Prove You Are Jewish
Anael Shmueli

[bookmark: _GoBack]30,000 Israeli citizens successfully proved they were Jewish as a result of the activities of Tzohar. All thanks to testimonies of elderly women from Europe, documents of different archives, including Nazi archives and crumbling certificates, and determined rabbis from Tzohar. 

It all started two years ago. Yael, a newly released soldier from the Israeli Defense Forces and a college student, wanted to marry the man of her choice, like many other girls in the country. She just had one problem: when she reached the rabbinate, as required by law, she was asked to prove she was Jewish. Yael made aliyah from Russia in 1994. Her entire childhood was spent in Israel. She finished high school in Israel. But when asked to prove she was Jewish, she only had one document indicating that her grandmother was Jewish, and it was not an original. 

That is when the Tzohar l’Shorashim project came to her aid, an organization whose entire mission is to offer free assistance to as many Jews as possible in authenticating their Jewish status, and save thousands of Jews who would otherwise raise generations of Jews unaware of their identity. Yael was able to tell the Shorashim team that her grandmother fled Budapest during the Holocaust. Investigators from Shorashim immediately turned to the Hungarian registry and marked all the structures that housed Jews, and even gave a detailed account of the number of family members and their ages for each one. The grandmother’s original last name appeared in the document, which was created in the 1940s—the first sign of a light at the end of the tunnel. However, as much evidence as possible was needed to prove she was Jewish. The Shorashim team turned to different archives at Yad Vashem and searched for the grandmother’s original last name.

The search, which lasted for almost three days, paid off. The grandmother’s original name appeared in one of the certificates granted by Raoul Wallenberg. The certificate proved that the grandmother is Jewish, and that the Swedish government granted her its protection and therefore she could not be harmed. 

Yael, who set out three months before her wedding on a mission to prove that she was Jewish, so she could get married according to Jewish law, succeeded in doing so exactly one week before her wedding day. 

The Fine Print in the Addendum

Imagine a reality, where you or your son are about to get married, and he discovers that his bride isn’t Jewish, or doesn’t have the proper documentation confirming her Judaism, or her identity for that matter. Imagine growing up Jewish in a distant country; imagine that your father and mother tell you that far, far away there is a country where Jews can live without fear, where it’s okay to walk around with a kippah, where you can build a sukkah without fear

Imagine growing up and getting on an airplane, and landing in the State of Israel. You learn Hebrew, celebrate your bar or bat mitzvah, enlist and fight in the Israeli army, receive a university degree, and then you meet your one and only. You walk into the rabbinate’s office to register your marriage, full of excitement, and then… boom!! You have to prove that you’re Jewish. 

It happens almost every day. It happens to tens of thousands of people. During the great aliyah of the 1990s, there was a fear among the religious parties that non-Jews would be able to make aliyah by the Law of Return which stipulates that people who are not halachically Jewish may make aliyah—such as someone whose grandmother is Jewish but whose Jewish father married a gentile. 

This version of the Law of Return forced the rabbinate to decide that anyone who made aliyah to Israel after 1993 and applies to religious services would have to prove their Jewish status in the rabbinic court. If you look at the addendum of your Israeli ID, you’ll discover fine print establishing that, other than the family status, the details in your ID are prima facie, and are not recognized as proof of a Jewish status, even when nationality is listed as Jewish (which has since been removed from the newer IDs). Further evidence is needed to prove that you’re Jewish. The parents’ marriage certificate or old birth certificates can be used as proof. But hundreds of thousands of olim, especially from the Russian Commonwealth, do not have such documents. The Iron Wall, the Second World War and the persecution of Jews all resulted in lost documents, underground weddings, changes in identity and other measures, which stemmed from nothing but the need to survive as Jews in the Diaspora. 

A Civil Wedding was Easier

Many couples decided to give up on a Jewish wedding in favor of a civil wedding because it was so hard to prove their Jewish status. In doing so they separated themselves and their descendants from Jewish people. 

Three years ago, the rabbinic organization, Tzohar identified this issue and the difficulties arising from it. Hard evidence is required in rabbinic court, not assumptions or conjectures. It also became clear to the rabbis at Tzohar that, due to these hurtles, many people are willing to give up quickly on their right to be a part of the Jewish nation. 

Tzohar decided to fight this trend and established the Shorashim project. 

The organization started from scratch, and with sparse resources. Over time, the state understood the importance of its activities and began to support Shorashim. Over the years, the investigators at Shorashim developed a wide network of aid, from a forensic lab to help identify false documents, to the technological capability to restore faded documents—all of which could be used to verify one’s Jewish status. 

Shorashim’s experts on Jewish migration are familiar with almost all the villages with Jewish communities in Eastern Europe. Often when the initial data comes in, experts from the organization can already tell if there is a chance of proving that a person is Jewish. The team at Shorashim has learned to access many sources, mostly those that can testify to a Jewish identity in the period before and during the Second World War. 

Sometimes, to determine an applicant’s Jewish status, the investigators use lists made by the Nazis. They often use the various archives housed at Yad Vashem, or travel to different countries to rummage through similar documents. Over the years they have established ties with archivists in Eastern Europe and built a network of emissaries and partners who know how to reach remote villages in order to find a great grandfather’s or great grandmother’s grave. They can obtain evidence from an elderly aunt who stayed behind and interview her. 

Often the emissaries arrive at the last minute, several days or several weeks before the last witness from the family passes away, a witness who leads Shorashim’s investigators to a Jewish cemetery or the original Jewish village from which they fled the Holocaust. In many cases, military documents from the Red Army before and during the Holocaust also prove useful. 

The Tzohar l’Shorashim team has managed to authenticate the Jewish status of 30,000 Jews within three years. They believe that they can prove the Jewish status of 800,000 olim from the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), that is, a little more than half. 

Not all proofs demand extensive research and investigation. Some investigations are completed within one day, others take a week. But complicated case can take up to ten years, until a breakthrough is reached, until the right document is found. 

In many of the cases, authenticating a Jewish status depends on a relative who survived the Holocaust, a population quickly dying out. At times, the activity seems like a race against the clock, so they can reach them in time and receive the one piece of information that will lead to a breakthrough. Such survivors are often the only ones who can lead investigators to the original village from which they fled, or even to the Jewish last name they had before World War II, but was changed so as not to risk being identified as Jewish. They are concerned about this race against the clock—once the people of that generation will no longer be with us, it will be much harder to prove the Jewishness of many people.  

The rabbinic courts are aware of Shorashim and in the vast majority of cases the rabbinical judges accept the position of the Tzohar l’Shorashim investigators. The rabbinical judges usually refer people to Shorashim as a body that can assist in cases where there is a need to prove that an applicant is Jewish. 

A Grandson Discovered that his Grandfather Earned a Decoration for Valor

If we take a peek at the achievements of proving Jewish identity we’ll learn that success was largely dependent on testimonies from that generation from World War II and documents, as Yael’s story, which opened this article, suggests.

There is also Yonatan’s story, a boy who made aliyah from Ukraine, grew up in a boarding school in the north and served in the army as a paratrooper. During his service as an officer, he met his girlfriend and proposed to her. Three years ago, when they reached the rabbinate to register their marriage, Yonathan was asked to prove he was Jewish; he was unable to do this. He had neither documents, nor any relevant contacts in Ukraine. 

Shocked by the demand to prove he was Jewish, he, too turned to Shorashim. Through an initial investigation on his family history, the staff of Shorashim found his last name and identified the village which his family came from. The beginning of the investigation was promising. After the investigators reported back to Uri Shechter, director of the Shorashim department, on the initial conversation, he excitedly told Yonatan, “First of all, the chances of successfully proving you are Jewish are high, since there was a large Jewish community in the village you mentioned. But we still have to make an effort to find unequivocal evidence.” Uri Shechter, a Lieutenant Colonel in the reserves, took his story personally and followed it closely: “We found that many soldiers from this specific village fought in the Red Army. We used our connections to access Red Army documents. Within just a few hours we found the names of [Yonatan’s] grandfather and grandmother, and the document testifying to their Jewish identity. We also found that the grandfather was a war hero and received a decoration for valor.” Yonatan had never known about his grandfather’s heroic story.

Lena was recognized as Jewish thanks to an elderly aunt in Ukraine, who knew all about her family history. During her testimony, which she gave in her village, Donetsk, in Ukraine, Lena’s aunt pulled a Yiddish Bible off her bookcase, and began to read out of it. She proceeded to discuss Purim traditions—eating hamantaschens, which symbolized the triangular ears of the evil Haman—strange Passover food, and a day of fasting in which they wore all white and prayed out of a special book. Later she showed her exemption from religious studies at the central school where she studied, confirming that she was not a Christian. All these led to proving that Lena was Jewish. The Aunt passed away three weeks after giving the testimony, whereas the grandmother lived almost a year afterwards. 

And then there’s Anna’s story, whose grandmother is still alive, and she led the investigators through the deep snow to the Jewish cemetery where her parents are buried. Their burial at the Jewish cemetery, which was active until the end of World War II, was definite proof of Anna’s Jewish identity. Anna lit a memorial candle at her great grandparents’ grave. Three days after they returned to Israel, the investigators showed up at the rabbinical court and recounted the results of the investigation including photos of the cemetery. Anna was recognized as Jewish. 

And finally, there’s Yarden, who, with the help of official documentation from the Nazis, discovered that his grandmother changed her name after the Holocaust.

Proving the Jewish Identity of Four Family Members

One of the most touching stories is that of Galit Kobel, who lives in Petach Tikvah and works as an assistant at a kindergarten. Galit’s mother, Maya, made aliyah from Ukraine in 1994 with her husband who is not Jewish. They lived in Netanya, and they underwent tough challenges during their integration into Israeli society. Shortly after Galit was born, her father decided to return to Ukraine, severing the connection with his family. Galit’s mother hardly told her anything about him. When she turned 18, Galit decided that she would try to locate her father, despite rumors that he had passed away. She didn’t give up and eventually managed to contact him.

Galit plans to marry Shay in the near future—her boyfriend of 4 years. Galit has always known that she wanted a Jewish wedding, therefore she continued the struggle that her aunt Sophia began many years ago—to prove she was Jewish. Galit recounts the process she went through: “We went to every place we possibly could. We asked everyone, went everywhere, to get help proving we were Jewish. But no one managed to help us. We undoubtedly knew we were Jewish. As far as I’m concerned, I am Jewish, just like my mother and my grandmother, but we didn’t have the proof we were asked to provide. Eventually there was a rabbi who referred me to the Shorashim department of Tzohar.

“When I reached them, after two years of struggling, I was tired, exhausted and had no expectations. They received me kindly, they never looked down on me. On the contrary, they gave me hope again. Shorashim showed me determination and skill that I had not seen until then. They gave me a sense of security: ‘We know what we’re doing.’ They understood the complexity of the issue well. I’ll never forget the moment they informed me that everything would be fine—that they had found the necessary proofs. They found the birth certificate of my great grandmother in Ukraine, stating that she was Jewish.”

As a result of the proof that Galit was Jewish, her mother, grandmother and aunt were also verified as Jewish. And of course, all the future generations as well. “We were at the Shorashim offices with my mother and grandmother and aunt, and my grandmother’s great grandchild, who was born during the years when we struggled to prove that we were Jewish—thus her name: Yehudit. And when the rabbi handed us the documents he found, my grandmother took her great granddaughter and shouted: “You’re Jewish! You’re Jewish, do you hear me, Yehudit? You’re Jewish!” We all burst into tears. It was a long, tiring struggle. I couldn’t believe that it had just ended. Without Shorashim, we couldn’t have lived as who we really are - Jewish.”
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