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I want to tell you a story today about someone who refused to take “No” for 

an answer.  Someone who challenged authority, rejected the status quo and 

the conventional wisdom of his day, and set in motion a chain of events that 

have had a profound impact on the Jewish people and the world.  Someone 

who devoted his time, energy, resources and reputation – you might say, his 

life, his fortune and his sacred honor -- to a cause that has benefitted millions, 

including each and every one of us.  

 

The person I’m speaking of is Theodor Herzl. Herzl was born in Budapest in 

1860 into a secular Jewish family.  The family moved to Vienna when he was a 

teenager.1 

 

Now, when you hear that, when you hear that Herzl’s family moved from 

Budapest to Vienna, it sounds ordinary, commonplace.  But it wasn’t.  At the 

time of Herzl’s birth in 1860, Jews couldn’t live freely in Vienna.  It was only 

when he was 7 years old that a new constitution was written allowing Jews to 

practice their faith and live anywhere in Austria. And so, after that, lots of Jews 

like Herzl’s parents moved to Vienna.   

 

Did the locals like that? No, they didn’t.  The Viennese resented the Jewish 

immigration.  This feeling was part of a generalized disdain and distaste for 

Jews throughout Europe that became known as anti-Semitism, a scientific-

sounding word that was coined in the 19th century and popularized by those 

                                                
1 For this and other details of Herzl’s biography, see: Herzl, by Amos Elon (1975).  
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who discriminated against Jews to help them feel that what they were doing 

was right and proper.  

 

Jews were resented everywhere in Europe.  Everyone understood that they 

didn’t belong in the ethnic nation states of Europe, yet no one seemed to know 

what to do about that. Jews, whether religious or secular, were conscious of 

their anomalous status as well.  This was known as “The Jewish Question” or 

“The Jewish Problem.”  

 

Herzl was a sophisticated, assimilated man-about-town: educated, well-read, 

and well-spoken.  He was as much at home in Europe as any Jew could be.  He 

went to law school and became a journalist, writing plays and short essays for 

one of the best-known newspapers of the day, the Neue Freie Press.2  

 

Herzl had little interest in Judaism and little interest in Jewish matters. Until, 

that is, he experienced anti-Semitism first-hand. 

 

At some point in his 20s, he was sitting in a carriage, when two hooligans 

stuck their heads in and called him a dirty Jew.  It shocked and angered him, 

but then he calmed down.  It wasn’t, he thought to himself, that he was Jewish; 

it’s that he looked like a Jew – that is, he resembled a stereotypical Jew with 

his nose and his beard.  They mistook me, he thought, for one of THOSE Jews.  

He didn’t take it personally. 

 

But soon he realized that there was more to it than that. His employer sent 

him to Paris to cover the Dreyfus trial.  Alfred Dreyfus was another 

assimilated secular Jew, a distinguished French military officer who was 

accused of treason by seven of his fellow officers.  Everyone assumed he was 

guilty. After all, how could seven fellow officers be wrong?  

 

Every morning, as Herzl made his way to the trial, he encountered 

demonstrators shouting, “Down with the Jews!” or “Death to the Jews.”  As he 

                                                
2 I.e., The New Free Press; see: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neue_Freie_Presse 
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later related, “One man, who happens to be Jewish, commits treason -- and 

they want to kill ALL the Jews!!??”   

 

That’s when he realized that Dreyfus was on trial not because he was a traitor 

but because he was a Jew.   

 

Herzl witnessed Dreyfus’s public humiliation when he was convicted.  

Dreyfus’ insignia was ripped off his uniform, his sword was broken, and he 

was forced to walk off to prison to the sound of the murderous shouts of his 

fellow officers, the mob, and even the other journalists. 

 

The experience of covering the Dreyfus trial helped convince Herzl that anti-

Semitism wasn’t about other people.  It was about him, and his people. 

Suddenly, it was personal.    

 

And so he set out to solve the Jewish Problem.  He thought big. We need a 

state, he said, a modern state.  The handful of small settlements that existed in 

what is now Israel wouldn’t do it.  He wrote up his dream in a small pamphlet, 

entitled, “The Jewish State.” It had an immediate and electrifying impact -- for 

the most part, negative. 

 

People mocked and scorned Herzl. “I’m all in favor of a Jewish state,” said one 

of his friends, “provided that they appoint me ambassador to Vienna.”  And 

when Herzl showed up at the opera in Vienna, people would say, “Ahh, His 

Majesty has arrived!”  

 

The opposition didn’t stop him.  Instead, it energized him.   

 

He was incredibly hutzpadik.  On his own, he set up an appointment with one 

of the richest Jews in Europe, Baron de Hirsch, in Paris.  He went over to the 

Baron’s house, and essentially told him, “I want to create a Jewish state -- and I 

want you to help pay for it.”   
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Herzl’s persuasive powers weren’t up to the challenge, and the Baron turned 

him down.  A lot of other people turned him down.  But that didn’t stop him. 

 

Again on his own, Herzl set off for Constantinople, to meet with the Sultan of 

Turkey to plead with him to let the Jews settle in Palestine.  Had the Sultan 

invited him to come? No! But he went anyway, hoping for an audience. You 

could say that the trip was pointless, for the Sultan didn’t agree to see him and 

Herzl returned empty-handed.   

 

But here’s what happened on the way. When Herzl’s train pulled into the 

station in Sofia, Bulgaria, he saw that a huge crowd had gathered on the 

platform.  He was alarmed at first.  But the crowd was shouting, “Long Live 

Herzl!” and “L’shanah Ha-ba’ah Birushalayim!”  He realized that these 

Bulgarian Jews had come out to cheer him on.   

 

This grass-roots support spread far and wide. A few months later, Herzl 

travelled to London to seek funding from wealthy Jews. They greeted him 

coldly, and again his plea was rejected.  But a large number of Eastern 

European Jewish immigrants gathered in the streets and embraced him and 

his cause. 

 

Herzl realized that he needed to organize this support if he was going to make 

any headway.  And so he put out an invitation to anyone who wished to 

support his idea of establishing a Jewish state to join him in August of 1897 at 

a conference in Munich, Germany.  Before too long, the rabbis of Munich, who 

were united in opposing Herzl, put a stop to that, essentially with a “Not in my 

backyard” argument. Herzl was forced to move the conference out of Germany 

altogether, and to hold it in Basel, Switzerland.  

 

And so, the First Zionist Congress was held in Basel, from August 29th to 

August 31st, 1897; the first time that Jews had gathered as a political body to 

promote their independence and self-determination in almost two thousand 

years.   
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Herzl always cared about optics. (Remember that meeting he had with Baron 

de Hirsch? At the time, Herzl was living three blocks away from de Hirsch in 

Paris, yet he rented a carriage so that he would arrive at de Hirsch’s mansion 

in style.) You may have seen photographs of that First Zionist Congress.  In 

them, the participants are wearing top hats and tails.  That was Herzl’s idea. 

We have to look the part, he told them.  We have to hold our heads high, with 

dignity and self-respect. We have to realize that we are representing the 

entire Jewish people and its future. And they did what he said.   
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The conference was a success.3  Herzl had managed to bring together more 

than 200 Jews from all over the world. Some were traditionally observant; 

others were atheists. Some were from Russia and Poland; others from France, 

Germany, England, and even the United States. Herzl united them by focusing 

on their common concern: Jewish vulnerability, and their common desire to 

solve the Jewish Problem and answer the Jewish Question. 

 

When it was all over, Herzl wrote in his diary: 

 

“Today I created the Jewish state.  If were to say this aloud today, I would be 

met by universal laughter.  In five years, perhaps, but certainly in 50, everyone 

will agree.”   

 

In fact, exactly 50 years and three months later, the United Nations voted to 

establish a Jewish State in the Land of Israel. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Now, why did I share this bit of history with you today?  I’ve got three reasons. 

 

First, it’s an interesting story.  It’s good for us to know about Herzl, and about 

why, when and how Zionism arose.  I hope that by speaking about Herzl, and 

the First Zionist Congress in 1897, I’ve piqued your interest and encouraged 

you to read more, and to learn more about the history of the Zionist 

movement.  

 

Consider this an advertisement for my fall adult ed class, entitled, Israel’s 

Milestones and Their Meanings. In addition to the First Zionist Congress, we 

will focus on three other significant events in the history of Zionism whose 

anniversaries we commemorate this year; events that took place a hundred 

years ago (the Balfour Declaration), seventy years ago (the UN vote) and fifty 

years ago (the Six Day War).  

                                                
3 Israel Zangwill, the British Zionist, said: “By the rivers of Babylon, we sat down and wept as we 

remembered Zion.  By the river of Basel, we sat down, resolved to weep no more.” 
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I look forward to seeing you on Tuesday nights at 7:45 pm, beginning on 

November 7th.  Go to our website to learn more.4   

 

There’s a second reason I wanted to share Herzl’s story with you.  

 

As we’ve seen, back in 1897, Theodor Herzl focused on “The Jewish Problem.” 

He identified a solution, and he devoted the rest of his life to pursuing that 

solution. 

 

In the meantime, the landscape has changed.  The “Jewish Problem” that 

absorbed Herzl’s attention is no longer the one overwhelming concern of the 

Jewish people -- partly because of the Shoah, partly because the establishment 

of the State of Israel, and partly because of the nature of the American Jewish 

community.  But I’m sure we know that there are plenty of challenges, 

questions and problems that the Jewish People are facing.  

 

But before we go there, think about Theodor Herzl for a moment.  He could 

easily have continued his career as a journalist and a writer, and lived happily 

ever after.  Yet, as we’ve seen, at a certain point in his life, he realized that he 

needed to get involved.  

 

He may never have heard of the Hebrew expression, “Kol Yisrael Areivim Zeh 

Ba-zeh,” -- “All Jews are responsible one for the other,” but from that moment 

on, he certainly lived by that motto. 

 

For Herzl, the motivation was anti-Semitism.  But for us it doesn’t have to be.   

 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, the former Chief Rabbi of Great Britain, puts it this way: 

 

We are part of a story that began long before we were born and 

will continue long after we are no longer here, and the question 

                                                
4 The course is based on a Hartman Institute course and is generously subsidized by CJP.  See:  

https://hartman.org.il/Programs_View.asp?Program_Id=202&Cat_Id=295&Cat_Type=Programs 

https://hartman.org.il/Programs_View.asp?Program_Id=202&Cat_Id=295&Cat_Type=Programs
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for all of us is: Will we continue the story? (emphasis added) 

[And if so – I would add – how?] The hopes of a hundred 

generations of our ancestors rest on our willingness to do so. 

 

If -- as Rabbi Sacks asks us to -- we care, and we want to get involved, 

each one of us should ask ourselves, “What do I think is the most 

pressing challenge facing the Jewish people? What Jewish question most 

needs to be answered?  Today, that is -- not in 1897, but in 2017. And 

what am I doing to address it?   

 

It’s easy enough to come up with challenges: 

 

● What about safety and security, wherever Jews might live?  After all, as 

we know, anti-Semitism has not disappeared. 

● How do we maintain Jewish unity while respecting differences? 

● How can we promote group identity and cohesion in a world in which 

we are drawn in so many different directions?  

● Is there a way to increase the chances that our children and our 

grandchildren will have a positive and meaningful Jewish identity?  

 

This just happens to be my list. I’m sure you can think of other questions or 

challenges, other ways to further the interests of the Jewish people. No one 

can say that there is one path that everyone should choose.  

 

One thing is clear: to ignore the needs of the Jewish people, and to leave it to 

others to help shape the Jewish future, … that would be wrong. If we did that, 

we wouldn’t be true to the principle of kol yisrael arevim zeh ba-zeh, the 

fundamental principle of Jewish mutual responsibility.  

 

Theodor Herzl didn’t do that; and we shouldn’t either.  The questions are too 

important, and each of us has a role to play. 

 

Now, of course, I’m not suggesting that any of us is going to become a 

contemporary Herzl – though one could do worse.  That’s not the point. The 



9 

point on Rosh Hashanah is not to be somebody else; it’s to be the best, most 

thoughtful and responsive version of ourselves we can be. Like Herzl, we can 

contribute our time, our funds, our ideas, and our energy to helping our 

people.  Each of us has a role to play. 

  

There is yet a third reason that I just couldn’t resist sharing Herzl’s story with 

you. As I said, that first Zionist Congress convened at the end of August, in 

1897.  Now, as we know, in the Jewish tradition, 120 years connotes a full, 

grand span of time.5  Just this past Shabbat we read that Moses lived to be 120.  

It is a good period of time to contemplate.   

 

So where was I this past August 30th and 31st, exactly 120 years after that 

First Zionist Congress?  I was in a room full of Jews at a Zionist congress.  

It was a pre-High Holiday conference in Washington for rabbis, sponsored by 

AIPAC, the American Israel Public Affairs Committee.  There were just over 

200 congregational rabbis there, just about the same as the number of 

delegates who gathered 120 years ago in Basel.  

 

I was moved: as I was sitting at that conference, I kept thinking about that 

First Zionist Congress in Basel, and I felt myself to be an heir to those original 

delegates in 1897. Of course, back then, most of them had to travel for days or 

even weeks to get to their conference.  I, on the other hand, could get to 

Washington in a couple of hours—and without the inconvenience of having to 

wear a top hat or tails.   

 

At the conference, one of my favorite sessions was taught by Professor Ken 

Stein, a political scientist at Emory University. He began with a simple 

exercise:   

 

“Complete the following sentence:” he said.  “I consider Zionism to have been a 

success because …”  “Fill in the blank.” 

 

                                                
5 See http://mailchi.mp/kevah/the-path-of-holiness-parshat-shemini-1201213?e=5ab677cad8 . 

http://mailchi.mp/kevah/the-path-of-holiness-parshat-shemini-1201213?e=5ab677cad8
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Different answers were offered:   

● the nearly universal support that Zionism has achieved among Jews;  

● the way Zionism has created a spiritual center for the Jewish people;  

● the way that Zionism has helped restore the Hebrew language to 

everyday use.   

 

When we were done, Professor Stein asked us a different, more difficult 

question:  In what ways has Zionism not yet succeeded?  In what ways, he 

asked, has it failed?   

 

Think about that for a minute or so. How would you answer that question?  

 

Some of us in the room mentioned:  

● the cool or cold relations with Israel’s Arab neighbors;  

● the frustrating, seemingly intractable, ongoing conflict with the 

Palestinians -- and the concern that Israel hadn’t done all it could have 

to address that conflict; or  

● anti-Semitism – which as we know, still hasn’t gone away, neither in 

Europe nor here in the United States.  

 

Others mentioned  

● the constant – some would say increasingly desperate -- struggle to 

maintain both Israel’s Jewish and democratic character; or  

● the frustrating lack of religious pluralism in Israel, and the lack of 

respect within the Israeli government for the liberal religious streams.  

 

It’s complicated!  Obviously, when we look back at the history of Zionism, we 

recognize that there are pluses and there are minuses. As successful as 

Theodor Herzl was in his short tenure as the head of the Zionist movement, he 

didn’t “complete the task.” I’m not even talking about the arc of history.  Herzl 

lived for only seven years after that First Zionist Congress.  He poured his heart 

and soul into Zionism – literally, until his heart gave out. He died in 1904 at 

the age of 44. 
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So there is plenty of work left for us to do. 

 

At the same time, we can and should acknowledge that a profound divide 

separates us from Herzl and his contemporaries.  As Dr. Stein put it, before 

1897 most Jews (80% by his count) lacked freedom and political power; 

today, in 2017, 80% have both.  Even if we don’t live in Israel, a great deal of 

the credit for that goes to the creation of Israel, a true inflection point in 

Jewish history.  

Because of Israel—and Herzl understood this—the phrase, “The Jewish 

Problem” just doesn’t mean what it used to.   

 

For many years, we Jews have prayed for the restoration of Jewish 

sovereignty in our homeland. But we didn’t do much to speed the process of 

redemption along, or to prepare ourselves for its fulfillment.   

 

Not, that is, until Herzl goaded the entire Jewish world to action.  

 

We are very lucky. Partly because of our identity as Americans, but also in no 

small measure because of Israel, we have freedoms that those delegates who 

gathered in Basel in 1897 could only dream of.  Our Jewish identity, our Jewish 

destiny, is no longer a “problem;” it’s a choice that we can freely make. 

 

Herzl led the way.  In our time, and in our way, let’s follow in his footsteps. 

Let’s do our part to address the challenges that confront the Jewish people 

today … and together, let’s help shape the Jewish future. 

 

Let me close with the words of Rabbi Sacks: 

 

We are part of [the Jewish] story. We can live it. We can 

abandon it. But it is a choice we cannot avoid and it has 

immense consequences. The future of [the Jewish People] … 

rests with us.  

           

Shanah Tovah!  


