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Abstract:
This article examines perceptions of religious beliefs and practices of religion prior to immigration to Israel and a decade later. It focuses on a group of Zera Beta Israel (Falash Mura). This community has its roots in Judaism and converted to Christianity in the 19th century. Their conversion was not complete, and they were perceived in their villages to be somewhere between Judaism and Christianity. Before immigrating to Israel they moved to the transit camps in Gondar and Addis Ababa, where they underwent a process of return to Judaism, both as individuals and as a community. They waited to immigrate at transit camps for an average of about 15 years. After they immigrated to Israel, they lived in absorption centres for about two years, and underwent conversion processes. that completed the procedures for recognition by the State of Israel as Jews. 
Conversion from one religion to another, combined with the act of migration, is a process that consists of personal beliefs and community belonging, as well as religious practices. In this article, I describe and analyze these ongoing processes and discourse, in terms of both their perceptions of faith and their religious practices, including action and inaction, attire, and the use of certain objects. The article challenges conventional binary perceptions and categories such as Jewish-Christian or religious- secular and to present the fluidity and complexity that exists in the contexts of religion and immigration.
Objectives of the article:
1. To analyze and describe the existing tension between binary definitions and structured categories of religion on the part of the state compared to the daily reality of the immigrants that is created during the immigration process and is reflected in transnationalism
2. Deepen the connection between immigration and religion through the transnational theory and discuss the concepts of religious, cultural and oppositional transnationalism through life experiences
3. Understand the role of religion in the immigration process
4. Recognize the importance of hybridity and the ability to create diverse practices that combine cultural and religious aspects.
The article is based on 25 in-depth interviews, as well as fieldwork in the transit camps and in Israel. 15 interviews were conducted during 2006-2009 in the Gondar transit camp and 10 interviews were conducted in 2022 in Israel, with participants defining themselves as Jews (religious / traditional / secular).
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Introduction
Studies in relation to Ethiopian Jewry have extensively examined the issue of their eligibility as Jews, the religious role of leaders and holidays mainly regarding Beta Israel. The prevailing view in many studies, similar to the institutional view in Israel, seeks to see the suitability of the immigrants from Ethiopia, then and now, to the religion and the religious lifestyles and practices in Israel. In addition, many studies refer to the issue of religion from a folkloristic point of view in relation to Ethiopian Judaism both due to its belonging to the African continent and due to the national concept in Israel.
This article seeks to offer a different point of view and challenge the research and institutional perception and seeks to present how practices and perceptions of religion are shaped in the face of the immigration process. The study presents the existence of transnational religious and cultural spaces that express the existing heterogeneity. The research seeks to discuss the concepts of religious transnational and cultural transnational and in this the hybrid aspect.
The seed of Beta Israel, Jews who converted to Christianity and return to Judaism are diagnosed by the institutions of the Israeli state and society as Jews or Christians as belonging or as those who do not. Following their historical identity and the transition between religions along with their continent of origin and the color of their skin, the institutions of the state and society in Israel often challenge the religious identity of the seed of Beta Israel and create an understandable dichotomy between Jews and Christians that also includes a dichotomy of whites and browns. Casting doubt on the Jewishness of the community strengthens the categorization. During the immigration process, which includes waiting in the transit camps, absorption centres and the 2 years of life in Israel, there are many grounds for reactions among the members of the community, some who cling to prove their Jewishness in front of those who choose to stop proving. A wide range of reactions after the immigration process, along with life experiences, produce hybrid actions that combine religion and culture.

2. Theoretical Framework:
Like many academic disciplines, religious studies arose in nineteenth-century Europe and America as a result of encounters with "non-Western Others" during centuries of colonial expansion.[footnoteRef:1] Since its inception, the academic study of religion has reflected a wide range of approaches and research agendas.[footnoteRef:2] This research does not question the religious truth claims of the religious actors with whom we engage, but instead acknowledges that such truth claims serve these religious actors as important reference points in their social practices and imaginative horizons. It also recognizes that these truth claims, and the religious realities they initiate, generate actual experiences and become social realities, with consequences for all those involved, whether they share a belief in them, remain undecided or actively deny them. These social realities are the raw material of this research. The research is not intended to determine who is or is not a Jew or what is true but rather to understand the practices of religion during the migration process. [1:   Luther H. Martin and Donald Wiebe, “Religious Studies as a Scientific Discipline: The Persistence of a Delusion,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 80, no. 3 (2012): 588–591; Richard King, “The Copernican Turn in the Study of Religion,” Method & Theory in the Study of Religion 25, no. 2 (2013): 145–153.
]  [2:  Berg, E., & Rakow, K. (2016). Religious Studies and Transcultural Studies: Revealing a Cosmos Not Known Before?. Transcultural Studies, 2016(2), 180-203.

John R. Hinnells, ed., The Routledge Companion to the Study of Religion, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2005); Robert A. Orsi, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Religious Studies, Cambridge Companions to Religion (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011)] 


The study of religions and Ethiopian Jews
Just as the study of religions was a nascent discipline, the pluralizing concept of world religions was the product of pre-colonial and colonial encounters through which Western thinkers began to re-imagine the world as a patchwork of different Western and non-Western cultures. Despite criticism, however, the concept of world religions can be regarded as a crucial step towards internally pluralizing the concept of religion itself.  
In recent decades, the scholarly conceptualization of religions as singular traditions embodying one distinct corpus of ideas, practices, and artefacts has slowly been replaced by an emphasis on the internal plurality and heterogeneity of religious traditions. Christianity, in the singular, with an implied homogenous tradition, has been replaced by scholars of religions with Christianities, emphasizing a plethora of traditions incorporated beneath one unifying signifier.[footnoteRef:3] Religious history is now understood to encompass entanglement, exchange, and translation among various religious and cultural traditions, or as re-inventions across time and space. Such transformations, syncretisms or hybrid traditions are no longer considered exceptions or aberrations of “the one true teaching.” They have become the historical norm, a typical pattern of religious history dynamics in general. In fact, the idea of one unified and hegemonic tradition is perceived as the result of discursive struggles to establish one overriding religious master narrative, as demonstrated by Bernard Faure. In the course of such struggles, contested histories are unified through a process of purging unsuitable contingencies, forms and developments that run counter to the desired canonization processes and religious histories. Thus, specific religious traditions are often the products of pro-active social constructions that create the desired history of such traditions[footnoteRef:4]. These processes also highlight the transcultural nature and history of religion as a concept that evolved in through colonialist encounters between Christian missionaries, colonial traders, and Western scholars on the one hand, and their respective local interlocutors, trading partners, informants, and colonial subjects. Religion as it is understood today was the product of these encounters and the subsequent mutual re-reading, appropriation, and translation of then-contemporary ideas, practices, and  artefacts.[footnoteRef:5] Although the co-productive role of the “colonized other” in this global process of shaping religion as a modern notion has usually been neglected, they have never been mere passive recipients, but active agents. At times they have spoken back, challenging established categories of religion or narratives of knowledge production. A transcultural perspective seeks to shed light on this polyvocality and the discursive struggles inherent in the histories of religious traditions, as well as the history of the academic study of religions. As such, a transcultural approach allows scholars from different disciplinary backgrounds and parts of the world to engage in dialogue, and make heard the multiplicity of voices.[footnoteRef:6] [footnoteRef:7] [3:  4 Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson, “Culture, Power, Place: Ethnography at the End of an Era,” in Culture, Power, Place: Explorations in Critical Anthropology, ed. Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson (Durham: Duke University Press, 1997), 1–2. Andreas Reckwitz, “Die Kontingenzperspektive der ‘Kultur’: Kulturbegriffe, Kulturtheorien und das kulturwissenschaftliche Forschungsprogramm,” in Unscharfe Grenzen: Perspektiven der Kultursoziologie. (Bielefeld: transcript, 2008), 19–23. 15 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978); King, Orientalism and Religion; Morny Joy, “Beyond a God’s Eyeview: Alternative Perspectives in the Study of Religion,” Method & Theory in the Study of Religion 12, no. 1 (2000): 110–140. 16 Joy, “Beyond a God’s Eyeview,” 118. 17 Joy, “Beyond a God’s Eyeview,” 131; Thomas A. Tweed, “On Moving Across: Translocative Religion and the Interpreter’s Position,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 70, no. 2 (2002): 255–260. 18 Jonathan Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early Christianities and the Religions of Late Antiquity, Jordan Lectures in Comparative Religion 14 (Chicago: University of]  [4: 
 21 Gregory P. Grieve and Richard Weiss, “Illuminating the Half-Life of Tradition: Legitimation, Agency, and Counter-Hegemonies,” in Historicizing “Tradition” in the Study of Religion, ed. Steven Engler and Gregory P. Grieve (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2005), 1–8.]  [5: 
 Today, religion can be understood in a variety of ways but many of them are shaped by the historical processes of the nineteenth century; see Nongbri, Before Religion, 15–24. The notion of the religious and the secular as separate spheres is a dominant trope in the modern understanding of religion as a category. On the relation between religion and science and the conceptualization of specific religious traditions as part of a larger religious history, see Michael Bergunder, “‘Religion’ and ‘Science’ within a Global Religious History,” Aries: Journal for the Study of Western Esotericism 16, no. 1 (2016): 86–141. On the pairing of the religious and its “Siamese twin ‘secularism’,” see Talal Asad, “Reading a Modern Classic: W. C. Smith’s The Meaning and End of Religion,” History of Religions 40, no.3 (2001): 221.]  [6:  Daniel P. S. Goh, review of Religion, Tradition and the Popular: Transcultural Views from Asia and Europe, ed. Judith Schlehe and Evamaria Sandkühler, Journal of Contemporary Religion 30, no. 1 (2015): 174–175]  [7:  Berg, E., & Rakow, K. (2016). Religious Studies and Transcultural Studies:: Revealing a Cosmos Not Known Before?. Transcultural Studies, 2016(2), 180-203.
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The logic underlying nation-state functioning influences how religion is framed, discursively constructed and politically controlled. This overlap takes on a problematic appearance when both organizations are studied in light of the same logic. This criticism was first raised almost two decades ago (Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002). As a result, some scholars investigating migration or ethnic and racial relations are increasingly cautious in framing their object of study. These scholars warn researchers about the character of state-related categories, which are intended to sustain and promote specific policies and the danger that such approaches may make the scholars accomplices in further reproducing such categories (Favell 2007; Bakewell 2008; Dahinden 2016; Hui 2016; Horwath, Amelina, and Peters 2017; Korteweg 2017; Schinkel 2018).
In Israel, who is entitled to immigrate to Israel and to receive citizenship is determined by a unified concept of the Jewish religion. The basic concept underlying  most studies of Ethiopian Jewry and especially of Beta Israel, dealt with the conformity of these immigrants to modern day, Israeli, rabbinic Judaism and sought to clarify whether and to what extent they are Jewish. In contrast, the starting point of this study is the desire to examine what is the role of religion in immigration? And a different and which religious practices emerged or were created in the process of immigration.
The consequences of borders: migration and the politics of belonging
More specifically, nation-states create a series of categories through which they justify the mechanisms of (differentiated) inclusion and exclusion. These are implemented through laws, policies and practices. According to nation-state logic, migration is problematic because it blurs the alleged cultural and ethnic homogeneity of the people living within a given national territory (Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002). The boundaries that nation-states establish between those who do and do not belong create several obvious dichotomies such as ‘citizens’ versus ‘foreigners’ and the ‘imagined national community’ versus ‘ethnic or religious others’. These, however, expand to include those in the national community of solidarity who are entitled to the state's welfare benefits versus those who cannot claim (full) access to them (Wimmer 2002). The category ‘migrant’ only makes sense in a dialectic with ‘non-migrant’. The category ‘people with a migration background’ reveals the long-lasting effect of migration-related labels: even though the descendants of migrants are usually citizens of the state in which they reside, they may still be excluded from the imagined national community (Elrick and Schwartzman 2015).
The Transnational and the Transcultural in Migration Studies 
Transnational and transnationalism as academic terms have been the subjects of heavy debate in recent decades (Khagram and Levitt 2008). The groundbreaking work, Nations Unbound (1994) by Basch, Glick-Schiller and Blanc-Szanton, revealed a new approach to migration studies, first in the US and later in the rest of the world. The new approach, initially developed by the three authors in 1992, focused on the social connections and linkages that migrants create and maintain with both their host country and their home country. According to Takeyuki Tsuda (2012), transnationalism was first thought to consist of two components. The first, which he called the transborder aspect, pertained to the economic, political, social, and cultural connections that migrants maintain with their country of origin. The second was the simultaneity aspect, which focused on the fact that migrants engage simultaneously in social fields embedded in two different societies (2012: 632). Tsuda claims that transnational migration theory has developed in a predictable pattern. The first reaction was an “over-enthusiastic application of the concept”, which was followed by “a series of critiques” triggering a debate that brought about a “considerable rethinking and reformulation of the conceptual framework” (2012: 632). One such reformulation was Smith and Guarnizo’s distinction between “transnationalism from above” and “transnationalism from below”. The first referred to activities initiated and maintained by institutional actors such as states, global economic entities, and transnational religious organizations, whereas the second approach reflected the grassroots initiatives and daily-life activities of individuals and smaller groups (Smith and Guarnizo 1998; Adogame 2010). A more recent and comprehensive reformulation and refinement of the term transnationalism appears in the introductory chapter of Khagram and Levitt's Transnational Studies Reader (2008). The transnational approach is still a valuable research paradigm, they contend, because of its specific focus on the “local” within the global. Furthermore, they argue that transnational studies are not only a lens for describing dynamics across or beyond nations or states, but also "an optic or gaze that begins with a world without borders, empirically examines the boundaries and borders that emerge at particular historical moments, and explores their relationship to unbounded arenas and processes. (2008: 5) A 
The Impact of Migration on Patterns of Interreligious Relating 
Although research has made it abundantly clear that religion is important for migrants (Stepick, 2005) and countless studies have focused on the intersection of migration, religion, ethnicity and identity formation (Levitt, 2003; Levitt, 2004; Schreiter, 2009), it is surprising how little attention has been given to the question of whether, and if so how, migration affects patterns of interreligious relating and interreligious coexistence. Research seems to focus mainly on questions such as how migration alters and transforms religious beliefs and practices of specific groups of migrants, how migrants shape their religious community or how migrants negotiate their loyalties to religious communities in the country of origin and the destination country/region.
While current research into transnational religious networks and practices explores the dynamics and implications of transnational exchanges (Glick-Schiller, 1997; Min, 2005; Pitkänen, 2012), it does not seem to examine the question of how migrants’ experiences with religion and religious diversity in the migration context feed back into the contexts of origin. In the few cases that research addresses these issues, the focus seems to be on religio-political ideas and remittances7 rather than on actual people as agents of change (Wilson, 1998; Kurian, 2002). One conclusion is that the need exists for a multi-locational approach to investigate how migration impacts religion: research that examines the full circle of connectedness of migrants and their religious communities, taking into account the role of migrants as agents of change and how their experiences in migration contexts (may) impact religious communities, practices, ideas and patterns of interreligious relating. In order to comprehend how religious alterations affect transnational networks and what impact these fluctuations have on patterns of interreligious relating, it is essential that the various localities and their interfaces be researched interdependently. Thus, a multi-locational approach that investigates all aspects of connectedness between religion and migration and that perceives migrants as potential agents of change in migration contexts as well as in their countries of origin would seem to be a prerequisite for gaining a more in-depth understanding of the dynamics between religion, ethnicity and migration [footnoteRef:8]. [8:  Smith, G. G., & Grodz, S. (2014). Religion, ethnicity and transnational migration between West Africa and Europe. Brill.] 


A. Transnationalism and Religion 
One of the subfields in transnational migration theory that has experienced considerable growth the last decade pertains to transnational religion (Coleman 2000: Vàsquez 2003; Tweed 2006; Levitt 2007; Csordas 2009; Adogame 2010; Ludwig and Asamoah-Gyadu 2011; Grodz and Smith 2014; Frederiks 2015). Publications on this aspect employ the transnational lens as their main theoretical approach to issues of human mobility and religious practices across borders, even if the specific theoretical or practical difference between the transnational versus the migration approach is not always clear. Perhaps the closest one comes to a common definition of scope in these studies is that they are looking for new ways to describe the multiple ways in which religion manifests itself through practices influenced and inspired by multiple localities. Martha Frederiks presents various “transnational religious practices” (2015: 192), an expression that references Peggy Levitt (2004), in order to describe how members of the Redeemed Christian Church of God (RCCG) in London interacts with church headquarters in Nigeria, an example we will return to shortly. Afe Adogame uses the term “transnational migration” to describe the “complex, pendular and multidirectional movement” (2010: 56) of migrants, in order to underscore how their migratory narratives show us that their journey from Africa to Europe is about much more than merely a change of place. Two important works dealing explicitly with the theoretical relationship between migration and religion are Tom Tweed’s Crossing and Dwelling (2006), and Thomas J. Csordas’ edited volume Transnational Transcendence (2009). Tweed’s book is of interest because it underscores the close relationship between spiritual, temporal and spatial trajectories in the everyday lives of Cuban Catholics in Miami, thereby expanding the theoretical approach to studying religion and migration. Csordas’ collection of articles is of importance in light of the variety of approaches it proposes. Several articles draw attention to defining transnationalism (Csordas, Robbins, Matory), others set out to give examples of varied aspects of global religion (Csordas, Cohen, Van der Veer, Kendall), whereas migration and religion is treated by yet other scholars (Özyürek, Pandolfo, Groisman). Csordas suggests in the introduction to the book that the field of transnationalism and religion can best be analyzed through two aspects of religion: portable practice and transportable religion. On the one hand he draws attention to practices that can be easily learned and maintained in new settings, and on the other he points to the premises and promises of religion that are transferrable and translatable, and that lead to the “acquisition of material goods through spiritual means” (2009: 5). 
B. Transculturalism in Religious Studies
 Klaus Hock (2008; 2011) chose to apply the term transcultural to describing the religious aspect of the migratory trajectory. He says that religion is often considered a sector of culture together with the economy, politics, art, and so on, but because such an understanding of both culture and religion evokes the image of static entities it must be discarded. Cultures are hybrid formations, fields of discourse where meaning and interpretation are established in the context of and through complex processes of interaction. (2011: 57) He says further that religion in itself is a “discursive field”, and not a “section” or a “unit” under a cultural umbrella. It should thus be treated as a transcultural category. With reference to Albert Wirz, Hock claims that religion in migratory settings should be studied as processes of translation, adaption, redefinition, and appropriation created in the space where people from different cultural and religious backgrounds meet (2011: 58). Amélé Adamavi-Abo Ekué supports Hock’s claim and terminology but applies the transcultural term in a slightly different way, focusing on the cross-cultural sensitivity skills that many migrants develop. She argues that migration is a “transnational phase in which people experience both vulnerability and strength” (Ekué 2009: 394), and that the migrant religious communities can be “safe spaces” where cross-cultural skills can be developed and where transcultural relations consequently develop with religion at the core of cultural negotiations. With the above discussion in mind, we might conclude with Ekué1 that in recent decades several more specific approaches have developed in the field of migration and religious studies. 
C. Reactive transnationalism
Transnationalism and Discrimination A growing subarea within the transnational literature examines the effect of negative experiences in one context on the strength of transnational ties. Research finds that some transmigrants who experienced individual and institutional discrimination increased their transnational activity (Basch et al. 1994; Smith 2006). This has been defined as “reactive transnationalism” (Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2002). Reactive transnationalism refers to the increase in transnational activity and identification with the homeland among migrants and their descendants due to negative experiences, such as discrimination and low status in the receiving country (Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2002). Reactive transnationalism is rooted in Portes and Rumbaut’s (2001) notion of “reactive ethnicity”. Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo tested the reactive transnationalism hypothesis among Latino men and women in the United States (2002). They found that experiences of discrimination and negative perception increased economic and socio-cultural transnationalism, especially among men (Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2002). Similarly, after experiencing discrimination, French North Africans in Paris reported an increased desire to visit or return-migrate (Castañeda et al. 2014).
D. Hybridity and religion 
According to Homi Bhabha, “hybridity” is “the sign of the productivity of colonial power, its shifting forces and fixities; it is the name for the strategic reversal of the process of domination through disavowal” (Bhabha 1985, p. 154[footnoteRef:9] ). The disavowal that Bhabha appears in the hybrid identity that develops as migrants cease to mimic the colonial identity. Hybridity then allows individuals to control their identity space, by adopting elements of the host land’s culture, while maintaining significant parts of their own ethnic culture. Such an experience is fraught with difficulty but can also present unique opportunities for success. [9:  Bhabha, Homi. 1985. Signs Taken for Wonders: Questions of Ambivalence and Authority under a Tree Outside Delhi May 1817. Critical Inquiry 12: 144–65. [CrossRef] Bhabha, Homi. 1994. The Location of Culture. Milton Park: Routledge. Burns, Alex, Suzanne Morton, and Migrant Resource Centre of Newcastle and Hunter River Region (N.S.W.). 1988. Samoan People of Newcastle N.S.W.. Hamilton: Migrant Resource Centre
Homi K. Bhabha, “Signs Taken for Wonders: Questions of Ambivalence and Authority under a Tree outside Delhi, May 1817,” Critical Inquiry 12, no. 1 (Autumn 1985): 154. 14. Jan Nederveen Pieterse, Globalization and Culture: Global Mélange (Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, 2004), 58–59. 15. Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1935), December 25.
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Hybrid, which I argue aligns with Homi Bhabha’s argument of hybridity in the “third space”, is a place where “even the same signs can be appropriated, rehistoricized and read anew” (Bhabha 1994, p. 37). 
Hybridity allows us to see beyond binaries. It brings into focus the other, as something dynamic, open, and creative. Hybridity is a lens to look at the in-betweenness of binaries such as secular versus religious, modem versus traditional in contemporary societies.

The Research Population – Zera Beita Israel
Ethiopian Jews preserved their religious identity in Ethiopia for many generations, developing in isolation from the rest of the Jewish world, but with ongoing contact with Ethiopian culture and beliefs (Corinaldi, 2001*). The Ethiopian Jewish community in Israel is comprised of two main groups: Beita Israel and the Falashmura – Zera Beita Israel. The main difference between the two groups was religious, and later led to differences in culture, lifestyle and processes of immigration to Israel.
The members of the Beita Israel community are Jews who maintained their Jewishness throughout their lives. The great majority of them arrived in Israel up to 1991. Many of the Beita Israel immigrants came from villages in Ethiopia (mostly in northern Ethiopia) and adhered to a Jewish rural lifestyle. The first of these immigrants arrived in Israel in the 1950s and the rest, comprising most of the immigrants, arrived in two large scale operations: Operation Moses in 1984-1985 and Operation Solomon in 1991. The community adhered to a religious Jewish life style based on the "Orit" – the written Torah. 
The Zera Beita Israel (Falashmura) community is defined by Israel's High Court of Appeals as "being of ethnic Jewish origin (Beita Israel) who converted to Christianity because of specific circumstances of time, place and environment. At the same time, they preserved their uniqueness, partly because of distinctions and aversions of their non-Jewish neighbors. Now they seek to return to their Judaism and to immigrate to Israel (High Court of Appeals 3317/93). The conversion of Zera Beita Israel members to Christianity is attributable to several factors. The last years of the 19th century were a critical period for the Jews of Ethiopia. This period is known in Ethiopian history as "kapo-ken" – the bad time, in which the Jews of Ethiopia were enmeshed in a chain of serious crises. Years of drought, hunger and plagues had afflicted the area. Many died, entire villages were eradicated, thousands were uprooted from their homes and drifted from place to place. Many villages were destroyed in the war that broke out between the Ethiopians and Muslim Dervish invaders from Sudan. During the period of the Kaiser Yohannes, conversion to Christianity was made obligatory. Because of problems of survival, the weakening of Beita Israel's spiritual leadership and religious institutions and the vigorous activity of Christian missionaries from Europe, some members of the community converted to Christianity, mainly as a means of survival and as a way to continue to reside in their environment (Waldman, 1995). Some of the converts led Christian lives according to the customs of the Orthodox Ethiopian community, but this conversion was not attributable to the recognition of Christianity as a superior religion to Judaism, but rather as a means of survival (Corinaldi, 2001). Members of the Zera Beita Israel contend that their non-Jewish lifestyle was the result of their being offspring of anusim – converts whose parents or grandparents had been coerced into conversion. In other words, their ancestors were only outwardly Christian while attempting as much as possible to preserve at least part of Ethiopian Judaism customs. Furthermore, they contended, their separation from Ethiopian Judaism was not absolute. Groups of Zera Beita Israel members retained their original social frameworks and maintained ties with Beita Israel families. As can be seen from research (e.g., Salamon, 1993; Shabtai, 2006; Cohen, 2006; Talmi Cohn, 2018; Seeman, 2009), while Zera Beita Israel left the Jewish religion, their conversion to Christianity was far from complete. Therefore, the converts and their descendants were in a state of constant liminality. On the one hand, conversion did not lead to full assimilation with the Christians, including rights and equal treatment, and on the other, Zera Beita Israel members were not integrated in Beita Israel. The group was not fully accepted by either the Ethiopian Christians or by Beita Israel and remained suspended between the two populations. The arrival in Israel of Zera Beita Israel immigrants began after Operation Solomon (1993) and has continued sporadically until the writing of this article. It should be noted that most of the immigrants to Israel in these years are Christian converts (Zera Beita Israel) and a minority are Christians (immigrants to Israel mainly because of mixed marriages). It is important to note that the process of reinstating Beita Zera Israel to Judaism was not based on the "Orit". Rather members were required to undergo a full conversion process according to Halacha (Jewish law) and the Judaism they returned to was the halachic Judaism prevailing in Israel. This fascinating issue (which requires additional studies) confronts us with a contrast between two Jewish religious conceptions and the question of how the establishment perceives who is a Jew. The return to halachic Judaism and not to the Orit reflects the strength of the establishment and the state in defining what is acceptable and what is not with regard to immigrants: who is "in" and who is "out."
Doubts about the State's Attitude and Immigration Laws  
Analysis of the government's decisions and of discussions of the Immigration, Absorption and Diaspora Committee as well as those of the Ministry of Interior and Environmental Protection Committee from 1991 to 2021, together with analysis of texts from the media clearly delineate their definition of Zera Beita Israel in terms of Christianity and Judaism, and in terms of those who belong and those who do not.
Questions about their Jewishness, the existence of transit camps, their entry to Israel under the Law of Entry or for humanitarian reasons (as opposed to entrance under the Law of Return) and their recognition as full citizens only after completion of the conversion process emphasize the equivocal status of Zera Beita Israel members politically and bureaucratically. The establishment and broad swaths of Israeli society are ambivalent about the question of who is a Jew and who is entitled to oleh status in Israel. Opinions range from those who support immigration based on rabbinical edicts and halachic opinions that recognize Zera Beita Israel's Jewishness and support their immigration based on Jewish lifestyle, religious practices and their choice to affiliate with and see themselves as part of the Jewish people, to those on the other side who oppose this approach. The latter have difficulty accepting a definition which allows in immigrants who are not entitled to entry by the Law of Return and whose identity, in the Jewish-Christian context, is complex. 
The most salient expression of this negative view is a case submitted to Israel's High Court of Appeals in 2022 which emphasizes that upholding the decision to continue to allow Zera Beita Israel to immigrate to Israel will enable Christians to enter the country. The attitudes and experiences with which the immigrants must cope, both in Ethiopia and in Israel, require that they justify their Jewishness throughout the process.
To summarize: About 150 years ago, Zera Beita Israel began their historic journey as Beita Israel, by converting and living in villages as Christians (even if the locals continued to identify them as Beita Israel). They arrived at transit camps where they began a process of reinstatement in Judaism, immigrated to absorption centers in Israel where they underwent a conversion process and now they reside in Israel. The Judaism to which the process returned them was halachic Judaism and not Orit, the Judaism of Beita Israel.
This article presents how the movement between Jewish-Christian categories, halachic Judaism and Beita Israel Judaism, the processes of immigration and the transitions in the various stations – village, transit camps, absorption centers and permanent housing – created transnational and hybrid areas of activity, religious patterns and concepts.


3. Methods
3.1 Design and Sample
For the study, protocols were scanned and analyzed from meetings of the Immigration Absorption and Diaspora Committee and the Knesset's Interior Ministry Committee from 1991 to 2022 that addressed the issue of immigration from Ethiopia. The protocols of committee discussions between 1999 and 2022 are accessible to the public on the Committees' internet site, and the protocols from 1991 to 1999 were retrieved from the Knesset archives. Together with the protocols, media publications were examined that addressed potential changes of policy and reflected value-based attitudes about the proposed policy. Emphasis was placed on the committee protocols because they were the most significant arena in which various parties (or their representatives) expressed their views. The protocols also provided background information about preliminary discussions that preceded decision making and also revealed the extent to which decisions about immigration were implemented. Through documentation of the various attitudes and the manner in which they were expressed, it is possible to learn about the nature of public discourse and its underlying assumptions pertaining to Zera Beita Israel and their immigration to Israel. In the discussions, the issue of Zera Beita Israel was examined in terms of their situation in Ethiopia, questions about their status and their immigration. Analysis of the protocols was cross-sectional, not chronological, and dealt with themes that emerged during analysis. At a later date, articles from the main media in Israel in 2010-2022 were analyzed. 
In addition, ethnographic field work was carried out between 2005 and 2012 in Ethiopia and Israel.
The article is based on interviews conducted from 2005 to 2007 in the transit camp in Gondar with youngsters waiting for immigration, and on 10 interviews conducted in Israel in 2022. The interviews in Israel were held with eight men and two women who immigrated to Israel after 2005 when they were age 12 or older and had lived in the transit camps in Addis Ababa or Gondar. They have been in Israel for 10 to 15 years. Three of the interviewees in Israel had also been interviewed in Gondar. The remaining seven were not. Seven of the interviewees are married with young children.  I made their acquaintance years ago in Ethiopia. Each interview lasted from one to two hours and was held in their homes or in public spaces. The participants provided answers to semi-structured questions about issues pertaining to immigration, religious practices and conceptions and the connection between Ethiopia and Israel. The interviews were conducted individually, and were recorded and transcribed. Afterwards, thematic analysis was conducted to identify repeated themes.
3.2. Analytic Approach
All interviews were recorded and transcribed. Using narrative analysis (Riessman, 2008; De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2011), the researcher identified patterns, themes and categories. Using qualitative interpretive approach in this research views the subjects’ reality as a whole rather than in isolated segments. By focusing on the unique subjectivity of our interviewees, we aimed at depicting their world through their own cultural lens and their location within it (Sabar & Shir, 2019).

4. Results
a. Religion as a resource for coping with migration (הדת כמשאב להתמודד עם ההגירה)
During the process of waiting and then immigrating to Israel, the immigrants experience both formal and informal religious transitions. In the transit camps, they undergo a process of return to Judaism mostly through informal systems (such as NGO's and the community), while in Israel, in the absorption centers, the process of return to Judaism is more establishment-based, including the conversion process. Participation in Jewish religious communities and in community spaces such as the synagogue, schools and later the youth movements, constituted a significant resource for dealing with the feelings connected to waiting, belonging and social and personal security in each of the spaces they passed through, as was related by Falka, Tago and Muloalem: 
I took the chain with the cross, I removed it and put on a chain with a Magen David, and a kippa [head covering]. In this way I said to myself and to everyone that I am a Jew. Afterwards I went to the synagogue and the community school and there we talked about Israel and Judaism and it make me happy (Falka, 2005).
Tago, who waited in Gondar for nine years, told me: When I learn Hebrew, prayers or songs of Israel with my friends, I feel good, it gives me hope.
The synagogue is a significant community space where Judaism and Hebrew are taught and messages from representatives of Israel are transmitted. These, together with the establishment of Bnei Akiva [religious] youth movement branches in the transit camps and the introduction of religious community events separate those waiting from the local population. These activities strengthen them and express more strongly the role of religion as a practical tool for coping with the long wait. 
Religion, in various forms, continues to serve as a resource for coping with the immigrant process in Israel as well, as Muloalem, who has been in Israel for 15 years, related to me:
I arrived in Israel, every morning I would go to the synagogue near the absorption center, all the Farang saw me and knew me. It took a long time until they allowed me to go up to the Torah and even then not everyone was happy about it, but I knew that it was really important for me to know and to understand a lot. That's how I got to know the Farang who invited me to Friday night and holiday meals where I met all sorts of people… A few years later I moved into an apartment and I also wanted to go to synagogue. Their welcome was less hearty, and you know how it is…we were busy and I worked a lot so I decided that I know I am Jewish and Jewish enough, so I can go to synagogue only on Shabbat and on holidays. Since then I also found a synagogue I like so I go there from time to time. I am not as religious as I once was but I am Jewish and I observe the mitzvoth [commandments] (Muloalem 2022).
It is obvious that religious activities represent a significant resource that helps immigrants to deal with the difficult experience of waiting and then of absorption. In the transit camp, adopting a Jewish religious identity provides a sense of belonging to the community and tools emphasizing religious identity facilitates a feeling of fitting in. It would not be an exaggeration to say that it constitutes a key to life in Israel. After many years in Israel the interviewees relate that for them Jewish religious identity is obvious and they don't always feel the need to prove it with external practices such as wearing a kippa and they can continue to act as they believe. 
b. Religion as a boundary signifying national and social belonging
Analysis of government decisions and media headlines provides greater depth to the discussion about the immigration of Zera Beta Israel and defining them as Jews. Doubts about their Jewishness have accompanied the Zera Beta Israel community as far back as the Rubinstein Committee of 1991[footnoteRef:10], in media headlines such as "The Falashmura are not Jews. Don't bring them to Israel "(2016)[footnoteRef:11] and in a suit submitted to the High Court of Appeals in February 2022 which contended that those in waiting are "foreign nationals and not Jews from Ethiopia". Together they emphasize how the religious issue serves as the key to entering to Israel and to remaining there as citizens. Analysis of the discourse reveals that the main arguments about the community seek to distinguish between its Christianity and Jewishness. Religion as a category is understood by examining separate units of different religions, each of which is perceived as homogenous. The strongly held attitude by some establishment representatives is that the community as a homogenous unit is not Jewish. This is exemplified by the words of the Interior Ministry in a Knesset discussion: "For 20 years they have been bringing in people who are not Jews, not the sons of Jews and not the grandchildren of Jews. These immigrants deviate from the Law of Return and therefore they were brought in as part of a government decision" (27.11.22). In the present case, the religious question also includes discourse expressing doubts about the Jewishness of Zera Beta Israel based among other things on hierarchical conceptions of religion.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Add]  [11:  Add]  [12:  Add] 

This categorical conception underlies covert and overt components of establishment and interpersonal behaviors in life spaces such as schools, synagogues and at times work places. It is responsible for not accepting children to a school because of doubts about their being Jewish (Petach Tikva, 2009), or not being accepted for work because of doubts about the Jewishness of the applicants. 
The Zera Beita Israel community must deal with this concept every day, as is described by xxx:
When I look at all this over the years, [I see] the attempt to define me and my attempts to define myself as a Jew or a Christian, as an Ethiopian or an Israeli. For many years I felt that people were looking for a justification for having brought me here. For one thing I'm OK as a Jew and for another it's OK that I'm in Israel. I remember that in high school some teachers did not completely believe I was Jewish and the truth is that I myself did not always understand. I saw my mother had a cross tattoo, I wore a kippa and all the time I tried to understand. She believed truly in Judaism but the tattoo with the cross was not in place. Today, when I've grown up and I've studied, I know that yes, I am a Jew. But all the time they gave me a feeling that I am not completely a Jew and I was young so I believed it. You know how hard it is to be in a religious school when all of the others doubt that you're Jewish and you yourself don't know what you are and you try to be the most religious. Today I'm angry about that (xxx 2022). 
c. Religion as a heterogeneous and varied unit (within the community)
Plethora of religious experiences:
The immigration process of Zera Beit Israel includes a process of transition from the historic Judaism of Ethiopian Jewry (Orit) to Christianity, and from Christianity to halachic Judaism. Throughout the immigration process, most members maintain complex relations with each of these groups, in terms of relations to Orit, to Christianity and to Halacha, both in terms of ideological conceptions, life practices and contact with people (friends/family etc.).
I am Jewish, my aunt married a Christian but when he immigrated to Israel he underwent a conversion process and he really keeps Jewish law and Judaism. You know, for example, on Shabbat and holidays he says the blessings and he talks about Abraham, Isaac and Jacob… (Dasta, 2022).
We established a synagogue of new immigrants, well, not really new but with our group. We follow Halacha according the rabbinate in Israel but we also keep things that are connected to Ethiopia, for example in blessings for adults, in food that we bring for the Groom's Shabbat that are both Farang and Injera. We are always trying to fit in I know that it's not like the Beta Israel synagogue but more like the Farang. We have an Ethiopian rabbi but he follows the Halacha, not the Kes (Yosef, 2022). 
My parents and I go to the Farang synagogue. It's close to our house and they welcomed us very nicely. Father and mother go every Friday, Shabbat and holidays and I go from time to time… It doesn't matter to them that they don't speak Amharic there, they are happy to be there. Slowly another few who my parents know joined, but the majority are Farang  (xxx 2022).
I know that in Israel few people go to church. My wife's family, some of them go but I know who I am and who my family is. I cannot decide about others, only about me and my children… of course I speak with them and everything but I don't do holidays that aren't mine with them and sometimes I argue with them. I tell them why did you come to Israel, why are you doing those things. But at the end you have to remember that we are all people, we are all family. If we are tolerant and if we give our children and their children a good education, a strong Jewish education, everything will be good (Desta)

A variety of religious levels
In the village in Ethiopia everyone is religious. In Israel we see there are many types of Jews, secular, traditional, religious. They always expect us to be religious, to prove that we are Jews, so that they'll see we are religious. We immigrated to Israel, and they sent me to a religious school, they gave us difficult examinations to check our circumcision, they gave us a test that I can't forget to this day, to see if I'm Jewish. Today, when I'm an adult, I understand things differently. And that I'm from Ethiopia does not mean that I always have to prove how religious I am or that I'm a Jew. I know that I'm a Jew and what I know and believe in my heart is what's important… You know, in the Judaism test they asked us about blessings – blessings are words and not necessarily belief. What's important is mainly the belief in the heart and what you explain to your children. I know I'm Jewish and I believe in God. Now even if someone tells me something else I don't care (Mulo, 2022). 
On Shabbat, I drove to a brit (circumcision) at the community synagogue. I wondered how all of the others arrived. I know that some of the distant family came to sleep over with the family that lives nearby but what about all the others?  I got there on Shabbat morning and I parked the car far from the synagogue. No one asked me about how I got there, there was this silent pact, everyone knows I come from far away and that I'm secular. I saw there were some other young ones who came with a car and parked far away. Throughout Shabbat in the synagogue and afterwards everyone observed and honored the Shabbat. No telephones, no electricity, no fire but I went to the neighbor's house, and there I saw some of the youngsters in a room with the cellphones (Field diary 2021).
What arises from the interviews is that with the passing of years, as the younger generation grows up, the level of religiosity becomes more varied. Among the adults, the religious concept is strong. All the interviewees described their parents as Shabbat observant. In contrast, among the youngsters all the interviewees defined themselves as Jews but with varied religious practices. 
Look, we have them all, those who are strongly religious, almost haredim [ultra-orthodox]… One who lives in Beit Shemesh, he really got deep into religion, you wouldn't believe it. And then there are those who are religious with a knitted kippa, and those without a kippa but they keep the commandments, and there are those who have become secular, exactly like you. The Farang also have them all…I do think that with us we believe more strongly in God and Judaism because I haven't met anyone else who told me he doesn't believe in any God, and they always talk about God, at meetings and so on… It's not like everyone is one way or another (Mulo, 2022). 
Religion and culture in the hybrid space after immigration
In the Ethiopian villages, the conceptions of religion and culture tie them closely together. Religion is an inherent interwoven part of daily life in most villages. In the villages and transit camps the prevailing conception is that everyone believes in something (God, Jesus, Mohammed) and the idea of secularism (in its various modes) is almost unknown. Expressions such as "in the village there is no such thing as secular, you've got to believe in something" (Gondar, 2006) or " mainly in this village, a cross in Ethiopia is not only a symbol of Christianity, it's a symbol of culture (husband in Amharic), of shared life (Gondar, 2009). The immigration process introduces various life concepts about how religion and culture are connected. In Israel, religion and culture can be separated in daily life, something that challenges the Ethiopian religious concept. In this way, the celebration of holidays (without prayer) can sometimes be perceived as an experience of social or cultural memory. 
For example, Ziona relates: We celebrated Rosh Hashana in the village in Ethiopia, Ankotatch, it was really happy. We danced and sang and I remember that when I was small there were lots of yellow flowers. In Israel, when we immigrated, we did not celebrate it, we only watched television with my parents, what happens in Ethiopia. Now, after many years in Israel, we say that maybe we'll have a joyful gathering with the family, we'll drink buna or be happy together. On Facebook I also saw that we're talking about it. For example, if I celebrate this doesn't mean I am not Israeli or Jewish but that I respect what was in Ethiopia. That was also my culture (Ziona, Israel 2022). 
And Mulo notes: When there are holidays in Ethiopia, for example timkat, I want to watch and remember what it was. That doesn't mean I believe in it, I don't pray like there but I see Ethiopia on television in the holidays. I have friends who traveled there to see the timkat. The holiday reminds them of the culture of Ethiopia and the atmosphere, you know…I am Jewish and my children are Jewish but I don't forget what was, it's part of who I am today and if I know how to accept this with love, I know that it will be better for my children and for me (Mulo).
When it came to weddings in Israel we had a lot to talk about. On the one hand, we wanted the [marriage ceremony] to be with boys and girls together, like in Ethiopia, with songs in Amharic and in Hebrew. There was a rabbi from the rabbinate who said all the blessings exactly as you're supposed to, and in general, everything was the way they told us in the rabbinate, the mikveh and all… But about dancing, there were arguments: boys and girls separate like the religious do in Israel or together like in our culture. I thought that if we made it mixed it doesn't mean we are not religious or Jewish. It's our culture and it's better that we should respect it so that we can be really happy (Adana, 2022). 
Sometimes people think that if you walk around in Ethiopian clothing or with Ethiopian symbols you're not Israeli or Jewish. When I was new in Israel I was really afraid at first that that's how they would think of me. Today I don't care. I walk the way I want. I know who I am.  

Discussion
דת בהגירה מאתגרת קטגוריות בינאריות של דת- חילוני דתי, יהודי נוצרי. פרקיקטות תרבותיות משתלבות בתוך הדתיות ומייצרות מרחבים טראנסלאומיים 
אלמנטים אלו מציגים בין היתר את המורכבות הקיימת בתפיסות הדת אצל העולים. אם השיח "עליהם" מורכב מיחידות בינאריות של נוצרים או יהודים" השיח שלהם מורכב מרבדים שונים וריבוי צדדים בדומה למהגרים שונים בעולם. התנועה בין סוגי דת שונים לצד הבחינה המוצהרת בתפיסה דת יהודית, לבין רמות דתיות שונות ועירוב ההיבט התרבותי והדתי יוצר מצב של היברדיות המאופיינת במסגרת דתית יהודית. הממסד והחברה מביעים ספקות רבות לגבי האפשרות ההיברידית תרבותית דתית אך מהראיונות עולה שדווקא התנהלות היברידיות מאפשרת תחושת שייכות וקיום בישראל. תהליכים היברידים הם ארוכי תווך חלקם נוצרים כמהלכים חברתיים שנים רבות לאחר תהליך העלייה וחלקם כתגובת נגד למדיניות או לחברה המערערת על היותם יהודים. 
Limitations of the study
All the interviewees immigrated to Israel after the age of 12 and define themselves as Jews. The study does not refer to the older generation who have had deeper experiences in relation to Christianity or to those who do not define themselves as Jews
.
