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Prologue


‘Yesterday,’ said the fabled politician, ‘we stood at the edge of the abyss, but today we have taken a giant step forward.’ Jewish history can sometimes feel like that: danger, followed by disaster. It does today.


Sixty years after its birth, the state of Israel is deeply isolated. It faces missiles from Hezbollah in the north and Hamas in the south, two terrorist groups pledged to Israel’s destruction. It has fought two campaigns, Lebanon in 2006, Gaza in 2008–09, whose outcome has been inconclusive. In the wings is Iran and the threat of nuclear weapons. Rarely has its future seemed so fraught with risk.


At the same time it has faced a chorus of international disapproval for its attempt to fight the new, ruthless terror that takes refuge among civilian populations. If it does nothing it fails in the first duty of a state, to protect its citizens. If it does something, the innocent suffer. It is a conundrum to perplex the most inventive mind and trouble the most thoughtful conscience.


The existence of the state of Israel would, thought Theodor Herzl, put an end to antisemitism. Instead, Israel has become the focus of a new antisemitism. The emergence within living memory of the Holocaust of a new strain of the world’s oldest hate is one of the most shocking developments in my lifetime.


Were these the only problems facing the Jewish people, they would be formidable. But there are others that weaken from within. There is the crisis of Jewish continuity. Throughout the Diaspora on average one in two young Jews is, through outmarriage, assimilation or disaffiliation, choosing not to continue the Jewish story; to be the last leaf on a tree that has lasted for four thousand years.


There is the eclipse of religious Zionism in Israel and modern orthodoxy in the Diaspora, the two forms of Judaism that believed it was possible to maintain the classic terms of Jewish life in the modern world. Jews are either engaging with the world and losing their Jewish identity, or preserving their identity at the cost of disengaging from the world. There are continuing divisions within the Jewish world, to the point where it is difficult to speak of Jews as one people with a shared fate and a collective identity.


This book is about all these issues, but it is also an attempt to get beneath them. For there is something deeper at stake, something fundamental and unresolved about the place of Jews, Judaism and Israel in the world. ‘A picture held us captive,’ said Wittgenstein, speaking about philosophy. The same, I believe, is true of Jews. An image of a people alone in the world, surrounded by enemies, bereft of friends, has dominated Jewish consciousness since the Holocaust. That is understandable. It is also dangerous. It leads to bad decisions and it risks becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy.


Jews need to recover faith – not simple faith, not naïve optimism, but faith that they are not alone in the world. The former Soviet dissident Natan Sharansky, imprisoned for his wish to leave and go to Israel, tells the story of how his wife Avital gave him a Hebrew book of Psalms to sustain him in the hard years ahead. The Russians confiscated it and he fought for three years to have it returned. Eventually it was.


Sharansky knew little Hebrew, but he treated the book as a code to be deciphered, which he eventually did. He recalls the moment one line yielded its meaning, the verse from Psalm 23: ‘Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I will fear no evil for you are with me.’ It was an epiphany. He felt as if someone had written those words directly for him in that place, that time. He survived, won his freedom, and went to Israel. He carries the book with him to this day.


Sharansky is a living symbol of the Jewish people through time. Often enough they too lost their freedom, but as long as they felt ‘I will fear no evil for you are with me’, they had an inner resilience that protected them from fear and despair. It was not a naïve faith, but it was awesome in its power. Jews kept faith alive. Faith kept the Jewish people alive. Faith defeats fear.


Fear, on the other hand, generates a sense of victimhood. Victims feel themselves to be alone. Everyone is against them. No one understands them. They have two choices: either to retreat within themselves or to act aggressively to defend themselves. Victims blame the world, not themselves. For that reason, it is a self-reinforcing attitude. Victims want the world to change, forgetting that it may be they who have to change. The victims’ fears may be real, but victimhood is not the best way to deal with them.


Fear is the wrong response to the situation of Jews in the contemporary world. It is easy, surveying the news day by day, to believe that they are the worst of times, but in some ways they are the best. Never before in four thousand years of history have Jews enjoyed, simultaneously, independence and sovereignty in Israel, and freedom and equality in the Diaspora.


The very existence of Israel is as near to a miracle as we will find in the sober pages of empirical history. Israel has had to face war and terror, but it has transformed the Jewish situation by the mere fact of its existence as the one place where Jews can defend themselves instead of relying on the all-too-often unreliable goodwill of others. At the same time Jewish life in the Diaspora is flourishing, culturally, educationally, even spiritually, in ways that would have been unimaginable a century ago.


In truth, these are not the worst of times, nor the best of times, but the most challenging of times. Jews today are in a position they have rarely if ever been in before in four thousand years of history. They face the world, in Israel and the Diaspora, on equal terms or, at least, on Jewish terms. What terms are they?


That is the question I address in this book. My argument is that we are in danger of forgetting who Jews are and why, why there is such a thing as the Jewish people, and what is its place within the global project of humankind. In the past Jews lived through catastrophes that would have spelled the end of most nations: the destruction of Solomon’s temple, the Babylonian exile, the Roman conquest, the Hadrianic persecutions, the massacres of the Crusades, the Spanish expulsion. They wrote elegies; they mourned; they prayed. But they did not give way to fear. They did not define themselves as victims. They did not see antisemitism written into the fabric of the universe. They knew they existed for a purpose, and it was not for themselves alone.


Jews, whether in Israel or elsewhere, need to recover a sense of purpose. Until you know where you want to be, you will not know where to go. So this book is not just about the problems facing Jews, Judaism and Israel in the twenty-first century. It is also about the larger question of who Jews are, and why.


I have been intimately involved in all the problems about which I write: the fight against antisemitism, the strengthening of Jewish continuity and, within a Diaspora context, the defence of Israel in the media, academia, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and British and European politics. My role has been a small one, one voice among many, and it has been a privilege to work with people and organisations, Jewish and non-Jewish alike, who have done so much more.


Yet I have felt something missing from these efforts. That is no one’s fault. It is the price paid for immediacy and involvement. What I sensed missing is the larger picture, the historical perspective, the connection of the dots into a portrait that would show us the who and what and why of the Jewish situation against the broad backdrop of the human and historical landscape. There is a line in the Bible more often quoted by non-Jews than Jews: ‘Without a vision, the people perish’ (Prov. 29:18). Yet it is Jews who should be listening to that verse. They were a people of vision whose heroes were visionaries. That much must never be lost.


In the heat of the moment, people do what they did last time. They revert to type. They choose the default mode. In the present instance, that is the wrong reaction. Things change. The world in the twenty-first century is not what it was in the twentieth or nineteenth. Borders that, a few decades ago, seemed to guarantee Israel’s safety, are no defence against long-range missiles. Secular nationalism of the kind that dominated the Middle East after the Second World War is not the same as religiously motivated terror, and cannot be negotiated in the same way.


The old antisemitism, a product of nineteenth-century European romantic nationalism, is not the same as the new, however old the recycled myths. You cannot fight hate transmitted by the Internet in the way you could fight hate that belonged to the public culture. Tell Britons about the rise in antisemitism and, for the most part, they look at you with blank incomprehension. They don’t read it in their newspapers; they don’t see it on their television screens. How are they to know that their next-door neighbour may be inhaling it from a website of whose very existence they are unaware?


Under pressure people do the predictable. Moses did so once, and it cost him his entry into the Promised Land. The people wanted water. God told Moses to take a stick, speak to the rock, and water would appear. Moses took the stick, hit the rock, and water flowed. Then God said, in effect, ‘You didn’t do what I told you. You cannot enter the land.’


The story has perplexed almost everyone who ever read it. So large a punishment for so small a sin? Besides which, what actually was the sin? What we forget is that an episode almost exactly the same had happened before, shortly after the Israelites crossed the divided Red Sea. Then God had told Moses to take a stick and hit the rock, which is what he did. On this second occasion he followed precedent. He did what he had done before. We can imagine his thoughts: ‘God said, “Take a stick.” Last time that meant, “Hit the rock,” so this time too I will hit the rock.’


There was one salient difference: a matter of forty years. The first time he was leading a people who, a few days previously, had been slaves. Now he was leading their children, a generation born in freedom. Slaves understand that with a command comes a stick. Free men and women don’t respond to sticks, but to words. They need leaders who speak, not strike. Moses, the man who led a generation for forty years out of slavery, was not the man to lead a free people across the Jordan.


Responses right in one age may be wrong in the next. That applies to Jews and Judaism today. I am troubled by the predictability of Jewish reactions, as if the past were still casting its shadow over the present. Today Jews are not victims, not powerless, and do not stand alone. Or, to put it more precisely, thinking in such terms is counter-productive and dysfunctional. Antisemitism is not inevitable, nor is it even mysterious. Nor is there a law of nature that says that Jews must quarrel with other Jews, frustrate each other’s efforts and criticise each other mercilessly, acting as if they were still in the wilderness wondering why they ever left Egypt.


The world has changed and Jews must change, the way they always changed, going back to first principles and asking about the nature of the Jewish vocation, ‘renewing our days’ – in that lovely Jewish paradox – ‘as of old’.


This is a book I was reluctant to write. There have been so many written in the past few years: about Israel, the new antisemitism, Jewish continuity and the like. I have not sought lightly to add to their number. What I have tried to do is to sketch the big picture, the larger vision, and to set it before what I hope will be a new generation, not just of readers but of leaders. I have tried to ask the great questions – who Jews are and what is being asked of them at this time – and whether my answers are persuasive or not, the questions are real and will not go away.


I believe that time-horizons within the Jewish world – indeed within the West generally – are too foreshortened. We think about yesterday, today and tomorrow while the enemies of Jews and freedom are thinking in decades and centuries, as Bernard Lewis has often argued. In a battle between those who think short and those who think long, the latter win in the long run almost by definition. Tactics are no substitute for strategy; tomorrow’s headlines are not the verdict of history. Jews have been around for two-thirds of the history of civilisation. That is long enough to know that Jewish life needs something more prophetic than crisis management.


So I have tried, in the following chapters, to set the present in the wider context of past and future, and immediate problems in terms of ultimate ideals. My argument will be that we have lost our way and need to recover the classic terms of the Jewish story. That story is not about antisemitism or about Israel as a nation surrounded by enemies. It is not about Jews destined to live alone, at best misunderstood, at worse the perennial target of hate. It is about faith, an unusual faith in which God summoned a people and charged them with becoming his partners in creating lives, and in Israel a society, that would become a home for the divine presence. That faith inspired not only Jews, but also Christians and Muslims, whose religion grew in Jewish soil, as well as others who respected the Jewish love of family, community, education, tradition, the pursuit of justice, the passion for argument and the Jewish sense of humour that can laugh even in the face of tragedy.


I believe that this is not accidental. Judaism was never meant for Jews alone. It contains a message for all humanity, and much in the twenty-first century will depend on whether this message or a different one prevails. Judaism belongs to the human conversation, and we must take the trouble to share our ideas with others, and let others share theirs with us. For a long time – most of history – this was simply not possible. The world was not interested in what the Jews had to say. Either they were there to be converted or assimilated, or they were ‘the other’ to be reviled. That has changed, for two reasons.


First, liberal democracies allow space for a multiplicity of voices. We all have a right to speak, and to do so in our own person. That is the glory of liberal democracy. Second, because of the existence of the state of Israel, Jews can speak on equal terms. No longer need they be haunted by the trauma of homelessness.


These are not minor changes. They mean that Jews must go back to the beginning and to the Hebrew Bible and ask again what it is to be Jewish, part of a singular people in a plural world, conscious at one and the same time of the uniqueness of identity and the universality of the human condition. What is it to be true to your faith and a blessing to others regardless of their faith? That is the Jewish question.


The problems confronting Jews in the twenty-first century are formidable, but they confront others as well. Israel faces terror, but so does every free society after 9/11. Jews face hatred and prejudice. So do Muslims, Hindus and Sikhs in Britain, Christians in Nigeria, Buddhists in Tibet and Chinese in the Philippines. Jews worry about whether their children and grandchildren will carry on their traditions. So does every religious minority in the diverse democracies of the West. Having written books about Jewish continuity, I have been consulted by British Muslims on Islamic continuity and by Hong Kong Chinese on Confucian and Taoist continuity.


It took a non-Jewish writer, the Catholic historian Paul Johnson, in his magisterial A History of the Jews, to state the obvious. The Jews, he writes, were ‘exemplars and epitomizers of the human condition’. They seemed to present ‘all the inescapable dilemmas of man in a heightened and clarified form’. The conclusion he reaches is that ‘It seems to be the role of the Jews to focus and dramatize these common experiences of mankind, and to turn their particular fate into a universal moral.’1 Our uniqueness is our universality.


Jews are not alone in the challenges they face. The world is going through a whirlwind of change, the pace of which it has rarely seen before. In the months while I was writing this book, from the summer of 2008 to the beginning of 2009, the entire global financial structure collapsed. One economy after another went into recession. There was a tragic terrorist attack in Mumbai. Israel conducted a controversial campaign in Gaza. Antisemitic attacks in Britain reached their highest levels since record-keeping began twenty-five years ago. Never before have events in one place had such rapid repercussions everywhere. We find ourselves, in Matthew Arnold’s graphic phrase, ‘wandering between two worlds, one dead, the other powerless to be born’.


It is at this historic moment, more perhaps than at any previous juncture of the Jewish past, that God’s words to Abraham, summoning him to a life through which ‘all the families of the earth will be blessed’, resonate most loudly. Jews are the world’s oldest – until recently, the world’s only – global people. They are the people who rebuilt their lives after the Holocaust, the greatest crime of human against human. Israel is the nation that, under almost constant attack for sixty years, has sustained a free and democratic society in a part of the world that never knew such things. The time has come for Jews to let go of their fears and lay hold again of their historic strengths.


These are controversial propositions, but I do not advance them lightly as academic speculations untested by experience. To the contrary, they are conclusions to which I have been driven as a result of personal involvement in all the issues I address. I have applied them in the field, and they work. I have examined them in the light of our sacred texts, and they cohere.


It is my considered view that, in this tense and troubled century, Jews must take a stand, not motivated by fear, not driven by paranoia or a sense of victimhood, but a positive stand on the basis of the values by which our ancestors lived and for which they were prepared to die: justice, equity, compassion, love of the stranger, the sanctity of life and the dignity of the human person without regard to colour, culture or creed. Now is not the time to retreat into a ghetto of the mind. It is the time to renew that most ancient of biblical institutions, the covenant of human solidarity, made in the days of Noah after the Flood. Without compromising one iota of Jewish faith or identity, Jews must stand alongside their friends, Christian, Muslim, Hindu, Sikh or secular humanist, in defence of freedom against the enemies of freedom, in affirmation of life against those who worship death and desecrate life.


We are entering, said Alan Greenspan, an age of turbulence. The antidote to fear is faith, a faith that knows the dangers but never loses hope. Faith as I understand it is not certainty but the courage to live with uncertainty, the courage Natan Sharansky discovered in his prison cell, the courage that led Jews to rebuild their lives and their ancestral home after the Holocaust, the faith that led generation after generation to hand on their way of life to their children, knowing the risks involved in being Jewish, yet never ceasing to cherish the privilege of the challenge. The Jewish people are ancient but still young; a suffering people still suffused with moral energy; a people who have known the worst fate can throw at them, and can still rejoice. They remain a living symbol of hope.
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Story of the People, People of the Story


God created man because God loves stories.


Elie Wiesel


Jews have always had stories for the rest of us.


Andrew Marr


In 1876, the greatest English writer of her time, Mary Ann Evans, better known as George Eliot, published what was to be her last novel.1 It was called Daniel Deronda, and it was what would have been called a Zionist novel, had the word ‘Zionist’ existed at the time. The main character in the novel is a young woman, Gwendolen Harleth, yet the fact that Eliot called the book Daniel Deronda shows that for her it was the story of the eponymous hero, Daniel himself, that constituted the heart of the book.


Deronda, an Englishman whom Gwendolen meets, had once saved the life of a young woman, Mirah Lapidoth, who was about to drown herself in the Thames. Mirah was Jewish, the first Jew Deronda had met. His interest in Jews kindled, Deronda wanders around London visiting Jewish sites and comes to meet a learned scholar, Mordecai, who earns his living repairing jewellery. Mordecai becomes Daniel’s mentor in the history and practices of the Jews. Mordecai is a member of a debating society called The Philosophers and it is there that Daniel hears him defend Jewry as a living people and Judaism as a living faith, evidently a controversial view in those days and that place. Though both, he concedes, are exhausted, only one thing is needed to revive them: the restoration of Jews to their sovereignty and their land. ‘Looking towards a land and a polity,’ he says, ‘our dispersed people in all the ends of the earth may share the dignity of a national life which has a voice among the people of the East and the West.’


Mordecai tells Daniel he has a mission, to be part of this project. But he is ill, his health is failing. He tells Daniel that perhaps they had been brought together because Daniel himself is fated to be the carrier of this mission, and hints that he may be Jewish himself. Daniel has not until now known who his mother was. He asks his guardian, who tells him that he had kept her name from Daniel at her request. He travels to meet his mother, a Russian princess living in Genoa, and eventually she confides in him that she had been born a Jew, a fate from which she had fled. This was the reason she had kept her identity hidden: she did not want her son to suffer because of his birth. Knowing now who he is, Daniel is drawn to Mordecai’s dream. The novel ends with him taking his leave of Gwendolen and setting out for the Promised Land: ‘The idea that I am possessed with is that of restoring a political existence to my people,’ he tells her, ‘making them a nation again, giving them a national centre, such as the English have, though they too are scattered over the globe.’


It was an extraordinary decision on George Eliot’s part to dedicate her last great work to the Jewish dream. She had no Jewish connections. She spent years of study immersing herself in the literature of and about the Jews. She even learned Hebrew as part of her preparation. She knew her theme would not be popular, and that her championing of the Jewish cause would bring her negative reviews. ‘The Jewish element’, she wrote in her journal, was ‘likely to satisfy nobody’. There had been no recent event to bring the fate of the Jews to public notice. The Damascus Blood Libel lay thirty-six years in the past, the Russian pogroms five years in the future. The word ‘antisemitism’ had not yet been coined.


Yet the fate of the Jews clearly engaged her and it formed the subject of the last essay she wrote before she died. It was called ‘The Modern Hep! Hep! Hep!’ – the reference was to the cry of the Crusaders in the Middle Ages as they were about to massacre Jews. The suffering of this people spoke to her. So too did its contribution to civilisation. Jews, she said, were ‘a people whose ideas have determined the religion of half the world, and that, the more cultivated half’. She was astonished that they had kept their self-respect despite the contempt in which they had been held in Christian Europe. The question she posed was whether Jews had leaders, ‘some new Ezras, some modern Maccabees’, who would re-establish the people as a nation in their own land, creating there ‘a centre of national feeling, a source of dignifying protection, a special channel for special energies which may contribute some added form of national genius’.


Somehow, at the end of her life, George Eliot identified with the Jewish story, its pains and persecutions, and above all its unwritten chapter, prophesied twenty-five centuries ago: the return to Zion. It was as yet barely a dream, a vision, a hope, but as George Eliot knew, Jews were a people of hope.


‘I’ve Seen the Promised Land’


Ninety-two years later, on 3 April 1968, an African-American leader delivered a sermon in the Mason Temple Church in Memphis Tennessee.2 Still a young man – he was thirty-nine at the time – he was nonetheless famous throughout the world. In 1964 he had been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. His name was Martin Luther King.


The biblical story of the exodus from slavery to freedom and the long journey across the wilderness to the Promised Land had long inspired African-Americans in their struggle for civil rights. In the nineteenth century they had sung their own version of Exodus 5:1:


Go down, Moses,


Way down in Egypt’s Land.


Tell ol’ Pharaoh,


Let my people go.


King lived and breathed that story. His speeches were full of quotations from the Hebrew Bible. It was a story that gave him hope, and through it he gave his fellow African-Americans hope.


At the climax of the most memorable of all his public addresses, the ‘I have a dream’ speech delivered before the Lincoln Memorial in Washington in August 1963, he quoted at length from Isaiah 40:4–5, the passage Jews read on the ‘Sabbath of Consolation’: ‘I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough places shall be made plain and the crooked places shall be made straight and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all flesh shall see it together.’ He added, ‘With this faith we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope.’


By 1968, though, the mood among the Civil Rights Movement was tense. Many were impatient with King’s slow pace and progress. The more militant believed that only violence would achieve their goals. Others thought the whole idea of racial integration was wrong. Colour would always divide. King, they thought, was pursuing an impossible dream. Knowing of the opposition he faced, King sensed that his life was in danger. It was this premonition that led him, that night, to end his speech with extraordinarily prophetic words.


He reminded his audience of the last day of Moses’ life. Moses knew that he would not himself be able to cross the Jordan, to which he had led the people for forty years. God granted him one last gift: not entry into the land, but a glimpse of it from afar, from a mountain-top on the other side of the river. Moses’ life had not been in vain. He had taken the people almost all the way, but it would be a new generation who would complete the journey.


These were almost the last words Martin Luther King spoke that night: ‘We’ve got some difficult times ahead. But it doesn’t matter with me now. Because I’ve been to the mountain-top … And I’ve looked over. And I’ve seen the promised land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight that we as a people will get to the promised land.’ It turned out to be the last day of his life too.


The next day he was assassinated. Forty years later, an African-American, Barack Obama, was elected President of the United States for the first time. He had begun his campaign by writing a book to which he gave a significant title: The Audacity of Hope. Hope needs audacity. That is what Martin Luther King had: the courage to stay with his dream even though he knew it was too much for some, too little for others, and too civil for the extremists; even though he sensed he would not be there to see it come true. He knew what the rabbis knew: ‘It is not for you to complete the task, but neither are you free to stand aside from it.’ He had led African-Americans along the biblical journey, and a generation later they reached the promised land. The Jewish story is the West’s meta-narrative of hope.


The World Turned Upside Down


‘These are the times’, wrote Thomas Paine, ‘that try men’s souls.’3 Certainly these times are trying Jewish souls. A decade ago, as the Christian millennium approached, many – I was one – believed Jews were entering a new and quieter phase in their history. Israel was in full pursuit of peace. Antisemitism was at an all-time low. Jews had achieved unprecedented prominence in most of the societies in which they lived. The Jewish voice was listened to with respect.


Then the world turned upside down. The peace process foundered, to be replaced first with an intifada, then with an almost ceaseless wave of suicide bombings, then with missile attacks from Lebanon in the north, Gaza in the south. Israel found itself surrounded not just by enemies – that much it has always known – but by terrorist groups, themselves funded by and proxies for states, committed to Israel’s destruction as a matter of non-negotiable religious conviction.


Nor was the attack merely physical: it was political as well. Israel found itself at the receiving end of a vastly ramified, international campaign of delegitimation, instigated by non-governmental organisations, academics and sections of the media, becoming the only nation among the 192 making up the United Nations to find its very right to be and to defend its citizens called into question.


Alongside this and intimately related to it came the return of antisemitism: the world’s oldest hate in the world’s newest dress. Jews found themselves assaulted in the suburbs of Paris and the streets of Manchester. Synagogues were desecrated, Jewish cemeteries vandalised, Jewish schools firebombed, Jewish students intimidated on campuses. All this had happened after decades of determination, in the form of anti-racist legislation and education, to ensure that the hate that led to the Holocaust should never happen again.


None of this, perhaps, should have been surprising. One of the advantages of being a people with four thousand years of history is that, wherever Jews find themselves, they have been here before. ‘Hallo darkness my old friend,’ sang Paul Simon in the 1960s, in an authentic reflex of Jewish memory. Yet I belong to a generation born after the Holocaust but old enough to remember events like the Six Day War. We hoped, we believed, that Jews had finally moved from darkness to light. We were wrong.


These are serious, disturbing problems. Perhaps the most serious of them all is the loss of Jews in the Diaspora through assimilation, outmarriage and the gradual attenuation of Jewish ties, and the loss of a sense of purpose, even identity, within Israel itself. When Jews in the past had a sense of purpose, nothing could defeat them. When they lacked it, they found ingenious ways of almost defeating themselves.


The Wrong Story


This is a book about the challenges facing Jews, Judaism and the state of Israel in the twenty-first century. But it is not a conventional book. My concern is not simply to analyse the problems, though I try to do that. My belief is that many, perhaps most, Jews within Israel and outside have forgotten the Jewish story: the journey from slavery to freedom, darkness to light, exile to the Promised Land, a journey of faith sustained by faith. In its place has come another story, so often recited, so often seemingly confirmed by events, that it has come to seem the Jewish story.


It goes like this: Jews have been persecuted throughout the ages. They were in Christian Europe from the eleventh to the twentieth century. They are now in the predominantly Muslim Middle East. To be a Jew is to be hated and to defy that hate. As one twentieth-century Jewish theologian, Emil Fackenheim, put it: Jews are commanded to stay Jewish in order to deny Hitler a posthumous victory.4 Jews are, in the biblical phrase, ‘the people that dwells alone’ (Num. 23:9).


This book is a challenge to that narrative. First, it isn’t the Jewish story. The facts may be true, but the narrative is wrong. Second, it risks becoming a classic case of a self-fulfilling prophecy. Believing themselves to be alone, Jews will find themselves alone. Third, it leads to a set of attitudes utterly inconsistent with classic Jewish self-understanding. It turns Jews into victims. It renders them passive-aggressive. It makes them distrust the world, which can lead to other- or self-hatred. Fourth, it generates policies that are self-destructive. Fifth, it demoralises at the very time when the Jewish people need strength. Sixth, it will lead Jews to leave Judaism. Seventh, it deprives Jews and humanity of the very thing that constitutes the Jewish message to humanity: the Jewish story, told and lived, whose theme is the audacity of hope.


In thrall to the other narrative, that Jews are the people fated to dwell alone, Jews try to fight antisemitism alone. Israelis tend to believe that, with the exception of the United States, the state of Israel is alone. The greatest Jewish thinker of the twentieth century, Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, wrote a famous essay entitled The Lonely Man of Faith.5


I disagree with all these propositions. Jews cannot defeat antisemitism alone. Israel cannot survive alone. In Judaism the man and woman of faith are not alone. To the contrary: emunah, the Jewish word for faith, is about the redemption of solitude, the antithesis of being alone. All these attitudes are understandable given the terrible history of the twentieth century, but they are misplaced given the circumstances of the twenty-first. Those who take refuge in solitude compound their problems rather than solving them. The single most important challenge facing the Jewish people, in Israel and the Diaspora, is to recover the Jewish story. It inspired George Eliot. It inspired Martin Luther King. The time has come for it to inspire Jews.


Redeeming Evil


This is not Pollyanna-ish optimism. No Jew who knows Jewish history can be an optimist. It is, rather, realism pure and simple. As the first Prime Minister of Israel, David Ben Gurion, said, ‘In Israel, to be a realist you have to believe in miracles.’ For Jews faith is as necessary as life itself. Without it the Jewish people would simply not have survived.


In 2001, after the Oslo peace process had broken down and the suicide bombings had begun, I told the then Israeli ambassador: ‘In the past, Israel’s enemies have tried to put it in a military crisis and failed. Then they tried to put it in a political crisis and failed. Now they are about to put it in a spiritual crisis, and they may succeed.’


That, ultimately, is what twenty-first-century terror is about, and Israel has been its most consistent target. The suicide bombings brought war from the battlefront to the buses of Haifa, the shops of Tel Aviv and the restaurants of Jerusalem. There were times when Jewish parents sent their children on the school bus not knowing whether they would see them alive again. The missiles of Hezbollah and Hamas placed two-thirds of Israel – the north and south – within their range. As I write, there are seven-year-old children in Sederot who have only known safety in a bomb shelter. The delegitimation of Israel among some media, academic and NGO circles has left its people feeling abandoned and alone. The aim is to intimidate and create despair, and it needs immense resources of faith and courage not to be affected. That is the spiritual crisis.


It is also the peculiar power of terror in the global age. It is not merely that terror deliberately attacks innocent civilians and etches everyday life with fear. It is rather that it takes the virtues of the open society and exploits them as vulnerabilities. One particularly poignant example came in the terror attacks on Mumbai in November 2008. Among the victims were a young rabbi and his wife, Gavriel and Rivkah Holzberg.


They were members of a group known as Chabad, or Lubavitch Hassidim. I did not know them personally, but they and I had been inspired by the same man, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneersohn, the Rebbe of Lubavitch. He had done something no Jew had ever done before. He had sent emissaries throughout the world, wherever there were or could be Jews. Their role was to keep an open house and offer hospitality to strangers. That is what the Holzbergs had done. It is possible – so went several news stories at the time – that they had given food and lodging to the people who subsequently murdered them.


I knew the Rebbe of Lubavitch. I am a rabbi today because of him. For years I wondered what led him to his extra ordinary project. Judaism is not a missionary faith, nor had rabbis engaged in outreach to isolated or estranged Jews. Eventually I came up with a hypothesis, and it remains the only satisfying explanation I have heard. Rabbi Schneersohn, a Jewish mystic, believed in the idea of tikkun, that by our acts we can redeem a fractured world and rescue fragments of divine light from the heart of human darkness.


But he had lived through the Holocaust, in which almost the entire world of the Jewish mystics of Eastern Europe was destroyed. How do you redeem evil of that magnitude? I believe that he had come to the conclusion that, if the Nazis had hunted down every Jew in hate, he would send his disciples to search out every Jew in love. That is what inspired me to become a rabbi.


After the tragedy of Mumbai, I began to ask myself whether such gestures are still possible in an age of terror. In Genesis 18, Abraham welcomed strangers and discovered that they were angels. The Holzbergs had welcomed strangers and found that they were murderers. Does terror show that openness is mere vulnerability? The answer must be ‘no’. The Jewish way, of which the Rebbe was a supreme exemplar, is to rescue hope from tragedy. However dark the world, love still heals. Goodness still redeems. Terror, by defeating others, ultimately defeats itself, while the memory of those who offered kindness to strangers lives on.


The Will to Power Versus the Will to Life


Thousands of books have been written about terror since the collapse of the Israeli-Palestinian peace process and the events of 9/11. They deal with the methods of terror, the politics of terror, the psychology of suicide bombers, the nature of religious extremism, and the end-of-days martyrdoms intended to bring about the final reign on earth of the god who is said to command holy war. What I have not yet encountered is a book about the strength of hope needed to defeat terror by the simple act of refusing to be terrified.


Leaders of Al Qaeda, Hamas and Hezbollah never tire of repeating the mantra that they are bound to win in the great confrontation that will shape the twenty-first century, because ‘You love life, while we are unafraid of death.’ That precisely demarcates the spiritual battleground of our time. Moses said at the end of his life:


This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live. (Deut. 30:19)


Choosing life – eros over thanatos, peace over war, trust over fear – is not something we can take for granted. Darwin, or some of his followers, painted a picture of life as a struggle for survival. Freud diagnosed the death instinct as one of the two primary drives operative in the human personality. Marx saw history as an inevitable struggle between the classes. Carl Schmitt defined the political as the search for an enemy.6 Evolutionary psychologists like David Buss tell us that murder is an adaptive strategy for passing on genes to the next generation in a world of reproductive competition.7 Cognitive psychiatrists such as Aaron T. Beck suggest that hate is the result of projecting onto others the negative aspects of our self-image.8


Whatever the explanation, Sir Henry Sumner Maine, the nineteenth-century historian, summed up history when he said, ‘War is as old as mankind while peace is a modern invention.’9 This gives us the first clue to the direction of the journey I want to take in this book, seeking to understand the Jewish story, why it has significance not just for Jews, and how it applies to the threats to Jewish survival today.


The key figure here is the most profound, radical and disturbing philosopher of the past two centuries, Friedrich Nietzsche. Nietzsche was the man who first pronounced the words ‘God is dead’ and who placed at the centre of his new scheme of values the will to power. He was hostile not to Jews but to Judaism, and even more so to Christianity. In 1889, at the age of forty-five, he suffered a mental breakdown from which he never recovered. A year earlier he wrote one of his most impassioned and troubling works, The Antichrist. In it he said:


The Jews are the most remarkable nation of world history because, faced with the question of being or not being, they preferred, with a perfectly uncanny conviction, being at any price … They defined themselves counter to all those conditions under which a nation was previously able to live, was permitted to live; they made of themselves an antithesis to natural conditions – they inverted religion, religious worship, morality, history, psychology one after the other in an irreparable way into the contradiction of their natural values … For precisely this reason the Jews are the most fateful nation in world history.10


From his perspective Nietzsche was right. Jews opposed all he stood for: nature, pride, animal vitality, the contempt of the strong for the weak, of the intelligent for the foolish and trusting, of the well bred for the masses. He blamed Jews for creating Christianity, and blamed Christianity for emasculating Europe, especially the ‘blond beast’ of the Aryan race, robbing it of its natural instincts to dominate and control. He called Judaism ‘the slave revolt in morals’, the revenge of the oppressed against their former oppressors. He saw the Judeo-Christian ethic as a precise inversion of what he believed in, substituting humility for superiority, sympathy for the victim instead of identification with the victor, care for the poor and vulnerable instead of the fellowship of the proud and strong.


Nietzsche would have been horrified by the use the Nazis made of his ideas. But he did identify, earlier and more clear-sightedly than anyone else, the German turn away from reason and enlightenment to the old pagan gods of blood and belonging. He was right. That is the choice: the will to power versus the will to life. Judaism, the religion of the God of life, whose greatest prophet said at the end of his life, ‘Now choose life’, is a sustained call to the sanctification of life.


There is nothing natural about this at all. The Jewish God is not the god of nature, but the God who transcends nature. Nature can seem cruel, remorseless, blind. It breeds birth out of destruction. Stars explode, and planets are created. Life is born, and preys on other life. Homo sapiens appears, and by banding together into packs, tribes, clans, cities, states and empires, exercises dominance over others. There is nothing evil about this, and nothing good either. Nature is, to use another of Nietzsche’s phrases, ‘beyond good and evil’. That is how it is. We can laugh, we can cry, we can develop ‘the tragic sense of life’, but there is nothing else. All else is fond illusion. We are alone in the universe, and we can either dominate or be dominated. All that exists is the blind, pitiless, is-ness of things.


Somehow, in a way that remains obscure, Jews discovered or were discovered by a different truth, that over and above the ‘is’ there is an ‘ought’. The actual is not inevitable. There can be a different world. Nature is not the final word, for nature itself was created by a being who stands outside it and who, by making us in his image, gave us the power to stand outside it. We are free. We can choose. We are not predestined by chance, fate, the stars, our darker instincts or the human genome. We can opt for freedom over determinism, justice over the power of power; we can stop at the brink of history’s endless replays and chart a different course. We cannot defeat death, but we can defeat all those forces that lead human beings to kill other, innocent human beings. We can choose life.


The Call


Long ago, one man and one woman heard a call telling them to leave their land, their birthplace and their father’s house and begin a journey. There was nothing conspicuous about them, nothing to suggest that the path on which they were about to embark would eventually change the history of humankind. The man was not a military hero or a miracle worker. He was not a revolutionary or a guru with thousands of followers. He had absolutely nothing in common with the heroes of epic or myth. Yet there can be no doubt that he was the most influential human being who ever lived. Today, 2.2 billion Christians, 1.3 billion Muslims and 13 million Jews – more than half the 6 billion people alive today – claim descent, biological or spiritual, from him. His name was Abraham; the name of the woman, his wife, was Sarah.


What was special, new about Abraham was not so much the God he worshipped. According to the Hebrew Bible, Abraham was not the first monotheist. Adam was. What Abraham initiated was the idea of faith as a journey undertaken by a people in search of the Promised Land. It was that journey George Eliot’s hero, Daniel Deronda, was about to undertake. It was the journey Martin Luther King spoke about in his last public address. It was the most daring and controversial of all Jewish undertakings in the modern age, the return to Zion. Yet, by one of the ironies of Jewish history, the achievement of that journey has led to a questioning of the very existence of Jews as a single people.
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Is There Still a Jewish People?


In 1992 a new word appeared in an English dictionary for the first time: peoplehood. The spellchecker on the word-processing programme on which I am writing this book has still not come across it: it signals a mistake every time I write the word. According to an article in the Jewish newspaper Forward, its appearance may have something to do with Jews.1 The first uses of the word were either by Jewish writers or by people writing about Jewry. Before 1992 there were peoples, nations, races, ethnic groups, tribes, clans and communities, but not peoplehood. Why did the word appear in the 1990s, in America, and in a Jewish context?


Words are often born when the phenomenon they name is under threat. The adjective ‘orthodox’ first appeared in a Jewish context in France in the early nineteenth century in the course of the debate about Jewish citizenship in the new nation state. For the first time in the modern world the traditional terms of Jewish existence were thrown into question. Alternatives were proposed. Some argued that Judaism must change. Those who disagreed were given the label ‘orthodox’. Only when something is challenged does it need a name. Until then it is taken for granted, part of the background. So it may have been in the case of Jewish ‘peoplehood’.


It was at about the same time, in 1990, that a book appeared arguing that the Jewish people was essentially at an end. Written by a historian of Zionism, David Vital, it was called The Future of the Jews. In it he argued that nothing now holds Jews together. The definitions of Jewish life are too many. The forms it takes are too diffuse. There is, Vital argued, no substantive common ground between the Jews of Israel and those of the Diaspora. Their interests are different. So is their sense of Jewishness or Israeliness. ‘Where there was once a single, if certainly a scattered and far from monolithic people,’ wrote Vital, ‘there is now a sort of archipelago of discrete islands composed of rather shaky communities of all qualities, shapes, and sizes.’2 His conclusion was sombre: ‘It is not too much to say that the survival of Jewry as a discrete people, its various branches bound to each other by common ties of culture, responsibility, and loyalty, is entirely in doubt.’


On the face of it, he was right. For centuries, in exile, scattered and dispersed, Jews saw themselves and were seen by others as a single nation. There was no other like it. They lacked all the normal prerequisites of a nation. They had no land. They were not living in the same place. They spoke different languages. They lived within different cultures. There was nothing, apparently, to connect them to one another. But they shared a history, a memory, a faith and a hope. They were God’s people whom he had rescued long ago from Egypt. They had made a covenant with him at Sinai. They would worship him and he would protect them. Though they had lost their land, one day they would return. He, through his prophets, had said so. They rehearsed that identity daily through every prayer they said, every text they studied, every command they performed.


There was nothing quite like it anywhere else. The key word of the twenty-first century is ‘globalisation’. For most, it is the newest of the new. For Jews it is the oldest of the old. Since the Babylonian exile twenty-six centuries ago, certainly since the Roman era two thousand years ago, Jews lived at great distances from one another, yet they were connected by a thousand gossamer strands of the spirit. They were the world’s first and, until recently, its only global people.


That entire configuration changed in the nineteenth century in Europe, where four out of every five Jews lived. The difference was the new nation state, which demanded a monopoly of people’s loyalty. The nation was no longer where you lived. It was who you were. No longer could you be a Jew living in France. You had to be, first and foremost, a ‘Frenchman of the Jewish persuasion’. Anything else constituted a dual loyalty and that, in the age of nationalism, was the cardinal sin. But what did that mean in practice? No one was entirely sure. It was a question – Der Judenfrage, the ‘Jewish question’ – that reverberated throughout the nation states of Europe for the next century and a half, and it placed Jews in an identity crisis that has not been fully resolved to this day.


The result was a fragmentation of Jewish identity the like of which had not been seen since the last days of the Second Temple. Jews twisted and turned in their attempt to find some mode of existence that would grant them safe space in the modern state which, in the name of tolerance, had developed a more deadly intolerance than any of its medieval predecessors. A whole series of non-traditional religious identities was born – Reform, Conservative, Liberal and Reconstructionist – each a radical break with the past, each in different degrees an attempt to soften the distinctive features of Judaism and show, as far as it could be shown, that Jews were like everyone else.


Meanwhile, Jews in the East were facing a wave of more primitive antisemitism. Pogroms broke out throughout Russia in 1881. In 1882 the notorious May Laws were enacted. Both those who stayed and those who left formulated a variety of secular identities. There were Jewish communists, socialists, culturalists, Yiddishists and campaigners for Jewish autonomy in the Pale of Settlement. There were Zionists of every hue: religious, secular, restorative, revolutionary, Nietzschean, Tolstoyan, socialist, Leninist, mystical or minimalist, to which must be added Theodor Herzl’s vision of Israel as the Switzerland of the Middle East.


There was hardly a self-respecting Jewish intellectual in the late nineteenth or early twentieth century who did not have his or her version of utopia, literate, erudite, fastidiously crafted and utterly impracticable, with the sole exception of Zionism itself. The once relatively coherent concept of Jewish identity was shattered into myriad fragments from which it has not recovered to this day. Martin Buber concluded that Jews no longer existed as a people. They were too fragmented. They no longer had a shared set of beliefs. The Enlightenment had undermined classical Jewish self-understanding as a single nation standing before God.3


He spoke too soon, for what happened was the Holocaust. Despite all their differences in belief, culture and appearance, Jews seemed to their enemies to be a single entity: a dangerous, subversive race, an alien presence in the lands in which they lived, an international conspiracy, a monster, a parasite, a threat. Jews might be internally hopelessly divided, but to antisemites they were maliciously united. They may have moved in a dozen different directions, chosen a hundred different identities, but if they remained in Europe, they found themselves transported back to a series of extermination camps, united in death if not in life.


It took many years before Jews were able to reflect on the Shoa (the Hebrew term for the Holocaust). When they did – after the Eichmann trial in 1961 and the Six Day War in 1967 – they began to put into words a profound sense that the Jewish people was a single entity after all. Every Jew in Europe had been under sentence of death by the terms of the Final Solution. After the Holocaust, most Jews felt themselves to be, in George Steiner’s phrase, ‘a kind of survivor’. They also recognised that, whether they lived in Israel or not, it was their city of refuge, the place where they could go in an emergency and where, if nowhere else, they could be safe. So Jews were indeed a single people. ‘We are one’, as the slogan of Jewish organisations put it at the time.


But by the 1980s, the sense of collective fate, heightened by Holocaust reflection and the traumatic weeks before the Six Day War, had begun to fade. Israel began to face more intractable conflicts. The 1982 Lebanon War was the first in which Jewry was genuinely divided. Israel no longer faced armies but terrorist groups who took refuge among civilian populations. Israel no longer looked like David fighting the Goliath of its neighbouring states. If anything, the roles seemed to be reversed. The divisions within Jewry, between secular and religious, Orthodox and Reform, and in Israel between the Jews from Eastern Europe and those from Arab lands, came more to the fore. Neither Jews nor Israel were fighting for survival, and what was left by the retreating tide of fear were all the fragments of Jewish identity, shattered by the whirlwind of nineteenth-and twentieth-century Europe, and seemingly beyond repair.


In 1993, I published my own reflections on Jewish unity-within-diversity and called it, interrogatively, One People?4 Friends in America read it and told me it was already too late. In the United States, Orthodoxy and Reform were too far apart for any conceivable rapprochement. Jews had become, irreparably, two peoples. At about the same time, David Vital had reached the same pessimistic conclusion, basing it in his case on the deep and growing differences between Israel and the Diaspora.


I am not a pessimist. Pessimism in Judaism is usually premature. In Chapter 3 we will see how, three thousand years ago, Egyptians and Moabites wrote the obituary of the people called Israel, yet they survived. The same is true about Jewish peoplehood. Jews have often thought of themselves as irreparably divided, yet a sense of kinship remains. But there are good and bad ways of thinking about what makes Jews a people, and the way Jews think today affects what they become tomorrow.


My argument on this subject is the same as on all the others in this book. The definition of Jews as the-people-that-dwells-alone does great harm to Jewish peoplehood. Essentially it defines Jews as victims. It says that Jews are the people who, historically, have been subject to persecution, isolation and alienation. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries they tried to integrate, assimilate, become like everyone else, but it failed. Inescapably, Jews are different. So, though they share nothing else, they have in common a history of suffering. The music of Jewish life is in the minor key. Jewish literature is an extended book of lamentations. Jews share a fate.


This is the wrong way to think about Jewish peoplehood. Jews are a people of faith, not fate alone. Jews are choosers, not victims; co-authors of their destiny, not swept by the winds of circumstance. Without a positive vision, Jews will indeed cease to be a people. But to begin at the beginning, let us first acknowledge that the fear that Jews might split apart is genuine and justified. It can happen. It happened in the past. There is work to be done if Jews are to stay together in the future.


Three Divisions


Three times in their history Jews have suffered exile: first in the days of the biblical Joseph, a second time with the destruction of the First Temple by the Babylonians, a third with the fall of Jerusalem to the Romans and the later defeat of the Bar Kochba rebellion. Each was a reverberating tragedy.


The first led to slavery in Egypt. To this day, on Passover, Jews annually re-enact that tragedy, tasting the bread of affliction and the bitter herbs of slavery. The Torah commands Jews to remember the exodus all the days of their lives, and in their prayers they do. The second was one of the defining traumas of Judaism, relived each year on the Ninth of Av, the anniversary of the destruction of the Temple, when Jews sit and mourn and read the book of Lamentations as if a close relative had just died. The third led to an exile lasting almost two thousand years, and the longest succession of tragedies experienced by any people in history.


History is complex, but memory is clear. In Jewish memory, all three events have something in common. They were caused by the failure of Jews to live peaceably together. In the case of Joseph, the Bible is explicit. Joseph’s brothers ‘hated him and could not speak a kind word to him’ (Gen. 37:4). Their hatred continued to grow as Joseph dreamed dreams of greatness and told his brothers. They resolved to kill him, but eventually sold him into Egypt as a slave. That led eventually to the enslavement of the entire family, by then grown to be a people.
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