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"The analytic approach of our method of litigation, in

which precedents are used to establish legal arguments,

comes straight from the Talmud. And the right of a

defendant to refuse to incriminate himself is also

rooted in the Talmud.” — Judge Gerald Rosen

Commenting on the loss of religiosity in
contemporary American Jewish life, she noted
that for much of the American Jewish community,
Judaism is a closed book. "That's unfortunate,”
she said. “Jewishness adds such richness and

quality to life, especially to family life.”

The 'Million-Dollar Courtroom’

Honorable Judge Gerald Rosen became Chief
Judge of the Eastern District of Michigan in
2009, following a luminous 20-year judicial
career. He presides over Detroit's "million dollar
courtroom,” an historic structure famous for its
architectural elegance and majestic design that

includes Biblical imagery.

Although a courtroom is only as noble as the
defenders of justice within it, the "million-dollar
courtroom” has been said to inspire a certain
reverence in those who find themselves in its
domain. "You want to walk the extra mile in
the pursuit of truth and justice when you are in
this courtroom,” said former U.S. District Judge

Judge Gerald Rosen

Damon Keith, who presided there before being
appointed to the U.S. Court of Appeals.

Judge Rosen agrees. Describing the unusual
artwork adorning the walls of his courtroom, he
mentions a scroll representing the Torah that
symbolizes the recording of the law for future
generations. There is also a representation of
Deborah the Prophetess who judged the ancient

nation of Israel, according to the Book of Judges.

While religious symbols in some courtrooms have
been the subject of heated church-state debate—a
court of appeals recently ordered an Ohio judge
to remove a poster of the Ten Commandments
from his courtroom—Judge Rosen says he is not

bothered by Biblical depictions in the courtroom.

"We can't deny that much of our common law
principles were derived from Biblical law. There
is nothing unconstitutional about acknowledging

that in the artwork adorning the courtroom.”

He cites a few examples: "The analytic approach
of our method of litigation, in which precedents
are used to establish legal arguments, comes
straight from the Talmud. And the right of a
defendant to refuse to incriminate himself is also

rooted in the Talmud.”

Walking the Extra Mile

It's been said that every good judge encounters
a least one high-profile case in his career that
forces him to take an unpopular stand. In one
of these cases, United States vs. Koubriti, Judge
Rosen wrestled with moral choices that led him,

in Judge Keith's words, "to walk the extra mile in

the pursuit of truth and justice"—taking no small

amount of flak for doing so.

The Koubriti case was the first terrorism case to
come to trial in the aftermath of the September
2001 attacks on the Twin Towers. It caused a
media sensation. Three men accused of being part
of a Detroit terror sleeper cell were convicted of
conspiracy and sentenced to stiff jail sentences.
In th eyes of a public still mourning the thousands
of lives lost in the Twin Towers attacks, the

punishment was richly deserved.

But the case fell apart after evidence surfaced
that the lead prosecutor had withheld exculpatory
evidence and obstructed justice in other ways.
Judge Rosen, who presided over the case, threw
out the convictions and granted the men a new

trial.

In the tense post-September 11th climate, critics
accused Judge Rosen of being soft on terrorism

and undermining the anti-terror war.

"I'm actually just the opposite,” the judge said
in an interview with this writer. "But this case
tested our core constitutional principles. Those
principles have withstood countless challenges in
our nation's history, and the Koubriti case posed

some of the greatest ones of all.

"A pattern of serious prosecutorial misconduct had
emerged that demanded a response. Regardless
of the political fallout, I viewed my duty to
enforce the constitution of the United States
as paramount. | would hope any federal judge

worthy of the title would do the same.”

Hitting the Books

Bill Sider is used to hearing his profession—he’s
a tax lawyer—being derided as dull and tedious.
"I know it sounds like an oxymoron to call it
exciting, but tax law is actually a very ‘happening’

field to be in,” he says.



"Tax issues ripple through every imaginable
pursuit. They affect the buying and selling of
companies, marriage and divorce, synagogues
and clergy, and the question of what qualifies as

a non-profit organization.”

As a tax specialist, Mr. Sider is keenly familiar with
the controversy over school vouchers — finding
constitutional grounds for permitting tax credits

to be applied to tuition in religious schools.

"Jewish day school communities are hemorrhaging
over tuition costs,” he said. "Finding a mechanism
that would allow tax credits to subsidize tuition
while also satisfying church-state restrictions
would be a lifeline to day school parents.” That
leads him to the number one issue in his life
— Jewish education. He likens himself to the
proverbial reformed smoker who tends to sound

like he's on a crusade.

The

Attorney Bill Sider

"l was sent to Hebrew school as a little kid and
went up the ranks until | was bar mitzvah. It was
an utter waste of time," he recalls. "The learning
level never went beyond the third grade. After
having this stuff shoved down my throat, I felt

Judaism had nothing to offer me.
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It was while in law school in Salt Lake City that
Bill began to have second thoughts about his
heritage. "There's nothing like being a minority in
a religious community to prompt you to figure out

where you belong,” he said.

"I hit the books. I started reading about Jewish
belief and rituals. It was fascinating to discover
that Judaism was actual a profound belief system.
As 1 learned more, the pendulum began swinging

in the opposite direction.”

Bill returned to Michigan after earning his degree.
He married and began raising a family, all the
while continuing his exploration of Judaism. "My
wife and [ began to observe Shabbos, although we
were not knowledgeable enough to do it right. At
first Shabbos was a lonely time. And it seemed to

go forever—an interminable day of restrictions.”
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Things changed when they transferred their children to an Orthodox day
school in Detroit. The move brought the Siders into a new orbit of friends and

acquaintances that enriched their lives.

"We were invited to many different homes for Shabbos and holidays. We
were also fortunate in having great neighbors who drew us into a close-
knit religious community. We slowly grew into the lifestyle and are very

comfortable with it now.”

In addition to participating in Federation-run educational programs, the
Siders became regulars at the Detroit-based Partners in Torah. "There's an
amazing energy to the Tuesday night class, with hundreds of people from all
over the Detroit area learning together in one room,” he said. "The folks who
run the program have a special gift for matching people up—and for giving of

themselves. It's the most vibrant part of my week.”

Love Thy Neighbor

One of Michigan's top criminal
defense lawyers with 35 years of trial
work behind him, Mitch Ribitwer
is no stranger to life’'s seamier
side. But that hasn't dimmed his
enthusiasm for helping people and
finding the good in them.

"It all comes down to 'love thy
number
he said. "That's the

animating force in a healthy society.

neighbor,” Judaism's

one precept,”

It's what keeps the world spinning

Attorney Mitch Ribitwer

on its axis.” He says the "golden
rule” also lies at the heart of civil law. "When this value is undermined in

society, we are all in trouble.”

A Michigan native, Mr. Ribitwer grew up in a religious home and attended
Yeshiva Bais Yehuda from kindergarten through high school. In view of the
forces of assimilation chipping away at American Jewry, he considers himself
fortunate in being able to pass on Jewish pride and a strong sense of Jewish

identity to his three (now grown) children.

A strong proponent of Jewish education at any age, Mitch is a regular at

Partners in Torah. In a poignant twist, his 'partner’ is a man who was once
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his fourth grade Jewish studies teacher, Rabbi Kaufman. They study Mishnah,
Shulchan Aruch (Jewish Law) and Pirkei Avos (Ethics of the Fathers).

The program keeps him "grounded” he says. "Who doesn’t need a religious
and ethical boost periodically? It also enables me to keep my finger on the

pulse of the community, on issues where [ can be helpful.”

Mitch credits his parents, who were Holocaust survivors, for passing down
a strong legacy. His mother saw most of her family cut down by the Nazis in
her hometown of Radom, Poland. His father's parents and eight siblings were
murdered. The only family members to survive were Mitch's father and one
of his father's sisters.

Mitch was born in a D.P. camp in Germany, where his parents met and
married after the war. He arrived in the United States as a toddler. The family
settled in Detroit where they courageously rebuilt their lives. Although his
father never spoke to him about his bitter experiences in Treblinka and

Bergen Belsen, Mitch absorbed the horror of it nonetheless.

"On Sundays, a number of survivors who lived in my neighborhood would
gather in our living room to watch the news," he recalls. "The Walter Cronkite
show often featured documentaries about the Holocaust ... and my father
and his friends would sit glued to the screen. When it was over, in trembling
voices they would tell one another their stories....And we kids would listen in

the darkness, the blood freezing in our veins.”

Mitch defines the pitfalls of assimilation and intermarriage in unusual terms:

“Jewish kids no longer have grandparents who speak with an accent.”

In the past, he said, Jewish kids had a bubbe and a zaide who were proud Jews
and knew what it meant to live a Jewish life. Often that was a strong enough
influence to keep their grandchildren in the fold even without formal Jewish
education. "But the bubbes and zaides have passed on, with no one to take

their place.”

In light of troubling demographics and concerns over Jewish continuity,
it's heartening to hear prominent judicial and legal personalities celebrate
Jewish knowledge and pay tribute to the sophisticated nature and timeless
wisdom of Torah law. Their excitement about Jewish learning and embrace
of core concepts in Judaism beckon others to join them in exploring a 3,000

year old tradition that still glows with youthful energy and relevance in 21st

century America.
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