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Source 1:
Theodor Herzl, The Jewish State (1896) in Hertzberg, Arthur, ed. The Zionist Idea: A
Historical Analysis and Reader. Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1997, 209.
Anti-Semitism is a highly complex movement, which I think I understand. I approach this
movement as a Jew, yet without fear or hatred. I believe that I can see in it the elements of cruel
sport, of common commercial rivalry, of inherited prejudice, of religious intolerance—but also of
a supposed need for self-defense. I consider the Jewish question neither a social nor a religious
one, even though it sometimes takes these and other forms. It is a national question, and to
solve it we must first of all establish it as an international political problem to be discussed and
settled by the civilized nations of the world in council.

We are a people—one people.

We have sincerely tried everywhere to merge with the national communities in which we live,
seeking only to preserve the faith of our fathers. It is not permitted us. In vain are we loyal
patriots, sometimes superloyal; in vain do we make the same sacrifices of life and property as
our fellow citizens; in vain do we strive to enhance the fame of our native lands in the arts and
sciences, or her wealth by trade and commerce. In our native lands where we have lived for
centuries we are still decried as aliens, often by men whose ancestors had not yet come at a
time when Jewish sighs had long been heard in the country. The majority decide who the “alien”
is; this, and all else in the relations between peoples, is a matter of power. I do not surrender
any part of our prescriptive right when I make this statement merely in my own name, as an
individual. In the world as it now is and will probably remain, for an indefinite period, might takes
precedence over right. It is without avail, therefore, for us to be loyal patriots, as were the
Huguenots, who were forced to emigrate. If we were left in peace…

But I think we shall not be left in peace.

Source 2:
Ahad Ha-Am, “Flesh and Spirit” (1904) in Hertzberg, The Zionist Idea, 260.
This artificial structure, built at a time when the Messianic Age was expected to dawn at any
moment, was originally intended to serve only for a brief period. It has endured far too long; now
at last it is in a state of advanced decay, with cracks and fissures everywhere.

So once again spiritually minded Jews have revived the political asceticism of the Essenes.
They see their people exiled and dispersed, with no hope of a return to its former estate; they
see the ghetto organization, which offered at least some semblance of a concrete national life,
in process of dissolution. In their despair they renounce the physical element of the national life,
and regard the spiritual element as its sole foundation. For them the Jewish people is a spirit
without a body. The spirit is not only the purpose of life, but the whole of life; the body is not only



subordinate to the spirit, it is a dangerous enemy, which ties the spirit and prevents it from
entering into its kingdom.

As might have been expected, the reaction against this extreme theory has produced an equally
extreme theory on the opposite side, and there has been a recrudescence of that political
materialism which sees the physical organism—the Jewish State—as the be-all and end-all of
Jewish life. This development is still too recent to have run its full course; but if history is any
guide, we are entitled to believe that neither of these two extreme theories truly reflects the spirit
of our people. Both, we may believe, will disappear, and make, way for the only view that really
has its roots in Judaism:, the view which was that of the Prophets in the first Jewish State and of
the Pharisees in the second. If, as we hope, there is to be a third, its fundamental principle, on
the national as on the individual plane, will be neither the ascendancy of body over spirit, nor the
suppression of the body for the spirit’s sake, but the uplifting of the body by the spirit.

Source 3:
Ahad Ha-Am, “The Jewish State and the Jewish Problem” (1897) in Hertzberg, The Zionist
Idea, 264.
The truth is bitter, but with all its bitterness it is better than illusion. We must admit to ourselves
that the “ingathering of the exiles” is unattainable by natural means. We may, by natural means,
someday establish a Jewish State; it is possible that the Jews may increase and multiply, within
it until the “land is filled with them”— but even then the greater part of our people will remain
scattered on foreign soils. “To gather our scattered ones from the four corners of the earth” (in
the words of the Prayer Book) is impossible. Only religion, with its belief in a miraculous
redemption, can promise such a consummation.

But if this is so, if the Jewish State, too, means not an “ingathering of the exiles” but. the
settlement of a small part of our people in Palestine, then how will this solve the material
problem of the Jewish masses in the lands of the Diaspora?

The material problem will not be ended by the establishment of a Jewish State, and it is, indeed,
beyond our power to solve it once and for all. (Even now there are various means at our
disposal to alleviate this problem to a greater or lesser degree, e.g., by increasing the proportion
of farmers and artisans among our people in all lands, etc.) Whether or not we create a Jewish
State, the material situation of the Jews will always basically depend on the economic condition
and the cultural level of the various nations among which we are dispersed.

Thus we are driven to the conclusion that the real and only basis of Zionism is to be found in
another problem, the spiritual one.

But the spiritual problem appears in two differing forms, one in the West and one in the East,
which explains the fundamental difference between western “Zionism” and eastern “Hibbat
Zion.” Nordau dealt only with the western form of the problem, apparently knowing nothing
about the eastern; and the Congress as a whole concentrated on the first, and paid little
attention to the second.



Source 4:
Rabbi Samuel Mohilever, “Message to the First Zionist Congress” (1897), in Hertzberg,
The Zionist Idea, 402.
3. It is essential that the Congress unite all “Sons of Zion” who are true to our cause to work in
complete harmony and fraternity, even if there be among them differences of opinion regarding
religion. Our attitude toward those among us who do not observe the religious precepts must
be, as it were, as if fire had taken hold of our homes, imperiling our persons and our property.
Under such circumstances would we not receive anyone gladly and with love who, though
irreligious in our eyes, came to rescue us? Is this not our present plight, my brethren? A great
fire, a fearful conflagration, is raging in our midst, and we are all threatened. Our enemies have
multiplied until they surpass many millions; were it not for the fear of the police, they would
devour us alive. If brethren put out their hands to us in aid, doing all in their power to deliver us
from our dire straits, are there such among us as would dare spurn them? If all factions will
really understand this thought, this covenant of brothers will surely stand.

4. All “Sons of Zion” must be completely convinced and must believe with a perfect faith that the
resettlement of our country—i.e., the purchase of land and the building of houses, the planting
of orchards and the cultivation of the soil—is one of the fundamental commandments of our
Torah. Some of our ancient sages even say that it is equivalent to the whole Law, for it is the
foundation of the existence of our people. A true Lover of Zion is a man who believes this with
all his heart and soul. Whoever assists us and does not hold this faith is comparable to one who
contributes to a cause in which he does not really believe.

Source 5:
Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, “The Land of Israel” (1910-1930) in Hertzberg, The Zionist
Idea, 419-420.
ERETZ ISRAEL is not something apart from the soul of the Jewish people; it is no mere national
possession, serving as a means of unifying our people and buttressing its material, or even its
spiritual, survival. Eretz Israel is part of the very essence of our nationhood; it is bound
organically to its very life and inner being. Human reason, even at its most sublime, cannot
begin to understand the unique holiness of Eretz Israel; it cannot stir the depths of love for the
land that are dormant within our people. What Eretz Israel means to the Jew can be felt only
through the Spirit of the Lord which is in our people as a whole, through the spiritual cast of the
Jewish soul, which radiates its characteristic influence to every healthy emotion. This higher
light shines forth to the degree that the spirit of divine holiness fills the hearts of the saints and
scholars of Israel with heavenly life and bliss.

To regard Eretz Israel as merely a tool for establishing our national unity—or even for sustaining
our religion in the Diaspora by preserving its proper character and its faith, piety,, and
observances—is a sterile notion; it is unworthy of the holiness of Eretz Israel. A valid
strengthening of Judaism in the Diaspora can come only from a deepened attachment to Eretz
Israel. The hope for the return to the Holy Land is the continuing source of the distinctive nature



of Judaism. The hope for the Redemption is the force that sustains Judaism in the Diaspora; the
Judaism of Eretz Israel is the very Redemption.

Source 6:
Benjamin Netanyahu to French Jews, January 10, 2015 in The Jerusalem Post
The State of Israel is not just the place to which you turn in prayer. The State of Israel is also
your home. This week, a special team of ministers will convene to advance steps to increase
immigration from France and other countries in Europe that are suffering from terrible
anti-Semitism. All Jews who want to immigrate to Israel will be welcomed here warmly and with
open arms. We will help you in your absorption here in our country, which is also your country.

Source 7:
Benjamin Netanyahu to Congress, March 3, 2015
My friends, I've come here today because, as prime minister of Israel, I feel a profound
obligation to speak to you about an issue that could well threaten the survival of my country and
the future of my people: Iran's quest for nuclear weapons.

We're an ancient people. In our nearly 4,000 years of history, many have tried repeatedly to
destroy the Jewish people. Tomorrow night, on the Jewish holiday of Purim, we'll read the Book
of Esther. We'll read of a powerful Persian viceroy named Haman, who plotted to destroy the
Jewish people some 2,500 years ago. But a courageous Jewish woman, Queen Esther,
exposed the plot and gave for the Jewish people the right to defend themselves against their
enemies.

The plot was foiled. Our people were saved.

Today the Jewish people face another attempt by yet another Persian potentate to destroy us.
Iran's Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei spews the oldest hatred, the oldest hatred of
anti-Semitism with the newest technology. He tweets that Israel must be annihilated -- he
tweets. You know, in Iran, there isn't exactly free Internet. But he tweets in English that Israel
must be destroyed.

For those who believe that Iran threatens the Jewish state, but not the Jewish people, listen to
Hassan Nasrallah, the leader of Hezbollah, Iran's chief terrorist proxy. He said: If all the Jews
gather in Israel, it will save us the trouble of chasing them down around the world.

But Iran's regime is not merely a Jewish problem, any more than the Nazi regime was merely a
Jewish problem. The 6 million Jews murdered by the Nazis were but a fraction of the 60 million
people killed in World War II. So, too, Iran's regime poses a grave threat, not only to Israel, but
also the peace of the entire world. To understand just how dangerous Iran would be with nuclear
weapons, we must fully understand the nature of the regime.
The people of Iran are very talented people. They're heirs to one of the world's great
civilizations. But in 1979, they were hijacked by religious zealots -- religious zealots who
imposed on them immediately a dark and brutal dictatorship.

https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/netanyahu-to-french-european-jews-after-paris-attacks-israel-is-your-home-387309


That year, the zealots drafted a constitution, a new one for Iran. It directed the revolutionary
guards not only to protect Iran's borders, but also to fulfill the ideological mission of jihad. The
regime's founder, Ayatollah Khomeini, exhorted his followers to "export the revolution throughout
the world."

I'm standing here in Washington, D.C. and the difference is so stark. America's founding
document promises life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. Iran's founding document pledges
death, tyranny, and the pursuit of jihad. And as states are collapsing across the Middle East,
Iran is charging into the void to do just that.
...
Iran and ISIS are competing for the crown of militant Islam. One calls itself the Islamic Republic.
The other calls itself the Islamic State. Both want to impose a militant Islamic empire first on the
region and then on the entire world. They just disagree among themselves who will be the ruler
of that empire.
...
Elie, your life and work inspires to give meaning to the words, "never again."

And I wish I could promise you, Elie, that the lessons of history have been learned. I can only
urge the leaders of the world not to repeat the mistakes of the past.

Not to sacrifice the future for the present; not to ignore aggression in the hopes of gaining an
illusory peace.

But I can guarantee you this, the days when the Jewish people remained passive in the face of
genocidal enemies, those days are over.

We are no longer scattered among the nations, powerless to defend ourselves. We restored our
sovereignty in our ancient home. And the soldiers who defend our home have boundless
courage. For the first time in 100 generations, we, the Jewish people, can defend ourselves.

This is why -- this is why, as a prime minister of Israel, I can promise you one more thing: Even if
Israel has to stand alone, Israel will stand.)

But I know that Israel does not stand alone. I know that America stands with Israel.

I know that you stand with Israel.
...
You stand with Israel, because you know that the story of Israel is not only the story of the
Jewish people but of the human spirit that refuses again and again to succumb to history's
horrors.
...
Facing me right up there in the gallery, overlooking all of us in this (inaudible) chamber is the
image of Moses. Moses led our people from slavery to the gates of the Promised Land.



And before the people of Israel entered the land of Israel, Moses gave us a message that has
steeled our resolve for thousands of years. I leave you with his message today, "Be strong and
resolute, neither fear nor dread them."

My friends, may Israel and America always stand together, strong and resolute. May we neither
fear nor dread the challenges ahead. May we face the future with confidence, strength and
hope.

May God bless the state of Israel and may God bless the United States of America.

Source 8:
Yair Lapid, “I am a Zionist,” Yom Ha’atzmaut 2015
I am a Zionist.

I believe that in the land of Israel the Jewish people rose but a little late. If we’d have listened to
the alarm clock there wouldn't have been a Holocaust and my grandfather – the one I’m named
after – would have danced one last waltz with my grandmother, on the banks of the Yarkon.

I am a Zionist.

Hebrew is the language in which I thank the creator and curse at the traffic lights. The person
who annoyingly calls me “brother”, really is my brother. The Torah doesn't only contain my
history but also my geography: King Saul searched for the donkeys on route 443, the prophet
Jonah boarded the ship in Jaffa not far from Margaret Tayar’s restaurant, the balcony from
which David looked upon Batsheva was probably bought by an oligarch.

I am a Zionist.

The first time I saw my son in an IDF uniform I cried, I haven’t missed the lighting of the torches
on Independence Day for more than 20 years, and although my TV is Korean I've taught it to
support the Israeli national team.

I am a Zionist.

I believe in our right to this land. A people who have been persecuted throughout history for no
reason have a right to a country of their own. I ache with every expression of anti-semitism from
London to Paris to Mumbai but deep in my heart believe that Jews who choose to live abroad
don’t understand something basic about the world. The State of Israel wasn't founded so that
the anti-semities would disappear but so that we could tell them to go to hell.
I am a Zionist.

I was shot at in Lebanon, a Katyusha rocket missed me by a few meters in Kiryat Shemona,
missiles landed near my house during the Gulf War, I was in Sderot when the code red siren
sounded, terrorists blew themselves up not far from my parents’ home, my children sat in bomb



shelters before they could say their own names huddled with a grandmother who came here
from Poland to escape death. And even so I always felt lucky that I live here and I’m never truly
happy anywhere else.

I am a Zionist

I believe that every person who lives here should serve in the army, pay taxes, vote in elections
and know the words to at least one song by Shalom Hanoch. I think that the State of Israel isn't
only a place but also an idea, and I believe with all my heart the three extra commandments
carved into the wall of the Washington Holocaust Museum: “Thou shalt not be a victim, thou
shalt not be a perpetrator, but above all, thou shalt not be a bystander."

I am a Zionist.

I lay on my back to admire the Sistine Chapel, I bought a postcard at the Notre-Dame Cathedral
in Paris, and I was deeply impressed by the emerald Buddha at the king's palace in Bangkok.
Yet I still believe that Tel Aviv is more entertaining, the Red Sea more beautiful, and the Western
Wall Tunnels provide for a much more powerful spiritual experience. It is true that I'm not
objective, but I'm also not objective about my wife and children.

I am a Zionist.

I am a man of tomorrow but I also live my past. My dynasty includes Moses, Jesus,
Maimonides, Sigmund Freud, Karl Marx, Albert Einstein, Woody Allen, Bobby Fischer, Bob
Dylan, Franz Kafka, Herzl, and Ben-Gurion. I am part of a tiny persecuted minority that
influenced the world more than any other nation. While others invested their energies in war, we
had the sense to invest in our minds.

I am a Zionist.

I sometimes look around me and become filled with pride, because I live better than a billion
Indians, 1.3 billion Chinese, the entire African continent, more than 250 million Indonesians, and
also better than the Thais, the Filipinos, the Russians, the Ukrainians, and the entire Muslim
world, with the exception of the Sultan of Brunei. I live in a country under siege that has no
natural resources, yet nonetheless the traffic lights always work and we have high-speed
internet  connection.

I am a Zionist.

My Zionism is natural to me, just like it is natural for me to be a father, a husband, and a son.
People who claim that they, and only they, represent the "real Zionism" are ridiculous in my
view. My Zionism is not measured by the size of my kippa, by the neighborhood where I live, or
by the party I belong to. It was born a long time before me, on a snowy street in the ghetto in



Budapest where my father stood and attempted, in vain, to understand why the entire world was
trying to kill him.

I am a Zionist.

Every time an innocent victim dies, I bow my head because once upon a time I was an innocent
victim. I have no desire or intention to adopt the moral standards of my enemies. I do not want
to be like them. I do not live by my sword; I merely keep it under my pillow.

I am a Zionist.

I do not only hold on to the rights of our forefathers, but also to the duty of the sons. The people
who established this state lived and worked under much worse conditions than I have to face,
yet nonetheless they did not make do with mere survival. They also attempted to establish a
better, wiser, more humane, and more moral state here. They were willing to die for this cause,
and I try to live for its sake.

Source 9:
Ruth Calderon, “Maiden Speech to the Knesset,” February 12, 2013
Mr. Chairman, honorable Knesset, the book I am holding changed my life, and to a large extent
it is the reason that I have reached this day with the opportunity to speak to the Knesset of
Israel as a new member. The copy in my hands belonged to David Giladi – a writer, journalist,
editor, man of culture, and the grandfather of the head of our faction. He was mentioned here
yesterday, too. I had the great honor of receiving it from his daughter, writer Shulamit Lapid.

I did not inherit a set of Talmud from my grandfather. I was born and raised in a quaint
neighborhood in Tel Aviv. My father, Moshe Calderon, was born in Bulgaria and immigrated to
this land as a young man. After the difficult war years, he began studying agriculture at the
Hebrew University in Jerusalem, and was immediately conscripted to defend Gush Etzion during
the War of Independence.

Eventually he specialized in entomology, the study of insects, and became a global expert in
grain storage. My German-born mother, who had the combined misfortune (at that time) of
being Jewish, left-handed, and red-haired, made aliyah as a teenager, and met my father
courtesy of the British siege of Jerusalem. By the time the siege ended and they went to meet
the families as a match that had already been made, the Bulgarian neighbors could not say
anything but, “She’s really nice, Moshiko, but are there no Jewish girls left? You have to marry
an Ashkenazi girl?”

I am recounting all of this in order to say that I grew up in a very Jewish, very Zionist,
secular-traditional-religious home that combined Ashkenaz and Sepharad, [Revisionist] Betar
and [Socialist] Hashomer Hatzair, in the Israeli mainstream of the 60s and 70s. I was educated
like everyone else my age – public education in the spirit of “from Tanach to Palmach”. I was not
acquainted with the Mishna, the Talmud, Kabbala or Hasidism. By the time I was a teenager, I



already sensed that something was missing. Something about the new, liberated Israeli identity
of [Moshe Shamir’s] Elik who was “born of the sea”, of Naomi Shemer’s poems, was good and
beautiful, but lacking. I missed depth; I lacked words for my vocabulary; a past, epics, heroes,
places, drama, stories – were missing. The new Hebrew, created by educators from the
country’s founding generation, realized their dream and became a courageous, practical, and
suntanned soldier. But for me, this contained – I contained – a void. I did not know how to fill
that void, but when I first encountered the Talmud and became completely enamored with it, its
language, its humor, its profound thinking, its modes of discussion, and the practicality,
humanity, and maturity that emerge from its lines, I sensed that I had found the love of my life,
what I had been lacking.

Since then I have studied academically in batei midrash [Jewish study halls] and in the
university, where I earned a doctorate in Talmudic Literature at the Hebrew University, and I
have studied lishma, for the sake of the study itself. For many years I have studied daf yomi, the
daily page of Talmud, and with a chavruta [study partner]; it has shaped who I am.
Motivated by my own needs, and together with others, I founded Alma – Home for Hebrew
Culture in Tel Aviv, and Elul, Israel’s first joint beit midrash for men, women, religious, and
secular. Since then, over the course of several decades, there a Jewish renaissance movement
has begun to flourish, in which tens and hundreds of thousands of Israelis study within
frameworks that do not dictate to them the proper way to be a Jew or the manner in which their
Torah is to become a living Torah.

I am convinced that studying the great works of Hebrew and Jewish culture are crucial to
construct a new Hebrew culture for Israel. It is impossible to stride toward the future without
knowing where we came from and who we are, without knowing, intimately and in every
particular, the sublime as well as the outrageous and the ridiculous. The Torah is not the
property of one movement or another. It is a gift that every one of us received, and we have all
been granted the opportunity to meditate upon it as we create the realities of our lives. Nobody
took the Talmud and rabbinic literature from us. We gave it away, with our own hands, when it
seemed that another task was more important and urgent: building a state, raising an army,
developing agriculture and industry, etc. The time has come to reappropriate what is ours, to
delight in the cultural riches that wait for us, for our eyes, our imaginations, our creativity.

I aspire to bring about a situation in which Torah study is the heritage of all Israel, in which the
Torah is accessible to all who wish to study it, in which all young citizens of Israel take part in
Torah study as well as military and civil service. Together we will build this home and avoid
disappointment.

I long for the day when the state’s resources are distributed fairly and equally to every Torah
scholar, man or woman, based on the quality of their study, not their communal affiliation, when
secular and pluralistic yeshivot, batei midrash, and organizations win fair and equal support in
comparison to Orthodox and Haredi batei midrash. Through scholarly envy and healthy
competition, the Torah will be magnified and glorified.



I want to mention my mentor, Rabbi David Hartman, who passed away this week, who opened
up the doors of his beit midrash for me, and who built the language of a courageous and
inclusive Judaism. May his memory be a blessing.

I want to conclude with a prayer composed by my colleague Chaim Hames, the prayer for
entering the Knesset:

May it be Your will, Lord our God, God of our fathers and mothers, that I leave this house as is
entered it – at peace with myself and with others. May my actions benefit all residents of the
State of Israel. May I work to improve the society that sent me to this chamber and cause a just
peace to dwell among us and with our neighbors. May I always remember that I am a
messenger of the public and that I must take care to keep my integrity and innocence intact.
May I, and we, succeed in all our endeavors.

I add a small prayer for my faction, Yesh Atid, that we maintain our unique culture of cooperation
and brotherhood, that we remain united, that we remain in the plenum, and that we realize our
dream to make things better. Thank you.

Source 10:
Moshe Gafni, June 5, 2019

את נושא דת ומדינה, אבל לנו יש אמירה מאוד ברורה,נכון שיש מי שרוצה בכל מחיר לעלות לסדר היום הציבורי
ולהמשיך. אנחנו רוצים מדינה יהודית ודמוקרטית, אנחנולשמור על הסטטוס קוו, והאמירה הזו היא שצריכה להיות

ולכן כל האמירות על מדינת הלכה הן אמירות לאלא מביאים את בית המקדש או המשיח באמירה כזו או בחוק,
לא מבקשים שינוי ובוודאי לא רוצים שינוי לרעה.נכונות. אנחנו לא ביקשנו ולא מבקשים מדינת הלכה, אנחנו

Source 11:
Rabba Tamar Elad-Appelbaum on Avot 3:2 in Cohen, Martin S., ed. Pirkei Avot Lev
Shalem. New York: The Rabbinical Assembly, 2018, 114.
But to pray regularly for the peace of the government that is at times at odds with one's own
outlook--isn't that going too far? These words seem to be dispatched from a distant time
especially to us. They have made their way from a man of the Temple, which had been
destroyed, to the contemporary generation, in which a sovereign Jewish state exists. We live in
a time of establishing sovereignty, a time in which there are many questions and challenges.
And indeed, it is entirely possible these days to find oneself keeping one's distance from the
authorities--that is to say, from legitimate governance--because of the sadness one feels about
all that has yet to be realized. It is to such people--and to some extent, actually, thus to us
all--that the text speaks. It asks: Can a Jew really reject the reality and existence of such
sovereignty, the still-developing polity, simply because of all the divisions it has not healed and
the challenges it is facing? If that were to happen, what new layer of governance could possibly
emerge? And what kind of world would Jews (and their children) be facing without responsible
governance? The horrors of the Shoah and its unbearable story of human perfidy against
millions of fellow humans, Jews and others, still ring in our ears. And it is thus particularly to us,
twenty-first century Jews who are witnesses to Israeli sovereignty, that I hear Hananiah
speaking. He is calling out to the present-day citizens of the sovereign State of Israel and



admonishing us not to distance ourselves from our own authorities and not to denigrate it...even
if it has not yet put all its values into practice. Pray for it, he exhorts us, for all of Jewish history
has been pointing to and leading up to this moment. Now, more than at any other moment, is
the time to pray for the welfare of the Jewish polity: that it may rise to all its challenges, and
especially the longing for peace that is part and parcel of its people's Torah. Pray, and thus give
voice to the belief that the sovereign Jewish state will actualize the vision of its prophets, and
that a regime of law and justice for all its citizens shall yet be established within it.

Additional Reading:
Yoav Peled, “Toward Religious Zionist Hegemony in Israel” in Middle East Report 292/3
(Fall/Winter 2019)
On November 9, 2019, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu resigned his post as interim
defense minister and appointed Naftali Bennet, head of a tiny three-member Religious Zionist
party, to replace him. Two days later Israel assassinated a key military leader of the Palestinian
Islamic Jihad in Gaza along with his wife, and the son and bodyguard of another Islamic Jihad
figure in Damascus. The assassinations prompted 48 hours of rocket and aerial attacks that left
34 Palestinians dead, 111 wounded and tens of Israelis injured, most of them lightly. The
political rationale of this combined move was quite obvious: It provided a desperately needed
distraction from Netanyahu’s legal problems and his continuing failure to form a government (not
solely his fault). Bennet’s appointment is also symbolically important: He is the first Religious
Zionist politician to become defense minister, the second most important position in the Israeli
government.

Religious Zionism, despite its relatively modest electoral clout, has become a powerful
ideological formation in contemporary Israel and is now in a favorable position to establish
cultural hegemony over Jewish Israeli society as a whole. Cultural hegemony, according to
Antonio Gramsci, is the ability to define the boundaries of public discourse and establish
unquestioned societal norms and beliefs that benefit the dominant group. In order to achieve
cultural hegemony, a group needs to form what he called a “historic bloc,” but to do so requires
compromise with the interests and values of the other members of the bloc. The core group’s
essential interests and values, however, can never be compromised. Religious Zionist parties
are working to forge this sort of historic bloc in Israel today.

“For many years we felt like second class. For many years we wanted to be on the front line with
the general public in leading the country, but we never thought or dared imagine that there could
be a religious chief of [the Israel Defense Force’s] General Staff or a prime minister of our own.
We always attached ourselves to others. But … we need to advance a stage and take hold of
the wheel and sail the ship of state in the right direction … towards the great horizon of building
the Kingdom of Israel in the Land of Israel … The public has a duty to build the [Third] Temple…

Moving into the captain’s position, to keep the Rabbi’s metaphor, has been accomplished at
least partially in many areas of social life. Among the more salient spheres are the military,
education, mass media and the arts, all fields that play a vital role in shaping Jewish Israeli
identity.



As the motivation to serve in the military, especially as a career, for example, has declined with
liberalization and growing economic prosperity among secular, middle-class youth, the role of
Religious Zionist youngsters in the military has steadily become more pronounced. Currently,
Religious Zionist officers comprise about 40 percent of the junior officer ranks (up to company
commander) in the infantry brigades and about 50 percent of the cadets graduating the combat
branches of the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) officers’ school each year. Their presence in the
upper echelons is no less impressive, with a few Religious Zionist officers having advanced to
the level of the General Staff. Clearly, the Religious Zionist sector has replaced Labor as the
provider of quality manpower to the Israeli military.

The prominence of Religious Zionist officers and enlisted men in the infantry brigades has
caused concern that under certain circumstances they may obey their rabbis and defy military
orders: for example, by refusing to dismantle West Bank settlements. This situation has not
been tested, yet. In the 2005 disengagement from Gaza, the IDF avoided deploying Religious
Zionist soldiers who they thought were likely to refuse to remove Jewish settlements.
Religious Zionism, which has its own practically autonomous public educational system, has
also succeeded in infusing more religious content into the secular public system. In 1991 the
Religious Zionist minister of education appointed a committee to investigate the state of Jewish
studies in that system and recommend improvements. The probe was conducted in the context
of economic liberalization, the first Palestinian intifada, massive immigration from the former
Soviet Union and a prevailing feeling that interest in Jewish studies was declining in Israeli
society. (Paradoxically, this was precisely the time when Jewish studies as an academic
discipline was flourishing in the United States.) The underlying concern that led to the
appointment of this committee was articulated by its chair, Aliza Shenhar: “The crisis of Jewish
identity in the secular space raises doubts among Israeli youths about the justice of Zionism and
of the State of Israel and seriously harms the unity of the Jewish-Israeli collective.” The Shenhar
Committee’s recommendations to enhance Jewish studies in the secular state system, which
consisted of incorporating even more elements of the religious tradition, were adopted by the
(Labor-led) government in 1994. Since then, implementation has been uneven, subject to
political and budgetary calculations and in the words of Shenhar, “has raised many questions
and discontent.”

Overall, however, under several Religious Zionist education ministers (such as Naftali Bennet in
2015–2019), infusing religion into the secular educational system has proceeded apace in three
major ways. First, there has been an increase in Jewish religious content in the curriculum and
a greater emphasis on the Jewish aspect of Israel’s identity as a Jewish and democratic state.
Secondly, in the context of wide-ranging outsourcing in the educational system, numerous
Orthodox religious organizations have been entrusted with teaching Jewish subjects in the
secular state system, and they have been doing it with a Religious Zionist or ultra-Orthodox
orientation. Third, the target population of the increasingly religious educational system—from
students to parents and to the community at large—has been expanded.



One novel area of cultural production where Religious Zionism has become highly influential is
the visual arts. As late as 2008 a prominent Israeli art critic could state:
When the religious aspect merges with the national aspect the result is illustrative didacticism,
whose sophistication is extremely poor. Most [religiously] observant artists [who are] very
popular among the religious Jewish public, affirm art whose faith-based, ideological content
sinks it into a shallow swamp that has nothing to do with the complex form-content synthesis of
the 150 years of modern (not to mention post-modern) art…

Ideological Leadership
The rise of Religious Zionism to a nearly hegemonic position in society may seem surprising,
given the secondary role it played in the Zionist movement and in the State of Israel prior to
1967. But a closer observation of the historical trajectory of Zionism reveals the underlying
factors that helped Religious Zionism achieve the position it now holds. With all its efforts to
present itself as a revolution against traditional Jewish life in the Diaspora, including its
religiosity, Zionism could never really divorce itself from Judaism, for two obvious reasons: The
only cultural marker shared by all members of the Jewish nation that Zionism claimed to
represent was the Jewish religion, and the connection between that nation and its supposed
homeland was a religious connection. These realities secured a privileged status for Judaism,
and the Orthodox political parties that represent it, in the Zionist movement and in the State of
Israel far beyond their weight in the Jewish population.

When the hegemony of the Labor Zionist movement eroded, the young guard of Religious
Zionism was ready to take its place. Since 1967 they have been playing a leading role in settling
the Occupied Territories and in subverting any and all attempts at making peace through the
two-state solution. Although electorally the representation of Religious Zionist political parties
has never exceeded 10 percent of Knesset membership, their occupation of key government
ministries, such as interior, education, and justice, has enabled them to wield great influence
over the shaping of Israel’s social and political life.

It can legitimately be asked, however, why is cultural hegemony reverting to Religious Zionism
rather than to the Revisionist Zionism of Likud, a much larger political movement for whom
permanent Israeli rule over the West Bank is no less fundamental than for Religious Zionism?
Charles Liebman and Eliezer Don-Yehiya, two moderate Religious Zionist professors at Bar-Ilan
University, argued in 1983 that in view of the violent history of Israeli-Arab relations since 1967,
the instrumental, security-based argument for maintaining Israeli rule over the territories
captured in 1967 cannot carry much weight. By itself, Likud, being a secular political party (at
least in Israeli terms), can justify its claim for Greater Israel only on that unpersuasive security
argument. But that claim requires a much stronger justification, one that is rooted in
metaphysics and supports the idea of a divine grant of the entire Land of Israel to the People of
Israel. And that divine grant is the essence of Religious Zionist ideology. Thus, while Likud
brings the numbers, Religious Zionism provides ideological leadership to the right-wing bloc and
increasingly to Jewish Israeli society as a whole.
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