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  For Those Who Seek


  What Finds Them




  And in Memory of Raful


  Died 15 December 2010/8 Tevet 5771




  THE MEANING OF THE TALE




  America is tired of Israel. Israel is tired of Israel. America is tired of America. The world is weary of both. Judaism’s in sorry shape. The planet is worn down by humanity. And God seems, as usual, either absent, unconcerned or far too viciously involved.




  These conditions are not unrelated. And unless they are dealt with – admitted, understood and corrected – only disaster awaits. And perhaps one way to begin to deal with that disaster includes reconsidering the human conception of that which lies beyond us, among us and within us.




  That’s the meaning of the tale told in this book. One meaning, at any rate. There are others, perhaps leading to others. To get at them, it is necessary to explore one singular idea and one singular possibility. The idea is that we are living in a late antiquity of our own, much like Hellenistic-Roman late antiquity. Or, if you prefer, an inter-testamental era, something akin to the centuries between the final historical events of the Old and the canonization of the New. The possibility is that a new sense of faith and the world, a way of faith in the world that I’ve come to know as Soterion, might make a difference both practical and spiritual. Soterion is neither a new religion nor an attempt to “reform” the old ones. It is neither a political program nor a cultural manifesto. It is, indeed, neither old nor new. It is simply a way of understanding and believing and living and doing. Therefore, it is in its own way all of these, and more.




  Perhaps much more. Eventually. But you can’t say everything at once. And you have to start from where you are.




  This is one way of looking at where we are.




  Two thousand years ago, Judaism imploded. Perhaps it couldn’t have been any other way. Today, Judaism exists mostly (though far from entirely) as a black hole of malign Ultra-Orthodoxy surrounded by penumbrae of superficiality, trendiness, indifference and hostility. If Judaism is to survive at all as anything worth offering the world once again . . . time to unimplode.




  The State of Israel has always been imploded. Perhaps it couldn’t have been any other way. Today, Israel faces an existential choice. It can continue on as it has become, a bizarre combination of garrison/reprisal state, American knock-off sybaritic mall culture, religious freak show, and a politics held hostage by those who believe that twenty-first century governments should base their foreign and defense policies on Bible stories and their domestic policies on two millennia of piling up the rules and regulations appropriate to a defeated, despised, oppressed, imploded and utterly unimportant people. Or Israel can un-implode, join the world fully and offer its own magnificent potential to a humanity that needs it, just as it did two thousand years ago.




  The United States of America is imploding. Perhaps it couldn’t have been any other way. Those whom the gods would destroy, they first endow with invincible ignorance and equally invincible self-esteem. Today, America is at the reckoning for a half-century of imperial overreach, economic insanity and cultural self-defilement, plus other failures and evasions of longer duration. Unless America begins to un-implode, it can expect only more of the same.




  For myriad reasons, from political instability to ecological peril, the planet’s in trouble. That means, inevitably, so is civilization. So may be the human species. It is not impossible to conceive, on toward the mid-point of the twenty-first century, a confluence of crises more severe than any of the past ten thousand years: a confluence that will force upon us the choice so clearly defined by Shakespeare: “Up together to Heaven or down together to Hell.”




  And perhaps the process of facing all this begins with a reconsideration of divinity, deity and matters pertaining unto. Starting with the first great monotheistic faith. But not, perhaps, ending there.




  This book is about all of this. The state of Judaism. The condition of Israel. The American collapse. The future of the species. The connections between them, and how those connections might avail.




  You don’t have to be Jewish to understand it. Maybe it helps if you’re not. All you have to be is a human being who can read a book that requires you to fill in a lot of blanks from personal experience and belief, not always easily or comfortably. This book is suggestive, not prescriptive. So prepare to be puzzled; prepare also to make some unlikely connections and put together some odd combinations. It also helps if you’re someone who understands at gut level that sometimes freedom begins when you say No! to the people who presume to tell you what your choices are. And then you go out and find your own. Find them or create them.




  And maybe, just maybe, change the choices of the future thereby.




  THE TALE




  Who am I to write this book?




  Who do I have to be?




  A harsh and snarky answer. But not, for that reason, inapt. Joseph Brodsky, a Russian dissident who later became America’s poet laureate, once stood before a Soviet judge who asked him basically the same question. Who gave you permission to be a poet? Brodsky’s reply, in essence: I don’t need permission. Not yours and not anyone else’s. I don’t need your permission to think and write. I don’t need your permission to exist. Perhaps unknowingly, he’d invoked Jefferson’s “unalienable rights” – rights so basic to human existence that, however viciously they may be violated or ignored, they cannot be taken away.




  Who am I to write this book? Who is any of us to do anything? Perhaps just people who understand at some intuitive level that “unalienable” means more than can’t-be-taken-away. It also means: rights that the individual cannot surrender or deny, no matter what the temporary survival value or convenience of such abdication. Rights that our very humanity requires that we use, no matter who we are.




  Still, credentials matter. Asking others to take us seriously, to devote an hour or two of their own existence to consider us, is no authorial right, unalienable or otherwise. So please permit me to introduce myself in the preferred American manner. I’ll strut my résumé.




  I am an American, a former Marine with a B.A. in history from Yale and a Ph.D. in history from Georgetown, where I taught for over a decade as a perpetual adjunct. I’ve also been a Beltway journalist, a think tank pogue (military slang for anyone who’s farther from the fighting than you are), and a deplorably nontelegenic TV talking head. I once was even requested by a campaign adviser to write a memo for a presidential candidate. It had no visible impact. Neither did the candidate. This is my seventh published book, so with that plus about eight hundred articles, columns and reviews on my CV, I guess I can call myself a writer. I also blog, but who doesn’t?




  I am an Israeli. More on that later.




  Finally, I am a Jew. A Soterion Jew. Don’t punch up your Wikipedia. You won’t find an entry. Who gave me permission to become a Soterion Jew? No one. No permission asked. None given. None required. All I had to do to start to become a Soterion Jew was to be a human being who’d reached certain conclusions. Among them: It’s time to say No! to the people who presume to tell us what our choices are. Just as war is too important to be left to the generals and the defense intellectuals; just as politics is too important to be left to the politicians and pundits; and economics too important to be left to the apostles and practitioners of material rapine . . . so are faith and faith’s real-world manifestations too important to be left to the bureaucrats and thugs, the slick and the slimy, the criminals and frauds and enforcers and administrators and inquisitors and politicians and profiteers of organized Godolatry.




  More on Godolatry later.




  Also of importance: I am a human being who believes in that old Yiddish, and also no doubt Chinese and Zulu and Inuit and most of the rest of the world’s cultures, proverb: Do not come back from Hell with empty hands. The meanings here are presented and carried as a tale, a personal tale of a decades-long walkabout to Hell and back. Painful, dreary, tragic, disastrous, untidy, humiliating, stupid, etc. etc. etc. But a lot of it was also funny, and some of it was fun. As presented here, it’s a highly selective tale, the minimum necessary to move the story along. As with any telling of one’s life, oblivion should have its share. Some important items are consciously omitted because they are of importance only to me. One or two others must await discussion elsewhere. In any case, the particulars of the personal tale are significant here only insofar as they reflect and evoke the lived experiences of others. I may be unique, but so is everyone else. In our various uniquenesses, we find commonality, and sometimes common cause. So if my tale is resonant, great. If, on the other hand, it strikes you as repellent or bizarre, well, to borrow from a popular song of my youth, I ain’t done nothin’ hasn’t been done before.




  That’s comforting. So is another realization. There is nothing in this book, no idea, no observation, that I consider original. One of the great pleasures of coming up with some genius insight is the realization that others, often millennia ago, have reached similar conclusions. You may be wandering in the wilderness, bro, but there are tracks and trails and even occasional oases. Some of those folks from the last inter-testamental period understood a great deal. I’m in their debt.




  As for those contemporaries whose thoughts and words I may have borrowed without proper attribution, I offer not an apology – inadvertent plagiarism is also a form of flattery – but an explanation. I’m writing much of this as a refugee of sorts, temporarily lodged in Israel’s “Gateway to the Negev,” as pissy a wilderness as I’ve ever encountered. I’ve neither my personal library nor research materials with me nor access to any significant English library. I’m also well aware of the human tendency, over time, to separate what we know from the sources of our knowledge. You know, for example, that Washington, DC is the capital of the United States. Can you recall exactly when, where and from whom you acquired this little nugget? Geography, philosophy, it’s all the same. We forget where we got stuff, and to the extent that it’s brilliant and/or compelling, we come to believe it’s our own creation. I’ve tried to deal with this a bit by citing a number of authors in the book’s final “Acknowledgements.” But if I’ve omitted you or wronged you egregiously, please get in touch. I may not be in the phone book, but you can always find me via Google or a phenomenon I’ve heard about called “social networking,” which I may try myself someday. In any event, I’ll be out there in cyberspace, somewhere in The Cloud.




  A doubly relevant term, The Cloud. The Epistle to the Hebrews speaks of Christians as being surrounded by “so great a cloud of witnesses” to their struggles and their faith. For years now, I’ve had that kind of feeling. “Welcome to The Club,” if you feel the same. Perhaps “Welcome to The Cloud” is also appropriate.




  One final confession. Before I could bring myself to write about Soterion, its faith and meanings and uses, I had to learn how to live it. Awkwardly at first, then artificially, and never perfectly. But good enough, enough of the time, to save my life. Literally. More than once. The right to life may be unalienable, but living takes effort. And luck.




  If, after reading this tale, you consider yourself lucky in some personal way to have found it, that’s a start. Your start. And that’s the one that matters.




  A BRIEF NOTE ON LANGUAGE




  In this book, nearly all Hebrew, Yiddish and Greek words, whether well-known in English or not, are italicized for their first use in the text. After that, plain-type. The only exceptions are names of persons and places.




  For convenience, the Jewish Ultra-Orthodox will be called by the Hebrew generic, Haredi, aka Haredim. Not all Ultra-Orthodox sects and cults would accept this designation. They differ in many ways, not least of all in their relationship to the secular State of Israel. The term is inexact, but close enough for Middle Eastern work. In no way are the Haredi to be confused with the Modern Orthodox, whose currently most famous American practitioner is Senator and former vice-presidential candidate Joe Lieberman. In Israel, by and large, the Haredi study and pray and breed and keep themselves ever more separate and pure. The Biblical term is “Holier than thou,” although they might characterize it as azut dikdusha, or “holy arrogance.” They live on government allowances, private charity and their wives. They expect to rule the world when Maschiach, the Messiah, comes.




  The Modern Orthodox work for a living.




  The word “God” presents problems, at least insofar as any use of the term structures and restricts discussion to an either/or. You either believe in “God,” some kind of “God,” some kind of “God by whatever name you call Him,” or you fall into some other artificial, often spurious and invariably derogatory category. Atheist. Agnostic. Heretic. Apostate. Pagan. New Age. Cultist. Perplexed. Traitor. Nonconformist. Eternally damned and not at all nice. Nice enough, but also eternally damned. For convenience sake, I employ the word “God” through most of the book, and also the convention of capitalizing the relevant pronouns. Then the name is largely dropped and there is a shift with vital implications. For now, suffice it to note that Jewish lore holds that God has seventy names. God now has seventy-two.




  “Godolatry” is a neologism, a word crafted to describe a situation we’ve been living with since the last late antiquity but have yet to designate properly. As used here, Godolatry refers to a perversion of monotheism that runs, “There’s only One True God and We Got Him.” To which is often added: “Now get with our program.” To which is sometimes also added: “Or else.” Sometimes the “or else” is crudely physical, destructive, murderous. But it can take other forms, as in a Christian college application I once encountered that required prospective students to certify belief in “the eternal conscious torment of the unregenerate.” Almost by definition, the three monotheistic religions are Godolatrous in their institutional aspects. “Almost” because within these faiths, across the centuries, there have been many who resisted and condemned the temptation. There still are, even if their resistance more often takes the form of apathy and cynicism than principled struggle. In any case, without institutional claims to exclusive possession of a single dominating and empowering truth, these faiths lose much of their power and appeal. Given the blood-soaked history of Godolatry, and the zest with which it keeps piling up the corpses, maybe that wouldn’t be so bad.




  Philosophers of religion have sometimes claimed that all gods are projections of the human personality, and it may be so. But if so, we must at least recognize the empirical fact that many human beings, rather than project their own personalities upon gods wholly of their own creation, have chosen to introject – take into themselves – the religious projections of other human personalities.


  Jack Miles


  God: A Biography




  Myth: Somebody Else’s Religion


  Traditional




  PREFACE




  YOM KIPPUR 2010/5771




  Once a week, Israel shuts down. Not completely, but to a degree inconceivable in any country not burdened by enforced religiosity. Every Friday afternoon, the Jewish Sabbath, Shabbat, descends and the country stops, as though some kind of sci-fi energy dampening field had suddenly paralyzed an entire nation. The enforced inactivity – or rest and rededication; take your choice – remains until Saturday afternoon starts to wane. The country then resumes, as though it had vanished out of time for a night and a day but no one had noticed. Some feel refreshed. Others find it claustrophobic.




  Once a week, Israel also shuts up. It’s as though God had commanded, “Six days shalt thou argue and kvetch and do all thy carping and moaning and complaining; six days shalt thou indulge all thy rudeness and revilement. Be thou for six days jerks. But on the seventh day, give it – and Me – a rest.”




  Were there such a commandment (By the by, there is no exact classical Hebrew word for the English “commandment.” The closest literal translation is “instruction.”), it would not be universally obeyed. Still, once a week, a strange and reverential silence permeates the land. Most Friday nights that difficult summer of 2010/5770-1, from my apartment windows in Be’erSheva, Israel’s self-proclaimed “Gateway to the Negev,” overlooking Vardimon Square and Ye’elim Boulevard beyond, I could hear and feel the silence. A silence unlike any I’d ever encountered before. A blend of genuine piety, grudging respect and dreary acquiescence. A silence broken in Vardimon Square only by the Sabbath drunks and the Sabbath whores, and around me by the screaming of too many children of too many families with too many children, too many of them too deeply disturbed. On occasion, there was also jet roar from a nearby air force base. Also on occasion, explosions from the direction of Gaza. And yet, it was a silence nonetheless.




  Shabbat is arguably the holiest day of the faith, the only holiday mentioned by name in the Ten Instructions. Most Jews, however, consider it lesser, if only because it comes around so often. The common preference for holiest is Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. Yom Kippur concludes the early autumnal High Holy Days, also known as the Days of Awe, ten days beginning with Rosh Ha’Shana, the Jewish New Year. During this period, as well as the weeks leading up to it, Jews are required to assess themselves, to utter all kinds of prayers and do all kinds of introspections, to ponder their behavior and relationships, to implore for individual and communal forgiveness.




  Why God should have instructed this most self-regarding, self-centered and most relentlessly verbal of peoples to think and talk about themselves even more intensely than normal, is not entirely obvious. Perhaps a more utile decree would have been:




  “All the year, day in and day out, shalt thou consider thyselves; obsess and emote to thine hearts’ content. But for these ten holy days, give it – and Me – a break. Think about something else.”




  It doesn’t work that way, of course. Perhaps it should. It certainly seemed that it should, long ugly decades ago, to a tormented American child, immersed in a repellent and oppressive transplanted East European shtetl (ghetto) Orthodoxy. The Days of Awe were to me the Days of Awful, the High Horrible Days. They were also annual exercises in juvenile humiliation. Jewish services do not have offertories or collections. To raise money, synagogues and temples sell reserved seats for the High Holy Days. To atone properly, you need a ticket. My family, which belonged to no congregation, was too poor to afford reservations anywhere. They did not attend themselves but insisted, from age ten or so onwards, that I go alone. After a few experiences getting kicked out of somebody else’s seat, I developed the fine art of wandering from shul (Yiddish for synagogue) to shul, arriving just as they were letting out for their Yom Kippur breaks. Afterwards I could say, honestly, that I’d been to Poale Zedeck, Sha’are Torah, Beth Shalom, one or two others, as appropriate. No questions were asked. Wandering alone around Squirrel Hill, Pittsburgh’s affluent Jewish district and personal wilderness, unable either to pray or go home or anywhere else, was never pleasant. Sometimes it rained. Since Orthodoxy forbade the carrying of umbrellas or anything else on major holidays, I either huddled in the doorways of closed stores or got terminally soaked. The experience provided good training for subsequent homelessness. Not feeling your own degradation can serve as a useful survival skill. At least until it becomes a habit that you have to break through by force of will. And can’t. Or choose not to.




  But now the degradation is gone. So is the derision. What has replaced them is far more somber and purposeful. It is also not according to the standard Jewish script.




  In Judaism, a Ba’al-T’shuva is someone who returns after long alienation or indifference. “Ba’al” means “master.” “T’shuva” means both “repentance” and “return.” The same word, or one closely related, means “answer.” One who returns is more than a penitent. He or she has found the answer. That answer, presumably, is some form of tradition, most probably some form of Orthodoxy, some form of acceptance of that which is, that which has been crafted and offered to you by others.




  That one can be Ba’al-T’shuva, a master of penitence, and return for entirely different reasons is not generally acknowledged.




  Perhaps it should be. One of the meanings of the name “Israel” is “Struggles with God.” Supposedly, the Ba’al-T’shuva ends alienation with some form of submission, total or merely initial. Struggle’s over, more or less. One way or another, the match ends in a forfeit. Your forfeit.




  Sometimes, however, the answers that generate return also mandate a new kind of strife. By origin, the word “orthodox” is a Christian term. It comes from the Greek and means literally, “straight-thinking.” By contrast, “heresy” derives from the Greek for “choice” or “choosing.” By definition, heretics are those who choose something other than orthodoxy.




  Some members of the Chosen People, as the cliché has it, “choose to be Chosen.” Others choose strife; Judaism has a long tradition of challenging the divine from a stance of faith. Apostates leave. Heretics sometimes choose to stay. Or to return.




  Am I a heretic? Only by the definition of those who take the stance: We can’t be right unless everybody else is wrong. Judaism has always been thus.




  Shabbat is holy. Yom Kippur is holy. When the two coincide, they form indisputably the holiest day in Judaism. The two coincided in the year 2010/5771. The Christian 2010 AD, Anno Domini, in the Year of Our Lord (Or CE, of the Common Era) is marked from the birth of Jesus. The dating is now conceded to be a bit off, due amongst other things to the sloppy arithmetic of Dionysius Exiguus, the sixth-century monk who worked up the Church’s liturgical calendar: the system that would free Christianity of yet another congruence with an increasingly despised Judaism. The Jewish 5771 is marked from the God of Israel’s creation of the universe. Also a bit off.




  Friday evening, 17 September 2010. The tenth day of Tishrei, first month of the Jewish lunar calendar. Nearly midnight. My radical feminist two-war veteran journalist/author horse-woman/weight lifter former Army reserve officer quasi-pagan shikse, i.e., deliciously Gentile, wife is asleep in our bedroom. Erin’s the product of a family that renounced its Judaism when they came to America several generations ago, but couldn’t erase the ancestral ties merely by trashing the documents. Six hard months have passed since we first came here from America with eighty-six dollars to our names, the wreckage of our professional lives as writers and the determination to accomplish certain things. These are getting done. Slowly, fitfully, too often sloppily, but getting done. We’re still writing for the American market. But we’re also looking for Israeli work and starting our own little company. The State of Israel, to whom we owe our physical survival, will find us useful soon enough. More useful than we could have been in the country that America has permitted itself to become.




  Israel. Land of Opportunity. Who knew?




  We’re adjusting. We’re learning Hebrew, even if Erin still considers it less a language than a collective psychotic delusion: a common initial response. Soon enough, we’ll be productive. But not tonight. This evening I just look out the window of the flat’s second bedroom, for now my study. Five or six adults are talking loudly down in the square. Two children are with them, screaming and dragging a skateboard about. They seem to be some sort of family, although why they’re out so late isn’t clear. The night’s few drunks, perhaps courteously, stay out on the street. An occasional female scream comes from that direction, but nothing like the ordinary shriek-and-holler invitations to customers regular, occasional and potential. Then there is silence.




  Blessed be He Who sendeth the drunks home early and giveth the whores the night off.




  The adults in the square, after a bit more shouting at each other and into their cell phones, depart. The children follow noisily, unwillingly. Then the silence becomes total and holy.




  There is wine on my desk. Good Israeli wine. Mogen David this is not. The old canard about Israeli vintners turning wine into water lost its applicability long ago. There’s mediocre salami from a local Russian gastronome, too much gristle and most likely not Kosher. There’s a preposterously expensive canister of jalapeño Pringles, imported from America.




  Yom Kippur Party Goods.




  Not much. Also not much of a party, especially since Yom Kippur requires a night and a day of fasting. But a year ago, it was the sudden, accidental, Internet-induced notion of Yom Kippur Party Goods and subsequent odd combinations that reified the process of deciding to leave an America that had neither room nor use for us and was in fact quite willing to let us die in the street. We’d been discussing Aliyah, emigration to Israel – the word means, literally, “Going up” – for years. Yom Kippur Party Goods gave it meaning. Destitution and homelessness gave it urgency.
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