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A campaign by a sect of Orthodox Jews to place Hanukkah menorahs on public lands 
during the season`s celebration is dividing the Jewish community and undermining 
church-state separation, the American Jewish Congress said earlier this month.

In a 28-page report, ``The Year of the Menorah,`` the Jewish group noted that ``there 
has been a rapid and significant increase in the number of menorahs placed on public 
lands`` in recent years, a practice that has spawned a number of lawsuits and created 
controversy and division in the Jewish community.

``We believe the Lubavitch campaign undermines Jewish interest in a most 
fundamental way,`` the report said.

The campaign, which often parallels evangelical and fundamentalist Protestant efforts 
for Christmas season displays of nativity scenes and crosses on public land, is led by 
the Lubavitch sect, a group of Orthodox Jews with strong roots in Eastern Europe.

In releasing the study, the American Jewish Congress, a longtime proponent of 
church-state separation, said it recognizes the importance of religion in American life.

``We strongly support that role,`` AJC President Theodore Mann said. ``But religion is 
a private matter, and its symbols belong on private land, not government property.``

The AJC has been involved in a number of court cases challenging the display of 
Christian creche scenes as well as some challenges to menorah displays.

According to the AJC, since the 1984 Supreme Court ruling in Lynch vs. Donnelly 
permitting displays of municipal creches or nativity scenes, ``a small but growing 
number of Jews are reconciling themselves to the fact of religious symbols on public 
land, provided the policy applies to Jewish as well as Christian symbols.``

It said the Lynch ruling has provided momentum for the Lubavitch effort to erect 
menorahs -- the nine-branched candelabras -- to spread from a few large cities such 
as New York and Washington D.C., to nearly all other cities where the movement has 
offices, including Seattle; Phoenix, Ariz.; Santa Ana, Calif.; St. Louis; Providence, R.I.; 
Grand Rapids and Lansing, Mich.; Cleveland; Houston; Austin, Texas; Pittsburgh; 



Kansas City, Mo.; and Madison and Milwaukee, Wis.

``To Lubavitch, the public menorah balances out the public Christmas tree,`` the report 
said. ``To the American Jewish Congress, the menorah on public lands clears the path 
for the creche and the cross.

``Were creches and crosses increasingly to become part of our landscape -- on public 
lands, on courthouses and public school lawns and in city hall courtyards -- America`s 
Jews would once again begin to feel that they are a tolerated minority,`` the report 
said.

The report said that since the Lynch ruling the movement, while spearheaded by the 
Lubavitch, has received the tacit support of other Jews who see the public display of 
menorahs as a ``defensive`` measure to counterbalance the impact of Christmas 
displays on Jewish children. Before Lynch, according to the report, opposition to such 
displays outside the Lubavitch movement was virutally unanimous.

``Probably the chief obstacle to a more communal response to the campaign to erect 
menorahs on public land is a strong and widespread desire to avoid highly publicized 
internecine court battles,`` the report added.

It said that many local Jewish community relations councils composed of 
representatives of various local Jewish groups have ``quietly challenged`` the 
campaign.

``Such efforts, however, are almost inevitably frustrated because the Rebbe`s (the 
Lubavitch leader) commands are not negotiable by local Lubavitch leaders,`` it said.

The report urged using the same criteria and caution in litigating menorah cases as in 
creche cases, noting that challenges to Christian seasonal religious displays have 
``always been regarded as sensitive and have been brought only after careful 
consideration of both legal and community relations factors.``

But, it said, ``church-state separation is of cardinal importance to the Jewish 
community`` and it said the fact that there is not unanimity in the Jewish community on 
the issue ``must not paralyze ... or stand as a bar to such suits, which are an integral 
part of the contemporary struggle to separate church and state.``


