
 

A Modern Orthodox Congregation 

Pride and Prejudice 

What an amazing week to be a Jew and a Zionist. What an amazing time to be alive and to celebrate the 

51st Yom Yerushalayim (Jerusalem Day) since the six day war. How amazing to witness the United States 

embassy finally being relocated to Jerusalem, Israel’s capital city. It reminds me of the song we sing during 

the Seder - dayeinu. If we had been privileged to only see these miracles it would have been enough. But 

lo and behold we also witnessed President Trump keeping another campaign promise and withdrawing 

from the Iran nuclear agreement.  

I am proud to be a Zionist and an advocate for Israel. I am proud to stand with conviction to counter BDS 

and other anti-Israel propaganda. I am proud to fly an Israeli flag and support a homeland for Jewish 

people. I am proud that Israel is a Jewish country and not only a country for Jews. And I am proud of 

Israel’s unique democracy that elevates Jewish law and is unencumbered by a United States constitutional 

ruling that separates church and state.  

Despite my overwhelming pride, there are times Israel lets me down. Sometimes the country and people 

that I love and respect fail to uphold values that I believe are ethically and morally correct. Sometimes I 

am disappointed in the rabbinical leadership that is strong on rabbinics and weak on leadership. They are 

often too zealous about the letter of the law and too lax on the spirit of the law. They often advocate 

strongly for the perpetrators and silently ignore the pain and anguish of the victims. Their concern is more 

about the political or social ramifications of their rulings than the integrity of them.  

The story I'm going to share in not unique. The plight of the chained woman and her recalcitrant husband 

leaves an indelible stain on Judaism and its rabbinic leaders. This story is about a young woman whose 

family was a member of my synagogue in Melbourne, Australia.  Doctor Shani Paluch is the head of the 

breast cancer oncology unit at Sharei Tzedek Hospital in Jerusalem. Her marriage was failing but it still 

took years of torturous dealings to fight the bureaucracy inherent in the rabbinical courts and eventually 

receive a get (divorce). Shani’s story has a happy ending but years of mental anguish and feeling 

abandoned by the system, wreaked havoc on the family unit. Instead of a sympathetic and unbiased ear, 

she experienced incompetency, delays, and was made to feel like she was responsible for all the issues in 

the marriage. Sadly, this is only one of a myriad of similar stories. 

A Beth Din should aim to be the standard bearer of integrity. Their goal should be that of an unbiased and 

honest arbitrator with compassion, sensitivity, and empathy to all parties. Many people who come before 



a Beth Din are already beaten down; they are despondent seeing their world spiraling out of control.  They 

seek the reverence and guidance of a rabbinic leader to help alleviate their predicament and be their 

advocate. Unfortunately, more often than not, the opposite is true. Disillusionment may lead to a 

diminished commitment to Torah observance or a complete abandonment of their heritage. Sadly, the 

effects of one’s experience with a Beth Din can reverberate through entire families.  

The main character in the upcoming festival of Shavuot is Ruth the Moabite. The fact that she is called a 

Moabite although she converted to Judaism over three thousand years ago is symptomatic of a greater 

problem. The convert in Judaism is lauded with praise while simultaneously being denigrated, often by 

the same people. A Jew by choice is said to be the loftiest of spiritual heights but the undercurrent of 

distrust is palpable. In the ultra-orthodox world, the children and grandchildren of converts are 

perpetually labeled as ‘Untermenshen’, or second class citizens. They may eventually find a spouse but 

the ‘shadchan’ will never present them with the premier options available.  

Personally, I find the manner in which many Battei Dinim (plural for Jewish courts) interact with potential 

converts, reprehensible. So much so that I'm embarrassed for anyone having to subject themselves to the 

humiliation and interrogation of the rabbinic courts. I understand that the rabbinical court is required to 

assess a candidate’s sincerity and commitment, but who would want to convert to a religion that treats 

its potential converts with disdain? I hope that when we read the book of Ruth on Shavuot, a story that 

shows how one should treat a potential convert, the rabbis will take note. Ruth was dealt with tenderness 

and sensitivity by the head of the community and the general population accepted her as an equal. She 

was never questioned about her motives or asked about her past. Her newfound religiosity was an issue 

between her and her newfound God but not between man’s perceptions of her motivation. She was not 

only accepted as a jewess but was also noted as the progenitor of King David. I could imagine that if she 

was living today, her conversion which was ratified by the prophets of yesteryear would be nullified by 

the current Israeli rabbinate. Thus, she would be refused the right of return to Israel and would not 

automatically gain Israeli citizenship. King David’s appointment would have been met with protests, 

potentially stopping his ascension to the throne. This revision could have resulted in the Temple in 

Jerusalem never being built and our rightful claim of Jerusalem being the capital of Israel being called into 

question.  

 

On Shavuot we celebrate the receiving of the Torah, and acknowledge the Torah as a mayim chayim, a 

continuing source of running water. The metaphor is to ensure that its teaching never stagnates and the 

continuous flow of new ideas and thoughts is freely disseminated. We acknowledge the fundamental right 

of rabbinic leaders to analyze biblical texts and Talmudic writings in order to bring the Torah to life in 

addressing current and relevant issues. My concern is that many rabbinical authorities are too influenced 

by social mores and political pressure and that they bypass the sacred writings in determining Jewish law. 

Instead of empathizing with the oppressed, stereotypical social prejudices and political biases are making 

life more onerous for them. Just ask someone trying to jump over the hurdles to facilitate getting married 

in Israel. Since the system requires that all marriages fall under the jurisdiction of the Chief Rabbinate, 

they can make draconian demands that can take the joy out of the occasion.  I can’t blame those seeking 

alternatives outside of the official rabbinate. Even though these wedding conform to Halacha they will 



still not be recognized as having been married in Israel. Some even travel overseas and get married civilly, 

forgoing a religious ceremony.  

I don't have all the answers and I'm hesitant to cast aspersions or malign the many positive and 

encouraging things the rabbinical authorities try to implement. However, King Solomon expounding on 

the virtues of the Torah, wrote in Proverbs: Her ways are ways of pleasantness and her paths bring peace. 

Clearly many of their ways are unpleasant and their path rarely brings peace. Obviously something is 

amiss; to sit by idly and acquiesce to their demands, makes us collaborators in their attempt to redefine 

Judaism. On Shavuot night, there is a custom to stay up the entire night and study. Perhaps the idea is to 

make sure we don’t sleep or slumber; that we keep our eyes open and refuse to allow others to pull the 

wool over them. It is easy to sleep peacefully until your Jewishness is called into question. All is fine until 

the impact of the rabbinates rulings impact on us personally. All is fine until our marriages, divorces and 

conversions are called into question. It is time to wake up to the reality that sadly, all is not fine.  

The designer created our brain with a flexibility to grapple with the incongruences of life. While it’s easier 

to show pride and happiness with the positive news coming out of Israel, we can also be cognizant of the 

news that is troubling. Indeed we are proud of the IDF and their self-control in combating terrorist 

elements trying to infiltrate the southern border. However, as Jew we also must feel pain for the Gazan’s 

that are the guinea pigs of Hamas. Although I would be offended calling them innocent civilians, I realize 

their willingness to put their lives in jeopardy may not be due their selfless desire to help Gaza. Often 

those at front lines are brainwashed, coerced, or pressured and are too immature to comprehend the 

futility of their actions. My intention is not to excuse that which is inexcusable, rather to engender feelings 

of compassion especially when it’s goes against our normal way of thinking. Once again I need to reiterate 

that our soldiers protecting the southern border are morally justified in their actions, but we too are 

morally obligated to at least feel compassion even for those who are undeserving.  

Shabbat Shalom and Chag Sameach, 

Rabbi Jack Engel 

  

 

  

 


