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First, a brief review: In June 2005, Reb 
Chizkiya Kalmanowitz discovered construc-
tion taking place in the Snipisek Jewish Cem-
etery in Vilnius. The Snipisek Cemetery is 
where the G”ra was buried, as was the Ger 
Tzeddek. Even now, the cemetery contains 
the bodies of the Chayei Adam and the Be’er 
Hagolah among many others.

The Lithuanian government argued that 
the area in question was outside the cemetery 
boundaries, in spite of hard evidence to the 
contrary. Two years of protests and interna-
tional criticism were to no avail and by 2008, 
two large apartment buildings stood in the cem-
etery, with tons of earth and human remains ex-
cavated and removed. To this day nobody has 
been able to examine the extracted material.

In 2009, the Lithuanian government, to 
great public fanfare, announced that the cem-
etery had been granted Cultural Heritage status 
with boundaries agreed upon by Vilnius Jews 
and other groups. The voices of protest and op-
position were drowned out by public acclaim 
for what was portrayed as having saved the 
cemetery. 

A year later, the US Embassy in Vilnius re-
ported that the Vilnius city government desig-
nated the area around the Sports Palace, which 
sits in the middle of the cemetery, as a perma-
nent protest site to be used whenever groups 
sought permits for demonstrations or protest 
activities.

Several such events took place and the 
city even approved a rally to be held at the 
Sports Palace site in early May. Protests by 
Jewish groups and the Department of Cultural 
Heritage Protection convinced city officials to 
change their mind and not approve any such 
events. But close observers recognized that the 
cemetery had no protection, except in name. 
The city of Vilnius was in complete control.

And so to the aforementioned Sports Pal-

ace. In 1971, Soviet authorities erected this 
large structure in the central part of the cem-
etery for public events and gatherings. The 
building has been unused for several decades 
and on February 12, 2015, the Lithuania Tri-
bune announced that this edifice was to be re-
constructed as a Congress Center.

Almost on cue there was another story in 
the same newspaper, on April 15, to the effect 
that “Jewish organizations and Lithuanian gov-
ernment agree on sensitive renovation in cen-
tral Vilnius,” meaning renovation of the Sports 
Palace. Lithuanian authorities announced that 
the cost of “painting and renovating the inte-
rior” of the forty year old building would be 25 
million dollars, with 20 million coming from 
the EU.

Virtually everyone other than the Vilnius 
Jews and others who endorsed the project 
pointed to the $25 million dollars as presaging 
far more than painting and interior renovation. 
Indeed, there has been talk of erecting an annex 
to the Sports Palace with tens of thousands of 
visitors coming to the facility each year.

A representative of the American Embassy 
inquired about the plans and was told, presum-
ably with straight face, that there will be no 
construction within the cemetery boundaries 
and no digging or excavation. 

We know better. We well recall the interac-
tions which took place in 2005-2008. Then, the 
diversions and delays of Lithuanian authorities 
gave the impression of cooperation even as two 
apartment buildings were built in the Snipisek 
Jewish cemetery.

We are sophisticated enough to know 
that one doesn’t spend $25 million dollars on 
“painting and renovating.” We also know that 
renovation activities will involve some incur-
sion in the cemetery grounds. The storing of 
materials and equipment, the placement of 
tents and small structures, the travel of cars 

and trucks, and the arrival of new materials and 
removal of old will all entail insult to the cem-
etery grounds. 

The Snipisek cemetery houses remains 
which are over 500 years old. Bodies were not 
buried in caskets, and bones have been free to 
flow all this time with earth movement, con-
struction activities, and weather. Every time the 
earth is pierced and with every heavy physical 
impact, there is a significant chance of desecra-
tion of the dead though crushing old bones and 
human remains.

As noted, the Sports Palace was built in 
1971 with services and facilities which, at 
best, were consistent with the dismal Soviet 
construction standards of the time. A building 
suitable for large crowds who expect facilities 
and modern environmental comforts will re-
quire extensive additional pipes and conduits. 
No doubt these new features will be couched 
as serving health and possibly security needs, 
perhaps of an emergency nature as well. But 
they will be added, and they will entail excava-
tion in the cemetery.

A center of this kind must make provision 
for the movement of large numbers of people 
on the outside, as well as seating inside. This 
requires electrical stanchions, fences, seating, 
security, and barriers, among other things. 
There will be a need for supports of all kinds, 
leading to intrusion into the ground below.

People arrive at events in cars and public 
buses. Lithuanian weather dictates that peo-
ple not have to walk large distances, and this 
means parking lots in so-called buffer zones. 
Walkways, people movers, and driveways over 
cemetery grounds will all need to be imple-
mented.

All of the above will despoil the cemetery. 
The subsequent use of the renovated Sports 
Palace for concerts, protests, celebrations and 
gatherings will desecrate it. The term “desecra-

tion” includes physically disturbing graves and 
tombstones as well as removing the sacredness 
of a cemetery. Black’s Law Dictionary defines 
“desecrate” as “to divest (a thing) of its sa-
cred character or to defile or profane (a sacred 
thing).” 

The Snipsek Cemetery, one of Judaism’s 
most sacred sites, should not be subject to 
public activities on its graves. No matter how 
decorous the crowds and how public spirited 
the event, a cemetery should be spared intru-
sions. Nobody would sanction such public 
gatherings in the Arlington National Cemetery 
and nobody should permit them in the Snipisek 
Cemetery either. 

Fortunately there is a new element in play 
here. In August 2014, Congress passed a law 
which declared Desecration of Cemeteries as 
a violation of the International Religious Free-
dom Act of 1998. Hopefully, this will induce 
the State Department to take concerted action 
to protect the integrity of this Jewish cemetery. 

Our task is clear. Through our rabbinic 
and communal organizations, we must inform 
our respective foreign offices, each in his own 
country, that we want the Snipisek Jewish cem-
etery to remain sacrosanct, with no “improve-
ments,” no changes, and no desecration. A 
cemetery is for prayer and solemn reflection, 
nothing more.

We must ask the EU that it not provide the 
20 or so million dollars that Lithuania will be 
asking of them for their project. 

Finally, we must reiterate that the cemetery 
should be returned to the Jewish people, to be 
operated and controlled by the rabbinic heads 
of yeshivos with antecedents from Lithuania as 
well as other rabbinic authorities with requisite 
knowledge in Jewish law regarding such sites. 
Only thus can we prevent further desecration 
and ensure that the cemetery will remain undis-
turbed forever.

In anticipation of his expected presiden-
tial kick-off announcement, New Jersey Gov. 
Chris Christie on Sunday put out a video trying 
to explain his personality in positive terms, as 
an over-abundance of candor. He tells a story 
about his mother who told him never to hold 
back, to always say what was on his mind. He 
ends by saying, “And when you ask about my 
moral compass that’s it. That’s it.”

What’s it? Candor is welcome, but it tells us 
nothing about Christie’s moral compass — his 
concern for others, his kindness, his values, his 
priorities, etc. The line, like a lot of campaign 
rhetoric, makes no sense whatsoever. Bad peo-
ple can be candid. Candor, which can just sim-
ply mean unburdening oneself, is not the same 
as honesty — which involves truth-telling. At 
another level, the video seems unduly defen-
sive. We all know he has a problem coming 
across as overbearing or even as a “bully,” but 
those concerns cannot be passed off as just an 
excess of candor. You can quietly, politely tell 
us what you are thinking.

Frankly, Christie’s video doubles down on 
an over-reliance on image and personality — 
one that got him in trouble when the bridge 
scandal cropped up, and when he was seen a 
few too many times berating audience mem-
bers. Rather than make excuses for his personal 
style, Christie would be well advised to adopt 
the following five-pronged approach.

First: The best answer to the “bully” attack 
is for Christie to emphasize his record of ac-
complishment in a deep blue state with a Dem-
ocratic-controlled state assembly. Bolstered by 
a court ruling on pension fund contribution, he 
can make the case that he has controlled spend-
ing and not raised the state income tax. Those 
accomplishments, in conjunction with school 
reform and drug courts make for a solid record. 
(Making the case that his accomplishments 
are better than those of the governors and ex-
governors from Wisconsin, Florida, Texas and 
Ohio is a different matter.) He should move 
away from apologizing for what he says and 
how he says it, and focus instead on what he 
has already done.

Second, if Christie wants to tell it like it is, 
he can start with his opponents. He can tell Gov. 
Bobby Jindal and former governor Mike Huck-
abee they don’t get to pick and choose what 
Supreme Court cases they need to follow. Tell 
Sen. Ted Cruz, R-Texas, it is a farce to suggest 
we are going to change the Constitution to elect 
judges — and in any event that’s a sure way to 
make them more political. As he has done be-
fore, he can go after Sen. Rand Paul, R-Ky., for 
being a scare-monger on the National Security 
Agency and Cruz for suggesting we can beat 
the Islamic State from the air. He can challenge 
the freshmen senators who would not support 
military action to enforce the red line — and 

now complain we did not act against Syria’s 
Bashar Assad. He can call out Donald Trump’s 
xenophobic policy nonsense, and denounce 
those who refuse to see immigration and trade 
are essential to our growth and prosperity. (Had 
Christie stuck to his guns, he might have also 
deplored the pandering and misinformation on 
Common Core that opponents offer.) In short, 
some of that candor might be welcome in the 
case of debunking the nonsense coming from 
his own side, in addition to the White House 
and Hillary Clinton.

Third, Christie is a former prosecutor and, 
when it comes to Clinton, should come right 
out and say it: her conflicts of interest, refusal 
to follow the administration’s email rules, de-
struction of emails, erasure of her server and 
refusal to turn over all her emails are unaccept-
able and should be thoroughly investigated. He 
can in essence litigate the case against Clinton 
and make the argument that someone who be-
haves in this fashion cannot be the chief ex-
ecutive, cannot control the Justice Department 
and cannot be trusted to faithfully execute the 
laws.

Fourth, Christie can be the grownup on pol-
icy. No, we can’t keep sequester and pay for an 
adequate military. Nope, a flat tax isn’t going to 
be fiscally or politically acceptable. Nope, we 
can’t keep Social Security just the way it is. In-
stead of offering the voters cotton candy, he can 

offer meaty polices and specific solutions, as he 
did on entitlement reform. He can put out a spe-
cific and achievable tax reform plan, a strategy 
for defeating the Islamic State, a formula for 
reducing head count in government, a standard 
for assessing whether regulations are economi-
cally beneficial and so on. He must try to be 
specific about his goals. The fewer unrealistic 
promises he can make, the better.

Finally, instead of talking theoretically 
about upward mobility and poverty, Christie 
should make the cornerstone of his campaign 
his efforts to reduce crime and improve schools 
for poor, inner city residents of New Jersey. 
His roll-up-his-sleeves approach to Camden 
and Newark should become his model for the 
country, and he should make clear he fights 
unions and bureaucracy not because he likes 
to, but because poor families need him to fight 
for them. That’s a message he can communi-
cate with passion and link to the future of the 
Republican party.

Will it be enough? Well, he is still a long 
shot to be sure. And he might forget about 
Iowa and put his cards, as Sen. John McCain, 
R-Ariz., did, on New Hampshire. If he breaks 
through there and others stumble he might fight 
his way into the top tier. It’s not likely, but in 
a race with 15 or more candidates, he would at 
least have a fighting chance.

© The Washington Post

Dear Chris Christie: 
Candor Is Not The Same As A Moral Compass
By Jennifer Rubin

Vilnius’ Snipisek Jewish Cemetery
By Bernard Fryshman, Ph.D.


