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			“When they confront their own people, to whose happiness, continuity and perfection they feel committed in all the depths of their being, and find it splintered, broken into parties and parties, they cannot identify themselves with any particular party. They desire to unite themselves with the whole people, only with the all-embracing whole, in all its fulness and good.”

			—Abraham Isaac Kook, Lights of Holiness

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			A New “Torah” for Our Time

			David Hazony*

			What is a Jewish Priority? Who gets to say? How do we agree on what our priorities should be? What does it even mean to ask this question?

			In the essays that follow, each contributor was asked a simple question: If you could stand before the Jewish people and advocate for a single priority for our collective future, what would it be? 

			When Adam Bellow, publisher of Wicked Son books, first raised the idea of this volume, an immediate question arose: How do we keep it from becoming a collection of boring, conventional arguments about things most Jews already agree on, like “fighting antisemitism” or “remembering the Holocaust”? In order to be worth the effort, we agreed, such a book would need to be filled with new ideas, provocative and timely, controversial and creative. Ideas that spark debate and turn our focus to hard questions while also being, on some level, intellectually entertaining. A tall order indeed!

			We also agreed that these ideas would have to come, not from the triangulating communications departments of our hoary communal institutions, but from thinkers, activists, scholars, rabbis, influencers, and culture-makers—people who live and breathe the contemporary Jewish experience in all its many forms and who have something important to say.

			For generations, the Jewish agenda has been set in a top-down manner. In the Diaspora, institutional leaders and major philanthropists work together to establish our communal priorities, not just on the basis of what is truly needed, but also—even primarily—on the basis of what can be funded. That might have been necessary a generation or two ago, but in today’s decentralized, sophisticated, and technologically empowered Jewish world, it is not a good way to engage our best minds in a process that challenges our assumptions and moves us forward as a people. 

			What we really need—and perhaps have needed for a long time—is a good old-fashioned intellectual food fight. A democratized Jewish free-for-all. A spirited brawl between two covers. We therefore set out with the singular goal of gathering and putting on display a collection of new ideas for a new generation of Jews. Our aim is to start not one, not two, but many Jewish arguments. And our hope is that these arguments will percolate and spread, stimulating new initiatives and sparking a sense of fresh possibility at the dawn of a new phase of Jewish life.

			Over the course of more than a year, we reached out to potential contributors from every quadrant—from Left to Right, from secular and Reform to Haredi, from Gen Z to our most venerated writers. Our contributors are Israelis and Americans, Europeans and Russian speakers; they are literary, rabbinic, scholarly, and communal figures, journalists and online influencers, and activists. Many, it turned out, were bursting with ideas and eager to be heard. 

			The essays we received are as eclectic as their authors. Some offer new answers to old but still-important questions: the proper approach to God, Torah study, and Jewish education; the structure and role of our communal institutions; the importance of the Hebrew language in the future of Diaspora life; the need for a renewed sense of “Jewish pride” in facing the rise of antisemitism, or giving voice to marginalized Jewish communities. Others raise entirely new themes: the role of new media in teaching ancient texts or calls for the creation of Jewish fantasy literature or a new “Jewish pantheon” to honor the heroes of our people.

			Yet despite this variety, some surprising common threads have emerged—enough to be woven together into a collective Jewish fabric that is stronger than we may have previously supposed. Three themes, in particular, stand out.

			***

			First is a belief in the necessity of the conversation itself. Ours is a time of heated mutual exclusion and intensifying polarization—and few feel this as acutely as the Jews. One might even say we invented “cancel culture” centuries ago through the process of herem or excommunication, when disputes over doctrine or practice became unbridgeable. Today, everyone seems compelled not just to keep score about various affronts but to keep a running list of “people I will never retweet.”

			Yet our contributors have set all that aside. Despite their disagreements, they have chosen to appear together in one volume, accepting the underlying premise that such a pan-Jewish conversation is not only possible but urgently needed. For many of them, this is also an act of courage.

			Second is the recognition of the State of Israel as a central reference point for Jewish life today. Three-quarters of a century after the founding of the first Jewish state in two millennia, a new form of Jewish identity has emerged in the Land of Israel. Many of our contributors are either Israeli-born or have chosen to make Israel their home. Many others have chosen to focus on a topic related to the Jewish state—either supportively or critically.

			For this reason, several offer contributions that call for an “improved” Israel—whether that means overhauling its overtly Jewish (or Ashkenazic) character, its fidelity to modern liberalism, or its relationship with the Diaspora or the land itself. Some see Israel as an embattled homeland that must be protected at all costs; others fear that the new centrality of Israel may have come at the expense of a robust, independent affirmation of Jewish life in the Diaspora. 

			Yet for all the controversy that the Jewish state engenders, there can be no doubt that this book appears deep into what the political scientist Yossi Shain has called the “Israeli Century”—a time when Jews everywhere have crafted a new identity that is centrally informed by the renewal of Jewish sovereign life in our ancestral homeland.

			A third common thread is something we may call a proper sense of Jewish pride. More than seven decades after the Holocaust and Independence, a great many Jews still feel we are missing something, some spiritual quality that is hard to define yet deeply necessary for our survival as a people. 

			We could have gone on commissioning essays indefinitely. The resulting volume could easily have been twice as long—and we regret that the constraints of time and space required us finally to say, “Enough.” 

			But we are very pleased and proud of the result. Taken as a whole, this singular collection provides a kind of still-life of the state of the Jews in our time, along with a catalogue of the fears, dreams, and plans of a people at a particular moment in history.

			***

			Indeed, my own belief is that this work constitutes an important contribution to what we may call a “New Torah” for a new generation of Jews.

			The word “Torah” or “teaching” has always had a double meaning. There was the Torah, representing the five Books of Moses, considered by tradition to be divinely dictated. And then there was simply “Torah,” which embraced the entirety of Jewish teaching from pithy proverbs to urgent polemics, from legalistic haggling and interpretation of dreams to medical advice, philosophy, and mystical legends, from prophecy to poetry and prayer. 

			When the Torah was given on Mount Sinai, we are told, all the Israelites had crowns placed on their heads—symbolizing both the responsibility and the honor of the sovereign individual’s pursuit of consequential wisdom.

			This has been our mission as a people for thousands of years—and it has always been a creative process, one that proceeded largely through books. Books define us like no other people on earth. The Bible—a limited collection of texts each written at a certain place and time—trained us in the arts of high-leverage narratives about our past, but also of poetry, wisdom, and law. The Talmud threw tens of thousands of memorized tales, dialogues, legal disputes, medical and business advice, and mystical imaginings into a pulsating food processor that has nurtured the imagination of Jews for millennia. Later still, we expressed ourselves through codes of law, mystical texts, theological and philosophical treatises, and, in the modern era, through novels and screenplays, magazines and newspapers, manifestoes and op-eds. And today it continues, through YouTube and Substack, podcasts and tweets. 

			All of these are in their own way holy texts. They are holy even if we deny there is such a thing as holiness. They are holy even when their subject matter is utterly secular in nature. They are holy because they are the building blocks of our collective wisdom, our Torah, which is part of our core mission on earth.

			Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai, the leader of the Jews during the Great Revolt, who salvaged our Torah from the ashes of Roman destruction in the first century C.E., was said to have mastered every form of wisdom, including “constellations and calculations, the sayings of launderers and the sayings of fox-keepers, the conversation of demons and the conversation of palm trees, the conversation of the ministering angels, the great things and the little things” (Bava Batra 134a). 

			Ben Zakkai was the last political leader of a sovereign Jewish country prior to the Zionist revolution of 1948. “Torah” was, in his time, our wisdom of life, the universe, and everything—and expressed a sense that all of life is interconnected and bound by the Jewish quest for wisdom and goodness. And it necessarily included the vast multiplicity of opinions, contradictory narratives, and sharp disagreements that any authentic quest requires. 

			In our own era, when Jewish life once again embraces the entirety of the human experience, our wisdom has expanded to include politics and policy, science, literature and the arts, the sayings of cab drivers and the sayings of tank commanders. Our collective wisdom today is as broad as the disciplines we have mastered (or, in many cases, pioneered) and as deep as our most profound religious, spiritual, or humanistic thinking.

			The essays in this collection represent, I would modestly suggest, an important part of this “New Torah”—not to replace the old by any means, but to add another layer for a people that has carried its ancient instincts into our time. For it is not simply sixty-five opinions; it is a demonstration that despite our differences, we remain one people, bound through history and into the future by our timeless quest for wisdom. 

			***

			Every book is necessarily finite, but my hope is that you will not experience this as a finished work. Rather, it is just the beginning of what should be an ongoing conversation, a demonstration that Jewish priorities can be advocated, explored, rebutted, and defended in the broadest possible context—that of the Jewish people as a whole. 

			Each essay can be read in one sitting. They are organized alphabetically by author’s last name, to avoid making invidious choices. They can be read in order, randomly, or even in reverse. 

			Some will inspire new thoughts, or offer just the right words to express something you have long held on the tip of your tongue. But I encourage every one of us to pay closest attention to those we disagree with. For it is only we, as readers, who can turn this collective exercise into a genuine clash of ideas—and thereby set a course for a stronger, richer, prouder, and more inspiring future for our people.

			

			
				
					 David Hazony is an award-winning editor, translator, and author. He is the former editor-in-chief of the journal Azure and was the founding editor of TheTower.org. His book The Ten Commandments (Scribner, 2010) was a ﬁnalist for the National Jewish Book Award. His translation of Uri Bar-Joseph’s The Angel (HarperCollins, 2016) was a winner of the National Jewish Book Award. He has edited two previous anthologies: Essential Essays on Judaism by Eliezer Berkovits (Shalem, 2002), and, with Yoram Hazony and Michael B. Oren, New Essays on Zionism (Shalem, 2007). He has a Ph.D. in Jewish Philosophy from the Hebrew University and lives in Jerusalem.
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			TOWARD A GREEN ZIONISM

			Rediscovering Herzl’s Environmentalist Vision

			Yosef Israel Abramowitz*

			In 1896, as Theodor Herzl was writing his Zionist manifesto The Jewish State, Svante Arrhenius, a scientist in Sweden, was calculating the effects of the doubling of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere by humans burning coal, gas, and oil, which he warned could increase the earth’s temperature by a disastrous five to six degrees Celsius. 

			 

			Both Herzl and Arrhenius predicted correctly the course of human events. 

			While we don’t know if Herzl was familiar with Arrhenius’s work, Herzl’s vision for the future state of the Jewish people was amazingly designed as a corrective to the climate injustice in his day, and he planned for his future state to be carbon-neutral and free of smoke pollution. In other words, back in 1896, Arrhenius issued the first warning against human-created catastrophic climate change, just as Herzl was planting the seeds of his model country that was going to be a renewable light unto the nations and solve the looming climate crisis. 

			Arrhenius went on to win the Nobel Prize in Chemistry. Herzl created a state-building movement and was buried on the aptly named Mount Herzl in Jerusalem, overlooking Israel’s grave climate record. 

			***

			Herzl gave us two blueprints of his future state: The first, The Jewish State (1896), is a call to action to form a progressive society on the eastern Mediterranean. The second, Altneuland (1902), the novel he raced to write as his breath shortened and his heart murmured, recounts the experiences of two passengers on the coal-fired boat Futuro who visit the Holy Land twice, twenty years apart, marveling at what the Jewish people were able to accomplish in a generation. 

			At the heart of Herzl’s hope for the future were humanistic values (with a Jewish flavor) and the promise of technology, for which his imagination was astonishingly prescient. As he tired of long train rides in Europe, he looked out the window of his carriage and imagined the future airplane, penning the play, The Steerable Airship. Well before radio, Herzl imagined a “newspaper phone” that would ring news and music into people’s homes. He had the uncanny ability to take a prototype of an idea—ideological or technological—and to quickly extrapolate to full-scale implementation into the future. And he used Altneuland as his platform to help the Jewish public imagine what they could—and mostly did—will into being. But Herzl’s vision is much greener than today’s reality in Israel. 

			In Herzl’s imagination over 120 years ago, the future state would be a technological wonderland. Electric and telephone lines would exist in every home. Fast electric trains would crisscross the country and even the region; electric boats would skim the Sea of Galilee; electric farming equipment would power the agricultural collectives; and electric cable cars would whirl above city streets to avoid creating traffic jams below. The land would be filled with electric cars (“provided there are enough recharging stations in the area one drives in,” he wrote) all managed by cooperatives of drivers—over a century before Shai Agassi introduced the same concept via Israel’s Better Place venture. And Herzl shared the astounding vision that the future state would be 100 percent carbon-neutral in its power production, replacing the need for burning polluting fossil fuels. 

			The Zionist movement, including the tree-planting arm of the Jewish National Fund created by Herzl, began as a green movement. And while Zionism today is threatened from within by parochial and extreme voices in the political sphere, from without by Iran and also an international delegitimization movement, the National Security Council in the Prime Minister’s Office has recently added a new threat to the viability of Herzl’s state: climate change. 

			Indeed, as Shira Efron of the Institute for National Security Studies at Tel Aviv University writes in a devastating report: 

			The Middle East is one of the regions most vulnerable to climate change, including rising temperatures, water and subsequently food shortages, rising sea levels, and increased frequency and intensity of extreme weather events. These changes could aggravate regional instability, lead to mass migration of refugees, and create comfortable conditions for terrorist organizations…climate change also has direct implications for infrastructure, equipment, and defense and weapons systems, as well as the health and level of preparedness of military and security personnel.

			 

			Ahad Ha’am famously criticized Herzl’s state-fixated Zionism in an essay called “This is Not the Way.” While Herzl won the battle within the Zionist movement, Ahad Ha’am’s essay is true for Israel’s backward climate policies. 

			About 116 years after Herzl published his fictionalized vision of Israel in Altneuland, Elon Musk met with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. “You know,” Musk said, “your entire country could be powered by solar power. The Negev is Israel’s energy future. You can deploy solar systems here that will give you more energy than you need—clean energy. Israel is a technological superpower.” 

			Herzl would be disappointed to learn that the Israel of today has deliberately ignored his green energy vision and embraced the polluting and expensive gas monopoly controlled by the barons of our day, planting the seeds of Israel’s—and the world’s—destruction rather than redemption. Indeed, while Eilat and the Arava are 100 percent powered by the sun during the day and soon also at night, the rest of Israel is powered 90 percent by fossil fuels. This dark monopoly will control and exploit Israel’s energy policy for at least another generation, with the state investing more and more tax dollars in gas pipelines and licenses rather than a solar-plus-energy-storage infrastructure. The result is that as the United States and Europe are advancing toward ambitious green goals that will also nurture their future economies with sustainable jobs, Israel is at the bottom of green energy lists in the OECD countries rather than its leader, which Herzl would have wanted.

			***

			Cruising on the Futuro from the poor and underdeveloped Turkish-controlled Palestine through the Red Sea in the pages of Altneuland, Mr. Kingscourt says to Friedrich, his Jewish companion: 

			With the ideas, knowledge, and facilities that humanity possesses on this 31st day of December, 1902, it could save itself. No philosopher’s stone, no dirigible airship is needed. Everything needful for the making of a better world exists already. And do you know, man, who could show the way? You! You Jews! Just because you’re so badly off. You’ve nothing to lose. You could make the experimental land for humanity.

			 

			Kingscourt and Friedrich return to Haifa twenty years later and discover a bountiful, well-planned, smog-free, green country:

			In the middle of the square was a fenced-in garden of palm trees. Both sides of the streets running into the square were also bordered with palms, which seemed to be common in this region, the rows of trees served a double purpose. They gave shade by day, and at night shed light from electric lamps which hung from them like enormous glass fruits. 

			 

			Herzl describes the city in which “automobiles speeded noiselessly by on rubber tires,” and he directs Kingscourt in the text to ask, “What’s that?” He pointed to a large iron car running along the tops of the palms, whose passengers were looking down into the street. The wheels of the car were not underneath, but on its roof; it moved along a powerful iron rail: “An electric overhead train.”

			The tour de force of Israel’s green energy development, in Herzl’s vision, is the Dead Sea Canal, taking advantage of the drop from the Mediterranean down to the Dead Sea. Take note that Albert Einstein received the Nobel Prize in Physics for the photovoltaic effect—the basis of our solar power—only in 1921, so Herzl’s green vision didn’t include solar power. 

			And now they were in front of the power station. While driving down from Jericho, they had not been able to get a full view of the Dead Sea. Now they saw it lying broad and blue in the sun so smaller than the Lake of Geneva. On the northern shore, near where they stood, was a narrow, pointed strip of land extending behind the rocks over which the waters of the Canal came thundering down. Below were, in fact, as far as the eye could reach around the shore, numerous large manufacturing plants. The water power at source had attracted many industries; the Canal had stirred the Dead Sea to life. The iron tubes through which the waters of the Canal beat down upon the turbine wheels reminded Kingscourt of the apparatus at Niagara. There were some twenty of these mighty iron tubes at the Dead Sea, jutting out from the rocks at equal distances. They were set vertically upon the turbine sheds, resembling fantastic chimneys. The roaring from the tubes and the white foam on the outflowing waters bore witness to a might work…. From here the tamed natural forces were conducted into electric generators, and the current sent along wires throughout all parts of the country. The “Old-New-Land” had been fructified into a garden and a home for the people who had once been poor, weak, hopeless, and homeless.

			 

			I remember when Prime Minister Menachem Begin unsuccessfully tried to revive Herzl’s Dead Sea Canal. While water remains scarce, Israel is blessed with enough sun to power the whole country day and night—a “Niagara” of sunshine.

			***

			Herzl was obsessed not only with the Jewish Question but the Social Question—the growing inequalities in society. Two years before writing The Jewish State, he penned a play called The New Ghetto. The main character, Jacob Samuel, an educated, assimilated Jew, organizes a coal miner’s strike against the exploitative, stock market-fixing aristocracy, and is killed off in a duel. 

			The exploitation of coal workers is at the heart of The New Ghetto, and the flag that draped Herzl’s coffin had two blue stripes and seven Jewish stars—to signify not the days of the week but the humane treatment of workers that could be achieved by a seven-hour workday, which the Jewish state was going to model for the world, along with green energy. 

			In Herzl’s future state, there would be peace with our neighbors and full equality for its Arab citizens. He was moved by the Arab poor on his brief visit to Palestine and held that their lives would be vastly improved by the new technology, including green electricity for all, that the Jews would bring with them. 

			Fast forward 120 years since the publication of Altneuland. My eighteen-year-old daughter, Ashira, and I jump into a taxi in our third attempt to “vandalize” Herzl’s grave in Jerusalem. Herzl’s bones, much like those of Joseph, arrived in Israel long after his death. He was buried in the State of Israel in 1949, fifty-two years after the First Zionist Congress. 

			In my bag is the masking tape to paste a Reuters article onto the slab of black granite grave engraved with gold block Hebrew letters. In the taxi, I hear a ping on my “newspaper phone.” There is a shouting match in the Knesset. We click on the link of Kan, the national broadcaster, to see and hear members of Knesset—mostly from the opposition—yelling. In the seat of the Speaker’s chair is Mansour Abbas, chairman of the Islamic party, Ra’am. A portrait of Herzl hangs above him on the left. 

			Despite the fact that Herzl imagined a civil political culture, Israel’s politics have been intense and often unpleasant in the past several years, with four rounds of inconclusive elections. The political elephant in the room for the past several decades has been if, when, and how Israeli-Arab parties might join a Zionist government and change the political map. The Israeli-Arab sector has been deeply neglected, with vast discrepancies in government policies and spending on education, public transportation, police, infrastructure, and electricity. 

			“The electric light was certainly not invented so that the drawing room of a few snobs might be illuminated, but rather to enable us to solve some of the problems of humanity by its light,” wrote Herzl in The Jewish State. “In solving it we are working not only for ourselves, but also for the many other downtrodden and oppressed beings.” From his perch in the Knesset above Mansour Abbas, Herzl watches the debate taking place about hooking up unauthorized Arab homes to electricity. 

			We jump out of the taxi at Mount Herzl, walk past the modest museum, and emerge into the open plaza. On my phone Abbas is still trying to get the Knesset to order but he is calm. The black granite tomb about one hundred yards away is flanked by soldiers and two flagpoles: the World Zionist Organization flag on the right, and the flag of Israel on the left. The soldiers, on a study tour, move on, and so Ashira and I approach and place the phone with the live Knesset debate onto the grave. 

			***

			From atop the tomb, Mansour Abbas’s voice calls for a roll call on the third and final reading of the electricity bill, to help correct Israel’s most blatant climate injustice. Nearly half the chamber walks out to boycott the vote they were about to lose. 

			Herzl is captivated by the intensity of the debate among Arabs and Jews, all in Hebrew. 

			Naftali Bennett, then Prime Minister and head of the Yamina Party: “Yea.” Benny Begin, son of the former Likud Prime Minister and from the right-wing New Hope Party: “Yea.” And nearly everyone else who stayed in the plenary votes in favor, with three abstentions, interestingly from secular Arab parties. 

			Abbas, from the Speaker’s chair, not only declares victory by a vote of 61 to 0 but calls up MK Iman Khatib-Yasin for closing words, which she delivers in Arabic, wearing a hijab. 

			Herzl appreciates the sweet drama, the attempt to right a social wrong against the Arab citizens, as would have his New Ghetto character, Jacob Samuel. 

			With the historic Knesset vote done, we turn off the phone. Ashira and I sit on the ground in front of the Hebrew letters of Herzl’s name and begin our work. 

			The Jewish Colonial Trust was incorporated by Herzl during the Second Zionist Congress as the under-capitalized bank for the Zionist movement; he would be astounded to learn that the Israel of today has over $215 billion in foreign currency reserves; it also has one of the biggest gaps between rich and poor, with a third of our children living in poverty. The annual budget, which thanks to bringing the Islamic Party into the previous government, finally passed, is a little shy of $150 billion, or about 50 percent greater than Herzl’s native Austria. 

			During the Covid-19 pandemic, Israel needed to raise money to cover the budget deficit caused by the crisis. It went to the markets, offering $5 billion in bonds; it was over-subscribed for $25 billion. Lost amid the pandemic news is a sweet financial footnote that Herzl would have appreciated and Ashira and I, fifteen years after our family’s Aliyah from Boston, were there to deliver in person. 

			One billion dollars of the bond offering was snapped up for a term of one hundred years. One hundred years. We tape the article entitled “Israel Sells Rare ‘Century Bonds’ in Record $5 bln Debt Issue” to Herzl’s grave, leave the plaza, and go back to fighting to change Israel’s climate-dangerous energy policies and for a more just Israel—a renewable light unto the nations. 

			***

			My friend David Matlow, the world’s largest private Herzl collector, gave me a pair of blue Herzl socks that I tend to wear on the international stage as I am promoting a comprehensive Israeli solar vision for our country and the world. In one of my recent journeys where I had the privilege of walking in Herzl’s footsteps, or at least his socks, I shared a panel at the 2022 United Nations COP27 Climate Conference in Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt, with the Chairman of the Board of Bank Leumi—the bank once known as the Jewish Colonial Trust. The session focused on new financial models to scale renewable energy to help save the world from the gloomy and accurate climate predictions of 125 years ago from Svante Arrhenius. 

			Herzl loomed large for me that day on stage at the Israeli pavilion at the UN Climate Conference. What would he have said? 

			Luckily, I didn’t have to wonder, since from the podium, in front of the flag of Israel, came a good, Zionist answer from the chairman of Herzl’s bank: 

			Ladies and gentlemen, we are gathered here today in light of the global threat of adverse climate changes with long-term and maybe irreversible impact on humanity. There is unequivocal evidence that the earth is warming at an accelerated pace and that the root cause is our own activities…. Israel is making inroads in leading climate tech innovation and investment as well as setting up responsible financing policies by the financial sector. The spirit of the Israeli private sector coupled with the talent from the regulators and incentives from the Innovation Authority, along with Israeli government R&D which lead with $280 million between 2018 and 2020, have created an impressive ecosystem in climate tech innovation. 

			The chairman then switched from English to Hebrew to close with a quote from an ancient rabbinic work, Ecclesiastes Rabbah: 

			When the Blessed Holy One created the first human, He took him and led him round all the trees of the Garden of Eden and said to him: “Look at My works, how beautiful and praiseworthy they are! And all that I have created, it was for you that I created it. Pay attention that you do not corrupt and destroy My world: if you corrupt it, there is no one to repair it after you.” 

			 

			The Chairman of Bank Leumi, it should be noted, was an economist by the name of Samer Haj-Yehia, a Muslim Israeli. As he finished his remarks, I could feel Herzl applaud from heaven. We were one step closer to long-delayed climate justice in the Jewish state. 

			

			
				
					 Yosef Israel Abramowitz is a leader of President Herzog’s Climate Forum, was named by CNN as one of the leading six Green Pioneers worldwide, and serves as CEO of Gigawatt Global, an impact investment platform for green energy. He was nominated by twelve African countries for the Nobel Peace Prize for his solar work.
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			CULTIVATING COMMITMENT 

			A Four-Point Plan for Stronger Personal Ties with Israel

			Sally Abrams*

			Our grandchildren, ages five, seven, and nine, stood atop Masada a week into their first visit to Israel. They gazed across the expansive vista while our guide crouched beside them. I wondered how he would present the story of Masada to children this young.

			“Who are the Jewish people?” he began. “That’s us. When we stand on Masada we think about our values, what we want to live for.” He wove together Jewish peoplehood and our connection to Israel. He then asked them to shout, Am yisrael chai!—“The people Israel lives!” The children shouted it one word at a time, then heard the echo of their own voices returning across the vast desert. In this melding of peoplehood and place, the seeds of connection were planted. In that echo was a profound message: I am part of our people’s story.

			Seeing our grandchildren take their first steps to connect meaningfully with Israel underscores what I have learned in my own improbable and wondrous story: A relationship with Israel provides a wellspring of meaning. It can profoundly shape an expansive Jewish identity. It invites us to be participants in our own people’s astonishing saga.

			My relationship with Israel is grounded in ne’emanut. Often translated as “loyalty,” “faithfulness,” or perhaps most accurately as “commitment,” ne’emanut is a moral good unto itself, independent of other values. I learned this concept from the brilliant scholar Mijal Bitton at a lecture at the Shalom Hartman Institute in Jerusalem. Ne’emanut is not blind loyalty, she explained. It means that even if we disagree with Israel’s actions or values, we don’t walk away. As in any relationship, when you are in a lifelong relationship with Israel, there will be times when your ne’emanut is tested. Despite Israel’s flaws and challenges, ne’emanut enables me to stay in the relationship.

			In the fullest expression of this relationship, we encounter Israel in all its dimensions: history, culture, religion, language, politics, and people. Such an encounter takes us beyond the political focus, which cannot substitute for a genuine Israel experience. 

			***

			Not so long ago, the importance and meaning of a relationship with Israel seemed self-evident. That is no longer the case. In the marketplace of meaning, many Jews are searching elsewhere. In setting Jewish priorities, then, what was once a given must now be made explicit.

			A 2020 Pew Research Center survey of American Jews showed that 58 percent of adults say they are very or somewhat emotionally attached to Israel. Forty-five percent said that caring about Israel is “essential” to being Jewish, and an additional 37 percent said it is “important, but not essential.” Among Jews for whom Israel is important, there will be those searching for ways to deepen their connection. “A strong majority of American Jewish liberals remain intuitively connected to Israel,” said the writer Yossi Klein Halevi on Rabbi Ammiel Hirsch’s podcast, In These Times. “But the challenge is to make that intuition explicit, and to make it intellectually and spiritually coherent. That’s hard work. That’s the work we must do.”

			There are concrete steps Jews can take—for example, learning Israel’s history, following its news, visiting when possible, studying Hebrew, or cultivating relationships with Israelis. For me, knowing Israel has become inseparable from knowing Israelis. How much deeper is our attachment to a place if we have genuine relationships with the people who live there? 

			The value of such relationships is reciprocal. Israelis have repeatedly affirmed to me how much they appreciate a connection with Diaspora Jews. One Israeli friend describes it like this: “Once Israelis start listening, they begin to hear things they never knew before. Slowly, this evolves into curiosity about the ‘why.’ It then evolves into, ‘Let’s get to know more, this is intriguing,’ and then into ‘Wow, we have so many similarities even though we are so different,’ and finally, ‘We are family, when can I feed you?’”

			The belief that all Jews are part of am yisrael is the beating heart of our Jewish story. When we connect with each other, we bring that value to life. 

			***

			I began seeking a relationship with Israel decades ago, in a very different time. I did not grow up in a Zionist home. My parents deeply identified as Jews, but their primary focus was trying to keep a roof over our heads. They were loving and devoted parents, living under relentless financial pressure. 

			What I knew of Israel I learned at a weekly Sunday school class, and it aroused my curiosity. I was hungry for something I couldn’t name.

			Then my friends began attending Herzl Camp in Wisconsin. Along with friendships and fun, this iconic sleepaway camp fosters a deep love of Judaism and Israel. My friends returned home from camp lit from within. Listening to them, I had a dawning awareness of a missing piece, a connection waiting to be made.

			I begged my parents to send me to Herzl Camp. A scholarship fund helped me get there for two glorious summers. The seeds of a connection to Israel were planted, and a bond of belonging to the Jewish people was established. 

			But a trip to Israel was still far off in the future. I did not get there until I was forty-one. In the meantime, when my kids were young, I nurtured my connection to Israel from afar. 

			I studied the Hebrew language intensively, which proved crucial in my life. Acquiring the language opened a hidden world of Hebrew cultural treasures—literature, music, poetry, and essays. The revival of Hebrew and its transformation into a modern language was the bold act of a determined people. For me, to speak Hebrew with near-fluency—for all my errors and American accent—was to join in the miracle of Jewish national rebirth. 

			I earned a degree in Hebrew and taught middle and high school classes for fifteen years. I saw the Jewish world break open for some of my students, too. 

			Hebrew also became the entry point for my connection with Israelis. During the years when I was working hard to learn Hebrew, I wanted someone with whom I could speak the language. By volunteering to house young Israelis sent over by the Jewish Agency to bring a taste of Israel to local Jewish day camps, I found wonderful conversation partners. These young people stayed with us for weeks at a time, forming a warm bond with my family. The experience was enriched by sharing it with friends who also hosted Israelis. It was the beginning of encountering Israel through relationships with Israelis. 

			At last, in 1998, my husband and I took our family on a long-awaited journey to Israel. Being part of the majority Jewish culture was a new and profoundly meaningful experience. We discovered how it feels when time flows on a Jewish rhythm, when Shabbat’s approach is palpable. In exploring Israel, we encountered a place with endless history, stories, diversity, culture, sounds, flavors, and scenic beauty. I chatted in Hebrew with anyone willing to put up with me. 

			Our weeks in Israel also offered a much-needed dose of reality. Because I did not get to Israel for the first time until midlife, I had a lot of time to build up an imaginary Israel in my mind. Now I could begin the process of getting to know the real place in all its complexity and challenge. I have been back to Israel many times since then, and each visit is a chance to uncover more of Israel’s multi-layered identity and strengthen my own.

			My lifelong quest for an ever-deepening relationship with Israel has brought a steady stream of wonderful and diverse Israelis into my life: a fellow teacher who became like a sister, fellow bloggers for the Times of Israel, colleagues who became friends through our shared work. These Israeli friends have also taken me deep into the cultures of Kurdish, Iranian, and Yemenite Jews, something not so easy to find in the Ashkenazi-centric Midwest.

			Each Israeli friend has a fascinating personal story and a confident Israeli-Jewish identity. They are my lens into Israel, refracting Israel’s complex reality from their own unique viewpoints. Thanks to these friendships, what happens in Israel has become personal for me.

			My relationship with Israel informs my educational work at our Jewish Community Relations Council of Minnesota and the Dakotas. It shapes the way I explain Judaism and Israel to thousands of students, many of whom have never met a Jew. It drives efforts to help our Jewish young people grapple with Israel’s many challenges thoughtfully and with empathy for Israelis and Palestinians, open to learning from those whose narrative is different from theirs while standing proudly in their own story.

			My relationship with Israel influenced how my husband and I raised our children. Their Jewish identities were shaped by growing up in a home where Israel was an organic part of everyday life through our food, music, conversation, and friendships, and via their own Israel experiences. Our children are all married now and raising Jewish families of their own. Their connection to Israel will shape how their children are raised.

			Above all, my relationship with Israel is an essential and irreplaceable element of my identity as a Jew and a human being. I’m a little part of this magnificent story, a story I share with every Jew before me, every Jew alive today, and all those yet to be. I belong to a people and place whom I claim and who claim me, an answer to the hunger that as a child I could not name.

			Today I can name it. It’s called ne’emanut.

			***

			Can lessons be drawn from a personal story, one that began in a much different time? Can this concept of ne’emanut be applied today? I believe it can.

			We need to think strategically about how to make an Israel relationship accessible and sustainable for every Jew, at each age and stage of life: (1) Visiting Israel, of course, is still an unparalleled experience in building a relationship with the country and deepening Jewish identity. (2) Hebrew language is the key to Israeli society and culture, so encouraging the study of Hebrew needs to be a Diaspora priority. (3) Helping children form a loving attachment to Israel is the foundation, but as they mature, they must learn to grapple with Israel’s complex challenges. This needs to be seen as a lifelong quest: sometimes, opportunities missed in youth can be experienced later, with even deeper meaning. Finally, (4) cultivating relationships with Israelis is a powerful way to know Israel better and deeply enrich one’s sense of belonging to a global Jewish people, a family of families. 

			In creating meaningful relationships between Diaspora Jews and Israel, let’s focus on the strategies that work. Travel to Israel contains outstanding options—organized tours, study abroad programs, Masa Israel Journey, Honeymoon Israel (in which newlyweds, including interfaith couples, connect with Israel at a formative stage of life), and, of course, Birthright. For some, seeing the land of the Bible is what makes the trip so meaningful. For others, it’s the history, the scenic beauty, the food, the astonishing diversity of Jews they meet, or the joy in seeing Israel vibrant and flourishing. A visit shifts an imaginary Israel into its full three-dimensional reality. For many, a visit to Israel is a highlight of their Jewish lives. 

			However, we also need to retain and sustain the Israel experience. Cost and distance limit how often most people can travel to Israel. There are successful strategies to deepen the relationship within the Diaspora. Community events featuring Israeli speakers, scholars, films, and other cultural offerings expose us to current Israeli ideas and trends. Opening our homes to host Israelis who are visiting our communities nurtures connection.

			As well, innovative programs like Partnership2Gether (P2G) build relationships through meaningful engagement between Israeli and Diaspora Jews. This program of the Jewish Agency for Israel and the Jewish Federations of North America, in partnership with local Jewish community agencies, pairs Israeli and Diaspora communities, which then generate their own programs to connect people across ages and interests. P2G also creates a rich encounter with Israeli culture. Our Minneapolis-Rehovot partnership just embarked on a new program in which our two communities will virtually view and discuss together Israeli short films, using culture as a springboard to learn more about Israel and each other. The genius of P2G is that it makes meaningful engagement between Israeli and Diaspora Jews accessible to so many. 

			We must also think beyond our current strategies. Where will our next big ideas in the Israeli-Diaspora relationship come from? Let’s harness our enormous creative power to bring forth new ways of deepening our relationship with Israel across broad categories: Israeli music, food, literature, film, television, the arts, religious texts, social issues, and peoplehood. Technology enables a level of engagement that was unimaginable not so long ago. 

			It will take a steady stream of fresh thinking, but here’s one thing I know for sure: Jews are ideas people. We are people who imagine and innovate, who dream and dare. Let’s put that to work to deepen the lasting commitment of our people—to Israel and, as a result, to each other. 

			

			
				
					 Sally Abrams is Director of Judaism and Israel Education at the Jewish Community Relations Council of Minnesota and the Dakotas.
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			TIKTOK AND THE TALMUD

			How to Connect Young People with Our Ancient Wisdom

			Miriam Anzovin*

			Like Athena of Greek mythology, leaping fully formed out of Zeus’s forehead, I emerged suddenly and dramatically from the maelstrom that is TikTok on January 21, 2022. Not literally, of course. In fact, I’d lived for thirty-six years before that day. Yet, in the wider Jewish communal awareness, that date marked my Genesis.

			On that day, I released a one-minute-and-twenty-six-seconds-long video on TikTok, the world’s fastest-growing social media platform. It was merely the latest entry in a series I had created only a month earlier called Daf Reactions. I was (and am) participating in Daf Yomi, the seven and a half year cycle of studying the Babylonian Talmud at the rate of one double-sided folio page per day. At that point, I was two years into the process and, coincidentally, about two years into the pandemic. Like so many of my peers, I had found joy, education, and connection during that depressing, apocalyptic time by seeking refuge in TikTok. 

			Most importantly, that’s where I found content that made me laugh. 

			Laughter is the most important thing in the whole world to me. There is no greater feeling on this earth than getting someone else to laugh. Whenever I learned the Daf with my study partner, Dan, he would cry laughing at the way I gave over the substance of the text. I used my own voice, my own language, references to pop and nerd culture, and connections to our real lives, with a garnish of extremely dramatic facial expressions. In other words, just the way I normally talked to him about anything I was enthusiastic about. My goal was to make Talmudic learning relatable for him, a person who had never picked up the Talmud before. 

			To my delight, I discovered that my approach also worked for people with abundant familiarity with the Talmud. When I gave my interpretation of Tractate Shabbat 110 to two rabbis, tears of laughter streamed down their faces. This was encouraging! Maybe I, too, could offer something funny on TikTok to make people smile while sharing my learning journey. 

			I only expected about fifteen people, tops, ever to see these niche videos—Daf Yomi didn’t seem to be a big social media category on TikTok, despite the thousands of learners worldwide participating in the cycle. I imagined that a few secular millennials like myself, also learning and wrestling with the Daf for the first time, would be my audience—that is, people who sought to balance modern sensibilities with a drive and commitment to study Talmud every single day for the better part of a decade and get something meaningful out of it along the way. 

			I filmed in the style of typical “Reaction” videos that permeate TikTok and YouTube; dramatic camera zooms, emoji stickers, and an abundance of hot takes. Sometimes I swore, the punctuation-marks of enthusiastic millennial discourse. In homage to beloved makeup tutorials and influencer aesthetics, I always filmed with perfectly applied, sharply winged eyeliner. 

			Daf Reactions was also a way for me to fully engage with what I was learning, through the ups and downs of each day, each month, each tractate, each year. A friend told me that they thought the videos would go viral one day. Oh, what a good laugh I had at that idea—Talmud going viral on TikTok? Gehenom would have had to freeze over first.

			That remained my perspective until that day in January when I studied page nine of Tractate Moed Katan. It proved to be a moment of enlightenment for me in many ways. 

			***

			In that Daf, two rabbinic sages, Rav Chisda and Rav Huna, are having an intense discussion. The question at hand: Could women wear makeup during Chol Hamoed, the intermediate days of the long Jewish festivals of Sukkot and Passover? The Talmud indicates that Rav Chisda’s wife, a woman of an age to have children already grown and married themselves, did, indeed, wear makeup on those days. And yet, Rav Huna declared that the practice was intended only for young women—not old women. He was snidely shading Rav Chisda’s wife because of her age! The unmitigated chutzpah! Pure feminist rage flooded through me. How dare he. “My God!” I exclaimed out loud, seething. 

			My eyes sought Rav Chisda’s response. 

			“My God!” he exclaimed, before launching into an impassioned speech standing up for the right of any woman to wear makeup regardless of age.

			When I saw that “My God!” my jaw dropped. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Thinking about that moment today, I still get goosebumps. Because, in that nanosecond, I became fully aware of the power and beauty of Daf Yomi, of the Talmud. In my learning up to that point, mainly all I noticed had been the seemingly vast differences between our world and the world of our ancestors as illuminated by the Talmud. But here, there was absolutely no daylight between the opinion, the very words, of Miriam, living outside of Boston in 2022, and Rav Chisda, an Amora, who lived around 300 C.E. in Babylonia. 

			Time had telescoped. I was suddenly there, in the room with them, standing behind Rav Chisda and glaring at Rav Huna. With every line of Rav Chisda’s blistering response, I screamed, “Yessssssss! Go off,” like the world’s most emphatic hype woman. How incredible: If I had never done Daf Yomi, I would never have witnessed this moment and felt that connection with Rav Chisda pull me back through time and space. I would never have understood that while so many things have changed in the vast span of centuries upon centuries, human beings and the universality of the human experience really have not. If he were alive today, I knew that Rav Huna would be guesting on any number of alpha-bro podcasts. You know the type.

			I carried that amped excitement with me into filming the video. Sitting at my makeup table, holding a powder brush like a mic, I condemned Rav Huna’s statement as sexist and misogynistic. I declared myself to be a Rav Chisda–stan, ride or die. I ended the video by exclaiming about Rav Chisda: “What. A Fucking. Legend.”

			Within forty-eight hours, the video went “Jewish viral.” Daf Reactions, and the image of a blonde woman in a red bow gesturing vociferously while cursing out Rav Huna, was catapulted into the general Jewish popular consciousness. This resulted in great delight and great consternation, depending on whom in the Jewish community you asked. Here was a millennial secular woman, doing Daf Yomi, making a reaction video on the Talmud—of all things—and using slang and adult language to convey passionate feelings. Talking about it in a fun, comedic way? Some people immediately understood how what I was doing made the Daf tangible and delighted in discovering a fresh way to breathe life into learning the Talmud. Others, mainly segments of the Orthodox community who claim sole ownership of the Talmud to “protect” its sanctity from “outsiders” and (gasp) women, had a decidedly different take.

			Pearls were clutched, fainting couches were fetched, and smelling salts were called for. Sermons and think pieces were feverishly written by aggrieved rabbis who, while hating me, had no qualms about using my name as their clickbait. The immodesty, the scandal, the shame, of a woman like me learning Talmud and speaking about it as I do? The bastion of ultra-Orthodoxy in Lakewood, N.J., sent out an SOS flare in an attempt to warn impressionable youth away from the chilul hashem of my damaging influence. It was already too late—the excited messages of newly minted fans were already coming from inside the yeshivot.

			In the intervening months, Daf Reactions grew. The scope of the project expanded as well: Megillah Reactions, Exodus Reactions, and Ruth Reactions came next. Parsha Reactions will follow shortly. Thousands of people have followed me on social media, keeping up with my journey of daily Talmud learning. Many took up learning, or resumed learning, because of the videos. (“You make Gemara cool and relevant,” a fan messaged me. “You’ve managed to reinvigorate my learning. I always found the Gemara the best cure for insomnia. You changed that.”)

			Jewish people whom I have looked up to for years began to follow me and shared my content. Orthodox teen girls in Israel and America began to send me their own Daf reactions—not in my style, but in theirs. Because they felt their voices and interpretations and reactions to the text had value. For each of these I receive, I cry. What I wouldn’t have given to have had their courage and confidence when I was Orthodox. When I felt I had no voice or value. Their trust, support, and love for Daf Reactions is the greatest honor of my life. 

			On Purim, fans from around the world sent me photos and videos of themselves dressed in costume as me from the Moed Katan 9 or other videos, often with makeup brush in hand. And even for Jews who do not know my name, chances are that if they have social media, and are invested at all in Jewish learning, for good or ill they have heard of “that blonde woman who does the Daf on TikTok.”

			***

			In these months, I discovered many things about the power and key role of Jewish learning in people’s lives, and how literacy in Jewish texts needs to be prioritized as a form of Jewish identity, particularly here in America.

			The most common questions I receive are: “Why did you choose to do Daf Yomi if you are secular?” or “How come we haven’t heard of you before now?” and, most damning to the wider objectives of increased Jewish literacy: “Why weren’t you around when I was in yeshiva/day school/seminary? I would have paid attention!”

			Why did I do Daf Yomi? I come from a ba’al teshuva family, attended a Lubavitch day school for several years, got my degree in Judaic studies, and spent a long time as a devout God-fearing woman. But, in my early twenties, the cumulative burden of misogyny and personal trauma relating to Judaism left me with a terrifying realization that I no longer believed in a God. 

			Despite the entirety of my identity being rooted in Jewish observance, I felt this revelation meant I had to completely pull back from all aspects of Jewish life. Otherwise, I believed I would be a disingenuous hypocrite. After all, I truly thought at that time that being Orthodox was the only “real” way to be a Jew. 

			Seeking to maintain some sort of wistful, peripheral connection to Jewish peoplehood, I devoted my career to working at Jewish nonprofits, which sadly disillusioned me in yet more ways. But one day at work I was lucky enough to hear the late Rabbi Jonathan Sacks speak about the beauty of Daf Yomi. He described it as a book club where you are literally on the same page as thousands of Jews around the world. When the previous Daf cycle was ending, and the new one was on the horizon, I witnessed the vast enthusiasm for Daf Yomi from so many types of Jews. I loved that there was a burgeoning movement of Orthodox women, LGBTQIA+ Jews, and secular Jews, who were taking on Daf Yomi as an act of dedicated Jewish identity.

			Around that same time, during Chanukah of 2019, there was a series of truly horrific antisemitic attacks. This solidified my decision to rededicate myself to active participation in something deeply Jewish—something that would be a daily priority in my life for a multiyear commitment, no less. It was, I felt, an added bonus that it would be my seven-and-a-half-year-long “Fuck You” to antisemites. I found beauty in the idea of reconnecting through Jewish learning. I did not need to feel like a hypocrite; I wasn’t doing anything that required faith in God—only faith in the Jewish people and a wish to understand where we have been, and where we can go from here. 

			Regarding the question: “Why didn’t we hear about you before now?” the answer is quite simple. Let’s be honest: No established Jewish organization would have platformed me. I had to platform myself. All that time I worked in the Jewish community, including at a Federation for five years, nobody saw me as “future Jewish role model” material. Instead, I was told to tone myself down. To stop being funny. I had not attended any prestigious Jewish higher-ed programs. My family wasn’t “known” within the Jewish community. I can’t play “Jewish Geography.” I did not attend a popular Jewish summer camp. I did not go on Birthright. It truly became clear that a person like me was perceived to have little value, because I did not fit the career trajectory of an “important Jewish person.”

			When I had the opportunity to work on a website owned by the Federation but with (initially) less of a corporate feel, I had an all-too-brief moment where I could create impactful Jewish content. I even hosted a podcast for several years interviewing Jews who were doing innovative things and talking about the overlap of Jewish and nerd culture. I was using my degree, my hard-earned knowledge, and my lived experiences both positive and negative to illuminate Jewishness in all its complexity and glory to any audience I could reach.

			Every single one of these projects was eventually shut down by the Federation, because they were not designed to raise money, merely to inspire and educate.

			This is a mistake on the Federation’s part. The priority should be engaging with young Jews in a way they actually want. Where they actually are already. In a voice they recognize and isn’t so boring that it causes narcolepsy. 

			Access and opportunity to learn Talmud and other Jewish texts is a birthright for all of us—as meaningful and powerful a form of Jewish identity as religious observance, or Zionism, or any of the “approved” modes of “being Jewish.” This learning is ours, regardless of religious or denominational affiliation (or lack thereof), knowledge level, observance level, gender, age, sexual orientation, spiritual belief, or economic status. Affirming this reality needs to be a priority for anyone who claims to care about the future of the Jewish people.

			Though I aim to be humorous in my videos, my purpose is serious: to showcase the ways in which Jewish text learning can be a profound and meaningful experience for each of us individually, in our own ways. My commentary is honest: Where I see misogyny, I call it out; where I see wisdom, I help my audience see it, too. And it seems that many Jews have been waiting for something like this.

			For Jews who think they cannot learn because they are not religious enough? Well, here is a person like me—an atheist—taking on this commitment. For those who were discouraged or silenced from voicing their feelings about what they learn in the Talmud? I tell them their personal reactions are valid, normal, and encouraged. The Talmud is recorded discussion and debate. Treating it now as calcified, viewing the sages as semi-saints rather than complex human beings, is an absolute disservice to our ancestors and their real lives and real experiences that are illuminated so vividly in the text. To keep the Talmud locked away, as if behind glass in a museum, safe in yeshivot for primarily only Orthodox men to learn in “appropriate” ways with “approved” opinions, betrays the actual spirit of Talmudic debate and discussion. 

			Any gatekeeping or barrier to Jewish learning must be removed. We must allow this discourse to expand beyond “safe” parameters of approved language and enforced seriousness. The community cannot engage in pointless hand-wringing over ridiculous fears about intermarriage, reduced synagogue attendance, or any of the obsolete benchmarks of the past that dictate communal fear, when simultaneously they are unwilling to open a door to Jewish identity that so many young Jews would happily choose to walk through. 

			In creating my videos, I have seen the possibilities of future modalities of Jewish connection: An online community of learners has chosen to join me on my learning adventure, resulting in a “congregation” of sorts based on mutual respect and appreciation where participating in learning is a marker of a proud Jewish identity. These people come from across the religious spectrum, from atheists to Hasidim, Ashkenazim, Sephardim, LGBTQIA+ Jews, Zionists, anti-Zionists, and beyond. The Jewish communal institutions need to understand fully that their approach, their hierarchical and rigid corporate structures of power, their biases and assumptions, effectively shove millennial and Gen-Z Jews away from participation in Jewish life. 

			But I, alongside so many incredible Jewish creators, rabbis, and educators, exist where these demographics already congregate. Because that’s where we also spend our time. We are experiencing Jewishness together in authentic and personally meaningful ways. 

			I am far from the first Jew to have had hot takes on the Talmud. The Jews in the Talmud have hot takes on what’s in the Talmud. Nor am I the first person to view the sages as flawed but intriguing human beings, nor the first feminist of any Jewish denomination to offer similar critiques. What resonates so strongly with this online community of learners is the influence of my life experiences, the balance of comedy and deeply heartfelt, authentic lessons I include in each video, the multiple identities I embody, and the way I position Jewish learning to be a valid Jewish identity in and of itself. 

			Well, those things plus the swearing. And, of course, the perfectly applied eyeliner. 

			

			
				
					 Miriam Anzovin is a Jewish-learning influencer on TikTok. She is the creator of #DafReactions, #ParshaReactions, and other viral content examining the juxtaposition of pop culture, nerd culture, and Jewish culture through a millennial lens.
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			THE POLITICS OF THE MIZRAHI MOTHER 

			A Proven Path to Living with Our Differences

			Avishay Ben Haim*

			One of the major characteristics of the modern age has been the rise of absolute ideologies purporting to offer ultimate solutions to the problems facing humanity. These optimistic dreams, however, gave rise to disasters. From the wonderful idea of socialism was born communism which brought brutal wars, totalitarianism, and the deaths of many millions. From the belief in rationalism and the possibility of complete knowledge was born confusion, relativism, and ultimately post-modern challenges to truth itself. From the exciting technological progress that promised to improve the lives of countless human beings was born the most horrific century in human history, when people used technology to slaughter one another at an unthinkable scale. As one rabbi put it: Humans learned how to control nature before they learned how to control themselves.

			These absolute Western ideologies all collapsed. Marxism, fascism, romanticism, communism, socialism, capitalism, liberalism—all these failures had nothing in common other than their conviction that they alone held the keys to solving humanity’s ills. 

			We have seen it in Israel as well. The utopian ideologies that once dominated the public discourse have all collapsed. 

			The leftist elite abandoned its ideal of Labor Zionism, its wonderful vision of equality and social justice. Even the jewel in its crown—the kibbutz—is but a shadow of its former self. They replaced it with another absolute ideology, that of “peace now.” But this fantasy also failed, and almost no one on the Israeli Left today even talks about it. 

			The same thing happened on the Right, where one almost never hears about the “Greater Land of Israel” with its territorial maximalism. Religious Zionism, too, has lowered the flag of imminent messianic redemption. So, too, have the ultra-Orthodox come to understand that their own absolutist dream of creating a vast, utopian “society of learners,” paid for by Israeli taxpayers and donations from abroad, is proving impossible to sustain in the real world. 

			At the end of the day, we have seen the sun set on all of these Israeli utopian fantasies.

			It is no coincidence that these visions were developed and promulgated mainly by Israel’s European-immigrant elites, who founded the country but whose conceptual proclivities encouraged them to continue offering impossible, absolute answers. 

			But these failures have made it possible for a new sun to rise—a different approach, which flows out of the experiences and instincts of the more than half its citizens who did not come from Western countries, but who instead came mostly from the Arab and Muslim world. 

			This is the wisdom of “Second Israel,” the Israel of the Mizrahim. 

			Unlike the European attitude, the Mizrahi approach refrains from absolutes, which always eventually collapse upon their contradictions. Such an approach is especially helpful in addressing a wide range of challenges facing Israel and the Jewish people as a whole—including the apparent clash between secular and religious life, conflicting aspirations of Jews and Arabs in the Middle East, and, perhaps most importantly, the tension between Judaism and Zionism. 

			***

			The main problem with absolute ideologies is that their unbending demands inevitably run aground on the shores of our complicated lived reality. Fundamentalists will never find answers to classic, childish questions surrounding apparent contradictions—between a Jewish and democratic state, between Torah and science, between nationalism and globalism, or between Zionism and Judaism. 

			The Mizrahi approach is unfazed by such contradictions and even embraces them. This was well expressed by the controversial and ultimately tragic Mizrahi singer Zohar Argov: 

			There are unknown things that we won’t understand and won’t know, but we would do things even though they seem without a rational reason.

			 

			In contrast to the arrogant Western approach, Second Israel offers a more modest, less self-confident approach. Instead of ideological certainty, we find an emphasis on humility, loyalty, and respect: Respect for our parents, respect for our nation, and respect for our traditions, even if we don’t understand everything. The twentieth-century Jewish philosopher Mordecai Kaplan spoke about the tension between “believing” and “belonging.” The Mizrahi philosopher Meir Buzaglo speaks about the tension between ma’amin (believing) and ne’eman (being loyal). In the Mizrahi approach, belonging and loyalty are more fundamental than abstract beliefs.

			This difference, between First and Second Israel, expressed itself not only in questions of ideology and pragmatism in the secular world; it is felt even in rabbinic rulings and the nature of religion itself. European Jews drew sharp lines between the stringencies of Orthodoxy, which often took pride in its refusal to bend to the pressures of the modern world, and the liberal-secular movements that rejected it. Mizrahi Jews, by contrast, lived in a spectrum that ran from highly observant to traditional to secular. And their most influential spiritual guide in the twentieth century, Rabbi Ovadia Yosef, was most famous not for his stringency but rather his leniency. His slogan was an ancient dictum from the Talmud, koach d’heteira adif—“permission is more powerful than prohibition.” 

			We are not talking just about our individual selves or the functioning of a religious community, however, but our national identity.

			Given the failures of absolute ideologies, it is reasonable to consider the possibility that emotion and sentiment are more compelling, even ideologically, than abstract commitments—and that loyalty to one’s nation, tradition, society, and to one’s people can thus be more powerful and effective than any ideological beliefs. 

			The Mizrahi approach thereby offers far more useful tools for managing a complex society like Israel’s. We may call it “the politics of the Mizrahi mother” or “the politics of turning a blind eye.” The aim is to preserve peace in the family. Such an approach de-emphasizes ultimate demands, arguments, and controversies. Instead, it deliberately attempts to blur them. Nowhere is this felt more clearly than in relations between traditional and secular Israelis.

			To take just one example: In 2022 there was a major controversy about the presence of chametz in Israeli army bases during Passover. The Israel Supreme Court, armed to the teeth with absolutism, demanded that the Israel Defense Forces publicly announce a policy allowing chametz on IDF bases. Instead, the army responded in the tradition of the “politics of the Mizrahi mother”: The IDF spokesperson announced that the army would not check soldiers’ duffel bags for chametz. The meaning was far from loud and clear; it was, rather, soft and clear: Anyone who wanted chametz could have chametz, but the IDF, committed to the time-honored symbolism of a Jewish army that has always been a pillar of Zionism, would not formally condone it. 

			The Supreme Court rejected the new arrangement. Why? Because of the policy of absolutes. The country could have easily avoided the debacle, but the court refused to accept that turning a blind eye is also an option. And the ability to do so is a crucial tool in handling a complex society with observant and non-observant people who need to live together in peace. 

			The ruling was troubling for another reason. In effect, it turned a national holiday, which depends on public symbolism far more than individual performance, into a private and personal religious issue, while at the same time undermining the role of the IDF as a core symbol in our Israeli-Jewish identity. 

			***

			Beyond the utility in addressing tensions between observant and non-observant Jews, the Mizrahi approach also offers far more effective strategies for coexistence with the Arab world as a Jewish state in the middle of the Middle East.

			Absolute ideologies naturally escalate conflict because of their conviction in the righteousness of their beliefs and their ability to bring ultimate solutions to human problems. As opposed to the endless talk of “solutions” heard across the Western world and in much of Israel as well, if you ask a representative of Second Israel for the solution to the Israeli-Arab conflict, the most likely answer will be that there is none, and that’s just how it is. That just as there are countries and places where people accept that from time to time there will be earthquakes, tornadoes, hurricanes, or fatal heat waves, so, too, with conflict. They live with the mature understanding that we can’t solve every problem. 

			Because the truth is, we can’t solve every problem. Only God is almighty, and we should be grateful to live in a miraculous time for the Jewish people, an age of ingathering of exiles and the creation of an independent Jewish state in our ancient homeland. Within these limitations, we must do our best to be moral and decent, and on the other hand to be strong—“genius and generous and cruel,” in Ze’ev Jabotinsky’s words—with an iron wall to protect the Jewish people, dedicated to keeping the central promise of the Jewish state: never again.

			The constant search for instant and utopian solutions to the Israeli-Arab conflict is one of the hallmarks of the gap between First and Second Israel. But there are other things. According to the liberal vision that dominates the Israeli discourse, the way to end the conflict is if both sides just give up their traditions and adopt secular and liberal values. This tendency is similar to Thomas Friedman’s absurd and long-discredited “Golden Arches Theory of Conflict Prevention,” according to which, as he put it, “No two countries that both have a McDonald’s have ever fought a war against each other.” The problem is not just that it’s false—as the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 proved. The problem is that if your “solution” is predicated on the assumption that people will give up who they are and instead become just like you, it is no solution at all.

			In 2020, a number of Arab states, including wealthy and powerful ones like the United Arab Emirates, signed normalization agreements with Israel. These governments achieved genuine peace and coexistence with the Jewish state without “solving” the conflict as a whole, without repudiating their own traditions, and without adopting secular-liberal values. If anything, they proved the exact opposite of what the Western approach had always dictated could be the only possible path to peace: They achieved coexistence not by erasing their foundational political and religious identities but through those identities themselves. The symbolic power of the agreement’s name—the “Abraham Accords”—was that instead of denying religious traditions, it leaned into them. 

			***

			But perhaps the most important benefit of the Mizrahi approach can be felt in resolving the tension between Judaism and Zionism—a tension that lurks at the heart of some of our most powerful internal disagreements both within Israel and around the Diaspora. 

			In 1932, the poet Hayim Nahman Bialik wrote the following:

			Who will save us from hunger?

			Who will feed us bread aplenty?

			And who will give us a glass of milk to drink?

			To whom do we owe thanks? To whom our blessings?

			To our work and our labor.

			Bialik’s poem was turned into an immensely popular Israeli song, taught to schoolchildren in the state’s early years. It represents in many ways the profound transformation in Jewish consciousness brought about by the movement that dominated Israel in its first decades.

			Since time immemorial, Jews had given their thanks and blessings to God alone. Labor Zionism, the movement that defined First Israel, taught Jews to thank not God but themselves. 

			It is important to emphasize that their aim wasn’t to harm Judaism but to save the Jewish people. After two millennia of exile, persecution, and humiliation, the most influential Zionist leaders and thinkers were looking for ways to shake the Jews out of the passivity and fatalism they identified with traditional Judaism. 

			But whether you accept my apologetic historical interpretation or not, today we no longer have need for the radical repudiation of the Jewish faith and tradition. Today we can offer instead a Mizrahi synthesis, the synthesis of Second Israel.

			The cradle of European Zionism was crisis: the crisis of the appearance of modern antisemitism, the crisis of the failure of the Jewish Enlightenment. The slogan of the Haskalah was: “Be a Jew inside your tent. Be a human being when you go out.” It didn’t work. It was a false dream. Its failure created a crisis. And from this crisis, Zionism was born. 

			In the Arab and Muslim countries where Mizrahi Jews lived at the time, no such a dream of Jewish Enlightenment as a path to acceptance ever became dominant—so there never was such a crisis when it failed.

			Zionism aimed to create not only a new Jewish state but also a “New Jew.” Mainstream Zionist thinkers pushed God and traditional Jewish beliefs from their central position in our history, hearts, and minds. They were well intentioned: They believed that it was imperative to convince Jews to take responsibility for their own survival and prosperity among the nations. 

			But although the concept of the New Jew was an important piece of the founding of the state, today we no longer need to rebel against our ancestors to survive. In the Mizrahi approach, Jewish tradition is not an obstacle to Zionism but a powerful advantage. If in the West, Zionism was an act of rebellion against the traditions of one’s parents, in the East it was an act of respect for their traditions, including the ancient belief in the ingathering of exiles.

			In 1977, Menachem Begin led the Likud party to power for the first time. It was a revolution for Israel—not just politically but conceptually. The defeat of First Israel, and the rise of Likud largely on the strength of Mizrahi voters, signaled a rejection of the type of Zionism that had ruled until that moment. For the first time, peace was made between the Zionist revolution and Jewish tradition. 

			Begin taught us to insist on calling ourselves Jews. He insisted on wearing a black kippa and using traditional phrases like “with God’s help.” This was, however, not a passive, deferential, old-world Judaism. It was still muscular: In his most famous speech in 1981, he lauded the “Jews, brothers, warriors” who fought with him in the underground. But it fully embraced Jewish identity. And it was far more inclusive: You were an integral part of the Zionist movement even if you didn’t come from a kibbutz and take part in the radical-secular excesses of Labor Zionism. 

			Begin also related differently to the Holocaust. Unlike David Ben-Gurion, who insisted that Holocaust Remembrance Day put a focus on the heroes of the Ghetto uprisings because he couldn’t stand the narrative of victimhood, Begin emphasized the victims, the weakness, and the horror. If anything, it kindled in him a powerful determination, even anger, born of loyalty and empathy with his people and tradition.

			The 1977 election was the point of inflection, when Zionism and Judaism finally came together and found their peace, at least among the majority of Israelis. Since then, Judaism has become part of the strategic strength of the country. If, in the early days of Zionism, the youth movements sang, with Shaul Tchernichovsky, “For in mankind I shall believe,” today we can hear the Israeli soldiers before a military operation singing, “We are believers, children of believers.” 

			We no longer need to suffer the alleged contradiction between Judaism and Zionism. We have a new Zionism, a Mizrahi Zionism—again, not in the ethnic sense, but in the conceptual sense. Mizrahi Zionism saw faith as the backbone of Zionism and religious Jews as an asset for Zionism. The leaders of this new Zionism, many of whom came from Ashkenazi families but nonetheless embrace what I am calling Mizrahi Zionism, understood the importance of connecting with the legions of believers, the non-elites, the lower and middle classes, for the sake of the Zionist idea.

			In this, they were returning to Zionism’s origins, before the rise of Labor. They were drawing upon the same magic that made Theodor Herzl, the founder of Zionism, so successful.

			***

			It is symbolic that both Begin and Herzl chose a similar story, about a little boy from a poor family of believers, to represent the hope of the Zionist idea. 

			Begin presents a debate between a renowned rationalist philosopher and a little boy from a proud traditional and nationalist family, and he summarizes it thus: “Our little brother, the poor and innocent boy from the Mizrahi family, was right.”

			Herzl begins his magnificent utopian Zionist fantasy Alteneuland (“Old-New Land”) with a story about one Dr. Friedrich Löwenberg, who is a stand-in for the author. Levenberg attends an event of the Jewish upper class. When the idea of a Jewish state is mentioned, everyone laughs dismissively. Levenberg takes his leave and then encounters a poor young boy, David Littwak. Like Begin, Herzl chose the character of a young lower-class boy to be the contrast to the Jewish elites and depicts him professing his belief in the Zionist dream, in the Jews’ return to the Land of Israel. Levenberg finds himself using the language of the faithful in his response: “May our God be with you.” The boy then grows up to become the first president of the Jewish state. 

			Herzl’s lesson, like the Mizrahi message, is that the Jewish faith should play a central role in Zionism. This comes up again at the very end of Altneuland where he presents the same historical-philosophical question that appears in Bialik’s poem: To whom should the Jewish people be grateful for the establishment of Israel? Herzl presents a conversation among the protagonists of the book. Each has his own answer. One says to the unification of the nation, one says to science, and so on. The last one, with whose answer Herzl chooses to end his book, says simply: “To God.”

			Why was it so important for Herzl to end his book with this declaration of respect for the Jewish faith? I didn’t know until I paid a visit to The Central Zionist Archives in Jerusalem and asked to see the original manuscript of Altneuland. After the last word “God,” there appeared another line that didn’t appear in the published edition. I asked the curator of the Archive to translate the curious line that had been cut. She looked at the century-old text, written by Herzl himself. 

			After the word “God” appeared the phrase, “And this was the last word.”

			

			
				
					 Avishay Ben Haim, Ph.D., is a historian, journalist, and commentator focusing on Jewish and Israeli identity. He is author, most recently, of Second Israel: The Sweet Gospel, the Bitter Oppression (Yediot, 2022).
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			CONFRONT THE NEW COSSACKS

			A Jewish Political Survival Guide

			David L. Bernstein*

			The very term “Cossacks” sends shivers down the Jew’s spine. We may not know much about these Eastern Slavic people other than their supposed thirst for murdering Jews, but they’ve nevertheless become a symbol, along with the Nazis, of deadly rampages carried out against vulnerable Jewish communities. 

			The Cossack riots were pogroms in what today is Ukraine, perpetrated against the Jews during the 1648 uprising led by Bogdan Khmelnitsky against the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Khmelnitsky is regarded as a hero in Ukrainian lore for standing up against the powers in the region, but for Jews he was the “Hamil of Evil,” the very personification of the sadistic antisemite. Two centuries later, in the wake of Tsar Alexander II’s assassination, Jews experienced another horrific spate of pogroms, committed not by actual Cossacks but by equally malevolent figures and frenzied mobs who became indistinct in the Jewish historical imagination. To us, they’re all Cossacks. 

			Such antisemitic attacks were not limited to Europe. My mother, who grew up in Baghdad, was just four months old when about two hundred of her fellow Iraqi Jews were slaughtered while scores of others were beaten and raped in a 1941 pogrom known as the Farhud. She and her family members were sheltered by Muslim neighbors who traded houses with them during the deadliest antisemitic riot in Middle Eastern history. 

			Jews would not have survived the millennia defying the extirpative forces of history without an uncanny ability to recognize the Cossacks of the day and to take the necessary precautions. As Mark Twain famously commented, “All things are mortal but the Jew; all other forces pass, but he remains. What is the secret of his immortality?” The secret of his immortality, Mr. Clemens, may have been his well-developed sense of danger and, with it, varied survival strategies consisting of, depending on the context, moving to safer areas, currying favor to government authorities, joining forces with more powerful groups, supporting democratic and liberal movements, and building a Jewish state. 

			Notwithstanding our well-honed survival instincts, the Jew’s uncanny ability to recognize the Cossacks has sometimes failed him, particularly when the Cossacks arrive in the form of left-wing ideologues bearing utopian ideals promising universal redemption. These particular Cossacks discharge uniquely cagey mind viruses that tend to overwhelm the Jew’s immune system. Under the influence of utopian dogmas, Jews have paid a dear price for lapses in judgment and ideological indulgences. American-Israeli writer Daniel Gordis states “Like moths attracted to the flames that can consume them, Jews have long sought salvation in ideologies that ultimately sought to destroy them. It happened with communism and is being repeated with young Jews’ visceral embrace of ‘wokeness’ that in the name of freedom and equality, snuffs out freedom of thought and equality for Jews.” In an October 2017 essay in Tablet, the great Yiddish scholar Ruth Wisse cites sources that estimate that nearly half the members of the American Communist Party of the 1930s and 1940s were Jews, unable to see that Josef Stalin and his supporters were among the most brutal Cossacks ever known. Wisse writes:

			This is Soviet Communism we are talking about—that killed an estimated 30 million of its own citizens, including through a government-enforced famine in Ukraine, the details of which even people hardened by Holocaust literature have trouble reading…. This was the totalitarian regime that perfected Orwellian language in a culture of lying that not only camouflaged its evil through innocuous terminology as the Nazis did with terms like resettlement for extermination and cleansing for murder, but justified a culture of spying, expropriation, mass murder, and tyrannical rule in the name of “egalitarianism” and “international peace.”

			 

			Exactly seventy years ago from the time I’m writing these words occurred “The Night of the Murdered Poets,” when Stalin executed thirteen Jewish intellectuals by firing squad in a Moscow prison. Blinded by ideology, a good many Jews nevertheless persisted in their adoration of Soviet Communism, which murdered many more Jews than Bogdan Khmelnitsky could have ever dreamed of. 

			***

			To protect themselves from impending danger, Jews have applied an implicit two-part test in assessing emerging threats from political leaders and movements: (1) Are they favorable to particularistic Jewish interests, such as the security of Jewish communities (and, since its founding, the well-being of the State of Israel)? And (2) Do they advance liberal ideals, such as freedom of thought and speech, in which Jews are most likely to thrive? In other words, Jews assess both threats aimed at them as well as general societal conditions likely to produce those threats. 

			My mother recounts that in revolutionary Iraq of the 1960s, Jews were drawn to the Iraqi leader Abd al-Karim Qasim, who violently deposed the monarchy in 1958 because the Iraqi-Jewish community perceived him as both warmer to the Jews and a champion of a more liberal version of Iraq, particularly in extending rights to women. Not nearly as transformational as advertised, however, Qasim was overthrown by the Ba’ath party in 1963, and Iraqi Jews once again faced their Cossacks, knowing instantly that the Jewish community was in peril. My mother, among others, immediately planned her exit. Several weeks after her arrival to the United States, the doors of emigration from Iraq closed.

			While Jews in America have never faced a campaign of state violence as did Jews in Eastern Europe or the Middle East, neither have they always felt entirely secure. It is for the second of the two criteria Jews apply in assessing the potential danger of a leader or cause—the need to live in a more liberal and tolerant society—that three-quarters of American Jews typically vote for the Democratic party in the U.S. The political scientist Kenneth D. Wald, who has studied Jewish voting patterns for decades, observed in a 2015 interview in the Washington Post that American Jews largely embraced the classic liberal model in separating citizenship and religion, which did away with “ethnic particularity as a condition for full membership in the political community.” According to Wald, this model “differs radically from their historical experience as, at best, a ‘tolerated’ minority whose status often changed on the whims of rulers.” Democrats largely embraced the separationist model, argues Wald, and Republicans largely rejected it, placing the GOP under suspicion in the eyes of many in the Jewish community of being America’s Cossacks. Wald states that when “the Republican party reached out to white Protestant evangelicals, who eventually came to constitute the party’s base, Jews reacted negatively because they perceived a threat to the liberal regime.”

			For many years, conservative critics of American-Jewish left-wing politics have complained that the American Jewish community’s identification with the Democratic party is a sign that their danger alert system has failed them; that Democrats, with their association with anti-Israel figures, and not Republicans, should be regarded as the Cossacks. They cite the growing criticism of Israel in the Democratic party and the emergence of progressive ideologues such as “The Squad” in Congress with a penchant for anti-Israel and antisemitic remarks. “It’s long past time for Jewish voters to end their longstanding—but unrequited—loyalty to the Democrats, who clearly no longer care about their concerns,” argued Andrew Stein and Monica Crowley in the New York Post in May 2022. 

			Until recently, however, the mainstream American Left did not possess a strong core ideology that would likely pose an explicit threat to Jews. To be politically liberal in America was to embrace an ethical obligation to help the needy. American political liberals possessed no theory as to why there are “haves” and “have nots,” only that their obligation was to even the playing field. They were decidedly un-ideological. And while Democratic support for Israel was slowly eroding in Congress, the vast majority of Democrats still could be counted on to vote for any AIPAC-backed resolution. 

			Political progressives, by contrast, until recently only a small minority on the Left, have a well-developed dogma: the “haves” cause the deprivations of the “have nots.” And in recent years they’ve successfully inculcated this ideological strain in mainstream politics and institutional life. Such dogma has significantly raised the stakes for American Jews—not least because they are perceived as being among the “haves.” And we see the same progressives applying this oppressor-versus-oppressed narrative to Israel, the majority of whom (according to an August 2022 poll) buy into the settler-colonialist narrative denying the Jewish state’s very legitimacy.

			Wald recounts that support for Democrats remained steady for several decades but began to weaken in the late 1960s as affirmative action and other forms of identity politics took center stage. Wald notes that American Jews were divided 50/50 on affirmative action and other programs that afforded special entitlements to groups based on race and gender. 

			Many Jews sensed something dangerous in the identity politics of the time, inimical to their interests. Yet today, as identity politics run roughshod over traditional liberal values, American-Jewish support for the Left has remained unshaken. Many Jewish liberals are in denial of the threat posed by the far Left to the liberal order, which Jews have relied upon for a sense of security and well-being and as a bulwark against the Cossacks on the Right.

			***

			Today, the conservative critique holds more water: American Jews seem to have developed a blind spot for progressive ideological movements, much as many Jews did for Communism, that undermine liberal values, demonize alternative points of view, and foment hostility against those deemed “privileged.” While contemporary “woke” ideology might not lead to the Gulag or mass murder as it did in Soviet Communism or the Chinese Cultural Revolution (the same can be said of the right-wing authoritarian brand of antisemitism in America, which may never lead to rounding up Jews for extermination), it nevertheless presents a real and present danger to the American-Jewish community and shouldn’t be taken lightly.

			Wokeness fuels antisemitism in several ways. Woke ideology’s preoccupation with “privilege”—who has it and who doesn’t—has lapsed into accusations of “Jewish privilege.” Its adoption of Ibram X. Kendi’s “anti-racism” program and his “equity” concept—that any disparity among groups is prima facie evidence of discrimination—easily lends itself to accusations that successful groups, such as Jews and Asians, have achieved success on the backs of other minorities. Its embrace of the oppressor-versus-oppressed binary and the need to “recognize and resist systems of oppression” (often invisible to the naked eye) condition young people to see Jews and Israel as the oppressors. Indeed, while the American Left’s identitarian obsession may never produce a Gulag or death camps, it certainly sets off alarm bells among Soviet dissidents such as Natan Sharansky. In his foreword to my book Woke Antisemitism, Sharansky argues that: 

			With the collapse of the Soviet Union and the triumph of Western, liberal values in the 1990s, I became convinced that this hateful, antisemitic ideology had been defeated once and for all and that there was no place in the liberal order for such radical dogma. We fought against it and defeated it. Unfortunately, now we see it has come back in new forms, often in the name of social justice. In woke ideology, if you substitute the word race for class, you will get almost the exact same Marxist-Leninist dogma in which we were indoctrinated in schools that became the basis of the hatred against dissidents and anyone who dared question the party line. 

			 

			Nevertheless, there are good reasons many Jews remain tied at the hip to the Left. Even as the Left has become ideologically charged, the Right has become more perilous and unmoored from its liberal principles. The Cossacks on the Right have guns, argue Jewish political liberals, while those on the Left only have cultural power. And they have a point. For example, Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, who promotes bizarre conspiracy theories that sometimes involve Jews, can easily be marked a Cossack. Many Jews feel in their kishkes that xenophobia found on the political Right spawns antisemitism that can eventually spark violent attacks like those in Squirrel Hill and Poway. In the popular American-Jewish conception, the American Cossack is a gun-toting, Christianity-practicing, pickup-driving, swastika tattoo-sporting white man. I have no idea if Alex Jones, for example, has any ill will (or, for that matter, fondness) for Jews, but his brand of angry, illiberal politics screams dangerous Cossack.

			The progressive antisemite is harder to conjure up than the right-wing fanatic, as progressive antisemitism itself is less explicit by nature. Very rarely do we find a raving lunatic on the Left directly calling for the eradication of the Jews. The left-wing Cossack is better disguised and harder to identify. He uses all the right words. The right-wing Cossack speaks openly about Jewish power; the left-wing Cossack about “adjacency” to white power and privilege. 

			And this less conspicuous assault has fooled too many progressive Jews who desperately wish to remain aligned with the Left, will defend almost any ideological pronouncement, no matter how strange or alienating, and deny the very existence of this variant of ideological antisemitism. For example, Isaac Luria, a prominent Jewish foundation executive, wrote in the journal Sources that:

			Unfortunately, some Jewish advocates against antisemitism, in the name of defending liberalism, seek to delegitimize anti-racist scholarship like Kendi’s by claiming that his racial justice framing is inherently anti-Jewish…. By attacking the ideas that drive movements for racial and economic justice, critics…separate white Jewish interests from the struggles of other minorities for the benefit of authoritarian movements and consolidated power—both in Israel and in the United States.

			 

			Indeed, perhaps the biggest threat of wokeness for the Jews is that it renders some unable or unwilling to recognize the well-hidden Cossack in their midst. Inevitably they find themselves offering apologia for antisemites on the Left and twisting themselves into knots defending indefensible and, frankly, silly ideas about America, Israel, and even freedom of speech, which is now viewed by many left-wing ideologues as a shill for white supremacy. They turn in their intellectual autonomy and defer to those with “lived experience,” meaning well-curated leftists from minority communities with cultural power, and ignore majorities in those same communities who think differently. Once they sign on the dotted line of deference, they are forced to defend and parrot all manner of narishkeit. 

			In many ways, the ascendency and potential dominance of woke ideology on the mainstream Left present a nightmare scenario for American Jews, one that many still haven’t contended with: Neither the Left nor the Right offers a safe harbor against antisemitism or a hospitable political home. 

			Perhaps it’s time that Jews stop fooling themselves. There are Cossacks on both sides of the political spectrum. Our true friends are on neither end. They are the still-too-quiet centrists who thirst for dialogue, rational argument, free expression of ideas, and support for democratic institutions. It’s time that we pick up our things and build a new American Center. 

			

			
				
					 David L. Bernstein is founder of the Jewish Institute for Liberal Values (JILV.org) and author of Woke Antisemitism: How a Progressive Ideology Harms Jews (Wicked Son, 2022).
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