Intermarriage: What’s wrong with it?

In my limited time as a rabbi in an Orthodox congregation there is a scene that I have seen time and time again.  A parent whose child has grown apart from Judaism relates their disappointment to me, and then the parent continues and says, “I tell my child you can do anything you want, but whatever you do, DO not marry a non-Jew.  Whatever you do, do not marry a non-Jew.”


This type of comment has a Biblical precedent.  The first Jew, Abraham commands his loyal servant Eliezer to find a wife for his son Isaac.  But first Abraham makes Eliezer swear that he will not select a wife for Isaac from the Canaanites.  Says the verse (Genesis 24: 3), “Swear to me that you will not take a wife for my son from amongst the daughters of Caanan.  Instead you shall go to my homeland and birthplace and select from there a wife for my son, Isaac.”


Many commentators are troubled by this exchange between Abraham and Eliezer.  Firstl, why does Abraham command Eliezer to exclude only the Canaanite tribe from marrying his daughter?  If the reason was because the Canaanites worshipped idols, then Abraham should have said to Eliezer, “Don’t take a wife for my son from a tribe that worships idols.”  And in fact, why single out the Canaanites?  Indeed, there were many other tribes at the time who also should have been excluded from marrying Isaac because they prayed to idols.  And finally, what did Abraham hope to accomplish by sending for a bride from his homeland?  After all, Abraham himself left his homeland precisely because the people were so idolatrous!  


And so the real difficulty with this passage.  Is that it raises the troubling question of purity of blood or racism?  Does Abraham exclude the Canaanites solely on the basis of race?  And does Abraham command Eliezer to return to his homeland solely because he wants to maintain the purity of his lineage?


I raise these textual questions within the context of the consciousness of the multi-cultural U.S., which views prohibitions on intermarriage with general disgust.  George Bush almost lost the election because he appeared at Bob Jones University, an institution that prohibits intermarriage between religions.  And Joe Lieberman was severely handcuffed when he tried to explain to the world why Judaism protests against intermarriage.


Are protests against intermarriage not an elitist, almost racist ideology?  After all, one could argue that prohibitions against intermarriage made sense in the times of the Torah, when neighboring tribes were literally sacrificing their children to pagan Gods, and when paganism deified a life of ritualistic, sexual orgies.  But in today’s world, there are some very positive values in Western society—in the values of democracy, equality, and freedom.

Don’t misunderstand me.  I believe that intermarriage is absolutely prohibited.  But it is important to understand how this prohibition evolved.  Orthodox Jews should be honest about the fact that that there is a dispute as to whether or not there is an explicit Biblical prohibition against intermarriage, which would apply to intermarrying a non-Jew living in the 20thc.  The Torah does say lo titchaten bam, one should not marry them, but that is interpreted by many rabbis as a reference only to the 7 tribes who inhabited the land of Canaan; i. e. the biblical prohibition against intermarriage applies only to those now extinct 7 nations.


In fact (according to most authorities) the prohibition is rabbinic.  The prohibition of intermarriage is discussed by R. Moses of Coucy (Semag) who in the year 1236 left his home in France and traveled to preach to the Jews of Spain.  When Semag arrived in Spain he saw that many of the Jews there were marrying the local Spanish non-Jewish women.  So Semag started preaching very vociferously against this practice.  But Semag was unable to find a Biblical source to prohibit this practice.  So finally Semag attributes the prohibition to a decree instituted by the Chashmonaim, who were fighting against Hellenestic Jews.  Says the Talmud, in Avodah Zarah, “The court of the Hasmoneans decreed that one is not permitted to have relations with a non-Jew.”  


Now the most important thing to be clear about is that intermarriage from the perspective of an Orthodox Jew is absolutely forbidden. True, it is a rabbinical prohibition, but Orthodox Judaism as practiced today is wholly rabbinic Judaism.  Nevertheless, the understanding of the evolution of this prohibition is crucial for any rational justification of prohibiting intermarriage.

Right now to combat intermarriage there can be two possible approaches.  We can either say, “Don’t intermarry.  The other nations are immoral.  It’s a terrible sin, and if you intermarry the anti-Semites will have won.”  But that approach is not working, and not only is it non-working, it comes close to being a racist ideology.  It is not working as a recent study from the American Jewish committee shows that 56 % of American Jews who responded to a survey do not see intermarriage as a terrible sin.  And not only is it non-working and perhaps racist, it’s also not what the Torah is saying.

This is exactly why it is important to note that our constant complaining about intermarriage does not reflect the approach of the Torah or the rabbis.  The Torah’s complaints against intermarriage are always within the context of immorality.  Our complaints in today’s world lack that context and therefore the response of most Jews today is “Why shouldn’t I intermarry?”  And so the mantra that is repeated time and time again:  “Whatever you do, don’t intermarry,” falls on deaf ears.

Let me suggest what I believe is the Torah’s response to the great danger of intermarriage that is facing the Jewish community.  The Torah’s approach is to emphasize that the beauty and vitality of Judaism can best be taught through a marriage with shared religious beliefs.

Again, I revisit the context of Genesis.  Eliezer has been sent to find a wife for Isaac with specific instructions not to take a wife from the Canaanites.

But notice Eliezer’s actions: He arrives at Abraham’s homeland, Aram Naharayim, and establishes his own system for selecting a bride.  Eliezer says: “If I ask a girl for a drink of water and she responds, ‘Here is drink for both you and your camels.’  Then I will know that that girl is the right bride for Isaac.”

 Many commentators are greatly troubled by Eliezer’s actions.  For, Abraham gave Eliezer one criteria in selecting a wife: Not to take a wife from the Canaanites.  And here Eliezer is choosing his own criteria for selecting Isaac’s wife!

So perhaps the way to understand Eliezer’s actions is to say that he is translating Abraham’s instructions from a negative to a positive formulation.  Abraham’s command not to marry a Canaanite is understood by Eliezer to mean that Abraham wants a bride for Isaac who will retain the same values that Isaac and Abraham share.  So Eliezer translates Abraham’s prohibition into a positive commandment: Find someone who will share my values of hospitality and graciousness.


This is also the best way of responding to questions of intermarriage that surrounds us today.  How can we decrease the amount of Jews who are intermarrying and how can we justify the prohibition of intermarriage to a world that worships multiculturalism and diversity?


My suggestion is that we can justify our position by stopping to use guilt, anti-Semitism, and the immorality arguments in educating people about intermarriage.  The only answer and the only way we can justify prohibiting intermarriage is to take a positive approach: to encourage Jews to marry other Jews for the purpose of maintaining the religious values of Judaism; to tell Jews that marrying Jews is the best way to properly ensure a rich religious environment in the home; to teach that marriage is the sharing of a spiritual destiny.

 
Our community should teach people to marry Jewish because that is the best way that a proper religious and Jewish environment can be maintained.  If Judaism is just a culture, then the prohibition against intermarriage is bigoted.  But if Judaism is religious and spiritual, then it becomes perfectly obvious that the best way to lead a Jewish life is with a spouse that shares those values.


So when parents inform me that they tell their children, “whatever you do, don’t marry a non-Jew.”  I try to explain that this approach is insufficient.  The message must be that Judaism is so magnificent, so beautiful, and so meaningful.  And once that message has been transmitted, then our children will naturally and proudly marry Jewish.
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