
 

 

29th session of the Universal Periodic Review – Israel 

 

Introduction 

 

1. Israel must respect and protect the religious freedom of all individuals under its jurisdiction, 

including that of adherents to Judaism who have come to believe in Jesus as the Jewish 

Messiah and as a result have lost their legal privileges as Jews, including those under the Law 

of Return. It should also re-examine its policies on marriage in order to properly conform to 

international law.   

Religious Freedom 

 

2. Under Israel’s Law of Return, all Jews, and those with Jewish heritage, can immigrate to Israel 

and become Israeli citizens. The law, as amended, excludes Jews who have converted to 

another religion. The treatment of Messianic Jews wishing to immigrate under this provision 

has been varied through rulings of the Supreme Court. Members of the Messianic Jewish 

community in Israel, around 15,000 in total, report hostility and discrimination in a number of 

areas of social life, with occasional violence. An attitude of suspicion and intolerance persists 

with reports this year of disturbances outside meeting places and vandalism of the homes of 

Messianic Jewish leaders. 

 

3. Other reports have also emerged that, although many Christians live free of persecution in 

Israel, those who share their faith have been exposed to the threat of harassment and violence. 

A high proportion of persecution is at the hands of Islamic extremists, especially within the 

Palestinian territories outside of Israel’s formal control and jurisdiction, but some also comes 

from “anti-missionary” Jewish activists, who have been known to spray-paint and graffiti 

churches and other buildings in Christian areas. Arabic-speaking Christians have also accused 

the Israeli government of discrimination, including by way of threats by the State to cut funds to 

Christian schools in retaliation for a refusal to assimilate into the state school system.  

Marriage and Family 

 

4. Following on from the Ottoman millet system, marriage in Israel is conducted on a confessional 

basis, with no institution of civil marriage. It is also not possible to enter into an interfaith or non-

religious marriage in Israel. In order for interfaith marriages or marriages conducted by a non-

religious or an unregistered religious authority to be recognized in Israel, a couple must marry 

abroad and return to Israel to have their marriage inscribed with the civil authorities. 

 

5. Same-sex unions contracted abroad have also been registered by Israeli judicial authorities for 

purposes of statistics and divorce, and unmarried couples, both opposite-sex and same-sex, 

are able to accrue many of the rights, benefits, and privileges of marriage through unregistered 

cohabitation arrangements, similar to common-law marriage. A civil union bill was passed in 

2010 for opposite-sex couples who have no religious affiliation. 

 

6. The right to marry under international law is specifically aimed at ensuring due recognition of 

the union of a man and a woman, so as to encourage and incentivize the formation of stable 

and permanent natural family units. For this reason, rather than leaving it solely to the discretion 



 

 

of registered religious bodies under the confessional system (even if religious ministers were 

to remain the sole solemnizers of marriage in the country) Israel should explicitly enshrine a 

definition of marriage within its own civil law as the union of a man and a woman, regardless of 

where the marriage occurred.  

Recommendations 

7. ADF International suggests the following recommendations be made to Israel: 

a. Protect and promote religious freedom and refrain from engaging in discrimination 

against individuals based on their religion or belief under Articles 18 and 26 of the 

ICCPR, especially in light of the legal rights privileges of adherents to Messianic Jews 

being revoked in a number of circumstances; 

 

b. Ensure that instances of harassment of and violence committed against Messianic 

Jews and other religious minorities are properly addressed and prevented, whether 

they are perpetrated by members of society or by the State itself; 

 

c. Ensure that the right of a man and a woman to marry and to found a family is explicitly 

recognized and defined under Israeli law in accordance with Article 23 of the ICCPR, 

and that ministers of religion outside those currently registered under Israel’s 

confessional system have avenues available to properly solemnize marriages for their 

adherents; 

 

d. Refrain from further encouraging the utilisation of unregistered cohabitation instead of 

marriage, and preferably repeal its use in order that marriage can be optimally placed 

at the centre of Israel’s family law and social customs. 

 


