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My air is flung with souls which will not stop


and among them hangs a soul that has not died


and refuses to come home.



– John Berryman, “His Toy, His Dream, His Rest”


There is a midrash – a piece of the rabbinic lore in which Jewish tradition steeps Scripture – that suggests that Abraham, stopped by an angel in the act of slaughtering his son on God’s orders, still wished to inflict a minor wound with the ritual knife he held at the boy’s throat. He meant (we are told) to prove the purity of his intent to carry out the original child sacrifice by drawing at least “a little blood.” Anticipating him, the angel told Abraham, at Genesis 22:12: “Do not inflict [even] a blemish on him [the boy], for now I know that you are a God-fearing man” – in other words, your willingness to serve God has been noted and credited; there is no need to act it out even in part.

My own mind recoils from this view of the Patriarch, so fixated on a gift of blood that his perspective encloses only larger or smaller varieties of assault. But as an Orthodox Jew, I am forced to acknowledge that for centuries my ancestors have read this tale, notated just this way, without finding anything to question in the moral. In fact, I have heard it suggested more than once, by Orthodox Jewish fathers, that ritual circumcision is a way of actualizing the blood-offering that God forbade Abraham.

What does this sacrificial hunger signify about the assumptions we Jews bring to bear on our children? – More specifically, on the exploitation of our children? Because so much of the legal and journalistic work I do has involved victims of child sexual abuse – often Orthodox Jewish victims – I have no facile way around this question. Is the metaphor of wounding one’s child to establish his own wholeness too readily congruent with what Samuel Butler savaged as “the British parent theory,” as expressed in the aria in Handel’s Samson where Manoah (Samson’s father) insists that the son’s blindness is really no affliction at all, as long as “he, Manoah, can see perfectly well”?
 Does a religious education grounded in similar principles, the child’s enclosure in the adult’s priorities, prepare darker uses of children to satisfy adult emotional and sexual needs?

My worries about this are not new. But they are growing. In 2002, I co-wrote an opinion column (with Amy Neustein) for the Jewish Exponent to complain that child sex abuse was under-recognized in religious Jewish communities simply because, thanks to the communal fear of public exposure, too many victims met with cover-ups instead of compassion.
 At that time, the idea that child sex abuse could be occurring among Jews on the scale we feared was so unfamiliar to Jewish media that the Exponent’s editor, Jonathan Tobin, was almost the only one willing to raise the issue. Not any more. In the years since, more and more victims have come forward, some to the press, some to courtrooms, all telling painfully similar stories of their abuse and its aftermath.

Now – as a lawyer as well as a writer – I can speak for some clients of my own, in particular several adult survivors of child sexual abuse perpetrated by one well-known Orthodox rabbi. These men have been Orthodox Jews all their lives, and their histories, painfully confided to me long after the abuse they suffered as boys, have confirmed my growing doubts about some of the values of the religious circles they and I inhabit. Not only as their advocate, but as a human being and a fellow Orthodox Jew, I have shared the survivors’ frustration at watching their attacker go unpunished for over twenty years, in large part because Orthodox Jewish parents would not report his crimes to the police. I have witnessed their double victimization: first by the rabbi who abused them; second, by the silence in which they have had to carry the truth. I’ve watched that silence betray the obligations of memory and strengthen the guilty. I’ve seen how the victims’ public fidelity to Jewish institutions belies their private conviction that those institutions failed them when they were most needed.

I am not going to violate these men’s confidences. But I do believe I have to examine the implications of their stories, and of the fact that except to me – their advocate – most of the victims telling these stories have been invisible to the religious community. I know that a close analysis of what they have to say will seem threatening to many Jews who have not had to face the issues firsthand. But not to raise the questions – not to consider possibly painful answers – would be to sin against the victims, our religious communities, and ourselves.
1.
“What Happened”

“When you’re abused as a child,” says one of my clients, “and you grow up to be an adult, and you know the man who violated you was never punished, the violation never leaves you. You’re never whole. People,” he adds, meaning his coreligionists, “have got to understand that.” Or, as another victim put it: “Every day that the perpetrator is living openly, knowing that nothing is being done to him, that no one cares, is another day of being victimized all over again.”


My connection to these people is inseparable from the theme of continuing victimization. The man my clients
 accuse of abusing them – a Hasidic psychologist/school administrator named Avrohom Mondrowitz, who won the trust of the Brooklyn Orthodox community with the title “rabbi” – has remained unpunished for over twenty-five years. Though authorities believe Mondrowitz sodomized or otherwise abused hundreds of Orthodox Jewish children in the early 1980s, not one of their families reported him to police. After the parents of a few non-Jewish children (who were also allegedly abused by Mondrowitz) did press first-degree sodomy and child abuse charges against him, Mondrowitz fled the country in December 1984 and reappeared in Jerusalem, where he lived undisturbed for the next twenty-three years. Technically he was a wanted fugitive – but at the urging of the Orthodox Jewish community in both countries, legal authorities were content to leave Mondrowitz a free man until steadily mounting public pressure resulted in his arrest in November 2007.
 In fact, if rabbinic leaders had had their way, he would never have been arrested. “It was a long time ago,” was how one prominent rabbi responded, as recently as the summer of 2006, to my suggestion that Mondrowitz should face prosecution. “What for?”


Needless to say, that is not how the survivors see it. Years after their abuse they have been breaking silence, one by one – though still anonymously in most cases – to demand that their attacker face punishment. (Despite the passage of time, Brooklyn prosecutors confirm that the case is not barred by any statute of limitations, since Mondrowitz was both charged and indicted within the legally required period, and has remained out of the country ever since. However, until very recently the current Brooklyn District Attorney was unwilling to take the needed steps to secure Mondrowitz’s return to New York for trial – a point I will touch upon later.)

For these survivors, justice is anything but an outdated gesture. “I’ll never be the same,” says one, almost a quarter of a century after being abused. “I’ve been through a bad marriage because of it. I never felt comfortable with my parents – who I couldn’t tell the whole story – because of it. My religious life has been changed forever. And every time I hear his name or something about him, and know he still hasn’t paid for what he did, it’s like I’m going through it all over again.”


The religious community’s lack of interest – or worse – in their abuse lives on in these people as an element of their trauma. Nearly all of them tell me they cannot openly describe their experience to this day, not while simultaneously meeting the demands of a religious society that frowns on bringing “shame” to one’s family – or one’s rabbis. Though they are members of a highly verbal and historically conscious culture, they are denied the affirmation of their own experience. Some of them have never told their parents about what they suffered as children; of those who did, three of them tell me they were met, at least initially, with flat disbelief. One victim says that his father slapped him across the face and told him never to repeat what he had said.


* * *

In unemotional, nasal tones, a young man I will call David has described how he was first molested by a teacher in his yeshiva, then by Mondrowitz – the rabbi to whom he was sent for “therapy” after the first episode of abuse.

At first, like nearly all of his victims I have spoken to, the rebellious fifteen-year-old was impressed with Mondrowitz. He seemed open, flexible, understanding – very different from other rabbis David had encountered. “He talked at your level,” David remembers. “He really talked my language. He could see I didn’t want to be there. The first thing he said to me was, ‘You want to run? Run. I don’t give a shit.’ It may sound weird now, but it impressed me. There didn’t seem to be any phoniness about him.”

“At the third or fourth visit,” David continues, “he hugged me. It all seemed natural at first. Even when he asked me to sit in his lap, I thought it was just a way to make me feel comfortable. Then – well, then things progressed from there.”

According to David, interspersed with acts of sexual abuse were instances of affection and comradeship, though even these were spiced with sexual overtones. “He knew I wanted to see R-rated movies my parents wouldn’t approve of, and I couldn’t go in alone. So he would take me to movies that he chose. They were sexually explicit films – not ‘XXX,’ but very sexual, especially for my age. One was Caligula.” Mondrowitz also asked him to sleep over at his house, ostensibly for the boy’s convenience.

David says he felt “numb” during the first abusive acts. “I was so shocked, I couldn’t feel anything except depression. I felt like a nothing, like worse than a nothing. Remember, I was there because a teacher molested me. I’d been through the whole thing. This was the first man I trusted with the story of what happened to me. And then he attacked me. I never, ever thought the rabbi who was supposed to be helping me would do it to me again. I thought it was something about me, like I had a big sign on my back that said ‘Whore.’ I really thought I would lose it.”

After a few months David refused to go back to Mondrowitz, though he still did not tell his parents why. In fact, he might never have shared his secret with them had not a family meltdown triggered an ultimatum from his father to return to Mondrowitz for more “therapy.” That was when the truth finally came out – though it was some time before his father believed it. “I could see he couldn’t believe the story about Mondrowitz, he thought I was making it up as an excuse not to go back. So I said to him, in the hardest voice and words I knew, ‘If you don’t keep that fucking faggot away from me, I will kill him.’ He was so shocked, he let me out of seeing him. He still didn’t believe me.”

After Mondrowitz fled the country, David once traveled to Israel with the idea of making good on his threat against Mondrowitz. “Fortunately,” he says, “my wife knew what I was thinking of doing and made sure I was never alone.” David never encountered Mondrowitz, for which he is grateful: “It wouldn’t have fixed anything anyway.” Instead, he concentrated on trying to impress local rabbis with the gravity of the abuse he had suffered. He testified to a panel of rabbis about his history, including his abuse by the yeshiva rabbi (not Mondrowitz) who continued to teach children in Brooklyn. But nothing happened.

“The system failed us,” he says. “There was nobody there to protect us. No one really even wanted to hear it.” He once wrote an account of his experience and gave the narrative to one of America’s leading Orthodox rabbis, who told him what he had written should not be circulated because “people will think there’s too much hate in it.” At this comment David’s voice finally breaks out of its nasal deadpan into a bitter laugh. “He never said he was sorry about what made me feel so much hate,” David says. “Where the hate came from, that didn’t seem to concern him. I guess that didn’t matter, as long as no one saw what was done to me.”

* * *


“Michael,” another of my clients, says that reverence for rabbis was once the underpinning of his attachment to Judaism. So his faith was badly shaken by his experience with Mondrowitz. Unlike David, he was not abused by Mondrowitz in what was supposed to be “therapy”; Mondrowitz was the father of a close childhood friend of his, and being abused in his friend’s home – by his friend’s respected father – cast a pall over everything he had once trusted.

What hurt most, though, was discovering that a prominent rabbi in Mondrowitz’s Hasidic community had received complaints about Mondrowitz long before he was finally exposed by the police (and possibly before Michael himself was abused). Despite the reports, the rabbi had taken no action.


“After Mondrowitz ran [from the country],” says Michael, “I found out that the rabbi admitted he had heard about Mondrowitz abusing children. It’s not that he didn’t believe it. He just didn’t want to deal with it.”


Michael still lives in a fervently religious community, but he has never been able to trust rabbinic authorities as he once did. He rarely feels safe sharing his experience; he is concerned that it could mark him, and his family, as different from others, as faintly suspect. Today a handful of people know. His wife is among them, but she is very fearful of strangers finding out, lest the news interfere with their children’s marriage prospects. This, she and Michael believe, is all that speaking openly would accomplish among their coreligionists.


* * *


The story of “Jacob” is also typical of many Mondrowitz victims. He is bitter when he describes how Orthodox rabbis, fearful of the sort of publicity Mondrowitz’s arrest and trial would have brought to Brooklyn’s ultra-Orthodox Jews, worked behind the scenes for decades to prevent Mondrowitz’s prosecution.


“Why do you think,” he asks, “that it took so many years for him to be reported to the police in the first place? While he was abusing kids the whole time. You think nobody knew? Plenty of rabbis knew. But he only got in trouble when he went after the Italian kids on his block. . . . Our community never wanted him reported.”


After becoming my client in 2006, Jacob filed a confidential written complaint with Brooklyn prosecutors, describing a long history of sexual abuse by Mondrowitz (of which he was afraid to tell anyone at first), but he has never received a response. He is angry that in 1993, Brooklyn D.A. Charles Hynes quietly dropped efforts to have Mondrowitz returned to New York for trial.
 “What do they care?” he asked me angrily, before Hynes reversed his position and asked for the case to be reopened in late 2007. “What do they care if a frum [Orthodox] Jew abuses kids? They only care if the community cares. And you know what? This D.A. is listening to people in the community who never want this to see the light of day. Never. There are a lot of them. And they vote.”


Jacob still will not identify himself publicly as a survivor of child sexual abuse. Though he says “Mondrowitz ruined my life, and lots of other lives,” he still doubts that any good will come of open acknowledgment – even when, after over twenty years of evasive tactics, the leaders of his religious community have the story thrust upon them.

* * *

As these all too typical stories suggest, we miss the point if we confine our view of the survivors’ trauma to the acts of sex abuse alone – to “what happened.” Such a narrow focus ignores a critical part of the victims’ grievances and fudges too many questions of ultimate responsibility. We must take into account deprivations that extend both before and after the particular acts of abuse: we need to examine the shame and communal denial that are components of each victim’s impotence to speak out, and the causes of those feelings, the roots of ignorance and fear.

“I put it this way,” says David. “If someone fires a gun at you, it’s the bullet that actually does the damage to your body – it’s what hits you. But who’s responsible? Obviously, the person who pulled the trigger. In these cases, the abuser is the bullet. He does the damage. But the community – all the people who let him get close to you, who don’t stop him when the damage starts, who don’t listen when you tell them, who don’t want to listen, who won’t talk about it, who don’t want anyone speaking out: they’re the ones who pull the trigger. They have more responsibility than the abuser himself, in my opinion.”

2.
A History of Silence

The collective silence that has closed around the subject of child sex abuse in Jewish communities has a history – one that must be understood if we are to compass the problems it signifies. While Jews have much to be proud of in our historical treatment of children, Jewish traditions on this subject are more equivocal than we generally like to admit. One need only mention, from the traditional law codes, the narrowly seasonal warning issued to teachers against striking young students – “even with a strap” – during the three-week interval between the fast of the 17th of Tammuz and that of the 9th of Ab.
 The same texts are silent concerning whether teachers are permitted to use physical violence against these children during the rest of the year.

Nor is sexual abuse safely out of bounds in traditional Jewish literature. In fact, the Hebrew Bible contains the following searing passages in which God himself metes out sexual abuse as punishment for misbehavior:

I shall expose her nakedness before the eyes of her lovers; no man can save her from me.

I shall gather all your lovers to whom you have pledged yourself, those whom you loved together with those whom you hated, I shall gather them all against you round about, and I shall expose your private parts to them and they shall see your nakedness. . . . They shall strip you of your clothes and take your valuable things, and leave you nude and naked.

Layers of Talmudic tradition have done nothing to cushion the graphic impact of these lines. The rabbis seem to have accepted the premise that so long as the victim belongs to the abuser (as the wife does to the husband, as the Children of Israel do to God), the victim’s sexual violation is not a crime. Surely this has disturbing implications for the welfare of children, who, as we shall see, have all too often been subordinated in Jewish tradition to adults’ purposes and desires.

Anyone familiar with victims’ narratives of abuse must be particularly struck by the failure of the traditional literature to look at a child’s victimization from the child’s point of view. Consider the famous passage mentioned at the beginning of this essay, which traditional Jews for centuries have called the “aqeidath Yitzhoq” – the binding of Isaac. A couple of points, drawn from the rabbinic commentaries on this passage, deserve attention here. First there is the name itself, which focuses not on the sparing of Isaac (which one of my clients poignantly says is the climax of the story for him) but rather on the binding of Isaac, an emphasis suggesting that the real subject is neither the boy’s rescue nor even his father’s faith, but rather the son’s forcible subjugation – as if the story had made its point once Isaac is rendered helpless to affect it. Isaac is thus reduced to metaphor, a wordless attestation to the sanctity of Abraham’s submission to God; the disappearance of the child’ perspective behind devotional tableaux leaves the child, ominously, in the posture of mute victimhood.

Second, there is the fact that Jewish literature, which richly elaborates Abraham’s emotions at the moment of his aborted child-sacrifice, is virtually silent about the feelings of his intended victim. Apart from Isaac’s plaintive query about the missing sacrificial animal at Genesis 22:7 (a query that, significantly, Abraham does not really answer), we know nothing about Isaac’s fears or intentions before his near-killing – and nothing about his reaction to those events after the fact. We do not even know whether Isaac hears the voice of the angel who saves his life. (If he does not, we have no idea how he interprets his father’s sudden change of heart at the crucial moment.)

In a story of such central religious importance, the absence of commentary on these points compounds an uneasy silence: that is, silence about the ramifications of violence aimed at children; and even more importantly, a normative silence that implies the unavailability of the child’s perspective. For to look behind “the binding of Isaac” is to destroy it. Any retelling of the story from Isaac’s point of view (from any child’s point of view) unravels its traditional form as surely as Yehuda Amichai’s poetic suggestion that “the real hero” of the story is the ram – the animal “caught by its horns in a thicket” – that father and son eventually sacrifice, together, atop Mount Moriah.

In other words, the traditional Jew who internalizes the meaning of “aqeidath Yitzhoq” (tradition requires that the passage be recited daily), is likely to believe two premises: first, that in any situation involving the violent use of a child it is the adult’s perspective, not the child’s, that matters; second, that one must never ask why this is so.

Do these fundamental inhibitions still constrain traditional Jewish communities, and do they affect how those communities confront reports of child sex abuse? My clients say that they do.

“I wish the rabbis I’ve talked to were as worried about what the abuse did to me – and other children – as about what the news would do to the community, the schools, the rabbis,” says a victim, now an adult. “Nobody wanted to hear it,” agrees another. “What they kept coming back to was, ‘How will this look for us? What will people say?’ They could feel the pain of the community at the scandal. They could even sympathize with the abuser’s innocent family. But what about me? My family? It was almost like I wasn’t there, I didn’t count.”

As if to confirm how completely the public-relations goals of Orthodox adults eclipse the needs of child abuse victims, one Orthodox rabbi – who is well aware of my work, and is himself acquainted with many child sex abuse victims – actually told me that the true story of abuse of boys in our communities must not reach the general public; if it did, he fretted, “people will say, ‘The rabbis are homosexuals.’” Such priorities virtually ensure that denial will be the community’s first line of response to reports of child sex abuse – as indeed is the case.

True, as of this writing (in 2009), Orthodox officialdom – for the first time – has begun to express concern that such abuse really does occur. I do not mean to minimize the importance of this hard-won candor. Nor would my clients. But even the comments of the most well-meaning Orthodox Jewish spokesmen follow a disturbingly evasive pattern. Again and again, they try their best to protect community institutions – that is, to justify the perspective of the adults those institutions serve. They do this even when the authors’ own observations, pursued to their logical conclusions, call those institutions sharply into question. Nearly all of their statements run the course of the following apologia, in which the author (a rabbi with considerable experience with Orthodox Jewish child sex abuse victims) struggles to justify the traditional system that so clearly failed the children he writes about:

Over the years that I have been dealing with at-risk youth, I’ve had extensive and ongoing consultations with the leading gedolim [prominent rabbis] of our generation on a wide-ranging array of issues where I was fortunate to receive their Torah perspective and their wisdom. .  . .

Over the past decade we have come to the painful realization that we are not immune from challenges that face the broader community . . . Now, we are being squarely faced with the painful reality that sexual abuse is also rearing its ugly head in our Torah community.

This does not represent a failure of our chinuch [education] system or a breakdown of our mesorah (tradition). Not by any means. By virtue of the moral compass of our Torah and the nature of our sheltered society, we have a lower percentage of these issues than the general population. Less, but not none.

This passage, ostensibly sympathetic, traverses a virtual conspectus of denial – probably unconsciously, for the writer goes on to knock the support out from under his own defenses. He begins by assuring his Orthodox readers that their cherished “gedolim” have supported his work with abuse victims. But almost immediately afterward he starts to complain of “the culture of denial” (his words), and of “the destructive habit of hoping that problems will self-correct and go away” – a cultural habit among the Orthodox that could hardly have been formed without the approval of the same rabbinic leaders he is trying to praise. Likewise, he comforts the Orthodox reader with the implication that sex abuse is a virus carried stealthily into our ranks from “the broader community,” and underlines his point by approving the Orthdodox educational system of private religious schools. But a few paragraphs later he makes the astonishing admission that without “a groundswell of support” from parents, these same schools will ignore the issue altogether; in his words, the schools

will find it difficult to create and implement the type of programs to teach children how to establish personal boundaries and to ensure their own safety.

Finally, he insists that Orthodox communities suffer less from child sexual abuse than other communities do (an unproven assumption that Orthodox leadership wants to believe); yet he openly acknowledges one (1) Orthodox Jewish pyschologist having told him of receiving no fewer than five calls each week from parents whose children were abused, or from adults who were abused as children. What is more, he admits that this represents only a fraction of the problem.

An acknowledgment of child sexual abuse so riddled with backpedaling and ambivalence reveals an Orthodoxy that is much more conflicted than this Orthodox writer is prepared to admit. It also reflects, I am sure, a desperate effort to protect traditional religious institutions (and the patterns of thinking they encourage) from the implications of the writer’s own insights. Unfortunately, this is typical of such acknowledgments, and it is a component of the very “culture of denial” he thinks he is opposing.

And what of the contemporary literature on Orthodox Jewish law? Does this, at least, reflect a heightened awareness of the dangers of child sexual abuse among the traditionally-minded? The answer is no. New compilations of Jewish sex law are not hard to find; what is more, they are notable for assiduous detail in their catalogues of prohibited acts. But for all the stern moralizing to be found about, say, the evil of sleeping on one’s back (which may invite masturbation) or of a nine-year-old boy being left alone in the same room with an unmarried adult woman (for fear of an unexpected sexual encounter), these texts say nothing at all about child abuse. The rules forbidding the seclusion of a man and woman are given no application, even in the most recent religio-legal texts, to a situation involving a pedophile and a child.

3.
A Potentially Abusive Morality


“The only thing I can remember being told about sex before I was abused as a child,” says an Orthodox Jewish victim, now an adult, “was that if I thought about it, or even looked at a girl, the purity of my mind would be polluted.” Sexual discipline is easily confused with sexual repression, and in this case the teaching had an unexpected effect: the young man says that after a while he began to think of his own recurring sexual thoughts as proof of unfitness – an attitude exploited, in turn, by the rabbi who abused him.


“If you tell anyone what happened,” another victim remembers being told by his abuser, “they’ll know that there’s something wrong with you. Otherwise you wouldn’t have been involved in something like this.”


Like steady rainfall, ceaselessly repeated images can soften and carve the mental landscape until certain ideas are established beyond the reach of skepticism, even of conscious thought. A Christian scholar has wondered aloud whether his religion’s sanctification of the sheer physical anguish of the Passion has contributed to religious cruelty: “The psychological connection of this worship of Suffering . . . with the fact that Christianity has been the bloodiest religion in history still remains to be made out.”
 A similar point could be made about the Jewish scriptures’ fascination with sexuality as a symbol of unworthiness. To the passages in Hosea and Ezekiel already quoted, we may add (for instance) the prophecy of Isaiah 47:2-3, in which divine retribution is gloatingly described in synecdoche as sexual violation: “. . . Uncover your hair, make bare your leg, uncover the thigh . . . Your nakedness shall be uncovered, yea, your shame shall be seen.” As I have suggested, what is most important about such passages is not their obscenity – though that is striking enough – but the twin assumptions that sexuality is properly an instrument of humiliation, and that one’s sexual integrity is neither a right nor a natural human condition, but a privilege bestowed (or revoked) at will by a more powerful being. These are poisonous ideas, and an early introduction to impressionable young minds sustains them throughout our lives, lixiviating into our collective religious consciousness.

To understand what these scriptural paradigms mean for Jewish children, we need only recall how the textual imagery suggests a dynamic that marries possession to violation – and then remember psychology’s disturbing insight into the parent-child relationship, which, in a free culture, stands out as the one most closely approximating ownership. It is no longer possible to ignore the fact that children’s degradation may serve to discharge adult anxieties. Even modern adults may still feel free, under the sanction of society’s selective indifference, to use their children to serve emotional needs (for revenge, for power, for the channeling of their own fears) they would scarcely dare to satisfy in any other way.

Alice Miller, the great psychotherapist who abandoned Freudian psychoanalysis because she found it blind to the victimization of children, specifically linked child sexual abuse to the “Fourth Commandment” that instructs every child, “Honor thy father and thy mother.”
 According to Miller, the social internalization of this imperative has sanctioned the use of children to satisfy adult needs – “treating their own children like their property.” Miller believed that this leads, unchecked, first to emotional and then to sexual abuse precisely because traditional Judeo-Christian authority has never allowed us to recognize its underlying evil. “What is actually taboo,” she wrote in 1981,

is to notice that adults have the right to put the child to whatever use they please if it satisfies their needs, to utilize the child as an outlet for abreacting humiliation they once suffered themselves.

With such a comment in mind, I can’t help seeing ominous features in the relevant Jewish literature. Samson Raphael Hirsch, who died in 1888, is known as a modernizer of Orthodoxy, almost a patron saint of today’s culturally progressive Orthodox Jews. Yet even the “progressive” Rabbi Hirsch could see no value in the education of small children higher than the inculcation of subservience. “Habituate him [your son] early to obedience,” wrote Hirsch, “to sacrifice his own satisfaction and enjoyment for something higher.”
 True, Hirsch did not explicitly identify this “something higher” with the father’s will; presumably “the worship of God” would have been the rabbi’s preferred phrase. But the very ambiguity of this “something higher” as the object of the child’s obedience has eerie implications, since “early” education is exactly the stage where the distance from paternal to divine authority will be least discernible.

The relation of sexual abuse to this insistence upon children’s unqualified submission is hard to miss, I think, when we compare Hirsch’s authoritarian summary of Jewish pedagogy with his cavalier comment on the traditional Jewish interpretation of Deuteronomy 21:11.
 Hirsch observes (alas, correctly) that “most opinions” interpret this verse as permitting the rape of a woman taken captive in battle. Far from disapproving this view, Hirsch writes that for the soldier in question the criminal penalties for violating his captive are suspended when – and because – “in the first heat of the conquest he has already yielded once to his passion.”

Note the use of the word “yielded” to describe what was, in fact, a violent assault. Obviously Rabbi Hirsch conceives the rapist in this case as morally, as well as emotionally, passive. Hirsch is speaking here for the sexual morality that is part and parcel of Talmudic tradition, so his comment provides an important glimpse at its seamy side – the undercurrent of a preoccupation with the dynamics of sexual temptation. For in one bland sentence Hirsch carries out exactly the psychological operation that must lie at the root of abusive sexuality: a blurring of the line between appetite and object. This process dehumanizes a vulnerable person (here a captive woman, all too often a child) by reducing her to the status of object, to mere impulse-stimulant. It narrows the scope of moral attention to the impulse alone, as if the desire were independent of the human being it threatens.

Is it really necessary to stress that this isn’t so – that there are always intermediate steps between sexual desire and rape? Surely it is obvious that sexual violence is no more inevitable than any other kind. What perhaps needs to be underlined is that each of the steps culminating in a sexual assault is of critical significance when the crime is viewed from the victim’s perspective. But – and this is the point – the mind that can rationalize rape as a mere “yielding” to “passion” has never stopped to discriminate those steps because it has never conceived the evil of sexual assault as anything more than a lapse of male self-control. So Rabbi Hirsch writes as though the whole process were nothing but cause and effect: temptation plus “yielding” equals rape. “Morality” of this sort submerges the victim’s point of view into that of the attacker, a process that removes the victim from considerations of the essence of the crime.

And the prevalence of this approach to sexual crimes in traditional Jewish literature can have serious consequences. For instance, even the level-headed Maimonides was prepared to insist on the death penalty for any non-Jewish woman with whom a Jewish man has had illicit sexual intercourse – even if she was the victim of rape – his logic being that, by her very existence, the victim represents an indirect moral threat, a reminder of sin.
 It is as if, for the traditional Jew, the victims of sexual assault existed merely as temptations, as “impure thoughts” better off forgotten – or dead. As Nietzsche acidly remarked, “A religious person thinks only of himself.”

Where an assessment of sexual assault is so easily distracted from the victim’s perspective, can we expect the legitimate needs of children – already held to be subordinate to their parents’ wishes – to be given their due? In fact, it is a very short step from traditional Jewish legalism (or from Hirsch’s rationalization of rape, which derived from it) to the reduction of child sex abuse to a mere technical violation that offends God’s law, but not flesh and blood. Rabbi Manis Friedman, a well-known speaker and writer on traditional Jewish sex laws, has illustrated the smallness of the gap by saying publicly that pedophilia – while sinful – represents “normal, natural sexuality.”
 (While Rabbi Friedman’s attitude may not be typical of Orthodox Jews, it is significant that Jewish newspapers catering to the Orthodox community continue to laud him as an authority, while not one of them has challenged his views on pedophilia.)
 An approach to child sex abuse that equates it with, say, a premarital encounter between consenting adults – which is the meaning of Rabbi Friedman’s dictum – betrays children in exactly the same way Maimonides and Hirsch betrayed adult rape victims: it denies their claim on justice by abolishing their perspective, and thus becomes another sturdy pillar in the edifice of communal denial.

4.
“Don’t Tell the Police”

Grafted onto a narrow sexual morality that keeps abuse victims in shadow is another Jewish tradition with equally ominous implications for child sex abuse victims: a long-standing hostility toward non-Jewish secular society and its institutions, a hostility with cultural roots as old as the Talmud and more powerful in some respects than Jewish law itself.


Here too, the legal tradition is actually somewhat equivocal. Although Jewish law against m’sirah (informing) has roots in the Talmud,
 the Talmudic context clearly delimits the prohibition as the betrayal of one’s fellow Jew to robbers or extortionists, whether these criminals happen to be Jews or non-Jews; the references to non-Jewish government authorities (such as tax collectors) in these texts reflect nothing more than the early Diaspora reality of predatory officials who often harassed vulnerable Jewish communities and were, in fact, hardly better than common thugs. An influential commentary from the late nineteenth century specifically explains the laws against “informing” in just these terms:

It is known to all readers of history that in ancient times, in distant countries, a man had no security, in person or property, thanks to raiders and robbers, including those who took upon themselves the name of “official,” as is well known even today in some countries of Africa – [where] the raider and thug act as functionaries of the government . . . And from these circumstances proceed all of the laws regarding the “traducer” and “informer” found in the Talmud and legal decisors . . .

In a country like today’s United States, such laws certainly do not appear to justify protecting a suspected criminal from the police. Current rabbinic authority, likewise, does not require such a practice. Several of today’s leading Orthodox rabbis, including the highly respected ultra-Orthodox Rabbi Yosef Shalom Elyashiv, have authorized reporting suspected child molesters to police.

None of this, however, seems to outweigh a deeply ingrained rabbinic prejudice in favor of deflecting, if at all possible, the scandal likely to attend a public accusation of a sex crime. An Orthodox rabbi, Yosef Blau – also an administrator at Yeshiva University – recently put his finger on this prejudice in an extraordinary j’accuse:

Anyone in contact with survivors of abuse is aware that they rarely get any support when they complain to rabbis. How many teachers have been fired from one school only to be hired by another. The true reason that they were let go was not revealed because the fellow needs to make a living and the scandal will hurt his family. . . . [W]here is the concern for new victims and their families? . . . The true losers are all of us as we allow the existing chillul hashem [desecration of God] to continue.

In other words, child abuse victims must expect to pay a heavy price when their abuse is reported to the police, since this will inevitably fuel unpleasant publicity. What we encounter here strikes me as the complete inversion of the moral relationship of abuser to victim – in this view, the victim’s accurate report is worse than the original crime! Yet so far as I know, Rabbi Blau’s accusation that “scandal” threatened against the abuser and his family commands more compassion from Jewish leadership than the devastation of actual child sexual abuse – to past and future victims, to their families, and to the community itself – has never been denied.

It is also seconded by my clients.

“Report him to the police? I don’t think that occurred to anybody. Not even me,” says Michael. “No, it wouldn’t be done. Nobody would do it. . . . Even now I don’t talk about it. My family is afraid it will look bad for all of us if I do.” “I’ve talked to quite a few rabbis, including some very high up, and some of them have seemed to be very sympathetic,” says another victim. “But over the years, even knowing that Mondrowitz was still free, a pedophile with a long history of abuse, they never advised doing anything that would bring in law enforcement.” (I will add that in 2006, when I found there was a way to reach more victims of Mondrowitz who might have been interested in publicly demanding his prosecution, needing only the approval of a prominent Orthodox rabbi to effectuate the contacts, I could not obtain the needed say-so.)

Resistance from traditional authorities is equally fierce whether or not criminal prosecution appears to be in question. In 2006, spurred by Internet blogs, serious evidence began to circulate through Orthodox institutions – and the press – that prominent yeshivos had ignored or suppressed repeated reports of child sexual abuse by certain rabbis. What was Orthodox Judaism’s institutional response? Barely two months after Rabbi Blau’s harsh assessment appeared on the Internet, Agudath Israel of America, one of the country’s most influential Orthodox organizations, dotted the i’s and crossed the t’s of his point by devoting the bulk of a session at its national convention to warning its members not to read the Internet blogs containing the accusations!

Speaking at the anti-blog event – obviously with Agudath Israel’s support – the prominent rabbi and educator Matisyahu Salomon reinforced these perverse priorities, first insisting that it was sinful to read criticism of rabbis, then admitting that when it comes to child sexual abuse, “We do sweep it under the carpet sometimes” – not that anyone should object, mind you, because “we” indulge such a measure only “to protect human dignity.”
 Of course, it was the dignity of the accused authority figures Rabbi Salomon had in mind. Victims are never dignified in collective silence, as Elie Wiesel has pointed out.

Yet the rabbi evidently saw no reason to revisit this subject even when, only a few weeks later, Rabbi Yehuda Kolko was arrested on charges of child sex abuse in Brooklyn – after some thirty years’ worth of accusations from former students, and after his example was made a cause célèbre by the very blogs Rabbi Salomon denounced in his address.

My own experience as an advocate for victims attests the same hierarchy of values. After an email informed me, roughly, of the contents of Rabbi Salomon’s speech, I learned that a transcript had been posted on an Orthodox-run blog. I promptly checked for the text – only to discover that the blog had been closed by the administrator, and that the transcript I wanted was no longer available. In response to my email messages, the administrator admitted that he had a transcript but flatly refused to share it with me. He informed me that his reason for concealing Rabbi Salomon’s remarks was to prevent “further damage”; he noted that “the last guy who asked for it was a journalist.” He then demanded to know whether I was, in his words, “going around accusing some more people without any proof,” though nothing in my emails had even suggested any accusations against anyone. This Orthodox Jew (his emails made his religious affiliation evident) was oblivious to the irony of attempting to protect Rabbi Salomon and his community from Rabbi Salomon’s own words. In fact, when I suggested to him that there was an obvious value in knowing what a prominent rabbi had said about a subject of public concern – not simply what someone’s Public Relations Dept. would like him to have said – he scoffed that the “argument of ‘truth should not be suppressed’ is one originating from the non-Jewish world.” Q.E.D.

I relate this last story not only to reinforce similar examples – many could be adduced – but because it touches an important point. When religious Jews deny or conceal victims’ stories of being sexually abused as children, it is not necessarily out of disbelief. Believing the charges can amount to almost as strong an argument for suppressing them. After all, a credible accusation against a respected authority forces traditional Jews to oppose their fidelity to truth to their commitment to rabbi-worship – and their religious training makes the outcome of that battle depressingly predictable. (The Orthodox Dr. Isaac Schechter, in personal communications, has stated: “Unfortunately, even real allegations [of sex abuse] . . . raise the specter of undermining [Orthodox] community authority.”)
  The self-righteous blogger who refused to share Rabbi Salomon’s words with me was right, in a way: his community sincerely believes that truth is non-Jewish, and that faith in the infallibility of rabbis is a Jewish value far more compelling than the exposure of religious authority figures as human, all-too-human.

That is why the traditional community cannot forgive those who, in the blog administrator’s words, do not suppress the truth. Child abusers may be criminals; those who publicly tell the truth about them are worse. They are traitors. They have betrayed not only a community but a tenet of religious culture, a point d’honneur. And the community responds accordingly. When New York magazine first printed the allegations against Rabbi Kolko – after some of his former students sued him and his yeshiva for sexual assaults allegedly spanning a period of years
 – Agudath Israel spokesman Rabbi Avi Shafran weirdly attacked the article as “lurid” (as if the author had invented the facts), and then belittled the credibility of the brave men who had spoken out about their abuse with the suggestion that some of them were no longer religiously observant. Charging a rabbi with a sex crime, it seems, could hardly be the work of a genuinely Orthodox Jew – even if (or especially if) the charge happened to be true.

Nor was Shafran’s position eccentric. Years ago, Marvin Schick, another Orthodox rabbi, publicly insisted that Orthodox Jews should “show greater restraint in dealing with the media and government” in connection with domestic abuse charges between Orthodox Jews – “else,” he wrote, “there will certainly be a continuing flow of self-inflicted wounds.”
 For him, in other words – as for Shafran – the Orthodox community’s “wounds” consisted in bad press. The real offenders were not the violent criminals but those who reported their crimes, thus entwining “the media and government” into subjects that would otherwise have remained private. (And falsified.)


I tasted the fruits of this style of thinking when I appeared on ABC’s Nightline in 2006 to discuss the (then) stalled case against Avrohom Mondrowitz. On my clients’ behalf, I explained that only public pressure could spur a renewed effort to obtain the extradition of this indicted felon from Israel to New York, to face the first-degree sodomy and child abuse charges still extant against him.
 One of Mondrowitz’s many victims, Mark Weiss, appeared on the program with me, as did Dr. Amy Neustein – all of us Orthodox Jews – to stress the damage Mondrowitz had allegedly wreaked on a staggering number of children (nearly all of them Jewish). We also spoke about the D.A.’s politically-motivated reluctance to pursue him, apparently under pressure from the community, and the vital need to have Mondrowitz finally brought to justice.

Many Orthodox Jews reacted to my public statements precisely along the Shafran/Schick line. I was assured that even publicity for the sake of justice was worse than child abuse – and that truth was never the priority of a religious Jew. One Orthodox rabbi wrote me an email accusing me of “desecrating God’s name,” one of the gravest sins in the traditional canon. The Orthodox administrator of the popular blog “Chaptzem” (not the one that withheld the text of Rabbi Salomon’s convention address) insisted that by telling the truth I had proved myself to be not only a sinner but an impostor:

[T]here is absolutely never an excuse to publicize [child abuse] as a religious issue. . . If in fact you do consider yourself Orthodox then you know that what you are doing is wrong. While if you are just merely putting up a façade and claiming to be Orthodox (as I believe you are), please stop and be honest with the public so that the world is aware for whom you speak.

Note the conception of Orthodox Judaism as a species of party politics – a religion more concerned with “for whom you speak” than with the truth of what you say. A cynic might suggest that today’s Orthodoxy has lost the nerve to embrace truth as an ideal (though the Talmud does
). Perhaps a religion that still teaches its adherents that not washing their hands upon awakening will cause insanity or a propensity to sin
 is bound to define reality conspiratorially, by a consensus of believers, avoiding the risks of an appeal to reason. But I suspect the issue is less intellectual than cultural. Over the last two hundred years, patronized by Biblical scholars, sidelined by historians, Orthodoxy has learned to strike back by claiming the moral high ground over its critics, who are scornfully presumed to wallow in modernity’s ethical quicksands. But insisting on our creed’s ethical superiority has involved us in canonizing our rabbis (the creed’s exemplars). And this in turn has converted each new revelation of sex abuse by a rabbi into an attack on Orthodoxy itself. Thus my public advocacy for Mondrowitz’s victims – even though the victims were Orthodox Jews – was rewarded with challenges to my own Orthodoxy.


Lest anyone accuse me of special pleading, I will note that several years earlier the same thing happened to a student at Yeshiva University (now an Orthodox rabbi), who had the temerity to write a few lines in the school newspaper in support of The Jewish Week’s articles accusing Rabbi Baruch Lanner of sexually abusing female students (for which Lanner was ultimately convicted and jailed). University officials, sensing that Orthodoxy’s institutional shibboleths were threatened by the accusations, attacked the (accurate) newspaper articles – and the Orthodox student who defended them – with the breathtaking claim that they were part of a “conspiracy” against all Orthodoxy:

[Rabbi Mordechai] Willig threatened to get funding cut for the student newspaper [the former student wrote]. . . . For more than a year the rabbis and Rosh Yeshiva [principal] continued to defend Lanner and mock Rosenblatt [editor of The Jewish Week] as a heretic and hater of Torah values. They claimed the criminal investigation was a conspiracy against Orthodox Jews. . .

Never mind that Rosenblatt, too, publicly describes himself as Orthodox, and that his newspaper prominently displays opinion columns by Orthodox rabbis. Never mind that the evidence against Lanner was decisive (as a New Jersey criminal court ultimately confirmed). Never mind that Yeshiva University prides itself on the integration of Orthodox Judaism with secular society, presumably including secular law enforcement. None of that mattered to Yeshiva University’s rabbis in the face of the charges against Rabbi Lanner. They abandoned the facts in favor of a silly paranoid slander the moment they detected a threat to the rabbinate’s moral prestige; like my critics, they still thought of truth as an instrument, not an imperative, and did not know that in taking sides against it they were trivializing the religion they thought they were defending. At the same time, they revealed what Orthodox sex abuse victims know only too well: that the ideal of rabbinic perfection commands more loyalty from our religious leadership than the unpleasant truth about this or that criminal clergyman.

Lanner’s guilt has now been confessed by these rabbis; Willig, to his credit, has even offered a public mea culpa.
 What has not yet been confessed, as far as I know, is that these rabbis did more than defend Lanner. Much more. In the name of Judaism – and without any basis in Jewish law – they fought for falsehood and ridiculed the dissemination of truth, aiding and abetting a criminal, parodying what they claimed to defend – while people whose values were right side up were condemned as enemies of the faith. We Jews will not have a coherent policy toward child sex abuse until such ingrained attitudes belong exclusively to the past.

5.
The Politics of Piety

Writing of his own religious culture (that of conservative Protestant Christianity), Fred Keene has argued that a religious preoccupation with victims’ “proper attitude” toward their abusers can be politically motivated:

It protects the powerful. If a person with more power – whether familial or ecclesiastical or economic – does something harmful to another, it is very convenient to have the dominant religion teach that the person harmed must forgive the wrong. If the person harmed will not do so, then that person can be shamed and blamed for being “unforgiving,” and responsibility for the crime can be shifted from the perpetrator to the victim.

Keene is talking about the politics of hierarchies, and Orthodox Jewish communities, no less than the Protestant ones he has mind, are hierarchical by nature: lay people obey rabbis, students defer to teachers, children are taught to submit to their elders. The Talmudic edict denying eternal life to one who insults a scholar (the designation used is the same as the title applied to rabbinic authorities generally)
 is frequently quoted to stress the obligation of submission to the rabbinate under any and all conditions.

The vitality of such hierarchies has grave implications whenever a rabbi is accused of abusing a child. It means that the child who levels the charge – whether against a teacher or a practicing clergyman – is attacking more than an individual. As we have seen, the child is turning the community’s social order inside out, reshuffling its institutional priorities. It follows that to face the truth of child sex abuse, to assess honestly a charge of such abuse committed by a rabbi, we cannot separate legal, psychological or religious considerations from political ones. To be truly willing to face the allegation is (among other things) to be ready to challenge the hierarchies that govern our lives as Jews.

Are we ready for this?

The cases with which I am familiar do not make me optimistic. And I am not alone. My clients affirm that the long shadow of Jewish hierarchies has darkened their experience as victims, compounding their sense of outrage. “It wasn’t enough,” says one, “that I was used and thrown away by Mondrowitz. When I wanted to tell people about what he had done, I found out I could be thrown away by them too. Other things were more important than the truth about what happened to me. There was a community, there was our image. There were other things to worry about: strengthening the anti-Semites. Making rabbis look bad. These issues were just more important than I was.”

As Keene suggests, we see these priorities at work when communities are quick to fuss aloud over the ancillae of an abuse accusation, before dealing with the abuse itself: the suffering of the accused rabbi’s family, for example, or whether he has been given the benefit of the doubt, or the “motives” of the accuser. “Are you sure you want to do this to his wife and children? After all these years?” one victim remembers being asked by a rabbi when he said, after years of turmoil, that he was finally ready to speak out against his abuser. “I kept telling this rabbi, ‘I’m not doing anything to his wife and children, he did it to them.’ I don’t know if he ever understood me.”

All too often, deliberately or not, the lesson taught to abuse survivors is that they are expendable, while the social order they threaten is not. The irony is not lost on these people. They begin as victims of individual attackers; in the end, they see themselves as victims of a Jewish community in which their status is suddenly equivocal. Neither their need for justice nor the truth of their traumatic experience can compete with the community’s stubborn hierarchical priorities. Even after gaining the strength to face the reality of their abuse, survivors find that they also have to recognize their marginality in a world they once called their own. They have become disposable Jews.

Let anyone who doubts this try to explain, on some other criteria, the catalogue of recent public events that have – and have not – brought down the wrath of Orthodox Jewish leadership. For instance, in December 2006, the leaders of Neturei Karta – a fringe group of ultra-religious and virulently anti-Zionist Jews – met with the president of Iran, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, offending a political consensus among Jewish leadership that sought to isolate Ahmadinejad as a result of his statements denouncing Israel and expressing skepticism about the Holocaust. Less than a week before that meeting, Rabbi Yehuda Kolko was arrested on charges of child sexual abuse that allegedly spanned nearly four decades and reportedly involved dozens of the rabbi’s students. Officials of Agudath Israel of America issued statements about both events. But the organization’s vigorous expressions of contempt for the anti-Zionists (“disgrace to the Jewish people,” “do not represent anyone but themselves,” “do grave harm to Jews”)
 rendered its spokesman’s deadpan evasiveness over the arrest of the alleged sexual predator almost laughable by contrast:

Why would we have comment about the arrest of an individual? Because he was an employee, more than 30 years ago, of one of the camps we run (that have had thousands of employees over the years)? I don’t think that requires comment on our part.

I am reasonably sure that the members of Neturei Karta who met Ahmadinejad were never employees of Agudath Israel – but that did not shield them from the organization’s obloquy. I also think that, in the eyes of most reasonable people, groping a child’s genitals can cause at least as much “grave harm” as shaking the hand of the Iranian president. (Neturei Karta’s representatives made it clear that they did not share Ahmadinejad’s doubts about the Holocaust and agreed only with his political opposition to Zionism.) Still more important, Kolko’s alleged victims have accused Orthodox leadership (including Agudath Israel) of covering up for the rabbi for nearly forty years, a searing allegation without a parallel in the Neturei Karta episode. Why, then, was Rabbi Kolko’s arrest so easy for Agudath Israel to dismiss, if not because rabbinic leadership is still more exercised over threats to its political authority than over the alleged violation of the bodies of its community’s children – even when rabbinic complicity is charged as well?

6.
The Religious Politics of Sex

The traditional rabbinate’s jealous control over Jewish lives is at its most obvious in the status-fixing and convention-setting sphere of political activity. But it encompasses much more than politics. The most private and personal aspects of conduct – including sexuality – are involved too. And this bears on the genesis of child sex abuse in ways we cannot afford to ignore.

In the traditional Jewish world, sexuality is as much rabbinically governed as are the dietary codes, or the order of prayers. Jewish law concerns itself with every aspect of sex: when, how, where, why – and every twist in the law means another opening for rabbinic decision-making. Young Jews learn sexual prohibitions – against masturbation, against seclusion, against male-female touching – from rabbi/teachers. Even adult married couples consult rabbis to determine when intercourse is forbidden or obligatory. Jewish law applies to the timing, position, even the motives for sex. In all but the most literal sense, Orthodox Jews are expected to bring their rabbis into the bedroom with them.

And here a vicious circle closes itself: Orthodox Jews are trained, from childhood on, to yield to other people – to rabbis – the ultimate control over their own sexuality; yet when sexually abused by a rabbi, an Orthodox Jewish child is now told by religious authorities that he must complain about the violation – to a rabbi! Can Orthodox Jews surrender their most intimate personal space to clergymen, and simultaneously repudiate the assumption of intimate control – by some of the same clergymen – that forms the gravamen of sexual abuse? And will other rabbis support the victims if they do? Has the traditional community even recognized the nature of the problem?

I am certain that abusive rabbis have recognized it. My clients say that Mondrowitz exploited their submissiveness to secure his sexual dominance. As one victim explained to me, “He told me not to question him, that he knew what was best for me, that he understood things I didn’t. And it was so much like the way rabbis talk about other things that I believed him.”

But have the rest of us grasped the issue as clearly as the abusers have? I wish I could be more optimistic. I have not yet heard rabbis grapple with the problem of sexual abuse by renouncing their own right of moral or emotional control. Yet this, or something like it, is a sine qua non. Rabbis will never dispose of child sexual abuse by fiat, however emphatic. Surely the only rational approach is to encourage the development in children of healthy, independent sexuality as a protection against the predators who are bound to pullulate somewhere in every community. But I do not see much evidence of Orthodoxy even attempting to move in this direction. Quite the opposite. In the course of an amusing broadside against ultra-Orthodox Jews, an Israeli writer relates a piquant and typical anecdote: as an ultra-Orthodox mother and her seventeen-year-old son leave a doctor’s office, the mother confesses to the boy the doctor’s fear that the boy may not be able to have children. “How can the doctor know that?” asks the teenager – after all, “he doesn’t know who I’m going to marry . . . It’s the woman who has the children, not the man.” When the mother remarks obliquely, “I thought you knew about these things already – after all, you’re a big boy,” her son replies – “with tears in his eyes,” according to the chronicler – “I don’t know what it is I don’t know, and I don’t want to know!” To which his mother answers, “Good!!”

The tessitura of popular debate on this topic has so far drowned out what I consider its most important aspect. The press has singled out the alleged effects of such repression on sexual abusers – as if their sex drives, blocked in more natural directions, have turned toward children as a more or less inevitable alternative. I remain much more concerned with the impact of repression on the children exposed to pedophiles. Is it wise – is it fair – to leave children with naturally developing libidos unequipped with a corresponding sexual knowledge? Is doing this consistent with any sort of education, including religious education? Too many of our children, I fear, may one day level at us the same charge as the eponymous hero of E.M. Forster’s Maurice, after a well-meaning schoolmaster crams the boy’s sex education into one parting lecture on an English beach: “’Liar,’ he thought. ‘Liar, coward, he’s told me nothing.’”
 If we are afraid of the topic ourselves, we can hardly expect a better result from our pupils and children.

Alas, it is the Mondrowitzes of the religious world, whose inhibitions are released by their unscrupulousness, who will continue to exploit growing boys’ hunger for less embarrassed understanding. Several of my clients say that Mondrowitz told them he understood and loved them better than their parents did, and that their physical intimacy was proof of it. To this day, the victims do not altogether deny this claim. Ironically, the pathology that allegedly made Mondrowitz sexually abusive also made him empathetic to children in ways few legitimate rabbis could have been: he unbent with boys, he understood the pleasure they take in weapons (he kept guns at home), in setting fires, in stretching rules. Like his victims, he rebelled against restrictions and demanded personal fulfillment. No wonder that in the end they felt like accomplices to their own violation. Vulnerability to sexual abuse is all too often a symptom of larger patterns of deprivation. Ultimately it was not only Mondrowitz who guaranteed that his victims would equate what he did to them with sexuality and so, years later, would imitate it. “All I knew about ‘love,’” says Michael, “was what happened to me with Mondrowitz. So for the first year of my marriage, I just grabbed my wife. I treated her the way Mondrowitz treated me. I knew he had abused me, but he called it love.” Had other Jews pointed Michael along a healthier path, he would not have been mired for so long in the wrong one.

It is not pleasant to think that a whole community’s religious dynamic can contribute to the sexual abuse of children. But contemporary Orthodoxy’s obsession with dualities – spirit/body, Jew/non-Jew, “good inclination”/“bad inclination” – leaves scant room for a healthy gestalt in anything as complex as sexuality. As we have seen, dualists tend to view all sexual desire as equally disreputable; Rabbi Manis Friedman’s normalizing of pedophilia is merely an extreme outcropping of a thickly encrusted traditional theology. Worse, the frequent invocation of Orthodoxy’s favorite dualities has the effect of slurring the various oppositions, so that in the end the difference between good and bad is indistinguishable, for practical purposes, from the difference between the Orthodox Jewish community and the “non-Jewish world” that encloses it. This explains the conviction (already mentioned) that child sex abuse has invaded the traditional community from without – an assumption that deflects any inquiry into indigenous causes. It also explains the equally dangerous pressure on abuse victims to look for redress inside religious circles instead of through the only institution – secular law enforcement – that can discipline the guilty and prevent additional crimes. In a crowning irony, this mindset places the abusive rabbi on the “right” side of the good/bad divide, as against the secular professions to which the sex abuse victim must turn for help – inevitably stirring doubts among other Orthodox Jews about whether the rabbi or his accuser is the real victim.

This same schizoid vision accounts for the solemn roll call of papier-mâché villains one hears whenever Orthodox leadership cannot avoid mentioning child sex abuse. Rabbi Avi Shafran of Agudath Israel was strictly on message when he linked sex abuse of children to “MTV, R-rated movies, contemporary advertising and uncontrolled Internet usage”
 – though none of these things may legally contain child pornography, and none was responsible for the abuse in any real case of criminal sexual violation I know of. The (obviously false) idea behind the message is that thoughts of sex occur to Orthodox Jews only when stimulated from “outside.” (The corollary idea is that the same people can safely be allowed the full run of the Talmud, which, as Herman Wouk writes, is “full of sex . . . and to the tell the truth, goddamned explicit,”
 simply because the Talmud clearly belongs “inside,” that is, to the Orthodox community.)

This much is bad enough. But the worst thing about the fallacy is that its adherents apply it unhesitatingly to children, where it encourages repression, not safety. A child cannot learn to resist sexual abuse by being taught to avoid any and all sexual stimulation. On the contrary: like athletes who injure themselves because their limbs are numbed with painkillers, sexually numb children cannot learn to cope with their own feelings, and are therefore vulnerable to manipulation by any predator clever enough to substitute his feelings for theirs. But the traditional community, apparently bent on stamping out eroticism in toto, is blind to this danger.

Unfortunately, because sexual repression can serve other interests of a religious culture, it is unlikely to be abandoned simply because it does not prevent child abuse. George Orwell suggested a “direct, intimate connection” between any totalitarian orthodoxy and the prohibition of erotic love.
 Though I do not believe Jewish sex law was developed with any such goal in mind, today’s traditional communities do reap the Orwellian payoff of such repression in the form of mass enthusiasm, party discipline, xenophobia. In consequence, I am afraid they will probably go on mortifying the flesh under the illusion that they are promoting a healthy sexual ethic, all the while ignoring not only the grim Orwellian message but Kafka’s warning that governing people “by legal threats and fear” leads only to “anarchy” and teaches “contempt for human beings”
 – conditions which, in a final paradox, tend to foster the ideal psychological setting for a pedophile at large.

All this is certainly bad enough. Yet the victims’ experiences suggest to me a still more fundamental problem. The traditional Jewish community – whether in its old form or in one of the newer, recruit-seeking variants that have sprung up over the last few decades – has never seriously doubted that Orthodox Jews should regard rabbis as all-knowing, that they should surrender to the rabbinate their freedom of choice. Lubavitch Hasidim have long been notorious for consulting their rebbe before making a decision of any kind, but their approach is increasingly commonplace; Orthodox rabbis of all stripes are routinely asked for their opinion and blessing in everything from marriage choices to business decisions. This obviously enhances the power of the rabbinate. But what does it mean for the rest of us?

I am concerned that it may represent a deliberate strategy for avoiding responsibility for one’s choices, much as a fundamentalist creed can be a way of ducking responsibility for unwelcome complexities, moral or otherwise. It means that we want rabbis to make our decisions for us – and fallible men (the sort of men who can abuse young children) are hardly suited for such a role. In other words, it isn’t only rabbis who have a motive for defending the rabbinate from charges of child sex abuse. Other Orthodox Jews may cherish just as strong an incentive. Entertaining suspicions about our rabbis’ sexual behavior undermines our dependence on them, and this may be too high a price to pay for the needs of sexually abused children. If this is so, we are apt to avoid the unpleasant realities simply to keep our religious fantasies of the rabbinate Galahad-pure, while ignoring what both the realities and the fantasies may mean for victims. That is, we are likely to deny abused children justice so that we can remain children ourselves.

This problem has never been addressed in the existing literature on rabbis and child sexual abuse. Yet its manifestations are everywhere. Even after Rabbi Baruch Lanner’s extensive history of sexual abuse was detailed in a report commissioned by the Orthodox Union’s National Council of Synagogue Youth, Orthodox Jews continued to praise his “charisma” and “dynamism” while deploring his sexual manipulations – never noticing that the good and bad items in his resume were really the same, the former merely cloaked in conventions of respectability that obscured their true names. The NCSY report itself failed to notice the connection. The disgraced Lanner was regretfully hailed as “a charismatic leader who could mesmerize an audience and who was extremely effective in motivating teenagers”
 – praise that could have been given with equal justice to Adolf Hitler – while the relationship between spiritual domination and sexual manipulation of young adolescents was completely overlooked. (The report even echoed the Orthodox party line that “promiscuity, depression, anxiety and other psychiatric illnesses” are borne into Orthodox communities through exposure to the larger “environment.”)
 Now, to deplore sexual abuse by rabbis while applauding a seductive teaching technique a la Lanner is not merely psychologically naïve. It reveals how much we have come to depend on being emotionally manipulated ourselves – how much we cling, in other words, to precisely those aspects of rabbinic authority that are most closely tied to child abuse. In matters of moral choice-making, and in particular with respect to sexuality, we specifically (if unconsciously) assume the role of children.

The following passage, recently circulated by an Orthodox organization, unwittingly catches the flavor of this attitude in medias res:

Rav Reisman [a prominent American Orthodox rabbi] related that while in Yerushalayim [Jerusalem] this past summer, during the Israel-Terrorist War [in Lebanon], he heard a shiur [lecture] from HaRav Druk, Shlita [may he live long]. HaRav Druk noted that people on the street were blaming the war on many things. One blamed it on cell phones. A second on lack of tznius [modesty in dress]. A third on improper use of affluence. A fourth on the irreligious.

The Israeli army was raining bombs on Lebanon in a pointless war, as retaliatory missile strikes claimed civilian lives at home. . . . And in the thick of it, a random sampling of pious Israeli Jews blamed it all on women’s hemlines, “the irreligious,” even “cell phones”! No word from any of them – apparently none was expected – about the possible effects of bigotry or xenophobia on the senseless carnage, though these are things for which religious Jews might conceivably bear some responsibility. To me, this represents more than a failure of ethical perspective. It is a kind of deliberate infantilism. Note that three of the four “reasons” for the war cited in this little sermon were tied to one another with the crimson thread of illicit sexuality; it is particularly interesting that the sexuality suggested in each case was immature and voyeuristic. An uncovered woman’s knee or elbow is supposed to lead Orthodox Jews (so say our law books) into lubricious fantasy. Orthodox Jews reflexively identify “the irreligious” with a sexual permissiveness tempting by its propinquity. Cell phones are the most recent targets of rabbinic wrath because they can now be used to access the Internet – hence pornography. It is as if our minds were frozen at the earliest stage of sexual curiosity, unable or unwilling to grow up to the point of making our own sexual judgments. Can such minds – the natural victims of a Lanner – insist on the integrity of intimate boundaries? Can they fully take sides against a rabbi whose manipulations include sexual abuse?

Conclusion

(Reform) Rabbi Drorah Setel has written:

As a people, Jews have a history arising out of our own oppression and we have the capacity to respond to that history by being outraged and angry and sensitive to injustice done to ourselves and others. But the flip side of our history of oppression, a side we don’t like to talk about is that the experience of suffering also teaches us how to inflict suffering. The experience of injustice teaches us how to be unjust.

At some level, the Orthodox Jewish victims of sexual abuse who have become my clients know that the religious culture they were trained to regard as both ideal and alembic has, for them, proved to be the exact opposite, attacking their integrity as human beings. This knowledge comes so hard that some abuse victims prefer to avoid the memory of abuse altogether rather than encounter its harsh concomitant, the tainting of all they have learned to value. When we discussed his history of abuse, Michael told me, “Just to talk about this again, or to think about this again, and then to realize that nothing is going to change, is very hard for me.” Another client explained why he had never told his parents how Mondrowitz abused him: “It would have destroyed their religion. They trusted this rabbi so much. They looked up to him . . . Even then, I understood that they couldn’t face the betrayal. I had to face it. But I couldn’t make them do it.”

A powerful inhibition is at work here. Child sex abuse victims of rabbis, and those who support them, already face so much suspicion from their religious community that they are understandably reluctant to provoke more hostility by naming the community as an accomplice. Still, the inhibition must be overcome. We can never reach the bottom of the problem until we acknowledge our own share of the guilt, in all of its aspects: the cult of silence; the acceptance of children’s emotional exploitation; the unrealistic exaltation of the rabbinate; the fear of sexuality; and the exaggerated dependence on our rabbis that too often characterizes the Orthodox community today. Even beyond this, we must recognize the interrelatedness of these things, how they all play a role in the promotion of child sex abuse and the failure to support its victims.

Maybe I am asking too much. But at least we must stop claiming that child sex abuse among Jews is merely an aberration, an irruption of pathology into an otherwise sound moral structure. Avi Shafran, writing for Agudath Israel, exemplified this fallacy when he described abuse as a failure of self-discipline:

To be sure, there will always be observant individuals who sometimes fail the test of self-control . . . But that no more indicts Jewish observance than the fact that there are corrupt police or drug-addled doctors renders law enforcement or medicine suspect.

Reducing the evil of child sexual abuse to a question of “self-control” does more than minimize the scope of the problem. More fundamentally, it betrays abuse victims by treating sexual assaults as mere lapses, to be corrected by stricter adherence to the existing code. The subtle correlative is that abuse victims have nothing to teach the community; the message thus simultaneously reassures Orthodoxy of the perfection of its creed and reminds the victims to hold their peace. I have shown that this basic error has deep roots in traditional Jewish thought. But that fact only underscores the urgency of rethinking our approach. To the extent we continue to use Shafran’s diagnosis, we are simply refusing to hear what the victims are telling us, and we cannot claim to care for the victims while being so indifferent, so willfully deaf, to the meaning of their experience.

This essay’s epigraph quotes the last lines of a poem in which John Berryman, that virtuoso of loss, mourns a friend (presumably Delmore Schwartz) as “a soul that has not died and refuses to come home.” I know how he felt. Those words could have been written about the men who have come to me, decades after being abused, craving some sort of resolution to the pain (vague or acute, inert or galvanizing) that still haunts them. Their religious community would like to believe that whatever they suffered has long since faded into oblivion. It has not. However etiolated their religious lives (and abuse by a clergyman saps the faith at religion’s core), their outrage is still fresh because – as one of the victims sadly told me, and as I sadly repeat – it is constantly renewed. Ignored, denied even the comfort of grief, the victims hang in a thickening cloud around our collective conscience, unable to leave, refusing to come home.

You need not take my word for this. A decent Orthodox rabbi who treats troubled Jewish youth has described the enduring trauma of child sexual abuse in these words:

It leaves the victims confused and filled with rage. It shatters their self-esteem and destroys their ability to pursue their hopes and dreams. Sadly, the effects of abuse, especially when left untreated, usually follows children into adulthood – complicating their marriages and their relationships with their children.

Until we start to heed the victims and the implications of what they say, as I have tried to illustrate in this essay, these are – and must be – the last words on the subject.
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