Shabbat Mornings
With  Savta ISRAEL 
Her grandmother doesn’t want her to come visit her on Shabbat by  public transportation. She believes a Jewish state should not have  buses running on the sabbath. But the granddaughter feels this is  hypocritical.
Every Saturday morning, I push off that deep desire I have to stay in bed. I  peel off my warm comforter, gingerly place my feet onto the cold tile floor,  and get dressed quickly to visit my grandmother, Savta. Savta lives alone, on  the other side of Haifa.  
Aside from Saturday being a day off, it’s also Shabbat. I don’t do much by way  of Shabbat, but Savta does. She keeps all the rules and all the customs. When  I come to visit on Shabbat, Savta always serves her home-baked challah  bread, and I make the kiddush blessing over sweet wine. Together, to Savta’s  great delight, we eat her old-style Jerusalem kugel. Every week we keep  each other company, discuss whatever is on Savta’s still-sharp mind, and  touch the traditions that go back millennia.  
One morning, Savta put down her cup of tea and announced, “I don’t want  you to take a bus to get to me on Shabbat anymore.” 
“What? You don’t want me to visit?” 
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“Of course I want you to visit,” Savta said, smiling. “But not on a public bus  on Shabbat. There shouldn’t even be a bus service on Shabbat. This country  feels so much less Jewish than when I was a child. What is this country for if  it doesn’t feel Jewish? So please don’t take buses to get to me on Shabbat  anymore.”  
“But doesn’t my visit to you on Shabbat make you feel Jewish?” I asked. 
“It’s what gives me personal pleasure. But it’s not what makes the country  feel Jewish. A country feels Jewish by how its public spaces look and feel. Of  course, individuals should do what they want, but the country as a whole  needs to preserve and strengthen its sense of Jewishness.” 
“So what does that mean? You want me to take a taxi to you on Shabbat  instead?”  
“Yes,” said Savta. 
“What, taxi drivers don’t have to keep Shabbat?” I pressed. 
“Taxi drivers are individuals who can decide their own personal practice,  just like me and you. I don’t mind you breaking Shabbat to get here. Your  religiosity is your business. But buses are a government business, a public  statement. Shutting down buses on Shabbat says something about the  importance of national symbols of rest on Shabbat.”  
“Oh, Savta. I don’t know. That feels like you’re trying to have your kugel and  eat it too. Either the country should impose rules for Shabbat or it shouldn’t.  Taxis okay but buses not? It sounds really inconsistent.” I paused. “And,  anyway, twenty percent of the country isn’t Jewish. What about them?”  
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Savta pursed her lips.  
“I’ve said what I have to say. You do with it what you want.” The conversation was over.  
Both she and I knew that I would start taking taxis. I wasn’t going to leave  her all alone on Shabbat for the right to take public transportation. And  besides, my taking a taxi wasn’t going to change municipal policy overnight  anyway.  
But it didn’t sit right with me. I knew this was going to be an ongoing  disagreement between us for some time to come.
Guiding Questions 
• Where would you come down on the disagreement?   
• Do you agree with Savta or with her granddaughter? 
• If you believe there should be public transportation in Israel on Shabbat,  do you think there is anything Israel should do that would mark Shabbat  as different from the rest of the week? 
55 
Background
It is significant that this story takes place in Haifa. Haifa is the only city in  Israel where public transportation does run on the Jewish Sabbath. All other  cities close down their buses and trains from Friday afternoon until late  Saturday. For anyone spending Shabbat in Jerusalem or Tel Aviv, there is a  marked difference in the atmosphere of a modern city, where most shops  are closed and where no buses roar along the streets. In Haifa public  transportation is less frequent on Shabbat than on other days of the week,  but is still very much present.  
At the end of this story the granddaughter mentions that around one out of  every five Israelis in the country is not Jewish. Most are Muslim, and a  minority are Christian or Druse. Their day of rest is Friday or Sunday, and  tends to be marked by fewer restrictions in the public sphere. Fourteen  percent of Haifa’s residents are Christian Arab, and around four percent are  Muslim Arab. One quarter of Haifa residents are Jewish immigrants from  Russia, who tend not to observe an orthodox Shabbat.  
The fact that most places in Israel do not run public transportation harkens  back to an agreement that David Ben-Gurion came to with the ultra Orthodox World Agudat Israel Organization in 1947. This was one year  before the establishment of the State of Israel, and the UN was investigating  the kind of state that the Zionists might create. As Ben-Gurion wrote in his  introduction to the agreement letter: “The approval of the United Nations ...  will not be possible unless the state provides freedom of conscience for all  its citizens and makes it clear we have no intention of establishing a  theocratic state. The Jewish state will also have non-Jewish citizens— Christians and Muslims—and full equal rights for all citizens and the absence  of coercion and discrimination in religious affairs must be guaranteed in  advance.” As part of this agreement, all sides agreed that “the legal day of  rest in the Jewish state will be Saturday, obviously permitting Christians  
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and members of other faiths to rest on their weekly holiday.” 
The phrase “legal day of rest” was left open to interpretation, one of which  has been that there should be no public transportation on the Jewish  Sabbath. The exception to the rule was Haifa, which had always prided itself  on being a mixed city. Grandma has grown frustrated with this exception.  
In 2019-2020 several other cities experimented with public transportation  on Shabbat. These moves were roundly condemned by ultra-Orthodox  leaders in particular, who moved to make sure the law forbade contravening  the “status quo” in this way. MK Tamar Zandberg fought for the buses to  keep running on Shabbat, so as to help out in particular those who do not  own a car. If, Zandberg went on to opine, the government bans public  transportation on Shabbat, they should also insist that the government 
provided cars given to every minister should also remain unused throughout  the sabbath! (Her recommendation was not adopted.)
Questions for further exploration 
• Should a Jewish space operate according to Jewish traditions? • Is a Jewish state (with 20 percent non-Jewish citizens) a Jewish space? • Which other countries do things according to their particular culture? • What particular ways of doing things are upheld in your country? 
• Should a country uphold certain ways of doing things based on its  particular culture, even if a minority does not want to sustain them? 
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Thoughts to return to  after a night's sleep 
1 I wish I’d said … 
2 That idea I rejected, now that I think about it … 3 That whole conversation reminded me of …
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