RELIGION AND STATE IN ISRAEL TODAY

By DR. J. J. SLOTKI

The relationship between religion and State is unquestionably one of the major issues in Israel at the present time and people may be forgiven for asking, as so many in fact do, a simple question:  In a small country like Israel, which is beset with so many big and baffling problems, whose government is riven by so many diverse varieties of political parties, whose enemies are so numerous and whose friends are so few, must it also be afflicted by political religion.

An intelligent understanding of the problem is imperative and accordingly an objective assessment is here attempted.

The religious Jew believes, with his secular counterpart, that the Jewish State is the answer to Jewry’s homelessness and age-long suffering.  But he differs from the latter in his yearning for a truly Jewish religious home.  He wants, not a State which simply consists of people calling themselves Jews, but a State in which genuine Jews can live a life governed by Torah, mitzvot and maasim tovim, a life free from gentile scorn and suppression.

There is nothing wrong with all this, though to hear Shulamit Alony, leader of the Civil Rights Party, fulminating against the National Religious Party, one would think it was a crime to want to be religious in the land of the prophets and kings and sages.

It may be true that religion is an affair that concerns the individual and his conscience but that should not prevent the individual from trying to create an environment, secured by law, in which both he and his fellows of like mind can live unmolested and undisturbed.  Granted the justice of this claim, how should the individual set about securing the conditions he years for?  In a democratic state his best means is through his elected representative in the Knesset.

The National Religious Party has achieved tremendous results for traditional Judaism in the course of its active life.  The party fervently believes that there are certain fundamentals that will brook no compromise and that for these they would fight with all the weapons at their disposal. 

Briefly the fundamentals are:  The authority of the Chief Rabbinate and the Rabbinic Courts, the burning question as to Who is a Jew or a Ger, the sanctity of Shabbat or Tomtov and the right of every Jew to observe them without victimisation, the enforcement of Kashrut and the prohibition of pig-breeding.  The fight also extends to religion in the army, to marriage and divorce and to a number of others.

It is on the issue of “Who is a Jew?” that the N.R.P. refused to join Yitschak Rabin’s coalition, making it well-nigh impossible for Rabin to form a stable government.  The danger of an unrepresented orthodox voice in the government of the country was obvious and gave rise to pressure from leaders of orthodoxy all over the world upon the N.R.P. to re-enter the government coalition.  In spite of internal opposition and external threats it seems that by the time this appears in print the breach will have been healed and the new coalition formed.

Let no one imagine that the National Religious Party and the hundreds of thousands of citizens whom they represent are a fossilised survival of some distant and extinct epoch.  They are very much alive and wide awake.  Like the Divine Guardian of Israel they “neither slumber nor sleep” where Israel’s vital interests are concerned.
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