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Why all the Outrage of the Orthodox? 
Israel’s Supreme Court: Reform and Conservative conversions performed in Israel 

must be recognized for purposes of the Law of Return –  
 

There was some big news out of Israel last week – the Israeli Supreme Court ruled 
that Reform and Conservative conversions performed in Israel must be 
recognized for purposes of the Law of Return. This mean non-Jews who are in 
Israel can do a non-Orthodox conversion in Israel and be recognized by the state 
as Jewish. 

This case doesn’t have any impact directly on Jews outside of Israel. It has been 
the case for many years that Conservative and Reform converts who do their 
conversion in the Diaspora and are part of a Jewish community for a year after 
their conversion are eligible to make aliyah. For someone who completes their 
conversion with me or any other Conservative rabbi, their conversion certificate is 
also in effect their visa to be able to make aliyah if they so choose. 

This ruling really only affects at most a few hundred people a year. Nonetheless, 
the ultra-Orthodox are up in arms over this ruling, and some of them have been 
saying shameful and hurtful things, such as Reform Jews would celebrate a “bark 
mitzvah” for a dog or saying Reform and Conservative Jews aren’t Jewish. 
Comparing Jews to dogs was a favorite tactic of the Nazis; it’s shameful that Jews 
would use such imagery toward other Jews.  

The ultra-Orthodox claim this ruling will lead to a flood of illegal immigrants from 
Africa getting Reform conversions so they can make aliyah. This scare tactic is a 
lie: both the Conservative Movement and the Reform Movement only perform 
conversions for people who are legally in Israel on a long-term basis, such as the 
spouse of a Jew. They do not perform conversions for guest workers or illegal 
immigrants. 

The ultra-Orthodox parties have already said they will refuse to sit in any 
government that does not agree to overturn the High Court ruling with legislation. 
So it’s possible that the current situation will not last. 



The people seeking Reform and Conservative conversions in Israel are mostly 
married to Jews, and they want to live in Israel as full citizens and as Jews. But 
they aren’t necessarily Orthodox.  

This case is a reminder that Conservative and Reform Jews are second class 
citizens in Israel. As a Conservative rabbi, I can perform a legally recognized 
marriage in almost any country in the world – except Israel, where only Orthodox 
rabbis who have been approved by the rabbanut can officially perform weddings. 
A kohen and a divorcee cannot get married in Israel. If such a couple wants to get 
married, they have to leave the country and have a civil or religious ceremony 
elsewhere, which will be recognized by the state (but not the rabbanut) as a 
marriage when they return. Many Israelis simply don’t want to deal with the 
rabbanut, and they go to nearby Cyprus for a civil wedding which will be 
recognized by the state, and then come back to Israel for a religious ceremony 
with a Reform or Conservative rabbi. 

The Israeli Declaration of Independence declares that Israel will be a Jewish and 
Democratic state, and “it will ensure complete equality of social and political 
rights to all its inhabitants irrespective of religion, race or sex.” 

So how is that we’ve come to a situation where the ultra-Orthodox have so much 
control over religion in Israel that we have the perverse situation of no freedom 
of religion for Jews in Israel? Why can’t Israel be like other nations where people 
can practice their religion as they see fit, and Jews can freely choose between 
Reform, Conservative, and Orthodox, all of whom are treated equal under the law 
in places such as Canada? 

This perverse situation goes back to founding of the state of Israel. The founders 
of the State of Israel were not religious. The founders of the state mostly came 
from Eastern Europe, where Reform and Conservative Judaism were unknown. 
David Ben Gurion was secular. Religion wasn’t important to him – but the votes of 
the religious community were very important. 

You know the old joke, “two Jews, three opinions.” The political landscape in 
Israel is very highly fragmented, because everyone has their own opinion, and 
wants to see it represented in the Knesset. In any given election, Israel will 
typically have a dozen parties make it past the electoral threshold. No single party 
ever has enough seats to form a government on its own – every government 



involves a coalition. Historically there was a big center left party, a big center right 
party, and a bunch of smaller parties. The haredim for many years would be 
willing to sit with either a government of the left or a government of the right, as 
long as they got money for their yeshivas and control over religious life in Israel. 

Ben Gurion needed the votes of the haredim to form a government. Being 
secular, he didn’t particularly care about control of religious life, and there were 
very few Reform or Conservative Jews in Israel in the 1940s, so he was willing to 
cede control of religious life to the ultra-Orthodox and give them funding for a 
few hundred yeshiva students. From that time on, the die was set, and the ultra-
Orthodox have controlled everything religious in Israel, from marriage to kashrut 
to conversion. And marriage is defined as religious. Civil marriage is limited to 
people who can prove they had no religion, such as many of the Russian 
immigrants who were not halachically Jewish. But if you’re halachically Jewish, 
you have to go through the rabanut. 

What the court ruling did was take away the ultra-Orthodox monopoly on 
conversion in Israel, and that’s why they’re furious. They’re probably afraid it 
could be the start of losing control over other aspects of Jewish life in Israel, and 
that bothers them even more. 

This is a case that has been a long time in coming. It involves 12 people living in 
Israel who converted through the Reform and Conservative movements. Some of 
the petitions were filed over 15 years ago. The government kept asking for more 
time to come up with a legislative solution.  There were various attempts made by 
governments over the years to address the issue, including the Neeman 
Committee, but they never passed any laws. The high court finally had enough 
and said 15 years is long enough. The case was heard by nine of the court’s 
justices: they overwhelmingly voted in favor of the converts, 8 to 1. Those 12 
people, and others in their situation, will now be recognized as Jewish by the 
state, and will be eligible to make aliyah – which will also protect their right to 
stay in Israel if they get divorced from their Jewish partner. 

This ruling has more symbolic value than practical value. It does nothing to break 
the ultra-Orthodox monopoly over kashrut, marriage, divorce, burial, etc. It has 
no impact on the struggles of the Women of the Wall for freedom to pray 
according to their custom at the Western Wall. But the symbolic effect is 



important. All of the more liberal political parties – including Blue and White, Yesh 
Atid, Labor, and Meretz – are hailing the court decision as the right decision and 
are promising to continue to work to advance the cause of religious freedom in 
Israel. 

At the beginning of this week’s Torah reading, Vayekhel, the Torah says, הֶֹׁ֗שמ לֵ֣הְַקַּיו 
לֵ֖אָרְִׂשי יֵ֥נְּב תַ֛דֲע־לָּכ־תֶֽא , Moses gathered ALL the Israelite community. The court’s 

ruling is a positive step in recognizing that “all the Israelite community” includes 
more than only the Jews that the ultra-Orthodox feel are worthy to be part of that 
community. It includes all of us. 


