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Editorial/ Comment 

An act of Jewish heroism in Russia 

N. Tews of Israeli and Palestinian killings contin
ues to stream out of Israel, like an unstop-

Russia. The Jewish Agepcy workers had to get there 
on a road bordering Chechnya, where bandits regu
larly kidnap civilians for ransom. 

Dry Bones 
, ~ pable river of blood. 

So it's heartwarming to get an uplifting story 
about acts that more truly define the spirit of the 
Israeli nation and the Jewish Diaspora. 

A story in the second section of this Jewish Post & 
News Chanukah issue, headlined "Israel provides 
safe haven for Chechen war orphans" (page B27) 
describes how staff of the Jewish Agency for Israel 
in Moscow, rescued 45 orphaned Chechen young
sters, and brought them to safe haven in· Israel last 
July. 

Ferrying endangered people to the Jewish state has 
been a pattern since before Israel was created in 
1948. 

But this rescue mission was particularly touching 
because all the Chechen children except one were not 
Jews. 

"It wasn't the time or place to choose whom to help 
and whom not," recalled Alia Levy, head of the 
Jewish Agency's Moscow office. "It was the kind of 
situation in which you simply have to help anyone 
you can." . 

The Jewish Agency workers risked their lives on a 
first trip to see the orphans,. trying to fend off the bru
tal Russian winter in a refugee camp near the border 
with Chechnya, a state trying to break away from 

After returning from a first visit to the refugee 
camp, Levy started sending heaters, winter clothing, 
food and medicine, ani:! kept the supplies coming for 
nine months. 

The director of the Chechen orphanage that had 
housed these orphans pleaded with her to take them 
to a place where they'd enjoy psychological, as well 
as physical safety. 

With help from the Russian Jewish Congress, the 
the Jewish Agency then flew the youngsters to Israel. 

Their stay there was to start last July and end last 
month. It's unclear at this point whether they're stilI 
in the Jewish state. 

But the heroic rescue of these unfortunate children 
and teenagers should be an inspiration to admirers of 
Israeli and Diaspora charity and principles. 

The media report regularly about Israeli soldiers 
killing Palestinian children - as if the badly outnUll1-
bered soldiers have any choice, when facing rioters 
that can include snipers and teenagers throwing 
Molotov cocktails. 

It's a shame that the non-Jewish media haven't also 
made room for this moving story about the Jewish 
rescue of Chechen war orphans. That's really what 
Israeli and Jewish tsedakal] is all about. 

Settlement dilemma continues to divide Israelis 
Public split down the middle on their importance as security buffer 

nI' 1he protracted 
confrontation 

'_ with the 
Palestinians has its own 
fluid dynamic and 
impact on Israeli public 
OpinIOn. 

COMMENT ON ISRAEL 

SHIRA HERZOG 

Attitudes towards the 
Palestinians have hard
ened across the spec
trum, but the virtual 
impossibility of a mili
tary v ictory in the cur
rent conflict is also pen
etrating broad circles in 

the Israeli public. At the 
same time, the fate of 
the settlements is re
emerging as a signifi
cant issue in the internal 
debate. 

In the' 80s, especially 
in light of the Likud 
government's deliberate 
settlement policy in the . 
heartland of Samaria 
and Gaza, the settle
ments were a centr~1 
bone of contention 
dividing the Israeli right 
and left. 

Yitzak Rabin's assas
sination in November 
1995 and the subsequent 
mutual recriminations 
between the Israeli left 
and right abruptly ended 
the debate over the set
tlements. In an effort to 
reach a consensus and to 
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Protesting children November 16 from the settlement of Neve Tzuf, where a 
high school teacher was murdered two weeks earlier: The question of the 
fates of more isolated settlements has surfaced again. Copyright: lsranet. 

unite the people behind 
the peace process, 
Shimon Peres and Yossi 
Beilin, the architects of 
Oslo, reached out to the 
National Religious 
Party-NRP, most close
ly identified with the 
settlement movement. 
Rather than considering 
evacuation of the settle
ments, Peres' position 
changed to one of keep
ing the vast majority of 
settlements in place, 
even if in some cases 
this would leave. them 
under Palestinian con
trol. The NRP, in tum, 
which had already been 
forced to acknowledge 
the limited public sup
port for the settlements 

"in the.heartland of Judea 
and Samaria, was pre
pared to move from 

demanding Israeli sov
ereignty over the territo
ry to leaving the settle
ments in place, even 
under Palestinian con
trol in isolated cases. 

Ehud Barak came to 
office claiming to be 
"everyone's" prime 
minister, and unlike his 
predecessor, Rabin, 
determined not to alien
ate the settler move
ment. As a result, by the 
time he went to Camp 
David and put his final 
offer to Arafat on the 
table, Barak spoke of 
three main blocs of set
tlement that would 
remain under Israeli 

. control, while the 
remainder would remain 
under Palestinian con
trol if their residents 
preferred to stay. In 

other wQrds, Barak did 
not discuss the evacua
tion of the Israelis living 
in the heart of Hebron, 
or in Kfar Darom or 
Netzarim in. Gaza. 

The latest "Al-Aksa" 
Intifida can be more 
aptly described as the 
"settlement" Intifada. 
As the attacks on small 
clusters of settlers in 
isolated areas and the 
soldiers defending them 
have intensified, the 
question of their fate, 
and the attendant cost of 
maintaining their securi
ty, has risen to the sur
face again. Everyone 
recognizes that as long 
as they are there, the set
tlers deserve to be pro
tected. But the cost of 
that enterprise is being 
questioned in a new 

way. 
Israel's tabloid dailies, 

a sure barometer of pub
lic opinion, are now 
including questions 
about the settlements in 
their weekly polls. And 
the results are revealing: 
Israelis are split, virtual
ly down the middle, on 
the importance of the 
settlements as a security 
buffer, on their negative 
impact on negotiations 
with the Palestinians, 
and on the question of 
their evacuation as part 
of an agreement. A 
small majority supports 
immediate evacuation 
of children from the iso
lated settlements. 

Israel's Lebanese 
experience may be a rel
evant precedent. In the 
space of four years, a 
consensus on the need 
to remain in Lebanon to 
protect the security of 
Israel's northern settle
ments became a consen
sus on the need to leave 
Lebanon. Two central 
factors influenced this 
shift - a growing num
ber of casualties, and a 
grassroots movement of 
mothers of soldiers, who 
marshaled public opin
ion against the cost in 
soldiers' lives. It may 
take less time, and no 
more than another "four 
mothers" to slowly 
sway public opinion on 
the settlements even fur
ther than it is today. 

The writer lives in 
Toronto, and comments 
regularly on the Middle 
East. 
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Mixedfamilies' evergreen dilemma: Whether to have a Christmas tree 
By JULIE WIENER 

N EW YORK 
(JTA) - Rabbi 
Mark Levin 

planned to attend a ritu
al circumcision this hol
iday season just a few 
feet away from a 
Christmas tree. The 
Reform rabbi didn't 
know about the decorat
ed evergreen until the 
baby's mother, who is 
Jewish, and one of his 
congregants called to 
make the arrangements 
and mentioned the tree 
as an afterthought. 

Levin, the spiritual 
'leader of Congregation 
Beth Torah in Overland 
Park, Kan., said 'he'll 
still go to the ceremony. 
But it doesn't make him 
happy to see a Jewish 
child grow up with a 
Christian symbol in the 
living room. "Clearly, I 
don't agree that people 
ought to have Christmas 
trees in their homes," he 
said. "On the other 
hand, I do agree that 
people have 
autonomous rights to do 
in their homes as they 
please." 

With abundant com
mercials, carols and 
"holiday specials" 
crowding the airwaves, 
and bright red and green 
decorations adorning 
most neighborhoods, 
American Jews can 
scarcely ignore 
Christmas. Many com
plain of the "December 
dilemma," the feeling 
that Chanukah is over
shadowed by the holi
day commemorating 
Jesus' birth. 

But for Jews married 
to Christians, December 
creates a different 
dilemma: It is the time 
of year when the cultur
al differences between 
husband and wife are 
most evident. Even in 
interfaith families where 
the children are being 
raised solely as Jews, 
the Christian spouse 
often wants to have a 
Christmas tree. 

For many Christians, 
and even those who 
have converted . to 
Judaism, the tree is sim
ply a nostalgic symbol 
of family togetherness. 
"I will have people say, 
'Don't make me give up 
my tree - I could care 
less about Christian the
ology, but it reminds me 
of a fun time in my 
childhood, '" said Levin. 

Ellen Morgan, a 
Catholic married to a 
Jew, Sheldon Zenner, in 
Evanston, IlL, said, 
"Non-Christians tend to 

For Christian spouses, tree can be nostalgic symbol of family togetherness 

The children of a Catholic mother and a Jewish 
father, Elie, left, and Nat Zenner, center, stand 
with their mother, Ellen Morgan, beside the tree 
they have cut in Wisconsin. The boys are being 
raised as Jews, but the family often brings home a 
Christmas tree. Credit:·JTA. 

view the tree as some
thing religious, much 
more than Christians 
do." Trees have "noth
ing to do with my 
Cathol ic upbringing," 
she said, adding, "for 
someone raised a devout 
Christian, Christmas is a 
Nativity scene." 

As for the Jewish part
ner, while some "are 
delighted to have a tree 
in their house - it's 
something they have 
always wanted," a lot 
"can't st.omach it," 
observed Rabbi Sandra 
Cohen of Temple 
Micah, a Reform syna
gogue in Denver. For 
some, the failure to 
stomach the tree stems 
from having an explicit
ly Christian symbol, 
while others worry 
about being embar
rassed when their 
Jewish friends and fam
ily visit. 

In a column in the cur
rent issue of the Internet 
magazine interfaithfam
ily.com, Marlena 
Thompson of Northern 
Virginia writes about 
her angst over whether 
or not to allow her 
Episcopal husband to 
bring a Christmas tree 
into the house. Initially, 
she writes, it was "out of 
the question. According 
to my logic at that time 
(a logic some would 
likely call convoluted), 
it wasn't nearly as cul
turally disloyal to marry 

. someone who wasn't 
Jewish as it was to have 
a Christmas tree." 

Families deal with the 
issue in different ways. 
Thompson ignored the 
pleas of her husband 
and daughter for a tree 
until her husband had a 
stroke four years ago.' 
Moved. by his nostalgia 
for Christmases past, 
Thompson relented, 
writing, "I had for too 
long been selfish in my 

stance against the tree." 
For years, Morgan's 

family also avoided a 
Christmas tree in the 
house, a decision eased 
by the fact that they visit 
her relatives for 
Christmas each year. 
Most Decembers, they 
also spend a weekend 
.with friends at a 
Wisconsin farmhouse, 
where they do 
"Christmasy things," 
like sledding, cutting 
down a fir tree and dec
orating it. But 1 1 win
ters ago, their eldest son 
- then 4 - asked his 
father if he could bring 
home a tree. His father 
said, "We'll cut one 
down that is just your 
size." 

That has become a 
family tradition, 
although if they don't go 
to Wisconsin, they do 
not go out and buy a 
tree. Morgan's husband 
is "comfortable having a 
tree in the house given 
how the tradition devel
oped," said Morgan, 
noting that the tree has 
become a symbol of the 
family weekends with 
friends, rather than of 
Christmas. "His mother, 
who's a Holocaust sur
vivor and very obser
vant, is not at all offend
ed by it," said Morgan. 

Regina Woontner, one 
of Cohen!s congregants 
in Denver, said her fam
ily has avoided 
Christmastime con'flict 
because - although she's 
a "generic Protestant" 
and the family visits her 
sister for Christmas -
she doesn't warit a 
Christmas tree at home. 
"I want to give my kids 
a Jewish education and 
how can you do that if 
you have all this 
Christian stuff in the 
house":''' she asked. But 
the family is atypical, 
she said, noting that 
many of their fellow 

have to figure this out." 
Like the upcoming 

circumcision, or brit 
milah, Levin will attend, 
Cohen once showed up 
to do an in-home baby
naming ceremony, only 
to discover that the fam
ily expected her to do it 
right in front of their 
Christmas tree. She 
insisted on moving the 
ceremony to a different 
room. "I was out of 
seminary six months, 
and it didn't occur to me 
to ask about whether 
there would be a tree," 
recalled Cohen. "I did
n't feel I needed to say I 
can't give your child a 
Hebrew name because 
of this, but I also didn't 
feel like I had to do it in 
that room." 

Elie, left, Sheldon, center, and Nat Zenner stand 
near their lit Chanukah menorah in their 
Evanston, III., home. Credit: JTA. 

Such experiences are 
so common, said Cohen, 
that the issue has come 
up on the Reform move
ment's Central 
Conference of American 
Rabbis' e-mail bulletin 
board. "A number of 
people have said the 
easiest thing to do is just 
not do ceremonies in the 
home in December," she 

congregants do have 
trees and "rationalize it 
as not really a Christian 
thing." 

Sometimes the Jewish . ' partner feels guilty ask-
ing his or her spouse to 
give up the cherished 
symbol. Cohen knows 
of a family in which the 
children are being raised 
Jewish, even though the 
mother is Christian. 
"The father said, 'She 
does so much, she 
brings the kids to syna
gogue, she's willing to 
raise the kids Jewish. 
How can I deny her this 
one thing?' " said 
Cohen. "The tree 
becomes the 'Here is 
my nod, '" said Cohen. 
"We're not going to do 
church, baptize the kids 
or any of that, but we'll 
have a tree." 

Traditional rabbis -
who speak out strongly 
against intermarriage -
generally do not have 
any dealings with 
Christmas trees. But in 
the Reform world, 
where congregations 
have actively reached 
out to interfaith fami
lies, rabbis have a range 
of attitudes toward trees 
in their congregants' 
homes. 

Levin and Cohen say 
Christmas trees are 
more Christian and 
more confusing to chil
dren being raised Jewish 
than most interfaith cou
ples would like to admit. 
People think that 
"because they're calling 
it a secular symbol it is 

in fact that, but our cul
ture has a great deal to 
determine what it 
means," said Levin. "In 
American culture, it's a 
quasi-religious symbol, 
and how children will 
read that is not entirely 
the parents' determina
tion," he added. Cohen 
said, "At its heart, 
Christmas is a religious 
holiday - it's about God 
coming to earth as a 
human being." 

"I think it's better for 
children to know which 
community they are part 
of," said Cohen. "But on 
the other hand, I don't 
think having a 
Christmas tree means 
you can't walk into my 
synagogue. It means 
you're on a path and 

said. Rabbi Sam 
Gordon, of 
Congregation Sukkat 
Shalom in Wilmette, III., 
said, "My feeling is that 
the Christmas tree is just 
a tree." 

Gordon does not tell 
congregants what to 
decide, but urges them 
to use the tree debate as 
a "catalyst" to explore 
the larger issues about 
the values and traditions 
they want to share with 
their children. 

"It can be a time for 
the family to have great 
battles or a time for the 
family to talk values," 
he said. 

An unfortunate generalization 
Thank you for. Glen MacKenzie's story on the 

recent tribute to the St. Louis survivors and the ongo
ing efforts spearheaded by Evelyn Hecht and Willard 
Thiessen to address Christian/Jewish relations 
("Jews, Christians pay homage to survivors of 
'Voyage of the Damned'" - November 22). 

I did, however, perceive Ms. Hecht's comment 
concerning evangelical Christians "always prosely
tizing" to represent something of an unfortunate gen
eralization. It further struck me as unfair to imply 
that evangelical Christians are perpetually uncom
fortable with manifestations of the Jewish faith 
("they don't always want to let us be who we are "). 

My parents considered themselves to be devout 
Christians, and were happy to share their faith with 
others, but only when requested to do so. I'd like to 
think that most of the self-described evangelical 
Christians Ms. Hecht has encountered share this out
look. 

KEVIN WYNNE 
Winnipeg 


