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Preface

Yedidia Z. Stern and Netanel Fisher

Waves of immigrants from all across the globe have come to Israel over the last 100
years. The world’s largest concentration of Jews is forming in front of our very eyes.
We are finally realizing the return to Zion, in all its glory.

The statutory provision that guarantees Diaspora Jews an intrinsic right to
immigrate to Israel (“make aliya™) is the Law of Return. It provides that every Jew
is automatically entitled to Israeli citizenship, in the absence of special circumstances
enumerated in the law. But who is Jewish for the purposes of this law? The law
stipulates two options: a person born to a Jewish mother, or a convert to Judaism.
Additionally, the law extends the same right to a Jew’s family members down to the
third generation (spouses, children and grandchildren, and their spouses).

Two large groups have returned to Isracl and acquired citizenship in the last
generation: around a million persons from the Former Soviet Union and 100,000 from
Ethiopia. Not all these immigrants are recognized as Jews by Israeli law, because they
cannot prove their Jewishness or because they do not meet the conditions set by the
law; however, they are entitled to citizenship as the close relatives of a Jew. Thus a
new situation has been created in which more than 400,000 Israelis who have Jewish
ancestry or are related to a Jew, and who chosen to tie their fate to that of the Jewish
people, do not have the legal status of “Jews” according to Israeli law. Their religious
affiliation is listed as “no religion” or “other.”

As has been the way of o/im (immigrants) throughout the years, the immigrants
who are not recognized as Jewish adopt the language, customs, and mentality of Israeli
Jews. The state’s failure to recognize them as Jews coexists with the fact that their
lives and way of thinking are frequently those of Jews. The dissonance between their
legal status and self-identity should not be treated as a desirable situation or a long-
term equilibrium. The contrary is true: as described in this book, this is a problematic
situation both from the immigrants’ perspective and from the national point of view.

On the surface, the simple solution would seem to be a comprehensive broad
campaign, on both the individual and national levels, that will allow immigrants who
are not recognized as Jews to join the Jewish people if they are interested in doing so,
by means of the only method recognized by law and tradition alike: conversion (giyur).

vii
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It is well known that Jewish tradition holds that converts are full Jews, with the
same rights and responsibilities as those born Jewish. Furthermore, the Jewish historical
memory emphasizes and even celebrates the full acceptance of converts by attributing
the beginning of the royal House of David to the Moabite convert Ruth. The Messiah,
too, will be her descendant. So the religious process of conversion, if used extensively,
could be an excellent solution to the problem we are addressing here.

Israeli governments have understood this and decided that the conversion of
immigrants who are descendants of Jews, the so-called zera yisrael, is an important
national mission. A State Conversion Authority was established and the IDF opened a
conversion track for soldiers, but the results have been unsatisfactory: fewer than 10%
(around 27,000) of the non-Jewish immigrants from the former Soviet Union have
completed the conversion process and been recognized as Jews. The average number
of conversions by non-Jewish FSU immigrants each year is less than a quarter of the
annual increment to this category (new arrivals in the country and natural increase). By
contrast, the majority of the non-Jewish Ethiopian immigrants have been converted.

Conversion is, unfortunately, also at the center of a heated political and legal
debate. It is one of the most inflammatory issues in the realm of the relations between
religion and state in Israel and has the ability to rock the Israeli political map. Various
facets of the issue have landed in court over the years, and that is the case as these words
are written. Conversion is a bone of contention among multiple disputants: between
the ultra-Orthodox and the National Religious (and within each group); between the
Orthodox and the non-Orthodox movements (Conservative and Reform); and between
everyone located somewhere on the religious spectrum and those who are outside it—
secular Israelis who refuse to accept religion as the sole indicator of membership in the
Jewish collective, because they see the collective as not just a religious group, but also
and mainly as a national and cultural body.

In this book we have endeavored to present a wide range of facts, analyses, beliefs,
and views relevant to the issue of conversion in Israel.

The first section offers a snapshot of the current situation. In his introductory essay,
Prof. Yedidia Stern analyzes the problems posed by the current situation and their
effect on the human and individual, the societal and national, and relations between
religion and the state. Dr. Netanel Fisher, the author of the Israel Democracy Institute’s
policy paper on the issue, surveys the development of Israel’s conversion policy from
independence until the present. Adv. Yaakov Shapira of the Justice Ministry reviews
and analyzes the way in which Israeli law has dealt with the issue over the years. Dr.
Zeev Hanin, the chief scientist at the Ministry of Immigration and Absorption, looks
into why the State Conversion Authority has been unable to meet the challenge.

viii



Preface

The papers in the second section of the book describe the main notions of conversion
that are competing in the Israel idea market today. Rabbi Yisrael Rosen, one of the
founders of the State Conversion Authority in the 1990s and who served as a judge
(dayan) on its conversion court for many years, examines this system’s activities from
the halakhic, personal, and public angles. Rabbi Gedalyahu Axelrod, a retired Haredi
religious-court judge and a leader of the campaign against state-arranged conversions,
believes that a sincere commitment to adhere to the laws of the Torah and observe the
precepts is an essential condition for conversion; in its absence, a conversion can be
nullified post factum. The two rabbis’ contributions represent two dominant, though
contradictory, Orthodox views about conversion in Isracl. But Knesset member Dr.
Aliza Lavie does not think these approaches are enough. Ruth the Moabite—the
paradigmatic convert—would not have been accepted as a Jew according to today’s
standards. Lavie’s proposal is supported by more lenient halakhic approaches that are
detailed in Section 4.

Section 2 continues with three non-Orthodox alternatives to the current situation:
Rabbi Diana Villa and Adv. Yizhar Hess, leaders of the Masorti Movement in Israel,
present Conservative Judaism’s position on conversion. Dr. Yossi Beilin, a former
justice minister, raises the option of secular conversion as a way to join the Jewish
people. Finally, Dr. Hadar Lipshitz, who studies the provision of religious services in
Israel, sketches an outline for a communal model that would decentralize rabbinical
authority over conversion.

Section 3 discusses the national aspects of conversion. Dr. Michal Kravel-Tovi of
the Department of Sociology and Anthropology at Tel Aviv University explains the
way Israel turned conversion into a national mission. Efraim Halevy, who was director
of the Mossad and head of the National Security Council, supports this approach and
illuminates the national need for conversion. Prof. Alexander Yakobson, of the History
Department at the Hebrew University, holds the opposite position and doubts that there
is a national need for conversion, even if he does not reject its importance in principle.

Section 4 focuses on the halakhic debate within the Orthodox sector and presents
several lenient options. Rabbi Dr. Yoel Ben-Nun, a notable Religious Zionist
thinker and among the founders of the Har Etzion Yeshiva, offers the option of mass
conversion, consonant with historical models for joining the Jewish people. Rabbi
Yehuda Gilad, one of the deans of the Maale Gilboa Yeshiva, helps readers understand
the halakhic responsum by Rabbi Nahum Eliezer Rabinovitch, the dean of the Ma’ale
Adumim yeshiva, on the conversion of minors—a procedure that could speed up the
conversion process in Israel. Former MK Rabbi Haim Amsalem, who has written
a number of halakhic works on the conversion of Jewish descendents, reviews the
halakhic principles that permit leniency in conversion. Rabbinical court advocate
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Rivka Lubitch, of the Center for Women’s Justice, criticizes the new phenomenon in
which rabbinical courts annul a conversion retroactively, sometimes many years after
the process has been completed.

The last two sections of the book discuss issues applicable to conversion by
specific groups:

Part 5 focuses on the conversion of Russian immigrants. Dr. Vered Mor, author
of Scroll of Converts (in Hebrew the title puns on the “Scroll of Ruth”), examines
Russian female immigrants’ motives for conversion and their path towards it. Dr. Arye
Heskin, whose research has focused on Russian immigrants’ identity, and Prof. Gabriel
Horenczyk, the director of academic studies at the Melton Centre for Jewish Education
at the Hebrew University, survey IDF soldiers’ journey to join the Jewish people. Dr.
Ludmilla Oygenblik, the executive director of the Committee for the Rights of Mixed
Families, looks at families in which only one member is recognized as Jewish and how
these families identify themselves. Finally, Ira Dashevsky, the chair of Machanaim,
one of the leading organizations that provide Russian-speakers with a Jewish-Israeli
education and one of the first to become involved in assisting the conversion of
immigrants from the FSU, describes the organization’s work methods and accumulated
experience in preparing people for conversion, from a personal and community point
of view.

The sixth and last section deals with other groups of converts. Rabbi Menahem
Waldman, founder of the Shvut Am Institute and the Chief Rabbinate’s representative
for Ethiopian Jewry, offers the first account of how the last group of Ethiopian Jews—
the Falash Mura—returned to Judaism. Rabbi Eliyahu Birnbaum of Shavei Israel,
who serves as a judge on the Chief Rabbinate’s special conversion court, looks at
the options available for members of groups with traditions that trace their ancestry
to the Jewish people—*“the scattered remnants of Israel.” There are foreign citizens,
including foreign workers and volunteers, living in Israel. Rabbi Dr. Seth Farber and
Adv. Elad Caplan, who run ITIM, a nonprofit organization that provide guidance
and support to those who collide with the religious bureaucracy in Israel, survey the
impossible path that foreign citizens must take in order to convert to Judaism. Finally,
Diaspora Jewry has its eye on how Israel is handling the conversion issue. Dr. Daniel
Gordis, senior vice president of Shalem College, opens a window onto American Jews’
view of the situation here, along the lines of “out of Zion comes identity.”

Our hope is that this book will make the professional, social, religious, and political
aspects of this crucial issue more accessible to all interested parties. This will promote
what we believe to be a worthy cause: the conduct of the public debate and adoption of
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the appropriate policies on the basis of knowledge of the facts and their implications,
in a way that moderates the disagreements.

The Israel Democracy Institute supported the work that made this book possible.
At first glance there seems to be an unavoidable questions: what does conversion have
to do with the IDI’s mission? The answer is threefold:

First, conversion stands at the center of Israeli politics and is one of the sources of
friction between religion and state. The IDI has worked for years to reduce this tension,
so conversion is an important issue for it.

Second, if immigrants acquire Israeli citizenship but do not or cannot convert,
their human rights are infringed. A clarification of the options for opening the gates
to conversion or the discovery of alternative options could minimize this and thereby
enhance the democratic values to which we are committed.

Third, the IDI would like to promote integration among the various sectors of Israeli
society and nurture internal solidarity. The state’s failure to recognize the Jewishness
of many of its citizens who see themselves as Jews is liable to have disastrous social
and national consequences. This book presents these possible consequences and tries
to moderate them.

These and other considerations led the IDI to invest considerable resources in this
subject, both on the research and theoretical level and on the social and public level.
We would like to thank IDI and its directors over the years.

Many were involved in the production of this book: the writers, who agreed to
share their insights with the readers; Daphna Lavie, the text editor, whose fingerprints
are on every page; the publications team at IDI; and Dr. Shuki Friedman, the director
of the Center for Religion, Nation and State. All of them strove mightily to bring the
project to fruition in a professional and devoted matter, and we are grateful to them all.
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deals with conversion. A member of the Knesset for Shas, he left the party in
his second term due to disagreements on a number of topics, including the issue
of conversion, and founded the Am Shalem party. He sees himself as a Haredi
Zionist Sephardi rabbi.

Rabbi Gedalyahu Axelrod served as a rabbi in Ramat Gan (1961-1981) and then as
a rabbinical judge and president of the rabbinical court in Haifa (1981-2005). He
was one of the first to oppose the state conversion system. In the early 1980s he
wrote and distributed a short book, Te ‘udat hagiyur bemivhan ha-halakhah [The
conversion certificate in light of halakhah], in which he argued that the greatest
decisors hold that conversion without acceptance of the precepts is not a valid
conversion. He established an action committee of rabbis to encourage marriage
registrars not to open files for converts who do not observe the precepts and to
persuade rabbis to oppose the state conversion system.

Dr. Yossi Beilin served five terms in the Knesset (1988-2008), four of them
representing the Labor Party and the last as the head of Meretz. He served as
a minister in three governments, including Minister of Justice and Minister of
Religious Affairs. In addition to his political initiatives (the Oslo Agreement in
1993 and the Geneva Initiative in 2003), in 1994 he came up with the idea of
birthright, which actually began six years later.

Rabbi Yoel Ben-Nun is a public figure and one of the founders of the Har Etzion
Yeshiva. He served on conversion courts on behalf of Rabbi Mordechai Eliyahu
and supported and assisted converts. He was active in the public campaign for
the aliya and absorption of Ethiopian Jews.

Rabbi Eliyahu Birnbaum is a judge on the Chief Rabbinate’s conversion court, the
dean of Straus-Amiel, an institution for training rabbis to serve in the Diaspora,
and the rabbi of Shavei Israel (which brings “lost Jews” back to Judaism). He
was chief rabbi of the Jewish communities in Uruguay and of Turin, Italy.

Adyv. Elad Caplan is the director of the Department of Public and Legal Policy at ITIM.
In this capacity he represents prospective converts in the civil and religious courts.
Along with Prof. Yedidia Stern and Rabbi Seth Farber, he drafted the proposed
Conversion Law that was submitted to the Knesset by Elazar Stern and Aliza Lavie.
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Ira Dashevsky is chair of Machanaim, the Russian Jewish education network. She
was part of a refusenik group in Moscow in the 1970s and 1980s. She developed
a method for teaching Judaism in conversion ulpanim and founded a network
of communities that accompany the converts during and after the conversion

process.

Rabbi Dr. Seth Farber is the founder of ITIM and leads it to this day. Every year the
organization assists thousands of persons who need information, guidance, and
support in their encounter with the providers of religious services. It is deeply
involved in the campaign for systemic changes in the conversion courts.

Dr. Netanel Fisher is a senior lecturer at Sha’arei Mishpat College and a research
fellow of the Kohelet Forum. He is an expert on religion and politics, especially
the issue of conversion and those who choose to affiliate with the Jewish people.

Rabbi Yehuda Gilad is co-dean of the Maale Gilboa Yeshiva, rabbi of Kibbutz
Lavi, a board member of the rabbinical organization Beit Hillel, a member of
the council of Zohar Rabbis, and a member of the conversion court of Giyur
Ka’Halacha (the independent Orthodox conversion network).

Dr. Daniel Gordis is Senior Vice President, Koret Distinguished Fellow, and Chair
of the Core Curriculum at Shalem College in Jerusalem. He received ordination
from the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York before he immigrated to
Israel.

Efraim Halevy was the director of the Mossad (1998-2002), the head of the National
Security Council (2002-2003), and chair of the Shasha Center for Strategic
Studies at the Hebrew University (2003-2011).

Dr. Zeev (Vladimir) Hanin made aliya from Ukraine in 1992. He is now on the
faculties of the Department of Political Science at Bar Ilan University and of the
Jewish Heritage Department at Ariel University. He is also the chief scientist
of the Ministry of Immigration and Absorption. His research interest is Jewish
identity and conversion among immigrants from the former Soviet Union. He

was a member of the joint Chief Rabbinate—Jewish Agency policy team.

Dr. Arye Heskin is the director of the Communities Division of the Masorti Movement.
In the past he held various management positions related to community, society,
and nonformal education. He has studied Israeli Jewish identity, migration
processes, immigrant absorption, and community living.

xiii



Conversion in Israel: Vision, Achievements, and Challenges

Dr. Yizhar Hess is the executive director of the Masorti Movement in Israel. He is a
frequent contributor to the press, publishing articles on religion and state in Israeli
outlets and in Jewish periodicals throughout the world. His is one of the leading
voices of the Jewish Renewal discourse in this country and a cofounder of the Kfar
Blum Jewish Studies Festival.

Prof. Gabriel Horenczyk is director of academic studies at the Melton Centre for
Jewish Education at Hebrew University.

Dr. Michal Kravel-Tovi, an anthropologist, is a senior lecturer in the Department of
Sociology at Tel Aviv University. Her research interests include the State of Israel
and the Jewish community in the United States, mainly in matters of religious and

politics, state, and bureaucracy.

Dr. Aliza Lavie is a member of the Knesset for Yesh Atid, head of the Knesset caucus
on religion and state, a member of the Defense and Foreign Affairs Committee,
and chair of the subcommittee on Human Trafficking and Prostitution. In the
19th Knesset she was the chair of the Committee on the Status of Women and
Gender Equality. She is a lecturer and public activist on matters related to the
media, gender, and Judaism. She is a founding member of the Public Committee
for Conversion and one of the initiators of the petition to the High Court of Justice
against marriage registrars who refuse to open a file for those who converted
during their military service.

Dr. Hadar Lipshitz is a lecturer in the Department of Politics and Communications
at Hadassah College and a research fellow of the Kohelet Forum. He studies
educational and religious policy. He designed the community model promoted by
the Ne’emanei Torah va’ Avodah Movement.

Rivka Lubitch is a rabbinical court advocate and a leader of the struggle on behalf of
agunot in Israel. In her work for the Center for Women’s Justice she handled the
case in which a rabbinical court invalidated conversions performed by Rabbi Haim
Drukman. She is a writer and lecturer on topics related to women and Judaism and

writes and publishes women’s midrashim.

Dr. Vered Mor was a pioneer in the study of the psychological and social aspects of
conversion and one of the earliest teachers of prospective converts. Her research,
including her doctoral dissertation on the conversion experience of female
immigrants from the Former Soviet Union, was revised and published as Megillat
Gerut: The Odyssey of Female Converts, in 2010.
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Dr. Ludmilla Oygenblik holds a Ph.D. in sociology from Lomonosov Moscow State
University. She immigrated to Israel in 1991 and has been the executive director
of the Committee for Mixed Families’ Rights since 2000.

Rabbi Yisrael Rosen (1941-2017) was a public activist on behalf of conversion. He
established the State Conversion Authority in 1995 and headed it until 2000. In
the same year he was appointed a conversion judge and served in that capacity
until his retirement in 2011. He founded a private conversion court that helps
prospective converts who are not Israeli citizens and run into problems with the

state conversion system.

Dr. Yaakov Shapira is the head of the Consulting and Legislation (Hebrew Law) unit
of the Justice Ministry, and a lecturer at the Hebrew University Law School.
He deals with conversion issues as part of his job at the Justice Ministry. When
he served as senior assistant to then—Attorney General Elyakim Rubinstein
he represented the latter in government discussions of this matter, including
discussions of petitions submitted to the High Court of Justice.

Rabbi Diana Villa is a doctoral candidate in the Department of Philosophy at Bar-Ilan
University, researching the philosophy of halakhah, and a lecturer on Talmud
and halakhah at the Schechter Rabbinical Seminary and the Schechter Institute
of Jewish Studies in Jerusalem. She is deeply engaged with the contemporary
problem of agunot as a representative of the Center for Women in Jewish Law
at the Schechter Institute and an active member of ICAR-The International
Coalition for Agunah Rights. As vice-president of the Rabbinical Assembly in
Israel, she also serves as chair of the Religious Services Office of the Masorti
Movement and Rabbinical Assembly in Israel.

Rabbi Menahem Waldman has been working on the religious integration of Ethiopian
immigrants for the last 36 years. He was the Chief Rabbinate’s representative for
Ethiopian Jewry and the Falash Mura and president of a conversion court. For
a quarter century he has been in the forefront of Ethiopian Jewry’s return to
Judaism and active in their immigration, conversion, and spiritual and religious

integration process in Israel. He served as the rabbi of Moshav Nir Etzion.

Prof. Alexander Yakobson is a member of the History Department at the Hebrew
University. Born in Moscow, he immigrated to Israel as a boy in 1973 with his

parents, in the first wave of immigrants from the Soviet Union.
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Prof. Yedidia Z. Stern is Vice President of Research at the IDI and head of its Center for
Nation, Religion and State. He is a professor and former dean of the faculty at the
Bar-Ilan University Law School. His areas of expertise are religion and state, law
and halakhah, public law, and commercial law.
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