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Pacific overtures: Jews get to know Koreans
By Tom Tugend

A t a Passover seder, a local syna-
gogue played host to an influ-
ential group of Japanese-

American businessmen, civic leaders and
reporters to introduce the guests to
Jewish observances and rituals.

A first-of-its-kind symposium between
Koreans and Jews brought out some sur-
prising similarities between two of the
largest among the 96 ethnic communities
in Los Angeles.

Both events were organized by the
Pacific Rim Institute of the American
Jewish Committee in pursuit of one of its
stated goals to build bridges between the
Jewish and Asian communities in
America.

"Most Jewish thinking today is
Western-centered, with little attention
paid to Asia," said Dr. Neil Sandberg.
director of the Pacific Rim institute,
which was founded last year and is head-
quartered in Los Angeles. "(The institute)
is positioned as the middle-man," he said,
with the job of interpreting the Jewish
community to Asians and vice versa.

The seder for Japanese leaders has
been followed up by a one-day cultural
exchange program between Jewish and
Japanese day schools. The Korean-Jewish
symposiums brought out some historical
and social parallels between Los Angeles'
600,000 Jews and 300,000-500,000
Koreans.

"Both communities put a high value on

cities, Koreans are in direct line of "ethnic
succession" to Jews, Sandberg said. He
explained that Koreans now own the
small grocery and liquor stores in inner-
city minority areas that one or two gener-
ations ago were run by Jews. This has led
to severe frictions, especially between
Korean shopkeepers and African-Ameri-
can customers, including the fatal shoot-
ing of a Black girl by the Korean owner of
a convenience store.

One reason for the unexpectedly high
turnout of some 75 Korean-American
leaders at the symposium was that
"Koreans think they can learn from Jews,"
Sandberg said. Indicative of the interest

is that the major Korean-language tele-
vision station in Los Angeles is preparing
a program for its viewers on how the
Jewish community functions and organ-
izes itself.

The next symposium is to be at Kon
Kuk University in Seoul. It will focus on
problems of ethnic identity, exploring the
questions of "What is a Jew?" and "What
is a Korean?"

"The Korean people are much less
homogenous than most Westerners
assume," Sandberg said. "There are
strong regional, cultural and religious
differences, with both Christianity and
secularism gaining rapidly."
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Sandberg listed two other high-priority
goals of the Pacific Rim Institute, aimed
at Japan, Korea and other Far East
nations. One is to combat anti-Semitic
books and other manifestations through
educational and media programs. A
second is to counter the Arab.trade boy-
cotts against Israel, adhered to by many
industrial conglomerates in the Far East,
and to help Israel boost its trade with
Japan and Korea.

"As part of the American Jewish
Committee, we are now beginning to
practice in Asia what we have done his-
torically in Europe and the United
States," Sandberg said.


