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Task Force continued from page 3

ence in 2006.

Amember of the editorial
board of the Journal of Child
Sexual Abuse, she s frequently
asked to speak on the subject
by publications, organizations,
and television programs

Representing Victims

Like Dr. Neustein, Mr.
Lesher, a member of the Pas-
saic Orthodox community,
seems uniquely qualified to
serve on the task force. As an
attorney, he has represented.
pro bono, many individuals
in the Orthodox community,
who now, as adults, say they
suffered sexual abuse while
they were children

He currently represents
alleged victims of Avrohom
Mondrowitz, a case that had
been forgotten by almost ev-
eryone, except Dr. Neustein and
the victims, until Mr. Lesher,
through dint of more than ten
years of steady advocacy, helped
push the issue forward.

In the early 1980s, Mr
Mondrowitz, who posed as a
rabbinic psychologist-counselor,
may, according to police, have
‘molested as many as hundreds
of young boys in the Brooklyn.
Orthodox community. In 1985,
he was indicted on five counts
of sodomy and six counts of
sexual abuse, but he fled to Is-
rael, where he has been living
ever since.

While there were some
efforts to have him extradited.
Israeli law did not make it easy.
The Iszaeli judiciary identified
rape by a man against a girl
or woman as an extraditable
charge, but it did not recognize
‘molestation of boys. When the
law was amended, the authori-
ties in Brooklyn claimed it was
not retroactive.

Mr. Lesher and Dr. Neustein
charged the Brooklyn judiciary
hierarchy, specifically Kings
County District Attorney Charles
Hynes, with being unwilling
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to ruffle the feathers of their
borough’s powerful Orthodox
Leaders who were not interested
in opening the Pandora’s box
that Mr. Mondrowitz’s extra-
dition back to Brooklyn might
prompt.
Extradition

In the fall 0f 2007, largely
through Mr. Lesher’s efforts,
Mr. Mondrowitz was arrested
in Jerusalem and is now, finally,
awaiting extradition and trial
in Brooklyn for serial acts of
severe child sexual abuse

Other clients of M. Lesh-
er have charged abuse at the
hands of other respected re-
ligious leaders and teachers
including Yehuda Kolko of
Yeshiva Torah Temimah in
Flatbush. In 2006 and 2007
he was charged with several
counts of child abuse

‘When the case finally went
to court last April. prosecutors
allegedly convinced the fami-
lies of the victims not to take
further action after a plea bar-
gain was negotiated. Eventu-
ally, Mr. Kolko pleaded guilty
only to child endangerment and
received no jail time

“The two of us have de-
veloped exceptional credibil-
ity among the victims in our
communities, many of whom
are still very reluctant to trust
anyone—let along members of
the religious community that
once shunned or ignored them
Many of the victims we know
are unlikely to come forward
o politicians unless they know
these politicians are working
with us. Yet their participation
inacause like yours is crucial.”
Dr. Neustein and Mr. Lesher
wrote to Mr. Hikind in a letter
asking to be considered for his
task force.

Thus far, however, Mr.
Hikind has not responded.

Losing Her Child

Dr. Neustein fears that he

still harbors a grudge against

herbased on actions she took as
part of a campaign to win back
her own child from whom she
was separated by the Brook-
Iyn Family Court in 1986. The
daughter of an Orthodox Brook-
Iyn rabbi, Dr. Neustein knows
first-hand the risks of trying
in the Orthodox community, to
support a child who claims to
have been sexually abused

1n 1986, Brooklyn Family
Court Judge Leon Deutsch re-
‘moved Dr. Neustein’s daughter,
Sherry Orbach, from her home
and custody after the child and
‘her grandmother (Dr. Neustein’s
late mother, Shirley) accused
the child’s father, Dr. Ozzie
Orbach, of sexually abusing
his daughter. Dr. Neustein and
Dr. Orbach had been divorced
three years earlier

Two years later, Judge
Deutsch dismissed all expert
reports indicating that the child
had indeed been abused, and,
despite the evidence and the
child’s testimony, decided that
Dr. Neustein had “brainwashed”
her daughter. Even though
10 one had ever accused Dr.
Neustein of child abuse, the
judge granted D Orbach full
custody and allowed Dr. Neustein
only limited supervised visita-
tion with her daughter:

Indications of Abuse

Court records show that
‘numerous people with access fo
Sherry testified about the then-
eight year old’s provocative
behavior, which can indicate
abuse, and, equally important
her dramatic weight loss, another
sign. Photographs show that, in
two years, she went from being
achubby, cheerful six year old
toan emaciated, heavily made-
up dour child who, according
to the visitation supervisor
“looked like a concentration
camp survivor.”

Despite Dr. Neustein’s
pleas, the father, a medical

continued on page 8
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Mr. Hikind said he became aware
of the scope of the problem last summer
when “an avalanche” of individuals, some
of them empowered by their association
with Dr. Neustein and Mr. Lesher, began
coming forward with their histories of
abuse, some of them recent, others de-
cades old. Mr. Hikind said their stories
have made him “absolutely sick, to have
to listen to this, to be so shocked, to see
so much pain, so much suffering ~

Tactually feel this may be the most
important thing T've done in 26 years of
public service, because you're talking
about saving lives ” he said

How to Proceed

Although Mr. Hikind hopes the task
force will help formulate plans on how
to proceed, he does have a few ideas. He
said the findings amassed by the panel
will be presented to “leading rabbis” in
various Orthodox communities, who, he
predicted, “will be absolutely flabber-
gasted” by the report

Recognizing that any protocol on how
to proceed must balance protection to the
alleged victims with faimess to those who
have been charged but are innocent, he
said his goal is to develop a list of people
who have been credibly accused.

Before any other yeshiva hires a per-
son, you need to be able to go to a roster and
see if that rebbe was teaching somewhere
else and got thrown out.” he said

This is an issue of great concern to
columnist Marvin Schick, who, as presi-
dent of four Orthodox Jewish day schools,
one of which is hareidi, cautioned against
over-zealous reaction. The danger, he
said, 1s that false accusations could ruin
the lives of those unjustly charged and
punished

Secular Authorities

Most experts agree that, with the
cooperation of the community, only the
secular authorities have the necessary
expertise and personnel to conduct com-
petent investigations leading to punish-
ment for the guilty and exoneration for
the falsely accused.

Dr. Neustein and Mr. Lesher point
out that, all too often, unless the secular
authorities are brought in, many yeshivas
are reluctant to dismiss such teachers in
the first place

Mr. Hikind admitted that self-reg-
ulation is hard to impose. “There’s got
to be a system in which trusted people

respected leaders, who are not directly
part of the organization under investiga-
tion, are called on to conduct an exami-
nation. Look, I wasa’t there when these
boys, who are now making accusations
were abused, nor was anyone else. So we
have to make judgments. We do that all
the time.” he said
Keeping Quiet

Although he said he has called on
members of the Orthodox community
to use the police in cases of sex-abuse
crimes, he recognized that probably will
not happen.

“People in our community don’t
want to go to public. They want to keep
it quiet, which is terrible, it s sinful. For
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someone not to come forward when their
own child has been abused makes them
guilty not only of not pressing for justice
for their own famly, but for every other
child who will be abused by that abuser
in the future. And they will have to live
with that.” he said.

The panel that he envisions his task
force will empower may become a suitable
alternative for the Orthodox community o
turn to instead of the secular authorities,
he said. “At least let's get these people off
the street,” he said.

New Ideas

Dr. Neustein and Mr. Lesher have

other ideas for Mr. Hikind and his task
continued on page 14
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