Dispute over pork in Israel town

BEIT SHEMESH, Israel (AP) --Diana Torzinski hoisted the plump pink sausage off the rack and began slicing it for customers who were well aware their purchases are fueling the latest dispute between secular and observant Jews in Israel.
In this working class town of 50,000, the battle has focused on Petersburg and Olga's, delis owned by immigrants from the former Soviet Union.

The shops sell pork. Beit Shemesh's growing ultra-Orthodox community, however, says religious law prohibits Jews from eating pork and is trying to force the delis out of the city center. The dispute is now in the hands of Israel's Supreme Court.

"The Torah says we should eat kosher," says Meir Cohen, a devout Jew.

"We're used to the tastes of our own food, our own products," counters Russian immigrant Janna Bradman, as she waits in line at Olga's.

The dispute over the delis has rekindled Israel's religious-secular divide, which has been largely ignored during a year of Israel-Palestinian fighting.

About one in five Israeli Jews is devout. The number of Orthodox Jews and their political clout are growing, and they have challenged the country's secular majority on issues such as observance of the Jewish Sabbath, when according to Jewish tradition all work is forbidden.

The two delis cater mostly to Russian immigrants, who were discouraged from religious observance under communism and grew up in non-kosher homes, where pork was eaten. The delis also offer frozen blinis, Stolichnaya vodka, and cured salmon -- and Russian-speaking workers to sell them.

The shops also attract a non-Russian secular crowd -- Jews who do not keep strict dietary laws -- and as a result, the dispute over pork has come to be a symbol of how Israel defines itself.

"It's not just about the Russians," said Moshe, a 23-year-old florist whose business is on the other side of town.

"The ultra-Orthodox are making life impossible for the secular: (they say) you can't have a disco on the Sabbath, or drive on the Sabbath," said Moshe, who refused to give his name.

Just down the block, Cohen, a 38-year-old Torah scholar and lifelong Beit Shemesh resident, said he wants the pork shops out.

He says the Torah forbids eating of pork. "I don't mind that they (the Russians) come, but let them act appropriately," Cohen said.

Beit Shemesh has never been a secular city. It was settled by Jews from North Africa, who were largely observant in their religious practices.

Over the past decade about a million former Soviets immigrated to Israel, and some made their home in Beit Shemesh, drawn by cheap housing and proximity to Jerusalem, a 25-minute drive away.

Those same features attracted others also, giving the town a multi-ethnic suburban feel. Ethiopian immigrant teens bounce soccer balls on their knees on their way to parks, American-born moms mobilize neighborhood watches and devout Torah scholars travel in packs to and from yeshivas.

In recent years, the numbers of the ultra-Orthodox have soared as families have moved in from Jerusalem, creating entire observant neighborhoods on the outskirts of town.

With them has come new religious graffiti -- including some scrawled near the pork shops.

The city council has ordered the pork stores out of the city center and to an industrial zone on the grounds that their presence in residential neighborhoods offended observant Jews.

The stores, backed by the Shinui secular rights party and the Israel B'Aliya immigrants party, appealed the ruling to the Israeli Supreme Court, charging that the move would spell certain economic death for the shops.

"The people who are using the products of these shops are old and poor," said Israel B'Aliya lawmaker Marina Solodkin. "They have no cars."

The court is expected to rule within a few weeks.

"Petersburg" owner Irena Zlutenko, 35, is fighting to stay in business.

"The ultra-Orthodox just want this to be their land, and that everything should go the way they want it," she said.

"The Jews need to live together in Israel," she said.

Compromise On Pluralism Riles Rabbis

Effort at Unity Exposes Rifts Before It Begins
Yoffie: I'm Stumped

By IRA STOLL 

NEW YORK - The latest compromise in the battle for what the Orthodox call Jewish unity and the Reform and Conservative movements call religious pluralism is fracturing the factions yet again. 

At a press conference held here to announce the "Supreme Effort to Preserve the Unity of the Jewish People," the Orthodox didn't show up, the Reform and Conservative leaders were disagreeing with each other, and there were reports that the effort was prompting a split between the Ashkenazic and Sephardic chief rabbis in Israel. 

It's the most recent episode in the "rage of the rabbis," the effort by non-Orthodox rabbis to win full rights in Israel over the opposition of the Orthodox religious establishment. This week, Israel's Orthodox chief rabbinate effectively killed a proposal to allow non-Orthodox rabbis to participate with Orthodox rabbis in converting non-Jews to Judaism. Left standing, at least for now, is a last-minute "technical" solution that would allow Reform and Conservative conversions in Israel to be registered by the state without being recognized by the Orthodox. 

The battle has been threatening to divide Israel and Diaspora Jewry. The rabbis have been hurling insults at each other across the Atlantic. Charities are fretting about whether the dispute will affect donations to Israel, and foreign policy experts are warning that the matter will undermine support for Prime Minister Netanyahu among predominantly Reform and Conservative American Jews at a time when Israel needs America's backing in the negotiations with the Palestinian Arabs. The most recent developments are likely to obscure further the situation. 

"I barely understand it myself," acknowledged the president of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, Rabbi Eric Yoffie, of the technical compromise that has emerged as the likeliest solution to the conversion struggle. 

Under the technical proposal, the identity cards of all Israelis will be marked with the letter yud, followed by their date of birth or, for converts, the date of their conversion. The details of who conducted the conversions would be kept on record by Israel's Interior Ministry. 

The technical proposal would not require the Orthodox to approve Reform conversions: The Orthodox rabbis could say the yud stands not for yehudi, or Jew, but for Israeli, which also begins with a yud. The technical proposal would also not require the Reform rabbis to submit their conversionary candidates to Orthodox rabbinic courts for final approval. 

If the technical proposal were adopted, the non-Orthodox movements would likely drop their lawsuits in Israel, and the Israeli Orthodox would likely drop their proposed legislation codifying their current status as the sole authorities over conversion, religious leaders said. But the technical proposal would not assure that those converted by Reform or Conservative rabbis will be able to marry other Jews, and it would label all converts differently from other Jews. 

"Might as well tatoo it on their arm," said the international president of the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism, Stephen Wolnek. The executive vice president of the United Synagogue, Rabbi Jerome Epstein, said, "I think that this is a sad day for the Jewish people," adding that the technical solution "goes against the values that we have, as a Jewish people, of not reminding converts of their past." 

The chancellor of the Jewish Theological Seminary, Rabbi Ismar Schorsch, said his colleagues made a mistake in backing the technical solution without first allowing the more substantive arrangement proposed by the quasi-governmental Ne'eman Commission a chance to gather support. The Ne'eman Commission proposal, developed after seven months of deliberations led by Israel's finance minister, Yaakov Ne'eman, would have involved Reform and Conservative rabbis in a conversion course that would have concluded with the approval of the conversion by an Orthodox rabbinic court. 

"I think we jumped the gun. I think we had the high ground. We shouldn't have surrendered it so quickly," Rabbi Schorsch said. He said the technical solution throws converts "to the wolves" when it comes to their marrying other Jews in Israel. 

Reform leaders were more positive about the technical solution, leading some analysts to wonder whether that solution was a triumph of the Reform and ultra-Orthodox extremes against the more centrist Conservative and liberal Orthodox voices that favored the Ne'eman Commission's proposal. 

"I don't view this as a sad day," said a former president of the Reform movement's Central Conference of American Rabbis, Simeon Maslin. Rabbi Maslin called the technical solution "a historic document," noting that its implementation would mark the first time that the State of Israel granted official recognition to the actions of non-Orthodox rabbis. 

Still, even Rabbi Yoffie acknowledged that the technical solution is "troubling in many respects." Said Rabbi Yoffie, "We are intent on avoiding a serious crisis between Israel and the Diaspora...If the choice is between this proposal and a major crisis between Israel and the Diaspora, then we would support this." 

American Orthodox reaction to both of the compromise proposals was negative. The executive vice president of the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of America, Rabbi Raphael Butler, said his organization will follow the position of Israel's Orthodox chief rabbis. A spokesman for Agudath Israel of America, Rabbi Avi Shafran, said the Ne'eman Commission's proposal would "open up a toe-hold, a tiny toe-hold but nonetheless one that could be easily capitalized on, of legitimacy for the non-Orthodox movements." 

The head of the Jewish Agency for Israel, Avraham Burg, said that in Israel, "There is a total rejection of the Ne'eman Commission by the Orthodox side." As for the technical solution, he said, the picture is "muddy," even though the solution, dubbed the "Supreme Effort to Preserve the Unity of the Jewish People," was endorsed by a representative of the Sephardic chief rabbi, and by the leaders of the Reform and Conservative movements in Israel. 

Said Rabbi Schorsch, "I'm not sure that we've got a deal with the rabbinate."
