On March 17, 1992 a car bomb in Argentina destroyed the Israeli embassy killing 29 people and injuring more than 240.  On July 18, 1994 in a nearly identical attack the Jewish community’s AMIA building was bombed, this time 86 people were killed and more than 300 were wounded.

On Wednesday, July 18, 2001, on the anniversary of the second attack, which is the single most serious attack on Jews outside of the land of Israel since the Holocaust, along with Rabbi Starr, I went with a group of Rabbis led by Rabbi Avi Weiss to meet with Ambassador Juan Carlos Vignaud, the Argentinean Consul General.  

This past Shabbat (July, 21) we invited Ambassador Vignaud to our Synagogue, The Hebrew Institute of Riverdale to address our congregation.  Following the Ambassador’s speech, I delivered the following speech. 

I again wanted to thank Ambassador Vignaud and the rest of Argentinean staff for attending our service this morning. This past Wednesday afternoon, we joined Abmassador Vignaud in a private memorial service in Temple Emanuel, and I was touched by the sincerity and sympathy expressed by the Ambassador.

And yet, I also wanted to share with everyone the real concerns that Jewish communities everywhere have with the investigation of the Argentinean government.  This morning we read the passage in the Torah, which discusses the law of Arei Miklat, the cities of refuge.  The Torah teaches that if one kills someone accidentally he must flee to a city of refuge and remain there until the death of the Kohen Gadol, the High Priest. 

This raises the question, why is the killer released upon the death of the Kohen Gadol?  What wrong did the kohen Gadol commit?  The teaching of the Torah is that when there is an immoral act committed in a society the responsibility for that act should be directly attributed to the leadership of that society.  Thus, the Kohen Gadol as the leader of that society is held responsible for the crime committed in his domain.

Today the Argentinean government has arrested lower level people involved with attack on the AMIA building.  Still, it is the widespread belief in Argentina that the government is stonewalling the investigation and covering up a proper investigation which would show that the highest levels of the Argentinean government bear responsibility for this crime.

At a rally in Argentina this past Wednesday, which was attended by more than 5, 000 people, Jose Hercman, the head of the Argentinean Jewish community, charged that “the carelessness of the investigation is because it lacks the support from the political powers.”  And he expressed his “indignation” and “disgust” at the manner in which the government was handling the investigation.

In fact, while the government contends that it is seriously investigating the attack, its own actions tell a different story.  The government admits only to “local involvement” as an explanation for the fact that the police guarding both the Israeli Embassy in 1992 and the AMIA building miraculously disappeared moments before the explosion.  On the other hand, Captain Fernandez, chief of the 7th precinct, which controls the special guard duty in from of the Embassy and the AMIA building, was subsequently promoted.  This promotion sends a clear message that the Argentinean government, in the words of Mr. Hercman, “has much more to do that it has done till now.”  

As Rabbi Weiss who met directly with former President Menem and participated in a full cabinet meeting of the Argentenian government stated directly to Ambassador Vignaud, it is his belief, along with the belief of many Argentineans, that a full investigation of the incident would reveal that President Menem was involved. The rabbis of this congregation ask President Fernando DeLarua to begin an immediate investigation to tell us: What did President Menem know?  When did he know it?  Investigate the cover up within the higher levels of the Argentinean government. 

Mr. Ambassador, it takes a man of great courage to come to this service today and hear these words which we previously had told you only in private.  And so we thank you for your willingness to come.  We are touched by your warmth, empathy, and participation.  And we ask you to please relay our sentiments to your government.
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