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I have never bought a lottery ticket, but a long time ago I still won the biggest lottery of my life (literally). I'll quickly tell my story but this essay is not about me -- it's about Israel today.


I was in college during the Vietnam War, when the Nixon Administration announced that there would be a universal draft of all young adults. However, as it was clear that the army did not need the entire annual "class", it announced a "lottery" with the numbers chosen by our birth dates. The first date to be picked from the bowl would be #1, i.e. the first to be drafted, the next date picked #2 and so on. At the time it was estimated that numbers 1-130 would actually be drafted, so that became the magic number. 


The morning after the draft I eagerly scouted the results on the New York Times. At first I couldn't find my number, but then I saw it: #361!! I was safe...


What would I have done had my birthdate been in the "top 100"? I am somewhat embarrassed to admit it, but probably what many of my Orthodox friends did: get a 2-D deferment for "Divinity Students" which would have meant doing some serious Talmud studies, perhaps even necessitating my leaving college. Nothing to be proud of -- but by luck, I didn't have to go that non-honorable route.


Which brings me to Israel today and the central issue of the recent elections and the even more recent coalition negotiations: drafting the haredim into the IDF. I won't get into the political party machinations here; suffice it to say that many more parties are eager for this to happen than are willing to admit so (for fear of eventual haredi political revenge). However, I do want to discuss the morality of the cause.


On the face of it, the haredim are no different than the U.S. 2-D deferment students. They too are doing "God's Work" (at least they think so, and the U.S. and Israeli governments were not willing to fight the Almighty on this issue). Moreover, the haredim have another serious caveat: the army's secular lifestyle contravenes too many of their cherished values and norms of behavior. Why put oil and water into Israel's fighting machine?


However, the parallel between the U.S. and the Israeli situation only goes just so far. First, the 2-D deferments were restricted by number; the haredim have an open checkbook on their deferments. That's an intentional pun, because another difference is that the U.S. Government did not subsidize such divinity studies, whereas the tens of thousands of deferred/exempt haredim in Israel receive monthly stipends for years on end. Their argument that so do Israeli college students is completely specious because the latter go to college only after they have done army service for a few years!


The larger issue, though, is socio-economic. 2-D students eventually went on to live productive lives within American society. Not so the haredim, who are "trapped" by Israeli law that demands of them to continue studying "Torah as their livelihood". This is a self-perpetuating system that breeds (literally!) ever-larger future generations of draft dodgers.


Israelis understand this well -- at present rates of haredi demographic growth and economic non-productivity, within another generation the country will collapse economically. This is why Yesh Atid did so well in the 2013 elections -- it was the only party that placed this issue front and center (Habayit Ha'Yehudi also mentioned it, but not as a top priority -- until the coalition negotiations).


The law will pass, in one strong form or another. Does this augur future chaos, as huge numbers of haredim refuse to serve? I am pretty sure the answer is no: 1- the implementation will be gradual; 2- the army already has successful experience with haredi units, and is willing to be flexible on certain basic requirements (glatt kosher food; breaks for prayer three times a day; minimal female contact in certain units; etc); 3- many will probably be allowed to do parallel civil service (e.g. work in hospitals); 4- severe economic pressures within the haredi world are an "excuse" for many to serve and then go and make a living, especially as the IDF actually trains them to do something useful (e.g. computers, communications, etc); 5- the law will still offer "2-D" deferments to a few hundred, truly outstanding Torah scholars.


When (not "if") all this comes to pass, it's Israel that will have won the national lottery.
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