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If you want to understand the vast gulf separating Israeli and American Jewish society, the issue of "assimilation" is a good place to look.


The American case is well known to readers of the Voice & Herald: intermarriage has now reached the 50% level, and most (certainly not all) lead to a serious weakening of Jewish identity and ties, if not outright leaving the fold. As a response, the collective American Jewish press is awash in hand-wringing, recriminations, and also "what do we do" analyses and recommendations, many of them interesting and worth implementing. However, the overall trend is clear: Jews are moving "out", so we have to find ways to get others to move "in".


One might think that given this American "silent Holocaust" (a term that's a bit extreme, but the situation is dire), Israel would welcome to the fold as many people as it could. Think again. Back in September, I wrote here about Rabbinical "tests" and demands for documentation for anyone from overseas wishing to get married in Israel. Here I want to discuss a much wider phenomenon: "non-Jews" banging on Israel's door to become part of Jewish-Israeli society.


This takes two different forms. On the one hand, there are all sorts of "Jewish" groups popping up around the world, claiming that they are Jewish or have Jewish ancestry. Not all want to come to Israel right away, but they are demanding immediate recognition. This could have been dismissed once as outright fakery, but with several quasi-Jewish communities emerging around the world with some sort of actual Jewish provenance (e.g. conversos), they no longer can be dismissed out of hand. In the case of the Falashmora (Ethiopians whose forebears converted under duress from Judaism to Christianity decades and longer ago), the Israeli government has finally relented and brought several thousand to Israel. Is that the first break in the dam? Only time will tell.


On the other hand, Israel has a few hundred thousand foreign workers, some of whom have been in Israel so long (most illegally, as the law allows a maximum 5 year stay), that they have Israeli-born children who attend Jewish kindergartens, learn Judaism and want to be an integral part of the Jewish State. In addition, a trickle of Christian Sudanese fleeing Darfur has turned into a flood of sub-Saharan Africa migrants (Eritrea, Sudan, Somalia etc) entering Israel through the Sinai -- to the tune of more than 10,000 a year! You've heard about Israel's "Wall" in the West Bank? Well, Israel is now building a second wall on the Egyptian border to stop this massive "invasion" of political (persecution) and economic (starvation) refugees into the Land of Milk and Honey.


As a result, the public debate in the U.S. and Israel are mirror images of each other. American Jewry are asking how to go about including within Jewish society non-Jews married to Jews. Israeli Jews (at least most of them) are asking how to exclude and prevent non-Jews (or quasi/pseudo/former Jews -- take your nomenclature pick) from becoming a part of Israeli Jewish society.


How to account for this strange situation? I would suggest that the "contradiction" actually stems from a different interpretation or understanding of what it is to be Jewish (except for the Orthodox in both countries). American Jews, absorbing the creed of their homeland, view religion in cultural terms: how to retain the customs, prayers, and holidays of their religious heritage. Israeli Jews, however, view Judaism as being a matter of national-ethnic identity -- something demanding greater allegiance to the collectivity than mere ritual and cultural practice. Thus, American Jews can hope to attract non-Jews to the fold, as cultural practice is a relatively easy thing to learn and do. Israeli Jews, though -- living in a hostile religious "neighborhood" -- relate to being Jewish in a much more existential manner. You don't just belong to a synagogue and light candles on the Sabbath (which many Jewish-Israelis do not do!), but rather you adhere to national religious holidays, serve in the Jewish army, and in general put your entire life on the line because you are Jewish. Thus, Israelis' skepticism in letting others join the fold -- do they really want to be part of the Jewish nation, with all that entails, or merely looking for a better place to live?


To stop assimilation of Jews out of the Jewish fold, American Jewry are trying to get more non-Jews married to Jews to join the "club". To prevent assimilation of non-Jews into the Jewish fold, the Jewish State is demanding that they prove they belong to the much more demanding "family". 
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