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JEWISH RELIGION AND POLITICS N ISRAEL

 Daniel J, Elazar

As 3741 begins, Issues of. religlon and pollitics are once-again in
the news in Israel, In what Is fast bscoming a tradition, the official
rabbinate of Jerusalem placed its annual advertisement In the local news-
papers’ proclaiming that "worship" (sic) in Conservative synagogues wlil |
not absolve Jews of their religious obiigations, an action that is sure
to ralse a storm among non-Orthodox Jews in lsraesl| and the diaspora,

The Ministry of Reilgions and its Minister, Aharon Abuhatzeira, Is under
police investigation for alleged irregularities In the transfer of state
subsldies to various yeshivot (talmudical academles). Desplte these

headl ine grabblng events, relations between rellgious and non-religlous '
in Israel are probably better than ever. There is widespread understanding
of the differences between the perhaps 20,000 fanatical |y Orthodox, wha

are the source of most of the conflicts between the two elements, and

The great bulk of The religlous fourth of the population which numbers

in the vicinity of three-quarters of a mll{lon people. Non-orthodox -
rellgious movements, while stit| small, ‘have expanded many-fold in recent
years. There are now tens of M'sorat! (Conservative) and Yahadut Mitka-
dewet (Reform or Progessive) congregafions In the country and the M'sorati
state school has expanded from 30 to over 300 students in a few years,

Formally, Israel ls a secular gemocratic state, more so than any
other state in the Middle East except Turkey. Israel has no established
reilgion, has nc provisions in its laws requiring a particular religlious
atfillation, belief, or conmitment -- Jewlsh or other -- as a requirement
for holding office, a requirement which Is quite common In other Middle
kastern constitutions, most of whlch provide that only Muslims can hoid
certain offices. On the other hand, the place of religlon in lsraeli
soclety very much follows the pattern of the Middle East, which means
there Is a close interconnection between rellglous conmunities and

The Jerusalem Letter is a periodic report intended to objectively clarify and analyze issues of Jewish and Israel public policy.
Subscriptions: $25 per year Copyright. All rights reserved,

12 Moshe Hess St., Jerusalem. Tel: (02) 225874




the state, where relliglons are held to have a claim upon the resources of the
state to support their legitimaic activities. Any rellgious comuunity can
apply for and receive official recogniticn in Israel and receive state support.
srael's Ministry of Religlons is the ministry of Rellgions and not of one
religion only. That Is to say, It Is a ministry which serves Jews, Muslims,
Druze, various Christian dencminations, and others.

Informally, |srasl's soclety and policy are permeated with Judaism and
Jewishness, just as the other countries in The Middle East are permeated by
Islam and Islamic sectarianism in one form or another, People from outside
the region may not see or understand thls characteristic element of the region
and even people |iving within it may nof perceive just how much Israel's
character as a "Jewish state"™ Is closely paralle! to simllar phenomena in its
neighbors, :

Increasingly, Jewish religion has become an Important element in |Israei's

civic culture. The fransition .in this direction In the past thirty years is
verynoticeable indeed.When Israel's Declaration of Independence was lssued
in 1948 -- a document which addresses itself to the secular democratic char-
acter as well as to the Jewlsh character of the state == a strong secularist
block opposed any mention of the Diety. The compromise was to use a fradi-
tional phrase, 'Rock of lsrael,' which In traditional circles is used as a
synonym for God, but which could also be inferpreted by atheists or: agnostics
In some other way. Contrast that with the scene which took place after the
Entebbe raid in 1976, when the Knesset In special commemorative sesslion was
opened by the late Yisrael Yeshayahu, then its Speaker, taking out a skullcap
trom hls pocket, ceremoniocusiy ptaced It upon his head and reading from the
Psalms, :

Relations between religion and pollitics in Israel can be divided into
five categories. First, there is what might be termed the pclitics of estab-

Jishment rellgion, the religion of the religlous establishment that controls

those organs that are linked to the state. These Inciude the chief rabbinate,
the local reiigious councits, the rabbinical courts, and the state religious
educational system. For the most part this is the religion represented by

the National Religious Party, which has been a coalition partner in every
lasting government since the state was established, and even before, In that
role, it has exercised a predominant, though by no means exclusive, infiuence
over the public expression of religlon In Israel.

Then there Is the popular rellgion of the broad public, a combination
of residual folk traditions, of commonly accepted Jewish practices, and ele~
ments of emerglng civil relligion (of which more below). Even though only a
quarter of |sraells define themseives as "religlous” (which in the 'Israeli
context means Orthodox), probably the largest single body of Israelis ~- the
aestimates are around 40 to 50 percent -~ define themselves as "traditional."
For the Israelis, "fraditionai" Is an umbrella term which includes people
who are highly observant by any standards to those who simply maintaln cer-

tain home custans to those who observe virtually nothing but conslder themselves
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believers. Lven amcong the 25 percent who define themsslives as secular, many
retain a very substTantial element of folk rellgion In thelr own lives ==
gertain sabbath observances in the home, avoldance of overt mixing of meat and
milk, and the like -- though they will define themseives as secular because,
for Them, ‘these represent a comfortable kind of ™Jewlshness" rather than .
manifestations of rellglous bellef, Popular religlon Is well rooted In lsrael,
in almost every quarter. [T is undergoing radical change rlght now, because
of the transformation of most of the 55 percent or so of Israeils who come
from Afro=Asian backgrounds, who are In the midst of a process of detradition=
alization, to a greater degree than the Jews who came from European background,
most of: whOm started that process a generaTlon or two earlier,

The third efement is civll religion, whlch is In the process of rapid
developmenT in israe! today. In a sense, civll| rellglon represents the
point of intersection between establlshment and popular reiigion., The trans-
tormatlon mentloned above from the use of the term 'Rock of israel' to the

‘reading ‘of the Psalms In a neo-traditional manner In the Knesset, reflects

the emergence of a clvil religlon In Israel that is grounded In TradITIonal
Judaism but which is not traditional Judaism. " Elsewhere | have suggesfed
that It reflects Tthe re-emergence in new ways of Sadducean Judaism, the clvl|
religion which exlsted in |Israel prlor o the destruction of the Second Com-
monwealth and the great Jewish dispersion. In thls respecf_lT is different
from the Talmudic or Pharlsalc Judalsm embodled by Isreel's establishment _
rel [gion and which has been the dominant mode of Jewish religious expression
for at least 1600 years. It Is, in essence, a new Sadduceanlsm based on the
centrality of Jewish public life In the expression of Judalsm. The evolvlng
clvil religion In israel seeks to sacralize expressions of Jewlsh moralistic
national ism connected wlth the state and to infuse Into those expressions
traditional rellglous forms,

There was ailways a degree of thls, even when the most secularist halutzim
took Jewish festivals and reinterpreted them along |lnes that gave expression
to the values of the Zlonist revivai. One could see the beglnnings of the pre-
sent civil religion in those efforts, But things have moved the other way in
recent years In the sense that now celebrations that might once have been .
enfirely secular or could have been developed In strictiy secular ways are
being Infused with Jewish rellgious symbol 1sm and behavior. :

For example, Israeli Independence Day has Increasingly taken on the
elements of a religlous hollday., It Is expected that the President of the
State and Prime Minister will go to evening and morning religious services on

that day. -Those services, parts of the regular dally prayer cycle, now Include
recitation of traditional prayers of pralse and thanksglving for Israel's .
independence. in addition, the religlous establishment is Trying to develop .
some Kind of appropriate recognition of israel Independence Day as a holiday
which can be institutionallzed In the Jewlsh calendar. Jerusalem Day, the
anniversary of ine liberation of the old clty according to the Jewish calendar,
Is also acqunrlng +he characterl|stics ot a quasi-reliqious holiday.
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Fourth, there is extremisi religion, so-called because It Is even more
extreme- in its expression of classical Talmudic Judalsm than establlshment
religion. These are the people who make the head!lnes by throwing stones at
autos that trave! through or near their nelighborhoods on the Sabbath, who pro-
test the Iimmodesty of women dressed in modern fashlon, and the ilke. As small
as they are In numbers, consisting of at most a few tens of thousands by the
broadest definition, they are really a state within a state, and It s accepted
that they will be. They maintain thelr own schoois, Institutions, rabbinlcal
courts, and the like. There are points of Intersectlon between them and the
larger polity, but generally the pollcy Is to try to leave them alone, to glive
them the same state support as every other group, but In order to get them to
leave the state aione. . :

This is an uneasy relationship that usually leads to sporadic conflict
when the intersection befween the two groups occurs around certain critical is-
sues, but this should not obscure the degree of routine cooperation that
oxists between them at other times. ' o

Finally, there Is an emergent non-establlishment Judaism in the form of
the M'soratl (Conservative) and Yahadut Mitkademet (Reform) movements which,
taken together, are approaching 50 congregations In strength. With i1'sorati
congregaf ions now being formed in all parts of the country and the flrst
Reform rabbl recently ordained in Israel, It is reasonable To conclude that
these non-estabilishment movements are in the country to stay, While thay
remain formally unrecognized, there are (ncreasingly contacts between them
and the authorities in the course of thelr daily activities and, in some res
spects, they have galned a certain tacit recognition. For example, the Minisiry «f
Educatlon has supported the establishment of a M'sorat!l school within the
framework of the state educational system, various congregations have obtained
land for buildings from the municipal authorities, and occasionaliy non=-
Orthodox rabbis have been authorlized to perform marriages.

V¥hat are we to conclude from all this? |+ is vitally important to
understand that the government of Israel does not control or seek to confrol
the religious establishment “in the state. Rather, the various religious
communities and groups utilize state instrumentalltles to further thelr own
ends,

What of the futuret The shift toward greater concern for Jewish tra- -
dition on the part of pace-setting elements of Israel | society is a reflection
of at leas¥ Two factors: the perennial search for meaning which s character-
istic of Jews, Including Israell Jews, and the concern for the Jewish future
of Israel. These factors are mutuaily relnforcing and both are appropriate
in a world where religlous concern is on the rise. One unexpected response
to this may be developing with regard to establishment religion In lIsrael.
Until recently, the National Religious Party was only concerned with main-
taining its positlon as a balance wheel in coal i+ion politics, so that it could
protect the relliglous camp within israel's consociational framework. It had




no aspirations to seek power beyond that. With the tailure of the Labour

Party to keep its monopoly as government coalltion leader and the subsequent
tailure of the Likud in the last several years, there has been a new develop-
ment within the NRP, In which the younger guard sees Its party as having a role
to play beyond simply being the balance wheel. Traditionally, the NRP followed
the lead of its dominant coalltion partner In economics, forelign affalrs and
defense policles. In the last two years, there has been a move on the part

of the young guard toward taking the party Into policy Initiatives 'in spheres
in which it was never actlve betfors; not oniy ftoward defining NRP poiicies on
thelr own, but in leading the coalition as well. This Is In response to the
failure of the .Llkudtc define policles clearly, or of Labour to define alter-
native policies.

There is a growing sentiment today within the NRP to open up the party
and to move it in the direction of the European Christian Democratic parties --
in other words, to make It a broader based party that can compete for control
of the governmment as the major party in a coalltion. This seatiment Is still
very tentative. It will probably run Into very great problems because of at
least two factors: the character of establ ishment religion In Israel and the
character of the NRP as [ts principal spokesman. it Is a development that
has not yet attracted any pubiic attention, but it Is likely to affect the
shaping of the NRP internally, certainly over the next few years., The Abu-
hatzelra investigation casts an unexpected shadow over these plans, If [+
does not lead fo a major scandal, thls movement may even influence the direc-
tlon of the state for the coming generation.
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