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August 26, 2002

Analysis

Kosher controversy
by Daniel Finkelstein 
The erection of a few poles, which will allow Orthodox Jews to venture outside on holy days, has caused consternation in North London. Our correspondent defends it
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I was brought up in a Jewish home in Hendon. The families in the two houses opposite were Jewish. The neighbours on both sides were Jewish. I didn’t know our neighbours’ neighbours quite so well, the Cohens at No 5 and the Rabbi and his wife at No 13, but for all I know they were Jewish too. Anyway, you get the point. There were lots of Jews living in the area, and there still are. 

Now, as any Jew will tell you, where there are two of us gathered together there are three opinions. We love to argue. Indeed the entire religion, the strength of our people, is built on dispute, argument and debate. 
There’s nothing that’s too small to disagree about. But I must say that even I am amazed that for a decade now the Jews of North West London have been having an argument among themselves and with others about planning permission to erect a few poles in the Borough of Barnet, a place that is swarming with tens of thousands of poles already. 

Indeed, some people are so exercised about these poles they have decided that they constitute a breach of their human rights and are considering taking the matter to Strasbourg, thus showing a lack of proportion so severe it suggests that they have forgotten what a human right really is and what it is like to have a pole breach it. 

Perhaps, I’d better explain. I’ll start at the beginning. Orthodox Jews are not allowed to work on the Sabbath and on a number of other holy days. 

This doesn’t just mean that they are not allowed to go to the office or open the shop. It means that they are not allowed to do anything that corresponds to any of the 39 kinds of work required to build the temple. 

Now, most Jews these days don’t want to build temples, either as a job or in their spare time. They do, however, want to drive cars (and lots of them — where there are two Jews there may be three opinions but there will be four cars), push baby-buggies, use umbrellas and do all sorts of other things that temple builders did not do. So rules have evolved, through argument and debate naturally, about which of these modern activities is allowed on the Sabbath and which is not. For instance, neither erecting an umbrella (which is building) nor carrying it is permitted. Carrying keys and prayer books, pushing buggies and wheelchairs, driving cars and switching on lights all count as work, and they are all forbidden. For families with small babies it is hard to get out of the house on a Saturday and pretty much impossible to get to synagogue. 

It may not seem like it from all of this, but Judaism is actually a very practical religion. It is a legal system in which every rule is closely defined so that everyone knows exactly what they have to do to observe it. 

Take the keys, for instance. Carrying anything is out, so carrying keys is out, end of story. Yet if you’ve seen Jews walking to synagogue, you may have noticed that it is unusual for any of them to be naked. Aren’t they carrying their clothes? No. They are wearing their clothes, and that’s very different, you see. All of which means that you can’t carry keys, but you can wear them as a loop in your belt. Is that clear? 

I hope so, because this is where the poles come in. Carrying is forbidden, but only in a public area. In the home it is fine. If you’re getting the hang of this you will realise that it simply prompts another question — what is a home? Many years of argument have yielded the answer that it is legal to carry in an enclosed area. Yes, yes, but what is an enclosed area? I am glad you asked. An enclosed area doesn’t really have to be enclosed (fooled you). It is an area around which there is some sort of continuous boundary of whatever kind. The existence of such a boundary creates an eruv within which orthodox Jews can carry things and push their babies to synagogue on the Sabbath. 

As I said at the beginning, there are a lot of Jews in North West London and an eruv would make life for a large number of them very much easier. 

Fortunately, the M1, the A1 and the Northern Line provide a natural boundary around Hendon, Finchley, Golders Green and Hampstead Garden Suburb. Unfortunately, the boundary is not continuous. In 34 places there are gaps. So some poles have to be erected with thin wire between them high in the air. For a decade, opponents have prevented the erection of these poles. Only now, finally, are they being put up. 

As a committed and proud Jew, but not an Orthodox one, I am pleased with myself when I make it to synagogue at all and not bothered about taking the buggy with me and carrying my front door key too. I won’t be standing there thinking that now they’ve put a few poles up in Hampstead Garden Suburb I can carry an umbrella at last, although unfortunately I can’t put it up (building still not allowed, I’m afraid). 

The eruv won’t make the slightest difference to me. Yet I am passionately in favour of it. Listen to the arguments against it and you’ll understand why. 

Rather understandably, the first time you try and explain the eruv to a non-Jew you encounter incredulity and incomprehension. I’ve really had the following conversation: “So this boundary, it’s not a real boundary, right? It is a sort of fiction, yes?” “That’s right”. “I would go in and out of it without noticing that it’s enclosed, would I?” “Yes, absolutely”. “They’re just imagining it’s enclosed, then?” “That’s right.” 

“So why can’t they just imagine the poles?” Because they can’t. For some reason it is quite simple to get people to understand that some will not carry on the Sabbath but not that there are certain circumstances in which they will. Bizarrely, people seem to think that the eruv is not quite fair, that it is cheating, and they don’t see why they should help someone to dodge the rules. In fact, the eruv and the rule about carrying things are both just Jewish laws and either both of them are nonsense or neither of them is. 

Despite my non-Orthodox background I incline to the latter view. I have the most profound respect for people who choose to obey all the complex laws that Judaism has evolved. They are rightly proud of the life these laws have helped Jews to live and the achievements of the Jewish people. They see Jewish life as being like the tower in that game Jenga. You can pull out bricks, but you never know which one’s absence will cause the whole tower to collapse. I completely understand this way of looking at the world. 

Sadly, incomprehension is not the only reason why some people oppose the eruv. Nor are the poles, which are too few in number to bother anyone all that much. There is a much more sinister reason. Opponents fear that it will mean that lots of Jews will move into North London. Jewish opponents add that they think it will cause anti-Semitism. There are a number of responses to this fear. The first is that it isn’t true. There are lots of Jews in this part of town already. I used to live off a road in Hendon popularly known as the Kosher kilometre, and it wasn’t called that because of some funny Jewish measuring system. Orthodox Jews need to live within walking distance of a synagogue (can’t drive on Sabbath, remember) so they congregate together because they have to. The eruv isn’t going to change this, especially if another one is built in Essex as is being canvassed. 

Yet even if it was true and more Jews did move in, so what? What exactly are eruv opponents and Finchley MP Rudi Vis saying? That a few more Jews would be too many? I am particularly ashamed of Jews who oppose the eruv because they don’t want lots of Orthodox people around and think that the whole thing will stir up anti-Semitism. If it does, then their job is to challenge it, not to bow to it, retreat from it, accept it, even join in with it. 

So now let me tell you what I want you to do. Just forget about the whole thing. The poles, the carrying, the enclosed areas, everything. Unless you are a Jew — and quite an Orthodox one at that — the whole thing need not bother you. For a few people the eruv is a wonderful and liberating facility; for everyone else it is a complete irrelevance that you won’t notice. 

I am certainly glad if you found reading about the eruv enlightening, but now that you understand it you never need to think about it again. Everyone can go quietly about their business, just like before.
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