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The Irish Jewish community is unique in its position yet it has always been small in numbers.

In Dublin where ninety percent of the community resides there are five functioning synagogues, Sixty Jewish organizations,  2 primary schools Jewish Secondary School, a Youth Sports Centre boasting, football and cricket teams, a Bnei Akivah movement, Bnei Brit Youth organizations, Jewish Scouts and  other Youth Associations.

Compared to other Diaspora communities Jewish commitment is high and the intermarriage rate is low, and the position of the Jewish community within the wider Irish community is unique.  And all this is in o small part due to the fact that Ireland is a religious country in which denominational identity and representation are taken seriously and given great respect.

Status
Despite the fact that it is not even a percentage of the population, the Jewish community in Ireland is given remarkable consideration.  This is evidenced by the fact that the Chief Rabbi is ranked fifth in the state and is given as much if not more official broadcasting time on television (including broadcasts before Festivals) and is consulted on national and social matters.

It is evidenced in the fact that the Ministry of Education provides matriculation examinations in Hebrew studies to suit the Jewish studies curriculum of the community’s schools.  These examinations qualify as crucial University entrance qualifications.

And it is further evidenced in the accessibility that the religious and lay heads of the Jewish community have to Government and its ministries, which is perhaps unparalleled in Europe.

Within the Dail (the Irish Parliament) Jews are to be found in all the major political parties and number more than Protestants (whose population is one hundred times the size of the Jewish community), and of course notable Jews have occupied the positions of Lord Mayors of both Dublin and Cork cities.

It is particularly notable that there has been little or no overt anti-Semitism in Ireland, and that minorities fare remarkably well in the Republic (a fact which is often ignored by the Sectarian community in the North).

Furthermore, in a country in which one is respected for one’s own religious orthodoxy and despised for attempting to reject it, there are additional social pressures, which have helped maintain the overwhelming orthodox character of Irish Jewry.

From this small but vital crucible of Jewish life, an amazing amount of talent has been provided for the Jewish world at large, and for Israel in particular.  In virtually every field, Rabbinic, political, diplomatic, medical, academic and in commerce, Irish Jews have figured and continue to figure most prominently.  Indeed, perhaps the most notable figure in the history of Irish Jewry was the community’s first Chief Rabbi, Dr. Isaac Herzog, who left Ireland to take up his appointment as the first Chief Rabbi of Israel.

Role of the Chief Rabbi
The role of the Chief Rabbi within the community is somewhat unique in its state position, and yet at the same time while each synagogue has its own ministry, the community is still compact enough to ensure that the Chief Rabbi is not removed from the communal grass roots, but directly involved with it.

By Irish law, he is given supreme authority of Shechita and Kashrut which has saved Ireland from the internecine squabbles over Shechita and Kashrut which have caused so much damage to other Jewish communities.

Furthermore in Ireland, all education is under the jurisdiction of the religious denominational head.  For the Archbishop, that means hundreds of schools with which his Bishops may have a greater personal involvement.  But for the Chief Rabbi in Ireland, it means the ability to direct and determine the educational content and be directly active in the communal educational process.

Naturally, much time and effort has to be given to Public Relations and presenting the community within the country and outside it.  Aside from the inevitable onerous public speaking demands and continuous lectures, the Chief Rabbi is expected to attend State Functions and a vast array of charitable social and cultural affairs, for which his patronage is sought.

Yet in one particular respect, the position of Chief Rabbi differs from the Heads of other denominations.  Whereas the latter’s jurisdictions ignore the border that separates the six counties in Northern Ireland from the twenty-six of the Republic, and they thus operate on an All-Ireland basis; the jurisdiction of the Chief Rabbi of Ireland extends officially only over the twenty-six counties of Eire.  While his de facto responsibilities diminish the significance of this, nevertheless the six northern counties remain de jure under the control of the British Chief Rabbinate.

Thus paradoxically, the Jews are the one denomination actually split by the border.

This illustrates the past political differences of the Jews in the South with those in the North.

The reason that the Chief Rabbinate of Ireland never covered the whole island is because contrary to the jurisdiction of other denominations, it was established after partition, when ideological polarization gave the idea of an All-Ireland Chief Rabbinate much political significance.  And while the vast majority of Jews in the twenty-six counties were strongly sympathetic to the Republican cause, the Jews in the North tended to side more with the Protestant majority (in Ulster) of a generally higher socio-economic background into whose society they had climbed.
Accordingly, Jews from Belfast and Dublin could hardly meet and talk on Irish politics without arguing vehemently with one another.

The situation has changed quite a bit, but the legacy of past history still remains.
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