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The Rabbis Weigh In
Orthodox Jews breathe new life into an ancient institution.
To attorney Harris L. Cohen there was nothing unusual about the Los Angeles conference room that he walked into last year to settle a $1 million business dispute between his client and a former business acquaintance. The chairs were certainly standard issue, and so was the conference table. But because the three judges in the room were all Orthodox rabbis, this was no ordinary ADR proceeding.
Welcome to the Beit Din--Hebrew for "house of judgment'--a court with roots that go back 3,000 years, which caters to Jews with legal problems, although non-Jews are also welcome.
In the United States the first Beit Din was set up about 100 years ago on the East Coast. There are now about three dozen of them across the country, but the one in Los Angeles, which was established in 1991, as the busiest. In fact, this summer the court heard about a dozen cases, dealing with such matters as business disputes, divorces, child custody, religious conversions and inheritances. And because everyone who appears has to sign a binding arbitration agreement, the decisions the rabbis make have staying power.
Rabbi Avrohom Union is the rabbinic administrator, as well as a judge, for the Los Angeles Beis Din, and he says it offers cost-effective, nonadversarial justice that will always be in compliance with the Torah.
"Overall, I would characterize Beis Din proceedings as much less formal than typical civil, or secular, court proceedings,' he says. He also notes that compared to their secular counterparts, the rabbis who judge tend to be more actively involved in the presentation of cases.
Cohen agrees. "It's much looser, but you have to be quicker on your feet because things can come at you without much notice," he says. "The rabbis get involved, but not to the detriment of your case.'
A civil litigator, Cohen has so far brought two cases before the Beis Din over the past two years. In one, the parties settled before the rabbis had a chance to issue their decision. And in the second--the one that involved the million-dollar claim--his client was ordered to pay $50,000, far less than the other side was seeking.
Of course, there are some cases a Beis Din won't handle--like murders, for example, although as recently as 200 years ago Jewish courts operated in Eastern Europe that dealt with even the most serious crimes. The Beis Din in Los Angeles is devoted to continuing that tradition, albeit on a smaller scale. "We think it's part and parcel of what a Jewish community should be," Rabbi Union says.
