
“Zionism”

by Rabbi Michael Strassfeld

Modernity raised the issue of what should be the status of the Jew. Could Jews be citizens of the

new nation states? After all, if Jews were joined together not just as a religion but were also a

people, could they be part of a nation state? Were Jews different in kind from other Frenchman?

What this the source of anti-Semitism?

These questions came to the fore in the late 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century.

The answers by Jews were numerous. Some posited Judaism as solely a religion—excluding any

connection to another land, that is eliminating the notion of a return to the land of Israel. There

were those who advocated autonomous settlements of Jews amidst larger states. Particularly in

parts of Eastern Europe, there were many nationalities, couldn’t Jews have some autonomy even

while being part of a larger state like Russia.  There were others who saw the solution to the

problem of the Jews as part of a larger solution for the disadvantaged and persecuted of the

world that is through socialism that would make all people equal. There were bundists and

Jewish anarchists. Many of the advocates of Esperanto were Jews. And then there were Zionists.

Zionism also was an attempt to respond to the Jewish problem. It saw the world through the lens

of nationalism.  Therefore it believed that the Jews would never be accepted in the nation states

of Europe. Anti-Semitism, an irrational response to Jews, would never go away. The Zionists

also thought that the definition of a people was to be connected to a land and to speak a national

language. This could never be fully actualized as long as Jews lived in other people’s countries.

In fact, there was something abnormal about the status of Jews in the Diaspora that could be

resolved only with the founding of a Jewish state. The founding of such a state would be

accompanied by the revival of the national language, Hebrew. For some Zionists, it would also

remove another abnormality of the Jewish people in the Diaspora---the limited professions that

Jews were engaged in. In the Jewish state there would be farmers, people who worked the land---

a component of any nation state. Jews as capitalist parasites---who did not do anything

productive i.e. grow crops like normal people were part of the anti-Semitic canard. This notion of

normality was best expressed by Ben Gurion who talked about a Jewish state that would have

prostitutes and thieves as well as farmers and doctors.

The Zionist enterprise then became the effort, the extraordinary effort to create a Jewish state.

This effort took many forms and the Zionists had more ideological parties then members. There

were those who saw this as mostly a political process—led by pragmatic Americans Jews. There

were those who connected their Zionism to a variety of other ideologies whether socialism like

the labor party, or emphasized nationalism like Jabotinsky. There were those who created

kibbutzim or moshavim. There were also religious Zionists, though for the most part they were

Zionists who were also religious—meaning that there was not much of an ideology to religious

Zionism beyond the traditional notion of the return to the land promised by God to Abraham and

his descendants. 
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Overall there was a division between those who wanted a nation like every other nation and

those who wanted a special nation e.g. one that lived closer to a utopian ideal such as socialism.

There were some Zionists such as Ahad ha’am that emphasized the cultural identity of the

Jewish people and downplayed the importance of the nation state.

In 1948, the state of Israel was founded. For the most part, the pragmatists won the debate,

though it was a state with a socialist tinge due to the dominance of the labor party for the first

decades of the state. With the founding of the state the Zionist vision should have been fully

realized including the normalization of the Jewish people. In many ways that did happen. There

was a state where Hebrew was spoken, where the culture was Jewish, where Jews as the majority

could shape the laws. It had an army to defend itself. It had farmers. It was and is remarkable that

after 2,000 years a country and a language could come back to life. Following 1948, Ben Gurion

and the Israeli leadership called upon all Jews to come live in Israel. This was not just a desire to

build up the population of the state. It was a basic tenet of Zionism that only in Israel could the

Jewish people thrive. Jews in the Diaspora could only live a compromised life as a minority and

would in the end disappear to assimilation or be destroyed by anti-Semitism. Anti-Semitism

would continue as long as Jews remained an unnatural element in the larger societies within

which they lived. That is why Israel emphasized making aliya so much in the first decades of the

state. From the Zionist point of view there was no reason for Jews to remain in the Diaspora now

that “their” state awaited them with open arms. For this reason after 1948, Ben Gurion basically

wrote off the Zionist organizations as irrelevant. After all, if their purpose was to create a Jewish

state, now it has been created. After 1948 the ongoing work of the Jewish state was the work of

its citizens living in the land. Because of this, the Zionist organizations in the Diaspora have been

dying a long and slow death ever since with the notable exceptions of the women Zionist

organizations like Hadassah.

Of course in time, the state of Israel would realize that many Jews would not be moving to Israel

and that the fledging state could use financial and political support particularly from the largest

Jewish community in the Diaspora—American Jewry. It therefore turned away from the

American Zionists organizations and went where the money was that is the federation system

that in the late 1960’s was becoming the central address in American Jewish life. If there was a

moment to date this change it would be the 1967 war.  The prelude to the war raised the

possibility of the destruction of the state. Those few days in June when the state seemed

imperiled re-energized the American Jewish community toward Israel. The subsequent victory

made Jews proud to be Jewish. I believe it is not coincidental that only after 1967, did American

Jewry begin to talk about the Holocaust—for both that moment where it felt it could happen

again and the sense of triumph allowed for this long delayed discussion to emerge.

The recent history is more familiar to you—both the triumphs of Sadat and Camp David and the

Yom Kippur War and Lebanon—the intifada and the assassination of Rabin.

Where then is Zionism today? The terrible ironic tragedy is that Zionism and the Jewish state did

not bring about the normalization of the Jews. Just the opposite—today anti-Semitism is focused

around the state of Israel.  In a development that I think would be completely unanticipated by

the Zionist thinkers, Israel instead of being the solution to anti-Semitism is the problem. I am not

trying to suggest that Israel is to blame for anti-Semitism, but I do think the situation in the
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Middle East has become the focus, the justification for anti-Semitism---for anti-Semites the

image of the weak conniving rapacious Jew has been replaced by the powerful bully who

persecutes Palestinian innocents.

Another major platform of Zionist thought has also not come to fruition. The Diaspora has not

withered away. Aliya is basically only from countries where Jews suffer economically or

politically. Israelis stopped asking awhile ago—when are you making aliya and just recently the

Zionist Agency debated whether to close its aliya department.

Does this mean Zionism was a failure---of course not. The founding of the Jewish state was and

is a remarkable achievement and upon reflection still seems unbelievable. On this its 60th

anniversary, there is much to celebrate. Yet, there is much concern as well. The conflict seems

intractable. The situation more perilous than it has been for awhile. The hopes of Camp David

seem like long ago history. Recent surveys show a drop in the number of young Jews who feel

connected to Israel. 

Yet, I wanted to focus with you this morning on what does Zionism mean today? Or more simply

what should our relationship to the state of Israel be? If aliya is no longer the central part of the

relationship-- If Israel no longer sees itself nor wants to be seen as our poor needy cousins-- then

how are we to relate? If we don’t believe in the withering of the Diaspora, do we still believe that

Israel is the center and we are on the periphery?

What then are models for a new relationship between a Jewish state whose language is Hebrew

and whose secular culture is Jewishly informed and Diaspora Jewry who live as a minority, does

not speak Hebrew and struggles to maintain its mostly religious identity? Are they Israelis and

are we Jews? If they are secular Israelis and we are religious what in fact do we have in

common? I am surprised that there have not been more attempts to create new paradigms for that

relationship as the old ones have fallen away. If there is an increasing diminishing of the

connection between Israel and the Diaspora, I don’t believe that the lack of paradigms are to

blame. That diminishing is part of larger shifts in Jewish identity and also weariness with the

conflict and disaffection with the politics of the state. Its discriminatory policies against the

liberal denominations does not help either. Yet, the lack of paradigms leave us at a loss to talk

about the connection and make it especially difficult to convey that connection to generations of

Jews who were born post 1948 and post 1967.

In particular, as religious Jews we need new ways to frame the Diaspora/Israel relationship as

part of our Judaism. I think all the liberal denominations have failed in framing it in other than

secular terms e.g. we support the State of Israel. 

I don’t have an answer but just as the early Zionists came up with a variety of visions, we too

should have a way to talk about, to envision, to strive to live up to a model of  a relationship

between Jews in the Diaspora and Jews in Israel. We need to look beyond the conflict—not use it

as an excuse to have no vision—for in the meantime we drift farther apart.

I do think that one element of connection needs to be culture. We need to find ways to partake of

the vibrant Israeli culture. This will be a challenge because few American Jews are fluent in

Hebrew. We similarly need to find ways to share American Jewish culture with Israelis. It is why
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having Israeli artists join us each year from the JCC’s Israel non-stop is an important opportunity

for us not just to watch Israel culture but talk with some of its makers. More culture less politics

is part of my answer for building a relationship with Israel.

Finally I want to share with you a piece that I wrote awhile ago setting out a metaphor for talking

about Israel—Diaspora as one suggestion to begin the conversation.

“The challenge, then, is to create a metaphor that takes into account both the Diaspora

and Israel, a metaphor that posits both as being of equal importance and yet different.

The struggle is to speak of two centers, of two paths, or two Torahs, without implying

even subtly the superiority of one over the other. The answer to this challenge is

hinted at by a strange phrase we chant when we take the Torah from the ark: Ki mi-

tzion teitze Torah…, “For out of Zion shall go forth the Torah and the word of Adonai

from Jerusalem.” Doesn’t Torah come from Sinai? What is this Torah from Zion?

This verse points us to the metaphor of two Torahs. The symbols for these two Torahs

are the two mountains in Judaism, each a center of religious experience and

revelation: Mount Sinai and Mount Moriah (or more simply, Sinai and Jerusalem).

Mount Sinai 

Mount Sinai represents for us 2,500 years of Diaspora Judaism. The revelation at Sinai is the

single most important event in the history of the Jewish people. Yet, the establishment of the

covenant between the Jewish people and God took place at Sinai, outside the land of Israel.

Sinai, then, serves as a reminder that the experience of exile predates the establishment of the

first Jewish State.

According to tradition, three revelations took place at Sinai. The first involved Moses at the

burning bush. The bush that burns and is not consumed is a multi-level symbol of Diaspora

Judaism. The bush has been interpreted to represent: 1) God who suffers with us in exile: Be-

khol tzoratam lo tzaar, meaning “In all their sufferings, God suffers.” Even at our lowest

moments, as symbolized by the humble bush, God is with us. 2) God is everywhere, even in the

most humble bush, and not just in one particular mountain or country. The bush was chosen

because it was in a makom hefker, “a place without any owner,” therefore freely available to

anyone who would turn aside to seek it. 3) Finally, God is revealed through shalom, “peace,” that

is through the living together in harmony of two different, seemingly antagonistic entities. The

fire and the bush exist together yet neither is consumed. Until the Jews are accepted throughout

the Diaspora and are no longer seen as alien, even in Israel, Jews are not safe. Fire and bush, Jew

and Gentile, and all other disharmonies must coexist in peace for God to be revealed.

The second revelation was of the Torah at Sinai, the climactic experience of the Jewish people.

Sinai proclaims that the covenant between God and Israel is expressed in Torah. The Jew lives in

the daled amot shel halakha, “the four cubits of Jewish law,” which have served as the portable

home of Jews everywhere—even in Israel. All of us stood at Sinai so that each of us heard that
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revelation, each in her or his own way. The struggle to understand that Torah and to make it our

Torah has been the occupation of Jews for centuries.

The third and the least well known revelation at Sinai is that of Elijah (I Kings, 19). After his

dramatic defeat of the prophets of Baal on Mt. Carmel, Elijah, threatened by King Ahab, flees to

the desert. God tells Elijah to stand upon the mountain and then the Torah says:

And behold, God passed by, and a great and strong wind rent the mountains, and broke in pieces

the rocks before God, but God was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but God

was not in the earthquake, and after the earthquake a fire; and after the fire a still small voice.

This too is the revelation of Sinai. No longer the trumpets and thunder of the revelation to the

whole people, but rather the still small voice piercing all the noise and confusion to reassure the

lonely person of faith. It is this revelation to the individual, obtainable by each of us on rare

occasions, that is also part of the metaphor of Sinai.

Thus Sinai comes to represent the suffering of the Jewish people and of God in exile. It stresses

the necessity for the acceptance of the Jewish otherness by the nations. It bespeaks a revelation

of humbleness, of the quiet revelation to the individual, of a revelation free to all who seek it.

Foremost, Sinai is the revelation of the Torah, a setting out of how the individual should live in

and help create darkhei ha-shem, “God’s ways.”

Jerusalem/Mount Moriah

Two sets of symbols are associated with the other holy place of Judaism, with Jerusalem.

The first set is that of the Akedah, “the sacrifice of Isaac,” by Abraham on Mount Moriah,

traditionally identified with the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. The akedah stands for sacrifice—

the willingness of Abraham to sacrifice his son, and the willingness of Isaac to be sacrificed.

The second set is associated with Jerusalem as the City of David. Its eternity is linked with that

of the Davidic dynasty, and thus, Jerusalem represents political sovereignty. With all the

ambivalence that the tradition carries toward kings in general, and to the kings who succeeded

David in particular, Jerusalem remains the City of David, a symbol of Jewish independence.

But Jerusalem is also the site of the Temple, God’s dwelling place. Most of all, for almost the

last two thousand years, Jerusalem has symbolized the messianic future. Its very name contains

the word shalom—denoting completeness and peace. In that future, the Davidic line will be

restored and the Temple will be called “a house of prayer for all peoples.”

For in that messianic time we will see the fulfillment of the verse ki mi-tzion teitze torah…, “Out

of Zion shall come forth the Torah and the word of Adonai from Jerusalem.” This verse, recited

during services, is taken from the prophets Isaiah and Micah. Both of them place it in the context

of their visions of the future redemption.

It shall come to pass in the latter days that the mountain of the house of God shall be established

as the highest of the mountains, and shall be raised up among the hills; and peoples shall flow to

it, and many nations shall come and say: “Come, let us go up to the mountain of Adonai to the

house of the God of Jacob; that God may teach us God’s ways and we may walk in God’s paths.”
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For out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of God from Jerusalem. …They shall beat

their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks, nation shall not lift up sword

against nation, neither shall they learn war any more; but they shall sit every person under her

vine and under his fig tree, and none shall make them afraid. [Micah 4:1-4, see also Isaiah 2:3ff]

This is the dream of Jerusalem. This is the Torah of Zion—a Torah of sovereignty and of peace,

a Torah that encompasses all the nations of the world and as such is no longer just the Torah of

the Jews. Jerusalem, then, emphasizes a physical place. It symbolizes independence and

sovereignty. It stands for supreme sacrifice. But most of all, it is the metaphor for the messianic

future.

Sinai and Jerusalem

Each of these Torahs, the Torah of Sinai and the Torah of Jerusalem has its strengths and dangers

and each requires the other for completion.

The great sin of the land of Israel, as proclaimed by the prophets, is that of idolatry. There is a

temptation to think that other gods, objects, or the land itself are to be worshiped. Boundaries

become walls marking the end of our domain, our concern, and of our God. Ownership becomes

everything. The other temptation is to think that in the sword rests salvation, to trust in the

slender reed of foreign alliances or one’s own power rather than in the Almighty.

The great sin of the Diaspora is idolatry of the self. Here it is easy to believe that feelings and

thoughts are everything, materialness is nothing. We easily drift into realms constructed solely

out of ideas where animals fall into pits and one ox gores another, where castles float on air until

a catastrophe brings them crashing down.

Thus the Diaspora can revel in the ethereal—revel in powerlessness. Israel can revel in earth and

blood—revel in power.

The Diaspora strives to establish an eternity in time. Shabbat comes to free us from the prisons of

time that we have created, to release us into a period of timelessness. Israel, on the other hand,

tries to create an eternity in space. Jerusalem comes to free us from the prisons of space because

it cannot really be owned. The Temple was built on land belonging to two tribes, not one; and

therefore, it symbolically belonged to all the tribes. Those who served the Temple were the

Levites, the one tribe who had no inheritance in the land. More broadly, the prophet Isaiah spoke

of a future vision of Jerusalem as a house of prayer to all peoples. Jerusalem, then, symbolically

belongs to everyone. Without the Diaspora, it would be too easy to trust in our might, and in

politics, and in the land. But the Torah of Sinai cries out: Trust neither in princes nor in your

armies: “Not by strength, nor by power, but rather through My spirit says the Lord.”

Without Israel and the Torah of Zion, we might continue to glory in powerlessness, championing

our persecution as a sign of our moral superiority. We might continue to hold high the failure of

the nations (particularly during the Holocaust) as proof of our righteousness. We might blame

the faults of history on the Gentiles, and retreat to battle only on the plain of ideas, rather than on

the Plains of Abraham.
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In Israel, the Jew must proclaim the universal amidst the particular. Therefore, the Jewish State

must be unlike all other states. In the Diaspora, the Jew must proclaim the particular amidst the

universal. Therefore, the Jew must always be partially the alien other.

The Torah we received at Sinai is the Torah we have lived for 2,500 years. It is a teaching of

how to live in an imperfect world. The Torah of Sinai is laden with compromise. The Torah of

Jerusalem looks to the future. It is a teaching of how to create a perfect world. The Torah of

Sinai is much clearer, having been explored and observed by us for so long. The Torah of

Jerusalem needs to be created. It is in Israel, in the Jewish State, where each decision is ours—

from sewage to peace—that most of the Torah of Jerusalem will be created. In Israel, the Jews

bear responsibility for the nature of the state. It is the flip side of the majority/minority equation

of the last two thousand years. Others’ fates now lie in our hands. The treatment of the minority,

the barometer with which we continue to measure the nations is now the barometer to judge us.

This shall be the Torah of Jerusalem or its failing.

For after all, Mount Sinai is the mountain that one cannot ascend; its boundaries are marked

forbidden. Mount Moriah is the mountain one must ascend to affirm the love of God and the

willingness to sacrifice. Sinai is open only to individuals such as Moses or Elijah, and only as

individuals can we make our way up that mountain. Jerusalem, on the other hand, is open to the

whole people. It is the Jewish nation, which is to ascend in pilgrimage, to make aliyah by going

up to Jerusalem.

And yet, in the Diaspora, we too make an aliyah—aliyah la-torah—we are called up in the

synagogue for the reading of the Torah of Sinai. Both aliyot, “ascendings,” are necessary. As

individuals, we must ascend Mount Sinai and as part of a people we must ascend Mount Moriah.

Nationalism and spirituality, universalism and particularism, etherealness and concreteness,

powerlessness and power, majority and minority—in each of these dualities, as in many others,

Diaspora and Israel together maintain the equilibrium. We must live in both. To use these

metaphors is not to say that there cannot be spirituality in Israel, or nationalism in the Diaspora.

Within each of us there exists both Sinai and Jerusalem: but these metaphors do bear relation to

the reality of our different existences. The Torah of Jerusalem, with its messianic striving, can

exist here just as clearly as the Torah of Sinai already exists in Israel.

In our time, we have seen the restoration of Israel, returning the balance of the equilibrium. Let

us not now wish away the Diaspora as an embarrassment from the past. Or, to use a different set

of images, Israel has claimed the symbol of Masada as an important component of its national

myth. The slogan, “Masada shall never fall again,” expresses the determination of Israelis to

overcome their enemies. Yet, for the last two thousand years, the Jewish people have ignored the

story and symbol of Masada, and have chosen a very different image from the period of the

Second Temple by the Romans. That image is the story of Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai, who

through a ruse left a besieged Jerusalem to negotiate with the enemy. When offered a concession,

Yohanan ben Zakkai did not ask for the Temple or a remnant of an independent state. Rather he

asked for permission to save a number of scholars and to establish an academy in the town of

Yavneh. Unlike the zealots of Masada, he chose Sinai over Jerusalem. It is because of him and

the rabbis of Yavneh that the rabbinic tradition survived and flourished. It is because of that
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tradition that we as Jews are here today. For Yohanan ben Zakkai to have chosen Masada would

have meant a glorious but final end to the Jewish people. We must not now deny Yohanan ben

Zakkai and his image. 

The challenge is to have both Masada and Yohanan ben Zakkai. We must enlarge Israel’s

national myth beyond Masada to include Yavneh. Similarly, it is our task in the Diaspora not to

become lost in the potentially ethereal world of Sinai Torah; we must continue to see Masada

looming in the not so far distance.

We must continue to say: “If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand be forgotten!”

But we must also recite: “My child, do not forget My Torah, your heart should keep My

commandments. Remember the Torah of Moses My servant which I commanded him laws and

statues at Mount Horeb.”

Remembering both Torahs we shall then merit to see the time when the word of Adonai shall go

forth from Sinai and from Jerusalem.”  (from A Book of Life: Embracing Judaism as a Spiritual

Practice).
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