Film looks

BY MAXIM ALMENAS
Staff Writer

During her final year of under-
graduate coursework, Amy Beth
Oppenheimer hived in Tsrael i
studied at Haifa University in the
north of the counlry. Haifa & a
verg diverse city, with many native
Israchis bt 'also with many Russian
immigrants dnd Israeli Arab citi
zens.  Oppenheimer  befriended
many_ individuals  from  diverse
backgrounds on campus- and
asked them important yet funda-
mendafiguestions such as:

& What does it really-mean to
favea Jewish and demodzatic
state? .

' Wha is the role of the Isracli
Chibed Rty inite, and wlml should
HbeZ. .

" Shon!d non- Onhodox
dmnmmabmm of Judaisn be rep
resented in the state Rabbinate?

These . “conversations  were
important but often abstract. But
when Oppenheimer mentioned
the topic of marrdage and civil
unions (which are currently
against the law), every interviewee
perked up and became more
engaged

“They had a marriage story or
their mother's cousin's uncle had a
story about going through the mar-
nage process in the state Rabbinate
offices,” said Oppenheimer, “Mar
riage was a concrete topic that
most people could relate to and |
knew then that it would be the per
fect foil for a film on religion and
state in Israel”

Oppenheimer: recently hrg:m
sereening her dacomentary “The
Paces of brmsl’ which oplores
that tapie, The follonding questings
and answers are derived from a
recent interview with her

Q: Why did you choose to do a
film an several broad !up.-vs: miar-
riage, state and religion?

A: As an international studies
and Jewish studies daublemagor, 1
wats afways very interested in how
countries approached issues of reli-
gion and state. There are a number
of models for this across the
globe. In the U.S,, there s techni-
cally a separation  between
“Church and State” but'we are
essentially a Christian countiy and,
come December time, everybixiy
knows that In Saudi Arabia, there
is rule according to Muslim law,
which is enforced by the rcL;unuc
police. In England, there is the offi-
cial Anglican Church. Israel is a
democracy, but it's also a Jewish
Stafe. Yot nowhere in Israel's
“Declaration of Independence” did
i specify what it means to be a
Jewash state and how Jewash tradi
tion should influence Israchi law, if
at all,

Q: How do these fopics differ in
Israel compared to the Jeaish com-
mumnity in Leowia?

A In Leonia, you can walk
down Broad Avenue to City Hall
(which 1 did a year and a half ago
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Leonia film director Amy Oppenheimer at the publlc debut of her documentary on the mar-
rlage process in Israel with the lead expert from the film, Rabbi Seth Farbert.

when 1 got marmed) to Bl out the
appropriate  paperwork:  One
check and ane witness later, you're
done. And you're marded. Con-
gratulations. No one will tell you
who you can or cannol marry
because of religious reasons.
Israelis still have to go through the
bureaucracy of getting their paper-
work done, but they also have (o
grapple with an Ultra-Orthodox
Rabbinate who dictates who they
can marry, how they can marry
and if their significant other is
“Jewish enough" to be married
through the Rabbinate at all,

Q@ What doe it mean to be Jero-
ush?

A:The question “Who is a Jew?"
has recently risen in prominence
in the U.S,, in part due to signifi
cant coverage by the New York
Times. There are  multiple
definitions of “Jewishness™ at
work: According to the Right of
Return, any individual with a
Jewish grandparent has the right
to immigrate to Israel and
receive expedited naturalization
to  becoming an  Israeli
citizen, Histoncally, this defini-
tion was put into place as a rever-
sal of WWII discrimination poli-
cles, In Nazi Germany, if you had
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a single Jewish grandparent that
was “[ewish enough” to be sent to
the death camps with the rest of
the Jewish community. This is
why Isracl offers itself as a safe
h.wrn to anyone who would have

been Jewish enough to be target-
ed and murdered.

However, according to the
Israeli Chicf Rabbinate (and in
accordance with Orthodox and
Conservative Jewish law), Jewish
lineage is matnlineal in nature and
therefore 3 Jew must have a Jewish
mosher. So, if you have a Jewish
grandparent but your Mom is
Protestant, you're out of
lsck. Reform Judaism defines Jew
ish ancestry, through both the
mother and the father

This produces a very complex
situation where many individuals
{inchuding bundreds of thowsands
of Russjin immigrants to Isracl)
are Jewisht enough to move o
Israel, but not Jewish enough to
marry there (marnage is under
the jurisdiction of the Rabbinate)
and accordingly have no legal
récourse to marry in their own
State

O What was the most challeng-
ing aspect of making this film?

A: The leaming curve! [ had ney-
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er made a film in my life and had
little to no guidance or mentorship
in creating my first documentary. |
have learmed a great amount aboult
every aspect of filmmaking from
pcrfu.linh the lighting and audio

re-shoot” ﬂmyhu::r(hm: cich
wapter of the film and translating
mndem Hebrew =~ _ into

English. Most importantly, |
learned the importance of backing
up my work & my hard drve
crushed three times during the
film's development, cach of which
was a major sethack to my pro-
duction timeline,

I originally began making the
film because the Bsues werd
incredibly important and no film
or educational program existed
that addressed important issues of
Jewish identity, organized religion,
pluralism and inclustivity, efc, 1
was determined to Al that
niche. However, | have since fallen
in Jove with film and have many
ideas for my next project

@ Were your anginal oiesopoints
o these topics changed after you
made the film?

A Certainly. Itried to be as
objective as possible in order to
fairdy and honestly being the view
points of all Jewish Israelis to the
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at being Jewish in Israel

El
American people. However, U]L),.
didn’t always make it casy, [ wasg
kicked out of a Rabbinate oﬂicq
during my first attempt to film ing
Tel Aviv. I wasn't wearing a Sklﬁq
(immexlest), had a video camera in 2
hand and they must have H‘(mghl -
that 1 was "up to no good.” This
initind rejection made me some-3
what antagonistic to the state?
sanctioned Rabbinate, but I knews
that it was important to w nhhnld"
judgment and give it a second try,
and 1 subsequently had very
positive experiences in - other
offices. The people “make” the
experience and many [sraelis feel

! positively (an exciting new inter-
L action) of negatively (a necessary

nuisance) toward the Rabbinate
depending on the experience they
have.

@ Are Americarn Jewws notd) move
or less engaged with this way of life
in Israel and’ Ium are they affect-
ed?

A: This is such a hot issuc in the
Jewish newspapers now. There is
currently a major “tonversion con
troversy” in both the US and Isracl,
which 1s certainly ﬂft\nm Ameri
can jews.

@: What do )\uﬁ hope people
come awoay with alter seving this.
filns?

A: 1 hope that pu:opk will have
a better understanding of § h'
Intricacies of Isracligociety.
state is only 60 years old and |-c
still working through what it
means o be both fewish and
democratic. Most infportantly, I
hope that the film will bring
diverse proups topether and
empower individuals to reflect on
the issucs and find theic own
yolees and positions i the spec-
trum of ideas presented

Q: Would you '.ke to add any-
thing else?

A: Three things

® Filmmaking is empowering
and easy. Granted, it'sa leaming
curve but anyone cangpick up a
video camera and begigFcapturing
your passions and sharing them
with others. I'd be happy to speak
with anyone who'd like to leam
more about filmmaking

® These issues areatot specific
to Jewish Israelis. Civilsinions are
legal for all citizens antbeveryone
is 'cqmr«%iawv through her
respective us tradition. This
is an rvuMng hot topic, however,
and we civil unions legal-
ized for non- JENess carly as Uhis
year, v

B The J-au:s O lsrael film is
totally independent and publicity
will be WS grassroots. Please
spoedd word of the film to friends
or orgamzations who might be
interested. To learn more, check
out the filin traller, read advange
praise and findout how to bririg
the film to your community visit
www fie <~<th('muw( Lo0m

E-mail:
almenasmEnovihjersey.com
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