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To whom it may concern,

I am the head Rabbi of the Stanton Street Synagogue.  I believe that there are many good and positive things happening at the 8th St. Shul.  Our Synagogues must remain open so that Jews have a place to pray and learn.  This is the spirit of these holy places.  ...  Wherever there is good work being done it must continue.  We cannot let our shuls disappear.  We all must work together for the common good of Jews and all Mankind.

Very Truly Yours,

Rabbi Joseph Singer

GOD IS TIMING.
The above letter was written by the rabbi of the Stanton Street Synagogue and included in the support papers in the failed court battle to save the 8th Street Shul from being sold in 1997.  In the summer of 2000, its author, Rabbi Joseph Singer, met with a Jesuit priest named Brother Rick Curry who heads the National Theatre for the Handicapped and who was looking to purchase the Stanton Street Synagogue from the Rabbi for 1.2 million dollars. 

In January of 1998 I was hanging out on Stanton Street between Clinton and Attorney when an older gentleman ran up to me, pulled at my elbow and asked me in a word, “AreyouJewish?”  I replied in the affirmative, and the man took me across the street and down into the Shul of the Stanton Street Synagogue to make minyan.

A minyan is a gathering of at least 10 Jewish men over the age of 18.

Before I got two feet into what seemed like 1955 - or was it 1915 - I was welcomed graciously by the many members of the house.  Each person who approached me seemed to be inches shorter than the one before, and every one graciously offered me a cup of coffee.  I have since learned to agree to the cup of Folgers-instant when it is first offered, if only to save everyone all the fuss.  Soon one gentleman was searching for a yarmulke for me and another went looking for a prayer book with English translation.  As soon as I was settled, the women left the shul, and I, along with eleven other men, began the twilight prayer.  Some stood, some sat, some read, some talked about other things.  Rabbi Singer sang.  

I found an awakening in the music and chants of the mariv prayers, even though I don’t know how to read or speak Hebrew.  There is something lost inside me that gets water when I hear Jewish prayers sung.  The more I am with the music the closer I get to my true self, the one I have never had the chance to meet.  I didn’t know the song was lost until I heard it.

The sun went down outside on the Lower East Side, turning the streets that blue that carries me on the crest of weeping.  Somewhere between jubilant and sorrowful, between God and the world down here.  

Over the next couple of years I returned occasionally to the Stanton Street Shul, especially on High Holidays.  It became my sole place of worship.  

In the first months of the year 2000 I began seeing flyers around with a banner headline that read: “Help Save Our Synagogue.”  After a few months I buckled and called the number on the flyer.  I reached the home of Ms. Iris Blutreich who said she was glad to get my call and wanted to meet with me as soon as possible.  We made a date to meet at the synagogue.  

I’ve learned a couple of things so far in my life, and one of them is simply: God is timing.  The date was May 15, 2001.  

Iris and I met on the corner and walked to the synagogue to find that we were unable to enter.  The locks had been changed and a note was put on the door by Feldman Realty, a Brooklyn company, which read:

“Anyone breaking in and entering the synagogue will be considered trespassing and will be prosecuted to the full extent of the law.”

Iris called Feldman Realty and was told that a lawyer by the name of Eliot Lauer had a letter from the Attorney General’s office permitting them to break into the synagogue and change the locks.   She then called Assistant Attorney General Carl Di Stefano, who works at the Charities Bureau.  

Mr. Di Stefano said that his office had given no such permission.  He said further that the Attorney General’s office was told a board voted to sell the shul.  He said that he was informed that the “dissident congregants” are the ones who first changed the locks.  He strongly recommended that the locks not be cut again, and that Benjamin “Benny” Sauerhaft, the president of the congregation, should go through Feldman Realty to get a key.  

He also said that he left a message for Eliot Lauer, Singer’s lawyer, about what had happened and asked him to expedite the process of getting a key to the congregation.  Mr. Lauer hadn’t returned the phone call yet.  

After this conversation, I went back to the synagogue to watch the locks being cut and changed again.

THE STORY SO FAR

Iris gave me a briefing on all that I had missed up until that point. Around the beginning of 2001 congregants were informed that Rabbi Singer was selling the shul because, in his words,  there were people who read the prayers out of sync, came late to services and were only there to eat.  He said he was becoming too old and feeble to walk to Stanton Street and urged congregants to move with him to the Litovisker Synagogue on Delancey and Columbia Street.  Before Purim Rabbi Singer plastered signs on the walls of the synagogue telling people not to come back.  These signs were taken down by congregants and immediately replaced by Rabbi Singer, who insisted that the synagogue was going to be closed after Purim. 

In the dead of night, after Purim, Rabbi Singer and his family removed two Sefer Torahs (valued at $80,000) and many Art Scroll Siddurim (prayer books) and Chumashes (Bibles).  They also took the refrigerator, the freezer and some chairs.  Congregants were turned away when they tried to inform the 7th Precinct of the theft.

Iris then asked Ms. Zuckerman, an official at the Attorney General’s office, to tell her the names of the board members listed in the vote to sell the Shul.  Iris attested that most were members of Rabbi Singer’s family, none of whom were voted for by the congregation.  According to Ben Sauerhaft the people listed weren’t members of the shul, nor had they contributed to the synagogue in any way.  They were “outsiders.”

Iris pointed me to an article written on March 30, 2001 by Jonathon Mark, an editor at The Jewish Week that began, “The small and obscure Stanton Street shul on the Lower East Side seems an unlikely place for Jewish legal history to be made, but that shul may force a judge to decide: who owns a shul divided against itself?”  

He quotes Rabbi Singer, who says, “There’s nobody left.  The board and myself, together, want to sell the shul.”  Mark continues, “Who’ll get the money from the sale?  Charity, Rabbi Singer said, ‘but they may give me, too, something.’” 

Mark goes on, “The shul adversaries appealed to a rabbinical court, but the head of the court, Rabbi David Feinstein, ruled that it was fine to sell if the money stays in the community, where he runs a yeshiva, Mesivta Tifereth Jerusalem. Rabbi Singer told The Jewish Week that Rabbi Feinstein’s yeshiva would, indeed, share in the real estate deal.”


Mark also quotes Joel Kaplan, director of the United Jewish Council, who describes Rabbi Singer as “a beloved personality.  I don’t see the congregation being able to support the shul at this point. Under the circumstances, the sale should be concluded.” 

The article goes on, “The Jewish Community Relations Council’s David Pollack explained that as large Orthodox families are unable to find large enough apartments, they move out of the neighborhood, leaving mostly the young, transient or elderly.”

In a letter dated March 13, 2001, Iris writes passionately to Mr. Di Stefano asking, “Who gives [Singer] the right to sell something that is not his? Why doesn’t he sell the Brooklyn Bridge too?”  She also asks, “If Catherine Baecher [Singer’s lawyer] is a lawyer, can’t she be disbarred for being a party to a fraud that involved helping the Singers sell property that they don’t own?”  She concludes, “As Americans we value the laws of the land.  We look to the protections that they give us so that we may conduct our affairs tranquilly.  We expect that your office will uphold these laws which are the only protection every citizen can have against chaos.  Laws without the will of officials to enforce them are the beginning of the end of everything that Americans cherish.  Will anyone then start to rob and maim knowing that government no longer cares?”

THINGS BETTER LEFT UNSAID

In New York we are given the gift of anonymity.  Over the next few months I talked with some of the key players in our story as a concerned congregant.  Some revealed things to me without fully realizing or caring who I was.

I spoke with Mr. Di Stefano on the afternoon of May 16 and asked him if he was aware of any contract of sale.  He replied, “Yes there IS a contract, but it is null until it is agreed to by the Supreme Court, and no one has applied to the Supreme Court”.  He understood that there had been “efforts at mediation with David Pollock of the Jewish Community Relations Council” (JCRC).  The JCRC’s mission is to be “the voice of the Jewish Community to protect and defend Jewish interests.”  

A couple of days later I spoke with David Pollock, the JCRC’s Associate Executive Director and Director, Government Relations.   Pollock immediately painted a metaphoric picture for me.  “What we were dealing with was a parent/child relationship”, he said.  Rabbi Singer was the parent in his scenario.  And the question he posed was, Has the child grown up enough to be on its own?  

If the congregation could guarantee the Rabbi’s pension, then the Rabbi would stop the sale of the synagogue, he continued.  “That would go far,” he said simply.  “You don’t have to find $300,000 immediately.”  I asked if that was the amount that Rabbi Singer would receive if the sale went through for 1.2 million, and he replied: Yes.  He said he worked that out to $18,000 a year, and that Mr. Lauer, Singer’s lawyer, was up-ing that number to $25,000. If there were a “guaranteed funding stream, it would go a long way to solving this.”

I called Brother Curry on May 24 while he was working in Maine.  I told him that there was still a congregation of worshippers at the synagogue he wished to buy.  He said that he had a contract and that he was bound to it.  He signed it one year and two weeks ago, he said.  One week prior to that he had read an ad in a real estate magazine and contacted Rabbi Singer.   He said that he had met with Rabbi Singer on more than one occasion and that the business dealings had been with him.  He said they had a signed contract and now he was waiting for the deal to get “unstuck.”  It was not a personal thing for him, he said; he was simply bound by a contract and his duty to his Board of Trustees and his disabled students.  

I contacted Mr. Spitzer’s office on July 5 by e-mail, asking, “What knowledge of the sale of the Stanton Street Synagogue do you have?  What is your position?”  

On July 17 a woman named Jessica called from Mr. Spitzer’s office.  She said that she had double-checked with the Charities Bureau, which oversees religious and other non-profit organizations, before calling me, and that they had said that the case had been “stagnant for a couple of months now” and that the synagogue was “not being sold.”  She said that a Mr. Avischick, an attorney at the Charities Bureau, told her this.  She said according to him the United Jewish Council led by Joel Kaplan (“he’s been amazing”) was responsible for stopping the sale “a couple of months ago.”  The word from Kaplan was that the sale was becoming “too expensive for the Singer family.”

I immediately called up Brother Curry with the good news.  I told him that the Attorney General’s office had informed me that the sale was off.  He said he had heard no claim of that sort and that he was moving forward with the sale and moreover he believed that the Shul was rightly his.

I spoke with Carl Di Stefano on July 24, 2001.  He said that to his knowledge the lawyers were in the process of deciding.  He said he had talked to Avischick, who denied the statements attributed to him by Jessica in Mr. Spitzer’s office.  No further explanation was given.

I couldn’t get Joel Kaplan on the phone, but I did get back in touch with Mr. Pollock.  On July 30, 2001, David Pollock said that the congregants had to decide what to do, and then we could give him a call.  “More than that,” he said, “the JCRC are keeping their hands off.”

Because it looked like we were going to have to put up a fight in court and didn’t have a lawyer, I tried to find the shul some legal advice.  I called the New York Legal Assistance Group on the recommendation of the Jewish Information and Referral Service.  I talked with Ms. Constance Carden, who was given the task of investigating our case in order to determine whether the firm could advise us.  She said that she had talked to a lawyer with the JCRC, Marsha Eisenberg, with David Pollock in the room, and that Ms. Eisenberg had said that there was no problem, because the case had not gone to court.  

I told the entire story to Ms. Carden, and she recommended that everyone continue to pray at the shul until the case went to court.  At that time, she said, I should call on Marsha Eisenberg to find us a lawyer who could help.  I explained to Ms. Carden that Ms. Eisenberg’s organization would get a cut from the sale and that they had every intention on working toward selling what wasn’t theirs.  Ms. Carden did not change her position.  She took diligent notes of our conversation, never contradicting my allegations that what was being done was illegal and that no one was doing anything about it.

JUDGE LIPPMAN’S COURT

We found help in a Groucho-like lawyer named Brian Burstin.  He was sent by angels, as they say, via Iris.  He took on our case with verve and a healthy dose of humor.

The congregation arrived at Judge Robert Lippman’s courtroom at 9:30am on November 12.  There weren’t enough chairs for everyone.  After an hour of waiting our case was heard.  Brian Burstin, alongside Carl Di Stefano, stood beside Rabbi Singer’s goateed lawyer to argue the case.  

From the start Judge Lippman seemed quick to dismiss the claim of the assembled congregants.   He took no time or effort to learn any of the truth behind the situation, hearing only Singer’s “arguments.”  Singer’s goateed lawyer spewed lies and distorted accounts of what had gone on since “the vote” and sale in June of 2000.

Judge Lippman saw us as trying to stop a good Rabbi from making some money off of unused property.  He asked if the congregants were willing or able to pay the 1.2 million dollars that had been offered for the synagogue.  He belittled the number of congregants in attendance as “these 7 or 8 people,” prompting the assembled congregation of twenty-five or so to stand up (though standing was not allowed in the courtroom) to show themselves.  

The Judge asked for everyone to return to the court on November 16 to hold an evidentiary hearing in order to establish ownership of the shul.  On that day a frustrated Brother Curry had his lawyers bow out of the sale.  Brother Curry had waited long enough and the posters that Iris made and put up around the neighborhood weren’t flattering either.  The posters had a picture of Brother Curry on it with the headline, “Don’t let this man take our synagogue.”  Iris knew Brother Curry wasn’t the real culprit but was fighting by any means necessary.

Before Singer’s lawyer could get out of the courtroom, Judge Lippman ordered the family to return both Torah scrolls to the synagogue immediately.  The Singer family returned the Torah scrolls two weeks late.  

MEANWHILE, AT THE SHUL

In 1913, a man named Max Kramer purchased property at 180 Stanton Street and founded the synagogue, then known as Congregation B’nai Jacob Anschei Brzezan.  The synagogue has been in continuous use since its inception.  The congregation was listed in 1917, in the Jewish Communal Register, as having 135 members and a 400 seat capacity. 

According to the Register, the Lower East Side used to be filled with more than 400 permanent synagogues upholding Jewish traditions and the hope for the future of Judaism in America.  Whether orthodox, conservative or reform, all New York Jews were obligated to build houses of worship and Jewish education.  This was their inheritance from the Old World.    

“Establishing a synagogue, or being affiliated with one was not considered a matter of option.  It was an accepted principle that whenever there were ten Jews, they were in duty bound to form themselves into a congregation, and to carry on all the customary Jewish communal activities.”  (Jewish Communal Register, 1917)

It must be true that during the height of the Jewry in New York the Lower East Side was the closest resemblance to the shtetls that they had moved away from, in numbers alone.  Communal gathering was the only way to survive.  Jews needed each other in order to find the way into the American diaspora and the Lower East Side was the dock-of-entry.  In time, hundreds of thousands of first-generation American jews moved up and out the city, leaving the truly eccentric Jews who actually liked life in the City.

About fifteen synagogues remain in the neighborhood while 400 or so synagogues have faded into history.  We are at the end of history now, the end of days, the twilight      

Check out that new townhouse on East 1st Street between Avenue A and 1st Avenue that used to be a synagogue.  Or walk down Pike Street and find the Buddhist temple/book store/residence that used to be the glorious Pike Street Synagogue.  Or if you find yourself on East 8th Street between Avenues B and C you’ll see the empty shell that used to be the 8th Street Shul.  Each of these synagogues were a haven for Jews and anyone else those Jews could help.  

These synagogues were welcome mats in a world that required more and more membership.  They were places to gather at, to be with others, to learn and heighten awareness.  A smile or at least a nod of appreciation is all you needed to get in the door.  

Same is true of the Stanton Street Synagogue.  It continues to be a warm, welcoming place where people can gather to pray, nosh a little and talk about what is going on in the neighborhood and the rest of the world.    

OPENING THE WINDOWS AND THE DOORS

On October 15th of this year the congregants were called back to the courthouse downtown to hold the evidentiary hearing that was still necessary to settle who had the right to decide the fate of the synagogue.  Judge Lippman had appointed, for reasons unknown, Judge Martin Evans to resolve the case. 

Judge Evans, who had been in retirement, has the honorable distinction of having decided a case that set a standard in religious corporate law (Sup. Ct. N.Y. County 1980).  It’s called the Kroth decision, and it sets out the procedure by which the courts can determine voting members and boards of directors in these ownership cases.  

I arrived during recess on the second day of court.  I took a chair in the back next to the door and got caught up on what I had missed.  Apparently, Rabbi Singer had been on the stand during the first half of the day mumbling through most of his testimony.  Singer’s new lawyers had apparently tried to invalidate the Orthodoxy of the members of the Stanton Street Synagogue. 

Soon after I got the rundown, Rabbi Singer came back from recess.  

When I first started living in the neighborhood I heard great things about Rabbi Singer.  Truthfully the first time I heard of the Stanton Street Synagogue, it was  referred to as “Rabbi Singer’s.”  Though I could never really understand a word he said, he always struck me as a pious and holy man.  Now after many months filled with dismay over his actions to sell the shul, I found his presence subtly shocking.

During the recess, he took the empty seat next to mine and began talking with Iris’s daughter, Ahna, who was to his right.  For a while he turned his back to me carrying on a conversation about Ahna’s education.  Then Rabbi Singer asked her if I was her boyfriend.  She told him he ought to ask me who I was.  

He turned to me, and before he could say a word I showed him the letter he had authored in support of the 8th Street Shul.  I read the entire letter to him and asked him whether he knew the signature at the bottom as his own.  He didn’t respond.  I then asked him all the questions that I had inside me.  In this world, where Jews are traditionally disliked, why are we fighting each other, when we need to be supportive and understanding?   How could he be responsible for selling the synagogue?  Furthermore, I expressed how sad and disillusioned I had become during the fight for the Shul.  He listened to everything I said and his response was, “How old are you?”

Then he asked me where my yarmulke was.  I told him that I didn’t wear one every day and that I wasn’t going to pretend I did for the purpose of the court, a court that I didn’t want to be attending.  Soon Rabbi Singer took off his own yarmulke and placed it on my head.  I wore it throughout the rest of the day’s proceedings, which consisted primarily of Ben Sauerhaft’s testimony.  

When court was adjourned, Rabbi Singer’s son-in-law, Abe Schwarzman, came up to me and demanded, “Will you please give my father back his yarmulke?”  I told him that I was on my way to do just that.  He then said to Rabbi Singer under his breath, “Giving him your yarmulke is like putting it in the trash.”  I was deeply offended, and I told him as much.  He replied, “Oh, you would wear it?”  I said, “I’d be honored to wear the Rabbi’s yarmulke,” as I handed it back to Rabbi Singer and thanked him for lending it to me.

On Tuesday October 22, 2002, we were called back to court to continue the hearing at 2pm.  (If you don’t see the magic in those numbers, you ain’t gonna.)  I arrived right on time to pass our lawyer, Mr. Burstin, on the pay phone.  His colleague Mr. Jonathon Boyarin told me that they were making phone calls that they didn’t want to make, but the Judge had asked them to.  Certainly something was up.

I arrived onto the fourth floor of 80 Center Street and ducked into the bathroom.  Iris’s husband, Bruce, was there.   During all of the court proceedings, Bruce and I analyzed the situation outside of earshot of others.  He told me that nothing was happening in the courtroom, everyone was whispering outside.  As we walked down the hallway past Singer’s family and lawyers, I acknowledged each of them with a “good day.”

For the second time I took a seat behind and to the left of the Judge’s desk.  Ms. Goldman approached me quickly.  Ms. Goldman is a Hasidic woman from Borough Park who looks like Emma Goldman reincarnated though she had never heard of Emma.  She was sent direct from the Rebbe King Moschiach, the Borough Hall Rebbe who proselytizes in New York City on High Holidays, to observe the proceedings.  Ms. Goldman told me when we first met on October 15th that the Rebbe was extraordinarily upset about what had been going on with the attempted sale of the Shul.  

We sat by the windows and she whispered that it was the 22nd at 2pm and she was exhilarated.  Something great was happening and we didn’t have anything to do but watch.  Ms. Goldman came onto the scene in time to witness history being made as the synagogue’s continued life was granted.  

Iris came over to turn on the fan.  Ms. Goldman and I opened the windows and pulled up the shades.   We waited in the quiet room with the light reflecting in.  All the congregants in attendance wore pins that read “Save Our Shul” with a picture of the synagogue on it.  It was another stroke of Iris’ constant battle.  

At no time during the last year and a half had Iris ever stopped.  She was always writing the letters, faxing the faxes, making the posters, putting them up, editing videos, and showing them on Manhattan Neighborhood Network (MNN).  All the while, with the same passion, she was making sure that there was always a good spread of food at the Shul and that the garden out front on Stanton Street was watered and cared for.  

All the lawyers and family came back into the room.  When everyone settled, Judge Evans, with his hands folded in his lap, said simply, “All claims have been resolved.  Go in peace.”  

The family skirted out with their lawyers as the congregation started whispering questions to Brian.   He explained that the Judge had “dismissed with prejudice,” which meant that the Singer family could never try to claim ownership of the Stanton Street Synagogue again.  A definitive and triumphant decision.  

Out of court Rabbi Singer’s lawyers made a deal for the Rabbi and his family to go away for the sum of $24,000 over the next three years.  The money will be paid to him by an outside benefactor.  No responsibility to pay is laid on the synagogue.   The congregants were never given an opportunity to be involved in any deal, but apparently Judge Evans, from the beginning of the proceedings, pushed for a quiet settlement that was agreeable to all. 

Out on the steps of the court building we stood in the sunlight waiting for Benny, who stayed behind to thank the Judge.  The congregants all wished each other heartfelt Mazel Tovs.  Some cried happy exhausted tears.  We stood there dizzy and exalted on an unexpectedly beautiful day.  Benny came out and told us that Judge Evans apparently said to him, “You deserve to have the synagogue.”  Benny kissed the Judge on his forehead.  

VULTURES STILL OVERHEAD

This article is just scratching the surface, a bubble-gum story compared to what’s really going on.  

In Geoffrey Gray’s Village Voice article (“Crisis of Faith” May 29, 2001) he quotes Abe Schwarzman saying, “It’s not really a synagogue.  Even if these people do breathe some life into the synagogue in the next couple of months, it will just be artificial resuscitation.  Whether it be six months or a year, I don’t know.  But it cannot exist.”

Days after the October 22nd decision, Iris sent me a fax with the headline “Synagogue Saved!  Be vigilant!”  When I talked with her she told me a old camp story of hers.  The moral was: never sleep while others were awake.  

Truth is, the synagogue may have won this time, but it’s not over.  Rabbi Singer was a patsy, suckered into the scheme because of the promise of a big payout.  He was the front man to Brother Curry, and the United Jewish Council and the Jewish Community Relations Council pushed it along, waited in the wings and hoped for the best.

And these vultures are still out there quick and ready to sell the soul of our neighborhood.  They’re ready to live in a vacuum, with a unified voice, community influence and lots of money for the few.   There is no end in sight.

If Rabbi Singer would have gotten $300,000 in the 1.2 million dollar deal with Brother Curry, where would the rest of the money have gone?  The UJC and the JCRC among others would have been in control of dividing up the money.  This much we know.  

Where have all the synagogues gone?  Who has profited from those real estate deals?  They have been caught threatening the congregants, locking them out, stealing their Torahs, and sending the whole lot of them through the courts and the papers, for nothing more than money.  These same “organizations” are now at the front door with the keys.   

During the early months of 2002 the Stanton Street Synagogue held elections for their new board.  Most of the regular congregant members came to vote, but most were unable to actually take on any volunteer post.  In turn, some people were elected to the board whose true affiliations are suspect.

Board members had a tremendous influence in the synagogue getting landmark status in August of this year.  With a benefit at the Angel Orensanz Synagogue the synagogue raised over $20,000 for the shul.  $10,000 went directly to an architectural assessment and $3,000 went to Holly Kaye Executive Director of the Lower East Side Conservancy, who wrote the application.  In August the Stanton Street Synagogue received the illustrious title of Landmark of Historical Significance.  What next?  The Conservancy will probably include the Stanton Street Synagogue on their walking tours.  Just recently, the synagogue was included in their on-line map of Lower East Side.

The Conservancy, created in 1998, has a stunning mission statement, which reads: “Our mission is the preservation and promotion of Jewish culture on New York’s Lower East Side, from the nostalgic ‘old’ neighborhood of a century ago to the vibrant and growing Jewish community of today.”  The Conservancy was formed with the sponsorship of the United Jewish Council of the Lower East Side, Inc.  The executive director, Joel Kaplan of the UJC, was quoted in the Jewish Week’s summing-up article of the Stanton Street Synagogue case (“Shul Keeps Its Spirit” by Eric Greenberg 11/01/2002) saying, “I think we’re pleased that the shul will continue.  Hopefully the future of the shul is settled.”  This is the same Joel Kaplan who threatened to personally sue any congregant who got in the way of the sale of the synagogue.  

What does he mean by “I think we’re pleased …” or “Hopefully”?

Ever since the synagogue settled its score with Rabbi Singer, the congregants have been engaged in finding a new rabbi and making the necessary repairs to the building.  There’s a hole in the roof, three aged skylights, and a fire-escape that needs to be replaced.  Iris took it upon herself to find estimates from neighborhood people who are willing to do the work at a low cost.  She estimates that the synagogue needs $26,000 to do all the work.  

The estimate that the board came up with is $136,000.  They say the synagogue needs an $80,000 loan in order to do the repairs -- a loan the synagogue could never pay back. 

The real story that nobody wants to talk about, is the conflict between property value and the value of continued prayer.  The great work of profiting off of the synagogues of yesterday is already over.  The work is done.  It’s business as usual.  This has been going on in New York since its first developer, its first lawyer, its first court.

I recently heard that the Conservancy was given keys. They seek a shul that will be pristine and tourist-friendly, or at least more valuable on the market.  Unfortunately, with more tourists comes more estrangement of all the beautiful souls of the synagogue that give their time to God and their labor in prayer.  

The Stanton Street Synagogue is one of the last remaining shuls that gets by on nothing more than generosity of spirit, individuality and righteous off-beat song.  If they sell the Shul from the inside then they will have thrown the last log on the pyre.  And the dark days of heartless real estate and greed will continue to burn.  

Where there should be compassion and support, there is only derision and  separatism in the prattle and practice of philistines.  This fight is one among many that has been fought throughout our history.  The Stanton Street Synagogue won, for now.  Who will be there tomorrow? 

-- Eric Wallach is a Theatre Director on the Lower East Side

(None of these views are that of Stanton Street Synagogue or its current Board of Directors.  The doors are open for prayer at 180 Stanton Street.  All are welcome.  Any help would be greatly appreciated.)
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