Messages of Hate Met by Scorn and Shrugs
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They were only seven protesters barricaded on a small fringe of sidewalk on Central Park West, but their anti-gay, anti-Semitic signs and slogans were earning them plenty of attention. A dozen police officers kept watch. Passers-by stopped and gawked in curiosity, disbelief and outrage.

“What is wrong with you?” yelled a woman from the window of a white Mercedes paused at a stoplight next to the group. One man raised his hand in a rude gesture as he strode by; another mimicked a Nazi salute. A young jogger turned to the protesters and declared, “I feel sorry for you.”

The protesters were members of the Westboro Baptist Church, a fundamentalist splinter group in Topeka, Kan., that travels around the country staging protests that reflect a long list of intolerances and a talent for offending.

The members arrived in New York on Friday, spending the weekend holding tiny protests at prominent Jewish institutions around the city, bearing signs like “Jews killed Christ” and “God hates Israel.” And, for the most part, the city shrugged it off.

“It wasn’t really a real demonstration,” said Sherry Kirschenbaum, a spokeswoman for the Jewish Theological Seminary, where five adults and one child protested for less than two hours on Saturday. “There were very few people and nobody really for them to engage with.”

The group’s leader, the Rev. Fred Phelps Sr., who is also the father or grandfather of much of its membership, is known for his vitriolic anti-gay views. He has picketed the funeral of Matthew Shepard, the gay man beaten and left to die in 1998 in Wyoming, as well as the funerals of soldiers, arguing that American combat deaths are God’s punishment for the nation’s tolerance of homosexuality.

Since April, Mr. Phelps has made Jews his primary target, protesting at Jewish institutions around the country, according to Marilyn Mayo, a director of the Center on Extremism of the Anti-Defamation League, which has tracked the group for many years. One of those institutions was the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, where a security guard was fatally shot this month; a white supremacist has been charged in the murder.

“The fact that this organization targeted New York City for a weekend where they could go synagogue to synagogue spewing anti-Semitism and also homophobia is just the height of ignorance and hatred,” said the City Council speaker, Christine C. Quinn, who was one of more than 100 counterprotesters gathered Sunday morning at the Congregation Beth Simchat Torah, a gay synagogue in Greenwich Village.

Rebekah Phelps-Davis, 48, said that her group had come to New York to take on the large Jewish population for its support of “the homosexual agenda.” To that end, around noon on Sunday, she stood near the entrance to Central Park at 72nd Street, cordoned off by blue wooden police sawhorses. The group was out of sight of its intended target — a celebration inside the park marking the centennial of Tel Aviv — but its members did their best to provoke those who happened by. (“We do not intend to convert the devil,” she explained.)

One woman tried to pull an Israeli flag from under the feet of one protester before the police warned her that the group was acting within its rights. Suzanne Rockman, a retired teacher who lives in the neighborhood, said that while she did not like the message, “I believe in freedom of speech.”

At 1 p.m., the protesters packed up, tucking their placards into oversize portfolio cases. The crowd clapped and jeered as they left.
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