Some Impressions of a Visit to Israel

A visit to Israel is always an event of some importance, whatever one’s affiliation may be. It not only refreshes those who behold with their own eyes the great miracle of our time, but it also changes completely once out lookup on the future possibilities of Judaism in the modern world.

The country impresses different people in different ways. When I was there some time ago, what impressed me most deeply was not just the fact that our people, after a long and dreary global wandering, had at last come home, but that in this home traditional Judaism was so vital. It was a staggering experience to learn at first hand how, in the brief space of 15 years, the religious community had strengthened itself and how its influence has spread to every corner of the land. The following figures speak volumes. Some two hundred thousand youngsters are receiving their education in religious schools. There are no less than 4,500 synagogues in the country, 500 Dayanim and Rabbis, 12,000 students at Yeshivot, 30,000 settlers in 80 agricultural villages, 200 religious councils and 30,000 young people in organised religious movements. Staggering! Dynamic!  

A small incident early during my stay focused my attention on this wonderful spiritual dynamism. I had occasion to visit a military tribunal in Tel Aviv in connection with an exit permit for a teacher. It struck me as curious that one of the members wore a cappel. But everyone else took this for granted. I called on a number of religious Kibbutzim. There, as a matter of course and as a daily routine, people daven, wash their hands before meals, bensch. All this goes without saying, but what is more important is that in their spare time they learn- not for a tachlit but – for its own sake.  Mishnah, Gemara, Rambam. I went to Shool on an ordinary Shabbat; it was packed, but no one seemed surprised.  One does not wait for a festival or any other occasion to see the Synagogue filled to capacity.

In the shops you are served, as often as not, by young men with full-grown beards and peyot, or by young women whose heads are piously covered with head-squares (not sheitels, those are not frum enough!)

In the streets you see young men and old walking around unconcernedly with yarmulkes on their heads, quite unembarrassed, attracting no adverse comment; They are taken so much as part of the Israeli scene. Your eye alights on two Yeshivah bachurim, strolling along Ben Yehuda Street, busily engaged in a Talmudic pilpul, quite aloud for all who care to hear.

There are hundreds of educational institutions where Judaism is taught in its undiluted form. 

But if you wish to see Judaism practised in all its intensity, as it was practised by our grandfathers in der heim, go to Mea Shearim or to the neighbouring Geula or to Yegia Kappayim Hahadashah.

I stayed in Jerusalem on several occasions and saw the colourful life in these suburbs. One evening I accepted an invitation to a special ceremony. Some friends were presenting a Sefer Torah to their Shool. It was an experience I shall not quickly forget. 

The guests, in their Sabbath attire, were gathered betimes at the donor’s home, they radiated an air of festivity as on weddings or Bar Mitzvahs or other joyous occasions. The tables were laid as on Friday evening, with dainties of all kinds which tempted your palate - wines, whisky, gazoz, fruit, cakes, sweets. You ate a little, drank a little and joined wholeheartedly in the excitement and babble. 

Then each guest was handed a candle and this was lighted. At a given signal a solemn procession, led by the host carrying a Sepher and accompanied by his sons and other members of the family, filed out into the darkness of the night. Behind them followed the guests, four or five abreast, each bearing his lighted candle. A magnificent torchlight procession! 

The procession burst into song, well known melodies from the liturgy, and thick crowds lining both sides of the street, joined in. They were all moved by ecstatic fervour. The enthusiasm grew and the procession broke into dance. The more honoured guests were each in turn given the Sepher to carry. 

Anon, another procession hove into sight and slowly came forward to meet us. It had set out from the Shool for which we were bound, to bid us welcome and escort us back to the holy precincts with our sacred treasure. When the two companies met they greeted one another with a hearty Beruchim Atem and filed into the Shool. Here all was light and joy and spiritual happiness. The Sepher was placed in the Aron Hakodesh and psalms and hymns were sung. After Maariv, the large gathering sat down to a prepared feast which lasted late into the night. There was, of course, speech making in eulogy of the donors, spiced with rich quotations from Talmud, mediaeval literature, and the Bible, interspersed with hazanut, humour, and holy merriment.

It was a richly spiritual experience, but not the only one I was to enjoy during my stay in Israel. 

In Mea Shearim on Fridays, the shops closed well before Shabbat, and the people, dressed in Shabbat best, flocked to shool to welcome the Sabbath. You should see the throngs! In England such are only seen at Old Trafford, Headingley or Lords. A sight to do your eyes good is the shtieblach in Mea Shearim. Men, old and young, white beards and black ones, long and short, with shtreimels on their heads, long kaftans and jubes, with broad girdles around their waists and curly payot swaying as they walk, the light of the Sabbath joy in their eyes. They mix with young Sabras wearing white open-necked shirts and flannels or shorts, little boys with sidelocks. All these throng the alleys leading to the little shtieblech and fill the rooms on either side to capacity. There is no room for all the crowds outside to get in. Those inside are already chanting Kabbalat Shabbat. Those outside, unable to get in, are quite unruffled. They stand where they are, face East, and also begin to chant melodiously lechu nerannenah. Waiting for a minyan? They do not know what that means. Too late for the service? No such thing. You can start your own service where whenever you come. There is always a Minyan to be had. 

And the same happens the following morning.  Services go on non-stop from early morning until everyone in Mea SHearim has davened.  Short of a Baal Koreh?  Just step outside and ask the first young man you see if he will layen for you.  He will! This goes on inside and outside the sheitblach and in all the shools in the suburb.  In fact, the whole suburb seems to become on big shool.  People carry their talesim to school on Shabbat because Mea Shearim is provided with an eruv.

On the way home from school, on all sides, you hear the greeting “Shabbat Shalom,” or more often “Good Shabbos.”  For you must bear in mind that Hebrew is “Leshon Hakkodesh,” and must not be spoken as a secular language.  Non-sacred thoughts should, they say, be expressed in Yiddish.

Then you go home for Kiddush and eat “Cholent” and “Kugel,” Mea Shearim style; dishes enough to make the mouth of the whole Golah water!

I saw on a Shabbat afternoon the streets between Mea Shearim and Geulah densely crowded, like Blackpool promenade on a summer holiday, with strollers wearing quaint garb on head and shoulders, and unrestrained delight in their souls.

I saw, too, something not so very edifying. Right into the heart of these quiet joyous throngs came hooting of a motor car, breaking with its cacophony the Sabbath quietude. The crowd is shocked and stops, petrified. For a moment there is tense silence. Then a heartbreaking crying from the throats of the whole multitude: - “Shabbos!” It is enough to make even the most hardened “Maechalel Shabbat” ashamed. But the passengers in the motor car are too hardened even for that.

They jeer and drive on, and then as if lehachis, they come round again by a side street and repeat their unholy performance. I saw it with my own eyes.

But that was some time ago. Things have changed since then. It has meanwhile been an Orthodox Mayor in Jerusalem and changes of heart and mind and people have learned to handle situations like this more intelligently. 

I have a feeling that happier times are coming and that even the most anti Orthodox elements in Israel will in time come to modify their views about Jewish beliefs and practises. So much for their hostility was imbibed in the Galut that they are incapable of appreciating the true spiritual values of that Judaism. The hostility is blind and largely based on either ignorance or prejudice, or both

There is today a living, pulsating Judaism in Israel - in Jerusalem, Tiberius, Safe, and even in Tel Aviv and Haifa - that is inspiring and cannot but exercise its vitalising influence upon the population as a whole. The synagogues are packed, thousands of young men at Yeshivot, hundreds of thousands of boys and girls educated religiously- all these are a security for the preservation of the Judaism which we all hold so dear. The day will yet dawn when in very deed the people who dwell in Zion, with their brethren still in the Galut, will see the light that shines forth from genuine Jewish tradition and faith. 
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