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TOP NEWS IN BRIEF

Court postpones conversion case

Israel’s Supreme Court delayed until next April o
hearing on the legitimacy of Conservative conversions
of adopted babies.

Reform and Conservative leaders, who originally
rejected a delay, accepted the decision with mixed
feelings since Aharon Barak, Supreme Court president,
also agreed Thursday to address the general issue of
conversions in April. [Page 1]

Holocaust bill brought to Senate

Two U.S. senators introduced legislation that
would allow Holocaust survivors and their heirs to sue
companies that profited from slavery and forced labor
during World War 1.

The bill, introduced by Sens. Charles Schumer (D-
N.Y.) and Robert Torricelli (D-N.J.), would also cover
Holocaust-era insurance claims, the forced sale of
Jewish property under the Nazis' Aryanization Pro-
gram and the vidims of involuntary medical experi-
mentation.

U.S. denies Syria’s Golan claims

Israel never agreed to return the Golan Heights
to Syria during peace talks suspended in 1996, a State
Department official said. “Nothing is agreed fill
everything is agreed, and there were no agreements
in this area,” the official said.

The comment came amid repeated Syrian asser-
tions that Israel agreed to withdraw from the Golan
Heights to the border that existed before the 1967 Six-
Day War.

Israel has insistently stated that no such agree-
ment was reached.

Witness prevents firebombing

A witness prevented the firebombing of a Con-
nedticut synagogue by honking his car horn. Two men
outside Congregation Beth E! in Norwalk were appar-
ently frightened by the sound of the horn, dropped the
Molotov cocktails they were holding and fled the scene
in @ car, the witness told police.

People were inside the synagogue af the time of
Tuesday night's incident. In August, two containers of
medical waste marked with swastikas were found
outside Congregation Beth El and another synagogue
in Stamford, Conn. Police said they did not yet know if
the two incidents are connected.

FOCUS ON ISSUES
Israel’s Supreme Court delays

case on non-Orthodox conversions
By Avi Machlis

JERUSALEM (JTA) — Israel’s Supreme Court has delayed until next April a
hearing on the legitimacy of Conservative conversions of adopted babies.

Reform and Conservative leaders, who originally rejected a delay, accepted
Thursday’s decision with mixed feelings.

They said they are unhappy with the delay, but are pleased that Justice Aharon
Barak, the president of the Supreme Court, also agreed Thursday to address the general
issue of conversions in April by lumping together more than 50 other outstanding
conversion cases.

That decision could represent the highest-level precedent on non-Orthodox
conversions.

According to a statement issued by the Masorti, or Conservative, movement, Barak
agreed that the special panel to convene in April “will discuss the issue in principle of
the State of Israel’s recognition of non-Orthodox conversions.”

Reform and Conservative leaders had recently turned down a request to delay the
hearing made by Rabbi Michael Melchior, minister of Diaspora affairs, who is heading
a new governmental conversion committee that is also expected to address such issues
as who can serve on local religious councils and mixed-gender prayer services at the
Western Wall.

The committee represents the first high-level attempt to address the controversial
issues that have divided the movements since Prime Minister Ehud Barak was elected
in May. It also marks the first high-level effort to tackle these issues since the
dissolution of the Ne’eman Commission, which was formed under the government of
Benjamin Netanyahu.

The liberal movements have repeatedly sought to gain recognition for their
movements and institutions in Israel. The Orthodox fear that any change in the so-called
status quo, which gives the Orthodox control over Jewish religious issues, would
weaken the Jewish character of Israel.

Melchior, a modern Orthodox rabbi, said the committee’s purpose is to “strengthen
unity among the Jewish people in Israel and the Diaspora” and to promote “dialogue
between the streams.” Although Reform and Conservative leaders are pleased with his
goals to promote dialogue, they say they don’t expect much from the committee and are
disappointed that they are not on the committee itself.

“The committee does not have the authority to decide,” said Rabbi Uri Regev,
director of the Reform movement’s Israel Religious Action Center. “It will have to go
back to the government, and 1 feel that the committee may be an unfortunate exercise
in further prolonging the process.”

In expressing his hopes for the committee, Melchior has pointed to the fact that
Cabinet ministers across the political spectrum will address the issues there.

Yitzhak Cohen, the Shas head of the Religious Affairs Ministry, who sits on the
committee, could not be reached for comment.

The liberal streams also expressed dismay that one of the committee’s first acts
was to ask the court to delay next week’s hearings.

“We welcomed the establishment of the ministerial committee on conversion, but
we are sorry about the fact that the government exploited this committee in order to
delay the legal procedures on the matter once again,” Rabbi Ehud Bandel, president of
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Ayatollah blasts ‘Zionists’

Iran’s supreme religious leader blasted the
nation’s reformers as “either simplefons or traitors”
during a fiery anti-Western speech marking the 20th
anniversary of the seizure of the U.S. Embassy in
Tehran.

Ayatoliah Ali Khamenei's speech, which also
lashed out at “Zionists" as the “main policy-makers of
America,” could impact the case of 13 Iranian Jews
who were arrested earlier this year on charges of
spying for Israel. The case’s outcome could hinge on

the outcome of an ongoing tug-of-war between lran’s i

hard-line and more moderate elements.

Survey counts Falash Mura

A census of Ethiopians waiting to immigrate to
Israel has found that 26,196 individuals comprise what
the survey describes as “the remnants of Ethiopian
Jewry."

The privately funded survey, which was taken
between February and August and released Wed-

nesday, investigates the Jewish ancestry and fies to ;

relatives in Israel of the immigrant hopefuls, known as
the Falash Mura. Israel does not recognize the Jewish-
ness of the group, most of whom are descendants of
Christian converts who wish to return to Judaism.

Levy blasts anti-Israel incitement

The Palestinian Authority has not carried out its
commitment to put an end to anti-Israeli incitement,
said Israeli Foreign Minister David Levy.

Recent statements by Palestinian leaders contrib- |

ute to an atmosphere of violence, he added Thursday.

Barak reiterates Lebanon pledge

Israeli students facing the draft do not have to
worry about being sent to Lebanon, Prime Minister
Ehud Barak soid. Addressing a group of students
Wednesday, he reiterated a promise to withdraw
Israeli troops by the middle of next year.
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the Masorti movement, said after Thursday’s decision. The hearing that was originally
scheduled for next week was to debate the case of a single adopted child who was
converted by the Conservative movement in Israel. The case is the remnant of a legal
process that began in August 1995 with 18 children, most of whose families eventually
tired of the struggle and converted them through an Orthodox rabbinical court.

In addition, the family involved in the single remaining case does not live in Israel
anymore, a fact that could have posed technical problems.

Meanwhile, the Reform movement’s Religious Action Center is representing an
additional 52 cases of adults and children who were converted in Israel and abroad but
were not recognized by Israel. Their files also include one modern Orthodox woman
whose conversion in New York has not been recognized by Israel.

Regev said that although he, too, was upset with the delay, the April decision could
produce a much more powerful precedent than what would have occurred on the single
Conservative conversion.

“All the issues are now coming to the fore,” he said.

He said the delay would also give the Melchior committee a chance to prove
whether it was capable of delivering a technical solution favored by both non-Orthodox

| movements, such as the removal of the nationality clause from identity cards, which

could pre-empt a return to court.

“If Melchior points in the direction of a technical solution,” said Regev, “then I
believe within a short period of time we can come to an agreement, and many of the
pending cases will not need to come to a hearing.”

Regev says he was encouraged by Melchior’s position on this, which states that
issues of who is a Jew should be decided by the Beit Knesset, or synagogue, and not the
Knesset, or Parliament.

It is still too early to say whether the committee will adopt this approach.

If it does, this would mark a shift away from the Ne’eman Commission. That
commission, formed at the height of acrimony among the streams, wanted to forge a
substantive solution to the issue and recommended forming a joint institute where
conversion candidates would be taught by Orthodox, Conservative and Reform
educators. Liberal streams agreed that the actual conversions would continue to be
performed by the Orthodox Chief Rabbinate, but the Chief Rabbinate never committed
to converting the institute’s graduates.

Conservative and Reform leaders therefore said the recommendations were null and
void. Even though the joint conversion institute is functioning under the auspices of the
Jewish Agency for Israel, liberal streams say the issue has not been solved.

At least part of the solution rests with the Interior Ministry, which actually registers
citizens. The ministry is now controlled by Natan Sharansky after having been in the
hands of the fervently Orthodox Shas Party in the previous government.

For his part, Sharansky, who also sits on the new ministerial commission, is urging
the liberal streams to embrace the joint institute solution.

Sharansky welcomed Thursday’s Supreme Court decision, saying that the
postponement marked the “Supreme Court’s confidence in the process” being
implemented by the joint conversion institute.

In an interview with JTA earlier in the week, Sharansky said that despite initial
criticism from all sides, “Reform, Conservative and Orthodox rabbis and teachers are

teaching together, and it is very impressive.”

This, he said, shows there is “unprecedented dialogue” among the streams.

Sharansky said his ministerial absorption committee recently agreed to seek a
sevenfold budget increase for the institute, from $1.2 million this year to $8.8 million
next year. This would dramatically increase the capacity of the institute from the three
classes and about 65 conversion candidates of today to 2,000 candidates next year, and
as many as 20,000 within five years, he said.

Liberal movements, said Sharansky, should see the institute as a “tremendous
opportunity” to influence increasing numbers of immigrants.

He said “the first serious test” will be in six months, when the institute’s first
graduates become eligible for conversion.

If the Orthodox Chief Rabbinate will not agree to convert the graduates, he said,
the liberal movements will have “a much stronger case” for going back to court. O
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Victim’s father seeks Hillary's aid

The fother of a woman killed in a 1995 bus
bombing in the Gaza Strip is calling on Hillary Rod-
ham Clinton to oppose a recent move by the Clinton
administration that blocked Flatow from collecting a
judgment against lran.

Stephen Flatow said that the first lady, as an all-
but-dedared New York senatorial candidate, has an
“obligation fo speak out against such a poliy.” The
State Department has said efforts to collect the money
would hamper U.S. foreign policy.

Holland vows action on claims

An investigation of Holocaust restitution daims by
Dutch survivors should be completed by the end of the
year, the Dutch prime minister told o B'nai B'rith
delegation Tuesday. Wim Kok said commissions are
probing the issues of wartime Jewish communal
property, art, banking issues and insurance.

Kok added that his government has raised with
Tehran the issue of the 13 lranian Jews who were
arrested earlier this year on charges of spying for
Israel.

Red Cross urged to accept Israel

Some 45,000 postcards from Americans were
delivered to the International Red Cross asking it fo
grant full recognition to Israel’s red cross sociely.

The American Jewish Committee delivered the
postcards regarding the status of Magen David Adom
os the International Red Cross and Red Crescent
Sodieties held its quadrennial meeting in Geneva this
week.

‘Diner’ director’s film to open
An Academy Award-winning director’s next film
about his childhood in Jewish Baltimore is slated to

premier in Baltimore on Sunday. Barry Levinson's

“Liberty Heights,” which takes place between Rosh
Hashanah 1954 and the same time the next year, will
open in New York and Los Angeles on Nov. 19.

Levinson, who won an Oscar for “Rain Man,” also
directed “Diner” and “Avalon.”

Hillel sets up base on Mars

The cartoon TV series about life in the 30th
century, “Futurama,” mentioned Hillel: The Founda-
tion for Jewish Campus Life in an episode about a
robot studying ot Mars University. “We're the lamest
frat on campus. Even Hille! has better parties than we
do,” the robot says of its fraternity on the show by the
creator of “The Simpsons.”

Hillel's president, Richard Joel, expressed plea-
sure ot the organization’s projected interplanetary
expansion, adding that “even robots feel comfortable
in our pluralistic campus communities.”
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Critics say exhibit on Hitler's army

depicts Soviet, not German, victims
By Toby Axelrod

BERLIN (JTA) -— A controversial exhibit on Hitler’s army will not come to New
York next month because some of the show’s exhibits may actually depict victims of
the Soviet secret service.

The exhibit, which is meant to illustrate the role ordinary German soldiers played
in the Holocaust, includes photographs, letters and other documents from World War
1I. Opponents claim it brands all veterans of the wartime German army, the Wehrmacht,
as criminals instead of honoring the vast majority for serving their country.

During its tour of Germany during the past four years, the exhibit has generated
heated protests — and, in some cases, violence.

At almost every stop, the exhibit has attracted neo-Nazis who hand out fliers
claiming that the photos are falsified, and that “our grandfathers were not criminals.”

Jan Philipp Reemstma, the head of the Hamburg Institute for Social Research,
which mounted the exhibit, announced Thursday the delay in sending it to New York,
saying it will take researchers at least three months to answer questions recently raised
about some of the photographs in “The War of Extermination: Crimes of the
Wehrmacht from 1941 to 1944.”

The show was to have opened Dec. 2 at the Cooper Union School of Art.

Supporters say the exhibit has raised awareness of a taboo chapter of German
history because it proves that ordinary German soldiers, and not only the Nazi SS, were
responsible for committing atrocities during World War I1.

More than 800,000 visitors in Germany and Austria have seen the exhibit, which
contains some 1,400 photos, more than half of them portraits.

Reemstma’s announcement followed an appeal Wednesday by a leader of the
Christian Democratic Party, Michael Glos, that Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer “use
all necessary means” to stop the exhibit from being sent to New York.

He said the Foreign Ministry should be working to help build a positive image of
Germany abroad.

Glos said in an interview that the exhibit would only heighten prejudices against
Germans and could damage the good relationship between the United States and
Germany.

Reemstma admitted that a “loss of credibility” threatened to undermine the
exhibit’s thesis.

He added that researchers had too often depended on archival descriptions of
photos. But he denied that any photos had been falsified.

In the past two years, several captions have been corrected.

Visitors have pointed out, for example, that German and Hungarian soldiers were
mistaken for one another.

Recently, Polish historian Bogdan Musial said he had found evidence showing that
some photos depicted the mass murder of civilians by Soviet forces.

The institute withdrew those photos, but pointed out that Musial has supported the
main thesis of the exhibit. )

Mrs. Hawaii headed Hadassah chapter

NEW YORK (JTA) — The reigning Mrs. Hawaii is a former co-president of the
Hawaii chapter of Hadassah, the Women’s Zionist Organization of America.

Dede Guss beat 21 other women for the state title and competed in the Sept. 14 Mrs.
America pageant.

The 39-year-old wife, mother of three and one-time businesswoman took home the
Mrs. Congeniality award.

Guss said the contest gave her a platform to speak her mind.

“When you have a title, people listen,” Guss said.

She also liked the fame that came with her title.

“It was truly a once-in-a-lifetime event.” O
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TEN R TH
Czech Jews still bask in freedom

of the peaceful Velvet Revolution
By Richard Allen Greene

PRAGUE (JTA) — In the spring of 1989, a Czech Jewish
author and editor wrote an open letter of protest to the country’s
Jewish community leaders.

Signed by Leo Pavlat and about two dozen others, the letter
charged that the leaders were not doing enough to insure the
community’s survival. It accused them of autocratic methods and
demanded a more open atmosphere and increased access to the
State Jewish Museum, which houses a wealth of artifacts collected
in Prague during World War 1. One revolution and 10 years later,
Pavlat, as the museum’s director, is in a position to guarantee
access to the now-renamed Jewish Museum in Prague.

“I cannot say that I am disappointed,” Pavlat, now 48, said
with typical Czech understatement.

The revolutions that swept across Eastern Europe in 1989,
throwing out the Communist regimes that had governed Warsaw
Pact countries for 40 years, have brought new problems, Pavlat
admitted, but they are minor compared to what life was like under
communism.

“I am unsatisfied with the political and economic situation,”
Pavlat said, “But not compared to the former situation.”

While Pavlat feared for the community’s survival 10 years
ago, when there were an estimated 6,000 Jews in Czechoslovakia,
he is now optimistic. The average age in Prague’s official commu-
nity has dropped from around 70 to about 55 in the past 10 years
due to the increased involvement of younger Jews, he said, and the
first day of school, Sept. 1, saw a total of 100 children attending
the Jewish kindergarten, day school and high school, all of which
have been founded in the past five years.

“There has been a revival of Jewish life,” Pavlat said. “We
have a new home for elderly people, a Jewish kindergarten, a
Jewish day school, a new rabbi, free access to Jewish knowledge,
Jewish broadcasting, new organizations, more people in the
community than there used to be. We can be a healthy Jewish
community.”

Daniel Kumermann, a Czech Jewish journalist who was a
window washer 10 years ago because of his opposition to the
Communists, is also confident about the future. The key, he said,
is that the region is no longer cut off from the rest of the Jewish
world. Ten years ago, he said, “The community was dying because
it was left to itself and its own problems. Now if there’s a problem
it can be solved with outside assistance.”

Kumermann, who was named the Czech Republic’s ambassa-
dor to Israel in May, is not concerned that the Czech Jewish
community, which numbers in the low thousands, is too small to
survive.

“I have seen good, viable communities around the world that
are even smaller,” he said. It is not numbers that guarantee a
community’s future, he added. “It’s in vitality and approach, and
we have the structures.” '

Karol Sidon, the chief rabbi of the Czech Republic — and the
only Czech-born rabbi in the country — said the community’s
financial stability is important.

“Unlike other communities in Eastern Europe, the Prague
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community is financially able to take care of itself,” Sidon said.
That’s critical for survival, he explained. “Economic factors are
decisive.”

Like Pavlat and Kumermann, Sidon was a dissident before
1989. Born to a Jewish father and non-Jewish mother during
World War II, he discovered Judaism when he was in his 30s. A
signer of the Charter 77 human rights petition founded by Vaclav
Havel — now Czech president — and others, Sidon immigrated to
Germany in 1983 and began to study Judaism. After the Velvet
Revolution, which brought democracy to what was then Czecho-
slovakia, he returned to Prague as its rabbi.

“Today’s leadership is the former underground,” Pavlat said.

Kumermann pointed out that in at least one respect, Sidon is
an odd match for the Prague community.

“The [Czech] tradition is assimilation and we have a haredi
rabbi — there’s tension there,” he said.

Pavlat agreed that there is tension between more and less
traditional Jews in Prague, but put a positive spin on the situation.

“Of course there will be problems: How to live together in one
Jewish community?” he asked. “But everyone faces these prob-
lems. They bring us closer to being a normal Jewish community.”

A more serious problem, Jewish leaders all said, is the rise of
right-wing extremism and violence. Whereas Judaism was
practically a fad in the early 1990s — a non-Jewish rock band
called Shalom spawned a fashion for fans to wear large black kipot
for a while in 1992 — skinheads are now much more common on
the streets of Prague than are skullcaps.

They target mostly the country’s large Roma, or Gypsy,
population, but last year Sidon was verbally harassed on a Saturday
afternoon, and a teen-age skinhead was charged with stabbing a
Jewish soldier last November. Jewish leaders are frustrated at what
they see as a lack of concerted action against xenophobia.

“I would expect the legal system to act more effectively
against extremists,” Pavlat said. “Either they don’t want to do it or
they don’t take the problem seriously, and both options are very
bad.”

“You can see skinheads marching in the center of Prague
guarded by police,” Pavlat added, referring to a May 1 demonstra-
tion in which police protected a registered skinhead march from
anarchists who tried to disrupt it.

Pavlat said that Jews need to be concerned about the problem
even though Gypsies are the primary targets.

“Jews as Jews are indirectly touched by any attack against any
person because of their color, because of any discrimination,” he
said. But the problems of xenophobia, while bad, could be worse,
Pavlat said.

“Nobody can compare our situation to that of Jews in Mos-
cow. There are no politicians attacking us,” he said.

In fact, Havel is widely perceived as pro-Jewish and plans to
host a conference in October to discuss the Holocaust. And in
parliamentary elections in June 1998, the extreme right-wing
Republican Party failed to gain a single seat for the first time since
1992. Overall, Czech Jewish leaders look back on the changes of
1989 with satisfaction.

“Everything has been turned upside down, but in a good way,
of course,” Kraus said.

“The collapse” of communism “makes me happy every day,”
Pavlat said. “The fact that this country is free prevails over
everything.” 0




