—primarily on domestic issues — that, in Senator
Lieberman's words, "respect and build on the religious impulse that is shared so
broadly in this country." Ralph Reed, executive director of the Christian Coali-
tion—the best-known organization on the religious right—and a member of the
new center's board, said, "There is far more that unites us as Jews and Christians
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than divides us." The center's first conference was held in the spring of 1996.
While a decision was made to set up local branches across the country, it remained
unclear whether the organizers had in mind an ideologically conservative pro-
gram, or whether it would attempt to reach out to the mainstream, centrist Jew-
ish community.

Aside from polemics on both sides, there were attempts at sober analysis of the
Jewish implications of the conservative resurgence. The Jewish Theological Sem-
inary held a widely publicized series of lectures and dialogues on "Re-visioning
America: Culture Wars and the Jewish Tradition" that featured Jewish and non-
Jewish, liberal and conservative intellectuals — Irving Howe, Richard John
Neuhaus, Ismar Schorsch, Irving Kristol, Midge Decter, Michael Walzer, and oth-
ers—discussing the role of religion in society, the place of government in the
economy, multiculturalism, and the Jewish attraction to liberalism. And the
American Jewish Committee published Understanding the Christian Right, a
scholarly assessment of Christian conservatives by Prof. John C. Green, which
traced the historical development of the movement, described who joined it and
why, and delineated its ambivalent feelings about Jews.

Community Restructuring

One practical effect of Republican control of the 104th Congress was cutbacks
in federal funding for social programs. Under the new legislation, the states would
now receive block grants to use as they saw fit, which meant that there was no
guarantee that states and localities would take up the slack. Jewish federations
and social agencies—which received a higher percentage of their funding from
all levels of government (some 41 percent) than their non-Jewish counterparts-
were hit hard.

To make matters worse, this came at a time of flagging Jewish philanthropy. A
survey published in the Chronicle of Philanthropy noted that, although giving to
the UJA and Jewish federations rose in fiscal 1994, the rate of increase was far
below that of similar non-Jewish charities. While federation executives ques-
tioned the significance of the data, which did not take into account endowments
and special campaigns, they acknowledged that many of their annual campaigns
were "flat." Both a New York Times article about UJA's fund-raising problems
(December 27,1995) and a new book, Why the Wealthy Give, by Francie Ostrower,
ascribed the crisis in Jewish giving to the Americanization of the community. Not
sharing the traditional Jewish sense that charity was a kind of "tax" one owed to
the community, and increasingly accepted on the boards of museums, orchestras,
and ballet companies, wealthy young Jews felt little obligation to contribute their
philanthropic dollars to Jewish institutions. Moreover, those monied families
that retained an interest in Jewish causes wanted control over what was done with
the money. So instead of giving it to federations and other general-purpose or-
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ganizations, many of them were setting up foundations designed to fund specific
kinds of programs of personal interest to the donors.

Scarcity of money intensified the competition over philanthropic dollars be-
tween domestic Jewish needs—programs for the poor, the young, the aged, and
Jewish education—and the needs of Israel and other overseas Jewish communi-
ties. Many federations around the country cut back allocations and dismissed
staff. This crisis provided a strong impetus for structural change, and at the Sep-
tember 1995 quarterly meeting of the Council of Jewish Federations, a plan was
proposed to merge CJF with UJA and the United Israel Appeal (UIA) so as to
streamline operations. Advocates for aid to Israel and other foreign Jewish causes
insisted on safeguards to insure that domestic Jewish needs would not erode their
share of the philanthropic pie. However, as subsequent discussions revealed, fed-
eration leaders were reluctant to guarantee a set yearly sum for Israel and over-
seas—$310 million a year for three years was proposed—for fear that this would
tie their hands locally if there were an unsuccessful annual campaign. Thus the
"guarantees" for Jewish causes outside the United States were changed to "as-
surances," but since these would not be legally enforceable, the overseas agencies
balked. When, at the May 1996 quarterly meeting of the CJF, federation leaders
from around the country complained that they had been kept in the dark about
details of the plan, a decision was made to table the proposal till July. Its initia-
tors acknowledged that they had tried to do too much too fast; they would now
attempt a step-by-step approach.

Another proposed structural reform was the transformation of the National
Jewish Community Relations Advisory Council (NJCRAC), a consultative um-
brella organization for 13 national agencies and 117 local Jewish community re-
lations councils, into an independent agency in its own right. The details of the
plan, which emerged in December 1995, seemed sure to threaten the turf of the
three national "defense" agencies—the American Jewish Committee, American
Jewish Congress, and the Anti-Defamation League: the word "advisory" would
be removed from NJCRAC's name; it would open an office in Washington; the
rule by which any of the national organizations could veto a NJCRAC resolu-
tion would be revoked; and, most important, NJCRAC, as the policy-planning
arm of the Jewish community, would become the conduit for all federation fund-
ing of the national agencies.

Despite the claims by NJCRAC activists that the changes were needed to give
the local community-relations councils direct access to Washington and to give
NJCRAC the means to enunciate policy positions without the threat of veto by
a national organization, the "big three" defense organizations insisted that there
was no need for a fourth defense agency and threatened to leave NJCRAC if the
restructuring went through. The Orthodox Union, the only Orthodox body in
NJCRAC, said it would do the same if it lost its power of veto.

At the NJCRAC plenum in February 1996—boycotted by the "big three" —
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the restructuring proposal was discussed, but no vote was taken. A revised plan
was put forward in May to answer the objections of the national organizations.
The NJCRAC Washington "presence" would be limited to one professional and
one secretary, housed in the office of an existing organization, and would be
strictly limited in its operations. The veto power of the national agencies would
end, but a "denominational" body would be entitled to a religious "exemption"
to any resolution (this was to meet the objections of the OU). While "advisory"
would be erased from the NJCRAC name,* the controversial proposal to allow
NJCRAC to distribute federation funds to the national agencies was dropped. A
special plenary session in May approved the compromise, bowing to the OU's last-
minute insistence that any NJCRAC resolution passed over its objection could
not be issued on NJCRAC stationery, which listed the member organizations.
Rather, the resolution would go out in the name of a "community caucus."

LAWRENCE GROSSMAN

•The name was officially changed May 1, 1997, to Jewish Council for Public Affairs.




