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WORLD UNION FOR PROGRESSIVE JUDAISM
18TH INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE, LONDON

JULY 3-8, 1974

THE LAW OF RETURN: IT'S POLITICAL AND RELIGIOUS RAMIFICATIONS.

By Dr. EZRA SPICEHANDLER.

When Israel's first Knesset passed the Law of Return it was universally
hailed by World Jewry as their triumphant answer to the infamous White
Paper of 1939. The White Paper was the illegitimate child of the spirit
of Munich, and had restricted Jewish immigration to Eretz Israel to a
trickle. The last door of escape had been slammed shut in the very face
of European Jewry at the outset of the gory nightmare which we call the
Shoah. Few Jews in 1950 anticipated that the adoption of this law would
become the focal point of a major political and ideological conflict in
the Jewish world. In 1950 the air which Jews breathed was still heavy
with the stench of the burnt flesh of six million martyrs. Everybody,
Jew and Gentile, thought he knew who was a Jew. To Israel's legislators
the very idea of defining the term Jew was simply outside the parameter
of their existential experience.

The law did not define who is a Jew but simply stated:
l. Every Jew has the right to immigrate to the land as an Oleh.

2b. .....unless the Minister of Immigration is satisfied that the
applicant (i) is engaged in an activity directed against the
Jewish people (ii) is likely to endanger public health or
the security of the State.

To these restrictions a further clause was added in 1954 excluding
"a person with a criminal past likely to endanger public welfare".

The short time allocated to me is hardly adequate to trace all the legal,
Political and religious ramifications of this law. The delegates to

this convention are, I assume, well informed about the many controversies
which the law engendered. I shall therefore devote most of the remarks
this morning to more recent developments. Before doing so, however,
Permit me to outline briefly the turbulent history of the Law.

The first major controversy occurred when Israel Bar Yehudah, who was
then serving as Minister of Interior, issued a directive in 1958
instructing registration officials to register as Jews any immigrant
who declared in good faith that he was a Jew or - if children, those
whose parents had declared them to be Jewish.

Bar Yehudah's directive was in keeping with the secular views of the
majority of Israelis that the term Jew was now an ethnic rather than a
religious designation. The National Religious Party, which views

Jewishness as an ethno-religious concept, reacted violently to this inter-
Pretation. It resigned from the Government in protest and did not return to
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the Cabinet until an agreement was reached that a ministerial committee
would be set up in order to solicit the counsel of prominent Jewish scholars
and personalities in Israel and the Diaspora on the proper definition of
Jewishness. Mr. Baruch Litwin has compiled these responses in a book
entitled "Jewish Identity", published by Feldheim Publishers in New York,
1970. Disallowing for the editor's pro-Orthodox bias, the book is required
reading for anyone concerned with our subject.

One must bear in mind that the terms of reference of the interministerial
committee were to formulate registration rules "in keeping with the accepted
tradition among all circles of Jewry, Orthodox and non-Orthodox of all trends
and with the special conditions of Israel, as a sovereign Jewish State in
which freedom of religion and conscience is guaranteed and as a centre for
the ingathering of the exiles.

Now although the Government rescinded Bar-Yehudah's directive it did not
legally resolve the issue until after the Shalit case in 1968. However,
following the election of 1959, a political decision, which I think was a
very erroneous one, turned the Ministry of the Interior, now charged with
immigration, over to the National Religious Party. Mr. Moshe Shapiro, the
new Minister, soon issued a directive which ordered that "in cases of mixed
marriages involving a non-Jewish mother the child should be registered either
as belonging to any non-Jewish religious and national group designated by
his parents, or that the nationality line in the register be left blank,

and that under religion the entry be made "Father Jewish; mother non-Jewish".

In 1958 the issue erupted in a different form. Brother Daniel, a Carmelite
monk, born of a Jewish mother and father sued to be registered as a Jew,
Since according to the Halacha, he was a Jew. The Supreme Court ruled that
Israel is not bound by the Halacha. In the eyes of modern Jews, an apostate
to another religion is no longer considered to be a Jew. Brother Daniel's
Petition was therefore rejected. In 1968, the Shalit case questioned the
legality of the Shapiro directive that a child born to a non-Jewish mother
may not be registered as a Jew. The Shalits claimed that their child was

an Israeli or Jew by culture and nationality, despite having a non-Jewish
mother. They agreed that the children were not Jewish by religion, but they
requested that they be registered as Jews or Israelis by nationality - La-om.
At first the Supreme Court cognizant of the ideological and legal difficulties
involved, tried to avoid a decision, by recommending that the Government change
registration procedures by deleting reference to religion and nationality in
the register. However, when the Government refused to do so, the Court was
impelled to try the case, and by a majority of 5 to 4 ruled in favor of the
Shalits, without dealing with the theoretical issue of "Who is a Jew". The
majority simply declared that since the registering officer was neither an
investigator nor a legal expert, he must simply record information submitted
in good faith by honest citizens. If the parents declare that their child
is Jewish, for the purpose of registration, he is Jewish. The Ministry was
ordered to register the Shalit child as Jewish by nationality - La-om.

Again this decision triggered off a furious political crisis.

Mrs. Meir was compelled to agree to an amendment to the Law of Return which
was introduced into the Knesset and passed in 1970. For the first time a
definition was arrived at and was inserted in the Bill. "A Jew", says the
Bill, "is a person born of a Jewish mother, or who has become converted to
Judaism, and who is not a member of another religion". The Law, however,
extended the rights of olim to children, grandchildren and spouses of Jews,
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and to the spouses of children of Jews, and grandchildren of Jews. The
National Religious Party was of course unhappy that the phrase "converted
to Judaism" did not include the words "according to the Halacha". This
omission was deliberate, as Mr. Yaakov Shimshon Shapiro (not to be confused
with Moshe Shapiro), then Minister of Justice explained in the Knesset
debate on the new Bill of 10th February, 1970. It clearly altered the
directive issued by the Ministry of the Interior in 1960. And I quote
Mr. Shapiro: "there the words 'according to Halacha' were included.”

"We know" said Mr. Shapiro, "that there are Liberal, Conservative and
Reform Jews of all kinds, and that they perform conversions. I (meaning
I as Minister of Justice) do not want to fix Halachot, We therefore say
that whosoever comes here with any certificate of conversion from any
Jewish congregation, as long as he is not a member of another religion,
will be accepted as a Jew".

In the election of December 1973, the Labour coalition lost 7 seats in

the Knesset. It was now even more dependent on the Orthodox party to assist
it in forming a viable majority. However, within the National Religious
Party, an extremist wing of young leaders, who favored the destruction of

the traditional alliance of the NRP with Labor on the issue of the held
territories, insisted that their party should not join the government,

unless the Law of Return was amended to read "converted according to the
Halacha". They succeeded in winning support of two leading Orthodox authorities
in the United States, the Rabbi of Lubavich and Rabbi Soloveitchik of Boston.
But above all they elicited an opinion from Schlomo Goren, the Chief
Ashkenazi Rabbi of Israel, which enjoined any Orthodox Jew from participation
in the government unless the law was altered.

The Syrian war of attrition finally served as a pretext for the NRP to

join Mrs. Meir's government in February 1974 but only after the new government
Promised to establish an inter-ministerial committee whose task would be to
consult with various Jewish religious leaders in Israel and abroad and to
Present a recommendation to the government on how to resolve the issue within
one year of its appointment.

With the release of the Agranat report on the causes of the Yom Kippur War,
the Meir government was forced to resign. Yitzhak Rabin was no Golda Meir
and this time the MAFDOL refused to join the new govermment, much to the
dismay of its erstwhile allies. The present Rabin government commandls a
bare majority of two and has not given up hopes of convincing the MAFDOL to
Yeturn to the coalition.

Constant efforts have been made in this direction. The Labor Party leader-
ship has offered a compromise formula which reads: "converted to Judaism
in accordance with Jewish practice from generation to generation." This
formula was until recently opposed by Chief Rabbi Goren and his American
colleagues. Rabbi Goren has now accepted it and rumor has it that on his
Yecent trip to the U.S., both he and Mr. Pinchas Sapir were able to con-
vince Rabbi Soloveitchik to agree to the formula.

From the very beginning, both in Israel and abroad, leaders of our movement
have engaged in a campaign to persuade Israeli leaders that the Law of Return
should not be altered. We have met until now with a considerable degree of
success.



On the American side, our leaders were able to solicit the support of
the Conservative movement in opposing the change. Our Conservative
Colleagues and friends realize that the issue is not whether conversions
sShould be according to Halacha, but whether the power to recognize such
Conversions should be given to the National Religious Party, and the
Israeli Chief Rabbinate, which has steadfastly refused to recognize the
halachic competence of Conservative Rabbis. They agree with us that not
the Knesset — which contains non-Jewish members - but the communities
and the religious leadership of world Jewry in Israel and abroad should
decide this purely religious matter. Together with our Conservative
colleagues, we have been able to elicit the support of major Jewish organi-
Zzations in the United States, South Africa and Europe to oppose vigorously
this surrender to Orthodox demands.

In Israel our Progressive, Conservative and Reconstructionist rabbinical
colleagues, and particularly Rabbi Richard Hirsch and I, have been engaging
in the wearying but not unsuccessful campaign in the communications media,
and particularly with the members of the Knesset to prevent the erosion of
the Law of Return.

We have enjoyed the full support of three small political parties who are
members in the govermnmental coalition and, thus far, have threatened to
leave it if the larger Labour Party capitulate to Orthodox demands: they
are the ILP, the MAPAM and Shulamit Aloni's Citizens Rights Party. We

also enjoy considerable support with the Labour Party. We believe that if
parliamentary whips would allow a free vote on this issue, a sizeable group
of Labour Party deputies would vote for us.

We are not unaware of the problems faced by the Rabin government. A slim
majority requires constant parliamentary vigilance, makes it difficult for
ministers and vice ministers to engage in ministerial tasks too far away
from the Knesset building, lest a sudden opposition vote call bring down
the government. Members of the Knesset often cannot be away from the
capital or go abroad on missions of Jewish and Israeli significance.

Above all there is the constant nightmare that the rupture with the NRP
will become permanent, resulting in its joining ; the right wing coalition
headed by Mr. Beigin. Such a shift to the right could have serious foreign
policy consequences - swinging the pendulum toward a more hawkish position
and disrupting the domestic liberal-labour policies of the Labour bloc.

Mr. Rabin has so far withstood these and other pressures. At the recent
meeting of the Council of the World Zionist Organization, he repeated that
changes in the Law of Return must be in such a form that it would be
acceptable to all Jewish religious streams.

One need not stress how important it is for Progressive and Conservative
communities and their constituencies throughout the world to continue to
make their strong views on this subject known not only to Israeli repre-
Sentatives in their countries, but to UJA (JIA), Israel Bonds and Magbit

as well as to the Prime Minister and President of Israel at every appropriate
Occasion — particularly when alerted from ocur Jerusalem headgquarters. It
should be clear that we in every way wish to advance Israel's cause and
support campaigns upon its behalf, but the least we exPect is that the
People and government of Israel shall not be misled into thinking that the
vast majority of world Jewry support the Orthodox position.



I now come near to the close of my remarks. The Israeli, and most European
members of our Movement feel that for the saké of Jewish solidarity, con-
Stituents of the WUPJ should encourage conversion procedures which would

be more consistent with the Halacha. They include: (1) a proper period

of training and education before conversion. (2) A ritual bath for converts.
(3) Circumcision ceremony for males.

In the eyes of the majority of Israel's so-called secular Jews, conversion
without circumcision is an incomprehensible anomaly. I am aware of the fact
that for many Progressive Jews even the re-examination of one's position on
this issue strikes at some fundamental views as to the nature of our
Progressive Jewish philosophy, but so did our re-assessment of our attitude
to Israel and Zionism a generation ago. In a general world of shortened
Ccommunications, and in a Jewish world which is more conscious than ever of
ethnic relationships, ought we not reconsider practices that might lead to
an ultimate rupture between Reform Jews and other Jews because of our own
inflexibility?

All this is conditioned on the possibility that the majority of Jews, including
most Orthodox authorities, would recognize our procedures as being in consonance
with the Halacha. Our Orthodox colleagues constantly speak of the need for
Jewish unity. Would it not be possible for them also to change intransigent
Positions in order to establish mutually acceptable conversion procedures?

Of course the better decision would be to aveid the entire controversy by
eliminating the registration of religion and La-om on Israeli documents.

All immigrants under the present amended Law of Return would then be given
identical cards. Rabbinic courts could then examine the halachic "Jewishness"
of individuals in any manner they may see fit. One would hope that they
would do so by applying the old rabbinic dictum of "follow the majority."

In an area where Jews are a majority, courts must assume the Jewishness of

the average appellant. But this brings us to gquasi-messianic speculations.
Our Orthodox colleagues in Israel have chosen the way of Beth Shammai and

not the way of Beth Hillel.

The problem of "Who is a Jew" may not be soluble in this post-emancipation

era. What Dr. Max Weiner called the Jfldische einheits kultur no longer

exists. In a modern, technological society religious pluralism not only cannot
be avoided but perhaps should not be.

There is a lovely story told by Reb Nachman of Bratslav. The moon once lodged
a complaint against the sun. You, argued the moon, are out during the day,
when the skies are bright and the weather is warm, and in the winter your
outdoor hours are drastically curtailed. I, on the other hand, must work in
the long dark hours of the cold winter nights, although it is true that in the
Summer my hours are cut down to a minimum. The sun agreed that the Moon's plaint
was just and suggested that one should clothe her in a warm garment to protect
her against the winter cold. So both great tailors and little tailors were
summoned by the sun. He turned to the great tailors and ordered them to sew

a2 cloak for the moon. After a week the great tailors returned in despair to
say that the task was impossible because "the moon constantly changes her shape.
How can we possibly sew a garment to fit her at all times?" they wailed.



Now the little tailors rushed up and shouted, "Let us sew the cloak"”.
The sun replied, "If the great tailors have failed, how can you possibly
Succeed?"

Ever since the Emancipation the great scholars of Israel have endeavored
to sew a cloak for the changing, inconstant, multi-shaped body of modern
Jewry. None has succeeded. Where the great have failed - how can the
little dare to hope to succeed?

Perhaps we need more than one cloak - a beautiful wardrobe of cloaks to fit
the varying needs of an ever-changing Jewish world. But let us hope it

Can be sewn out of the same cloth - or at least the same matching principle
of Jewish brotherhood would preserve the identity of all who wear and adhere
to it.
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CASE PREMIER QUOTED NOT TYPICAL

‘Keep rellglon out of politics’

Dear Mr. Prime Minister:

May I respectfully call to your
attention an inaccuracy in a state-
ment you made before the nation
in an interview you gave over TV
broadcast on September 20 and 21.
You stated that *“one of the heads
of the Reform movement In New
York who contacted me in order to
oppose the current proposal for the
entry of the N'R.P. (into the Gov-
ernment), officiated at a marriage
ceremony on the evening of Tish'a
B'av with a Christian minister in
a church.”

This description does not fit any
leader who approached you or com-
municated with you officially on
behalf of any of our American or
international Reform Jewish organ-
izations. We are aware of an ad-
vertisement placed in the Israell
press by an organization calling it-
gelf ‘*“The Movement for Unity of
the Nation"” which contains a photo-
copy of a notice in the ‘New York
Times" of a rabbl who did so offici-
ate. There is8 no rabbi by that
name who belongs to the Reform
Movement, There is a rabbl with
a similar name -who is known to
perform such ceremonies, but that
rabbl does not even have a con-
pregation, and he certalnly does
not represent the movement nor
ia he representative of the move-
ment, The official position of the
Central Confeérence of American
Rabbis as adopted in June 1973, s
ag follows: “The Central Conference

o is

Following Prime Minister

cn Israel Television last Friday night, which contained

_mﬂ i:ultural programme,

Yitzhak 'i%aﬁin’s el

references to Reform Judaism, Rabbi Richard G.

Hirsch puts on record, in a letter to the Premier, that

the marriage to which Mr, Rabin referred is by no
means normal or accepted Rreform procedure. Rabbi
Hirsch is Executed Director of the World Union for
Progressive Judaism in J erusalem.

Jf American Rabbis, recalling its
stand adopted fin 1909. that ‘mixed
marriage is contrary to the Jewish
tradition and should be discouraged,’
now declares its opposition to par-
ticipation by its members in any
ceremony which solemnizes & mixed
marriage.’ Outside the United
‘States, there is no known instance
of any Liberal, Reform or Pro-
gressive rabbl affiliated with our
world movement who has ever of-
ficiated at a mixed marriage.

We welcome your statement that
a solution to the comversion con-
troversy should be found which is
acceptable to all of the movements
in Judaism, but when the Prime
Minister uses as an {llustration such
an exceptional example (which, in-

cidentally, did not even lnvolve a
convert, and @ therefore. in no
way can ‘be considered a valld
Jewish marriage) the atmosphere
becomes less conducive for arriving
at an amicable resolution of the
problem.

It 13 essential to recognize that
there 18 no connection between the
Law of Return and the problem
of intermarriage abroad. Unfortun-
ately, intermarriage is a growing
phenomenon throughout the Jewish
world. It is & phenomenon reflecting
the inefféctiveness and insufficiency
of Jewish education, a weakening of
the bonds of the Jewish home and
the Jewigh family, and the status
of the Jew as an accepted member
of an integrated, open society. These

and other factors are responsible
for the rise in intermarriage, and
the Reform movement continues to
play a key positive role in prevent-
ing aspimilation and intermarriage

rou, its religious, educational
not the
least dmportant of which are pro-
grammes oriented to inculcating
esteem and love for the people and
State of Israel. Mr. Pinhas Bapir,
reporting on his recent trip, stated
that the intermar rate in Latin
America I8 up to 40 per cent. In
all of Latin America there are four

liberal rabbis, none of whom officl-

ates at intermarriage. And in Amer-
fca the conversions performed by
Reform rabbis are intended to, and
‘Indeed do, have the effect of com-

batting the harmful consequences
of fintermarriage.

It Is therefore fallacious to as-
sume that a Knesseét revision of
the Law of Return recognizing only
conversions performed In  accord
with the Orthodox interpretation of
Halacha, will prevent intermarri-
age. In our experience the problem
of ‘intermarriage is unrelated fto

such questions as who performs it

marriage or conversion ceremonies.
Unfortunately, intermarriage is a
problem which plagues the Jewish
world, including Orthodox Jewry.
No movement or group of Jews
is immune from its contagion, and
no group has a sure-fire prevent-
ative.

Nothing I8 gained, therefore, by

recrimination and unfounded gener-
alizations, Everything i3 to be
be galned by recognizing our com-
mon responsibility and by having
all responsgible Jewish groups join
together in mutual respect and in
the conviction that differences in
approach and emphasls are salutary
in :{;:tacklng a problem common
to all.

Over and above the specific state-
ments in your Interview, I should
like to call to your attention again,
our firm conviction that these most
welghty lssues affecting Jewish sur-
vival in the Diaspora should be dis-
cussed by the religlous movements
themselves and by Jewish leaders

in Israel and the Diaspora In an
ntmoapﬂmm removed from the con-
troversies of Israell politics, .

To make religion the basis for
negotiations hetween Israell political
partiea is to distort both Judaism
and democratic process, It is
inconnalvabla that a minority branch
of Judalam should use the political
process as a tool to achleve religious
objectives which it cannot achieve

education and suasion. And
is inconcelvable that political
leaders use Judalsm as a tool to
achieve political objectives unrelat-
ed to Jewish rellgious concerns.

Because of these factors we have
been and continue to be opposed
to the politiclzation of religion and
the religionization of politica.

RABBI RICHARD G. HIRSCH
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13 King David Sireet 13 M7 1°nn 'm
Jerusalem, Israel Tel. 234-748, 232444 v oY
Office of Executive Direclor *Y%am '318m naw?

September 8y 1974

Mr. Yitzhak Rabin s
Prime Minister
State of Israel

Dear Mr. Prime Minister:

I am very disturbed by the nature of our telephone conversation on
September 6, and, out of personal friendship for you and respect for your
office, I am writing this letter to present some thoughts for your
consideration.

Our movement has been opposed in principle to all efforts to impose
Halacha on the State of Israel. In 1970, following the Shallit decision,
we issued statements opposing the revision of the Law of Return, because
we realized, as did the majority of the High Court, that once a Halachic
definition of a Jew is injected into civic legislation, the State of Israel
would be embroiled in continuing conflict over divergent interpretations
of Halacha. During the high level Knesset debate on the Law in February 1970,
many members of the Knesset, including members of your party, expressed
views similar to ours. We continue to believe that the revision of the Law
of Return in 1970 was a serious mistake, because it opened a Pandora's
box which gave Orthodox groups in Israel and around the world a base from
which constantly to seek further imposition of their beliefs and practices
on the State, and through the influence of the State, on world Jewry.

During the course of the deliberations in 1970 representatives of the
Reform and Conservative movements met with government Teaders and were
given assurance by Prime Minister Meir and Minister of Justice Shapira, that
the revision of the Law & Return would recognize the conversions performed
by any rabbi abroad. Mr. Shapira, speaking in behalf of the government,
so stipulated in hi$ address before the Knesset on February 10, 1970 -
(see Knesset proceedings of same date). Mrs. Meir, throughout her
administration, despie great pressures from orthodox groups around the world,
maintained the government commitment. When the crisis rose again in your
premiership, we continued to express our views in Israel, and around the
world. You will recall that a delegation met with you on July 17, for an
extensive and amicable discussion.
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In the Tight of the extended history of the "Who is a Jew" controversy,
and the involvement of groups around the world, I find it difficult to
comprehend your contention that our opposition at this time represents the
injection of religion into politics. If there is any issue which symbolizes
the unfortunate politization of religion and the religionization of politics,
it is the "Who is a Jew" issue. Our opposition to your proposal is based on
a fundamental religious conviction that it is against the spirit of Jewish
tradition to discriminate between converts and Jews by birth (see Leviticus
19:33,34). It is also based in large measure on our conviction that the
integrity of both Judaism and the State is diminished when a clear-cut religious
issue becomes the base for negotiations between political parties. We reject
the notion that Orthodox Jewish groups representing a minority of the Jewish
world can use the State as an instrument to impose through the political process,
what they cannot achieve through the Tegitimate vehicles available -
religious education, and moral and spiritual suasion.

Since the current controversy revolves around conversions performed abroad,
we believe that the issue can be resolved only through discussions between
the respective religious movements and not through decisions made by the
secular instrumentality of the Knesset under the pressure of party politics
and specific time limits.  On the basis of the past record, we are fearful
that the government and the Labor Party will continue the unfortunate process
of acceding to the pressures of the religious parties, thus only encouraging
further encroachments in the future.

In the Tight of the above we believe that we have not only the right
but the obligation to articulate our views through the democratic political
process. We believe that in so doing we are not only expressing the
needs of our movement, but above all, that we are helping to shape an Israeli
society with which all Jews will be proud to identify.

Our movement has come a long way. Within the last year alone we
have transferred our international headquarters to Jerusalem, voted to
affiliate with the World Zionist Organization, established the foundations
for a Progressive kibbutz through the organization of a Nachal Garin,
expanded our programs in Israel, and engaged in a host of activities abroad
resulting in increased political and financial support of the State.

In sum, we are committed to an ever more intensive participation in the
greatest adventure of our time - the upbuilding of the Jewish State.

I hope that after reflection you will agree that the irritation resulting
from a more activist role of the Progressive movement is indeed a wellcome
price to pay for a more dedicated involvement of a major movement in
Jewish Tlife.

Hatzlacha B'Chal D'rachecha.
Respectfully yours,

Rabbi Richard G. Hirsch



September 20, 1974

Mr. Yithak Rabin
Prime Minister
Jerusalem

Dear Mr. Prime Minister:

May I respectfully call to your attention an ipaccuracy in a statement you made
before the nation in an interview you gave over TV broadcast on September 20 and 21.
You stated that "one of the heads of the Reform movement in New York who contacted
me in opposition to the current proposal for the entrance of Mafdal, officiated at
nhnrziaga ceremony on the evening of Tish'a B'av with a Christian minister in a
church.”

This description does not fit any leader who agpmched you or communicated with
you officially in behalf of any of our American or international Reform Jewish
organisations. We are aware of an advertisment placed in the Israeli press by an
organisation calling itself "The Movement for Unity of the Nation" which contains a
photocopy of a notice in the New York Times of a rabbi who did so officiate. There

is no rabbi by that name who belongs to the Reform Movement. There is a rabbi with

a sinflar name who is known to perform such ceremonies, but that rabbi does not even
have a congregation, and her certainly does not represent the movement nor is he
representative of the movement. The official position of the Central Conference of
American Rabbis as adopted in June 1973, is as follows: "The Central Conference

of American Rabbis recalling its stand adopted in 1909 that 'mized marriage is
contrary to the Jewish tradition and should be discouraged' now declares its
opposition to participation by i1ts members in any ceremony which solemnizes a mixed
marriage." Outside the United States, there is no known instance of any Liberal,
Reform or Progressive rabbi affiliated with our world movement who has ever officiated
at a mixed marriage.

We welcome yur statement that a solution to the conversion controversy should be
found which is acceptable to all of the movements in Judaism, but when the Prime
Minister uses as an 1llustration such an exceptional example (which, incidentally,
did not even involve a convert, and therefore in no instance can be considered a
valid Jewish marriage) the atmospbbee becomes less conducive for arriving at an
amicable resolution of the problem.

It is essential to recognize that there is no connection between the Law of
Return and the problem of intermarriage abroad. Unfortunately, intermarriage is a
growing phenomenon throughout the Jewish world. It is a phenomenon reflecting
the ineffectiveness and insufficiency of Jewish education, a weakéedng of the bonds
of the Jewish home and the Jewish family, and the status of the Jew as an accepted
member of an integrated, open society. These and other factors are responsible
for the rise in intermarriage, and the Reform movement continues to play a key
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positive role in preventing assimilation and intermarriage through its religious
educational and cultural programs, not the least important of which are programs
oriented to inculcating esteem and love for the people and State of Israel.

Mr. Pinchas Sapir, reporting on his recent trip, stated that the intermarriage
rate in Latin Americanis up to 40%. In all of Latin America there are four
liberal rabbis, none of whom officiates at intermarriage. And in America the
conversions performed by Reform rabbis are intended to, and indeed do have the
effect of combatting the deleterious consequences of intermarriage.

It is therefore fallacious to assume that a Knesset revison of the Law of
Return recognizing only conversions performed in accord with the Orthodox
interpretation of Halacha, will prevent intermarriage. In our experience the
problem of intermarriage is unrelated to such questions as who performs marriafe
or conversion ceremonies. Unfortunately, intermarriage is a problem which plagues
the Jewish world, including Orthodox Jewry. No movement or group of Jews is :
jmmune from its contagion, and no group has a sure-fire preventative.

Nothing is gained therefore by recrimination and unfounded generalisations.
Everything is to be gained by recognizing our common responsibility and by having
all responsible Jewish s join together in mutual respect and in the conviction
that diffenla!llces in approach amd emphasis are salutary in attacking a problem
common to all.

Over and above the specific statements in your interview, I should like to
call to your attention arin. our firm conviction that these most weighty issues
affecting Jewish survival in the Diaspora should be discussed by the religious
movements themselves and by Jewish leaders in Israel and the Diaspora in an
atmosphere removed from the controversfes of Israeli politics.

To make religion the basis for negotiations between Israeli political
parties 1s to distort both Judaism and the democratic process. It is inconceivable
that a minority branch of Judaism should use the political process as a tool
to achieve religious abjectives which it cannot achieve through education
and suasion. And it & inconceivable that political Jeaders use Judaism as a
tool to achieve political objectives unreRated to Jewish religious concerns.

Because of these factors we have been and continue to be opposed to gje
politicization of religion and the religionization of politics.

Sincerely yours,

Rabbi Richard G. Hirsch



e (R0
Stfade 1)9-\.‘1,_:,‘

M;JRJIWAJM

W\ S rinsiv S e [7:___“““‘““*-

' L'V” iV woss /;/( DY o
., fu?-(n] s da s ‘}

gl WY

§

A i I A
R, s T L ST
s frneon - ek Prme.






World Union
for Progressive Judaism

September 30, 197k

From: Rebbi Ira S. Youdovin
To: Worldwide Leadership of the Progressive Movement
Subject: Law of Return

Dr. Ezra Spicehendler, Dean of the Jerusalem School of
the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion
and a Vice President of the World Union for Progressive
Judaism; has prepared a strikingly cogent analysis of
the controversy over Isreel's Law of Return. It is
essential reading for anyone coneermed with the subject.

The paper was first presented this past July in London,
England, to the 18th International Conference of the
World Union. Since that time, the so-called "compromise"”
formula mentioned by Dr. Spieehandler (which would have
amended the Law of Return to include converts who have
been "converted to Judaism in asccordence with Jewish
practice from generstion to generation") has been
defeated. Our opposition was based on our consistently-
held position that once a halachic or quasi-halachic
definition of a Jew is injected into Israseli civic
legislation, the State of Israel would be embroiled
in continuing conflict over divergent interpretations
of Halacha.

Then, in late August, the Labour Party, growing
increasingly umcomfortable with its slim Parliamentary
mejority, proposed another vehicle for bringing ‘the
NRP into the Government. This plen calls for a one-
year moratorium on registering all immigrant converts
in the Population Registry. Labour Party leaders have
assured us that the moratorium is intended only &s a
cooling-off period during which attempts will be made
to find s long-renge solution acceptable to all streams
of Jewish life.
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These assurances, however sincere, are irrelevant. We oppose
this plan as being anti-Jewish because it would distinguish
between Jews by birth and converts, contrary to the classic
Jewish position which does not permit discrimination (Leviticus
19:33-3k). Strongly worded messages of opposition have been
sent by the major organizations of both the Reform end
Conservative Movements.

Despite its clear violstion of Halacha, the proposal has been
accepted by the NRP, During an extended internal debate, the
party's older leadership, concerned over the prospect of per-
menently losing their ministerial portfolios, prevalled over the
younger, more radical elements. It is certain that this latter
group was mollified by an ill-disguised scheme by which immigrant
Orthodox converts will be able to get a certificate of conversion
from the Isrseli rabbinate, and thus will be registered as Jews
as if they had been converted in Israel.

As of this writing, there continues the unpleasant business of
having an issue of profound religious significance decided on
the basis of political vote-counting. The NRP has twelve votes
to bring to the coalition. On the other hend, Ms. Shulamit
Aloni is committed to removing her three, The balance will be
tipped by the Independent Liberals and MAPAM, both of which sgree
with us ideologically, but are torn by their desire to put the
Government on firmer footing.

We, too, sympathize with Mr. Rabin in his drive to form a strong
government coalition; but we camnot remain silent -while the rights
of 2/3 of World Jewry are compromised in the process. Historye-=-
and especially recent history--~has demonstrated the unhappy
consequences of tempering morality with political expediency.

The current "compromise" proposal shows, more clearly than ever,
that when religion becomes a weepon in political negotiation, both
Judaism and the State lose their integrity. In their attempt to
use the Isrseli government as an instrument for interfering in
the religious life of the Diaspora, the Orthodox have not only
threatened to shatter world-wide Jewish unity, but, in the process,
they have embraced a position which is contrary to the very halachic
principles they so ardently champion. P

The only solution is the one suggested by Dr. Spicehandler
in his paper: that the categories "nationality” emnd "religion"
be eliminated from Isrseli registration documents as being
contrary to the spirit of a democratic, pluralistic society.
This step, which for years has been the unswerving stand of
liberal Judaism, is now absolutely essentisl.





