The Jewish community in Hungary today 

Ferenc Kozma, Christian Witness to Israel, Hungary 

At the beginning of March this year, Peter Feldmajer, president of the Alliance of the Jewish Communities of Hungary, announced that Jewish people should stay at home for their own safety during the national holiday on 15th March.1 He said that there was a risk of Jewish people being confronted by people shouting anti-Semitic chants and waving banners associated with fascism during the anticipated anti-government rallies. Although Mr Feldmajer was not necessarily warning that people would be attacked physically, many Jewish people – including Rabbi Shlomo Koves the leader of another Jewish denomination – claimed that the announcement had overstated the danger, and called for people not to be afraid. He reminded everyone that 15th March was the festival of the Hungarian revolution and uprising in 1848, when Hungarians and Hungarian-speaking Jewish people had joined with others to fight for the freedom of Hungary. American Congress representative Edolphus Towns, who is based in Brooklyn, New York, while obviously not understanding the Hungarian situation, quoted Feldmajer's announcement as if he was calling for Jewish people to stay at home during Jewish holidays. Towns was also worried that large anti-Semitic groups might call for attacks against Jewish institutions and buildings and asked the Hungarian Ambassador to explain how the Hungarian government was planning to stop anti-Semitism.2 The Hungarian Ambassador successfully calmed Mr. Town’s fears, convincing him that only a small, but recently vocal, minority held such views, and that the vast majority of Hungarians condemned anti-Semitism. 

Even so, Peter Feldmajer’s announcement and other elements of Hungarian politics raise questions for us as we consider the present situation of Jewish people in Hungary. Let us have a look at Hungarian Jewish history, denominations, organisations and life today. Then we can examine Jewish identity and demography and can see some hopeful trends in the lives of the younger generation. Following on form that, I would like to share some facts and thoughts about anti-Semitism in Hungary. 

Jewish people in Hungary 
Although there have been Jewish communities in Hungary since the time of the Roman Empire, the most important period of immigration was at the start of the 18th century, following the end of Turkish rule. when their number rose . From 1791 they were allowed to settle almost anywhere in the country, and their emancipation became an important topic during the early 19th century until it was finally put into legislation in 1867. By the early years of the 20th century the Hungarian Jewish population numbered almost one million. 

The deportations that began in 1944 came unexpectedly to the Hungarian Jewish people. Although Hungary was in alliance with Germany during the Second World War, for a long time it had remained an isle of peace compared with the situation in the surrounding countries. Indeed many Jewish people took refuge in Hungary even though some of its laws were restrictive. 

During the 1940s, Hitler was increasingly aggressive in his demand for Hungary to apply the Nazi principles against the Jews. A new anti-Jewish law was introduced on a racial basis, and those who didn’t have Hungarian citizenship were given over to the Nazis. In early 1944, as Hungary tried to find a way out of the Nazi alliance, German troops occupied the country. They started to establish ghettos and to organize transportations to the death-camps. The gas chambers were operating around the clock and the rural Jewish communities were destroyed at an alarming rate. 

However, due to the Soviet occupation of Hungary, Eichmann didn’t have enough time to destroy those living in the Budapest ghetto. As a result, after the Holocaust, there was a significant number of survivors in the capital. 

About 600,000 Jewish people from Hungary were killed during the Shoah, accounting for about 75% of those based in rural areas and 40% of the Budapest community. There were about 200,000 Jewish people in our country after the war, of whom around 50,000 made aliyah to Israel before the early 1950s. After that time, the Communist regime persecuted and tried to close Zionist organisations and blocked the community’s contacts with Israel and western Jewish groups. 

The Communist regime declared assimilation as the only solution for the Jewish people. The Communists removed the Jewish people’s right to express their national, ethnic or religious identities, so the awful pain of the Holocaust and the tensions that existed between Jews and non-Jews became taboo subjects. The number of Jewish people was still declining, and prejudices and ignorance stayed hidden, and were not addressed. 

Although most Jewish people had welcomed Soviet troops as liberators of the Ghetto, many were now experiencing a new type of oppression and violence. Others felt that Communism provided an opportunity to find solutions to the problem of anti-Semitism or to take revenge for Nazi crimes against their families. Later they came to see that the Soviet type of Communist rule raised new questions and brought new types of anti-Semitism. Many of these well-educated Jewish people became important personalities of the revolution in 1956 and Jewish people were over-represented in Communist concentration camps, prisons and among Hungarian martyrs executed between 1957 and 1960. Of 100,000 Hungarians who left the country in 1956, around 20,000 were Jewish. 

During the decades in which the new Communist rule took hold, Jewish people were involved in organising opposition groups and publishing a large quality of illegal academic papers, periodicals and studies. Many of them lost their jobs or were not able to find employment after spending time in prison. 

Changes came unexpectedly as the new Soviet leadership, and many young Hungarian Communist leaders, realised that their political system needed serious and painful economical reforms. At the end of the 1980s anti-Communist opposition started to form new political organisations. Conservative Christian-Democrat intellectuals (some of whom were Jewish!) frequently held strong national attitudes, whilst many Jewish (and non-Jewish) leaders of former illegal groups were committed to rather liberal views. These groups were growing more suspicious of one another and while liberals condemned the right-wing for being nationalist, some of the other side started to use anti-Semitic terminology against the liberals. After the first elections, during the rule of the conservative Antal-government many extreme nationalists were excluded from the right-wing parties and formed their own party (MIÉP – Hungarian Truth and Life Party). However, they were unable to send representatives to the parliament until the elections of 1998. These tensions still have a serious impact on our political life and help to explain many of the events that took place during 2006. 

After 1990 new opportunities opened up for Jewish people. They were able to live openly and confess their identity. Diplomatic relationships with Israel were restored and Jewish organisations were able to contact Jewish communities outside the country. Jewish community life was re-established with new schools, community centres and clubs. Today the old Jewish district is being reclaimed as a centre of Jewish activity. After forty years of unity, Orthodox communities have formed their own denomination. Having operated successfully in Budapest for many years, the Lubavitch movement motivated the reorganisation of their denomination. This decision was criticised by those communities that had been members or even centres of this old denomination before the War, but who now chose to stay with the main Jewish denomination, MAZSIHISZ. A Reform Jewish Community, Sim Shalom, was also formed in Budapest and became popular among young people as did Pesti Shul, a modern orthodox community. 

Jewish life today 
According to the registers of Jewish communities and organisations, there are about 100,000 Jewish people living in Hungary, 80% of whom are in Budapest. These numbers were not reflected in the 2001 census in which only 12,871 people declared themselves as being Jewish.3 This can be partially explained by the fact that the census form related Jewish identity to religion rather than to ethnic or national distinctiveness. So many secular Jewish people defined themselves as non​religious. Also, as it was not obligatory to give answers to the questions about religion or nationality, many people may have elected not to disclose such information. Because of these factors, we need to realise that the 2001 census only gives us information about those who openly uphold their Jewish religious identity. 

However, the census gave a few insights about the distribution of Jewish people across Hungary. 73.6% of the group mentioned live in Budapest, 11% live in other major cities, 8.8% in smaller cities and towns, and 6.6% in villages. There are nearly 300 villages or towns where only one person declared being Jewish. Budapest is divided into 23 districts and 71.7% of Jewish people live within eight of these districts, including the former ghetto. 

There are historical reasons for this large concentration of the Jewish population. Often survivors returned to their villages to find that there were no opportunities for them to stay. They had lost their homes, their jobs and their relatives, so they were attracted to the capital with its large Jewish community and opportunities for a new life. The newer generation has started moving out of the former Jewish areas to the suburbs or to the surrounding villages and towns. 

In 1999, further research was carried out concerning the Jewish population in Hungary.4 It showed that 51% of married Jewish people had married non-Jews. Amongst 26-35 year-olds, this figure increased to 63%. Despite these numbers, the research gave some hope that the younger generation was developing a new interest in their Jewish heritage it showed that amongst those who are under 25, there was less intermarriage, and this group are more likely to practise Jewish customs. This can be seen in the following table5: (See next page) 

Anti-Semitism in Hungary today 
Let us also have a look at the statistics of anti-Semitism in Hungary. According to the research of the Hungarian Gallup Institute,6 in the early 1990s there were 14​15% saying that they generally didn't like Jewish people. It has been changing from the middle of the decade and today it is around 5-6%. However, this research didn’t contain any specific questions about anti-Semitism or the state of Israel. The Anti-Defamation League's research about anti-Semitic attitudes in Europe (2005)7 gives a more realistic picture about the views and prejudices of people in our country. 37% of Hungarians believes that Jewish people are more loyal to Israel than to their own country (the European average was 43%). 55% of our people think that “Jews have too much power in international financial markets” and also “in the business world” (European averages were 30% and 32%). 46% of Hungarians think that “Jews still talk too much about what happened to them in the Holocaust” (the European average was 42%.) 20% of Hungarians answered “probably true” for the statement “The Jews are responsible for the death of Christ” (20% was also the European average). 

	
	Full assay 
	18-25 years 
	26-35 years 
	36-45 years 
	46-55 years 
	56-65 years 
	66-75 years 
	Over 75 years 

	
	In child hood 
	Now 
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	N. 
	Ch. 
	N. 
	Ch. 
	N. 
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	Ch. 
	N. 
	Ch. 
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	Shabath 
	30 
	14 
	8 
	11 
	6 
	18 
	11 
	14 
	20 
	14 
	38 
	10 
	49 
	14 
	58 
	19 

	Yom Kippur Fast 
	52 
	34 
	33 
	44 
	14 
	34 
	23 
	33 
	41 
	38 
	60 
	26 
	80 
	27 
	84 
	40 

	Seder dinner 
	41 
	29 
	24 
	37 
	13 
	35 
	20 
	34 
	33 
	35 
	46 
	24 
	61 
	21 
	49 
	24 

	Kosher house​hold 
	20 
	8 
	5 
	13 
	6 
	14 
	10 
	9 
	13 
	8 
	19 
	5 
	32 
	3 
	42 
	10 

	Cooking Sholet 
	59 
	38 
	44 
	50 
	40 
	31 
	50 
	38 
	57 
	43 
	64 
	38 
	73 
	34 
	77 
	35 

	Mezuza 
	37 
	21 
	25 
	31 
	13 
	26 
	17 
	25 
	24 
	26 
	37 
	11 
	59 
	13 
	66 
	22 

	Bar mitzvah of the boys 
	36 
	15 
	20 
	25 
	10 
	12 
	16 
	17 
	21 
	16 
	37 
	11 
	59 
	13 
	69 
	16 

	Funeral in Jewish cemetery 
	64 
	44 
	58 
	51 
	46 
	41 
	58 
	44 
	59 
	50 
	68 
	34 
	79 
	40 
	80 
	45 

	Circum​cision 
	41 
	17 
	21 
	23 
	13 
	18 
	19 
	17 
	29 
	12 
	47 
	13 
	65 
	15 
	72 
	22 

	Cha​nukkah 
	43 
	32 
	27 
	39 
	13 
	41 
	22 
	38 
	33 
	36 
	47 
	26 
	67 
	23 
	69 
	28 


The Holocaust has made the local Jewish community very sensitive about any kind of prejudice or exclusion. Due to the discrimination and persecution that the Jewish community experienced in the 20th century, this is very understandable. 

Jewish people are generally committed to building a tolerant, liberal society. They are often wary of any kind of “Christian” or “national” renewal. Their political and social inclinations seem to be in contrast with the values of conservative Christianity and this affects the attitude of our churches as well. In my experience, it is difficult to teach about the role of Israel or about the Jewish roots of our Christian faith without receiving questions about the political role of Jewish people or the state of Israel. 

It is not my task to declare who is right and who is wrong in modern politics. However, Christians need to recognise and make one another aware of the fact that political opponents use anti-Semitism as a tool for building up their own power bases. Some right-wing politicians hesitate to condemn anti-Semitic incidents, as they are trying to win the votes of those who support radical national parties. Socialist (former Communist) governments use the charge of “anti-Semitism” as a means of justifying any measures that they take against their political opponents. 

Recent anti-government protests organised by extremists and nationalists often turned into violent demonstrations whilst those organised by the main opposition parties attracted huge number of people without any violence. However, Jewish people were shocked at seeing some protesters holding flags which are strongly nationalist. (These are red-and​white striped flags that remind holocaust survivors of those used by the fascist Arrow Cross regime. However the “Arpad​stripes” are actually a medieval historical symbol of the Hungarian state – the two are not the same). 

On 15th March, about a week after Peter Feldmajer had made his controversial announcement, Hungary held its annual national festival. A small group of anti-Semites aggressively protested against government representatives and threw eggs at the liberal mayor of Budapest while he was speaking. In the evening approximately a thousand young nationalists fought against police on the streets of Budapest. The main opposition party was able to organise it's own protest. However many of their fans took flags containing Arpad stripes to the meeting and many Jewish people found that very disturbing. 

In my opinion, Hungary is a peaceful country. However we are gradually growing closer to mainstream European politics. The number of radical nationalists is not growing, and although we may find anti-Jewish prejudices in many sections of the society, the vast majority of our people condemn violent anti-Semitism. Since the start of anti-government protests last September, the number of anti-Semites has not grown although small anti-Semitic groups have been more open in expressing their views and their activities have became more intensive. 

It is impossible to overcome the anti-Semitism of this minority. Instead we need to oppose anti-Semitism wherever it is found. This is our responsibility, to preach, teach and educate; to share truthful information about Jewish people. Whatever we think about politics, the Jewish people are our fellow citizens, and have given heroes, martyrs and great personalities to our nation. They suffer with the rest of our society because of bad politics and they enjoy the benefits of good politics. For us as Christians, the Jewish people remain God's own people, who have faithfully preserved God's word and have shared it with all the nations, and amongst whom the Messiah and Saviour, Jesus, was born. 

Ferenc Kozma Kosma.ferenc@drotposta.hu 
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