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			Praise for If I Am Not for Myself (1992)

			 

			“Ruth R. Wisse is a writer of passion and precision, who has extraordinary polemical powers. All these enviable qualities are beautifully engaged in If I Am Not for Myself, an immensely impressive book on a subject of universal importance.”

			—Joseph Epstein, author of Never Say You’ve Had a Lucky Life: Especially If You’ve Had a Lucky Life, and recipient of the National Humanities Award

			“You don’t have to be Jewish to be moved and instructed by this brilliant critique of liberalisms that do not reciprocate the devotions of their adherents. Ruth R. Wisse joins literary grace to analytical rigor in a book that should generate necessary debates for a long time to come.”

			—Rev. Richard John Neuhaus, (1936–2009), founder of the 
Institute for Religion and Public Life and First Things: 
A Monthly Journal of Religion and Public Life

			“The Jews have enemies, as this book urges us to recognize in its passionately felt and powerfully reasoned argument. Ruth R. Wisse mounts a resolve defense of basic Jewish rights and offers a determined challenge to all who would deny them. Her analysis of the psychological and political sources of anti-Jewish hostility is as formidable as it is provocative and deserves the most serious reflection.”

			—Alvin H. Rosenfeld, professor, and Director of the Center 
for the Study of Contemporary Antisemitism, Indiana University

			“Wisse’s book is a timely and appropriate response to the ‘Woody Allen syn­drome,’ typical of American Jews who charge Israel with betraying their own liberal legacy through its supposed suppression of Palestinian rights. What she charges in return is nothing less than the betrayal of the Jewish heritage itself by well-meaning, assimilated American Jews. Whether or not one agrees with all of her assertions, her book is mandatory reading for those who reject the platitudes of both Left and Right—which coincide in blaming Jews for the aggressions waged against them.”

			—Ronald Radosh, professor, and coauthor of The Rosenburg File: 
A Search for the Truth

			“This is a wonderful book, passionate, wise, and original. Wisse shows how liberalism has led the Jews into the worst betrayal of all—self-betrayal.”

			—Rael Jean Isaac, coauthor of The Coercive Utopians and Madness in the Streets
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			To Rina and Itzhak Zamir 
and their children who gave us a home.

			 

			And for the defenders of Israel.

		

	
		
			Publisher’s Note

			Rarely does an editor publish a book that stays in print for over thirty years—let alone achieves the status of a classic. Ruth R. Wisse’s If I Am Not for Myself is, for me, one of those rare books, and it is why I am so pleased and proud to be reissuing this powerfully argued treatise on the moral and intellectual collapse of modern liberalism, with a new introduction by the author. 

			But the occasion is not cause for celebration so much as grim reflection on the book’s continued relevance in a world that has turned hostile to the Jewish state, and Jews themselves, in a way that has not been seen within our lifetime. 

			First published in 1992 at The Free Press, where I started as an editor in 1988, few readers realized how prescient it would be. Most Jews were, and are, proudly liberal and Wisse’s conservative views were at the time considered marginal and somewhat overheated. Her argument, reduced to its essential proposition, is that liberalism has failed to stand up for the Jews. And while this is certainly a problem for Jews themselves, it is equally so for liberals, and for Americans in general. For according to Wisse, the defense of the Jew is the ultimate test of the vitality and moral strength of liberalism itself. Thus, when political liberalism fails to defend its vulnerable Jewish minority, it is a sign that it has lost the will to stand for and defend its own values.

			Politically conservative Jews like Wisse who evince well-founded skepticism about the strength and staying power of universalist ideals have been a lonely tribe in the American diaspora. Even so, this is a question on which they take no joy in being proved correct. On every hand the underlying rot of liberal values has been exposed for all to see. All it took was the massacre of Jews in southern Israel on October 7, 2023, to trigger a global resurgence of anti-Jewish hatred. Many were shocked by this barbaric act and the savage embrace of it by left-wing radicals across the Western world. With astonishing rapidity, ancient antisemitic tropes and libels resurfaced, while an unmistakable process began of isolating and alienating Jews from their positions in society. Even worse has been the failure of many liberal political, academic, and media figures to see this for what it was: an attack on liberal civilization itself. 

			Liberalism today is under assault from both left and right and its traditional defenders are profoundly confused and disoriented. So rapidly has their position deteriorated that they hardly have a leg to stand on. What has been exposed on the streets of Western cities is nothing short of demonic—a rebuke not just to liberalism but to our whole modern secular outlook. There is a real possibility that the liberal center will not hold, and that we will be plunged back into a Hobbesian world of intertribal conflict. In that event, Jews will once more be forced to fend for themselves.

			Those of us who grew up in the golden age of the American diaspora might be forgiven for assuming it could never happen here. Surely all of that was in the past. Yet now, like many times before in Jewish history, American Jews are being forced to consider their options. Some may choose to leave and go to Israel. Others seem prepared to embrace the new anti-Zionist catechism, hoping in that way to preserve their position in society. But there is a third option that appeals to those of us who saw this coming, and that is for Jews to pull together, stand our ground, and fight not just for our rightful place in American society but for the survival of the liberal ideals on which America, Jewish safety, and Western civilization all depend. 

			Publishers are well aware that the world will not be saved by books alone. We send them out into the world not knowing where they may end up or what good they may do. One might therefore ask, if books have so little discernible impact why do you bother to keep doing it? My answer is that we are trying in our own quixotic way to preserve the foundations of civilization and democracy. 

			Most books fall short of that lofty ambition. But once in a very great while we are privileged to publish an author like Ruth Wisse, whose book we launched like a paper airplane from the window of a New York office tower years ago, only to see it held aloft for over thirty years by the simple and evident need for its existence. Such books are rare indeed. But in the end, they are the best and only justification for the continuing pursuit of our vocation.

			 

			—Adam Bellow
Publisher, Wicked Son Books

		

	
		
			Preface

			In 1992, I published a book on the liberal betrayal of the Jews, a subject that had worried me for many years. To be liberal had once been for me an unquestioned good. I grew up in postwar North America thinking of liberalism as a belief in rationality and a rational approach to political matters; in individual freedom within a constitutional, participatory democracy; in cultural pluralism within an open society; in the rule of law. Some people I knew considered liberal and Jewish values so interchangeable as to make “liberal Judaism” a tautology: Being liberal had come to mean simply being good, and “postwar” meant that the worst was behind us.

			Yet as a thinking animal, I began to recognize missing parts of this conception. If the Bible and Shakespeare were not enough to alert us to the implacable evil of Amalek and Iago, the new war against the Jews in the Middle East had begun even before the last one destroyed Jewish life in Europe. When Israel won its war of independence against the combined Arab armies in 1948, everyone thought that surely a peace treaty would follow; I expected the same after the Suez war of 1956, and especially in 1967 when, after fearing Israel’s doom, we saw its soldiers miraculously defeat their encircling enemies. Didn’t victory ensure peaceful coexistence? Wasn’t war the final arbiter of political conflict?

			Another postwar promise for the second half of the twentieth century was the founding in 1945 of the United Nations, whose Charter reads like a liberal manifesto: “We the peoples of the United Nations determined to save succeeding generations from the scourge of war, which twice in our lifetime has brought untold sorrow to mankind, and to reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in the equal rights of men and women and of nations large and small, and to establish conditions under which justice and respect for the obligations arising from treaties and other sources of international law can be maintained….” The U.N. made an encouraging start in this direction on 29 November 1947, when the General Assembly voted for the partition of Palestine. Whereas the League of Nations had affirmed but failed to implement “the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people,” the partition resolution was the harbinger of an improving world. I describe that euphoria in the opening letter of this book.

			How cruelly that liberal hope was overturned! In refusing to accept the U.N. plan for coexistence and simultaneously refusing to absorb refugees from the war they had initiated, Arab and Muslim countries decreed that displaced Arabs, now to be known as Palestinians, remain permanent claimants to Israel. A mere twenty-eight years later, on November 10, 1975, a coalition of Arab, Muslim, Soviet, and anti-democratic countries took over the U.N. to declare Zionism a form of racism and racial discrimination. America’s ambassador to the U.N. Daniel Patrick Moynihan called it a day of infamy, adding, “Evil enough in itself, but more ominous by far is the realization that now presses upon us—the realization that if there were no General Assembly, this could never have happened.” The fortress of liberalism on the East River had not merely betrayed its promise but also greatly magnified the scourge it had been created to prevent. The organization dedicated to the equal rights of nations had become the staging Nuremburg of the new war against the Jews.

			Here was the key to how the free world would be tested. Were there no United Nations, the war against Israel could not have been internationalized through various U.N. agencies. UNRWA, the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East, would not have nurtured permanent refugee claimants to the Jewish homeland or aided Hamas terrorists in abusing captured Israeli hostages. The Antis had hijacked the U.N. to sanction the destruction of the Jewish state, proving the impotence of the former in protecting the latter. Professed liberal intentions had led to the worst possible outcome.

			Jews—a self-limiting minority—can never on their own defeat the political forces ranged against them, which is why they remain Antiism’s chosen people. Arab and Muslim leaders launched against Israel the most asymmetrical conflict in history, a war so preposterously lopsided that only the belligerents could choose to end it. Israel’s every war was a war for survival, but it could never “win the peace” unless and until twenty-plus Arab and twice as many Muslim countries accepted the principle of coexistence. The pattern of modern anti-Jewish politics had become so repetitive that I began listing its functions for rulers unwilling or unable to modernize their societies: It deflects dissatisfaction from a regime’s own failures; builds coalitions among otherwise contentious constituencies; releases anger, hatred, and violence in a unilateral negative campaign; scapegoats by explaining Jews as the cause of what is going wrong and promotes their elimination as the restorative solution; puffs up its power by claiming injury at the hands of a perennially victimized people. Bob Dylan nailed it in his lampoon about “The Neighborhood Bully” with nowhere to run whose enemies outnumber him a million to one. 

			The League of Antisemites (Antisemiten-Liga) founded in Germany in the 1870s forged a winning anti-liberal coalition in Europe, and anti-Zionism did even better in forming the anti-liberal, anti-Western coalition of the Middle East. The great Arabist Bernard Lewis had sympathetically analyzed “what went wrong” as Islam came up against modernity, but rather than address those deepening crises, its leaders pointed the finger at Israel. Arab rulers could not face the humiliation of a next-door flourishing democracy. They had been prepared to rule over subject minorities but not to accept the idea of regional coexistence. The good liberals in our universities and government who then insisted on “conflict resolution” invented an artificial context of reciprocity to mask an ideological jihad. They could pretend to be neutral only by holding Jews responsible, in whole or in part, for the gratuitous war against them. As per the Yiddish expression, compassion for the cruel became cruelty to the compassionate.

			My book, as I realized once it was done, tried to muster help in warding off the spread of Anti-ism—antisemitism against Jews in dispersion and anti-Zionism against the Jews in their homeland. I was alarmed by the extraordinary inroads of anti-Israel indoctrination in North America, especially in the academy where I taught. I wrote for people who shared my beliefs in truth and justice and were prepared to stand up for their civilizational values. To do that they would have to recognize that wars against the Jews were directed at them, and to confront the aggressors with sufficient political, moral, and military resolve. Was it even possible to arrest a negative ideology that was rapidly gaining momentum?

			The belligerents were my chief concern, but they determined our domestic priorities. Unless they reformed, they would descend ever deeper into their maniacal obsession to destroy us. Islam needed to liberate itself before its radicals reduced their countries to ruin. Seeing what I saw, many others were taking up the same fight through political action, education, monitoring misinformation, and by reinforcing the best in our way of life. Such people welcomed my book.

			Left-tending liberals, though, did not thank me for undermining their benign worldview, and some proved my point by charging me with racism for holding Palestinian Arabs to account. Ignoring the pages of reasoning behind my conclusion, one reader was incensed by my comparison of Islamists to Nazis. In reissuing this book three decades later, I would have liked to admit that I had been mistaken. Instead, Islamists have overtaken Nazis in their threat to what we call “civilization.”

			The attack on Israel on October 7, 2023—instantly identified as “the deadliest day for the Jews since the Holocaust”—was the military antithesis of the Final Solution, and more diabolical on the scale of evil. Israel under the hawkish leadership of Ariel Sharon had withdrawn from Gaza in 2005 so as not to have to rule over its Arab population. Israel, with no death penalty, had imprisoned hundreds of Arabs guilty of murdering Jews and fellow Palestinians. Unable to defeat Israel militarily, Hamas schemed to defeat it more effectively. The Palestinians booby-trapped Gaza and plotted to draw Israel into the very situation the Jews had sacrificed their Gaza settlements to avoid.

			Climax of the almost eight-decade Arab-Muslim war against the Jewish state, Operation Al Aqsa Flood ostentatiously violated every moral standard. Flanked by eager Gazans who breached the fence with them, Hamas advertised its brutality as a tool of recruitment. Attackers filmed themselves murdering. They raped men and women, desecrated and burned bodies so that forensic technology was needed for identification. They destroyed the families that had employed them to disabuse the peace-lovers in those border settlements of any hopes of fruitful coexistence. They intended to cause maximal suffering to a society that valued individual life so much that in 2011, it had been prepared to exchange 1,027 Palestinian criminals for a single Israeli—inspiring the hostage-taking blitz that included the Bibas children, ages four and eight months, and peace activist Oded Lifshitz, who had ferried the Palestinians into Israel for medical treatment. Every liberal tenet and practice was turned against these good people. This was not the German bid for domination, but jihad proclaiming its contempt for the Judeo-Christian civilization it intended to supplant.

			Weren’t the Palestinians worried about optics, the reaction of ostensibly liberal societies? As they raped and tortured, were they not afraid of the revulsion their assaults would spark in American women who had so recently powered the #MeToo movement against male aggression; in Black Americans who had aroused an entire country because a policeman’s chokehold had unjustly caused the death of a criminal offender; in officials who offered land acknowledgments and apologies to the indigenous people—Jews being the indigenous people of the Land of Israel? In an age of social media and instantaneous communication, how did they dare to commit abominations in full view of those constituencies, unless they knew in advance that liberals would rather hold Israel responsible for the aggression against it than confront jihadists both in the Middle East and in their own midst?

			Palestinians committed atrocities in boastful view of the free world because they counted on their embedded allies in the West to reframe their sadism as resistance and on liberals in the academy, media, and government to blame Israel for the war against it. They expected compliance because this had been the liberal response to violence against the Jews in the previous century and increasingly in this one. The very point of attacking Israel rather than the major Western democracies directly was to lull liberals into the pretense that the aggression was not and never would be against them.

			October 8 exploded for us in America like the October 7 breach of the Gaza fence in Israel. Though I had watched anti-Americanism spread since the 1960s and close-up from the time I joined the Harvard faculty in 1993, I had not realized that it was fully primed until I saw its culmination in the pro-Hamas campus encampments. The anti-war movement had defined the USA as the land that napalmed villagers in Vietnam. Black Power charged that America was built on slavery. The far Left and Occupy Wall Street called it a capitalist monopoly of greed. LGBTQ activists condemned the homophobic reactionaries; radical feminists accused a misogynistic patriarchy. Anti-colonialism targeted white supremacy, and land acknowledgment replaced pride in the miracle of American exceptionalism. Enter the Islamists to unite this intersectional coalition of grievance against the familiar Jewish target as a stalking horse for America. Though I do not introduce it in the book, the term Antiism usefully incorporates all modern anti-Jewish movements—including its current Islamist mutation—that identify the presence of Jews as explanation for their suffering and removal of the Jews as its remedy. As the ultimate negative campaign, it is the ultimate challenge to liberal belief.

			When Theodor Herzl was mocked for trying to build the Zionist movement, he said: “You ask, What is a flag? A rag at the end of a stick? No, sir, with a flag one can lead men to wherever one wishes, even to the Promised Land.” Now the protesters had a Palestinian flag, keffiyeh uniform, and history’s old-new foil—the Jewish state with its Jewish supporters. Zionism is racism = America is settler colonialism. The inversion of aggressor as victim in the war against Israel fitted the grievance coalition against the USA so well that the jihadists did not have to explain why they tried to disrupt the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade or trample the American alongside the Israeli flag. Jews are the blue and white in the red, white, and blue.

			American Jews who had expected empathy from their liberal counterparts felt the shock of betrayal. Much more devastating was the blow to Israelis in the settlements of southern Israel who had staked their lives on faith in “moderate” Palestinians. Even I, who had spent years explaining why it is “easier to resent the Jews than to oppose the antisemites,” could not have imagined that so degenerate an attack could be celebrated in liberal strongholds.

			By the time I am writing this new preface, responses to October 7 and 8, including Israel’s elimination of Iran’s “ring of fire” and government insistence on reform in American higher education, show encouraging political muscle, perhaps enough to deter aggressors. One can only hope that this book will soon lose its urgency. Reissuing it after three decades does not bring satisfaction when the menace it described now seems even greater. Some of the topical references may require a search engine; the rest may be all too familiar.

			No longer confident that the worst is behind us, I reissue this book hoping that it may persuade otherwise good people to stop colluding with evil. If I refrain from giving obligatory assurances, such as, that I distinguish moderate Arabs from jihadists and Muslims from Islamists, it is because I take such distinctions for granted, extending grateful respect to all who practice democratic coexistence—and knowing that those who don’t cannot be reached through persuasion.

			I should add that in singling out betrayal by liberals, I never underestimated the threats from neofascists who disturb the democratic equilibrium and fuel anti-Jewish coalitions. Their hostility is dangerous, but liberalism is the more characteristically American, Christian, and Jewish liability. Americans went to war to defeat Fascism, and villainy in our culture is traditionally portrayed in Nazi uniform. I focus on the more familiar hell-bound road of good intentions.

			I explained the form of the book in the original introduction that follows. It takes the form of letters from a woman in North America to her former lover who moved to Israel after they had ended their extramarital love affair. Some readers asked about the incongruity of situating rational arguments in a framework of fiction; others objected on artistic and philosophical grounds to a conservative message being encased in sin.

			Israeli literary historian and critic, the late Gershon Shaked, who tried (in vain) to get my book published in Hebrew despite his quarrel with parts of it, was the only reviewer to write approvingly of its form. I translate: “In this book she wrote a great deal about the hatred of Gentiles, antisemites, and Arabs for Israel. But the story of hatred is incidental to the story of love. She set out to curse its haters, but between the lines what comes through strongest is the Song of Songs to the land she loves.” In fact, my subject was not hating; it was the organization of politics against the Jews, which may look like hate when you watch anti-Israel demonstrations but is part of an ideological struggle—a war. He was right, however, about love being the greater subject, and if he felt it, maybe others will, too.

			But the woman is also a devoted American citizen. There is no question of dual loyalty: Hers is doubled loyalty, suffused with gratitude. Habits of accountability, desire to contribute to public good and welfare, all-important attentiveness to threat—these are the mainstays of our democratic culture. Though I am no longer confident that the worst is behind us, I want to shore up the moral confidence that is the basis of our strength. Those of us blessed to live in freedom, with inherited traditions of freedom, are responsible for their perpetuation. We cannot do enough.

			The original preface follows.

			***

			Belief in progress is one of the most cherished assumptions of the modern age. How can we help believing in human improvement when through their intelligence and perseverance people have flown to the moon, doubled life expectancy, and made the desert bloom with new species of fruit and flower? Since our European ancestors began to recognize themselves as the masters of their fate, they taught us to be positive and hopeful about the future and to have faith in the progressive betterment of all the world. In America, people were even granted the right to the “pursuit of happiness.”

			The fate of modern Jews stands in sharpest contradiction to this modern faith. Although Jews were among the most enthusiastic champions of the idea of progress, contributing as individuals to the advancement of knowledge and culture, and as a society to the furtherance of democracy and freedom, they were singled out as victims of the most barbaric crime in recorded history—and within the very culture that had claimed highest credit for self-advancement. Moreover, far from curbing Jew-hatred, the success of Nazi Germany in destroying the Jewish communities of Europe encouraged Israel’s Arab antagonists to develop a new and improved antisemitism as the cornerstone of their own emerging modern nationalist ideology. Anyone who bothers to trace the progress of antisemitism in Europe from the birth of the idea in the 1870s to the murder of the Jews in the 1940s will marvel at the greater speed with which Arab propaganda has discredited the moral standing of the Jewish state since the introduction of the Zionist-racist equation at the United Nations in the 1970s. This book tries in part to assess these Arab gains.

			The nature of antisemitism makes it impossible to believe in the progressive improvement of humankind without obscuring the evidence of the Jews. It selects the Jews because despite their immense image they are a very tiny people, ensuring their political isolation, their progressive demoralization, and—if the historical pattern holds—their eventual decimation. This unilateral aggression against an unequal enemy challenges the deepest desires of people in democratic countries for a life free of enmity and strife. No one is grateful to the Jews for being reminded of the reality of hatred. Given the asymmetry between the hunter and his prey, it is easier to resent the Jews than to oppose the anti-Semites.

			Liberalism may have been the kindly offspring of Christianity in Europe, but antisemitism was its nastier stepchild, and the struggle between these two impulses continues in the modern world. Just as Christianity failed to live up to its own teachings in its treatment of the Jews, so, too, the failure of liberalism is most evident in its betrayal of the Jews to the will of their enemies. Many good people find it psychologically and politically necessary to abandon the Jews to their fate so that they may preserve their easy optimism; if they can then blame the Jews for incurring such hostility, they can assuage their conscience at the same time.

			A great deal has already been written about antisemitism’s selection of the Jews as a scapegoat and political target. This book explores what I think is the more critical problem in democratic society: the way liberalism joins in discrediting the Jews to avoid having to come to their defense.

			Because I, too, would have preferred to be hopeful about human progress, I found it very discouraging to write this book. I believe the French Jewish intellectual Alain Finkielkraut, speaking for all who attempt it, said, “There is nothing more humiliating than to have to defend the truth.” To offset the humiliation, I tried to create for myself a literary atmosphere of national and personal dignity in the epistolary fiction of a woman and a man who love and respect one another. Through these two voices of Jewish experience—the woman in North America and the man who has moved with his family to Israel—I intended to project the unity of the Jewish people despite the circumstances keeping them apart. As I proceeded, however, and the dangers these two Jews faced in common became so much more exigent to me than the problems they faced individually, I found myself eliminating more and more of the epistolary scaffolding, leaving only the bare frame of a prologue and an epilogue. Some readers may feel that this artifice ought to have been eliminated entirely, especially since the concluding reflections on love and loyalty have not been sufficiently prepared for in the unfolding fictional story of the friendship between the correspondents. I sympathize with these objections on artistic grounds and I worry lest the coda, instead of bringing the moral argument of the book to its fullest expression, offend some otherwise sympathetic readers. Nevertheless, I have retained the epistolary framework.

			As it happens, the two books that set the terms for this one—Moses Hess’s Rome and Jerusalem and Hillel Halkin’s Letters to an American Jewish Friend—are both in epistolary form, perhaps only coincidentally, or perhaps because there is something in their Zionist passion that generates this combination of intimate reflection and public disclosure. Like theirs, my book also assumes that responsible politics grows from the experience of friendship and family, which is why the personal form may suit the discussion of politics, of Jewish politics certainly. There is a tendency on the part of the polemicist to deny the complicating features of human behavior for the sake of a clearer argument. Our admission of human complexities into political debate guards against at least the worst dangers of philosophic abstraction that have done so much damage to Western civilization in the name of prescribing its improvement.

			It is harder to account for my choice of an unconsummated love to characterize the bond between Jews in Israel and those outside it. While I had in mind no strict political parable, I did want to suggest that because of the unequal burden of defense that is shouldered by the Jews of Israel, ties between the physical defenders of the country and those Jews who live among generously democratic neighbors cannot honestly be described in the hitherto preferred terms of a marriage or an equal partnership. A great sense of anguish divides the Jewish citizens of Israel and those who wish it well from outside its borders. The longer the Arab war against the Jewish state continues, and Arab propaganda tries to drive a wedge between tolerable Jews and wretched Zionists, the harder it will be to maintain mutual love in an unbalanced association. As part of this tension, I wanted also to explore the contrast in attitudes to love and loyalty between the traditional religiously inspired determination to contain evil and the modern idea that men and women should be liberated from their civilizing constraints. One day the rabbi of my synagogue told this joke: When Moses came down from Sinai with the Ten Commandments, he announced that he had good news and bad news. “The good news—I kept Him down to ten. The bad news—adultery stays.” In the congregation’s explosion of laughter I found my subject, the connecting dramatic link between moral courage in personal life and in politics.

			***

			This book was dedicated to my cousins Itzhak and Rina Zamir and to their children Yoram, Yonatan, and Racheli, who gave us a home in Israel in every sense. The decisions of parents determined their residence in Israel and ours in Canada, allotting to them the heavier task of securing a home for all Jews who may want it or need it. Their spirit of hospitality is Zionism incarnate. May they reap the good that they bestow.

			This second edition I rededicate to the defenders of Israel. Some expect the IDF to protect the free world. Impossible: More defenders must arise from our own ranks.

			I am ever thankful to Neal Kozodoy, who gave me a home in Commentary. I thank its editors Norman Podhoretz and Neal for having published parts of this book and for the improvements they made to it. I am grateful to Martin Peretz, publisher of The New Republic, and to its editors for the sections that appeared in their pages.

			Adam Bellow, my editor at the Free Press, is publisher of this new edition. I thank him for having originally urged me to turn a collection of letters into a book, and now for his endorsement. He has been all along and in every respect the Wise Son, and although he would not claim the designation, I am sure that his father, whom I knew and loved, would have wanted this said. His friendship is a blessing.

			Among many who have continued to inspire me since I wrote this book, I am indebted to Zalman Bernstein z”l, founder of the Avi Chai Foundation; to Arthur Fried z”l, who continued his work through Keren Keshet; and, may she have long years, to Mem Bernstein, who continues that work. Roger Hertog conceived and founded the Tikvah Fund that reinvigorates Jewish life through a cultural community of the finest colleagues and participants one could wish for. 

			When it came to thanking my husband and children for the en­couragement that allowed me to write this book, I saw the image of my not-at-all-primitive mother spitting tfoo! tfoo! tfoo! to ward off the evil eye. I had taken that trip to Sinai with my husband, Len, who knew how my ideas of love and loyalty were formed. I have missed him greatly since he died in 2022, but I draw strength from our lifetime together that made us grateful to live into old age.

			Our children, Billy with Suzanne Wisse, Jacob with Rebecca Lieberman, and Abby with Ben Schachter are raising wonderful families of their own. May they continue to thrive, and may their children live to see much strengthened liberal democracies render this book obsolete.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Letter to a New Israeli

			Dear B,

			Unhappy as I am that so close a friend is gone, I cannot scold you for leaving. You’ve done what I think is right, a word that still carries full weight with you and me. I know how much you love Jerusalem. You’ve told me what a good job awaits you and that you’ve shipped over a microwave oven for your new apartment, something your wife never enjoyed here. I also know that your sons will soon be serving in the army, how you will writhe in the toils of the Israeli bureaucracy, what a burden of problems you assume as an immigrant. I take you at your word when you say that you have left Canada for Israel only because you want to, but a hero may well be one whose desires happen to coincide with the national imperative.

			You may be right that the Jews are, and will remain, a people united in dispersion. Moored as I am in the city you left, I have every incentive to trust the course of my life. But a Jew within our dispersed people may also be under a particular obligation to know where he is most needed, and if he acts on that knowledge, he makes us proud, if also lonelier.

			Before you try to squirm out of this stentorian rhetoric about pride and heroism with some wisecrack, let me anticipate your discomfort. Mona Richman, Eliza’s sister-in-law, does not share my admiration for your move. By my calculation, at just about the time you were passing through El Al security at Montreal Airport forty-eight hours ago (no doubt impressing the agents with your elegant Hebrew), I was sitting beside this woman at the shiva for Eliza’s mother. Mona was my schoolmate in grades one through seven at the Folk Shule, a girl who never let on how smart she really was. After we had caught up with old times, she became my guide to the Richman family, beginning with the oldest son, Mark, a volunteer in the Israeli army, at present home on compassionate leave. Eliza hoped that he would come back into the family business, but the boy had just let his parents know that when he finished his army service he intended to study electrical engineering at the Technion, then settle right there, in Haifa. Mona described the boy as clever and popular, and his good looks I could confirm. “I don’t understand,” she confided to me, “I thought only losers go to Israel nowadays.”

			Isn’t that a breathtaking formulation? What a treasure of received ideas in this woman’s “nowadays.” A truly up-to-date Jew, active in the synagogue and in United Israel Appeal, she acknowledges that the Zionist impulse was once creditable, that the Richmans’ son and you, my dear loser, would have merited her respect in bygone days. Maybe she retains images of the pioneering one-armed Joseph Trumpeldor on his horse, kibbutzniks raising water towers and draining the Hula swamps, haloed David Ben-Gurion proclaiming the birth of the Jewish state under Theodor Herzl’s majestic portrait. After all, she and I once stood side by side in our blue-and-white school choir, piping out Zionist chestnuts. When her little soprano voice trilled, “Who will build, will build a house in Tel Aviv? Who will plant, will plant a vineyard in Tel Hai?” she, too, must have shivered as the boys boomed their answer in voices just beginning to crack, “We the pioneers, will build Tel Aviv. We, the halutzim, will cultivate Tel Hai.” Her “nowadays” concedes that people of strength and ambition did once go to Israel or would have been credited with strength and ambition for determining to live there. Had you gone East then, Mona Richman would have been at the dock, waving the Jewish flag.

			You know, I remember how that was. In 1949 we drove to Quebec City to see my brother off on the SS Tabinta. All year long his Zionist group had met in our living room to work out the details of their trip and to hammer out a common ideology. Their arguments were so fierce I was convinced the Arabs stood no chance. My brother was a moderate, an idealist without portfolio, but the two dozen others who gathered at our house seemed to be setting off on holy missions of their own rich invention. When Joe E., the Communist, spoke about shaping the kibbutz, it reminded me of the way he drove his motorcycle: loud, fast, and reckless. Davy F., smiling sweetly as if his egalitarian vision had already been realized on earth, could with his gentleness persuade an elephant to get up and dance. Tanis, a law student, opposed the agrarian romanticism of the group, insisting that they ought to be founding an urban commune. Without sponsors and at no one’s urging, they were off in the first flush of statehood to demonstrate their allegiance to Israel through a long summer’s volunteer work on a kibbutz and to pledge their immigration as settlers in the years ahead.

			They were so fervent, so glamorous. Their collective departure was the boldest thing I had ever known. I kept beside my bed a snapshot of my brother in a trench coat, against the rail of the ship, and turning toward it each morning the way pious Jews turn eastward in prayer, I pledged my own ascent. It was a curse to be five years younger than their eighteen, unable to master the terms of discussion or to join in defending the homeland.
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