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Intra-Jewish Ecumenism— 
Pro and Con 

A n a p p a r e n t l y acce l e r a t i ng t r e n d 
toward intra-Jewish ecumenism is en­
g e n d e r i n g increasing opposi t ion f rom 
extremist traditionalist e lements . 

At the last annua l convent ion of the 
Rabbinical Council of Amer ica (in April) 
a Conservative rabbi—the first such to 
be accorded the privilege in the fifty 
years tha t the Counci l has been in 
exis tence—addressed the assemblage. 
Rabbi A lexande r M. Shapi ro , p res ident 
of the Rabbinical Assembly p leaded for 
an end to in ternecine conflict a m o n g the 
various b ranches of religious J u d a i s m in 
a un i ted response to the th rea t of as­
s imi la t ion . H e a s k e d his O r t h o d o x 
listeners to in te rcede with O r t h o d o x re­
ligious leaders in Israel to accord recog­
nition to Conservat ism a n d pressed for 
the oft-suggested creat ion of a jo in t beth 
din. 

Rabbi Shapiro 's invitation to address 
the convent ion was in reciprocat ion for 
a similar a p p e a r a n c e at t he Rabbinical 
Assembly 's conven t ion in March by 
Rabbi Louis Bernste in , p res iden t of the 
Rabbinical Council . 

Rabbi B e r n s t e i n pol i te ly r e j ec ted 
Rabbi Shapiro 's suggestion that Amer i ­
can O r t h o d o x rabbis lobby their Israeli 
coun te rpa r t s o n behalf of Conservat ism, 
bu t assured Rabbi Shap i ro tha t his ideas 
would be given serious considerat ion. 

So, is good , no? 
Not to the five rabbis who m a d e a 

consp icuous , if d ignif ied , exit w h e n 
Rabbi Shap i ro began to speak. T h e y 
represen t factions—notably the Agudas 
H a r a b o n i m and the Moetzes Gedolei 
HaTorah—wi th in the Council tha t op ­
posed Rabbi Shap i ro ' s h a v i n g b e e n 

given the p la t form a n d h a d agitated for 
withdrawal of the invitation to h im. 

Rabbi David B . Hol l ander led the 
walkout. H e was ou t spoken abou t his 
reason a n d that of his colleagues, as­
ser t ing that the claim of the Conserva­
tives to be Jews in the religious sense is 
" f raudulen t" a n d that " their leaders a r e 
not rabbis," since they d o no t accept the 
halacha as divine c o m m a n d m e n t s given 
at Sinai for all t ime. 

Repor t ing in T h e New York T imes , 
Ar i L. Go ldman observed that t h e con­
troversy h a d b e e n car r ied to Israel , 
w h e r e posters d e n o u n c i n g the Rabbini­
cal Council 's invitation to Rabbi Shapi ro 
a p p e a r e d in Mea Shear im; a n d tha t the 
wives of several rabbis had received let­
ters u r g i n g t h e m to keep their h u s b a n d s 
f rom a t t end ing the convent ion. 

Ethiopian Jews and 
America's Ethiopian Hebrews 

T h e rescue of substantial n u m b e r s of 
Ethiopian Jews and their earlier (but still 
somewhat belated) recogni t ion—more 
accurately, p e r h a p s , legitimization—as 
Jews by Israeli religious author i ty have 
served to d raw increased a t tent ion to 
black J ews e l sewhere , especially the 
Uni ted States. 

Halachically, r e l a t i ve ly few b lack 
Americans a re Jews. T h e Ethiopian H e ­
brews, compos ing some 500 families 
a n d ten congregat ions in the New York 
City area , resist formal halachic conver­
sion, d e e m i n g themselves descendents 
of the ancient Israelites, like the Fala-
shas, but culturally distinct f rom main­
s t ream Juda i sm, which they r e g a r d as 
a Europeaniza t ion of the ancient He­
brew faith. Consequendy , the ou t reach 
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to black Jews in recent years by New 
York's Federa t ion, encourag ing the en­
rol lment of their chi ldren in Jewish day 
schools a n d s u m m e r camps , resul t ing in 
some 150 halachic conversions, inc luded 
few if any Ethiopian Hebrews. T h e y 
consider themselves already halachically 
Jewish, con tend ing tha t they are the 
p r o g e n y of ancestors who pract iced 
Juda i sm in Africa and professed o the r 
r e l i g i o n s o n l y b e c a u s e t h e y w e r e 
coerced, like the Maranos , into do ing so. 

T h e r e a re o the r Afro-American sects 
that claim descent f rom ancient Israel: 
the Rastafarians a n d Yahwists, as exam­
ples. But what distinguishes the Ethio­
pian Hebrews from such sects is their 
adhe rence to Jewish O r t h o d o x tenets 
and rituals: strict Kashru th a n d Sabbath 
a n d Holy Day observance, synagogue 
services a c c o r d i n g to a n O r t h o d o x 
p rayer book, with women a n d men in 
segregated sections, etc. T h e y send most 
of their chi ldren—those who do not at­
t end Jewish day schools—to af ternoon 
classes conducted by their synagogues; 
they train their own rabbis at their own 
Israelite Rabbinical Academy (in St. Al­
bans , Queens) . 

T h e i r non-recogni t ion by mains t ream 
white Juda i sm most Ethiopian Hebrews 
at t r ibute to the racism that they perceive 
as pervasive in America. Some, indeed , 
claim m o r e authentici ty as Jews t han the 
mains t ream, which they dismiss as a 
E u r o p e a n usurpa t ion of the genu ine 
Hebrew tradi t ion. T h e y see their claim 
to authent ic Jewishness as s t r eng thened 
by the aliyah of the Falashas, w h o m they 
r ega rd as sharers in a c o m m o n cul tural 
her i tage . 

An Ancient 
Torah Scroll Retrieved 

T o r a h scrolls of v e n e r a b l e p r o v ­
enance keep t u r n i n g u p in unexpec ­
ted places. Recently, one dat ing back 
to the 15th o r possibly the 14th century 

was discovered in the l ibrary of Ober l in 
College. For over 70 years, since its ac­
quisition by Ober l in as a gift f rom a 
fo rmer theological s tuden t t h e r e , it h a d 
been t hough t to be a 19th cen tury doc­
u m e n t of small value. A Jewish faculty 
m e m b e r t hough t it wa r ran ted closer ex­
aminat ion a n d last fall a research g r o u p 
identified it as having been created, 
most probably, in N o r t h Africa a n d 
b r o u g h t to Palestine by Spanish Jews 
a r o u n d the t ime of the expulsion in 
1492. T h e ro t ted wooden rollers of the 
scrol l a r e b e i n g r e p l a c e d a n d t h e 
goatskin on which it is enscribed is be ing 
res tored . 

A n o t h e r scroll, once housed in the ark 
of a synagogue in Polna, Czechoslo­
vakia, now is used by a recently estab­
l ished c o n g r e g a t i o n in Hawai i . T h e 
Jewish communi ty of Polna was totally 
ex te rmina ted by the Nazis. T h e scroll 
survived in the Nazi p r o g r a m of preser­
vation of Jewish artifacts for a " m u s e u m 
of an extinct race" a n d became pa r t of 
the P rague Jewish Museum, f rom which 
1500 T o r a h s were sent to L o n d o n , the 
Polna scroll a m o n g them. T h e Hawaian 
congregat ion (in Kona) asked for one 
and was given the scroll f rom Polna. 

Jewish Genes 

Yes, indeed , it appea r s t h e r e a re . 
Tay-Sachs, of course , has long since 
been established as a genetic affliction of 
Jews. Now ano the r genetically t rans­
mit ted disease has been detected a m o n g 
Ashkenazic Jews. I t is m o r e genera l than 
Tay-Sachs a n d in s o m e sense m o r e 
th rea ten ing since it causes infertility in 
both sexes. Readers interes ted in techni­
cal details can find t h e m in the July 1985 
issue of the American Journal of Human 
Genetics. 

More general confi rmat ion of Jewish 
genetic distinctiveness has been p ro ­
duced by studies of D N A conduc ted at 
Tel Aviv University. T h e s e have shown. 
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for example , tha t Jews from I raq have 
m o r e in c o m m o n , genetically, with Jews 
f rom Po land t han e i ther have with 
non-Jews in their respective countr ies of 
origin. 

O n the o the r hand , the genetic char­
acteristics of Yemeni te Jews are usually 
those of peoples of the Saudi-Arabian 
peninsula; those of Cochin Jews are 
similar to those of the Ind ian popula t ion 
in which they live. A n d the Ethiopian 
Jews recently resett led in Israel a re ge-
nedcally kin to several Ethiopian tribes. 

All of which inspires much specula­
t ion a n d has small p rog rammat i c sig­
nificance. (This, of course , is opinion; 
what precedes it is fact—more or less.) 

Another Approach to 
Soviet Jewry 

At its recent (May 1985) annua l con­
vention, the Cantors Assembly (Conser­
vative cantors) initiated discussion of a 
proposal to organize per iodic visits to 
the USSR by teams of cantors , rabbis 
a n d teachers to reinforce Jewish identity 
a m o n g Russian Jews t h r o u g h tradi t ional 
Jewish songs and prayers . 

T h e proposal was advanced in an ad­
dress to the ga the r ing by Abe J . Bayer, 
di rector of internat ional affairs of the 
National Jewish Communi ty Relations 
Advisory Council . 

Means to imp lemen t the proposal a re 
to be considered by a jo in t commission 
represen t ing the Cantors Assembly, the 
Rabbinical Assembly and Educators As­
sembly (all Conservadve) . 

Jewish Graduates of 
Service Academy 

At g radua t ion ceremonies last spr ing 
at the U.S. Military Academy, the Air 
Force Academy, the Naval Academy 
and the Coast G u a r d Academy, a total 
of 28 Jews were commissioned: 11 in the 
Army, 8 in the Air Force, 5 in the Navy, 

4 in the Coast G u a r d . O n e of the Army 
cadets and one of the Air Force cadets 
a re women . 

Barcelona Jews 

Barcelona's 4 ,000 or so Jews are a 
minuscule por t ion of the city's two mil­
lion inhabi tants , as the 12,000 in all 
Spain a re of the nation's popula t ion . 
Like the count ry , the city was judenrein 
for some 450 years after the 1492 expul­
sion. After the First World War , Jews 
began trickling into Spain. Now the 
small communi ty is organized and rela­
tively assertive, both of its civil r ights 
and its advocacy of Spanish recogni t ion 
of Israel. T h e synagogue o n Pervenir 
Street in Barcelona is the first to be built 
anywhere on the Iber ian peninsula in 
500 years. Both S e p h a r d i m and Ash-
kenazim use it, toge ther for Sabbath 
services, the conduct of an all-day school 
and various c o m m u n a l activities; sepa­
rately for H igh Hol iday services. A 
block or so away a s h o p d ispenses 
kosher meat . Gabe Levenson, syndi­
cated travel wri ter for Jewish-English 
publications, found it be ing carved a n d 
wrapped by w o m e n wear ing large gold 
crosses. 

Maimonides' Birthplace and 
His 850th Birthday 

This year, 1985, is the 850th anniver­
sary of the bi r th of Maimonides , in 
Cordoba , Spain, March 30, 1135. T h e r e 
a re known to have been Jews in the city 
since at least 7 1 1 , when it fell to the 
Moors. Jews p rospe red u n d e r Moorish 
rule and Cordoba became a major cen­
ter of Jewish learn ing , only to fall victim 
to the fanaticism of Moslem funda­
mental ism when Maimonides was 13. 
H e p r o d u c e d his major wri t ings in 
Egypt, where h e was a cour t physician. 

I t was not until 750 years after his 
bir th that Spain accorded Maimonides 
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any official recogni t ion. In 1884 the 
Cordoba synagogue , long since con­
ver ted to a chu rch a n d later to the 
headqua r t e r s of an artisans' guild, was 
declared a national m o n u m e n t ; and , in 
1935, the 800th anniversary of Mai-
monide 's bir th was c o m m e m o r a t e d with 
a convocation the re . A m o r e elaborate 
c e r e m o n y was s t aged this year , in­
cluding a service in the res tored syna­
gogue on March 30, the anniversary 
date . 

Gay Jews from Around the World 

It came as a surpr ise to the edi tor of 
these r a n d o m i tems—and so it may to 
their r eaders (if any)—that the re a re a 
sufficient n u m b e r of gay synagogues 
he re and ab road to have p r o d u c e d 200 
delegates to a week-long In te r nat ional 
Conference of Gay a n d Lesbian Jews 
—the n in th such—in Washington, D.C. 
last spr ing; a n d that t he r e is a World 
Congress of Gay a n d Lesbian Jewish 
O r g a n i z a t i o n s , which s p o n s o r e d t h e 
conclave. Represen ted were members of 
gay synagogues in Canada , Belgium, 
France , Hol land and Israel, as well as 
the Uni ted States. 

Jewish "establ ishment" figures par­
ticipated; a m o n g them, J o s e p h Breslau, 
pres ident of the Uni ted Jewish Appea l 
Federa t ion of Grea te r Washington , who 
led a workshop on the plight of Ethio-
pean Jews; Lester Kaplan, executive di­
rector of Washington 's Jewish C o m m u ­
nity Cen te r , Michael Berney of the 
Jewish Communi ty Council , and Rabbi 
A n d r e w Baker , Cent ra l Adant ic Region 
director for the Amer ican Jewish Com­
mittee, who par t ic ipated in a panel on 
"Lesbians and Gay Men in the Jewish 
Establishment." 

Many "straight" Jews are t roubled by 
the rise in visibility of gay Jews, accord­
ing to a survey about a year ago by the 
Amer ican Jewish Commit tee . Of a ran­
d o m sample of 1000 Jews (one must as­

s u m e that it inc luded some gays) 43 per­
cent so expressed themselves (49% dis­
agreed) . 

Bitburg Cost West Germany 

President Reagan's controversial visit 
to the Bi tburg war cemetery h a d a se­
vere adverse financial effect on Amer i ­
can tour i sm to West G e r m a n y . T h e 
G e r m a n touris t p r o m o t i o n cen te r in 
New York r e p o r t e d thousands of can­
cellations of vacation trips by Amer i ­
cans, resul t ing in the loss of at least 
200,000 overn ight stays in West G e r m a n 
hotels. T h e loss to the hotels a lone was 
est imated at several million dollars, not 
to ment ion losses to o the r sectors of the 
West G e r m a n economy. 

The Ancient Blood Libel 
and a Courageous Bishop 

T h a t the long-discredited medieval 
r i t ua l -murde r libel against the Jews still 
has adhe ren t s comes as a shock. In 
Rinn, a village in the Aust r ian Tyro l is a 
Ca tho l i c c h u r c h n a m e d J u d e n s t e i n 
(Jews* Rock). Well, not qui te a Catholic 
chu rch , because it was b a n n e d by the 
Vatican back in 1961. But it r emains 
and , b a n n e d or not, it at tracts pi lgrims 
who converge on it several times a year. 
T h e decorat ions of the c h u r c h reflect 
the tradit ions it seeks to pe rpe tua t e ; a n d 
those t radi t ions inc lude the in famous 
blood libel. Specifically, they hold tha t in 
1462 Jewish merchants killed a th ree -
year-old Christ ian child to use his blood 
for r i tual purposes ; and that the soul of 
the child mediates between worshippers 
a n d the Deity in t ransmi t t ing prayers . 

Not long ago, the Bishop of Tyro l 
o r d e r e d the church closed, a n d h a d it 
padlocked. T h e action t ouched off a 
s t r enuous protest . A peti t ion d e m a n d ­
i n g t h a t t h e c h u r c h b e r e o p e n e d 
g a t h e r e d some 3,000 s ignatures a n d 
some of those s igning t h r ea t ened to 
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leave the Catholic C h u r c h if t he d e m a n d 
was not met . T h e bishop, at last r ead ing , 
was ho ld ing out against the pressure . In 
a pastoral letter, he told the inhabitants 
of Rinn that , even if most of t h e m are 
not anti-Semitic, they are upho ld ing a 
tradit ion that is defamatory and that has 
b r o u g h t unspeakable h o r r o r s to Jews 
and disgraced Christians in the eyes of 
the world. 

A Unique Village in Israel 

Kfar Rafael in Beer Sheva, Israel is a 
un ique village. T h e villagers a re men­
tally hand icapped . T h e y live in single-
level houses , make most of their s imple 
fu rn i tu re in village ca rpen t ry shops, 
weave the cu r t a ins , b e d s p r e a d s a n d 
rugs that a d o r n their homes , raise most 
of the fruit a n d vegetables that they con­
sume on land that once was ar id desert . 
T h e popula t ion of Kfar Rafael grows as 
it is a u g m e n t e d by acceptance into the 
communi ty of "gradua tes" of a h o m e 
cum school for mentally hand icapped 
ch i l d r en , Be th AHyahu, nea rby . As 
young chi ldren, some of the residents 
were unable to talk—they lea rned to 
speak ; s o m e cou ld no t s t a n d — t h e y 
lea rned to walk; some could not hold a 
spoon—they lea rned to feed themselves. 
O t h e r s h a d less a r d u o u s s t r u g g l e s 
against their handicaps . But all have 
been t r ans fo rmed—from objects of pity 
to cont r ibut ing m e m b e r s of a commu­
nity in whose achievements they share 
justifiable p r ide . 

As in the case of most such enter­
prises, t h e r e is a saga b e h i n d Kfar 
Rafael and Beth Aliyahu. I t begins with 
a vision in the mind of 16 year old 
Chava, refugee f rom the Holocaust , 
who d r e a m e d of establishing in Israel a 
h o m e for chi ldren in need of special 
care. Only 30 years later did the d r e a m 
materialize. Chava was by t hen marr ied 
and had two sons. H e r h u s b a n d and two 
women friends who shared h e r d r e a m 

were h e r col labora tors . T h e fr iends 
were a teacher (from Latin America) 
and a worker in a hospital for the men­
tally hand i capped (from England) . H e r 
h u s b a n d , a businessman, h a d some ac­
cess to the gove rnmen t bureaucracy , 
and succeeded in get t ing author izat ion 
for es tabl ishment of a h o m e . 

T h e story must be briefed in this 
space; the r eade r will have to imagine 
some of the d r a m a involved in raising 
the n e e d e d financing, the p lanning , the 
building, the transi t ion from idea to 
reality. 

A dere l ic t ho te l in Bee r Sheva— 
con ta in ing a few decrep i t beds a n d 
m i n i m a l k i t c h e n s — l a r g e e n o u g h to 
house 18 chi ldren a n d necessary staff, 
was purchased with a down paymen t 
suppl ied by Chava's b r o t h e r in Switzer­
land. T h e Minister of Labor a n d Social 
Welfare gave his Ministry's blessing to 
the project, thereby agree ing to pay 
towards the u p k e e p of each child. F r o m 
Germany , early in 1969, came a g r o u p 
of youths f rom the Suhnezeichen—Ger­
m a n y o u t h w h o , still t o d a y , c o m e 
and work wherever they a re n e e d e d in 
Israel in expiat ion of the sins commit ted 
by the Nazis—who built, installed wir­
ing, a l tered p lumbing , scrubbed and 
painted . 

T h e first t h r ee chi ldren moved into 
Beth Eliyahu in Apri l , 1969. Six years 
later, it was obvious that the confines of 
the house were restr ict ing fu r ther ad­
vances in the now g rown-up chi ldrens ' 
deve lopment a n d that o ther needy chil­
d r e n could not be admi t ted for lack of 
space. 

T h e solution: a village. Four h a r d 
years later, land was found and Ministry 
approval g r an t ed for this new develop­
ment . In April 1979 the corners tone of 
Kfar Rafael was la id—and in Apri l , 
1981, the first t h ree foster families, to­
ge ther with twelve "g radua te s " from 
Beth Eliyahu moved into the village. 
O n e of the th ree original foster families 
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is that of Chava's younger son, his wife 
a n d their th ree chi ldren . By the end of 
1985 the re will be 26 "villagers", five 
foster families a n d some ten o r twelve 
coworkers living at Kfar Rafael. ( T h e 
intake to Beth Eliyahu is constant for 
the re a re many chi ldren waiting for 
each vacancy created when someone 
leaves to go to Kfar Rafael.) 

T h e work of the staff is on th ree 
p lanes : the physical, bodily r equ i r e ­
ments ; educat ion towards self rel iance 
a n d i n d e p e n d e n c e within the ex t ended 
family and the larger village commu­
nity; and cultural activities—viz., musi­
cal even ings , a r t , d r a m a a n d story­
tell ing—the Jewish festivals offer op ­
portuni t ies for the villagers to ex tend 
themselves a n d give grea ter expression 
to their individualities. T h r o u g h the 
family they learn to relate to an ex­
ternal , loving world, of which they are 
an integral par t . 

Kfar Rafael is vibrant , a n d growing. 
B u t p r o b l e m s a b o u n d . G o v e r n m e n t 
grants cover barely 60% of today's r u n ­
n ing costs; the rest must come from do­
nations. Both Beth Eliyahu a n d Kfar 

Rafael were pu rchased and built only 
with pr ivate funds . T h e agr icul tura l 
land of the village is leased from the 
gove rnmen t at a minimal annua l rent , 
so long as it remains pure ly agricul tural . 
For all ove rhead (electricity, water, , etc.) 
the village must pay regu la r rates. T h e 
staff a re idealists a n d , apa r t f rom boa rd 
a n d lodging, accept only pocket money. 

A new bui lding is u rgent ly r equ i r ed 
if t he r e is to be sufficient working space 
for the 26 hand icapped villagers (the 
ul t imate goal is 70). T h e work facilities 
have to be geared to the capabilities of 
the villagers—not all of t h e m have the 
physical s t rength for agr icul tural work. 
Plans have been app roved for a new 
building which will house a mechanised 
l aundry to cope with the increasing daily 
load, a bakery and an en la rged weaving 
area. T h e money for it must still be 
raised. 

Kfar Rafael's address is P .O.B. 4 2 5 , 
Beer Sheva 84 103, Israel . 

[No te : T h e foregoing was adap ted— 
a n d in par ts excerp ted—from a r e p o r t 
by Diana Morris , of the J e ru sa l em staff 
of State of Israel Bonds.] 
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