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Editorial/ comnlEHlt 

Barbarism in a 'tongh·neighborhood' 

Pormer Israeli prime minister Benjamin 
. Netanyahu once remarked that Israelis live 

~.. in a "tough neighborhood", 
The gruesome death last week of a Palestinian 

suspected of collaborating with Israeli security 
officers was yet another reminder of just how 
brutal that "neighborhood" can be, 

Salem AI-Akra, 36, was admitted to a Nablus 
hospital suffering from serious bums on differ
ent parts of his body, 

. He was brought there from Nablus Central 
Prison, where Palestinian intelligence officers 
had been inlelTogating him, 

A relative of AI-Akra 's, speaking on condition 
of anonymity, reported that he'd been "brutally 
tortured by his intelTogators", and suffered from 
"serious bums" on different parts of his body. 

The officers were trying to get a confession 
from him that he'd helped Israeli security forces 
assassinate a senior member of the extremist 
Hamas organization. 

His intelTogators were willing to get that con
fession "at any price, but he was innocent and 
had nothing to confess," the relative continued. 

A nurse at the hospital reported that AI-Akra 
was unconscious when he was brought in by 
security officials. 

"They apparently made him sit on burning 
coals. It was telTible." 

AI-Akra, according to a Globe and Mail COlTe-

spondent, was the fourth person to die from 
Palestinian torture since the Palestinian 
Authority· was established in 1994. And more 
than 20 people have died in "mysterious circum
stances" in Palestinian prisons. 

With the international media spotlight on 
them, Palestinian police in Nablus indicated 
they'd started an "investigation". They didn't 
specify who will do the investigating, or whether 
the results would be made public. 

Meanwhile, in Israel, in contrast, a commis
sion headed by senior Israeli jurists and other 
Arab and Jewish officials is investigating the 
Israeli police shootings of 13 Israeli Arabs last 
October. 

The shootings happened during Arab rioting in 
the southern Galilee, tying in with the renewal of 
similar Palestinian violence in the occupied ter-
ritories. . 

Israeli Arabs claim the shootings were unnec
essary, despite the fact that police were greatly 
outnumbered by rioters, who had blocked main 
highways, chanted "Slaughter the Jews", and set 
fire to banks and post offices, 

The inquiry into those shootings is open to the 
press, as its findings and recommendations will 
be. 

What a striking reminder that is of the contrast 
in respect for justice and human rights between 
the Israeli and Palestinian camps. 
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Chinese New Year celebrated at Weizmann I~stitute 
Many visiting sCientists ftom China 

The new year is 
celebrated not 

.< '- once, but three 
. times, at Israel's 
Weizmann Institute of 
Science: on Rosh 
Hashanah, on the 1st 
of January and on the 
"Chinese date." 

ISRAEL UPDATE 

NECHEMIA MEYERS 

The last of the three 
has recently entered 
the institution's holi
day calendar because 
of the fact that young 
scientists from the 
People's Republic of 
China are now the 
largest group of over
seas researchers on 
the campus. Of course 
there are also people 
from 35 other coun
tries - but it is the 
Chinese who are most 
in evidence. 

They include a hus
band-and-wife team, 
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Chinese New Year 
Weizmann Institute. 
Drs. Ying and 
Chengyong Wang of 
the Southwest China 
Normal University of 
Chongqing, located 
not far from the 
mighty Yangtze River. 
Both are in the insti
tute's Organic 
Chemistry 
Department, where 
Chengyong, the hus
band, is striving to 
synthesi.ze the poly
meric compounds 
used to produce fluo
rescent dye, while 
Ying, his wife, delves 
into the process 
whereby polymers 
remove metal ions 
from water, thus puri
fying it. 

When conversmg 
with non-Chinese, 
Ying usually does the 
talking, as 
Chengyong's English 
is rather halting. But 

celebration at Israel's 

both clearly appreci
ate the friendliness of 
the Israelis wi th 
whom they work, the 
first-rate· equipment 
they have in their labs 
and the fact that the 
institute's high level 
of computerization 
allows them to obtain 
the data >they require 
more readily than was 
the case back home. 
The computers also 
anow them to keep in 
touch with develop
ments in China and to 
participate in 
Ch inese-langu age 
chat groups. 

While they do their 
best to understand 
local culture, they 
have made no attempt 
to learn Hebrew, and 
when they need it, 
they call on their nine
year-old son, Jiayu, to 
serve as a translator. 

He and a number of 
other Chinese young
sters were helped to 
learn the language by 
a local woman who 
had worked at the 
Israel Embassy in 
Beijing. Now all of 
the youngster~ attend 
a regular school near 
the institute. Jiaya is 
an only child, a reflec
tion of the Chinese· 
government's one
child-per-family poli
cy. But perhaps the 
Wangs will follow in 
the footsteps of other 
visiting scientists who 
have taken the occa
sion of being in Israel 
to have a second 
child. 

When asked about 
free time, they first 
point out that it is in 
short supply. But they 
still find the opportu
nity to keep up their 
swimming, table ten
nis, volleyball and 
soccer. Moreover, in a 
new departure, they 
are also studying the 
Bible. 

Bible study is far 
from being new for 
Dr. Dawn Mae Wong, 
another visiting scien
tist from China, or, to 
be exact, from Hong 
Kong. A devout 
Christian. it is the 

Bible that brought her 
here rather than fol
lowing in the foot
steps of her Hong 
Kong professor, who, 
together with most of 
his research group, 
went to the United 
States. 

Though her mother 
was an adherent of 
traditional Chinese 
religion and her father 
was a believer in Mao, 
she herself turned to 
Western religious con
cepts, and describes 
herself a~ "a person 
who strives to do 
God's will." It is with
in this context that she 
views her research on 
Acetylcholinesterase, 
an enzyme which may 
be a key to the treat
ment of Alzheimer's 
Disease. 

Though this may 
come as a surprise to 
Israelis, who tend to 
feel that they live in 
the world's most agi
tated country, Dr. 
Wong finds fewer dis
tractions here than in 
Hong Kong. which 
makes it easier for her 
to do res.earch on the 
onehand,'and to pray 
on the other. 

The writer lives In 

Rehovot, Israel. 

Commerlt/ letters 

How Israel marks Purim 

Purim, which falls 
. .. on Friday, March 

.., 9, could not have 
come at a better time 
this year. 

INSIDE ISRAEL 

CARL ALPERT 

When Israelis consid
er their problems with 
the Palestinians, the 
terrorist attacks, the 
political uncertainties 

The scene in a junior school in Kfar Ganim as 
children arrive at school to take part in a fes
tive day in honor of the Purim holiday. 
Copyright: Isranet. 

and the unfriendly mood in ·intema
tional circles, they need even a 
brief interlude when they can forget 
their wOlTies and let themselves go, 
in light spirit and "nalTishkeit." 
Purim provides that opportunity, 
even if only for a day. 

Synagogues will be filled, and as 
elsewhere, unusual noises will indi
cate sounding of the name of 
Haman. Use of firecrackers for this 
purpose has been banned. 

The most obvious manifestation 
of the spirit is in the colorful and 
imaginative costumes worn by the 
children of the country as they 
swarm through the streets - weath
er permitting (it frequently rains). 
Imaginative is the word. Rare these 
days is the image of Queen Esther, 
heroine of the festival. Instead, we 
find characters drawn from popular 
television shows, animals, clowns 
and personalities in the news. Last 
year it was the Pope, who had then 
visited the country. It remains to be 
seen who will be this year's 
favorite. There will undoubtedly be 
many hopeful doves of peace. 

Designing and sewing of the cos
tumes is a chore for patient moth
ers, but has also become a major 
once-a-year industry, with prices 
soaring. The time and investment 
put into preparation of the cos
tumes has resulted in prolongation 
of the holiday for the children, with 
a few days before and a few days 
after, to afford maximum display of 
the finery, 

Children are warned not to dress 
as Arafat, or as Arabs. Indeed, there 
is some fear that hostile clements 
may utilize Purim disguises to pen
etrate Jewish facilities and even 
perpetrate acts of tenor. 

Otherwise there are few restric
tions with regard to costume. Since 
halacha forbids males to dress as 
females, the Sephardic community 
frowns upon boys assuming the 
identity of girls. There is no such 
restriction among the Ashkenazim. 

The custom of Mishloach Manot, 
the sending of plates of goodies to 
neighbors, friends and relatives is 

widely practised, especially in reli
gious neighborhoods. An organiza
tion which makes it a practice to 
send M.M. to children in hospitals 
was confronted with a problem. 

What do they do about Arab chil
dren bedded in the same wards as 
Jewish kids? If they were bypassed, 
it would lead to ill will. The group 
consulted a rabbi and got a ruling 
that for the sake of good will, it 
would even be a mitzvah to include 
the Arab kids, Thus it is that in 
many hospitals here Ahmed, 
Mustafa and Jamal will be celebrat
ing the Jews' .victory over the 
wicked Haman a long time ago. 

Though Jewish tradition permits 
drinking to excess on this holiday -
even to the extent that one becomes 
unable to distinguish the difference 
between blessed is Mordecai and 
cursed be Haman - I have yet to see 
a drunkard on the streets. Perhaps 
they imbibe privately, in fulfilment 
of the mitzvah. 

Operators of retirement homes 
have learned that a meny Purim 
party is a great way to bring smiles 
and youthful spirit to the elderly 
inmates. The many shopping malls 
which have sprouted all over the 
country utilize the occasion to 
stage special holiday entertainment 
to bring out the crowds, And since 
children will predominate among 
the visitors, the storekeepers are 
confident that the youngsters will 
induce their parents to buy them 
something - anything - and prepare 
accordingly. It's good for business. 

Private house parties, some in 
costume, some not, usuallJ"abound, 
though the number may be less this 
year. 

It is doubtful that the Jewish 
community of Iran, site of the orig
inal historical events, will be con
ducting public celebrations of the 
defeat of the wicked Persian, 
Haman. That the Teheran govern
ment is aware of the story became 
evident last year when an official 
statement "revealed" that Haman 
had not been a Persian at all, but 
was an Egyptian. 

The writer lives in Haifa, Israel. 
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What is God's place in the Book of Esther? 
'Help from another quarter' 

By JONATHAN 
GRONER 

l·t is one of the more 
memorable sen
tences in the 

Megillah - the Book 
,of Esther - that we 
read twice in syna
gogue on the holiday 
of Purim, It consti
tutes a key turning 
point in the plot and 
has been quoted by 
generations of rabbis. 
But Esther 4: 14, at 
first reading, appears 
to contain something 
less than a fully logi
cal argument. 

Let's set the scene. 
Mordechai, a Jewish 
functionary in the 
court of King 
Ahashverosh, has just 
learned that the king 
has signed off on 
Haman's plan to 
exterminate all the 
Jews in the empire. As 
Jews did for millen
nia, Mordechai finds a 
pressure point in the 
government, someone 
he hopes will inter
cede and get the 
adverse decree can
celed. In this case, it's 
someone very close to 
Ahashverosh 
Mordechai's cousin, 
Queen Esther. 

Using a palace ser
vant as an intermedi
ary, Mordechai 
infornls Esther about 
Haman's plot and asks 
her to beg for the 
king's mercy. Esther 
responds that she is 
concerned about risk
ing her life by enter
ing the king's inner 
courtyard without 
being asked. 

Mordechai then tells 
her, and here we come 
to verse 4: 14, "On the 
contrary, if you keep 
silent in this crisis, 
relief and deliverance 
will come to the Jews 
from another quarter, 
while you and your 
father's house will 
perish. And who 
knows, perhaps you 
have attained to royal 
position for just such 
a crisis." 

That is a surprising 
and seemingly illogi
cal argument. One 
would have expected 
Mordechai to argue 
straightforwardly that 
if Esther does not act 
to save her people, no 
one at all will inter
vene and the Jews will 
go to their deaths. 

Mordecai's Triumph, by Rembrandt: He 
refers to possible help to Persian Jews "from 
another quarter". 

Who else would there 
be? And what, in any 
case, is this "other 
quarter" that 
Mordechai is invok
ing in such vague lan
guage? 

As the traditional 
commentaries point 
out, Mordechai is 
refelTing obliquely to 
the possibility of 
divine intervention, 
and the convoluted 
language he uses -
"from another quar
ter," literally "from 
another place" - is a 
deliberate attempt by 
the author of the 
Megillah to avoid 
usmg the name of 
God. 

For whatever rea
son, possibly because 
the reading of the 
Book of Esther was 
often accompanied by 
drinking and revelry, 
it contains no explicit 
mention of the holy 
name of God. It is 
interesting, inciden
tally, that the very 
expression "from 
another place" can be 

regarded as hinting at 
the possibility of 
divine intervention. 
The Hebrew word 
"makom," which 
means "place," is used 

. frequently in the 
Mishna, though never 
in the Bible as a name 
of God. 

As Arthur Waskow 
perceptively notes in 
interpreting this verse 
in "Godwrestling -
Round 2," "A place, 
say some: A hidden 
name of the God who 
is the place of the 
world. " So Mordechai 
had faith that God 
would somehow fore
stall the destruction of 
the Jews; yet he still 
asked Esther to poten
tially risk her life by 
entering the king's 
courtyard. Apparently, 
Mordechai believed 
that when the future 
of the Jewish people 
is at stake, political 
action is obligatory in 
and of itself. We must 
not wait for God to 
intervene miraculous
ly in human affairs. 

Agree with Philip Weiss 
I'm the first person to admit that I do not fully 

understand the kashrut situation in Winnipeg. 
I totally agree with Philip Weiss's clearly stat

ed position, however, that the majority of the 
Jewish popUlation of Winnipeg was not militat
ing for any changes with the existing rules and 
was very happy with the status quo. (Jewish Post 
& News February 21 letter to editor - "Trivia 
[Pyste Zachen]".) 

I also completely agree with his position that 
"it is a complete waste of time, energy and 
resources" when we should be focusing our 
energies on things that truly make a difference, 
like becoming more knowledgeable about Israel 
so as to become better advocates, delivering 
meals on wheels to our elderly and lonely 
seniors population, and raising money to help 
our Jewish brethren who are suffering telTible 
hardships in the Former Soviet Union. 

GAIL ASPER 
. Winnipeg 


