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In Israel, both Jews and non-Jews are free to practice their faiths freely and 
openly on individual and institutional levels. That contrasts sharply with 
neighboring Arab states, where intolerance is the norm and the number of non-
Muslims is constantly shrinking. The Palestinian Authority’s conduct – including 
the destruction of Jewish sites and violations of the holiness and neutrality of 
Christian ones – raises serious doubts whether the Palestinian Authority can be a 
trusted custodian of sacred sites in the Holy Land – Jewish or Christian. 

Israel is the only country in the Middle East that respects freedom 
of religion 

Freedom House, a non-sectarian organization that monitors civil rights that was 
founded by Eleanor Roosevelt in 1941, says religious freedom in the world is 
deteriorating. Moreover, its 2000 survey of religious freedom found that the 
Middle East was one of the most repressive areas in the world, with one exception 
– Israel – the only Middle Eastern country ranked among the world’s ‘free’ 
nations that “enjoys a high degree of religious freedom.”1

Israel extends the fundamental human right of freedom of conscience to members 
of the majority religion – the Jews (80 percent), and Israel’s minorities (20 
percent) – on institutional and personal levels. 

Israel guarantees freedom of religion in its Declaration of Independence, and that 
freedom operates on two levels. In the private sphere there is absolute freedom for 
all residents – Jews and non-Jews – to be as religious or irreligious as they wish, 
both at home and in public. In the public sphere, certain aspects of the practices 
and composition of public bodies and state institutions reflect the fact that Israel 
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was established to serve as a Jewish state by the League of Nations in the 
Mandate for Palestine document: 

“Whereas the Principal Allied Powers have also agreed that the Mandatory should be 
responsible for putting into effect the declaration originally made on November 2nd, 
1917, by the Government of His Britannic Majesty, and adopted by the said Powers, in 
favour of the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people.”2

Non-Orthodox streams of Judaism – primarily Reform and Conservative – have 
established their own institutions in Israel and operate independently, without 
interference or harassment.3 Israel has never imposed legal restrictions on 
establishment of non-Orthodox institutions,4 such as places of worship or 
educational institutions, nor has it prohibited non-Orthodox religious ceremonies 
or secular substitutes, although certain sensitive public religious sites such as the 
Western Wall and the Temple Mount require specific rules of behavior for all 
visitors.5 While Orthodox Jews still monopolize certain state-established and 
state-supported institutions, such as the Chief Rabbinate, liberalization and 
pluralization is occurring in many domains. Women and representatives of non-
Orthodox movements, for example, now sit on local Jewish religious councils, 
and female litigators appear in religious courts, where religious divorce cases are 
settled.6 Change includes state-sponsored or state-supported alternatives7: For 
instance, an April 2003 Supreme Court ruling upheld binding rules of behavior at 
the Western Wall for everyone, provided that an area adjacent to the Wall 
(Robinson’s Arch) be set aside to accommodate other practices; thus, in August 
2004 a plaza was inaugurated at Robinson’s Arch where mixed-gender Reform 
and Conservative services can be held, and organized all-women prayer groups 
can congregate.  

Beyond laws that guarantee religious freedom, a broad public consensus in Israel 
supports pluralism and freedom of conscience for the individual and opposes 
coercion. For instance, a September 2001 public opinion poll of Israeli Jews 
found that while 57 percent of Jews personally prefer Orthodox weddings for 
their own families, 65 percent support recognition of non-Orthodox ceremonies.8

While unrestricted abortions concern observant Jews and their leaders, not a 
single case of arson, threat or murder of physicians performing abortions has been 
reported in Israel. The ultra-feminists and ultra-Orthodox reached a middle-of-
the-road solution that they both can live with.9

Minority faiths,10 Islam, Christianity, the Druze and Bahai sects also enjoy 
institutional autonomy to serve their members’ needs that is based on a system of 
recognized religious communities inherited from Ottoman law.11

“A Jewish and democratic state” 

Although Israel does not have an established state religion as does England, Israel 
is a Jewish state – that is, one of country’s Basic Laws defines Israel as “a Jewish 
and democratic state.”12 That designation refers to ‘how Jewish Israel should be 
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as a society.’ The answer is left open to interpretation and issues are hammered 
out by Israeli Jews – an exceedingly heterogeneous community whose 
worldviews and practices reflect more than 70 different Diaspora communities 
and whose degree of religious observance ranges from ultra-secular to ultra-
Orthodox.13

Disagreement among Israelis about what it means when Israel is defined as ‘a 
Jewish state’ is heated, however, issues are settled in battles within the legal and 
legislative system and at times avid public debate and civic action from lobbying 
to public demonstrations and appeals to the Supreme Court to rule on the legality 
of public policy – all without religious warfare and violence.14 This kind of 
pluralism is not new and has been part of Jewish life in the Diaspora for 
generations prior to the establishment of Israel. 

The following three areas represent matters of conflict or disagreement in the 
public sphere: 

1. Sabbath observance by public bodies – from TV transmissions to public transportation 
and the national airlines, and retail commerce; 

2. Recognition of non-Orthodox religious functionaries who act as “agents of the state” 
(to conduct marriages, divorce proceedings, etc.) and apply non-Orthodox criteria to 
certain personal status issues for Jews; 

3. Criteria for deciding nationality (who is a Jew from a civil, not religious standpoint) – 
a necessity in determining eligibility to immigrate under the Law of Return and to 
register as a Jew in the State’s Population Registry. 

Ad hoc local committees of religious and secular Jews who seek peaceful 
solutions to their conflicting lifestyles are common in Israel. In Zichron Yaakov,15 
a community between Tel Aviv and Haifa, a forum was established to initiate 
dialogue, find common ground and mitigate friction among Zichron’s various 
communities - veteran winegrowers, religiously-observant townies who came in 
1950s, an ultra-Orthodox yeshiva community that came in the 1970s, and a recent 
flood of largely secular artisans and yuppies who moved to the quaint town in the 
1990s and challenged its character.  

Defusing controversy  

A desire to live together peaceably leads to creative ways of taking a detour16 
around the religious system to prevent deadlocks. 

In the late 1980s, cinema owners sold tickets to Sabbath cinema performances 
before the Sabbath, a ploy that led to a change in what is known in Israel as “the 
religious status quo,” and that ultimately opened all places of entertainment on the 
Sabbath. More recently, non-Orthodox rabbis who are unauthorized to conduct 
conversions in Israel began teaching conversion courses in Israel for Russian 
immigrants who want to convert to Judaism but don’t want to be religiously 
observant by Orthodox standards. To get around that, non-Orthodox rabbis flew 
their students to Europe for their conversion ceremonies, which are recognized by 
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the State of Israel as Diaspora conversions under the “religious status quo” 
pertaining to Jewish immigrants. In March 2005, the Israel Supreme Court rule 
that that Israeli residents traveling overseas solely for the purpose of undergoing 
the formal conversion ceremony (dubbed “leaping converts”) was legal and such 
converts should be recognized by the State.17  

The “status quo” concept is a modus operandi agreed upon by religious and non-
religious Jews that places controversial or insoluble issues on hold so that they do 
not cause constant friction. The “status quo” covers a host of unsettled issues, 
from military exemptions on religious grounds and Sabbath observance in the 
public sphere to the interpretation of who is a Jew. 

The “status quo” has hardly been ‘set in stone’; it is dynamic and changes as 
crises arise and reality rears its head. Attempts to paint Israel as increasingly 
religious or intolerant and theocratic are unwarranted. Consider some of the 
changes Israel has made in almost six decades since the establishment of Israel in 
1948. Ultra-Orthodox residents rioted in Jerusalem in the late 1950s when a 
public co-ed swimming pool was opened. Today, discos and pubs are packed on 
Friday nights in Jerusalem, and cheeseburgers, by definition non-kosher, are sold 
in the heart of the city.18

Some of the arrangements – such as permitting the sale of pork but limiting its 
public display – may seem strange to American observers, but they faithfully 
reflect the quirks of Jewish community life and Jewish values. The modus 
operandi hammered out – through the courts and legislation, public debate and 
public protest, ad-hoc committees and detour mechanisms – reflect Israeli 
society’s resilience and its ability to find creative win-win solutions that will 
preserve Jewish unity, despite internal tensions. More to the point, these social 
practices underscore Israel’s overriding tolerance as a society, despite Israelis’ 
public and often fiery debates. Ultimately, these mechanisms, based more on 
consensus building than raw power plays, have allowed Israel to maintain a strong 
common denominator and sense of commonality.19

It is important to realize that in many cases, religious debate ignites strong 
emotions, and sometimes violence, in a pluralistic society. In Israel, there has not 
been religious warfare or serious violence instigated by religion. That is partly 
because of a host of public-spirited frameworks that proactively reduce tension 
and prevent polarization by nurturing dialogue, breaking down stereotypes and 
encouraging empathy and respect for the ‘Other.’20

The ‘Tolerance Test’ of Mass Russian Immigration  

Since 1990, Israeli society has shown an admirable degree of willingness and 
flexibility in solving religious problems in the wake of the influx of one million 
immigrants from the former Soviet Union and Ethiopia. The solutions were based 
on ‘live-and-let-live’ philosophy. 
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Such accommodation contrasts sharply with Palestinian society. While the 
number of Christians in Palestinian-Muslim society has shrunk from 15 percent in 
1950 to 2 percent in 2002, Israel has absorbed tens of thousands of non-Jews 
among the one million immigrants that have come from the former Soviet Union 
since 1990. The immigrants – mostly non-observant Jews, a significant number 
with non-Jewish spouses – have made new demands on the system and have 
sparked social tensions over cultural norms.  

Still, in scores of Israeli cities and towns, observant and secular, veterans and 
newcomers work together to address the challenges that could otherwise tear 
communities asunder. On local and national levels, ways are being sought to 
accommodate the needs of non-Jews and Jews who don’t meet the Orthodox 
criteria of ‘Who is a Jew,’ without compromising Orthodox standards that govern 
state-established religious institutions.  

One of the most important solutions was agreement by all, including the Orthodox 
establishment, to establish non-sectarian cemeteries alongside strictly religious 
ones. That accommodation allows non-Orthodox or alternative funerals and other 
burial choices for those who are not Jewish by Jewish law (Halacha); for both 
spouses from mixed marriages; and for Jews who prefer non-Orthodox or non-
religious arrangements. Similarly, special arrangements were made that allow 
non-Jewish soldiers to use the New Testament at swearing-in ceremonies. In 
many development towns, joint committees of tradition-bound longtime Jewish 
residents and secular newcomers – primarily Jews from Russia – have made 
arrangements that reduce inter-ethnic tensions.  

Middle East intolerance 

The growing dialogue among Jews and co-religionists of other opinions, the 
tolerance Israelis exhibit toward other religious minorities and the Jewish state’s 
record of respect for the places of worship and holy sites of other faiths, contrasts 
starkly with the milieu of intolerance21 and absence of religious freedoms among 
Israel’s Arab neighbors. 

Reports describe treatment of non-Muslims in Arab lands that range from 
relegation to second-class-citizen status to stringent restrictions on religious 
expression in the public domain, from mild harassment to horrific acts of violence 
designed to drive them out of Muslim lands.22  

One of the worst offenders is Saudi Arabia,23 which “prohibits any form of public 
non-Muslim religious activities; non-Muslim worshippers risk arrest, 
imprisonment, lashing, deportation, and sometimes torture for engaging in 
religious activity” (including prayer groups in private houses that have the 
misfortune to attract official attention). The official religion is an extreme form of 
Islam that takes Islamic Sharia law literally – and sanctions judicial amputation 
for theft including cross-amputations of an arm and a leg.24
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Because of hostility and discrimination, the number of Christians in the Middle 
East has dropped drastically as more and more emigrate to the West. Under 
Jordanian control prior to the Six-Day War, the number of Christians in Jerusalem 
shrank by 61 percent between 1948 and 1967, due to a combination of 
demographics and growing hostility toward non-Muslims. Thousands more 
emigrated to the West after the Palestinian Authority was established. Christians 
are fast becoming an endangered species in Islamic countries, just as the Jews 
were a minority in Arab lands since 1948. More recently, areas transferred to the 
Palestinian Authority have seen a loss of their Jewish populations.  

Israelis who venture into Palestinian-controlled areas – be they secular or 
religious Jews - have been brutally murdered,25 while Arab citizens in Israel and 
Palestinian Arabs who live in the Territories and have Israeli work permits 
continue to frequent Jewish cities unmolested. 

The Palestinian Authority’s Record. 

In a series of signed agreements since Oslo (1993), the Palestinian Authority 
promised to protect and grant free access to all religious sites under their 
jurisdiction, but has systematically broken its commitments. 

Palestinian political and religious leaders systematically use the media, the 
schools and the pulpit to disseminate false, slanderous and inflammatory 
propaganda that claims Jews and Judaism have no historic roots in the Land of 
Israel.26 They deliberately destroy archaeological evidence, even on the Temple 
Mount, Judaism’s holiest site.27 Jewish religious sites in PA-controlled areas also 
have been ransacked and destroyed. 

In the “Oslo II” Accord (28 September 1995) the PA signed and guaranteed 
protection and free access to Joseph’s Tomb (described in Joshua 24:32) on the 
outskirts of Nablus and to the Shalom al-Yisrael (“Peace on Israel”) synagogue 
built in Jericho in 700 AD – both in areas slated for Palestinian control.28 During 
the first days of the Terror War, a besieged IDF unit guarding a small yeshiva at 
Joseph’s Tomb withdrew after Palestinian authorities promised to protect the holy 
site, but the Tomb was immediately torched and the dome painted green (the 
color of Islam).29 Jews have been unable to visit the two sites ever since, due to 
the risk to their lives. In February 2003, it was learned that Palestinians had 
reduced the cenotaph inside the shrine to rubble.30 The Jerusalem Waqf (the 
Muslim trust that holds custodianship over Islamic holy places in Jerusalem) 
barred non-Muslims from visiting the Temple Mount – the third holiest shrine in 
Islam, and the holiest site in Judaism, for more than 2½ years immediately after 
the outbreak of the Terror War (September 2000 – August 2003). Visits were only 
reinstated after Israeli police began escorting groups of Christian and Jews around 
the site in June 2003, thus ‘convincing’ the Waqf to begin honoring its 
commitment of free access to the Temple Mount area.  
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Muslim religious leaders who use their pulpits with impunity to incite and breed 
hatred are supported and subsidized by the Palestinian Authority, which neither 
reins in such employees nor opposes such instances of mob rule. By its own 
conduct, the Palestinian Authority raises fundamental questions about whether 
Palestinians can be trusted to protect non-Muslim holy sites – Jewish or Christian. 

Muslim religious leaders have compromised the purity of their faith by cynically 
using fatwas – Islamic religious rulings – as political instruments to sanction 
terrorism against Jews. Palestinians and their supporters fail even to respect the 
holiness of their own religion’s holy sites and objects, as evidenced by the suicide 
belts Palestinian terrorists hid in a mosque in Israel in February 2003.31

Christian Arabs in the Palestinian Authority 

In Palestinian-controlled areas, the Palestinian Authority has often acted like a 
bull in a china shop, disregarding the delicate arrangements controlling religious 
sites that for centuries prevented friction among Christian sects.32 In addition, at 
the beginning of the Terror War, for over a year, Muslim Palestinians combatants 
forcibly turned the strategically located Christian Arab conclave Beit Jalla – a 
middle class village studded with churches and monasteries and known for its 
moderation – into a platform for gunners’ nests in order to fire into Gilo, a Jewish 
neighborhood across the valley. The neutrality and holiness of monasteries and 
churches have been cynically compromised. The worst violation was the turning 
of the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem into a ‘sanctuary’ at gunpoint; in April 
2002, over 100 Palestinian gunmen forced their way into the Church which marks 
the birthplace of Jesus, to avoid being apprehended by Israeli forces and to ‘create 
international pressure on Israel.’ According to the State Department, in the course 
of the five-week standoff, the gunmen caused “considerable material damage” to 
the Church of the Nativity.33  

Christian Arabs are in a very delicate situation: They are Palestinians by 
‘nationality,’ but a tiny religious minority within Palestinian society. Their 
situation has worsened since the launch of the Terror War, which is an almost 
exclusively Muslim ‘enterprise’ with a growing religious dimension, while 
suicide bombers are an exclusively Muslim phenomenon.  

Christian Arabs under the PA are increasingly subject to the kind of intolerance 
common under other Arab regimes, including religious persecution of individuals 
and political oppression of religious communities.34 According to the State 
Department’s 2005 annual assessment of religious freedom,35 one of the worst 
forms of intimidation was a number of cases where criminal gangs using forged 
land documents seized lands belonging to Christians in Bethlehem in collusion 
with Palestinian Authority security forces and judicial officials.36 In fact, these 
incidents are only the tip of the iceberg. The actual plight of the Palestinian 
Christian community is for the most part overlooked and underplayed State 
Department reports. A ground-breaking study by Justus Reid Weiner – Human 
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Rights of Christians in Palestinian Society37 – published in 2005 sheds light on 
realities.  

Weiner says that Christians under Palestinian Authority governance, as tiny 
minority, lack the clout, numerically and politically, to protect its members and 
the community’s wellbeing. Since 2000, they have been further marginalized by a 
number of factors: the Islamization of the Israeli-Arab conflict and different 
demographics/economic status and divergent core values from their Muslim 
neighbors. Their ‘Otherness’ has been exacerbated by the Muslim majority’s 
embracement of a radical Islamic shahid culture and hostility towards all 
Christians ‘fueled’ by the global war on terrorism.  

Weiner found that “the persecution of Palestinians Christian is diverse and 
widespread, through not commonly acknowledges.” The 50-page study 
documents institutional discrimination due to the role of Sharia law in the PA 
judicial system; radical Muslim religious instruction and incitement in the 
schools; widespread discrimination in the workplace – both the civil service and 
other sectors; boycott of Christian businesses and extortion on religious grounds; 
“pervasive” abuse of Christian property and vandalism; “widespread” sexual 
harassment of Christian girls38 and imposition of Islamic dress codes; vitriolic 
incitement in mosques and the media against Christians as unpatriotic – ‘Israeli 
collaborators’ or ‘Islam’s enemies’; and persecution of converts to Christianity. 
There is largely a conspiracy of silence surrounding these phenomena because 
Christian Arabs are afraid to speak out or even report abuses – both out of fear 
that this would worsen their already precarious situation and out of fear exposure 
would hurt the Palestinian cause. Others are in a state of denial in the war to 
survive or too intimidated39 to protest, he says. Almost all the depositions and 
interviews were conducted on condition of anonymously. The study concludes:  

“Not only is the Palestinian Christian community facing an existential threat [E.H., due to 
heightened emigration since establishment of the Palestinian Authority and 
gerrymandering that turned Bethlehem into a Muslim-dominated town], but even more 
significantly, their status as a persecuted minority is ignored as international attention 
focuses on terrorism and inchoate peace plans rather than on present human rights 
needs.” 

Why religious freedom is important 

Lack of religious freedom cannot be viewed in a vacuum or as a problematic issue 
separate from democratization, or as ‘irrelevant’ to the war on terrorism – not 
when religion is systematically exploited to inflame the Arab-Israeli conflict and 
fuel hatred of America and the West.40

The institution of religious freedoms in Arab countries and control of extremist 
clerics must be part of the battle against terrorism, because of the key role religion 
plays in fueling hatred and legitimizing terrorism. It is not enough to eradicate 
terrorist groups and their international support networks, stressed Amy 
Hawthorne Soref of the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, in testimony 
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before the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom in November 
2001. The war on terrorism must also “advance a positive vision for the peoples 
of the Middle East that [can] provide an alternative to terrorists’ destructive 
ideology. This will require the United States to shed its reluctance to engage local 
leaders on the highly sensitive issues of political reform, rule of law, and the 
spread of democratic values. The widening of religious freedom must be a 
cornerstone of this effort.”41

 

IN A NUTSHELL 

• Israel is the only country in the Middle East that allows genuine freedom of 
conscience and protects sacred sites of all faiths. 

• Non-Jews in Israel – indigenous minorities and new immigrants – practice their 
religions freely and openly, as individuals and on institutional levels. 

• Disagreements among Jews over Israel’s character as a “Jewish and democratic 
state” are settled democratically, without religious warfare or violence  

• Religious controversy is often defused via compromise arrangements and detour 
mechanisms rather than naked power plays. Over the past three decades, Israel has 
become more inclusive, tolerant and pluralistic in matters of religion. 

• In contrast, in all too many neighboring Arab countries, extremist streams of Islam 
and growing intolerance for “the Other” – Muslim or non-Muslim – have become 
dominant. 

• The Palestinian Authority’s reckless behavior and utter failure to uphold religious 
freedom or to respect and protect members of other faiths and their institutions – 
Jewish or Christian – make the PA no different than other intolerant Arab regimes. 

• Christian Palestinians have become a persecuted minority in Palestinian society 
under Palestinian self-rule. Many have fled to the west, most others are afraid to 
speak up.  

• The Palestinians are not worthy of stewardship over the holy sites of others. 
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