SO TELL ME - WHO’S A COERCER...?
By LARRY DERFNER

In the growing campaign against the planned Shabbat closure of a shopping mall soon to open in Ramat Aviv, the most heartfelt objection is that such a policy will violate the values and lifestyle of the local residents.So this is what we’ve come to. This is the new front in the battle against religious coercion - standing up for the right of Ramat Avivians not to have to look at a “Closed” sign on Shabbat, for their right to have all of their weekend shopping options left open

.
The locals and their allies (mainly the media, specifically Ha’aretz) would, of course, protest that this is not the issue: “It’s not about shopping, it’s about fighting off haredi encroachment. It’s about insisting on mutual respect. We wouldn’t open a shopping mall on Shabbat in Bnei Brak, so they shouldn’t close one on Shabbat over here.”

The residents are alarmed. They hear “haredi,” “Shabbat closure,” and “Ramat Aviv,” put them together, and come up with “religious coercion.” They’re a little shell-shocked; given the way haredim ordinarily behave in this country, secular Israelis have become fairly jumpy. But on the issue of the shopping mall, the folks in this famously secular, liberal, rich, snobbish neighborhood have got it wrong.
The facts in brief: Africa-Israel, which is building the mall, originally intended to keep it open on Shabbat. But a few months ago, Bank Leumi sold its controlling interest in the company to a haredi diamond merchant named Lev Leviev, and he decided that on Shabbat, the mall would rest. Under the banners of “freedom,” and “democracy,” Leviev’s opponents are demanding that he keep the mall’s doors open seven days a week - insisting that he run his business the way they see fit, obliging him to violate his religious beliefs so as not to sully the secular character of Ramat Aviv. There is talk of a boycott if Leviev refuses. This isn’t resistance to religious coercion, it’s secular coercion. Leviev is not trying to close down a public thoroughfare, he’s not trying to tell people who they can marry, or who is a Jew.  Rather, he is the principal owner of the building that will house the mall, and he has the prerogative to close it on Shabbat, if that’s what he decides.

Whatever the sentiments of the neighbors, Leviev has the right of religious freedom on his side, and if the people of Ramat Aviv are so concerned with democracy, they should realize that his right takes precedence over their likes and dislikes. They should also realize that a closed business on Shabbat does not - or at least shouldn’t - cause offense in a secular neighborhood in the same way an open business on Shabbat causes offense in a haredi neighborhood. Trying to equate the two is just spiteful.
Finally, the idealists in Ramat Aviv should understand that tolerance is painful. It means putting up with people you don’t like because they have the right to live as they wish, as long as they don’t stop you from doing the same. Putting up with a haredi diamond merchant and his shopping mall would be a great exercise in tolerance for Ramat Avivians, a real character-builder.
But there’s a kicker in all this. While Ramat Aviv is practicing secular coercion against Leviev, Leviev is indeed practicing religious coercion against another party to the conflict: McDonald’s. In addition to insisting on his right to keep the building closed on Shabbat, Leviev is demanding that the mall’s restaurants all keep kosher. But McDonald’s contracted to open up there with the understanding that it would be free to sell cheeseburgers and other assorted McTreif. Now along comes Leviev and tells McDonald’s: “It’s my way, or no way.” Here, he’s gone too far. Leviev has the right to close his building in keeping with his religious beliefs - but he doesn’t have the right to force those beliefs on his tenants, not when they signed contracts with Africa-Israel that say otherwise. But, Leviev may argue, it’s his mall, so he can dictate the terms of occupancy. If so, what’s to stop him telling McDonald’s waitresses to wear long sleeves and ankle-length dresses, or make the waiters offer to lay tefillin on customers?
There are limits to the rights of ownership. By insisting on opening in the mall with a non-kosher menu, McDonald’s is fighting for its right to freedom from religion, and it deserves to win. Sort of talmudic, isn’t it? McDonald’s is in the right, Ramat Aviv is in the wrong - and Lev Leviev is a little of this, and a little of that.
So what’s the moral? I don’t know, except that maybe in this latest, most unseemly battle in Israel’s culture war, we all deserve a break today.
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