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ISRAELI CIVICS 101

Remember your high school Civics Class...
when you learned about the organization 
and function of American government, 
something you probably found complicated 
and confusing?  Imagine how much more 
difficult such a study is for citizens of the state 
of Israel, whose political system makes that 
of the U.S. appear clear and straightforward. 
The difficulty of understanding “Israeli 
Civics” is evident in the reply received from 
one of our Jewish friends in “the Land” (hah-
er-ets in Hebrew)—the name commonly 
given to Israel—when asked to explain:

“We do not have too much  
know-how on the system ourselves.  

One thing we do know:   
If you’ve got ten Jews, you have 

eleven prime ministers!”

In an effort to provide some understanding 
of this challenging subject, we offer the 
following points of information:

The Knesset Building in Jerusalem, home of Israel’s legislature

>	 Though it is a democracy, the only one 
in the Middle East, Israel does not have a 
constitution, but rather operates with a set 
of basic laws adopted in the early days of 
modern statehood (1948 and following).  
Resistance to adoption of a constitution was, 
and is, based on the position of religious Jews 
that there should be no “wall of separation” 
between Judaism and the state, since Israel is 
a Jewish state.

>	 The three branches of government are the 
judicial (supreme court and lower courts), 
the legislative (the 120-member Knesset), 
and the executive (president, who is elected 
by the Knesset to this largely ceremonial and 
powerless position, and prime minister, who 
is usually the leader of the dominant political 
party represented in the Knesset).

>	 Unlike the U.S. congress, representation 
in the Knesset is not based on geography, 
but rather on the percentage of total votes 
received by the various political parties in 
the general election held every four years.  
To put it another way, voters do not vote 
for candidates, but for political parties, and 
the number of Knesset seats given to each 
party is based on how many votes that party 
received.  For example, a party receiving 
10 percent of the total votes cast would be 
entitled to 10 percent of the Knesset seats 
(twelve of the 120).

>	 The most challenging part of this system 
results from the existence of at least fifteen 
major political parties (including several 
Arab parties), and numerous smaller ones, 
vying for votes in the general election, each 
receiving some seats in the Knesset, so long 
as it receives at least 2 percent of the votes 
cast.  It then becomes the responsibility of 

continued >>

THE JEWISH VIEW OF  
LIFE AFTER DEATH
(Olam Ha-Ba, pronounced oh-LAHM hah-
BAH, literally “the world to come”) 

Editor’s Note: For a number of years Phyllis 
and I lived in an apartment community where 
many of our neighbors were Jewish.  We grew 
especially close to an elderly couple who lived 
down the hall from our eighth floor apartment.  
One day as I exited the elevator, Ada met me and 
asked, “Roger, do we (Jews) believe in Heaven?”  
This issue of Heart’s Desire addresses a subject 
about which even Jews, like Ada, are uncertain. 
—RLW

Perhaps... the best one-word description 
of rabbinical teaching on, and Jewish 
understanding of, the subject is, vague.  
Certain general ideas are rather widely held, 
while specific details are sparse and vary greatly 
within Judaism.

In general
> Most Jews agree that there is some kind of 
life after death, based upon a limited number 
of Old Testament Scripture references (Job 
19:25–26; Psalm 16:9–11; Isaiah 26:19; Daniel 
12:2), but even more the result of a belief in an 
almighty God who is just, necessitating a world 
beyond this one, a world where He will make 
things right and correct the ills and injustices of 
this present world.

> Most Jews believe that our focus should be 
upon this life—and how we can make it better 
for ourselves and others—rather than on the 
next (Tikkun Olam, “perfection of the world,” 
see Heart’s Desire 9:2).  They point out that an 
obsession with the afterlife sometimes leads to 
atrocities like the Spanish Inquisition (justifying 
torture of the mortal body so that the immortal 
soul might be saved), and often leads to neglect 
of one’s earthly humanitarian duties (being 
so “heavenly-minded” that one is no “earthly 
good”).  This is why the subject of the afterlife 
is rarely discussed in Reform, Conservative, or 
Orthodox Jewish circles.

> Most Jews maintain that we should leave 
the matter of the afterlife in God’s hands, 
including the issue of who goes where after 
death.  Consequently, Jews do not distinguish 
between Jews and non-Jews regarding life after 
death, but rather between the just and unjust, 
the devout and profane, the good and bad.  
This thought is evident in the traditional prayer 
(Bracha) recited at a Jewish funeral:  “Blessed art 
thou, O Lord our God, Master of the universe, 
the true Judge.”

Specifically
> There is considerable variety in Jewish 
opinions regarding the resurrection of the body, 
as there was in Jesus’ day when the Pharisees 
taught the resurrection of the dead and the 

Sadducees held the view that there will 
be no bodily resurrection (Matthew 
22:23).  There is even a small segment 
of Judaism (mostly adherents to 
Kabbalah, Jewish mysticism) which 
holds the view of transmigration of 
the soul (reincarnation).

> Whether a Jew believes in bodily 
resurrection, or not, there is the nearly 
universally held view that man bears 

Jewish Graves on The Mount of 
Olives, Jerusalem



the divine image in his body.  Rabbi Yechiel 
Eckstein writes, “When God breathed a divine 
soul of life into man’s body, it was transformed 
from mere matter into a holy vessel bearing 
the image of God.”  (What You Should Know 
About Jews and Judaism, 156)  This conviction 
underlies the doctrine of kibbud hamet 
(“honoring the dead”) and is at the heart of all 
Jewish laws related to burial (see Heart’s Desire 
4:4).

> Some Jews believe that when the Messiah 
appears there will be a resurrection of the dead 
and that the bodies of those who lived a pious 
life will roll underground to the Holy Land 
to be resurrected and accompany Moshiach 
(Messiah) when he enters Jerusalem from the 
Mount of Olives.  This explains why many 

Jews are buried with a small packet of soil from 
Israel in the casket and why thousands of Jews 
from all over the world arrange to be buried 
on the Mount of Olives (to beat the rush!), as 
depicted in the photograph.

So Then
> The Jewish view of the afterlife precludes 
assurance of salvation or certainty of a heavenly 
home, which might also explain a reticence to 
think or talk about life after death.
> The New Testament stands in pronounced 
contrast to rabbinical Judaism in its clear 
statements regarding Heaven, the resurrection 
of the dead, and assurance of salvation.  
(2 Corinthians  5:1–8; Philippians 1:23–24;  
1 Corinthians 15:22; John 14:1–6;  
1 Thessalonians 4:13–18)
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CAN I GET THAT 
WITH CHOPSTICKS?

It is a well established fact 
that Jewish people love 
Chinese food, a seemingly 
unlikely connection, but 
one acknowledged in 
Nonna Gorilovskaya’s 
humorous introduction 
to her interview with 
food writer and restaurant 
critic, Andrew Coe, in the 
November/December 2009 issue of the Jewish 
magazine, Moment.

Twas the night before Christmas
and there was hardly a sound,
as Jews jumped in their cars
and drove to Chinatown.
Their orders were given to waiters with care,
in hopes that wonton soup 
soon would be there.

The children finished their noodles
and nestled in their beds,
while visions of fortune cookies
danced in their heads.
Now, Moment takes an inquiring look,
at how this love affair
with Chinese food took.

Coe lists four reasons for this bagel-
egg roll companionship:
1. In the early nineteen hundreds, 
sons and daughters of Jewish 
immigrants from Eastern Europe 
first ventured outside their very 
tight ethnic community in New 
York’s Lower East Side by visiting 
the “exotic” restaurants of New 
York’s Chinatown.
2. Many New York restaurants 
discriminated against Jews and 
refused to serve them, while 

proprietors of Chinese restaurants welcomed 
everyone, regardless of race or ethnicity 
(probably due to their own horrific 
experience with bigotry).
3. Most Chinese restaurants are open 365 
days a year, including Christmas, when other 
restaurants are closed.
4. Chinese cooking is vegetable-based, rather 
than meat or dairy-based, making it much 
more compatible with kosher dietary laws.
And the rest is history!!!

the head of the party with the most seats (the 
prime minister) to form a coalition of these 
parties into a majority of members in order 
to pass legislation.

See, we told you it’s complicated, but it 
is democratic and will likely be the system 
under which Israel is governed until that 
glorious day foreseen by the prophet Isaiah:

And many people shall go and say, Come ye, 
and let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, 
to the house of the God of Jacob; and he will 
teach us of his ways, and we will walk in his 
paths; for out of Zion shall go forth the law, 
and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem.  
(Isaiah 2:3)

JEWISH VOICES
While the liberal Jewish voice is loud in the 
media, the conservative Jewish voice has 
its bullhorn, too.  Among the numerous 
American Jewish journalists, here are four 
noted for their unique perspective in print 
and in person:

Charles Krauthammer 
is a Pulitzer Prize winning writer (mainly 
editorials) who initially trained as a 
physician, earning an M.D. degree in 
1975.  He writes essays for Time, The 
Weekly Standard, The New Republic, and The 
National Interest.  Krauthammer is known 
for writing on an array of subjects with an 
incisive, mordant wit, such as a 2006 article 
entitled, “Everyone’s Jewish,” in which he 
debuted what he calls Krauthammer’s Law: 
“Everyone is Jewish until proven otherwise.”

Bill Kristol, no stranger to politics (he 
has taught political science and served as 
chief of staff to Dan Quayle and William 
Bennett) is editor of The Weekly Standard.  
In a recent article in The New York Times, 
Kristol reflected on “The Jewish State at 60,” 
invoking the words of Winston Churchill, 
one of the strongest supporters of the Jewish 
state.

As these two Jewish writers voice a clear 
opinion on conservative issues, there are 
two talk-radio hosts who even weave their 
Judaism into their radio programs.
Dennis Prager ,  an observant Jew, 
occasionally uses Hebrew phrases on air and 
regularly deals with the subject of Judeo-
Christian morality.  He teaches courses on 

the Torah, has written numerous books 
touching on Judaism (The Nine Questions 
People Ask About Judaism, co-authored with 
Rabbi Joseph Telushkin), and has given 
lectures in Hebrew in Israel.  Prager’s respect 
for dialogue among those of different faiths 
is remarkable, and yet should come as no 
surprise since his goal is “clarity before 
agreement,” a mantra he commonly repeats 
on his program in an effort for all differences 
to be clearly explained before listeners can 
arrive at their conclusions.

Finally, there is Michael Medved (arguably 
the most spunky of the four) who is also very 
clear about his Jewish faith and his desire to 
inspire young Jews in theirs.  A film critic who 
began early in his lament of Hollywood’s left 
leaning and distortion of typical American 
life, Medved has taken a conservative stance 
in criticizing popular culture, and his Jewish 
faith seems to play a large role in his ability 
to offer clear analysis.


