AGUDATH ISRAEL OF AMERICA, in their own words, talking about the child sex abuse problem in the orthodox Jewish community…

Aguda Executive Vice-President, and long-time general counsel, Rabbi Chaim Dovid Zwiebel, Esq., in a 2003 Memo to the NYS Legislature, opposing a mandated child abuse reporting law for clergy:  It would be “patently unconstitutional”, quoted in Jewish Week, September 24, 2008.  (There has never been a court decision striking down such a law.  Twenty-six states currently have clergy mandated reporting laws.)

Law Professor Aaron Twerski, Aguda activist, and former Chair, Aguda Commission on Legislation and Civic Action, June 16, 2006, in Jewish Week, one month after the New York magazine article exposed Rabbi Yudi Kolko, of Yeshiva Torah Temimah, as a child sex abuser:  “I know Rabbi (Lipa) Margulies (head of Yeshiva Torah Temimah) for many years and know him to be a man of great honor.”  (Kolko worked there for decades, despite continuous complaints of sexual and physical abuse against him.  He was later arrested and convicted in connection with sexually abusing two children.)

Rabbi Ephraim Wachsman, keynote speaker at the November 2006 Aguda Annual Convention, addressing child sex abuse allegations appearing on blogs:  “No blogs!….Chadosh assur min haTorah (whatever is new is prohibited by the Torah)!”

Rabbi Matisyahu Salomon, another keynote speaker at the Aguda November 2006 Convention: “There is a time to sweep under the rug!”  

Aguda Washington, D.C. attorney Abba Cohen, in the Jewish Forward, April 27, 2007, commenting on the Baltimore Jewish Times expose of deceased Rabbi Ephraim Shapiro, a yeshiva principal, as a serial child sex molester: “What are they going to do next?  Have a molester of the week feature?”

Rabbi Moshe Heinemann, of Agudath Israel, Baltimore, in a handwritten, signed note dated May 9, 2007, posted in his synagogue, commenting on the article exposing Rabbi Ephraim Shapiro as a child sex molester: “Based on last week’s vicious article in the Baltimore Jewish (?) Times and on other articles of the past, it is my opinion that it is totally inappropriate for this publication to be found in any Jewish home.  This continued injustice against a defenseless, deceased person is already alluded to, in Mishlei (Proverbs): ‘As a dog returns to its vomit, so does a fool returns to his folly.’”

Rabbi Avi Shafran, Aguda Director of Public Affairs, November 22, 2007, on the Cross-Currents web site:  “Abuse, of course, is a serious sin and a serious problem and, tragically, it exists in every community, including the Orthodox…What is also lamentable, though, is that its existence – to whatever extent – in the Orthodox world provides fodder for those who are always at the ready to pounce on the flimsiest of anecdotal evidence to ‘expose’ what they believe are the moral shortcomings of Orthodox life.  Last year, an article appeared in New York magazine that told the tawdry tale of an alleged serial Orthodox child abuser.”  

Rabbi Zwiebel, Jewish Week, “Rabbinic Molesters Issue Moving Aguda”, September 24, 2008:  

“‘Our general sense is that we’re much better off when government leaves us alone’…To be sure, Aguda contemplates no welcome mat for a mandatory government fingerprint program.  That would be ‘quite premature’.  Aguda, he said, wants first to see how the state implements the (current) voluntary law…” (From the N.Y. Post, May 30, 2010: “Fewer than 1 per cent of the state’s 1,900 private schools run fingerprint checks on job applicants to screen for sex offenses and other criminal behavior…only 17 private schools have submitted fingerprints since a 2007 law granted them the right…” Of those 17 schools, only one is a yeshiva.)

Rabbi Yaakov Perlow, Rosh Aguda (Chair, Council of Torah Sages), May 17, 2009, at the Annual Dinner (from the press release):  “…what makes Agudath Israel special is that ‘it seeks the truth of Torah’ and discerns it in the understanding of Gedolei Torah (great rabbis). That determination to divine what is proper for Klal Yisroel (Jewish people) ‘resists even well-meaning daas baalei batim (lay leaders)’, Rabbi Perlow proclaimed, and certainly, ‘the bloggers and the picketers, presumptuous promoters’ of the notion that ‘they know better what is good for the Jews’.”  (The picketers, including some survivor/victims, were on the sidewalk outside the New York Hilton.)

Rabbi Zwiebel, N.Y. Times, “Orthodox Jews Rely More on Sex Abuse Prosecution”, page 1, October 13, 2009: “…prosecutors should recognize ‘religious sensitivities’ by seeking alternatives to prison (for orthodox sex offenders), to avoid depriving a family of its breadwinner…‘The district attorney should be careful not to be seen as making a power grab from rabbinic authority’, Mr. Zwiebel said.” 

Rabbi Zwiebel, November 28, 2009, at the Aguda Convention: “Is it a chillul Hashem (desecration of G-d’s name) that these things are taking place in our community?  Yes…So these actions, when things go wrong, when we do things that aren’t right, when we have these problems in our midst and problems that we haven’t even spoken about, problems about child abuse and molestation and problems about domestic violence and other problems - are we as prone as the rest of society to these issues?  I don’t know.  I sure hope not.  I’d like to think not.  But they exist in our community.  And is it a chillul Hashem when these things happen?  It’s a chillul Hashem.  Is it a chillul Hashem also if, knowing that these things are taking place, we do nothing about them?  I don’t know.  I haven’t learned the sugya (subject) of chillul Hashem.  I don’t know precisely what its parameters are.”

Rabbi Shafran, commenting on a federal bill that would ban corporal punishment in public and private schools, in Religion News Service, July 9, 2010:  “We are certainly not enamored of corporal punishment.  But we are concerned with the rights of religious schools.”  

Rabbi Shlomo Gottesman, co-chair, Aguda Commission on Torah Projects, on May 15, 2011, at a Jewish law conference for professionals, as quoted in the Jewish Forward, May 25, 2011:  Persons who want to report child sex abuse “should consult a rabbi ‘who has experience in these issues’ before going to secular authorities.  ‘If (the rabbi) thinks reasonable suspicion has been met, then you would be allowed to overcome mesirah (informing on another Jew) and report’, said Gottesman…”

Rabbi Zwiebel, Jewish Forward, May 25, 2011, “(M)andated reporters of child sex abuse…should first consult a rabbi before going to the police…  ‘If somebody just comes and makes a claim, that’s not a sufficient basis to invoke the tikkun olam (benefit to society) reason for overriding the general prohibition against mesirah.’”  
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