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By Daniel Estrin
The Associated Press

T
wo decades after Israeli spies
helped Syrian Jews whisk ancient
Hebrew Bibles from Damascus to
Jerusalem, Israel’s national library
asked an Israeli court onMonday to
grant it custodianship over the man-

uscripts — amove that could spark an own-
ership battle over some of the Syrian Jewish
community’s most important treasures.
Known as the Crowns of Damascus, the

nine leather-bound parchment books—
some featuringmicroscopic calligraphy and
gold-leaf illumination—were writtenmost-
ly in Spain and Italy between 700 and 1,000
years ago. For hundreds of years, they were
guarded inside synagogues in the Syrian
capital, presented only on special occasions.
In the early 1990s, Syria lifted travel

restrictions on Jews andmany emigrated,
but they were not permitted to take their
sacredmanuscripts.

THEBIBLESWERESTOLEN
So, in a covert operation by Israel’s

Mossad spy agency, eight ancient Bibles
were spirited to Israel between 1993 and
1995. The ninth was smuggled out of Syria
in 1993 with the help of a Canadian Jewish
activist.
Once in Israel, the manuscripts were

entrusted to the national library for restora-
tion and storage. Their existence there was
kept secret for a decade, presumably so as

not to draw the ire of Syria, Israel’s long-
time foe. The library already had two other
Damascus Bibles in its collection, purchased
in the 1960s and ’70s in private sales.
Details of theMossad operation remain

classified, but the man who helped organize
it was Rabbi AvrahamHamra, the then-
leader of the Damascus Jewish community
who now lives in Israel. Shabtai Shavit, the
Mossad director at the time, confirmed
Hamra’s involvement, without giving
details.
The existence of the Bibles was revealed

in 2000 when they were exhibited at the
Israeli president’s residence. And on
Monday, the National Library of Israel went
to court to formally ask the Justice Ministry
to establish a kind of public charitable trust
for the nine Crowns of Damascus.
According to the proposal, the manu-

scripts would remain in the library’s
climate-controlled coffers and a steering
committee, including Damascus Jewish
immigrants in Israel, would oversee them.
The Damascus Jewry Organization in Israel,
the main group representing Damascus
immigrants, supports the library’s initiative.

OPPOSITIONTOTHEPLAN
But Hamra, who is not connected to that

organization, opposes the library’s proposal
and said hemight challenge it in court. He
argues the Bibles are Syrian Jewish cultural
property, and that the library had promised
to transfer them to a Syrian Jewish heritage

center in Israel he plans to build.
That promise, Hamra said, appears in

a catalogue from the 2000 exhibition co-
sponsored by the library.
The catalogue called the manuscripts

the “religious and spiritual treasure of the
Syrian Jewish community” and said the
Israeli library would safeguard them “until
the establishment of a Syrian Jewish heri-
tage center in Israel.”
But Hamra has not yet built the center,

and the library denies it ever promised him
themanuscripts. It asked Hamra to be a
member of the proposed steering commit-
tee, but he declined.
“It is not my property, but it is the prop-

erty of my community,” Hamra said.
The library, which houses many other

ancient Jewishmanuscripts, said it has the
expertise to preserve the brittle Bibles.
The proposed trust would enshrine the

manuscripts as “owned by the Jewish peo-
ple,” said Haggai Ben Shammai, the library’s
academic director. “It cannot be transferred
to anybody.”
Shammai said he is not worried about

possible Syrian demands to return the
Bibles to Damascus, since they were never
Syrian government property, but belonged
to Syria’s Jewish community. The war-
engulfed country is not a safe place for the
manuscripts anyway, he added.
There was no immediate comment from

authorities in Damascus, where few Jews
remain today.

A library official shows a Jewish manuscript smuggled into Israel from Damascus in a Mossad spy operation in the early 1990s, in Jerusalem.
The manuscript is one of the earliest existing complete manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible. Two decades after Israeli spies helped whisk eight
ancient Hebrew bibles from Damascus to Jerusalem, Israel’s national library asked an Israeli court Monday to grant it official custodianship
over the manuscripts. (AP)

SyrianHebrewBibles could
sparkownershipdispute

“It is notmyproperty, but it is the property ofmycommunity.”
RABBI AVRAHAM HAMRA, WHO OPPOSES ISRAEL’S NATIONAL LIBRARY’S PLAN TO KEEP THE DAMASCUS BIBLES

By Patrick Weisgerber
Student Intern at GVSU’s Kaufman
Interfaith Institute

There are so many atrocities
going on in our country and
in our world today. The paper

you are currently reading proba-
bly has articles or briefs covering
the latest on the Ferguson case,
the Eric Garner case or other
police brutalities, ISIS, health
care issues, etc.
All of these have the ability

to make us feel very exasper-
ated with society and the world
around us. These are humans
causing physical and/or emo-
tional pain to other humans. For
what reason?

The Pew
Research Center
came out with
data earlier this
year that showed
Republicans and
Democrats stand
farther apart
ideologically

today than at any other point in
history, emphasizing how it is
even harder to come together
over social and political issues.
Yet, so much of the civil unrest
going on is because of societal
divides we have constructed.
So the question, then, is how

can we break down these divi-
sions we have created when our

understandings are farther apart
than ever before? A professor
I had in college once said, “What
brings us together is far more
powerful than what tears us
apart.”
That statement makes me

think of unity. According to
Merriam-Webster, unity is “a
way of combining the parts in a
work of art or literature so that
they seem to belong together.”
I have foundmywork with the
Kaufman Interfaith Institute has
bondedmore people together
than anything else I have ever-
done. We had a large group of
community and faith leaders
come together to celebrate

how far we have comewith our
efforts on the 12th anniversary
of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Two
weeks ago, almost 300West
Michigan community members
from amultitude of faith tradi-
tions braved tough weather con-
ditions to come together for the
annual Interfaith Thanksgiving
Celebration.
Next month will start our

Year of Interfaith Service, which
will provide opportunities for
everyone to come together and
relate to each other by serving
others. What better way to boost
one’s morale than to selflessly
give your time and energy with
people of other faiths and secular

traditions who share in the value
of serving others?

JOINUS INUNITEA
In light of the season of grate-

fulness and hot drinks, the
Kaufman Interfaith Institute
will be collaborating with the
Lantern Coffee Bar and Lounge
— a coffee shop in the Heartside
neighborhood of Grand Rapids
— to host a tea, coffee and con-
versation night. It is at 7 tonight.
We will have an open and
inclusive conversation on how
to come together seeking unity
in light of all the disheartening
events happening in our nation.
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu

Seeking unity in themiddle of worldwide division
INTERFAITH INSIGHTS
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Trial over Catholic
teacher’s dismissal
due Dec. 16

A schoolteacher’s lawsuit
over her dismissal by a north-
ern Indiana Roman Catholic
diocese can proceed to trial
next week after a federal
appeals court upheld the dis-
missal of an appeal by the
defendants.
The 7th U.S. Circuit Court

of Appeals upheld an order
dismissing the Diocese of Fort
Wayne-South Bend’s appeal
of a September ruling by U.S.
District Judge Robert Miller Jr.
allowing Emily Herx’s lawsuit
to go forward. The trial is due
to begin Tuesday.
Herx claims she was dis-

missed at FortWayne St.
Vincent de Paul Catholic
School because she tried to
get pregnant through in vitro
fertilization, a process involv-
ing mixing egg and sperm in a
laboratory dish that’s banned
under Catholic doctrine.

MONTGOMERY, ALA.

Pastor accused of
affairs fights to keep job
An Alabamaminister has

returned to court in an effort
to keep his job after confessing
he had sex with churchmem-
bers without telling them he
has AIDS.
Circuit Judge Charles

Price said he soon will rule
on whether the Rev. Juan
McFarland can return to
ShilohMissionary Baptist
Church inMontgomery or
whether a temporary ban from
the church will become per-
manent.
McFarland’s attorney

argued the church approved
bylaws in January 2013 giving
him his job for life, and that a
vote to fire him in October was
improper.
An attorney for the church’s

deacons and trustees argued
that McFarland pushed
through the 2013 bylaws
improperly and the October
vote was valid.

WASHINGTON

Woman sues over rabbi’s
alleged voyeurism
AGeorgetown University

law student is suing after she
said she was sexually exploited
by a rabbi who is accused of
secretly videotaping women in
a Jewish ritual bath.
The civil lawsuit was filed

Dec. 2 in D.C. Superior Court
and seeks class action status.
The rabbi, Barry Freundel,

was arrested in October and
is charged with voyeurism
for allegedly placing a hid-
den camera in the shower
area of a ritual bath, called
a mikvah. The lawsuit says
the student took a Jewish law
class that Freundel co-taught
at Georgetown and visited the
mikvah at Freundel’s urging.
The lawsuit says the syna-

gogue where Freundel was a
rabbi ignored “red flags” that
he was acting improperly.
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