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Israel’s Ultra-Orthodox Protest Schools Ruling

By ISABEL KERSHNER

JERUSALEM — Tens of thousands of ultra-Orthodox Jews took to the streets of this city on Thursday to accompany dozens of Hasidic parents who were on their way to prison for two weeks after refusing to comply with a Supreme Court ruling against ethnic segregation in their children’s school. 

This latest battle in Israel’s simmering culture war, pitting ultra-Orthodox Ashkenazim of European origin against their slightly less stringent ultra-Orthodox Sephardic peers from Arab and North African backgrounds, has raised accusations of racism on one side and infringement of religious freedom on the other. 

But on Thursday, most ultra-Orthodox were united in protest against what they see as the state’s meddling in their religious affairs and in their conviction that the religious law of the Torah — or at least their interpretation of it — transcends that of any Israeli court. 

Men in black coats and hats filled an ultra-Orthodox neighborhood, blocking main roads and hailing those going to prison as if they were holy martyrs. Banners waved with slogans like “Don’t touch the Messiah,” while people looked down from rooftops. 

Israeli television broadcast tearful scenes outside the central Jerusalem police station as fathers heading for prison parted with their young children. By midnight, a bus carrying the mothers had still not shown up. 

In recent years, Israel has grappled with a series of issues testing the boundaries of secular and religious law, and many legal experts here see this as one of the most profound, with implications for the future of Israeli democracy. 

“It is a very important moment,” said Yedidia Z. Stern, a professor at Bar-Ilan University Law School near Tel Aviv and an expert in issues of religion and state. “It is about a competition for control.” 

Boaz Okon, the legal commentator for the newspaper Yediot Aharonot, wrote Wednesday that racism and the ultra-Orthodox parents’ contempt of court “must not be treated lightly, since a lax attitude is liable to become a curse that will be inscribed like an epitaph on the state’s tombstone.” 

The debate has taken on extra weight and urgency because of the growing numbers and power of the ultra-Orthodox, known in Israel as Haredim. The word is Hebrew for the fearful ones, or those who tremble in awe of God. 

The ultra-Orthodox, who make up about 10 percent of the population, have eight to nine children per family and are growing at a faster rate than their secular counterparts. According to one recent study, 61 percent of Jewish first graders in Jerusalem are now Haredim. 

This poses grave economic implications for Israel — most Haredi men prefer full-time Torah study to work — and for the state in its current form. 

Another court ruling this week also shook the Haredim. The High Court of Justice abolished state stipends to married yeshiva students, saying the payments violated the principle of equality, because students at nonreligious institutions lost the right to similar stipends 10 years ago. 

The Haredim are bolstered in some respects by some nationalist, religious Zionists, many of them settlers, who also choose the law of the Torah above that of the state, and oddly, by a growing number of Israel’s Arab citizens, who feel increasingly alienated from the state. 

The latest dispute erupted over the goings-on in a single, state-financed girls’ elementary school in Immanuel, a somewhat remote ultra-Orthodox settlement in the northern West Bank. 

The settlement, with a population of about 3,000, has a majority of Sephardic Jews, as does the school in question, Beit Yaakov. But about three years ago, a group of Ashkenazi parents, who said they followed stricter religious practices than some of the Sephardim did, set up a separate educational track within the school, called the Hasidic track. A wall went up inside the building, and to prevent any social mixing the playground was split by a fabric-covered fence. 

About 75 girls moved over to the Hasidic side — a few of them Sephardim who agreed to the more stringent rules and dress code. One of the original requirements was that all prayer be conducted in the Ashkenazi style, including the girls’ prayer at home. 

A Sephardic ultra-Orthodox activist in Jerusalem petitioned the Supreme Court, which ruled in August 2009 that the Hasidic track amounted to ethnic segregation and ordered the parents to find a way for all the school’s pupils to study together. 

On Tuesday, after the parents of the Hasidic track refused for months to send their daughters to school with the rest of the Sephardic pupils, they were found to be in contempt of court. 

The parents of the Hasidic track insisted that they were acting out of religious conviction and rejected charges of racism. 

“Everyone who knows the Haredi world knows that the Ashkenazim are more extreme,” said Chaim Krimilovsky, 37, a father of nine who had three daughters at the school and a wife who taught in both the Hasidic and the general tracks. “We are more Haredi. We keep our children in a hothouse.” 

Mr. Krimilovsky was speaking from Immanuel by telephone hours before he and his wife were scheduled to go to prison. “It is about whether to listen to the Torah or to the Supreme Court,” he said. “We are going to prison with pride.” 

There has been a history of Ashkenazi-Sephardic tension in Israel, with Sephardim traditionally viewing the Ashkenazi founders as elitists, and themselves as underdogs. 

Many of the more modern Orthodox leaders in Israel denounced what they saw as blatant racism and segregation in Immanuel. Tzohar, a group of Zionist Orthodox rabbis, said Thursday that “those who bear the Torah’s name falsely and call discrimination and racism defense of God are nothing but desecrators of God’s name.” 

Some experts criticized the court, saying it should never have taken the case. 

“Israeli society is very varied,” said Arye Carmon, president of the Israel Democracy Institute, an independent research center in Jerusalem. 

“There needs to be integration,” he said, “including of the ultra-Orthodox.” The issue, he said, could have been dealt with through budgets, by the Ministry of Education. 

But the judges said they were dealing with an issue of deep principle. Justice Edna Arbel wrote that the demand for all prayer to be conducted in the Ashkenazi style — a requirement parents later removed from their charter — “exposed the real intention” behind the separate track in the school. 

The justices also cited the landmark 1954 decision of the United States Supreme Court in the case of Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, which abolished racial segregation in schools based on the doctrine of “separate but equal.” 

In their contempt of court decision on Tuesday, the justices said they hoped Israel would not need to employ the harsh methods required to enforce that ruling, referring to the use of federal troops in Little Rock, Ark., in 1957.

