
T H E IRANIAN J E W I S H F A M I L Y IN T R A N S I T I O N 
BRUCE A. PHILLIPS, PH.D. 

Professor of Jewish Communal Studies, Hebrew Union College, Los Angeles, California 

and 

MiTRA KAHRIZI KHALILI, M . S . W . , M . A . J . C . S . 

U.C. Irvine Medical Center, Los Angeles, California 

The Iranian family in America is in transition between the traditional and American 
models offamily life, and the difficulties of coping with this transition will remain a reality 
for Iranian Jews. Iranian young people want more independence and envy the open com­
munication and fi-eedom of American families, yet they still value the support and close in­
volvement of the traditional Iranian family. 

In the introduction to her influential col-
ection of studies. Ethnicity and Family 

Therapy, Monica McGoldrick called atten­
tion to the importance of understanding eth­
nic background when doing therapy with 
families: "Ethnicity relates family pro­
cesses to the broader context in which it 
evolves" (McGoldrick, 1982, p. 9). Differ­
ent ethnic groups have different values and 
styles, and ethnic differences can persist for 
several generations beyond the initial mi­
gration (p. 10). Thus, she argues (p. 4): 

Just as family therapy itself grew out of the 

myopia o f the intrapsychic v i ew and con­

cluded that human behavior could not be un­

derstood in isolation from its family context, 

family behavior also makes sense in the 

larger cultural context in which it is embed­

ded. 

An understanding of family ethnicity is ad­
vantageous for professionals who work with 
any of the three important immigrant 
groups in the Jewish community: Soviet 
Jews, Israehs, and Iranians. Of these three, 
Iranian Jews have been studied the least. 
Although none of these groups has been 
studied exhaustively, substantial articles 
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and even some important monographs have 
been published on Israelis and Russians 
(Gold, 1992; Shokeid, 1988; Simon, 1985). 
About Iranian Jews, however, little research 
has been published. 

In a Jewish community such as Los An­
geles, research on Iranian Jews is particu­
larly important. "Irangeles," as it is nick­
named by Iranians, is a major Jewish and 
non-Jewish Iranian population center 
(Bozorgmehr & Sabagh, 1988, 1989). In 
this article we make a modest contribution 
to understanding Iranian Jews by examin­
ing the impact of migration on what is ar­
guably the most important institution in the 
Iranian Jewish community: the family. 

Fifteen years after the Iranian Revolu­
tion, a new generation of Jewish immi­
grants is emerging. The children who came 
with (and sometimes without) their families 
after the 1979 revolution are now entering 
adulthood and starting their own families. 
Having grown up in both Iran and the 
United States, these young adults have been 
socialized in both cultures. They grew up 
in traditional Iranian families, but spent at 
least part of their adolescence growing up in 
the intensity of American youth culture. 
What kind of family will they choose to 
form then? What will they take from the 
traditional Iranian Jewish model, and what 
from the American model they find all 
around them? 

192 



The Iranian Jewish Family in Transition / 193 

THE IRANIAN JEWISH COMMUNTTY IN 
LOS ANGELES 

There are no hard data on the Iranian Jew­
ish population in Los Angeles. Unlike So­
viet Jews who were resettled by the Jewish 
community, there has been no official track­
ing of Iranian Jews. Extrapolation from the 
small subsample of Iranians found in the 
Council of Jewish Federations 1990 Na­
tional Jewish Population Survey produces 
an estimate of about 6,000 Iranian Jews in 
Los Angeles. The combination of small 
sample size and possible language difficul­
ties probably makes this an underestimate. 

The Los Angeles Jewish Federation 
Council estimates there to be 30,000 Iranian 
Jews in Los Angeles (Tugend, 1994). In 
the past, however, the Los Angeles federa­
tion has grossly overestimated the size of 
other immigrant populations. The federa­
tion estimate of the number of Israelis in 
Los Angeles, for example, is roughly four 
times too high.' If the same is true for its 
Iranian estimates, dividing by a factor of 4 
produces an estimate of 7,500 Iranian Jews 
in Los Angeles, which is consistent with the 
NJPS estimate. A high-end estimate would 
be about 15,000 Iranian Jews in Los Ange­
les. 

The impact of Iranian Jews on Los An­
geles far exceeds their numbers. They make 
up one-quarter of the membership of Sinai 
Temple, the oldest Conservative congrega­
tion in Los Angeles, located in affluent 
Westwood. Their sizeable attendance at 
Friday night services there in the 1980s was 
a source of tension with the American-born 
congregants. 

'The senior author's 1979 survey of the Los 
Angeles Jewish community closely agrees with an 
analysis of Immigration & Naturalization Service 
data conducted by Dr. Pini Herman, research 
coordinator for the Los Angeles federation. These 
two analyses in tum are consistent with an extensive 
analysis conducted by Dr. Herman and the author of 
the Israeli population found in the 1990 National 
Jewish Population Survey. Our research on Israelis is 
further consistent with estimates made by Israeli 
demographers. 

They have changed the physical presence 
of two Los Angeles neighborhoods. Almost 
every block of Pico Boulevard in 
Beverlywood, just south of Beverly Hills, 
has a grocery or other store with large signs 
in Farsi. Westwood Boulevard, about a 
mile west of Beverly Hills and a mile south 
of UCLA, has an equally visible Persian 
presence (including some large restaurants). 
On warm weekdays and almost all week­
ends, gatherings of Persian Jews are to be 
found in Roxbury Park at the southwest cor­
ner of Beverly Hills. Easily a dozen picnic 
tables will be occupied by extended Persian 
Jewish families. The exotic smells of 
Middle Eastern cooking waft over Little 
League games, tennis matches, and pick-up 
basketball games. 

METHODOLOGY 

Twenty in-depth interviews were conducted 
with young adults who were bom in Iran, 
but had spent at least part of their childhood 
or adolescence in the United States. They 
were selected from the researchers' network 
of friends and acquaintances in the Los An­
geles Iranian Jewish community. They 
ranged in age from 20 to 38. Ten of the re­
spondents were single, and ten were mar­
ried with children. In addition, we inter­
viewed six mental health professionals, edu­
cators, and psychologists who work pri­
marily or exclusively with Iranian Jews. 
They corroborated the material we heard di­
rectly from the respondents and provided 
information about the more acute tensions 
that bring families into therapy. The inter­
views lasted between one and two hours. 

Respondents were asked a variety of 
questions about the families in which they 
grew up and the families they had formed 
or planned to form themselves. Three ques­
tions elicited the most interesting and most 
paradoxical information: (1) conflicts that 
respondents had/have with their parents; 
(2) their own expectations for the kind of 
family they will have; and (3) differences 
they discern between American and Iranian 
families. What our respondents admired 
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about the Iranian family, they also found 
objectionable. The same is true for the 
American family. 

At first we found this pattern of seem­
ingly paradoxical answers confusing. As 
they recurred in every interview, we real­
ized that our respondents were ambivalent 
about both the American and Iranian family 
models. From these seeming contradictions 
there emerged a picture of the Iranian Jew­
ish family in transition between traditional 
Iraruan Jewish and contemporary American 
models ofthe family. While seeking to re­
create traditional Iranian Jewish families, 
our respondents were nonetheless attracted 
to several aspects of the American family of 
which they were otherwise quite critical. 
They wished to emulate the freedom of the 
American family without sacrificing the 
closeness of the traditional Iranian Jewish 
family. 

THE TRADITIONAL IRANIAN JEWISH 
FAMILY 

The traditional Iranian Jewish family in 
both Iran and the United States is typically 
Middle Eastern. It is tight knit, governed 
by strong parental (especially paternal) au­
thority, and closely linked to a network of 
extended kin. In Iran, families typically 
lived near other relatives and visited each 
other regularly, a pattern that is repeated in 
Los Angeles. The father expects respect 
and obedience from all family members. At 
times his authority extends to children who 
have already entered adulthood. 

"Marriages are between families" is a fa­
miliar Iranian saying, and indeed marriages 
are a family concern. In both Iran and the 
United States, potential spouses are typi­
cally introduced in the presence of multiple 
members of the extended family, who might 
be called upon later to render an opinion. 
Once the parents select a mate for the son, 
negotiations with the bride's family begin. 
Marriages among cousins are not uncom­
mon and are considered a way to strengthen 
ties within the extended family. 

Wives in traditional Iranian Jewish fami­

lies are subordinate to their husbands. The 
marry young, between 16 to 18 in Iran, and 
22 to 25 in the United States (Jalali, 1982). 
They are typically 10 to 20 years younger 
than their husbands. This custom rein­
forces the authority of the husband and also 
ensures that the bride will be cared for ad­
equately. A woman gains status when she 
marries, no matter what her age. An Ira­
nian female is referred to as a girl (dokhtar) 
until she is married and is called a woman 
(zan) only after marriage. Her status in­
creases further with the birth of her first 
child. Even greater status is accorded her if 
the first child is a boy (Jalali, 1982). 

Because of the nature of the Iranian mi­
gration, Iranian Jews are strongly attached 
to the traditional Iranian family. The bulk 
of Iranians emigrated to the United States 
during and after the Islamic Revolution. 
Many planned to return home when the 
situation in Iran returned to normal. An 
Iranian family therapist explained that "the 
immigrants kept their suitcases ready, 
thinking that they are going back soon. 
This stopped assimilation." 

In this respect they are fundamentally 
different from the Jews who came from 
Eastern Europe during the great migration 
of 1881 to 1924. Those Jews came from the 
poorest and least educated strata of Jewish 
society. Consequentiy they were the least 
attached to Jewish tradition (Hertzberg, 
1989). Iranian Jews, by contrast, were 
forced out of Iran and hoped to return. This 
expectation has kept them particularly at­
tached to their traditional culture and val­
ues. 

Positive Assessments of the Iranian 
Jewish Family 

Our respondents described the traditional 
Iranian Jewish family in positive terms. 
They expressed warm approval of the close­
ness and support within the traditional Ira­
nian family: "Iranian families are close-
knit" was a common refrain. Respondents 
pointed out, for example, that older children 
are expected to take care of younger sib-
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lings. All family members, even teenagers, 
are expected to eat dinner together. As they 
did in Iran, Iranian families in Los Angeles 
tend to live near other relatives. Adult chil­
dren are expected to live near their parents. 

The Iranian family is the locus of emo­
tional satisfaction. Respondents stressed 
that Iranians will put the well-being of the 
family ahead of their own desires: "Parents 
do not go out as much or travel. They take 
pleasure in watching the children enjoy 
themselves and go out." 

Our respondents uniformly endorsed the 
traditional Iranian family over the model 
presented by the American family. They 
did so along several dimensions. First, they 
felt that Iranian parents are more concerned 
than American parents with the welfare of 
their children. One respondent, for ex­
ample, commented, "We protect the chil­
dren from getting hurt or experiencing pain. 
Americans expose their children to the 
hardships of life." 

Our respondents argued that Iranian par­
ents are more willing to sacrifice them­
selves for their children. Iranian parents 
continue to repeat to their children a classi­
cal Iranian expression: "I want to be sacri­
ficed for you" (ghorbimet beram). One type 
of sacrifice for children is fmancial. Par­
ents provide financial support to their adult 
children, even when those children are in 
their thirties. 

The importance of family to Iranians was 
another oft-repeated theme. Respondents 
typically made points such as the following: 
"Iranians respect and value family together­
ness. They are more forgiving and ready to 
help each other [than are American fami­
lies]." And, "families travel across country 
to help other relatives and offer financial 
support as well as emotional." 

Respondents typically described Ameri­
can parents as selfish. They criticized the 
emotional distance among American family 
members. Whereas Iranians want their 
adult children to remain connected with the 
family of origin, respondents stressed that 
"American families expect children to leave 

the house at age 18 and become indepen­
dent." One respondent imagined that 
"American parents tell their children: 'I no 
longer need to support you now that you are 
18 years old.'" Another opined that 
"Americans let go of their children too eas­
ily." 

Iranians regard American famtiies as 
less willing to make sacrifices for the good 
of the family: "Americans do not care as 
much for each other and are very indepen­
dent. They move depending where the job 
is." And, "Americans mind their own busi­
ness and their own happiness comes first." 

Respondents attributed the lower rate of 
divorce in the Iranian Jewish community to 
the greater value Iranians place on keeping 
the family together: "Wherever there is a 
difficult time in the family, they [Ameri­
cans] want to get out of it and get a di­
vorce." In contrast, "Iranians try so hard to 
keep the family together." 

In comparison with Iranian families, 
American families are seen as overly per­
missive. They do not preserve the bound­
aries of the parental role: "They are even 
using drugs in front of the children," ex­
claimed one respondent. In Iranian fanti­
lies, by contrast, 'The relationships between 
the parents are very private and are not dis­
cussed with children." 

Respondents pointed to care of elderly 
parents as another example of family close­
ness. They contrasted the Iranian expecta­
tion that grandparents would join the 
household when they could no longer take 
care of themselves with the American cus­
tom of putting their parents in nursing 
homes. One therapist observed that "if 
American families were more like Iranian 
families, there would not be any nursing 
homes." 

Reservations about tbe Tradidonal 
Iranian Family 

Given the previous endorsements of tradi­
tional Iranian family values, one would ex­
pect our respondents to be wholeheartedly 
committed to preserving the traditional Ira-
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nian family. This was not the case, how­
ever. Our respondents also found positive 
aspects to the same American family traits 
of which they were critical. While disap­
proving of what they saw as the detachment 
of American family members from one an­
other, they also envied the relative freedom 
enjoyed by the American family: "Ameri­
cans let the individual be who they want to 
be." And, "American families give their 
children freedom and a chance to be more 
independent and be able to survive on their 
own." 

At the same time that they criticized 
Americans for not enforcing parental role 
distances, our respondents also envied the 
"open communication in American fami­
lies." They observed that in Iranian fami­
lies "children are not even allowed to listen 
to adult conversations," whereas in Ameri­
can families, "the parents are very open to 
discuss in front of the children." 

After exposure to the American family, 
the closeness of the Iranian family can at 
times seem oppressive and intrusive. Some 
of the same respondents who disapproved of 
the isolation of the American family also 
expressed misgivings about the degree of 
control in the traditional Iranian family. A 
typical complaint among respondents was 
that Iranian families were too intrusive. 
One person, for example, observed that 
"they [Iranian families] are intrusive to the 
point that they can break up marriages or 
can get in the way of two people getting 
married. Americans mind their own busi­
ness." 

A young woman in her late twenties re­
lated that she found growing up in America 
with traditional Iranian grandparents to be 
an onerous experience: "I hated being 
forced to kiss an older family member and it 
was considered rude and disrespectful if 1 
would refuse to kiss her." 

Still another young woman recalled that 
her parents forced her to put curlers in her 
hair all the way through high school be­
cause her hair was straight and they felt she 
"did not look Iranian enough." 

All the therapists confirmed that Iranian 
families often seek therapy for conflicts 
arising out of the issue of parental control: 

Individuality is not respected and the choices 

and decisions made have to be approved by 

the parents. Some children listen to parents 

out o f fear....Parents do not listen as much to 

their children, and are very reactive and use 

punishments as a w a y of disciphne. S o m e of 

the punishments include hitting and insult­

ing. 

They [hanian-bom parents] v i e w children as 

property, that they need to teU them what to 

do. 

The children feel more powerful because par­

ents do not have much knowledge about the 

United States community and culture. 

The parents tend to blame tensions with 
children on the influences of the surround­
ing American culture: 

Parents tend to blame it on the American cul­

mre, or their children having relationships 

with American children, which can cause 

problems in the famihes. Also the respect to­

ward parents has lessened....Parents feel that 

the children are leaming a lot from TV, 

which is not always good. 

The therapists also observed that conflicts 
arise out ofthe intrusiveness of the ex­
tended family into the affairs of the nuclear 
family. In Iran this involvement was ex­
pected. In America it can be a source of 
conflict: "Family problems consist of intru­
sion of the extended family; for example, 
comments made by the relafives of the hus­
band or relatives of the wife." This intru­
sion "creates all diflferent kinds of pressure 
on the married couples." 

DATING 

Iranian Jewish practices of dating and 
courtship reflect the same ambivalence that 
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was expressed about the family. Iranians 
have adopted the American practice of so­
cial dating without having abandoned the 
Iranian practice of formal courtship and 
semi-arranged marriages. 

Dating Americans versus Dating Iranians 

Almost all respondents agreed that dating 
Iranians is different than dating Americans. 
They indicated that if they dated Ameri­
cans, it was "just for fim," whereas dating 
Iranians was serious and intended for mar­
riage. 

When going out with Americans, our re­
spondents expected to "have a good time," 
but they planned to marry other Iranian 
Jews. They explained that in American cul­
ture, dating is a social experience meant for 
enjoyment, as opposed to the more serious 
business of finding a spouse. Because dat­
ing is a social activity, Iranians usually had 
more fiin going out with Americans than 
with other Iranians. One married man in 
his thirties recalled, "When you date 
Americans it is more relaxed and comfort­
able. They are more open and it's easier to 
communicate when dating Americans." 

Because marriage is not an expectation 
of dating in American culture, there is also 
less pressure when dating Americans; 

It is more relax[ed] and comfortable to date 
Americans. There is no obhgation to get 
married. 

Dating banians causes more pressure to get 

married and makes the situation uncomfort­

able. It is very formal. 

The individuals w h o date American men are 

very casual with no commitment. 

Dating experiences are different for men 
and for women. Most of the female respon­
dents had not dated Americans at all be­
cause there is more pressure placed on 
women either to date only Iranians or not to 
date at all. Iranian-born parents discour­
aged their daughters fiom dating Ameri­

cans. For the most part this is because they 
wanted them to marry other Iranians, but 
they were also nervous about the sexual 
freedom associated with American dating. 
A single female participant in her early 
twenties related that her parents would only 
allow her to date Iranian men with the in­
tention of marriage. Her parents feared that 
if she dated American men her reputation 
would be damaged and that she would have 
less impetus to get married; "My father 
said, 'If you go out too much no one will 
marry you.' He is also worried that when 
you spend too much time with others for fiin 
you will not feel the need to be married." 

Another recently married woman in her 
late twenties explained that "in Iranian 
families girls are constantly told that they 
need to remain a virgin. They should wait 
to get married and then have fiin." 

Men on the other hand have fewer con­
straints, and most of the male respondents 
had dated non-Iranians. Several confided 
that they dated American women "for 
sexual purposes." 

The Family Role in Mate Selection 

As Iranian young adults become more seri­
ous about the prospect of marriage, they 
tend to date other Iranians. They explained 
that they do so because ofthe involvement 
of the married couple with the extended 
family. The prospect of marriage to an 
American can create problems in this re­
gard. Several of the female respondents ex­
plained that since their male dates would be 
expected to interact with their Iranian par­
ents, the dual problems of a different lan­
guage and culture would make communica­
tion difficult. Both men and women agreed 
that dating other Iranian Jews presented 
fewer problems; 

They [other Iranians] have the same language 

and culture, and the famihes k n o w each 

other's backgrounds. 

In dating non-Iranians I felt very removed 

from the Iraiuan commimity. 
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Although Iranian Jews do not have the 
experience of Jewish conununity organiza­
tion peculiar to Eastern European Jews, 
they do have an attachment to traditional 
Jewish values and hence place a value on 
community. As assimilation and intermar­
riage take their toll on fourth- and fifth-gen­
eration American Jews of Eastern European 
descent, American Jews of Iranian descent 
will take up some of the slack. At UCLA, 
for example, American-born Iranian Jews 
are disproportionately enrolled in Jewish 
studies courses. While Jews and white non-
Jews alike continue to migrate to the 
exurban hinterlands, Iranian Jews have 
shown an affinity for established areas of 
high Jewish density. They therefore will 
help anchor urban Jewish neighborhoods, 
such as Beverlywood and Pico-Robertson. 

The senior author's own neighborhood 
where there are two construction projects 
underway is a good example. The larger 
project is the reconstruction of a shopping 
center burned down in the Los Angeles riots 
almost 3 years ago. A block away, a size­
able addifion is being built to what was a 
small Iranian day school. 

Iranian Jews are part of a much larger 
group of non-Jewish Iranians made up of 
Shi'i Muslims, Armenians, Assyrian Chris­
tians, Bahais, Kurds, and Zoroastrians. The 
estimated 500,000 Iranians in Los Angeles 
are as large and possibly larger than the Ko­
rean population (Kelley & Friedlander, 
1994). Persian Jews will be a bridge to the 
large and internally diverse Iranian popula­
tion, and possibly to the rest of the Muslim 
population in Los Angeles, which includes 
Asians as well as Middle Easterners. 
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^ ^ ^ B public sacrifices that were offered twice 
daily in the Temple. Two sacrifices each 
day, one in the morning and one in the af-
temoon, were offered on behalf of the entire 
people of Israel. These sacrifices came out 
of the public offering that each Jew was re-

W quired to give each year to the Temple. 
' Membership in the Jewish community was 

defined through the contribution of a half-
shekel given to the Temple by each adult 
male Jew. 

The concept of tzibbur shifts from a po­
htical organizing principle to the basis of 
the religious community. The Tosafot, rab­
binic commentators in the eleventh century, 
are bothered by both the shift in language 
and conceptual framework. They define the 
Edah as a political body consisting of the 
entire people of Israel and the tzibbur in a 
narrower frame as only the adult male Jew­
ish population operating in a religious con­
text. 

The concept of tzibbur is the central 
community organizing principle. It forms 
the basis of the prayer community through 
the minyan, the required ten male Jews 
needed to have public prayer. There are the 
concepts of tefillah be-tzibbur, prayer with­
in the community, and tefillat ha-tzibbur, 
the prayer of the community. These laws 
apply only to the community as a whole and 
not the individual, and they form the con­
cepmal framework of community living. 

In medieval times, there is a fiirther shift 
of language from tzibbur to kehillah. The 
tzibbur continues to represent the salva-
tional community, whereas the kehillah rep­
resents the more secular interests. In con­
trast to this distinction. Rabbi Joseph Dov 
HaLevi Soloveitchick (1981) sees the 
kehillah as going well beyond a prayer com­
munity. It is interested in the health, edu­
cation, and social welfare needs of indi­
vidual Jews. The kehillah is a salvafional 
community providing not only for the func­
tional needs of human beings but also for 
the spiritual needs of each member. The 
community is eternal and makes decisions 
based on its eternal and not temporal na­
ture. The Talmud in Horayot 8b recognizes 

The Jewish Community as Partnership or Corporation / 2 0 1 

that individual Jews die in any era, but the 
tzibbur is eternal. The concepts ofboth 
tzibbur and kehillah continue to fiinction as 
the central organizing agencies of the Jew­
ish people into the modem period. 

PARTNERSHIP OR CORPORATION 

What is the nature of the community? Is it 
a partnership of the citizens or a corpora­
tion? If the community is a partnership of 
its citizens, then the community is owned 
by all the citizens, who then give the leader­
ship of the community the right to govern 
but only with their consent. If the commu­
nity is a corporation, then the citizens of a 
community, through mutual consent, set up 
a separate corporation that has the right to 
govern them. In this corporate model, the 
citizens elect a representative government 
that is sensitive to their needs. Since the 
community is a separate corporation, the 
leadership of the community does not have 
to respond to the will ofthe citizens; rather 
the leadership makes decisions in the best 
interest of the corporation. In the corporate 
model, the citizens are governed. Although 
the community ultimately owns the corpora­
tion, the corporation reflects the will of the 
leadership and not necessarily the will of 
the people. 

The Community as Partnersliip 

Daniel Elazar (1983) writes, "As a partner­
ship, the Jewish community is clearly re­
publican in its orientation; it is a partner­
ship that is based on the principle that the 
community is res pubUca, a public thing 
not the private preserve of any man or 
group, whose leaders are penultimately re­
sponsible to the people" (p. 39). 

Elazar, in a number of books and ar­
ticles, establishes the position that the com­
munity is a partnership of its citizens. The 
political power of the community must be 
organized to reflect the partnership philoso­
phy. "Republican government involves a 
limitation on the powers of those given au­
thority and some provision for the represen­
tation of public concerns as a matter of right 
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^^^m with regard to communal funds. The Zera 
Avraham (The Seed of Abraham) writes, 
'The notion of the individual is completely 
erased from the money and it becomes com-
munity property exclusively" (Zemba, 1949, 

V p. 45). The Jerusalem Talmud in Shekalim 
Y 1:3 indicates that "once it is handed over to 

the community, it is as if it is part of the 
community's property." 

There is an interesting case in the Tal­
mud in Nedarim 94a about an individual 
who has taken an oath not to receive any 
benefit from the citizens of a city. The 
question arises whether he is referring to 
the citizens ofthe city at a particular time 
or to citizens of the city in general and even 
those citizens who may reside in the city at 
a later time. If one establishes that the city 
is a communal or corporate body, then it re­
ally does not matter who the citizens are at 
any particular time. The Ran supports this 
position as opposed to the Ritvah. 

The Tosaphot in Menachot 88b raises a 
question with regard to communal sacrifices 
that has implications for the concept of 
community. What happens when the Priest 
offers the Pesach sacrifice on behalf ofthe 
Jewish people and some Jews have non-
leavened foods in their home? Does not the 
Priest represent the community, and indi­
viduals ofthe community are violating Jew­
ish law and tradition? Is the sacrifice valid? 
The answer is yes. The reason is that the 
sacrifice is offered on behalf of the corpora­
tion, the community, and since the commu­
nity has an independent existence, it does 
not matter what individual Jews are doing. 

The Halachic Basis of (he Democratic 
Patterns of the Modern State of Israel 

The Chief Rabbis ofthe State of Israel have 
identified the halachic basis of the demo­
cratic patterns of the State of Israel as the 
community-in-partnership. The first to deal 
with the issue was Rabbi Abraham Isaac 
HaCohen Kook, the first Ashkenazic Chief 
Rabbi ofthe State of Israel. Rabbi Kook 
utilizes a halachic assumption developed by 
the Avnai Nezer in his work on the Shul­
chan Aruch Yoreh Deah Teshuvah 312 that 
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"a king or a political authority needs the 
consent ofthe masses of the Jewish people 
in order to exert his authority" (Bornstein, 
1914). 

The people alone have the power to ap­
point the political leaders of a country. 
Rabbi Herzog (1989) follows Rabbi Kook, 
identifying the political and halachic basis 
for the modern State of Israel as the people. 
Rabbi Ovadia Yosef (1983), in his work en­
titled Yechaveh Daat, notes in Teshuvah 
number 63 that "in a state where the gov­
ernment is elected by the people the rules of 
law must be followed." 

It is interesting to note that the founda­
tion for the modern State of Israel is the 
same as that of the ancient biblical state, as 
identified by both Robert Cordis and 
Thorkild Jacobson. 

THE JEWISH PROFESSIONAL AND THE 
TWO VIEWS OF COMIVIUNITY 

If the community is seen as a separate cor-
porafion or has a separate corporate iden­
tity, then the leadership of the community 
must act in the interests of the corporation 
and not in the interests of the individual 
members of the community. The commu­
nity is autonomous. The leadership of the 
community is independent and does not 
have to reflect the will of the people. 
Surely, good corporations are market sensi­
tive, and they respond to the will of the 
people. Yet, they respond out of good busi­
ness sense and not out of a commitment to 
consensus and covenant. 

In modern times, therefore, the leader­
ship of the federation must make decisions 
that will protect the corporation or the cor­
porate interests of the federation, but may 
not reflect the will of the people. This posi­
tion was taken by many communities when 
they mounted massive efforts to integrate 
Jews from the former Soviet Union. Fed­
erations responded to the needs of Jews in 
crisis. Yet, many individual Jews did not 
see the need to help their Jewish brothers 
and sisters. The community operated on 
humanitarian and demographic principles 
that were not shared by every Jew. 
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