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World Jewish news 
'. ~--' . Across the former Soviet Union . 

Knowledge is fundamental: Russian Jews have day of learning 
By LEV KRICHEVSKY 

MOSCOW (JTA) - The catch phrase on the 
colorful posters hanging in· Jewish institutions 
across Moscow - "The entire Jewish world in 12 
hours!" - was only a slight exaggeration. The 
organizers of Limmud FSU, an educational day
long marathon, clearly attempted to draw from a 
variety of Jewish life: "From a rabbi to a rock 
star," another slogan on the same poster 
promised. . 

Held May 14 at downtown Moscow:S House 
of Scientists, a club affiliated with the Russian 
Academy of Science, Limmud FSU was touted 

. by its organizers as the fIrst-ever networking and 
educational opportunity for Russian Jews. It was 
certainly a special event in R\1ssia. Several hun
dred people, mostly elderly, attended the event, 
some 700 people registered for the nex~ Limmud 
- and 100 more registered to help as volunteers, 
according to the organizers. 
. The idea was simple, but rare in Russian 
Jewish life: to get as many people as possible to 
learn about anything related to Judaism. 
"E~eryone with an expertise can come and talk. 

Participants look through booklets of Moscow· 
Jewish groups at Limmud FSU, an educational 
daylong marathon of Jewish learning in Moscow, 
May 14, 2006. Credit: iTA. 

That's the beauty of Limmud," said Chaim 
Chesler, the founder of Limmud FSU. 

The idea of Limmud FSU was based on anoth
er event of the same name, an annual conference 

.. 
in Britain, now in its 25th year, that in recent 
years has been replicated in other parts of the 
world. 

. Last week's event - which the organizers 
'.···unofficially called "pre-Limmud," referring 
·to a five-day conference to be held next 

..... February - offered eight types of activities, 
ranging from lectures on Jewish philosophy 
and Holocaust to arts workshops, kids' activ
ities and even Jewish karaoke. One of the 
most popular sessions was the well-known 
Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz, who discussed Jewish 
mysticism::His "Kabbalah: Is it for Madonna 
Esther or Isit for Me?" drew 150 participants 
into a packed room. 

Like almost every other new undertaking 
in the Russian Jewish community in recent 
years, Limmud is imported from the West. 
Conceived by an Israeli and an American, 
and funded primarily by Western sources, 
the initiative also involved a group of 

Focus on issues 

younger locals who, the organizers hope, will 
eventually take upon the entire project. While 
the impulse came from the outside, the locals 
mainly selected topics and speakers for last 
week's event, said Sandra Cahn, a Jewish 
activist and philanthropist from New York who 
headed the organizational committee of Limmud 
FSU. 

Opening of Nazi archive sheds light 
on fate of millions during Holocaust 

By TOBY AXELROD . 
BERLIN (JTA) - For the first time since it 

was created after World War n, an archive in 
Germany containing tens of millions of docu
ments on victims of Nazi persecution· will be 
open for historical research. 

The International Tracing Service's ll-mem
ber International Commission announced its 
decision May 16 after two days of intensive dis
cussions in Luxembourg.· At issue was how to 
protect the privacy of Holocaust victims and sur
vivors. The decision means that historians and 
others soon will have access to ITS files in Bad 
Arolsen, Germany, on more than 17.5 million 
civilians who suffered under the Nazi regime. 
Conditions for use and publication of informa
tion still must be determined. 

Paul Shapiro, director of the museum's Center 
for Advanced Holocaust Studies, called it "an. 
important accomplishment," noting that it "took 
many years to reach this formality." The agree
ment now must be ratifIed in each of the com
mission's 11 member countries. "This is an 
important fIrst step," Shapiro told JTA. "We hope 
the next step won't take as long. And we want it 
to happen while survivors are still here with us." 

Arthur Berger, senior adviser on external 
affairs for the U.S. Holocaust Memorial 
Museum in Washington, said the commission 
expects to set up an expert panel to go to the 
archive in late June to assess the technology 
there. A project to digitize the archive - many of 
the documents are in very fragile condition - is 
more than half finished .. 

"We're trying to make the archive much more 
accessible to survivors and their families, and 
also give scholars access for the fIrst time" to a 
huge amount of information, Berger told JTA. 
"It's going to take time." 

Historians are sure to flood the archive with 
requests for a look at rooms full of dusty docu
ments that may contain answers they've been 
seeking for decades. "We are all waiting to see 
what the conditions for entrance are," said histo
rian Beate Meyer of the Hamburg-based Institute 
for the History of German Jews. "I heard that 

there are some files from the Hamburg Gestapo, 
and I am very interested to see those," she said, 
adding that the·Nazi secret police "destroyed.or 
burned all papers and documents in February 
and March 1945, so we have no files left in 
Hamburg. 

When we heard that there might be something 
in Arolsen, we were very excited." In addition, 
she said, the archive is sure to contain informa
tion that would shed light on the "terrible 
odysseys of individual Jewish forced laborers 
through a lot. of concentration camps." This 
information should be accessible to the public, 
she said. 

Until now, ITS files on individuals have been 
used almost solely to prove compensation 
claims. Other files, including historical back
ground on concentration camps, have been open 
to researchers since 1996. The archive ·also is 
preparing a data bank of the individual files for 
future research purposes. 

"We are pleased that after 60 years, the mil
lions of written proofs for the Nazi mass murder 
against Jews will be open for researchers. It is a 
strike against all those Holocaust deniers," said 
Rabbi Israel Singer, chairman of the World 
Jewish Congress' Policy Council. "The opening 
of the archives is necessary to continue research 
into this dark chapter of our history; it is neces
sary to preserve the past so future generations 
could learn a lesson from it." 

Germany had announced its support for the 
move in April,. dropping objections based on the 
legal obligation to protect victims' privacy. But. 
regulfltions still will apply to the publication of 
information from the fIles that might be embar
rassing or otherwise private - such as the nature 
of pseudo-scientifIc experiments performed on 
people, reasons given for the arrest of individu
als, issues related to collaboration with Nazis, or 
sexual orientation. 

Regarding victims and survivors, "you have to 
accept the privacy and right of someone who 
doesn't want to read in a book sometliingabout 
his sexual orientation or other such things," 
Meyer said. 

The idea of Limmud FSU has already inspired 
Westerners and Israelis. A host of major Jewish 
groups and individuals from outside the former 
Soviet Union helped to fund it: from the Jewish 
Agency for Israel, the American Jewish. Joint 
Distribution Committee, the World Jewish 
Congress, World ORT or Hillel, to many private 
foundations and a few local groups. 

Like many other Western Jewish leaders wIlD 
attended Limmud in Moscow, Israel Sin,ger, 
chairman of the Policy Council at the World 
Jewish Congress believes Limmud has a chance 
to provide local Jews "an opportunity to inspire 
themselves, to invigorate Jewish culture." 

There is irony, Singer told JTA, that "this part 
of the world, where great Jewish culture came 
from, is now encountering a tremendous amount 
of Jewish ignorance." The hesitation of a mid
dle-aged Jewish man who was perusing the 50-
page program in the club's lobby exemplifIed 
Singer's point. . . 

"There is a session on the differences between 
Litvaks and Chasidim," said Boris Bramberg, an 
engineer, referring to a session co-hosted by two 
Moscow rabbis representing the two streams in 
Judaism. "I would love to go there, but I don't 
even know the difference between Orthodox and 
Reform Judaism." An hour later, Bramberg was 
involved in a lively conversation with a Chabad 
rabbi. 

Those who helped organize the. event say sev
eral things help Limmud stand out among other 
projects in Russian Jewish life. First is the idea 
of a trans denominational event not organized by 
a specific organization. "Nobody owns it, and 
nobody has a veto," said Deborah Lipstadt, a 
Holocaust studies and Jewish history professor 
from Emory University who was a member of 
the project's advisory group and one of the lec
turers at Moscow Limmud. 

Then, there is the notion of voluntarism: Some 
30 young professionals from Moscow, Kiev, 
Minsk and other cities made up the team that 
helped put together the program and invite peo
ple. 

Finally, those who came to listen, watch and 
learn had to pay. The $5 U.S. entrance fee for the 
May 14 marathon was a rathc;lr·modest amount, 
even by Russian standards. 
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Jewish group comes out swinging 
after Reform lesbian union in Russia 

By LEV 
KRICHEVSKY 

MOSCOW (JTA) -
Russia's leading 
Jewish organization 
has called on the com
munity to boycott 
Reform Jews after a 
Reform rabbi officiat
ed at what is believed 
to be the country's 
first same-sex com
mitment ceremony. 

Rabbi Nelly Shulman, right, speaks at the 
opening of a Reform international convention 
in Moscow on July 1, 2005: Russia's leading 
Jewish organization condemned her officiat
ing at a Russian same-sex commitment cere-

. mony. Credit: Jlya Dolgopolsky. 

Lubavitch and 
Reform Jewish 
activists. are almost 
nonexistent. But the 
tiny private ceremony 

.. for··a Jewish lesbian 
couple in Moscow 
could trigger a wider 
public debate within 
the Jewish communi
ty about gays and les
bians - and homopho
bia - in Russia. 

According to a 
recent poll, 37 per 
cent of Russians 
believe gays and les
bians should be crimi
nally prosecuted. 

"We are calling on 
Jewish organizations 
and communities of 
Russia to relinquish 
any religious contacts 
with the people who 
have committed this 
sacrilegious and provocative act, as well as with 
the organizations these people represent," said a 
statement released May 18 by the Chabad-Ied 
Federation of Jewish Communities of Russia, 
the largest Jewish group in the country. The fed~ 
eration said it expects Russian Jews to support 
its stand. "Silence in this situation will be 
regarded by the society and posterity as a sign of 

Russian Jews are 
believed to have· similar attitudes. 

consent," the group said. . 
It remains unclear whether the boycott call will 

have any practical effect in the former Soviet 
Union, . where official contacts between 

The ceremony took place in Moscow on April 
2, but came to light only after it was mentioned 
May 17 in ·a Moscow daily newspaper. Rabbi 
Nelly Shulman, who officiated, said it was not a 
Jewish wedding but a dedication ceremony. 
Shulman insisted that she conducted the ceremo
ny privately and without backing from her 
group, OROSIR, the umbrella organization of 
Reform Judaism in Russia. Alexander Lyskovoi, 
the group's leadi~g rabbi, confIrmed that the 
group had not endorsed the ceremony. 

Poet Stanley Kunitz dies at 100 
Stanley Kunitz, a former U.S. poet laureate who made met.aphoric use of 

the Talmud and other Jewish images in his poetry, died May 14 at age 100. 
Kunitz, who was known for writing on themes ranging from life and death 
to gardens, received the Pulitzer Prize in 1959. The son of Jewish immi
grants from Eastern Europe, he gave up his dream of earning a doctorate at 
Harvard after being told that non-Jewish students wouldn't enjoy being 
taught English literature by a Jew. A pacifist, Kunitz was a strong opponent 
of the Vietnam War and, later, U.S. military involvement in Central 
America and Iraq. 

Pilgrims flock to Tunisian synagogue 
Thousands of people attended the annual Lag B 'Orner pilgrimage to the 

Tunisian island of Djerba. The two-day celebration at the Ghriba 
Synagogue marks the end of a legendary plague 2,000 years ago. The syn
agogue was the site of a 2002 AI-Qaida terrorist attack that ldlled 21 peo
ple, mostly German tourists. The synagogue is the oldest Jewish house of 
worship in Africa and serves one of the world's oldest Jewish communi-
ties. . 

u.s. restores relations with Libya 
The United States is restorinKdiplomatic relations with Libya and taking 

steps to remove it from a list of countries that support terrorism. The Bush 
administration announced the steps May 15. The removal of Libya from 
the terrorist list requires a 45-day notice to Congress. Libya and the United 
States have not had relations since 1980, and Libya was implicated in the 
bombing of Pan Am flight 103 in 1988, which killed 270 people. A rap
prochement began three years ago when Libya agreed to dismantle its pro
grams to develop weapons of mass destruction .. 

. Putin wants Hamas/lsrael talks 
Vladimir Putin urged Israel to open talks with the Hamas-led Palest,in~an 

government. The Russian president made the comments after a meetmg 
May 15 with· Palestinian Authority President Mahmo~d Abbas ·in· the 
Russian resort town of Sochi. The meeting focused on Russia's financial 
aid to the cash-strapped Palestinian Authority. 

Israel gets spot on UN committee . . 
Israel was appointed to a spot on the United Nations committee o~ non

governmental organizations.' The committee' of the UN EconomIC and 
Social Council meets twice annually and reviews applications'for special 
status with the commission. 

Shulman said the 
federation's boycott 
call was unreason
able. "This was my 
own initiative, and 
only I myself carry 
full responsibility for 
it," she said. If the 
federation "wants to 
boycott me, I'm fine 
with it." 

Hostility and bias 
toward gays and les
bians remain wide
spread in the former 
Soviet Union, where 
homosexuality was 
decriminalized . only 
with the fall of 
Communism. In early 
May, a group of peo
ple identifying them
selves as members of 
the Russian Orthodox 
Church disrupted a 
party at a Moscow 
gay club, shouting 
homophobic slogans 
and obscenities and 
throwing eggs at the 
doors. 

Leaders of the 
Russian Orthodox 
Church and the 
Muslim and Jewish 
communities spoke 
out· strongly against 
the festival. Talgat 
Tajuddin, one' of 
Russia's chief muftis, 
said the Muslim 
prophet Mohammed 
had ordered the killing 
of homosexuals. 

Cambios. 
EI Gobierno israelf aprob6 una serie de 

cambios en el trazado del muro de separaci6n 
que construye en buena parte de Cisjordania, a 
fin de completar el proyecto y circunvalar una 
serie de obstaculos jurfdicos conflictivos. Uno 
de los cambios aceptados por el Consejo de 
Ministros radico el de incluir el asentamiento 

. judio de Alfei Menashe en el distrito cisjordano 
de Kalkilia del lado israelf de la valla de 
seguridad . 
As! mi 

smo, la· aldea palestina de Beit Iksa, a la 
entrada de Jerusalen, quedanl del lado palestino 
de la cerca, segun la decision del Gabinete 
israelf. El cambio en Kalkilia trata de dejar fuera 
a miles de palestinos residentes en la zona y 
superar asi los obstaculos jurfdicos que estas 

. poblaciones han presentado contra el proyecto 
de construccion rulte los tribunales israelfes. 
"Los cambios son muy importrultes y estamos 
decididos a hacer un esfuerzo supremo para 
completar la cerca de seguridad tan pronto como 
nos sea posible; Los cambios que hacemos hoy 
nos permitinin adelantar el proyecto en zonas 
vitales": indico el primer ministro israelf en 
funciones, Ehud Olmert, al inicio de la reunion 
semanal del gabinete israeli. El ministro israeli 
de Defensa, Shaul Mofaz, dijo al Gobiemo que 
la longitud total de la verja sera de 870 
kilometros,aunque solo 335 de enos han sido 
levantados hasta la fecha. El proyecto comenz6 
en 2002 y siguio adelante a pesar de que el 
Tribunal Internacional de Justicia de La Haya 10 
considero ilegal y exigio a Israel que 10 
destruyera y pagara compensaciones 

. economicas a los afectados. 

Relaciones exteriores. 
Nuevo piCo de tension en las relaciones entre 

Israel y Suecia tras un nuevo incidente entre 
ambos pafses. El Ministerio del Exterior israeli 
hizo un llamado al Embajador sueco en Israel 
Roberta Rydberg para explicar la decision de 
entregar visas a miembros del Hamas para que· 
ingresen a ·Suecia. El Director General del 
Ministerio del Exterior Ron Prossor, dijo que 
Estocolmo definitivamente legitimiza el 
teITorismo y que no puede distipguir entre una 
organizacion terrorista y sus miembros. 

El encuentro entre Prossor y Rydberg no fue 
para nada amistoso segun revelan los periodicos 
israelfes. Suecia es el pais europeo mas hostiI 
contra Israel, y ya se escucharon 'voces' que se 
debe boicotear productos suecos como ser los 
famosos automoviles Volvo. El ex Canciller 
Silvan Shalom dijo que todos los paises 
escandinavos tienen una actitud hostil contra 
Israel y que Suecia fue la ultima de las naciones 
europe as en catalogar al Hamas de terrorista. 

Nos reencontramos proximamente. 
alexci5@hotmaiI.com 
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