                                     T R A V E L L I N G   T O   S P A C E

Noone knew how the news about the planned journey to space had spread all over Israel. According to those rumours, in cooperation with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration and in accordance with firmly defined criteria, Israel was to select a married couple who would be prepared to spend twenty~five years in space. Namely, the Americans had planned to send a spaceship to the Milky Way. Three married couples, from America, Russia and Israel were to take part in this ambitious project. Apparenty, Israel was chosen because the Jews had long since been promised the land of milk and honey. Now the opportunity arose to keep at  least one half of the promise.

The news had also reached the journalists who kept trying to check through the Mossad the accuracy of the information. They claimed in the Mossad that they were dealing only with the matters of this world, and as for the NASA, not a single word had come out. Neverthless, one reporter managed to contact a high official of the NASA, but he had no knowledge at all about the project. The reporter wrote that the official in question was in favour of the action, which was obviously being prepared in the greatest  secrecy, and wished the furure travellers a bon voyage.

As soon as the story was published, all the newspapers in the country started writing comments on the subject. Groups of experts by and large had discussions on the profile of future travellers in the press and on television. The greatest scientific minds spoke on incredible solutions for providing air, crucial all trough the duration of the journey. Food was to be secured by way of small pills, with which travellers could survive in space even for  forty years if necessary.

The whole project was seriously at stake when a journalist addressed the National Insurance Company with the question what status the Israeli travellers would have in the course of the journey, as well as after they came back.

The answer that they would lose all current insurance rights a month after leaving Israel, greatly excited the public throughout the country. The government organized a round table to clear this matter up in full, so that future passengers would know where they stood. Some other issues also came forth. The Rabbinate required to have a representative in the discussion without fail. The pills made of concentrated food were in question.

` Is the food kosher? ` the representative of the Rabbinate enquired.

` Kosher and the neutral parve `, the experts responded.

` Why hasn`t the Rabbinate been asked to issue the certificate, then? ` The representative of the Rabbinate was not satisfied with the answer. ` It seems you are avoiding to pay what has to be paid for in such a case.`

The representative of the Rabbinate was then appeased with the promise that the NASA would be asked to include into the costs of the project the sum to be paid to the Rabbinate for the certificate. In case the Americans had no money, the Israeli government would have to make the reballance of the budget. It was the question of national pride. 

` We`d better get dollars, but if the government is to pay, let`s make it clear, it can`t be at the expense of the yeshivas.`

With that the issue of  kosher food was taken off the agenda.

Bureaucracy finaly had its say.

` As far as we are acquainted with the travelling plans, every woman should give birth to four children during that time `, the representative of the insurance started speaking.

` Only four? ` this time the representative of the Rabbinate spoke on his own initiative.` Jewish women should be an exception. The survival of the Jewish nation is in question.`

Those present did not accept the discussion on this issue. It was a programme fixed beforehand and there could be no exception to it.

` When you are to choose fit and capable men, it would be wiser not to waste them on unnecessary journeys abroad. Here women could freely give birth every year. At least double than that out there in space `, the representative of the Rabbinate could not but give his opinion.

There was no answer to this from any side.

The chairman proposed to postpone the meeting until the following day.

` The children born out of Israel `, the representative of the insurance was the first to speak the next day, ` are not entitled to state subsidies. We are of the opinion that it`s not so big a problem, considering the fact that when they get back, they won`t be children any more.`

` Will only female children be born in space? ` all those present were surprised at the question put by the representative of the Rabbinate.` You don`t know? Neither do I, but I know for sure that if a male child is born, it will have to be circumcised at once.`

` But surely there`ll be a doctor on the team...`, the person who had been speaking before did not manage to finish his sentence. By saying this he wanted to point out that in fact it was not a problem.

` There won`t be any  spilling of  Jewish blood in space just like that `, protested the representative of the Rabbinate. ` The rite, according to the Torah, can be performed only by the person appointed by the Rabbinate. That`s why the NASA should be asked for a special cabin for the circumciser, where prayers can also be held on Sabbath and on other occasions, as prescribed by the Torah.`

` You`re now exaggerating `, said the person taking part in the discussion, who obviously was an atheist. ` If anybody wants to pray, he can turn towards Jerusalem and pray. That`s his private problem.`

` Then he`d better not pray at all `, said the representative of the Rabbinate again. ` They can`t pray and look at us from up there, as if they were above us. After all,  it`s well  known who looks down from above, and there`s no room for anyone else.`

` But please, the problem is much more serious than it seems to you at first sight `, the representative of the insurance company was trying to present the problem from the aspect of the law. ` When those children come back they will have no right to get any kind of help. They won`t be the citizens of Israel.`

The murmur in the room interrupted him.

` You certainly know well that only parents can enter their children into the citizenship register `, the man made an attempt to continue. ` It`s true that their mother automatically makes them entitled to citizenship, but she won`t be here.`

` In any case, the law gives them the right to get the status of a newcomer `, said one of the people present. ` I don`t see any problem there.`

` You don`t `, the other person went on, ` but I must tell you that in the Sohnut the precise amount of help is stated for the newcomers from Argentina, Russia, Yugoslavia, but there`s no mention at all of the newcomers from space. What are they to live on until they get help from the insurance? `

` Well, they say they`ll still have some of those pills...`, the man speaking was roughly interrupted.

` They won`t be able to do their military service, either `, the other person allowed himself to initiate a new topic.

The chairman suggested to stop the discussion and continue it the next day, pointing out that an army representative should definitely be invited to attend.

All of them gathered together the following day. The chairman was the first to speak.

` I think that we shouldn`t create artificial problems `, he addressed the gathering very seriously. `According to the law all Jews must have some status. I propose that we name them newcomers, they`ll be coming back from space, won`t they...`

` All the more reason for having no rights at all `, the impatient insurance representative broke in. ` It implies that they have once got all that belongs to them from the state, but in fact they haven`t got anything.`

` What about giving them the status of refugees? ` suggested the Arab from Haifa, who had been invited to the round table as a citizen of  Israel with equal rights.

` So that they can never come back. Is that what you want! ` retorted the lawyer, who knew all the laws by heart.

` On the contrary `, answered the Arab, ` everything in accordance with the law. Father and mother can come back at once, and the children one by one, within the next twenty years.`

` Such a law has not been passed yet `, the lawyer was speaking again, ` in any case they will all have the right to return, the only question is what law to apply to them.`

` The military service...` , everybody was surprised when the representative of the Rabbinate showed interest in secular matters. ` Why are you looking at me like that? If we start to dissipate our men all over space, I hope you aren`t implying that the students of the yeshivas will serve the army instead. Who will study the Torah then? `

` I feel called to give an answer to that question `, the representative of the army said. ` We in the army support all scientific projects, especially those of international importance. When those lads come back from space they`ll have plenty of time to tell us what some things look like from above.`

` What about the students of the yeshivas? ` the representative of the Rabbinate persistently wanted to settle that question once and for all.

` You have just said that they`re studying the Torah. You should look for the answer in the law regulating the rights of students `, the army representative replied.

` Don`t you know that there`s no law regarding students who study forever? ` was the atheist`s contribution to the discussion once again.

The chairman did not want to let the exchange of opinions take a wrong direction.

` I believe we have received answers to all the essential questions. The only thing left is to ask our respected colleague, the lawyer, to propose in accordance with the existing laws the most favourable status for our travellers, once they come back from space.`

` I don`t think we`ve got answers to all the essential questions `, the representative of the Rabbinate spoke once again. ` And who`s going to travel?  The Ashkenazim or the Sephardim? `

` It would be best to have one representative of each group `, someone put in.

` Don`t play the fools! ` the representative of the Rabbinate addressed the gathering. ` It may be possible somewhere else in the world, but in Israel...`

At that moment everybody`s attention turned to the official secretary of the meeting who handed the chairman a message which had just arrived by fax.

`` We have been following your discussion with great attention ``, the chairman was reading the message aloud. `` Unfortunately, we have to inform you that the whole project is being postponed  indefinitely. We hope that by then you will have found solutions to all the problems you are confronted with. Wishing you much success in your work, signature illegible, NASA.``

` We`ll continue with the meeting next week `, all the participants of the gathering agreed that no time should be wasted.

