Reflections of/in Israel

You're Jewish? Prove It!

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

I'll start this column with a vignette from my army days in the IDF. During basic training, we had to undergo shooting practice at the firing range, each soldier distanced about 2 yards apart, with our targets similarly spaced. We each fired five bullets. I was a mediocre marksman and had never hit the center of the target. Imagine my surprise when after given permission to start firing I scored a direct bullseye -- without pulling the trigger! Turns out that the soldier to my right missed his target so badly that he actually scored a perfect hit on mine...

* * * * * * * *

While American Jewry's attention has focused recently on attempts in Israel to pass a new, more restrictive conversion law (put in abeyance for a few more months because of the outcry in Israel and abroad), a different issue has quietly slipped into practice. If you're Jewish, make aliyah, and then want to get married in Israel, you now have to prove to the official Rabbinate that you are indeed Jewish. What proof is required? Merely to bring your birth certificate, your mother's certificate, and your grandmother's certificate -- plus accompanying documentation that all three are/were Jewish! Needless to say, that is a practical impossibility, mainly because American birth certificates don't list a baby's religion and there's no national registry for that identity data either.


Incredibly, the Chief Rabbinate in Israel was not aware of this state of affairs when the more stringent policy was put into effect. It assumed that all "advanced" countries work as does Israel, listing a person's religion along with other data pertaining to their identity. When recently informed of the real-world situation ("informed" is a euphemism; the screams of exasperation by non-Sabra young couple's could be heard all the way up to Jerusalem), their response was: "really? OK, we'll look into this...".


Why the new policy? Here's where my firing range story comes into picture. Over the past 20 years, approximately 1,000,000 "Russians" from the former Soviet Union have made aliyah -- of which approximately 300,000 are not Jewish by halakhic standards: no Jewish mother, and in many cases no Jewish parents and only one Jewish grandparent. Meanwhile, over the same period, about 200-300,000 foreign workers have entered the country, an increasing number illegally (e.g. Sudanese refugees escaping Darfur etc). Many Israelis -- not necessarily only the religious among us -- are getting very concerned about this "dilution" of Israeli Jewishness.


So the Chief Rabbinate picked up the only weapon it has, the "marriage gun", and fired -- hitting American Jewry instead! This has nothing to do with conversion; the vast majority of those in the line of fire are bona fide Jews with a lineage that goes back as far as any of us could possibly see. Of course, the new stringent demands won't exactly encourage aliyah -- but then again, as the Chief Rabbinate is controlled by anti-Zionist, ultra-Orthodox (how that came to be is a different, sad story in itself), why should they care? For them, Jewish "purity" trumps contemporary social exigencies any (and every) day of the year.


 Certainly there's a real problem that needs to be addressed here. A Jewish State cannot continue to allow anyone calling themselves "Jewish" to show up (and receive automatic citizenship) without some defining standard of who is Jewish. On the other hand, it's not as if there a few hundred million of us around the world or that Israel is competing with China in population numbers. 


I suppose that eventually the mess will be cleared up and the Israeli authorities (religious and governmental) will find a saner way of addressing the issue. Meanwhile, Israel has once again shot itself in the foot, and this particular "bullet" is in danger of grazing its closest ally: American Jewry.

* * * * * * * * * * * *
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