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ABSTRACT

For centuries, the local community rabbinate was one of the hallmarks
and mainstays of Jewish communities around the world. With the
renewal of large-scale Jewish settlement in Palestine, and later with the
establishment of the State of Israel, extensive changes took place in the
institution of the rabbinate. Many rabbinical positions became official
ones anchored in legislation and budgeted by the state, and their holders
became government employees. At present there are six types of local
rabbinical positions: city rabbis, rabbis of regional councils, rabbis of small
localities, neighborhood rabbis, kesoch (traditional spiritual leaders of
Ethiopian Jewry), and rabbis for the Ethiopian Jewish community. A total
of 546 rabbis currently hold these positions. In addition, the Ministry of
Religious Services and the Ministry of Culture and Sport provide support
to congregations, both Orthodox and non-Orthodox, that employ rabbis;
the state currently pays part of the salaries of 276 congregational rabbis

who are not state employees.

This study surveys the rabbinate from the historical and legislative

perspectives, analyzes it at length, and points out a substantial disparity

iii
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between the nature of the local rabbinate in Jewish tradition and the

nature of the official local rabbinate today.

During the British Mandate, official rabbinical positions were set up
in accordance with tradition; since then, over the years, the system has

gradually changed in several respects:

The selection method — The customary procedure for appointing a rabbi
in Jewish tradition was selection by all members of the community
(specifically, the men) or their representatives. This procedure reflects the
fundamental idea that the rabbi obtains his legitimacy by being chosen by
the community. In the pre-state period this tradition was preserved, with
rabbis being selected by the communities—a combination of religious
representatives of each community and the general public—but over the
years the centralized aspect of rabbinical appointments grew stronger
and the involvement of the Minister of Religious Services increased. In
practice, today the influence of the Minister and Ministry of Religious
Services in the rabbinical appointment procedure is vast, both in terms
of allocation of positions to fill and the decision as to where to appoint

rabbis and in terms of control of the appointment procedure.

Term of office — Customarily, Jewish communities would appoint rabbis
for a certain period of time, which could be extended if the community so
wished. The same practice was instituted when the local rabbinate was
established during the British Mandate period. Today, however, city rabbis
serve until age 75 or 80, whereas rabbis who work in religious councils
and local authorities are entitled to tenure and can be fired only through

complex procedures that almost never take place in practice.

Job description — The rabbi’s job was traditionally defined in a contract
with the community. Under the British Mandate the job and powers
of local rabbis were stipulated in legislation. In contrast, after the
establishment of the state the law did not address the job descriptions

of rabbis at all. Only in recent years were regional rabbis, rabbis of small
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localities, kesoch, and rabbis for the Ethiopian community given job
descriptions in director-general’s bulletins; city and neighborhood rabbis

still have no job description.

Due to the present structure of the official local rabbinate, problems have
arisen related to the effectiveness of the system and there have been

clashes over norms:

Ineffectiveness of the system and the functioning of the rabbis — The
official local rabbinate in Israel suffers from severe shortcomings to the
point of dysfunction. The picture portrayed by State Comptroller’s reports
and other publicationsisthat many rabbis are not doing their jobs properly,
and there is no real oversight of their work by the religious councils and
Ministry of Religious Services. Moreover, some rabbis, in contravention
of the law and regulations, do not live in the place they serve, and many
have no relevant professional training in the area of kashrut despite being
in charge of it. These failings are direct outcomes of the way the system
is set up: the absence of a job description, appointments not made by
the local community, lifetime appointments with no practical possibility
of switching rabbis, unnecessary centralization and intervention by the
Ministry of Religious Services, and a lack of even minimal oversight of
the rabbis’ work. These factors lead to a waste of public money, detract
from the quality of religious services, and impair the status of rabbis in
Israel in general. Accordingly, a comprehensive survey of public sector
performance conducted over the course of many years found extremely
low levels of public trust in city rabbis and workers in religious services

compared to many other categories of civil servants.

Clashes over norms—In two areas, the conception of the local rabbi’s job as
held by rabbis and broad segments of the religious population was found

to clash with the customary discourse in Israel as a Western democracy.

(1) Diminution of the status of rabbis versus violation of the rules of the

civil service: Although the rabbis regard themselves as public leaders,

\
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the law and director-general’s bulletins require that they conform to the
same norms as workers in the system of service provision in a modern
democratic country. This clash is mainly manifested with respect to two
issues: restrictions on the freedom of expression of state-employed
rabbis and mechanisms for oversight of the rabbis’ work. The opposition
to this recasting of the rabbis’ status is intrinsic to the religious-halachic
perspective. In contrast, the Western democratic worldview has difficulty
accepting that civil servants who are part of the system of government
service provision might be exempted from the rules of self-expression
that apply to other civil servants and the basic requirement to report
on the work they do. The study found that many rabbis have not been
working according to the rules. The clash over norms between the rabbis
and the state has intensified greatly in the past decade and is expected
to become even worse in the coming years due to repeated complaints

against rabbis.

(2) Appointment of women: Women are currently not eligible for official
rabbinical positions because a minimum qualification for these jobs is
passing the Chief Rabbinate’s semicha (rabbinical ordination) exams,
which women are not allowed to take. Given the public discourse on the
subject and a preliminary petition demanding that women be permitted
to take the Chief Rabbinate’s exams, the issue of the appointment of
women to official rabbinical positions will presumably be put to a public
and legal test in the coming years. Allowing women to apply for the
various government rabbinical positions is expected to elicit vehement
opposition from the Chief Rabbinate and Knesset members from the
haredi and religious parties. Furthermore, in the past two decades the
non-Orthodox movements have waged a legal battle for the appointment
of official rabbis from their movements. The struggle has succeeded in
part; at present, funding is provided to non-Orthodox congregational
rabbis in places governed by regional councils and municipalities, but

there is no non-Orthodox alternative to the official position of city rabbi.
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This issue, too, will likely be the subject of a petition to the court in the

future.

The totality of problems presented above indicates that profound change
is needed in the structure of the official local rabbinate. Below are the

main recommendations on the subject.

Recommendations

(1) Separation of the rabbinate from the provision of religious services:
The halachic subordination of the religious councils to the local rabbis
(rabbis of cities and regional councils) shall be terminated. The religious
councils shall, as needed, appoint rabbis who are experts in a variety of
religious services, such as ritual baths and eruvin, and who will become
full-fledged civil servants (the Chief Rabbinate shall continue to authorize

rabbis to handle marriage registration).

(2) Elimination of the requirement that local authorities have a local
rabbi: The present mechanisms for selecting and appointing city, regional,
and neighborhood rabbis shall be eliminated. A local authority that wishes
to appoint one or more rabbis for itself or for specific neighborhoods shall
do so at its discretion and in keeping with its financial resources, with no
connection to the religious council. There shall be no special regulations or

legislation on the matter, and the rabbis shall not have statutory powers.

(3) Merger of rabbinical positions: City, regional, and neighborhood
rabbis shall be appointed by the local authority at its discretion. The other
Orthodox rabbinical positions, including rabbis of small localities, kesoch,
and rabbis for the Ethiopian Jewish community, shall be eliminated in their
present format. Instead of the rabbis having the status of civil servants,
a model shall be implemented that involves support for congregations
that incorporate as nonprofit organizations and hire a rabbi, similar to the

current model for supporting congregational rabbis. (Small localities shall
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not be required to incorporate as nonprofit organizations, but instead
shall receive funding for a rabbi based on the existing local committee.)
The money saved by eliminating the positions of city and regional rabbis
shall also be used for such support, thereby increasing funding for the

salaries of congregational rabbis.

(4) Criteria for supporting congregations: The criteria for funding rabbis
shall be flexible and general, as is the case today. Congregations shall be
required to provide matching funding of at least 10% of the rabbi’s salary.
The criteria shall be amended to allow the appointment of a kes for a
broader community rather than for a narrowly defined community only.
Affirmative action shall be applied to the funding of kesoch and rabbis
for the Ethiopian community, based on the cost of the positions allocated
to them by a Government resolution in 2018. As is the case at present,
congregations shall be required to incorporate and register properly as

nonprofit organizations to qualify for support.

(5) Each congregation shall set its own criteria for selecting a rabbi: Based
on the present model of funding congregational rabbis, each congregation
shall select its rabbis however it wishes without government intervention
and shall define the rabbi’s job and obligations. The term of office shall
be stipulated in the contract with the rabbi; no government restrictions
shall be imposed on the rabbi’s term of office. Funding shall also be given
to congregations that wish to select a woman as rabbi, provided that she
meets the standard minimum qualifications regarding years of study in

religious institutions and passing the semicha exams.

(6) Disciplinary proceedings and oversight as the congregation’s
responsibility: The rabbis shall not be subject to disciplinary proceedings
andthere shall be no oversight whatsoever of the rabbis’ work and remarks
by the state or the Ministry of Religious Services. Oversight of rabbis
shall be the responsibility of the supported congregations in accordance

with the contract signed with the rabbi. The state’s oversight shall be
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of the congregation only, in accordance with the standard procedures
for oversight of supported nonprofit organizations. Accordingly, rabbis
shall have the same freedom of expression as any Israeli citizen, with no
special restrictions on political or partisan involvement. In the case of
rabbis employed or funded by the local authority (see recommendation 2
above), the matter shall be at the discretion of the local authority, but we

recommend not applying rigid rules to them.

(7) Non-Orthodox congregational rabbis funded by the Ministry of
Culture and Sport: Rabbis of non-Orthodox congregations shall continue
to be funded by the Ministry of Culture and Sport as they are at present,
and funding equality shall be maintained, based on the scope of activity of
each movement. We propose applying the same criteria to funding non-
Orthodox congregational rabbis in places governed by regional councils

and cities.

ix
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