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What’s Behind
New Conversion Standards?

Israeli Chief Rabbinate’s new guidelines seen as part of larger pattern;
new scrutiny of documentation proving Jewishness.

Michele Chabin

Israel Correspondent

JERUSALEM
he Israeli Chief Rabbinate’s recent decision to no
T longer automatically recognize conversions by Ortho-
dox rabbis abroad appears to be pant of a larger drive
to impose stricter, more uniform standards on everything
from conversion to marriage.

A wealth of anecdotal evidence suggests the Rabbin-
ate has also recently raised the bar for recognizing the
Jewishness of brides and grooms who were born Jewish,
whether in Israel or abroad.

The result: Individuals who are unguestionably Jewish
are being forced 10 scramble for documentation, sometimes
just days before their weddings or their child’s conversion.

*“1 had problems with the Rabbinate, even though | brought a
lot of information about my mother, who is an eighth-generation
Jerusalemite, and my grandfather, who is listed in the Encyclo-
pedia of the Yishuv,” Ronit Sagron, a New York-born Israeli,
said of her recent encounter with the marriage registrar.

“1 even brought them my mother’s report card
from Bet Sefer Evelina de Rothschild [an Orthodox girls®
school] and other papers of my mother from the Mandate
period, a family tree and photos,” she related. “Aftera week
of going to the Rabbinate every single day, my Orthodox
rabbi cousin finally had to send a fax vouching for me!™

When Americans Aaron Greenberg and Jennifer Zeichner
set their wedding date, they went 1o the rabbinate months ahead
of time — only to be told to come back in three months due to
an engoing strike. When they retumed, the couple, both bom
Jews, brought letters from their Orthodox rabbis in America and
ketubot from their mother or matemal grandmother.

Two weeks before their wedding, the Rabbinate denied
their request for permission to marry, citing insufficient
documentation. “They didn’t suggest any ways for us 1o
rectify the situation.” Aaron stressed.

Ultimately, Rabbi Seth Farber, who heads a group that helps
Jews through the Rabbinate’s process, “procured letiers from
other rabbis attesting to the fact that our rabbis are really Or-
thodox rabbis,” related Greenberg. “This was a week before
the wedding. All of our relatives were flying in.”

The Rabbinate approved the Greenbergs’ upcoming mar-
riage the day before the wedding. Rabbi Farber, whose group,
ITIM has helped hundreds of Israelis and foreigners persuade
the Rabbinate to accept their documentation, said that several
halachically Jewish couples have recently turned to ITIM
after ing Jented difficulties.”

Israeli law allows only religious marriages to be per-
formed in Israel. So, for Jews marrying in Israel, rabbinic
recognition is crucial,

The Rabbinate's longstanding reputation for daunting
bureaucracy is one reason thousands of halachically Jew-
ish Israelis opt for a civil ceremony in nearby Cyprus, or
elsewhere. These marriages are recognized by the Interi-
or Ministry, but not the Rabbinate.

But now, “Things are becoming more and more difficult.”
said a synagogue rabbi in Jerusalem who did not want his name
published because he deals regularly with the Rabbinate.

Those familiar with the Rabbinate’s procedures
say that documents that were once sufficient proof of
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In order to marry in Israel, Americans Jennifer Zeichner and
Aaron Greenberg spent months dealing with the Chief Rab-
binate, whe questioned the authenticity of paperys document-
ing their Jewishness. vioms
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a person’s Jewishness, such as a grandparent’s ketubah,
yeshiva or day school records, or even a letter from the
applicant’s longtime rabbi are not necessarily accepted.
Rabbi Farber traces much of the difficulty to the mas-
sive Russian aliyah that began in the early 1990s, when
700,000 Jews and roughly 300,000 non-Jews immigrated to
Israel. Many of the non-Jews were granted citizenship on the
hasis of secular immigration law, which accepts anyone with at
least one Jewish grandparent. But traditional religious law,
overseen by the rabbinate for purposes of marriage and other
life-cycle functions, accepts as Jewish only those who are

children of a Jewish mother or converts whose conversion |

has been performed by a recognized Orthodox rabbi,

The Soviet immigration wave has posed huge problems
for the Rabbinate — particularly since religion was outlawed
under Soviet rule and Jewish documents are often scarce.
The Rabbinate consequently imposed a strict set of criteria
for recognizing someone from the Soviet Union as Jewish.

Rubbi Farber speculated that recent personnel chang-
es within the Rabbinate were partly responsible for the
spread of these strict criteria (o other countries.

“There are people, most notably Rabbi [Yigal|
Krispel, who aren’t familiar with many of the dias-
pora rabbis whose documents were accepted by his
predecessor, Rabbi | Yitzhak] Ohana,” Farber said.
Rabbi Krispel, like Rabbi Ohana before him, is the official
responsible for deciding which rabbis to accept for pur-
poses of conversion and other matters,

Asher Cohen, a political scientist at Bar Han University,
also sees other factors at play. “The entire Rabbinate is being
increasingly influenced by the haredim,” Cohen said of the
ultra- traditional Orthodox religious-political establishment.

A source within the Rabbinate rejected the notion, put
forth by some rabbis, that the stricter criteria were payback
for the Rabbinical Council of America’s (RCA) ousting of
Rabbi Mordechai Tendler, after he was accused of sexual
harassment and abuse.

“If that were true, the new standards would ap-
ply just to American rabbis,” he said. “In fact, the stan-
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mma:l nbhinln:hsdhupom. “Only dayanim™ — Judaic law judges |
who serve on religious cours — are permit-
ted to do this.” he told The Jewish Week.
Rabbi Krispel said he had recently es-
- tablished & committee
| of three rabbis to deter-
mine the qualifications

~ Rabbi Krispel con-
- firmed: “When | comes /s
! 10 evidence uwahl!-
_nﬁs. we mzn

i aekmwhdadm s,
'\ rabbi, by Or-
qubﬁnmlmwium This in-
* cludes community rubbis.”
e e
gational rabbis unknown to the Rabbinate

mn’ wefl-ksuwn American

ter long resistance and

iy hunlles. ]
“Just as the rabbi of this or that mu-
nicipality in 1sruel is not permitied w be
involved in conversion, 50 to in the dias-
porm,” Rabbi Krispel confirmed,

could require further authentication. Rabbi Basil Herring. executive vice presi-
Bukahbllﬁmpdmdhefahcumdbd dentof the RCA. unged American Jews o tuke
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“When you're dealing with conversion,  of the 3
you're dealing with extremely complex hala-
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- also acknowledged in that field specifically.”
Rabbi Krispel said it had become appar-
et to him that not everyone wha performs
| aconversion was gqualified to do so.



