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Last week I was called for jury duty.  The judge called 75 of us into a room in order to pick a potential jury.  He asked us to promise not to lie.  He called me to the front and asked me if I knew anyone in the room.  

I said: “I know you.”  

He was shocked: “When did we meet,” he said.

I said: “Three years ago I sat in your court and listened to a case before you.  I am deeply disappointed in your decision that day.  I believe it has terrible consequences for millions of people.”

He asked me if I could be fair in this case.  I said: “I am a fair person.  I believe I can do a better job than the judge, but I have a low opinion of this court.”

The judge excused me from jury duty.

Sometimes, no matter the consequences or the fall out, we have to stand up to judges and tell them what we think of their opinions.  

Recently Rabbi Avraham Sherman, a judge on the High Rabbinical Court in Israel whom the Jerusalem Post calls “the most important rabbinical adjudicator in the country” issued a devastating ruling in Israel.

In Israel religion is mixed with state so that a person’s status as a Jew is decided by a rabbi whom the state appoints.  The rabbi’s decision is legally binding and has many consequences, such as a person’s right to citizenship, a person’s right to marry a Jew, be buried as a Jew, and a person’s entitlement to certain economic benefits reserved for new citizens in the land.

Rabbi Sherman—an ultra-orthodox rabbi--ruled that thousands of converts converted by Rabbi Haim Druckman were invalid.   

Rabbi Druckman had converted many people over a period of more than ten years.  He had been appointed as the head of the Chief Rabbi’s official Conversion Authority.  He is a person of great stature: a former Knesset member, a Rosh yeshiva of a major Zionist yeshiva, and a beloved mentor to thousands.

Many of those who converted with him were being told by another rabbi (also appointed by the Chief Rabbi) that even though they had lived for the last ten years as Jews, many of them devoutly religious Jews, nevertheless their conversions were invalid, since all of Rabbi Druckman’s conversions were now invalid.

This is an unprecedented ruling in its scope and in its direct attack upon Rav Druckman.    

Some estimate that more than 100,000 people are affected by this ruling—whether directly or indirectly as spouses who must divorce or children who suddenly discover that they are not Jewish.

As we speak, many are in limbo and are unable to determine their status.  So for example, if they choose to get married in Israel, they may be denied permission.

The ruling was harshly condemned by many great rabbis and major rabbinic organizations including Tzohar in Israel, the Rabbinical Council of America (an Orthodox rabbinical fellowship), and the International Rabbinic Fellowship led by Rabbis Marc Angel, Saul Berman, Avi Weiss, and Shlomo Riskin.  
Nevertheless, the ruling was defended by some of the most respected Talmudic sages in Israel.  This week the Conference of European Rabbis declared that they were no longer recognizing Rabbi Druckman’s conversions.  And, in a blatant capitulation to the Hareidi camp, Rav Druckman received a letter this week from Prime Minister Olmert’s office that because he was too old he was being removed from his position as head of the Conversion Authority.
It is very difficult for me to speak about this topic since I shake in fear at the prospect of criticizing great Torah scholars, but the Torah commands us not to be quiet when innocent people are being attacked.

This week we read Parshat Bechukotai which contains both blessings and curses that Hashem promises our people.  If we follow the ways of Hashem, we get the blessings; if we, Heaven Forbid, do not follow Hashem, then we face the curses.  The most generous blessing is the promise of the generosity of the land; and the most severe curse is exile from the land of Israel.

Usually this portion is read with Parshat Behar and many have pointed out that the blessings and the curses that come in this portion follow directly the laws laid out in Behar.  If we follow the laws of Behar, then we will be blessed and if not we will be cursed.
One of the axioms of Behar is that we need to remember that we were oppressed in Egypt and thus we cannot oppress others.  When we arrive in the land of Israel, we are reminded Ki gerim ve-toshavim atem imadi, we are both gerim (newcomers) and toshavim (dwellers).  Over and over in our Torah we are reminded “Do not oppress the ger, for you were oppressed in the land of Egypt.”  According to the Talmud in Baba Metziah, it is forbidden to even remind someone that he is a convert to the faith.  Once he/she is Jewish then they are as Jewish as everyone else.  One who oppresses a convert violates a Biblical commandment as it says, ve-ger lo tilchatz (Exodus 23:9).
This attack by the court of Rabbi Sherman—if it carries the day—is absolutely something that can cause us to lose the land of Israel.  Not only because it is a direct violation of the Torah, but also because it is an attack upon Zionism and Zionist rabbis who have chosen with great courage to try to integrate Halacha with the realities of a state.
Rabbis like Rabbi Sherman who now control the rabbinical court system in Israel categorically reject the very basis of what these Zionist rabbis stand for.  
Let us be very clear, this is about something much, much bigger than the status of converts (and that is big enough).  It is not only a rejection of the religious significance of the modern State of Israel it is also a rejection of an approach to the Torah that seeks to be as inclusive as possible, and use the Torah to open doors rather than close them.

One of the rabbis who rushed to the defense of Rabbi Sherman was a Rabbi Avraham Dov Levine.  Here is what Rabbi Levine stands for.  In the year 2000, Rabbi Levine was the chief marriage registrar of the Jerusalem rabbinate.  In that capacity a girl came to register to marry.

The mother of this girl had been married to a young man who served in a tank in the 1973, Yom Kippur War.  The man’s tank had received a direct hit and he had been killed.  If he would not be declared dead, then his wife would be considered an “agunah” (literally: chained) and be forbidden to marry anyone, as her husband’s status would be uncertain.

A week after he was killed some fragments of his clothing were found.  On that basis the rabbis of the IDF ruled that her husband was killed in the tank and his widow could now remarry.  She remarried and subsequently 27 years later her daughter from the second marriage was now trying to register to allow herself to get married.  

In a shockingly cruel decision, Rabbi Levine ruled that this woman could not remarry on the basis of the ruling of the rabbis of the IDF.  He said that their ruling was suspect and that the daughter needed to go to a “God-fearing” court to determine her status.  

Rabbi Levine was able to marshal some sources for his argument.  But he completely ignored the fact that for centuries rabbis have never questioned a woman who had been allowed to remarry by a reputable court.  In his reversal he was declaring that this woman was possibly a mamzeret and would thus never be able to marry anyone.  It is a callous ruling.  It is not surprising that we are now also seeing gittin (religious divorces) revoked retroactively. 

The blame for this lies in a system that has empowered rabbis who are not sensitive to the needs of their community.  The blame for this lies in a system that supports a religious bureaucracy with governmental responsibility.
I am also sorry to say that the RCA of which I am a dues paying member has recently made a catastrophic decision by inviting the chief rabbi’s office to oversee conversions done by RCA rabbis here in America. Their thinking was that in doing this they will be protecting those whom they convert, but the reality is sadly different.  Once we grant authority to this system there is no limit: conversions will be revoked retroactively, marriages will be annulled, and children will be thrown out of schools.  There is no end.

Recently I got a call from a cousin in Israel.  He said to me: “Our Grandma was the daughter of a second marriage.  Do you know for certain that her mother received a get from her first husband?  Do you have proof of that?”  I explained that my great-grandparents were pious people and that there surely was a get involved.  Furthermore, Rabbi Aaron Soloveitchik married my parents and he would not have officiated if he was concerned.  But you see…once we begin this line of questioning and overthrowing years of precedent, we will all be disqualified.  

The only thing we can do is stand up, as unpleasant as it may be, and declare that these rabbis are wrong.  Rabbis of good conscience must declare that we will not unduly afflict the vulnerable members of our society.  We will declare that we will be their voice of protection.
In this I take solace in the fact that we are continuing a great tradition of rabbis standing up for those who need a voice.

I received my rabbinic ordination from Yeshiva University’s Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary.  This school is named after Rabbi Yitzchak Elchanan Spektor (1817-1896). He was a great Torah scholar, a decisor of law, and also chief rabbi of Kovno.  But he was perhaps most renowned for the efforts he put into freeing agunot, women whom the law had constrained from remarrying.  This was a major focus of his scholarly and communal pursuits.

After freeing one agunah and allowing her to remarry, he wrote: “I praise Hashem for Hashem helped me to produce the correct path in freeing a “chained” woman according to the truth of the Torah.  Everyone knows my weaknesses and how difficult it is for me to write, nevertheless I worked very hard on this matter in order to make a great repair because mitzvah rabbh hi meod—it is a great mitzvah—as it states, “kol hamatir agunah echad ke-ilu boneh churvah echad michurvah yerushalayim whoever allows one agunah to remarry, it is as though they have repaired a ruin in Jerusalem.”

Until the day he died he was involved in “heter agunot” allowing women to remarry.  It is said that he was able to rule leniently in every case that came before him except for one.  In the week before he died, he was struggling mightily to find a way for this one woman to remarry.  As he lay in bed fighting a terrible illness, he arose in the middle of the night to work on this last case.  He found a source to allow her to remarry and he exclaimed: “Baruch Hashem hi muteret.”  Praise God she is allowed!
May the spirit of Rav Yitzcah Elchanan guide our rabbis today!  

To all those who Rav Druckman converted, I say to you: “Please stop by and visit our synagogue.  We would be honored to have you join us in prayers, call you to the Torah, and marry our children.  You are as Jewish as I am.”  
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