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Israeli Weddings: Lots of Decor, No Decorum

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

If you want to know what living in Israel is all about, you can't do better than attend an Israeli wedding. For those readers who have never been to one, get ready for serious culture shock -- not too different from the deep, cultural adaptation needed to live in Israel altogether. Indeed, Israeli weddings are a microcosm of Israeli society -- for worse and for better.


Invitation: Israelis don't plan ahead, so you'll receive your invitation about 10 days before the wedding -- and in many cases there's no request to RSVP. After all, who knows what will happen to you the day of that wedding -- so why "promise" you'll get there?


Time: If the khuppa is called for 8:00PM, it will actually start around 9:00 -- assuming the couple is Ashkenazi. If Sephardi, 90 minutes later is de rigeur, and if Yemenite, anytime is possible! However, some couples are actually trying to become "westernized" so they add the word 8:00 PM "exactly" (be'diyyuk). That might indicate it will start only half an hour late.


Dress Code: Non-existent. The jacket and tie are worn by the groom and parents. Period. I have seen guests (relatives!) come in clean T-shirts, freshly pressed blue jeans, and a few even in shorts (summertime). 


Gift: Money. Israelis don't understand "gifts"; they don't appreciate "presents"; and "registries" don't register with them. But how much money to give? Many invitees will wait until the end of the evening and give a sum commensurate with the quality of the food, drink and other amenities! Others make out the check before arriving -- based on the "reputation" of the wedding hall. 


Reception: Always before the khuppa -- you don't expect people to starve while waiting an hour for the ceremony to get started and then another 30 minutes for the ceremony to end, do you? The food is sumptuous -- no more of those sardines and Osem crackers....


Khuppa: During the reception a musical instrument will start playing and unannounced, the wedding party starts walking down the aisle -- before anyone is seated. In any case, there are never enough seats for all the invited guests; usually only about a third the number of chairs as needed. Why? Because most Israelis won't sit at a wedding. Either they'll stand as close as possible to the canopy as possible (after the wedding party has passed) or they remain back at the reception, continuing to eat, drink and schmooze. But doesn't all that talking interfere with the ceremony? Not really -- almost all Israeli weddings are outdoors (so if you're invited to a Jerusalem wedding in January, bring your mink stole or sable coat...). 


There's other "noise" too -- lots of applause after each of the seven blessings, the wedding ring part, at the end of the Rabbi's (per)oration, etc. Did anyone say "decorum"? Another word not found in the Israeli wedding lexicon.


Dinner Music: This is the only place on Earth where the sound barrier is broken without a supersonic jet. At my son's wedding, I brought along 25 pairs of earplugs (I'm not kidding!) and they were snatched up in 40 seconds (I timed it). Although this was perhaps the first time in Israeli history that the father of the groom did such a thing, I was excoriated by several guests for not bringing MORE of them, as I ran out too soon.


Who plays the music? At religious weddings, a band; at non-religious ones, a DJ. What's played and danced? Given that many Israeli weddings these days are between  "mixed" couples, the music tends to be apportioned one part religious "hora"; one part Western rock music; and one part Sephardi popular music. As you move from one genre to the next, the sound only gets louder!


Food: Most weddings in Israel have waiter service, which is good because the quantities are too heavy for non-weightlifting guests. But to mix sports metaphors, when the dessert table is "opened" for business, make sure you have your football padding with you... 


If all this sounds as if Israeli weddings are uncouth, appalling affairs, let me counterbalance this with one very important observation: Israelis really ENJOY themselves at weddings, unlike your typical American, three-piece-suit, Penguin-looking, buttoned-up event. There is spontaneous joy, social vibrancy, and incredible positive energy. In short, despite its "flaws" -- and perhaps because of them -- Israeli weddings are a true love-in. Mazal tov!
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