
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advanced Praise for
The Israeli Century

 
			“The Israeli Century is one of the most important books of our generation, emphasizing how Israel is becoming the center of the Jewish People’s existence and is laying the solid foundations for its future.” 

			—Isaac Herzog, President of the State of Israel


			“The Israeli Century is an excellent book that transforms a sweeping and wide ranging story of Jewish history into a coherent narrative. Shain shows how Israel came to surpass and dominate all diaspora alternatives, and how Zionism’s ‘negation of exile’ still remains highly relevant today.”

			—A. B. Yehoshua, Haaretz


			“With a broad and profound historical perspective, in his new and compelling book, Professor Shain explores Jewish history from its inception and invites the reader to under-stand the present era as a brand new development: the ‘Israelization of Judaism,’ which largely also defines what it means to be a Jew beyond Israel’s borders.”

			—Dr. Avi Shilon, Haaretz


			“Yossi Shain...engages the underlying foundations of the contemporary relationship between Israeli and American Jews through a truly provocative ‘paradigm-changing’ thesis...[He] challenges the notion that Israel and the Diaspora are ‘two worlds of Judaism.’ Rather, he presents a picture of a Jewish globe with Israel at its center. What characterizes the ‘Israeli century’ is...not that the State of Israel is incrementally achieving consensus among all Jews. The main change is that regardless of whether one lives in Israel or not, or identifies with the Zionist project or not, Israel has become the central issue around which both Jews and non-Jews worldwide engage Judaism.”

			—Adam Ferziger, Contemporary Jewry
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Introduction: The Israeli Century and the Israelization of Judaism

			The Israeli Century has been the most dramatic period in all of Jewish history. Over the course of a single lifetime, the Jewish people have moved from two millennia of statelessness to a life defined by the sovereignty of the State of Israel. During this short period, the entire Jewish people has undergone a metamorphosis. Israel has gradually become the most important force in all areas of Jewish life. In the last two decades especially, Israel has consolidated its hold as the most dominant entity in the Jewish experience, defining and determining Jewish identity, memory, and the place of Jews and Judaism among the nations. The Jewish center of gravity—cultural, religious, political, demographic, and even economic—has decamped from New York, and is now to be found in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv for the foreseeable future.

			In May 2006, the celebrated Israeli author A. B. Yehoshua sparked a ferocious controversy when he told delegates to the American Jewish Committee’s week-long centennial celebration that, “If, in one hundred years, Israel will exist, and I will come to the Diaspora and there will not be any Jews, I would say it’s normal. I will not cry for it. Because it’s very natural that every one of you will be American.… Being Israeli is my skin, it’s not my jacket. You are changing jackets.” Diaspora Judaism, Yehoshua added, is little more than a “fancy spice box that is only opened to release its pleasing fragrance on Shabbat and Holidays.” “American Jews,” he concluded, “are only partial Jews, while Israeli Jews are total Jews.”1

			The reactions came swiftly. The eminent NBC News anchor Ted Koppel, who is Jewish, rebuked him for disregarding the major contributions of Diaspora Jews to the continuity and prosperity of the Jewish people. “There is something very special, universal and easily identifiable among all Jews,” he said. “It is beyond territory; it is something we all have in common.” Leon Wieseltier, the storied literary editor of the New Republic, also berated Yehoshua, reminding him that Judaism existed long before Israel: “There is Jewish religion, Jewish culture, Jewish literature, Jewish texts that have been with us for 3,000 years. Why do you insist on narrowing it down to Israeliness?”2 Yehoshua was accused of being blind, among other things, to the continued dependence of Israel on the Diaspora’s money and political power.

			Much has changed in the last few decades, however. Israel’s economy has grown quickly, with its per-capita GDP today on a par with the advanced economies of Europe and East Asia, and likely to surpass them. Its economic dependence on Diaspora Jews, as well as on the foreign aid from the United States government, has diminished dramatically, while its own economy and government budget have ballooned. At the same time, Israel’s military power has outstripped that of all its enemies, and it has made peace with the most powerful countries in the Arab world, though it still faces major challenges to its security, including existential threats. Today, many young Diaspora Jews no longer see Israel as a country in need, surrounded by fearsome enemies, but rather as a land of opportunity. Writing in March 2021 in Tablet, Emily Benedek described Israel as “a unique place to unlock their human potential and create a robust future in a vital and growing society.”3

			All of this stands in sharp contrast to what Jewish life looked like for many centuries prior to the establishment of Israel in 1948. The unpredictable nature of Jewish exilic life, which the literary critic Dan Miron calls “the surprise of chaos,” led Jews to constantly scour for new strategies to ensure their survival.4 They did so in a reality that seemed arbitrary, because chaos is by nature arbitrary. The Jewish exilic experience of chaos was best expressed by the well-known Yiddish writer, Sholem Aleichem, who wrote that many great hopes tend to explode into disappointment and calamity. “Everything built up in the air must eventually come crashing down,” he wrote. “This is not a particularly welcome fact, but it is the truth, and everyone is fond of the truth.”5

			This book argues that the Israeli Century marks the end of a Jewish life “built up in the air,” an end to the era of Jewish chaos.

			In the absence of sovereignty, Jews have always sought political arrangements to protect them, whether in their homeland or among other nations. The Jews survived the loss of national sovereignty thousands of years ago and developed a unique identity as a “chosen people” stripped of independence. They did so, in part, by placing their faith in a unitary, non-territorial deity who controlled history, and in the timeless text of the Bible as their portable constitution. They developed a rich theology based around their communal life in the absence of sovereignty. They excelled at preserving their particularism in the Diaspora, whether during times of stability or when suffering the violent whims of others.

			In the age of Enlightenment, when the state was no longer regarded as the divinely ordained personal property of its rulers, the survival of the Jews as a stateless people was often seen as either a perverse global conspiracy against the international order or, alternatively, as a miracle. Some heralded the Jews’ survival as a stateless nation as an advantage of modernity with its creativity, flexibility, and prosperity. Indeed, many Jews in the modern era championed their universality to present themselves as model citizens of the “neutral” constitutional state. But others saw the Jews’ survival as a historical aberration that had to be ended. So even after they were systematically exterminated by the millions under the pretext of a “Final Solution” to this abnormality, some Jews continued to extol rootlessness as a transcendent and uniquely Jewish condition—and as the antithesis of the nationalistic blood-and-soil chauvinism that had engulfed Europe.

			“Every generation of historians,” writes the American-Jewish poet and literary critic Adam Kirsch, “draws a picture of the Jewish past that is bound up with what they think about the Jewish future.”6 Nowadays, the picture of the future of the Jewish people is becoming increasingly bound up with the prosperity and resilience of the Jewish state. We thus find ourselves in the Israeli Century, an era in which the majority of Jews will come to live in the historic Land of Israel and enjoy the protection of the State of Israel. Jewish sovereignty will overshadow—and even define—all other modes of Jewish life in the Diaspora.

			From a strictly demographic standpoint, it has already happened. Today, nearly 7 million Jews live in Israel. The American Jewish population has been estimated at around 6 million. In the rest of the world, Jews number probably around 2 million. Conservatively, Israelis make up more than 45 percent of the global Jewish population today. However, this portion is likely to increase significantly, even without major immigrations to Israel, due to a radically different rate of natural growth. Of the thirty-four democracies on the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, Israel has by far the highest birth rate (about 3.14 children per woman), far outstripping Jewish fertility rates in Diaspora countries.

			This is not just because of the extreme fertility of the ultra-Orthodox, or Haredi, population or the relatively high fertility of Muslim women. In fact, Jewish Israeli women who describe themselves as non-Orthodox have a much higher fertility rate than that found in any other OECD country. Israel’s exceptional fertility is driven by its national culture: “It is exceptional because strong pronatalist norms cut across all educational classes and levels of religiosity, and because fertility has been increasing alongside increasing age at first birth and education,” say the authors of a 2018 study. “From an international perspective, these are atypical patterns.”7

			As a result, Israel will, over the course of the next decade or two, become home to an ever-growing majority of the world’s Jews.

			***

			But if Israel’s success and its centrality to the Jewish future are so overwhelmingly evident, why is there even a debate about the centrality of Israel in defining the future of Jewish life? Why did A. B. Yehoshua’s comments trigger such outrage?

			One example of the kind of alternative view of Jewish life that denies the reality of the Israeli Century is offered by the American-Jewish scholar Yuri Slezkine. He argues that we are actually in the Jewish Century, and life in the American diaspora best defines the emerging horizons of the Jewish people. America offers the Jews a chance to live in security, enjoying progress and prosperity, free of anti-Semitism. America, not Israel, is the fulfillment of Theodor Herzl’s promise of a secure homeland and a solution to the “Jewish Question.” Slezkine writes:

			In the age of capital, they [the Jews] are the most creative entrepreneurs; in the age of alienation, they are the most experienced exiles; and in the age of expertise, they are the most proficient professionals. Some of the oldest Jewish specialties—trade, law, medicine, textual interpretation, and cultural mediation—have become the most fundamental (and the most Jewish) of all modern pursuits.8

			The Jews, argues Slezkine, represent the greatest creative force in the modern world and enjoy a disproportionate influence given their share of the population. They have turned their rootlessness into their greatest advantage. They are “service nomads,” he writes, a people “wedded to time, not land.”9 Their flexibility, creativity, and need to adapt quickly to changing situations are their defining traits in a globalized era of innovation and rapid upheavals. The Western Jew, in his view, has become a model of success and imitation. As a result, Jewish life in the West is far preferable to sovereign life in the odd, volatile, small, and internationally isolated country known as Israel.10

			Slezkine’s views are part of a strong, perhaps prevalent, trend within Diaspora Jewish thinking. It is not at all limited to anti- or non-Zionist Jews. It also includes a great many of those who publicly and privately support Israel, but nonetheless refuse to recognize the tectonic shift of Jewish history that has taken place.

			It is one thing, especially for American Jews, to support Israel out of a sense of familial loyalty or a duty to care for Jews in need and under threat. It is another thing to come to terms with the fact that Israel has displaced the United States as the center of global Jewry and as the long-term definer of the Jewish people’s interests and identity. Understanding what has really changed takes time, and above all, it takes an overwhelming preponderance of evidence.

			***

			The evidence, however, has become increasingly difficult to ignore. The transformation of Israel from a project of the Diaspora to something entirely different is reflected in the dramatic rise of the Jewish state in the last few decades as a major power, both on the world stage and in redefining every facet of Jewish life across the Diaspora. The immense impact of Israel derives from both its successes and challenges. This became evident once again in May 2021 when massive violence, the most intense in years, erupted between Israel and Hamas regime in the Gaza strip. This latest round of hostilities also ignited unprecedented violence between Israeli Arabs and Jews and inescapably engulfed Jews wherever they were.11

			Israel’s success, both within the Jewish world and globally, has taken on dimensions that cannot be overstated. It has become an important geopolitical actor and a role model with international influence, especially on issues of security, innovation, and economics.12 It is acting as a geopolitical “player” to a degree far beyond anything in the past, whether as a potential alternative to Russia in supplying natural gas to Europe, a counterweight to Turkey’s ambitions in the Eastern Mediterranean, a silent partner in Azerbaijan’s war against Armenia, or a naval adversary to Iranian efforts to ship illicit oil and operate intelligence-gathering vessels in the Red Sea. And this role has only increased since the signing of the peace agreements known as the Abraham Accords in 2020–2021, bringing the combined economic and military might of the Gulf States and Israel into direct alliance. Owing to its military, economic, and cultural strength and its Jewish-democratic character, Israel has become a key actor on the world stage and the supreme Middle Eastern power.

			Israel also plays a critical role in almost every technological field. To take one crucial example, by 2021 Israel has become second only to the United States in the size of its global cybersecurity market share and in the number of companies operating. Israel accounts for a third of world’s investment in cybersecurity, and a third of the cyber “unicorns”—private companies worth more than $1 billion—in the world. Another example is that of water technology, in which Israel has become a global leader in everything from desalination, to wastewater management, to water-saving agriculture, to urban water management, exporting its expertise to governments and municipalities around the world at a time of increasing droughts and shortages. Recent investments totaling many billions of dollars by global corporations like Google, Facebook, Microsoft, Intel, and Cisco further testify to the belief in the exceptional concentration of talent available in the Jewish state.

			In this context it is important to point out just how far Israel has emerged from the state of fragile economic dependency that characterized its first half-century.

			Two decades into the twenty-first century, Israel’s dependence on Diaspora donations and foreign aid has become almost negligible. Whereas Jewish philanthropic gifts to Israel stand at between $1 billion and $2 billion, and the US government’s military aid stands at under $4 billion, these are a small fraction of Israel’s annual government budget, which stands at well over $100 billion. From a purely financial standpoint, American Jewry’s entire Jewish philanthropic output, including gifts not just to Israel but also to their own communities, schools, and other organizations—all of which come to around $4 billion—is a drop in the bucket compared to the taxes collected by the government of the Jewish state. Israel has thus become a behemoth of Jewish financial resources, dwarfing those of the Diaspora.

			A similar misconception surrounds the question of immigration between Israel and the Diaspora. Immigration to and from Israel has always been an important test for Zionism and its critics. Aliyah was taken to be the ultimate expression of the victory of Zionism, and emigration from Israel—yerida (literally, “descent”)—was understood to signal its failure. In 1976, Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin famously used the expression “the fallout of weaklings” to describe Israeli contempt for emigrants. Some even construed emigration as the end of Zionism itself.

			Yet in recent years, especially due to Israel’s economic growth relative to the rest of the West, fewer Israelis are looking to settle down abroad. Economic optimism and confidence in the future are the key to Israel’s low emigration rate, which at the time of this writing is “at an almost historic low.”13 Some even question whether Israel still needs Jewish immigration, especially since it is already facing a population explosion that threatens its environment and citizens’ quality of life.14 Indeed, the changed attitudes toward immigration in and out of Israel are today symbolic of Israel’s sovereign normality in the Israeli Century.

			Israelis are inveterate world explorers, and the Israeli start-up scene contains thousands of globalized Israelis with worldwide reputations in fields ranging from science and academia to business and commerce. Yet even these globalized Israelis remain, for the most part, intensely patriotic. They typically endeavor to maintain strong ties to home even if they spend years abroad. Israel has also changed its attitude towards Israelis overseas. No longer does it deride them; instead, it upholds them as proof of the success of the Israeli Century and as an essential resource to boost the country’s economy, develop its international standing, and “Israelize” the Diaspora.

			In the last decade, Israelis abroad have developed new organizations—such as the Israeli-American Council (IAC)—that speak on behalf of the Israeli Diaspora and amplify their voice, often competing with the established American Jewish community for the megaphone. When President Trump attended the IAC’s annual conference in 2019 and described American Jewish support for the Democratic Party as bordering on disloyalty to Israel, American Israelis applauded, but many American Jews were left perturbed—not just by the accusation, but also by a sense that a forum of Israeli-Americans suddenly had sufficient clout to upstage more traditional American Jewish institutions.

			But this, too, is a product of the Israeli Century. It is in the State of Israel where Jews generally feel most rooted and confident in their national identity. It is the Jewish state that best enables them to realize their global abilities—contra Slezkine—without eroding their strong attachment to their heritage and unique culture. Israel has progressed quite far in its century-long project of fashioning the “new Jew,” one who feels a deep commitment to his heritage and a natural bond to his historic homeland. Shielded by the power of the Israeli Century, Israeli Jews are channeling the global traits and talents accumulated by generations of Jews in the absence of sovereignty, into international success in a constantly growing number of fields.

			And this is happening at the same time that Diaspora communities face seemingly insurmountable forces of assimilation, along with rising anti-Semitism, especially in the United States. The contrast between Israel’s rise and the Diaspora’s decline is one of the central stories of the Israeli Century.

			In the Israeli Century, therefore, we are witnessing a turning point in the relationship between the Jewish Diaspora and the Jewish state. If in the past Israelis talked about the “rich uncle from America” and longed to emigrate in droves, today the Jewish conversation often centers around Israel’s own prosperity and concomitant responsibility to help weak Jewish institutions across the Diaspora, including in the United States.

			***

			Israel’s rise has reverberated across the world, spanning military, diplomatic, economic, technological, and cultural spheres. Western commentators often describe Israel as isolated and under constant threat of potential sanctions and boycotts, especially from within European countries. But despite the fact that Israel has many detractors, and despite the constant flood of anti-Israel votes in UN bodies, Israel is also becoming popular and even admired in many parts of the globe, including in India, China, Japan, and most surprisingly in the Arab world, where Israel is respected because of its technological achievements and its character as a progressive and open country. In this context as well, the Abraham Accords marked a watershed in the approach of Muslims and Arabs towards Jews, proving once and for all that there no longer exists a broad, intractable “Arab-Israeli conflict.”15 And while many enviously see Israel as a successful democratic nation-state, Israel has also become attractive to reactionaries in both eastern and western Europe who oppose liberal democracy, multiculturalism, and borderless globalization. In eastern Europe in particular, some leaders seek to emulate the Israeli model of a strong ethnic nation-state enjoying intense kinship ties with Diaspora communities.

			The influence of Israeli power and wealth has gone beyond politics and technology into popular culture as well. The emergence of Israel as a creative force behind new films and television series has been widely discussed. No less important, however, are Israeli influences felt in fields as diverse as electronic and jazz music, architecture, fashion, and the culinary arts. Israel has begun to capture the imagination of world culture, expressed not only in the success of TV series like Fauda and actors like Gal Gadot, but also in the frequent appearance of Israeli characters in Western productions, as well as more prosaic developments, such as the relocation of the director Quentin Tarantino to Tel Aviv. Israel, it seems, is increasingly seen as an exotic focus of cultural curiosity.

			The Israeli Century has even changed the way other religions have viewed themselves—especially within the Christian faith. This is most evident among Evangelicals, especially in the United States. For many of them, Israel’s existence validates their Christian theology and faith in Scripture, serving as proof that God has accepted the Jewish people in their ancient homeland once again, as the prophets envisioned, and imposing on Christians a responsibility to support them. The American televangelist Jerry Falwell described Israel’s establishment as a “miracle” and “providential in every sense of the word…. The State of Israel, though small in geography and population, remains the focal point of history. All eyes are on Israel.”16

			The Catholic Church, too, which had previously rejected on theological grounds the Jewish claim to sovereignty in the Holy Land, has in recent years fundamentally revised its attitudes in the face of the ineluctable fact of Israeli sovereignty, recognizing (at least de facto) their sovereign rights. This was a dramatic development, because until recently the very existence of the State of Israel contradicted fundamental tenets of Catholic theology, which viewed the loss of the Israelites’ sovereignty after the destruction of the Second Temple as divine proof that Christendom was the “true Israel.”

			Indeed, the Holy See’s recognition of Jewish sovereignty in the Holy Land is, according to the Jesuit theologian Dennis McManus, “the most important historical drama that Christianity has undergone since the days of Luther.”17

			***

			Yet it is not Israel’s international influence, but rather the internal development of the sovereign Jewish state—the constant, churning inner turmoil over its political, religious, and economic future—that will most powerfully determine the culture and future of the Jewish people as a whole. Jews outside of Israel, especially in North America, still have an important role to play in fashioning the Jewish future. But this role is gradually diminishing and is increasingly dependent on their involvement in the Israeli drama. As Elliot Cosgrove, Rabbi of Park Avenue Synagogue in New York, recently put it:

			These days, American Jews no longer debate who wrote the Bible. Instead, we argue about Israel. Israel is what brings us together and what tears us apart. We work to keep our relationship with Israel strong and are anxiety-ridden at signs of its weakening.… The labels that delineate our denominations are no longer based on belief or observance—Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, Reconstructionist—but on our views about Israel: AIPAC, ZOA, JVP, J-Street and the rest of the alphabet soup of Israel advocacy.18

			The Diaspora’s dependence on Israel is especially evident in the changes we have seen in Jewish creativity in the Diaspora. Israel has taken center stage as the place where Judaism is being revived in every branch of art and popular culture. It is witnessing a tremendous renaissance of not just Israeli but also identifiably Jewish art. It is the home of a flourishing modern Hebrew music industry, including traditional Jewish music. Israeli cinema and television are not just gaining a higher global profile; they are also increasingly expressive of the Jewish experience.

			But it is seen most powerfully in the evolution of Jewish literature in the United States. The American-Jewish literature that thrived in the twentieth century—against the backdrop of the American-Jewish experience and the living memory of Europe and the Holocaust—is a shadow of its former self. Contemporary American Jewish authors no longer write like Isaac Bashevis Singer, Philip Roth, and Saul Bellow, whose works were steeped in the American and European Jewish experience. Today’s leading American-Jewish writers, such as Nathan Englander, Jonathan Safran Foer, Joshua Cohen, and Nicole Krauss, are unable to avoid writing novels that deal with Israel, Israeli life, and American-Israeli issues. Although many of their works reflect a certain ambivalence, and even harsh criticism, toward Israel, they nonetheless often depict American-Jewish life as lacking in focus and meaning, whereas life in Israel is seen, for better or worse, as a vibrant and central element of Jewish life that can no longer be ignored. The American-Israeli author Matti Friedman put it this way: “Jewish American writers of a few decades ago might have poked around the strange Jewish country in the Middle East, but they knew that the real literary action for them was back home. The novelists of 2017 don’t seem so sure.”19 Nathan Englander, too, recently attested to Jewish-American writers’ obsession with Israel: “I really do not know what got into our heads.... We are all friends, we all like it here in New York, and yet somehow Israel consumes us.”20

			But it is also telling that one can no longer speak of Jewish literature in the Israeli Century without giving serious attention to the works being produced in the Hebrew language.21 Nowadays, Israeli-Jewish Hebrew literature exists alongside a Diaspora literature defined by its relationship with Israeli sovereignty. The latter is not written in Hebrew, nor is it written in the Jewish homeland, but its thrust is the story of the Israeli Century.

			Israel remains the central point of reference for the Jewish cultural experience in every corner of the world. Its position also stems from the weakness of Diaspora Jewry in preserving Jewish communities and in shaping a clear vision for their future. Therefore, it is the strength and character of the State of Israel more than anything else that will determine the boundaries of Jewish identity, religion, and culture.

			***

			One of the most remarkable outcomes of the Israeli Century, however, has taken place completely outside the hearts and minds of Diaspora Jews. We have also witnessed an “Israelization” of anti-Semitism.

			Around the world, Diaspora Jews are closely associated with the State of Israel, and this means that attitudes towards the Jewish state—as well as Israel’s own actions and decisions—affect the lives of Jews worldwide. Take, for example, the wave of anti-Semitism that swept Argentina in the 1960s following the capture and arrest of the Nazi war criminal Adolf Eichmann by the Mossad. Indeed, criticism of Israel in Argentina has been a cover for what is in fact a long history of hostility toward Jews. Under Argentina’s brutal military dictatorship in 1976–1983, increased talk of international Zionist conspiracies and of Jews as servants of Zionist and American imperialism led to the sanctioning of the torture, murder, and disappearance of hundreds of Argentinian Jews.22

			The Israelization of anti-Semitism began in the Arab world and its Third World allies in the 1950s and 1960s, fueled in large part by the Soviet Union’s anti-Western propaganda strategy. This intensified after the Six Day War in 1967 and came to a head in the infamous UN General Assembly Resolution 3379, adopted on November 10, 1975, which proclaimed that “Zionism is racism.” In a historic speech at the UN General Assembly, the Israeli ambassador to the United Nations, Chaim Herzog, tore up a copy of the resolution and accused the world body of racism and anti-Semitism towards the State of Israel. US Ambassador Daniel Patrick Moynihan said in response to the resolution: “The abomination of antisemitism has been given the appearance of international sanction. The General Assembly today grants symbolic amnesty—and more—to the murderers of the six million European Jews.”23

			In 1978, the French-Jewish philosopher Vladimir Jankélévitch recognized that anti-Zionism had become a magical formula enabling one to be “democratically anti-Semitic.”24 In recent decades, anti-Zionism has become the glue binding young Muslims of North African descent to “progressive” left-wing forces across Europe and North America. Together, they maintain that their “legitimate” hatred of Israel justifies protests and violence against the economic, political, and cultural elites of Europe and, of course, the Jews. Some have therefore sought to harm world Jewry on the grounds that they are the “soft underbelly of the security of the Jewish people.”25

			But in recent years there has been significant pushback as well. Since 2016, at a time when minorities are increasingly given credit to define their own oppression, governments and major institutions are adopting the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) definition of anti-Semitism that includes hatred of Israel. In 2019, the German Bundestag voted to define boycotting Israel as anti-Semitic because “it questions the right of the Jewish and democratic state of Israel to exist or Israel’s right to defend itself.” The French National Assembly adopted a similar resolution. And the United States went further when President Trump extended the 1964 Civil Rights Act to include Jews suffering anti-Israel boycotts. Here, too, Judaism and Jewishness cannot be separated from the reality of Israel.

			In the face of anti-Semitism’s metamorphosis into anti-Zionism, the Israelization of Diaspora Jews and Judaism has accelerated, especially in France and Britain. These countries contain the two largest Jewish communities in Europe, and in recent years most of their cultural, religious, and political life has become focused on Israel and its challenges. According to the French-Jewish sociologist Pierre Birnbaum, many Jews in France “pay attention each day to what is happening in Israel…and Israel has become very present for them.”26 They follow Israeli media, watch Israeli films, read Israeli literature, conform to Israeli religious patterns, and eat Israeli cuisine.27 Indeed, the growing fear of radical Islam and terrorist attacks have brought tens of thousands of Jews to emigrate from France to Israel in the past decade. The Israelization of French Jews even came up in domestic political discourse in France during the 2017 national elections. Marine Le Pen, the leader of the far-right National Front party, questioned the attachment that many French Jews had to Israel. She called on them to “choose their nationality” and remain French.

			British Jewry has also undergone a similar process in its communal, organizational and religious life.28 The shift of Jewish voters away from the Labour Party, which had been their overwhelming home since World War II, and toward the Conservative Party stems in part from Labour’s increasing hostility towards Israel and the cover for anti-Semitism that this has provided. With the rise of Jeremy Corbyn as the head of Labour in 2015, the tension between British Jews and the Labour Party reached new heights. In July 2018, the three major Jewish newspapers in the UK published a joint editorial declaring that a Corbyn-led government was an “existential threat to Jewish life in this country.”29 When Corbyn was defeated in a landslide in 2019, Jews breathed a sigh of relief—though the question of anti-Semitism continues to dog British politics and the Labour Party.

			The Israelization of Judaism in western Europe is not only evident from the issue of anti-Semitism, but also in the religious life of many western European Jews. European rabbis have willingly accepted the authority of rabbinical courts in Israel and overwhelmingly receive their rabbinic training in the Jewish state. In June 2018, the Knesset passed an amendment to the Rabbinical Courts Jurisdiction Law, allowing Israel’s religious authorities to impose sanctions and a criminal record on recalcitrant husbands in Europe who refused to grant their wives a divorce. The Israeli legislation was actually initiated by rabbinical courts in Europe, which have no power to force husbands to grant a divorce.30

			In Europe today, the Jewish Question—which has overshadowed Jewish life since the eighteenth century—has increasingly become the Israeli Question.

			The Israelization of Diaspora Jewry is clear even from Israel’s unpopularity in certain quarters, including some progressive Jews in the West and the ultra-Orthodox Jews who reject Zionism for theological reasons. In both cases, Israel has become a major focus of their Jewish existence. Many progressive Diaspora Jews, who deplore Israel’s nationalist slide and the erosion of universal Jewish values, are angry at the Jewish state for betraying their vision of inclusivity in favor of populist politics. Yet however much they criticize their Israeli cousins, liberal Jews cannot easily disengage from Israel—especially if they want to preserve their Jewish identity. Community mobilization and institution-building based on some sort of relationship with Israel remain one of the great organizational principles for even the most liberal sections of the Diaspora.

			Increasingly, even American Jews are questioning the viability of Diaspora Jewish life in the face of rising anti-Semitism. To what extent does the liberal reality in the West actually reduce their ever-present ancient Jewish anxieties? To what extent do they see Israel as a potential refuge during times of trouble?31

			In October 2018, following the murder of Jewish worshippers at the Etz Chaim Synagogue in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, a debate broke out over what the attack meant for the future of Jews in the United States. One side of the debate argued that the synagogue massacre was an exception that did not reflect the “profound” acceptance of Jews and Judaism in America and should therefore not disrupt the normal, secure American-Jewish way of life.32 Others warned against trivializing the massacre by chalking it up to a more “general hatred of religion, rather than specific hatred of Jews.”33 One commentator, Carly Pildis, wrote that many American Jews, in an effort to detach themselves from the long, historical experience of Jewish persecution, were turning a blind eye to the intensifying anti-Semitic threats, “couch[ing] it in more gauzy and inclusive terms…which efface and erase us, while promoting causes and victim groups that they feel more comfortable with.”34

			Even Peter Beinart, a well-known spokesperson for cosmopolitan liberals in American Jewry, was struck overnight by a “ghetto mentality” when Donald Trump was elected President of the United States in November 2016. Beinart, an outspoken critic of the Israeli right and the American-Jewish establishment that he claims automatically supports it, wrote:

			I’ve never felt less American and more Jewish…. I’ve always assumed my country would be stable…. I’ve never experienced anything like the election of Donald Trump. I’ve never experienced anything so frightening or destabilizing. I’m experiencing political vertigo…. My grandmother…used to laugh at me when I boasted about America. She told me not to get too comfortable. She said a Jew must always know when to leave the sinking ship.… I still love America to my core. But I don’t trust it in the same way.… I keep hearing my grandmother’s voice in my ear.35

			A different but parallel phenomenon can be seen among the ultra-Orthodox. Although many American Haredim reject the idea of modern Jewish sovereignty in principle, many of them—like their peers in Israel—have accepted the fact of Israel’s existence and are concerned for its security.36 The exceptional story of the aliyah and enlistment of Chaim Meisels—the great-grandson of Rabbi Moshe Teitelbaum, rabbi of the Satmar dynasty and the anti-Zionist leader of one of the largest Hasidic movements at the time—received great acclaim in Israel and the Diaspora. Meisels, who became a combat officer, described how he left Brooklyn in secret and chose a different Jewish path from his family, “a Judaism in which standing up and defending the Jewish people’s state is just as important and huge as studying Torah.”37

			In recent years, some in the ultra-Orthodox community have claimed that they are the most important voice in American Jewry. They argue that their commitment to Israel is stronger than that of the Reform and Conservative movements, whose members they accuse of abandoning Jewish identity. Daniel Goldman, former head of Gesher, an organization that aims to bridge gaps with Israeli society, argues that American Orthodox Jews are seeking to penetrate Israel under the guise of Zionism, with a view to undermining modern Judaism in both Israel and the Diaspora. According to Goldman, “The portrayal of the ultra-Orthodox as Israeli patriots, in contrast to the distancing of Jewish liberals, is designed to harm modernist movements in Israel and the Diaspora by casting doubt on their loyalty to the Jewish people and the Jewish State.”38

			To what extent will the Israelization of the ultra-Orthodox in Israel and the Diaspora ultimately lead to the Haredization of Israel?

			Such an outcome would not only undermine Israel’s free and open character but also threaten its continued connection with most of the Diaspora.

			***

			It would be a mistake to attempt to understand the Israeli Century based solely on current trends, however. The Israeli Century has emerged atop the foundations of centuries of Jewish collective memories. The quest for “Jewish” answers to questions of statecraft, including national-security dilemmas, is almost always guided by the “lessons of history,” especially those learned from traumas inflicted on the Jewish people when they lacked sovereignty—chiefly the Holocaust—or, looking farther back in time, when biblical sovereignty was weak and beset by internal rivalries.

			In the summer of 2018, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his Polish counterpart Mateusz Morawiecki published a joint statement on Israeli-Polish ties. It provoked an uproar from Holocaust survivors, politicians, and scholars, who claimed that Israel was giving its stamp of approval to Poland’s Holocaust revisionism.

			The renowned Holocaust scholar Yehuda Bauer was furious, claiming that Israel had sold out memory of the Holocaust. He accused the Israeli government of agreeing to distort historical truth for the sake of political and economic interests, and Netanyahu of betrayal. In contrast, Israel’s former Chief Rabbi Israel Meir Lau, a Holocaust survivor and chairman of the Yad Vashem Council, defended Netanyahu and said that he accepted the friendly tone of the agreement, which was drafted to help both nations move beyond a painful past: “There are two perspectives here that can’t always be reconciled…. One is diplomatic-political which focuses on Israel-Poland relations today, in 2018, and the other is emotional and scientific, taken by scholars of Jewish history in World War II. The latter looks at the past—without taking into consideration the significance of the relations between the two countries, and the former focuses on the present and the future, with a more forgiving attitude toward the Poles as individuals.”39

			Israel uses its Jewish and international strength to implement the lessons of history as it sees them. Israel’s national security doctrine holds that the country is permanently under existential threat and must always take its fate into its own hands. In his explosive book Rise and Kill First, the veteran journalist Ronen Bergman explores how the activist ideology of Zionism after the trauma of the Holocaust led Israel to adopt policies of “targeted killings” in its war on terror on a scale unparalleled in the free world. Israel makes prolific use of targeted killings, and maintains this strategy is morally and legally justified. To safeguard the future of the Jewish people, terrorist leaders must be eliminated, and “collateral damage” might be a “necessary evil.”40 Yet it is also due to the lessons of history that Israel has always seen itself as responsible for the security of Jewish communities abroad, even passing legislation to that effect. Indeed, the doctrine of Israel’s spy agencies, especially the Mossad, doubling as “the Jewish people’s intelligence services” predates the birth of the state and continues to this day.41

			Israeli and Diaspora Jews often present themselves not only as a living reminder of the greatest crime against humanity ever committed, but also as a people who remain under threat of annihilation. In contrast, critics of Israel, Jews and non-Jews alike, accuse Israel of developing an addiction to appealing to the Holocaust, distorting Israel’s moral and political culture. The progressive American-Jewish scholar Ian Lustick wrote that the Israeli addiction to the “Holocaust syndrome” (what he calls “Holocaustia”) encourages anti-Semitism and anti-Zionism, prevents Israeli leaders from moving towards a peace agreement with the Arabs, and could eventually lead to Israel’s downfall.42 Other scholars have strongly criticized this argument, however, calling it “a politically motivated, agenda-driven interpretation that is masked in scientific jargon.”43

			Still, many warn that Israel’s “siege mentality” and frequent reference to existential threats have dulled its moral sensitivity on issues such as democracy and human rights. Israel stands accused of flouting international norms under the guise of being, as the political scientist Uriel Abulof has written, a “‘victim community’...which leverages the Holocaust and turns Auschwitz into the ultimate card…in its relations with the world.”44

			In other words, although Israel is strengthened by its appeals to past traumas and especially the Holocaust as the basis for its moral legitimacy, it is also assailed precisely on those same moral and ethical grounds by those who seek to undermine its legitimacy.45

			***

			We should not underestimate the impact such seemingly abstract debates over memory, morality, and the character of the Jewish state will have on the future of Jewish life around the world.

			True, the fact that most of world Jewry will soon live in Israel will create greater symbiosis between the Jewish state and the worldwide Jewish people. But this symbiosis will not necessarily herald greater cohesion among the Jews, or even among Israelis.

			In June 2015, Israeli President Reuven Rivlin delivered his famous “Four Tribes” speech, in which he described the emergence of a new Israeli order comprising four tribes—three Jewish (secular, national-religious, Haredim) and one Arab. This tribal split, argued the president, is a result of cultural and demographic upheavals sweeping Israeli society.46

			Some Diaspora Jewish leaders accept the primacy of the Israeli Century and demand that they be given a voice and status as a “fifth tribe”—the Jews of the Diaspora—out of a fear that they will become completely marginalized. Charles Bronfman, a prominent Diaspora leader and cofounder of Birthright Israel, recently issued a call to save the connection between Israel and the Diaspora. He urged the sides to engage in an essential and intensive dialogue to “ensure a future for everybody, a future for the people.” Bronfman wrote that “while the four tribes living in Israel play a day-to-day role in the political life of Israel, the place of the fifth is missing.”47

			Ever since the establishment of Israel, its leaders have claimed an almost exclusive role as spokespersons for the entire Jewish people. As early as the controversy over Holocaust reparations in the 1950s, the Israeli government argued that sovereignty granted it the prerogative to represent the whole Jewish people in negotiations with West Germany. Nahum Goldman, the acting chairman of the World Jewish Congress and representative of the Diaspora-run Claims Conference, opposed Israel’s assertions. Yet Prime Minister Ben-Gurion and Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett vehemently disagreed: “The State of Israel speaks for the Jewish people,” Sharett argued. “It is the only country the Jewish people has. That is a fact.”48

			Still, it remains in dispute whether Israel can indeed speak on behalf of all Jews. On issues relating to Jews worldwide, such as the struggle against anti-Semitism or the campaign to return assets stolen from Jews during World War II, Israel often seems to sit on the fence. Stuart Eizenstat, who led the negotiations for the restitution of European Jewish property as President Clinton’s special envoy, wrote two decades ago that he saw himself as a “Jewish diplomat,” whose job was to deliver historic justice to his brethren abandoned by the Americans during the war. He was astonished to learn that Israel’s response to his efforts was at best passive and at worst hostile, acting out of its own raison d’état.49 Yet despite the accomplishments of Jewish Diaspora organizations in support of world Jewry, today nobody can seriously compete with the State of Israel as the definitive spokesperson for the Jewish people.

			Over seven decades after the Holocaust, Diaspora Jews have lost the ability to come together on nearly any subject affecting their interests, or to raise up non-Israeli exemplars. Elie Wiesel, the Nobel Peace Prize laureate, was seen as perhaps the preeminent Diaspora Jew and the most articulate defender of the memory of the Holocaust as a Jewish memory of universal moral significance. But since his death in 2016, it has become hard to point to any figures in the Diaspora who have attained anything resembling his stature.50

			And even Wiesel was deeply connected to Israel, to the point of being denounced by the American scholar Samuel Huntington for his affinity with Israeli nationalism “at the expense of broader interests and American relations with long-standing allies.”51 For Wiesel, however, a profound connection to the Jewish state was central to his identity: “I support Israel—period. I identify with Israel—period. I never attack, never criticize Israel when I am not in Israel…. The role of a Jew is to be with our people.”

			Yet while Diaspora Jews struggle to find their voice, in Israel the discourse has become increasingly nationalistic and Orthodox. Some openly dismiss progressive and humanistic Diaspora Jews for their perceived naivety concerning Middle East affairs and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Many Orthodox Jews, both in Israel and around the world, argue that the continued existence of non-Orthodox Jews as a cultural-ethnic group in the Diaspora is uncertain as a result of intermarriage, abandonment of traditions, lack of Jewish education, and communal fraying. Their claims are not without foundation: even leaders of the Reform movement fear the devastating trends within their communities. Rabbi Ammiel Hirsch has said that “to feel connected to the Jewish people and attached to the Jewish state are not proof of ghetto Judaism. In fact, not to be committed to these values is evidence of Jewish decline…. Reform Judaism two generations from now will be a shadow of what it is today.”52

			While Israelis are increasingly inclined to nurture a Judaism that emphasizes the national and religious aspects of Jewish peoplehood, many argue that Israel must not neglect the humanistic and cosmopolitan side of Judaism and must actively champion interfaith and intercultural dialogue. In a demonstration of support for liberal Judaism in the Diaspora, the former Knesset speaker Avraham Burg said on the eve of the Jewish New Year in 2017: “I won’t celebrate this holiday with Netanyahu, with his traumas and Israeli paranoias that he invents or so skillfully represents. I’ll be with [liberal philanthropist George] Soros, the Jews of the world and their struggle for open societies everywhere, for every human being.” The State of Israel, according to Burg, opened up national horizons that had degenerated in the Jewish collective consciousness, “but almost completely blocked possibilities that characterized life in the Diaspora.” Its isolationist instinct, based on the inherited beliefs in chosenness and eternal persecution, “has eroded the little that connected the Israeli Jew to more general spheres of humanity.”53

			This approach, however, remains on the liberal margins of Jewish discourse in Israel. The overwhelming majority of Israeli Jews and many of their Diaspora brethren see Israeli sovereignty as the key to the preservation of Judaism and of Jews. For them, the State of Israel is as Ben-Gurion envisaged: the guarantee for the successful reconciliation of Judaism’s national-tribal and universalistic sides. After Israel’s establishment, Ben-Gurion wrote:

			With the establishment of our political independence, we have become citizens of the world to a greater degree than we had been in the past. Nevertheless, as a scattered nation, dispersed to the ends of the earth and wondering from country to country, from nation to nation, we always had more of global sensibility than some other peoples. Our national independence has placed our global citizenship on a strong and stable foundation. This was not due to our previous lack of a homeland and sovereign political existence, but rather it is precisely because of the existence of our national and political sovereignty that we are awake to the problems of humanity, and are awake to its needs and uncertainties.54

			There are still Jews in Israel and the Diaspora who dispute Israel’s authority to rule on questions of “Jewish ethics,” “Jewish interests,” and “Jewish identity.” The nationalist thinker Yoram Hazony published his book The Jewish State: The Struggle For Israel’s Soul just a few months before the Second Intifada erupted in September 2000, and warned against what he called the “Israeli urge to suicide.” Hazony cautioned against what he saw as a “post-Zionist” intellectual takeover of Israeli culture and academia that sought to abandon the entire idea of a Jewish state in favor of a more cosmopolitan “state of all its citizens.” Zionism, the post-Zionists argued, was itself a distortion of Jewish universal ethics, which had long rejected the injustices and atrocities committed in the name of realpolitik.55

			But the subsequent sea-change provoked by the Second Intifada’s wave of suicide bombings in Israel, coinciding with the seismic global changes wrought by the 9/11 terror attacks, brought an apparent end to the debate over Zionism in Israel, for it highlighted for most Israelis how critically important it was for them to have a strong and sovereign state of their own.

			***

			Today, many questions surrounding aims of the Jewish state and its relationship to both the Jewish people and Jewish history remain unanswered. What does it mean for a state to be “Jewish,” in the battle between modernity and tradition? Who is a legitimate party to the debate, and who falls outside it?

			The Israeli Supreme Court ruled in 2013—not for the first time—that the State of Israel is the nation-state of the Jewish people. The court rejected an appeal by a number of people requesting to register their nationality as “Israeli” rather than “Jewish.” The Supreme Court judges ruled once again that in modern Israel, one must distinguish between “citizenship and nationality” and that “there is no place to unite the different nationalities and group them together legally under a new and inclusive ‘Israeli nationality,’ inasmuch as it is contrary to the Jewish and democratic character of the state.”56

			In 2018, the Knesset passed the “Basic Law: Israel—the Nation State of the Jewish People,” which gave quasi-constitutional status to the earlier rulings without explicitly reaffirming the equal citizenship of Arab Israelis. Although defenders of the law insisted that such equality had already been granted in other “basic laws,” and that this was meant as a corrective constitutional measure, it nonetheless provoked a storm in Israel and around the world over whether Israel is still fully democratic with regards to its minority groups, as Israel’s Declaration of Independence stated it must be.

			In the nation-state of the Jewish people, Israeli Jews inhabit a dynamic spectrum between the progressivism of the “Start-Up Nation” and the regressive conservatism of a religious “Halakhic Nation,” a country that simultaneously offers a haven for the LGBT community and places issues of marital status under the aegis of an Orthodox Chief Rabbinate. Yet a majority of Israelis still support an open, liberal democracy in a Jewish nation-state—granting equal citizenship for individuals and certain privileges for Jewish collective identity at the level of national expression, holidays, and symbolism.

			Alongside Jewish debates in Israel over the nature of democracy, Israeli Arabs have a debate on a different axis. Some would seek not just full civic equality as individuals but also equal national recognition as an Arab minority, perhaps even with geographic autonomy. Others reject Israeli sovereignty altogether and even the notion of a Jewish people. Yet Israel’s Arab community and other minority groups contain many who identify with the Jewish state and are loyal to it. To a large extent, they are even adopting the culture of Israel’s Jewish majority. During the Covid-19 crisis of 2020, Arab-Jewish medical teams throughout the country battled the pandemic together. This important milestone also led to unprecedented political initiatives on the Israeli right to build political partnerships between Jewish and Arab parties.57 Thus, when the May 2021 clashes between Arab and Jewish citizens of Israel erupted in the country’s mixed Jewish-Arab communities, threatening to destroy all efforts to bridge the divide, many Israelis were gripped with shock and agony in the face of these events.

			Despite these troubling developments and the growing warnings against Jewish-Israeli tribalism, Zionism is a phenomenal achievement, greater than any development in Jewish life in the Diaspora. In spite of the difficulties in bringing together so diverse a population, one must not overlook, as the historian Alexander Yakobson argued, “the size of the achievement inherent in the fact that a country made up of such a population has managed to survive, develop, establish a democratic regime, and avoid the ethnic bloody conflicts which characterize many multi-ethnic and multicultural societies.” Even ideological critics of Zionism, Yakobson argues, accept the Zionist belief that, “ultimately, we are truly one nation.”58

			***

			The magnitude of this achievement creates, however, a certain dissonance.

			For a great many Jews and non-Jews around the world, the story of the Jewish people more or less begins two thousand years ago, with the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE and the beginning of the exile and Diaspora that would continue for two millennia. It was then that “Israelites” became “Jews,” ancient biblical history transitioned into Jewish history, and the story of a people dispersed around the world, at times suffering and at others prospering, became a fixture of world history.

			Seen through this lens, the establishment of Israel feels like a historical anomaly that adds to, but does not fundamentally alter, Jewish reality. Indeed, for the first few decades of Israel’s existence, there was good reason to feel this way: only a small minority of world Jewry lived in Israel, and the Jewish state was both impoverished and tenuous, facing daunting strategic threats. Though this is today no longer the case, a great many people, critics and supporters alike, still try to see Israel through a lens defined, in large part, by this two-thousand-year view of Jewish history.

			But the people that went into exile in the first and second centuries CE were in fact coming off a history of more than a thousand years before that of various forms of sovereign life in the Land of Israel, dating back to the Bible: from the conquests of Joshua, through the unified kingdom of David and Solomon, to the destruction and return in the sixth century BCE, to the Hasmonean kingdom and the reconstruction of the temple in Jerusalem at the time of Herod at the turn of the first millennium. Even when they didn’t have full control over their foreign affairs, they nonetheless built a thick sovereign legal tradition that became only thicker after the Roman exile that ended their grasp on the land of their forefathers.

			Taken in the context of three thousand, rather than two thousand, years of history, it becomes apparent that Judaism has always embodied a fierce tension between sovereign and anti-sovereign elements, between the urge of a nation to determine its fate in its land and a spiritual mission to survive and even thrive among the nations. Zionism emerged in the nineteenth century as a hybrid, drawing on the conceptual and political tools of the modern era of emergent sovereign nation-states, but also on centuries of messianic desire to restore the ancient kingdom, a desire that was canonized not only in the Bible but also in daily prayers and the refrain, recited every Passover, of “next year in Jerusalem.”

			The establishment and success of Israel was, therefore, not simply an appendix to Jewish history, but a kind of messianic revolution, channeling the perennial Jewish will to sovereign life. And with the progress of the Israeli Century, it has become increasingly clear that this upheaval of Jewish history represents nothing less than a verdict, a victory of the sovereign impulse ever-present in Judaism over the anti-sovereign impulse, one that shows every sign of being about as permanent as anything that happens in human history can ever be.

			This is a difficult pill for many Diaspora Jews to swallow, especially in the United States, which for decades after the Holocaust enjoyed the status of being the epicenter of the Jewish world. This is the source of the dissonance, of the endless inner conflict that results from the issue of “Israel” within the Jewish community. It comes from a hesitation to upend one’s own Jewish identity, grounded in a specific view of Jewish history, in the shadow of the verdict.

			At the same time, when the facts increasingly do not fit the perception, one ought to revise the perception. It is Jewish history itself, as entrenched in the minds of Jews and non-Jews alike for generations, and the perception of Jewish identity as something essentially Diasporic, that must be reexamined if we are to understand the meaning of the Israeli Century.

			In 1949, when the Israeli Century started to take shape, David Ben-Gurion recognized the historical cycle had been broken: “It is necessary to create a Hebrew character and style, which did not exist, which could not have existed, in the Diaspora, among a people without a homeland, without independence and national freedom. There is a need to revive and strengthen the relationship with the inspiring glory that is in our past, without enslavement to the fossilized legacy which has passed its time.”59

			Such a reexamination of Jewish history has already begun outside the Jewish conversation, in the field of political thought. Historians have long maintained that the connection between ethnicity and political sovereignty that forms the basis of the modern nation-state is a relatively new historical phenomenon, beginning with modernity or the French Revolution of 1789. It was in this spirit that many of the founders and historians of Zionism argued, as one scholar put it, that “only in the second half of the nineteenth century did the concept of political nationalism take hold among the Jews, one that explicitly demanded the establishment of a Jewish state on an ethnic basis.”60

			In recent decades, however, prominent scholars such as Steven Grosby, Anthony Smith, Azar Gat, and Aviel Roshwald have stressed the ancient roots of ethno-national states, including that of the Hebrew nation. They point out that many of the theoreticians of the modern nation-state leaned heavily on far more ancient teachings, not least on the Hebrew Bible itself. For these scholars, the history of the Jews, from early in the first millennium BCE to the Israeli Century, is a crucial test case for the nature and endurance of nation-states from ancient times to the present.

			Yet even if we agree that ancient history can often be distorted to serve political ends as a “usable past,” no serious scholar can deny the fact of ancient Hebrew sovereignty or the Jews’ historical ties to the Land of Israel, which have been confirmed beyond question by a century of archeological excavation. Nor can anyone seriously question the endurance of a collective Jewish consciousness since antiquity, as evidenced across rabbinic texts through the ages. Over millennia, the Jews demonstrated extraordinary powers of continuity far from their homeland and a powerful devotion to their history once restored to that homeland.

			It is not my aim to paint Zionism as an unalloyed success. Rather, my goal is to probe the primacy of the Israeli Century and ask: How can the State of Israel make itself the most effective tool for ensuring the continued existence and prosperity of the Jewish people, the Jewish religion, and Jewish culture for generations to come? And at the same time, how can the Diaspora internalize the true meaning of the Israeli Century against the long, strange trip of the Jews through history?

			None of these questions, however, can be adequately answered without taking a fresh look at the three-thousand-year story of the Jews. The tale of Jewish history dating back to ancient times, we will discover, is one of a constant struggle between the need for a people to live a sovereign life in its land and the need of the same people to expand beyond—an empire, not of armies but of ideas, sharing its unique moral perspective with the world.

			It is also a cautionary tale, in which the twin risks of chauvinistic parochialism on the one hand, and of self-effacing powerlessness on the other, come into full, often terrible, relief. For the five tribes of twenty-first-century Judaism to achieve a sense of community and coherence, rather than chaos, they will need to understand the nature of the Israeli Century and work towards building its future together.
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			Chapter I: The Jewish Paradigm and the End of History

			The new clout wielded by the State of Israel and the declining influence of the Jewish Diaspora undermine the centuries-old idea that exile and dispersion are more critical to the Jewish people than independence and sovereignty. After the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE, the exile and Diaspora in Jewish life had a far-reaching impact on the nature of Jewish faith, memory, ethics, power, and the Jews’ role in the world.

			The ascent of the Israeli Century has rendered the “Jewish Question” increasingly less important, replacing it with the “Israeli Question.” Israel and its behavior have important repercussions for the Jewish people and their place among nations, both in support for Jews as a flourishing and powerful tribe worthy of admiration and emulation and, conversely, hostility toward them over what is seen as their excessive power. With this transformation in mind, let us delve into the evolution of the relationship between Jewish sovereignty and diaspora to understand how the age-old debate manifests itself today.

			The Theological Paradigm

			The Jewish ethos of exile and return was shaped in the sixth century BCE, around the time of the destruction of the First Temple and the subsequent Babylonian exile. According to Judaism scholar Jacob Neusner this ethos has remained the “bread and butter” of Judaism ever since. Neusner argues that this is the Jewish paradigm; it is a theology that has developed over the generations, encompassing a narrative that swings between divine edicts condemning the Jews to exile and divine promises to restore them to their homeland.61

			Historically, the cycle of exile and return was based on a “carrot and stick” relationship between God and his chosen people. The Jews believed that it was God’s will to delay their sovereign return to the Land of Israel, and as such, they “made God the guarantor of their power.”62 God, for his part, used outside actors to penalize or reward the Jews, based on their willingness to obey and adhere to His commandments. In the Jewish ethos, the exile from their homeland is a disaster that they brought upon themselves. Their dispersion, however, is also an opportunity for renewal and moral growth in preparation for the ingathering of the exiles—the vision or yearning for a mass return to the Promised Land and the resumption of their independence.

			The paradigm of exile and return is rooted in the destruction of the First Temple in 586 BCE and the Babylonian exile, which came to an end with the return to zion and the restoration of the Israelites’ historic homeland, particularly during the period of Ezra and Nehemiah. This period is generally seen as coming full circle—the prophecies of redemption were fulfilled, and the Jewish people were granted sovereignty in their homeland.

			This view, however, is not grounded in fact. Firstly, Judea did not become a sovereign entity again; it remained a tiny province of the Persian Empire, known as Yehud Medinata. The Jews merely enjoyed cultural and religious autonomy within a confined area and had no military force of their own. Their leaders were appointed by, and served, the Persians, and there was no symmetry between the reality of the Jews as a nation before exile and upon their return.

			Secondly, many of the Judeans who went into exile (even prior to the destruction of the Temple in 586 BCE) never returned. The diaspora became an integral part of Jewish life and has been ever since.

			Babylon’s exiled elite managed to preserve and cultivate some of the institutions and authorities that existed prior to the fall of the Judean kingdom. First and foremost, they worked to maintain and safeguard a distinct tribal identity, managing the internal finances of their exiled community. They did so in the absence of sovereignty, thanks to the establishment of a new and revolutionary religious faith—the monotheistic belief in God as the “master of history” responsible for the conduct and fate of all peoples, including the people of Israel.

			Central to this new Judaism was the concept of sanctity as a property of the Jewish collective, rather than of any territory, state, or ruler. This concept of the chosen people (or “the Holy Seed”) is a notion that could only be meaningful in the context of a monotheistic religion, in which God controls history. He chose His people; it was He who led them into exile, and He who would ultimately restore them to their land. It was based on the thesis that the Jews established their collective consciousness, separating their community of exiles in Babylon from their alien environs.

			Besides their faith in the God of history, Babylonian Jews developed customs that distinguished them from their neighbors, which facilitated the continued existence of Judaism, even without sovereign control in the Jewish homeland. They included, for example, a ban on mixed marriages, the laws of kashrut and “family purity,” the sanctity of scriptures, communal worship, and the creation of houses of study. Thus, Jewish existence, disconnected from sovereign power, took root as a way of life outside the historic homeland.

			Their ability to retain their cohesion and particularism greatly benefited from the Babylonian policy of keeping defeated and exiled communities together. This policy enabled the Babylonians to retain control over exiled elites and harnessed them for imperial projects. It stood in sharp contrast to the policy of Assyria 200 years earlier, which forced conquered peoples to integrate into the empire. However, true to the Jewish paradigm of loss, sovereignty, exile, and return, the Return to Zion was wrongly seen as the Jews coming full circle, even though they did not reestablish their political independence.

			Indeed, in the Jewish tradition and the modern State of Israel, it is a matter of debate whether the Jews’ attachments and commitments should be to the Land of Israel or the State of Israel. While some dispute the intrinsic connection between the Jewish people and the Land of Israel, others maintain that loyalty to the Land of Israel as the Holy Land far exceeds loyalty to the State of Israel and its laws.

			The Babylonian Exile served to change the basis of Jewish identity, from being a political nation—the “Seed of Israel”—to a religious congregation, defined as the “the Holy Seed.” It weakened the ethos of the Jews as an ancient ethnic community and thus created a conflict between two approaches: one prized the return to the Land of Israel as the fulfilment of the religious imperative to live in the Holy Land; the other emphasized political control in the homeland as the only guarantee of national survival.

			The Return to Zion offered the Jewish people the option of life and eventually prosperity in the homeland without Jewish sovereignty. Yet, when the Temple was rebuilt by the returnees, Jerusalem remained under Persian rule. Historian Erich Gruen argues that the return itself was less important than the fact that most Judean exiles decided to remain and prosper in Babylon. He sees this episode as ground zero of the schizophrenic nature of the paradigm of exile and return.

			Gruen cites two passages from the Hebrew Bible to illustrate the gulf between the contradictory concepts. One focuses on the trauma of the destruction of the temple, as expressed in Psalm 137: “By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, we wept, when we remembered Zion…. How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?”63

			The second is a pragmatic approach to a normal life in exile, as found in Jeremiah’s prophecies:

			Thus saith the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, unto all the captivity, whom I have caused to be carried away captive from Jerusalem unto Babylon: Build ye houses, and dwell in them, and plant gardens, and eat the fruit of them; take ye wives, and beget sons and daughters; and take wives for your sons, and give your daughters to husbands, that they may bear sons and daughters; and multiply ye there, and be not diminished. And seek the peace of the city whither I have caused you to be carried away captive, and pray unto the Lord for it; for in the peace thereof shall ye have peace.64

			Indeed, the short Babylonian exile, the Return to Zion, and the Second Temple period ultimately reconciled the trauma of the loss of the Jewish homeland and normality in exile. Jews lived in both the Diaspora and their national home, as two complementary models that existed alongside each other and not at each other’s expense. Jeremiah’s prophecy of the Return to Zion can thus be seen as a “blueprint for diaspora existence, a guide for Jews who were developing strategies for survival and success in lands governed by Gentiles.”65 In Jeremiah’s words: “For thus saith the Lord: After seventy years are accomplished for Babylon, I will remember you, and perform My good word toward you, in causing you to return to this place. For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, saith the Lord, thoughts of peace, and not of evil, to give you a future and a hope.”66

			To summarize Judaism’s theological story, we can say that Judaism in Babylon developed first and foremost as a substitute for sovereignty. Jerusalem continued to be a center for worship, even though most Jewish people lived outside of the Land of Israel at the time. This remained the situation after Israel was conquered and annexed by Alexander the Great in 322 BCE, and under the subsequent rule of the Egyptian Ptolemaic dynasty, which lasted until 198 BCE. During this Hellenistic era, many of the Jews living in the Diaspora adopted a cosmopolitan way of life that eroded their identity as a distinct nation and religion. As the book of Maccabees recalls:

			In those days went there out of Israel wicked men, who persuaded many, saying, Let us go and make a covenant with the heathen that are round about us: for since we departed from them we have had much sorrow. So this device pleased them well. Then certain of the people were so forward herein, that they went to the king, who gave them licence to do after the ordinances of the heathen: Whereupon they built a place of exercise at Jerusalem according to the customs of the heathen: and made themselves uncircumcised, and forsook the holy covenant, and joined themselves to the heathen, and were sold to do mischief.67

			It was during the Hasmonean period, at the end of the Seleucid and Ptolemaic empires, that the idea of achieving sovereignty became a realistic possibility for the first time since the United Monarchy (1050 BCE–950 BCE). The Hasmonean Kingdom achieved its sovereignty in a piecemeal fashion following the revolt of Judah the Maccabee against Antiochus IV Epiphanes, the Seleucid emperor, in 164 BCE. The Jews largely sustained independence from around 140 BCE until Jerusalem was conquered in 63 BCE by the Roman general Pompey. Later efforts to recapture sovereignty during the Roman period—the Great Revolt of 66–73 CE, and the Bar Kokhba rebellion of 132–135 CE—led to disaster, including the destruction of the Second Temple in Jerusalem in 70 CE. This in turn led to the institutionalization of rabbinical Judaism, ushering in a period in history dominated by a religious model of Judaism, which started to take shape during the Babylonian exile.

			For centuries, this model held the community intact but also stigmatized the Jews for failing to reassert sovereignty in their ancient homeland. The Christians, who emerged from the Jews, interpreted the destruction of the Temple and the subsequent Jewish exile as evidence that Christianity was the one true faith and inheritor of God’s promise.

			While Jews saw the fall of the First Temple as not only a disaster but also a fresh opportunity to renew and rejuvenate their religion,68 the destruction of the Second Temple is represented as the Jewish people’s greatest historical calamity. Following this catastrophe, the Jews gradually abandoned all thoughts of restoring political sovereignty in Israel while sustaining life in the Diaspora. The destruction of the Second Temple was the formative moment that shaped the sovereignty-dispersion paradigm as comprising two conflicting and irreconcilable foundations. The Jews saw the loss of their homeland and the subsequent Roman exile as divine punishment for their sins. They clung to their vision of returning to the Promised Land, but it would be a matter of divine grace, conditional on the nation’s spiritual rebirth.69

			Moreover, the Prophet Jeremiah’s vision of the Return to Zion was fulfilled after two to three generations—in seventy years, to be precise. In contrast, after the loss of the Second Temple, the return from exile became a theological dream anchored in a vision of messianism and a series of religious prohibitions. First and foremost, Jews were prohibited from “storming the wall,” i.e., returning to Jerusalem before the advent of the messiah. Second, according to a midrash (a biblical exegesis by ancient rabbis), God made the Jews swear not to provoke the Gentiles. Third, God made the Gentiles promise not persecute ingathering of the exiles the Jews “too much,” because they were homeless and defenseless.

			In the absence of a clear timeframe for the ingathering of the exiles following the destruction of the Second Temple, the Return to Zion became a messianic vision and a matter of faith, not a practical plan of action. Christians adopted the Jewish theological view of the destruction of the Second Temple and the dispersion as divinely ordained; they also championed it as proof that the Jews were being punished for rejecting Jesus and the Gospels. It was precisely by virtue of this belief that the Catholic Church rejected the possibility of a resumption of Jewish sovereignty in the Holy Land in the early twentieth century. In 1904, when Theodor Herzl asked Pope Pius X to recognize Zionism, he replied, “The Jews have not recognized our Lord, therefore we cannot recognize the Jewish people… and so, if you come to Palestine and settle your people there, we shall have churches and priests ready to baptize all of you.”70

			Even after the establishment of the State of Israel, the Vatican remained hostile to the idea of Jewish sovereignty, especially in Jerusalem. Only in 1965 did the papacy begin to gradually reform its theology to come to terms with the Jews and their state, acknowledging the evils of antisemitism in the Nostra Aetate declaration of the Second Vatican Council. It took until 1993, after the Oslo Accords, for the Vatican to normalize diplomatic relations with the State of Israel. This emerging rapprochement included papal visits to Israel, climaxing in Pope Francis’s visit to Jerusalem in 2014, when he paid respects at Herzl’s tomb alongside President Shimon Peres and Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. This visit was widely seen as recognition by the Catholic Church of the Jewish people’s right to sovereignty in their homeland. In 2015, the Vatican issued a strict ban on attempts to convert Jews to Christianity. Pope Francis declared, “A [true] Christian can never be an anti-Semite, especially because of the Jewish roots of Christianity.”71

			Over history, the tendency in Western thought to conflate politics with national sovereignty led many to conclude that the Jewish exile thwarted the development of a “Jewish political tradition” in both theory and practice. In the same vein, many of the early Zionists argued that, from the destruction of the Second Temple till the birth of the Zionist movement, Judaism had remained, in effect, apolitical. Whereas anti-Zionists praised the Jews’ apolitical nature as a moral virtue, Zionists pointed to Jewish powerlessness as the reason for the Jews’ historical failures.72 They depicted Hebrew as having been a “dead” language throughout the exile, linking its rebirth to the revival of Jewish sovereignty in the Land of Israel.

			Indeed, since the Babylonian exile, language had not been a critical element of Jewish ethnicity. Hebrew was elevated to the status of a “holy tongue” and the Jews stopped using it in their everyday discourse for generations. They adopted many other languages and dialects, according to wherever they happened to be living.73

			The philosopher Michael Walzer rejects the notion that Jewish politics went into abeyance when the Jews were stripped of sovereignty. Despite the absence of state power, he argues, Jews continued making political decisions for centuries. These dealt with the allocation of resources of power and influence. The Jews even developed systems of law, taxation, and education within their scattered autonomous communities.74 Others echo Walzer in arguing that the Jews, perhaps more than any other group in history, developed and refined the idea of national-cultural autonomy. They even created, as Israeli philosopher and Bible scholar Yehezkel Kaufmann wrote, a model of a state-within-a-state without which they would have become extinct.75 The scholar Yitzhak Be’er argues that Jewish community leaders always exercised “some degree of coercive power in order to maintain a minimum level of national-religious discipline and could always use excommunication and flogging to ensure religious discipline.”76

			In contrast, philosopher Aviezer Ravitzky argues that the Jews’ millennia-long political exile caused a once creative tradition of religious jurisprudence to be disconnected from the historical reality of national and political rule. Jewish communities had their own internal procedures, which were often democratic, and they certainly had their own internal politics, including the rabbinical courts’ exercise of authority over members of the community. However, since this was all done under the aegis of foreign sovereigns, even if the Jews enjoyed cultural autonomy, they certainly lacked the political might necessary for making life and death decisions for themselves.77

			Whether or not we accept the argument that Jewish politics requires sovereignty, since the dawn of modernity the modern state has chipped away at Jewish autonomy in the Diaspora, imposing its civil religion of Enlightenment politics and philosophy. This erosion created a rupture between those who thought that Judaism could survive and flourish in this brave new world, and others who argued that its survival hinged on the restoration of Jewish political independence, including a reconfiguration of the relationship between its political and religious aspects.78

			Only in the second half of the nineteenth century, when religious Zionism began to take shape, did Orthodox rabbis start to explore solutions for a Return to Zion that reconciled Jewish theology with political realism. These early religious Zionists began challenging the long-standing consensus that this could only happen after the advent of the messiah. They “drew a clear distinction between the present and messianic time but did not draw a distinction between the Jewish religion and the Jewish nation.”79

			The Modern Paradigm between Political Power and Ethical Judaism

			The conception of the Jewish people as a national tribe inhabiting a theological paradigm of exile and sovereignty as divine reward or punishment has been eroded in modern times with the declining role of religion in Europe. From the dawn of modernity, and at least from the time of Baruch (Benedict) Spinoza (1632–1677), the exile-sovereignty paradigm has been redrawn on more secular and rationalist lines.80 Spinoza was the first to define the Jewish historical drama in purely political terms. He argued that the ancient Hebrews conceived of themselves as the chosen people as a means of legitimizing their Jewish theocracy. When this regime was overthrown with the fall of the Hasmonean dynasty and the destruction of the Second Temple, and Jews lost political control in their homeland, they also lost their tribal identity and raison d’être. Even the Hebrew Bible, which Spinoza regarded as a historical work that contained no philosophical truth, had lost its standing. Since the Jews were a political tribe, Spinoza believed that if one day they succeeded in reasserting their sovereignty, God would choose them anew.81

			As we shall see, many Zionists, including Herzl and Pinsker, were deeply influenced by Spinoza’s idea of “the fate of the Jews as having to do not with divine promises [of redemption] but with power politics pure and simple.”82

			The decline of religion and rise of the Enlightenment in the modern era caused Gentiles to think about Jews—and Jews to think about themselves—in less theological terms. The debate in modern Europe went from being a theological question to simply “the Jewish Question” (or “the Jewish Problem”), connected to questions of citizenship, the economy, society, and race.

			The dawn of modernity in the late eighteenth century and emancipation in the nineteenth century spurred a quest for answers about the place of Jewish identity and religious law in the modern nation-state. The “secular” Spinoza was excommunicated by the Amsterdam Jewish community and denounced as a traitor and heretic for saying that there was no place for the Jewish religion in the absence of sovereignty. A century later, Moses Mendelssohn, the greatest Jewish philosopher in the generation of Immanuel Kant, sought to defend the standing of Orthodox Judaism in the absence of Jewish sovereignty. Whereas Spinoza saw Judaism’s system of religious commandments as an antiquated instrument for enforcing ancient its sovereignty, Mendelssohn championed it as the most appropriate ethical philosophy for the modern state. He rejected the messianic dimension of the exile-return paradigm in favor of a more rational and pragmatic view but still wanted to preserve Judaism’s religious commandments outside the framework of Jewish self-government. For him, they were ceremonial laws that would direct the inquisitive mind toward a rational divine truth in the modern era. The commandments themselves did not reveal this divine truth, but they guided human thought in its pursuit. They were not merely intended to be enforced within a Jewish sovereign polity, but were better understood as part of a rational, universalist philosophy. David Biale, a professor of Jewish history, writes that Moses Mendelssohn was not opposed to the reestablishment of Jewish sovereignty but hoped to ensure Judaism’s survival as a religion that could flourish in the private sphere, far from the powers of the state.83

			Theodor Herzl and other secular Zionists had no time for messianic or theological visions of Jewish sovereignty. What they wanted was a territory where the Jews could achieve statehood and thus terminate the eternal paradigm of exile and return. Other opponents of the messianic dimension of the exile and return paradigm, however, opposed the establishment of a single, exclusive Jewish center, favoring multiple homelands where the Jews could become free, equal, integrated, and patriotic citizens of the countries they already inhabited.

			In nineteenth Germany, Reform Jews made Berlin their Jerusalem. They declared that they were not a nation but rather belonged to the nations of the countries where they were already citizens. No longer were the Jews members of a cultural-linguistic ethnic group, but merely adherents of a particular religious faith. Later, in the early twentieth century, many Jews also came to see the United States of America as their homeland. Their American dream was embodied in what they called “Die Goldene Medina”—Yiddish for “the golden country.” This belief hastened the Americanization of the Jewish faith and almost completely transformed the traditional conversation about the exile-sovereignty cycle.

			Having struck roots in the soil of America, Reform Jews rejected the tribalistic notions of a “Jewish race” and “Holy Seed.” They repudiated Jewish religious law and dismissed nationalism. Instead, they espoused universalist principles of morality, and declared their commitment to the “habits of modern civilization” and the “universal culture of heart and intellect” in the Pittsburgh Platform of 1885. Here, Reform Jews turned America into the Jewish homeland and proclaimed that they considered themselves “no longer a nation, but a religious community and therefore expect neither a return to Palestine…nor the restoration of any of the laws concerning the Jewish state.”84

			After the rise of Nazism, the Reform Jews walked back their harsh anti-Zionism in the 1937 Columbus Platform. While not exactly Zionist, they did “affirm the obligation of all Jewry to aid in [Palestine’s] upbuilding as a Jewish homeland by endeavoring to make it not only a haven of refuge for the oppressed but also a center of Jewish culture and spiritual life.”85

			Consequently, the dawn of the Israeli Century forced Reform Judaism to undergo a dramatic turnaround. In 1999, the movement’s representative body, the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, issued a “new” Pittsburgh Platform. Reform rabbis now declared that they viewed Zionism as a critical component of Judaism. The Reform movement has invested efforts to establish a legitimate and legal foothold in Israel in recent decades. This not only demonstrates Israel’s predominance over other options for Jewish life, but also shows how Reform Judaism now sees having a presence in Israel and official Israeli recognition as critical to the existence of the dwindling Reform communities in the US.

			The Zionist Paradigm and the Negation of the Exile

			Since the late nineteenth century, the modern debate over the Jewish paradigm has included questions about the extent to which sovereign power is essential for the survival and vitality of the Jewish people and what the purpose of survival under sovereignty might be.86 Jewish socialists in eastern Europe, including the Bundists and Yiddishists, adopted the Marxist thesis that nationalism and modern states were bourgeois fictions cooked up to oppress the proletariat. However, they also sought to maintain their Jewish ethno-communal identity as a cultural tribe. This created tension, both in theory and practice, between the Jewish socialists on one side and the Russian communists and proletariat on the other. Vladimir Lenin, the leader of the Russian Revolution, criticized the Bund and wondered incredulously how its members could cling to a particularist diasporic identity in his revolutionary, universalist, utopian world.

			The political Zionists’ retort to all these diasporic solutions was unequivocal; they wanted to “negate” the exile. Ever since Pinsker and Herzl argued that “if the Jews wanted to live, they had to deviate from the custom of their forefathers to live amongst other nations and to establish a state of their own,”87 this concept has defined the Jewish national consciousness. Israeli historian Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin writes that, in Zionist historical consciousness, the negation of the exile “fuses a continuum between the ancient past—in which there existed an entity defined as a sovereign nation—and the present, which perceives itself as the renewal of that same entity.” The negation of the exile, he adds, gained a “status of a paradigm that directs all the streams of Zionism that accept it as a given.”88

			Herzl acknowledged the historical uniqueness of the Land of Israel but was initially open to creating a safe haven for the Jews elsewhere. After his death in 1904, the English Zionist Israel Zangwill scoured the world to find a land where the Jews could settle and live in peace. At the turn of the twentieth century, the concept of the negation of the exile became a cornerstone of the dispute between the advocates of sovereignty and the “autonomist” followers of the renowned historian Simon Dubnow, who articulated a vision of a “Jewish world-nation” or “diaspora nation.”89 He argued that, despite the difficulties experienced by the Jews since the fall of the Second Temple and the anti-Semitism in the Russian empire, there was hope for its blossoming, even without a state of its own. Dubnow sought progress and believed that humanity was marching toward a more humanistic future. He also thought that the destruction of the Second Temple—the “providence of history” (as distinct from divine providence)—had tasked the Jews with a mighty mission: to prove to the world that life as a diaspora, without political sovereignty, was not only possible but the morally and intellectually superior way of life. States, territories, and armies were merely “external attributes of national power” and “superfluous” luxuries. “Go out into the world to prove that a people can continue to live without these attributes,” he proclaimed, “solely and alone through strength of spirit welding its widely scattered particles into one firm organism!”90

			Indeed, at the turn of the twentieth century, Dubnow’s idea of a diaspora nation seemed to be a realistic alternative to Herzl’s vision of a modern Jewish nation-state and the thrust of the Zionist movement’s aspirations.

			Other prominent Jewish thinkers, including Hermann Cohen and Franz Rosenzweig, have also sought to defend the Diaspora model as the realization of a moral and universalist vision. Taking their cue from Moses Mendelssohn, they assigned the Jewish people an important role in “the redemption of the whole of humanity,” precisely because the Jews had rejected the restrictive and corrupting temptation of state power. They railed against the Zionist yearning for a state and held that the loss of ancient sovereignty was a divine blessing, which transformed the Jews from being a provincial national tribe into a universal religion that existed like “dew from the Lord” among the nations.91

			In this view, the Jews in exile had a role that was both moral and eternal. Even after the Holocaust and the birth of the State of Israel, there were those who continued to advocate for the vision of a “Diaspora nation” as a response to, and a substitute for, a Jewish sovereign state. Even today, there are supporters among Israel’s critics, who claim that the Jewish state is a living testament to the corrupting nature of state power.

			The political scientist Michael Barnett explores the universalist theology of American Jews, who draw inspiration from Dubnow’s Diaspora-nation thesis. He is sympathetic toward their efforts to champion the cosmopolitan belief in “repairing the world” (tikkun olam) but cautions against the dangers inherent in Jewish naivety. Paraphrasing Christian theologian Reinhold Neibuhr, Barnett notes that nations that wish to survive “cannot be expected to take universalism to its logical conclusion because it would entail their erasure and extinction, which, of course, runs against their survival instinct.”92

			Indeed, Zionism’s founders distinguished between the negation of the exile and the negation of the exilic way of life and mentality. The negation of the exile states that it is impossible for Jews to live and flourish as Jews outside of their homeland and without sovereignty. The negation of the exilic mentality, however, calls on Jews to overcome the characteristics they had absorbed as a stateless people—passivity, victimhood, anxiety, fear, and extreme humility. This mentality took the opposite view from those who claimed that it was life in the Diaspora that had given Jews higher ethical standards and made Judaism humanistic. They argued that, in the absence of political and state power, it was quite impossible for Jews to make moral decisions. Without political power, the Jews had adopted slave-like ethics of submission, which led them in critical times to believe that martyrdom—and not the healthy human instinct to fight for one’s life—was proof of their adherence to Judaism.

			For Zionists, this was a destructive pathology. They accused exilic Jews of preferring “passive heroism” to the “active heroism” that could only ever be realized by living in, or fighting for, a sovereign state.93

			Religious Zionism: The Messiah and the Donkey

			To quote historian David Vital, the principle of the negation of the exile differentiated Zionism “totally and completely from every other significant movement in the modern Jewish world.”94 Advocates of Dubnow’s Diaspora-nation vision insisted that the Hebrew Bible’s redactors had never given much importance to political sovereignty as a way of life, since it was God who fought Israel’s battles and made the Israelites win or lose.

			The Zionists, on the other hand, insisted—like Spinoza—that the Bible was the ultimate book of Jewish sovereignty.95 David Ben-Gurion, who hoped to inspire Israelis to put the state’s interests first, realized that he would have to change the historical convention whereby the Babylonian exile and Return to Zion were the starting points of the Jewish paradigm. For him, the supreme Jewish ethos was to be found in the long period of Hebrew sovereignty in the First Temple era, especially under David and Solomon’s glorious reigns, and during the golden era of sovereignty under the Hasmoneans during the Second Temple period. He maintained that the theological paradigm had only spelled doom for people who had waited for generation after generation for the messiah to arrive.

			Ben-Gurion embraced a vision of modern nationalism with roots in the Bible to inspire Jews about the drama of Jewish revival and to entrench his vision of statism (mamlakhtiyut) as Israel’s civil religion. He became determined to impress statism on Israel’s citizens, using it to depict the Zionist enterprise as a direct continuation of Jewish independence in biblical times, in a manner completely disconnected from the millennia-long exile and the supposedly apolitical rabbinical tradition of the Diaspora.

			Mamlakhtiyut became a catchall doctrine that supported the recovery of Jewish sovereignty and nationhood as the ultimate creed of the future. This creed was also built on an aggressive policy of forcing the Hebrew language on new immigrants as their day-to-day language, erasing the foreign languages they came with.

			Hebrew had always been the language of holy texts, liturgy, and of course, the Hebrew Bible. In the nineteenth century, it was considered a dead language and few could use it as a spoken vernacular. In the 1911 edition of the Encyclopædia Britannica, German orientalist Theodor Nöldeke wrote an entry on ancient Semitic languages. Of Hebrew, he wrote: “The dream of some Zionists that Hebrew—a would-be Hebrew, that is to say—will again become a living, popular language in Palestine, has still less prospect of realisation than their vision of a restored Jewish empire in the Holy Land.”96

			In the Israeli Century, Hebrew has become the hegemonic and unchallenged language of Jews in Israel, whose grandparents arrived speaking Yiddish, Ladino, Judeo-Arabic, and more.97

			Ben-Gurion’s biblical heroes were kings, judges, military leaders, and courageous prophets, and he believed the Diaspora had distanced Judaism from them. He saw these figures as role models for Israel’s youth and reserved special praise for Joshua Bin-Nun, who conquered the Promised Land. Ben-Gurion’s own admirers described him as the heir to these biblical leaders; Moshe Dayan went as far as to compare him to Moses.98

			Those who advocated the negation of the Diaspora, which became a core plank of Zionist ideology, saw the lack of sovereignty as not only a recipe for national disaster, but also a psychopathological flaw and an addiction to weakness. Secular Zionists were utopian thinkers for whom the dream of building up the Land of Israel had nothing to do with God’s plans.

			They had some religious Zionist allies who also opposed the passive messianism and anti-Zionism of their Orthodox peers. The first religious Zionist thinker was Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Kalischer, who was active in Germany in the 1860s. Three decades before Herzl founded political Zionism, Kalischer praised Jews who were ready to sail to Palestine and settle there, calling them “messiahs.” He had reservations about “the traditional messianic idea of divine intervention in the course of history by a superhuman person” and argued that redemption would come “only through those simple Jews who close their businesses in the Diaspora and ascend to the Land of Israel.”99 The scholar Yosef Salmon has written that for Kalischer, “the content of redemption is transferred from the building of the Temple…and international recognition of the God of Israel, to political liberty.”100 At the turn of the twentieth century, Rabbi Samuel Mohilever, one of the great leaders of Religious Zionism, went as far as to argue that “the Holy One, blessed be He, would rather have his children live in His Land, even though they do not observe the Torah properly, than have them live outside the Land and observe the Torah as is proper.”101

			For nineteenth century religious Zionists, the commandment to settle and rule the Land of Israel took precedence over all other laws. Some claim that this approach was rooted in the philosophy of Rabbi Judah Halevi, who had already articulated a vision of national redemption in the twelfth century. Halevi saw the Jews’ political impotence and settled Diaspora existence as a historic failure, but he believed it was one that could be rectified. The success of Christianity and Islam at Judaism’s expense, Halevi contended, was only an interim stage in the dialectic of Jewish history on the path to redemption and the restoration of the glory of the Judaism of the Bible. This revival would occur only when the Jews actively worked to renew a settlement in the Land of Israel. Halevi pointed to a historical irony—by embracing monotheism, Christians and Muslims were helping to disseminate the greatness of Judaism and God’s supremacy.

			However, for the Jews to implement God’s historic plan to rehabilitate them in their homeland, they would first have to settle there. In his famous elegiac, “My Heart is in the East,” Halevi stressed the need to relinquish the ease of life in the Diaspora and settle in the Land of Israel: “A light thing would it seem to me to leave all the good things of Spain / Seeing how precious in mine eyes to behold the dust of the desolate sanctuary.” Redemption would come, Halevi maintained, when the people of Israel returned to their land—this would be the messianic moment. He set a personal example and, without waiting for the messiah, moved to the Land of Israel himself at the age of sixty.102 Today’s religious Zionists consider Judah Halevi a pioneer.
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