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The war over 
intermarriage  
has been lost.  
Now what?
by Uriel Heilman

NEW YORK (JTA)—When the nation’s 
largest Jewish federation convened its first-
ever conference recently on engaging interfaith 
families, perhaps the most notable thing about 
it was the utter lack of controversy that greeted 
the event.

There was a time when the stereotypical 
Jewish approach to intermarriage was to shun 
the offender and sit shiva.

A generation ago, the publication of the 
1990 National Jewish Population Survey 
showing intermarriage at the alarmingly high 
rate of 52 percent turned into a rallying cry. No 
matter that subsequent scholarship revised the 
figure down to 43 percent, interfaith marriage 
was seen as the core of the problem of Jewish 
assimilation in America. Jewish institutions 
poured hundreds of millions of dollars into 
Jewish identity building with an eye toward 
stemming intermarriage.

Fast forward two decades and the question 
is no longer how to fight intermarriage, but 
how Jewish institutions can be as welcoming as 
possible to intermarried Jews and the gentiles 
who love them.

“Clearly, Jewish communal attitudes have 
changed,” said David Mallach, managing director 
of the Commission on the Jewish People at UJA-
Federation of New York, which hosted the one-
day interfaith conference in June.

“One of the results of the whole process 
begun with the 1990 study was that in a free 
America we’re all Jews by choice. That’s been 
a profound insight that has permeated a lot of 
the work of the Jewish community in the last 
20-plus years,” Mallach said. “It shifted the 
discussion from the classic stereotypical sitting 
shiva and never talking to a person again to 
saying that if we’re all Jews by choice, let’s also sit 
with this segment of the community and offer 
them that choice.”

In 1973, the Reform movement’s rabbinical 
arm, the Central Conference of American 
Rabbis, issued a nonbinding resolution 
opposing officiating at intermarriages. Today, 
more than half the movement’s rabbis perform 
interfaith weddings.

In 2010, a task force at the CCAR 
recommended shifting away from focus on 
preventing intermarriage to reaching out to 
intermarried families and adapting rituals to 
include non-Jewish family members. Now the 
movement is considering a further step.

Rabbi Aaron Panken, the new president 
of the rabbinical seminary of the Reform 
movement, Hebrew Union College-Jewish 
Institute of Religion, told JTA last week that 
HUC is planning to take a “very serious look” at 
whether to end the school’s longstanding policy 
against admitting intermarried rabbinical 
school students.

In the Conservative movement, it’s no 
longer uncommon to see non-Jews on the 
bimah during a bar mitzvah service. Some 
Conservative synagogues even grant voting 
rights to non-Jewish members. Officially, 
the movement’s only rules on the subject are 
that rabbis must neither perform nor attend 
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The Hazon Israel Sustainable Food Tour
Lucinda Kurtz, special to the WJN

I’ve never seen a group of people fall so in 
love with repurposed cow shit,” exclaimed 
Nigel Savage, president of Hazon, the 

leading Jewish environmental organization in 
the U.S., while our excited group of 14 hearty 
souls participating in the Hazon Israel Sus-
tainable Food Tour filed back onto our bus 
after visiting Israel’s only organic dairy at Har-
duf in the Galilee. How could we not be en-
thusiastic after Arnon Duvdevani‘s animated 
and passionate blow-by-blow description of 
the dairy’s effective and efficient methods of 
caring for their cows and their environment 
using sustainable anthroposophist principles. 
Surrounding the cowshed in the hot, Israeli 
sun, gently touching the lowing cows, their 
udders full of sweet milk, we were inspired 
by Arnon’s obvious commitment to creative 
practices that solved age old problems such as 
composting the manure in place in the barn 
and using it directly on the crops, instead of 
using chemicals and the less effective tradi-
tional practices of conventional dairy men.

 Arnon was just one of the many extraor-
dinary people we met on the Hazon spon-
sored Sustainable Food Tour, May 22–27, 
who gave us great pride in the Israeli capacity 
for innovation and creativity to tackle signif-
icant challenges in the food system that affect 

all of us on the planet. I hadn’t visited Israel for 
fifteen years and chose to return on this specific 
tour because of my work at Fair Food Network 
in the area of food justice and my commitment 
to healing through eating healthy, fresh food. 
My husband, Oran Hesterman, the president 
and CEO of Fair Food Network, a national 
nonprofit organization dedicated to the cre-
ation of a healthy, sustainable food system, 
located here in Ann Arbor and our daughter, 
Sarah, also participated in this inspirational 
tour which more than fulfilled my expecta-
tions for an introduction and overview of the 
movement in Israel toward sustainable living 
and food production.

Hazon partnered with the Heschel Sus-
tainability Center in Israel, a decade old 
organization that is a “think-and-do-tank,” 
focused on creating greater sustainable prac-
tices in Israeli society. Starting from our first 
day when we hit the ground picking onions 
in the fields to benefit the massive food res-
cue project of Leket-Table to Table to our 
final stimulating discussions at the Heschel 
Center’s Tel Aviv office with leading Israeli 
activists promoting sustainable food, we 
were engaged in hands-on learning about the 

challenges and triumphs of Israeli systems in 
food, nutrition, agriculture, permaculture, 
farmers’ markets, and community gardens. 

I was particularly impressed with our visit 
to Talya Schneider, a Haredi woman and Is-
rael’s permaculture queen who lives in an 
ultra-Orthodox town in the Jerusalem hills. 

Talya took us on a 
tour of her amaz-
ing garden/pigeon 
and chicken coups, 
fruit trees, and 
moveable compost 
pile and expressed 
the deep connec-
tion between her 
work with the soil 
and her under-
standing of how to 
live a life devoted to 
God, Torah, and es-
sential Jewish prin-

ciples. But it was Guy Rilov, owner of one of 
Israel’s leading organic farms, Makura, who 
gave us the most comprehensive overview of 
sustainable agriculture in Israel and showed 
us by his ingenuity in dealing with insect pests 
how Israel is leading the way in scientific dis-
coveries that are transforming organic farm-
ing worldwide.

But, of course, a highlight of each day 
was the outrageously delicious, healthy, lo-
cal food lovingly prepared by a wide range 
of chefs who not only prepared their special 
dishes for our group, but also explained in 

mouth-watering detail, the ingredients that 
went into their creations and the history 
behind each dish. Moshe Basson, the award-
winning chef of the Eucalyptus Restaurant 
hosted us on our first night in Jerusalem. 
Sitting in the comfortable and spacious res-
taurant directly across from the Jaffa Gate 
of the Old City, Moshe brought course after 
course of uniquely spiced dishes for us to 
savor, based on recipes from his Iraqi fam-
ily and community. It would be difficult to 
choose which one of the eating experiences 
was my favorite, but certainly the new farm-
to-table restaurant, Meshek Barzilay, in the 
Neve Tzedek neighborhood of Tel Aviv, the 
popular Uri Buri, a renowned fish and sea-
food restaurant in Akko’s old city with its 
colorful and thoughtful chef, Uri Jeremias 
and Habesh, an ethnic Israeli-Ethiopian res-
taurant owned and operated by Israeli im-
migrants from the Ethiopian community 
would be included in my list.

T h e  v i s i t s 
to various sus-
tainable sites in 
Israel sparked con-
tinual provocative 
discussions among 
the fourteen of us 
on the tour and the 
skilled leaders who 
constantly peeked 
our curiosity with 
questions and com-
ments to dig deeper 
into our responses 
to the people and 
places we were visit-
ing. It was the Shab-
bat day Torah study 
that we did on “Use 

and Waste- A New Old Issue” that has particu-
larly stayed with me, reminding me that these 
issues of abundance and want, sustainability 
and excess have been with us since the begin-
ning of our tradition, and we need to revisit 
them in each generation to make them mean-
ingful to us in the present moment. n

Lucinda Kurtz, M.A., is a Brennan Healing 
Science Practitioner and director of Special 
Projects at Fair Food Network. She combines 
her passions for food justice and healthy eating 
to create a healthy life in her professional life. 
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