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ISRAEL  SCENE
CHALLENGING TRADITIONS AT THE HEART OF JUDAISM
 

 

 

 

 

Some women wore prayer shawls openly outside the Western Wall; doing so at the Wall can incur a fine or prison time.
 

 

 

A struggle for the character of the Western Wall, this city’s iconic Jewish holy site and central place of worship, is under way, and it is being fought with prayer shawls and Torah scrolls.
 

On Friday, sheets of rain obscured the Old City’s ancient domes. But by 7 a.m. about 150 Jewish women had gathered at the Western Wall to pray and to challenge the constraints imposed on them by traditional Jewish Orthodoxy and a ruling by the Israeli Supreme Court.
 

Under their coats many of the women, supporters of a group of religious activists called Women of the Wall, wore a tallit, or fringed prayer shawl, a ritual garment traditionally worn only by men. Some wore their prayer shawls openly, an illegal act in this particular setting that can incur a fine or several months in jail. -- Isabell Kershner, NY Times
Click here to view the entire article.
-----------------------------------------------------
 

INSTEAD OF "SHLICHIM"
 

 
 

 

 

Birthright participants in Israel.
 

Photo: Ariel Jerozolimski
 

 

 

 

Less than a month ago, some 150 Jewish Agency shlichim (emissaries) from around the world gathered outside Baltimore to be updated on the professional issues they face in their day-to-day work.
 

Among the matters discussed was how these representatives of Israel can most effectively present their country to the world and specifically to international Jewry. The issue is serious, indeed, at a time of decreasing international support for Israel, and a sense in Israel that the country is often misrepresented in the media, on university campuses and beyond.
 

But what also needs to be addressed is whether these emissary-ambassadors, chosen by the increasingly weakened Jewish Agency, are the ones who should be doing much of this crucial job. -- ﻿﻿editorials.jpost.com
Click here to view the entire article.
-----------------------------------------------------
 

DON'T MAKE ANY SUDDEN MOVES
If you want to understand what's really going on in the alleged Israel-Palestinian peace process, beyond the eternal babble that progress is being made - it's all Israel's fault, all that's needed are just a few more concessions to the Palestinian side and everyone is working hard on it - here's what you need to know.
 

For the present, the Palestinian leadership isn't interested in pursuing negotiations because it has a different strategy which it considers to be much better: get everything it wants from others without making any concessions to Israel.
 

First, the Palestinian Authority has just come very close to obtaining a European Union resolution which made it sound like an independent Palestinian state with its capital in east Jerusalem was a fait accompli. After all, if Europe recognizes Palestine as independent, who needs Israel's agreement? All the PA thinks it would have to do is to demand that Israel leave its sovereign land and expect the EU to back it up. --Barry Rubin, The Jerusalem Post
 

Click here to view the entire article.
-----------------------------------------------------
 

EUROPEAN SCENE
 

FOR ANTWERP JEWS, TURNS OUT DIAMONDS AREN'T FOREVER
 

 

 

 

 

Antwerp's Jewish district has something of the feel of a modern shtetl. (Ben Harris)
 

 

 

 

 

 

Some years ago, Benjamin Lubelsky's son asked him for help fixing his bicycle, a preferred mode of transport here among Jews and gentiles.
 

Lubelsky, a Bobover Chasid, acquired the necessary parts and soon was fielding requests from neighbors for similar services. Seeing the potential for a business, he acquired training in bicycle mechanics and opened his own shop, Gal Gal -- Hebrew for wheel -- in the heart of this city's Jewish quarter.
 

A generation ago it would have been unheard of for a Jew in Antwerp to get his hands dirty as a mechanic. Jobs in the city’s Jewish-dominated diamond industry were abundant, lucrative and required little training. Upwards of three-quarters of Antwerp Jews relied on them for their livelihoods. -- Ben Harris, JTA
 

Click here to view the entire article.
-----------------------------------------------------
 

DANISH JEWS PONDER BLEAK FUTURE
 

 

 

 

 

The Danish Jewish Museum recently mounted an exhibition commemorating 40 years since the Polish immigration, the last significant group of Jewish immigrants to arrive in Denmark. (Ben Harris)
 

 

 

Forty years ago, when a few thousand Polish Jewish refugees arrived in Denmark fleeing an anti-Semitic campaign orchestrated by Poland’s Communist government, Danish Jews welcomed the newcomers with high hopes.
 

Previous waves of Jewish immigrants had rejuvenated a community marked by high rates of intermarriage, assimilation and emigration, and Denmark’s Jews held out the same hopes for these new immigrants.
 

But many of the Polish Jews were assimilated and saw little value in Jewish affiliation, and even those who joined the active Jewish community have seen their children -- following the example of generations of Danish Jews before them -- intermarry and drift from Jewish life in Denmark....

Today, Denmark's Jewish community of some 2,000 members is scarcely bigger than it was 40 years ago. With no great wave of Jewish immigrants on the horizon, Jewish leaders fear they may be witnessing the death throes of a community that dates back to the 17th century. -- Ben Harris, JTA


Click here to view the entire article.
-----------------------------------------------------
 

FUNDAMENTALLY UNFAIR
 

There is no escaping the conclusion that European policy toward Israel has taken a harsher, more aggressive, fundamentally unfair turn.
 

The Swedish proposal last month calling for the immediate recognition of east Jerusalem as the capital of an independent Palestine was an abrupt, jolting surprise to the government of the Jewish state. To be sure, the proposal was softened somewhat by the vote last week by the European Union (EU) members. But it is now clear beyond doubt that the original Swedish initiative was no aberration of foreign policy planning.
 

It was a harbinger of harsh, anti-Israel hectoring. -- The Canadian Jewish News
Click here to view the entire article.
-----------------------------------------------------
 

US SCENE
 

SYNAGOGUES BLOGGING AND TWEETING THEIR WAY TO NEW KINDS OF COMMUNICATION
 

 

 

Participants at Darim Online's social media boot camp on Long Island in October 2009 learn to tweet, among other skills. (Courtesy Darim Online)
 

 

 

Congregation Ner Tamid in Henderson, Nev., webcasts its bar and bat mitzvah services for family and friends who cannot attend.
 

The preschool director at Congregation Beth Israel in Charlottesville, Va., tweets from the classroom several times a day, so parents can feel part of what their children are learning.
 

Within this past year, synagogues, religious schools and other Jewish groups have been signing on to Facebook, blogs, Twitter and other social media eager to learn how new technology can strengthen their organizations and improve their outreach.
 

Faith-based organizations have been “the last to the social media party,” say experts at NTEN: The Nonprofit Technology Network. Now they’re jumping in with enthusiasm -- even the pope has a Facebook page, with nearly 80,000 fans.
 

What they’re finding out is that these tools are transforming who they are and how they operate. That can be scary to leaders comfortable with old organizational models. -- Sue Fishkof, JTA
 

Click here to view the entire article.
----------------------------------------------------- 
 

JEWISH ENVIRONMENTAL GROUP INCREASING EFFORTS AS CLIMATE DEBATE HEATS UP
 

 

 

Sybil Sanchez, the new COEJL director, says the group's focus will be on its Jewish Energy Covenant Campaign seeking increased activism on environmental issues. (Courtesy Sybil Sanchez)
 

 

 

As the debate over how to combat climate change heats up in Copenhagen, the Coalition on the Environment and Jewish Life is ramping up its efforts to help make the Jewish community a key player in the discussion.

Without a full-time director since early 2006, COEJL has secured a half-million dollars in funding for the next two years and hired Sybil Sanchez, executive director of the Jewish Labor Committee, to be its new director.

Sanchez said she sees COEJL helping the Jewish environmental movement transition into a new phase.

For a long time, she said, the goal was to get people to understand such things like “climate change is real” and the negative impact of carbon emissions. But now that “all but the hard core” in the Jewish community are convinced of that, Sanchez said, the question is “how do we integrate that into action as Jewish individuals and activists -- move it to the next level and start to be the change we want to see in the world.”

“It's a challenging and inspiring time,” she said. --Eric Fingerhut, JTA
 

Click here to view the entire article.
-----------------------------------------------------
 

JEWS OF SELMA, ALABAMA, STRUGGLE TO SAVE HISTORIC TEMPLE
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Temple Mishkan Israel in Selma, Ala. The city's remaining Jews are hoping to raise money to turn the synagogue into a museum. (Ben Harris)
 

From the street, the red-brick facade of Temple Mishkan Israel retains all the grandeur of when it was first built in 1899.
 

But step inside, and the degradation of a once proud synagogue is apparent everywhere, from the well-scuffed wood of its pews and holy ark to the cracks lining the soaring supports for its vaulted ceiling, a result of chronic water damage from a leaky roof. Only a series of magnificent stained glass windows appear to have withstood the corrosion of time.
 

Selma's Jewish community, which once numbered well over 100 families, is down to its final dozen or so members, and the synagogue hasn't been in frequent use for years. With the community having accepted the fact of its eventual disappearance, the remaining members have invested their hopes in a plan to transform the historic synagogue into a museum dedicated to the history of a community that was once an important civic presence here. -- Ben Harris, JTA
 

Click here to view the entire article.
-----------------------------------------------------
 

 U.S. ALIYAH HIGHEST IN 36 YEARS
 

Aliyah to Israel from the United States rose by 19 percent this year over 2008, setting a 36-year record. 
 

Some 3,324 immigrants to Israel in 2009 came from the United States. Some 3,767 came from all of North America, compared with 3,124 in 2008.
 

The 2009 total is the highest aliyah from North America in 36 years, according to the Jewish Agency for Israel.
 

New immigrants from North America in 2009 participated in several Jewish Agency absorption programs. Some 300 attended Kibbutz ulpan; 90 attended Ulpan Etzion and 200 are enrolled in degree studies through the Student Authority, according to the Jewish Agency.
 

Some 200 olim from North America, including 81 singles, are scheduled to arrive in Israel on Wednesday as part of a joint Jewish Agency-Nefesh B'Nefesh flight. Another 210 from South Africa, France and the United Kingdom were scheduled to arrive this week on Jewish Agency-arranged flights. -- JTA
-----------------------------------------------------

TO "FREE" OR NOT TO "FREE"
 

 


 

 

 

 

Rabbi Andy Bachman, second from left, Gali Cooks and Rabbi Ari Weiss took part in a recent panel discussion about young Jews and philanthropy, moderated by The Jewish Week’s Tamar Snyder, left.
 

 

 

When it comes to attracting young Jews to Jewish programs and events, “free” has become the operative word. Those in their teens and 20s have been dubbed “Generation Free” by the likes of Chris Anderson, the editor in chief of Wired Magazine and author of “Free: The Future of a Radical Price” (Hyperion, 2009), and Jews are no exception. The younger generation of Jews has grown accustomed to checking Gmail while using Wi-Fi at Barnes and Noble, catching up with friends on Facebook and typing term papers on Google Docs (free, free, free and free). They’re not nearly as suspicious of the “free lunch” as the previous generation, and don’t necessarily wonder when (or if) they’ll have to pick up the tab.
 

The recent fascination with Jewish social entrepreneurship has fashioned young Jewish innovators into the darlings of funders, who treat them to fancy meals and hotel stays (though not necessarily offering the full project support these innovators hope for). --Tamar Snyder. NY Jewish Week
 

Click here to view the entire article.
-----------------------------------------------------
 

CANADA SCENE
 

CHANUKAH AT CALGARY MOSQUE
 

Muslim and Jewish families met December 13 at a Calgary mosque to celebrate Chanukah in what one organizer said may have been the first time the Festival of Lights has been celebrated in a Muslim house of worship. The families met at the Green Dome Islamic School and Mosque to talk about their beliefs and traditions.
 

“We live in a multicultural society and we have to know each other, we have to understand each other,” Imam Syed Soharwardy of the Islamic Supreme Council of Canada told CTV.ca, who said the event was probably the first celebration of Chanukah at a mosque.
 

“There’s more things that are similar than are different in various faiths, and it’s very important for people to get together and learn about each other and talk to one another and understand what those similarities are,” said Judy Shapiro of the Calgary Jewish Community Council. --The Canadian Jewish News
-----------------------------------------------------
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15 CANADIAN DELEGATES ATTEND USY
 

Fifteen United Synagogue Youth (USY) delegates from the Eastern Canadian region (ECRUSY) attended the organization’s 59th annual International Convention at the Chicago Marriott Downtown Hotel, Dec. 27-31. There are eight ECRUSY chapters, all in Ontario: Toronto, Thornhill, London, St. Catharines, Hamilton and Ottawa.
 

USY is the high school affiliate of the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism. The event  provided a unique opportunity for teens from across the continent to an educational experience combined with social action and fun, according to its organizers.
 

Keynote speaker was Dr. Ron Wolfson, educator at the American Jewish University, author and president of Synagogue 3000 in Los Angeles.
 

Although participating synagogues must be affiliated with United Synagogue, individual teens need not be members to join the youth group, explained Rabbi Jennifer Gorman, director of youth activities for the Eastern Canadian region.
 

“While we are a small region, we have a great impact on International USY,” she said. “Last year, Ezra Moses, ECRUSY president 2007-2008, co-chaired the convention. This year Immediate Past-President David Wallach is one of the co-chairs. As well, Max Marmer, ECRUSY communications VP 2007-2008 and 2008-2009, is concluding his term as the USY international communications vice-president.”
 

Throughout the convention, participants explored the theme: "Love Your Neighbour, Love Yourself." -- Jewish Tribune
 

Click here to view the entire article.
-----------------------------------------------------
 

CONSERVATIVE JEWISH SCENE
 

MASORTI OLAMI NEWS
 

News from the World council of Conservative/Masorti Synagogues.
 

Click here to view the newsletter.
-----------------------------------------------------
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