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Mount Meron: A Personal Account     By Jeff Seidel 
 As ecstatic songs rang through the hills, I tried to enter the stadium 
around the grave of the Mishnaic sage and spiritual luminary, Shimon 
bar Yochai. It was packed rock-solid with people. “That’s OK, let’s 
listen outside,” I sighed to my staff. 
 Earlier, as our bus of Young Judea students climbed towards 
Mount Meron, I was constantly receiving Shabbat meal request 
messages. For 39 years, this has been my life; I quickly arranged as 
many connections as I could, while yearning to return to the festive 
atmosphere in the bus. Who knew that many of those meals would be 
canceled, including one requested from Yeshivat Shaalvim? 
 Years ago, on Lag B’Omer, some gap-year students and I danced 

right in front of the holy grave of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai. We felt 
such joy and saw all kinds of Jews celebrating. This year, we couldn’t 
enter. Perhaps this was a blessing. 
 Our bus parked miles from Meron and we boarded a shuttle, 
excited for the adventures ahead. Our students were all trustworthy, so 
when we arrived, we allowed them to split into smaller groups 
connected through WhatsApp. I stayed with my staff so as not to get 
lost (I can get lost just coming out of the shower), and enjoyed the 
elated crowds outside the stadium. 
 Between each song, a voice in Hebrew with a Yiddish accent 
boomed: “Too many people!” Then anxiety filled the air. 
 Police were clearing the way for ambulances, setting up barricades 
and ordering us to leave. I was separated from my staff, so I grabbed 
my phone, only to find my son calling. 
 “Abba, are you OK?” he asked. 
 Then I realized what had happened. People were tumbling out of 
the stadium in a faint. A man was on a stretcher. In front of us, Magen 
David Adom and Hatzalah paramedics were saving lives. 
 To my relief, I spotted my staff and some of our students. One 
student, Ayden Wells, had entered the stadium with friends. Thank 
God they were saved. 
 Wells later recounted: “The area became so tight that my feet left 
the ground and it was difficult to breathe. Still, I was unafraid, and 
everywhere people had smiles, dancing joyfully. However, the mass of 
people began to move, until we found ourselves near an exit stairwell. 
 “People grabbed the stairwell railing, which collapsed, pinning my 
leg. I was trapped while being pushed by the unstoppable torrent of 
people, just waiting for my leg to snap. By some miracle, I squeezed 
out from the rail and from that crowd. 
 “Looking back, I saw the horror: people falling on each other; 
police trying to block off the area while people inside were still 
straining to exit. The paramedics did everything they could … All 
those lives … May their memories be a blessing. Thank God I was 
freed.” 
 Our group congregated at the gas station, while helicopters and 
ambulances roared by. I told the students to immediately call their 
families. A couple of parents replied that they knew me from 20 years 
ago, saying, “If you’re with Seidel, we’re not worried.” 
 They had no idea how worried Seidel was! I can only thank God 
for the strength to care for our students. 
 All shuttles had vanished, and our driver couldn’t leave the lot, so 
we had to walk. After a two-hour trek, an officer flagged a bus, which 
drove us the rest of the way to the lot. 
 Boarding the bus, we heard people had died, and then shock set in. 
The scenes flashed through our minds. Had we arrived earlier, we 
could have been trapped! 
 I must praise the staff of Young Judea, who called to confirm 
everyone was alright, and who are extending professional help to 
distressed students. They showed tremendous kindness and concern 
for their students. 

 I must praise my 
staff, who gathered the 
students and led us towards our 
bus. They have been in contact 
with our students ever since. 
 Finally, I must praise the 
students of Young Judea, who 
waited patiently for each other, 
and made the late-night trek. 

They didn’t panic, even when fear was appropriate. 
 Still, I wonder what God is trying to tell us. Lag B’Omer 
celebrates the day when the students of Rabbi Akiva stopped dying 
from a plague. Our sages say the metaphysical cause of those deaths 
was that they did not honor each other. Do we still need to learn this 
lesson, perhaps? 
 When asked how, for decades, I’ve constantly assisted and made 
connections between Jews, I admit I have not helped enough. Look 
around and see, there are always people who need information, a 
personal connection, a Shabbat meal, an educational experience. 
There are always young people in Israel yearning to own their Jewish 
heritage. 
 Ultimately, this was a night of unity—a night of respect, 
connection and helping others. Our students never blamed the police 
or the Chassidim. They showed concern for everyone. One student, 
Sammy Korol, summed it up: “Sitting at the bottom of the mountain, 
my arm around my sobbing friend, I felt the swell of great, communal 
sadness. It rose up like a terrible cry, an endless wail, which I knew 
every Jew in Israel was hearing. There’s no explanation, no logic to 
explain this suffering amid a day of joy. The only constant is the 
shared love, support, and feeling that every Jew has in their heart.” 
 If, while walking to work, you saw someone you could benefit, 
would you hesitate? Isn’t it obvious? Wouldn’t you support someone 
who was fainting? Wouldn’t you help a student find a Shabbat meal? 
Isn’t it obvious that each of us needs to honor others no matter who 
they are, and that this is the only constant? 
The writer introduces thousands of students to Shabbat, gives free 
tours and classes through his Jewish Student Centers across Israel, 
and welcomes all to the Old City of Jerusalem and the Kotel. He is 
the author of “The Jewish Traveler’s Resource Guide.” 

 
 

Mount Meron and Israel’s Paradoxical Nature     By Ruthie Blum 
 On Saturday night, as Tel Aviv’s City Hall lit up with the image 
of the Israeli flag to commemorate the dozens killed and 150 injured 
in the crowd-crush two nights earlier on Mount Meron, Israelis of all 
backgrounds came together to light yahrzeit (memorial) candles. 
 Some of the people present at Rabin Square that evening, like 
others around the country, configurated tea lights in the shape of the 
numeral 45—the number of people trampled to death during the Lag 
B’Omer celebrations that would become the source of multiple 
funerals. 
 The outpouring of nationwide grief over the victims and empathy 
with their families was not unusual in a state sadly accustomed to 
burying citizens who are, by all measures, too young to die. Nor was 
it novel for Israel’s Kan Radio to play sad music, out of respect for 
the gravity of the hour. 
 The same can be said of the public’s lining up in droves, and for 
hours on end in the sweltering heat, to donate blood for the treatment 
of those still in the hospital. Though less frequent an occurrence, the 
offer by Israel’s national carrier, El Al, of free passage for anyone 
from abroad needing to pay their last respects or provide bedside 
comfort to loved ones was also not surprising. 
 Even the fact that Arab villagers from the Meron area in the north 
rallied to help their Jewish brethren in distress—distributing free food 
and drink to survivors—wasn’t totally out of the ordinary. 
 But all of the above has been noteworthy nevertheless, due to the 
identity of the casualties. All were ultra-Orthodox (haredi) Jews who 
had made a pilgrimage to the gravesite of second-century sage Rabbi 
Shimon bar Yochai to dance around the holiday’s traditional 
bonfire—hosted, as it happened, by the Jerusalem-based, anti-Zionist 
sect, Toldot Aharon. 
 Throughout the past year, since the onset of the coronavirus 
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pandemic, already strained relations between the haredim and secular 
Israeli society have been particularly fraught. Indeed, COVID-19 is 
one force majeure that hasn’t been a unifying factor in the way that 
other shared traumatic experiences have been, due in large part to its 
dragged-out duration. 
 Israelis may be used to war, terrorism, road accidents and forest 
fires, but an invisible microbe dictating and altering the entire course 
of our daily existence for months without letup is a different story 
entirely. Coupled with incessant lockdowns in small quarters with 
cranky children trying unsuccessfully to attend Zoom classes, the 
situation came to be more like a pressure cooker than cause for 
solidarity.  
 None of this was alleviated by the shaky “unity” government, 
which spent the past 12 months duking it out at Cabinet meetings—
albeit wearing masks, rather than boxing gloves—over every 
imaginable piece of policy. That a hefty chunk of it involved confusing 
coronavirus restrictions directly affecting our every movement made 
matters worse. 
 The notion that “we’re all in this together,” which Israelis often 
feel and express in times of adversity, quickly morphed into mutual 
suspicion. Instead of leading to introspection, state-imposed isolation 
caused heightened resentment towards others. 
 This took the form of rampant “whataboutism.” 
 Take the parents of fallen soldiers, for instance. While grudgingly 
accepting last year’s ban on large ceremonies at the country’s 53 
military cemeteries on Yom Hazikaron (Israel’s Memorial Day for 
fallen soldiers and victims of terrorism), mourners were rightly 
incensed by the hordes flooding Ikea in pursuit of couches and kitchen 
gadgets. Anger about the Swedish home-furnishing conglomerate 
being allowed to open its doors while gravesite attendance was 
severely limited was inevitable. 
 But it was magnified by rumors that then-Health Minister Yaakov 
Litzman had given special dispensation to Ikea Israel owners Shulem 
Fisher and Matthew Bronfman, due to their substantial annual 
donations to his Gur Chassidic sect. 
 Though Litzman denied the allegations, nobody believed him. For 
one thing, he’d already lost credibility where his office’s coronavirus 
directives were concerned. Despite the strict curtailing of gatherings, 
he was caught violating his own rules by praying in a crowded 
synagogue. To top it all off, he and his wife contracted and likely 
spread the virus, sending several important officials, such as National 
Security Council head Meir Ben-Shabbat, into quarantine. 
 Litzman was but one of many prominent ultra-Orthodox figures 
who aroused the ire of those adhering to COVID-19 restrictions. 
Meanwhile, the shoe was also on the other foot, with haredim 
justifiably questioning why they were being accused of wantonly 
spreading germs, while unvetted and unfettered protests were regularly 
taking place with government and police approval against Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. 
 Then came the Mount Meron disaster. For a brief interlude in its 
aftermath, sectoral battles took a pause, as did coalition negotiations. 
 On a visit to the scene of the catastrophe, Netanyahu declared that 
Sunday would be a national day of mourning. Israelis, both secular and 
from every religious stream, wept for the dead, not giving a damn 
about their sidelocks, rituals or beliefs. 
 However fleeting—now that the blame game has begun and the 
political fray is back in full swing—this uncommon display provided a 
reminder of and glimpse into Israel’s beautifully paradoxical nature.   
(JNS May 4) 

 
 
Former CIA Head Holds Jewish Suffering against Israel 

By Seth J. Frantzman 
 Former CIA Director John Brennan believes Israel should be held 
to a higher standard because Jews have experienced "unspeakable" 
suffering. 
 Former Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) director John Brennan 
slammed Jews on Tuesday, demanding they be held to a higher 
standard than others. "I always found it difficult to fathom how a 
nation of people deeply scarred by a history replete with prejudice, 
religious persecution and unspeakable violence perpetrated against 
them would not be empathetic champions of those whose rights and 

freedoms are still abridged." 
 Brennan made his comment while posting an op-ed he had 
written in The New York Times about the Palestinian quest for 
statehood. In his telling of it, he implied that Jews must have a 
special empathy for others while non-Jews have no special need to be 
empathetic. 
 Brennan has not made similar comments about other victimized 
people, such as the African American descendants of slaves in the 
US; nor has he held other countries to a higher standard based on the 
ethnic and religious origins of their citizens. 
 Brennan's attack on Israel, based neither on universal values nor 
on international law, is not unique. Others have made similar 
comments. 
 David Ward objects that "within a few years of liberation from 
the death camps" Jews didn't behave to his liking during Israel's war 
of independence. 
 David Ward, a British Liberal Democrat MP, wrote in 2013 that 
"having visited Auschwitz twice, once with my family and once with 
local schools, I am saddened that the Jews, who suffered unbelievable 
levels of persecution during the Holocaust, could within a few years 
of liberation from the death camps be inflicting atrocities on 
Palestinians in the new State of Israel, and continue to do so on a 
daily basis in the West Bank and Gaza." 
 In short, because Jews endured genocide, they have to live 
according to a higher standard than those who perpetrated genocide. 
 White Europeans like Ward don't appear to make these comments 
about any other group or country. They never say, for instance, that 
because the Russians suffered in the Second World War, the Soviet 
Union should not have gone on to suppress Eastern Europe within a 
few years of the war. 
 Non-Jews demanding unique qualities of Jews has a long history. 
 Howard Dean also slammed Jews for not being perfect in 2019. 
"Israel's government has lost its soul and its purpose. The nobility of 
the Jewish people conferred by their terrible suffering is being 
squandered by cheap bigoted political crooks. The result will 
ultimately be the loss of a Jewish homeland which would be an 
unspeakable tragedy." 
 Since when did the existence of any state depend on the 
exemplary moral behavior of its leaders? 
 Former Democratic presidential candidate Howard Dean claims 
that Israeli policies are at odds with the "nobility of the Jewish people 
conferred by their terrible suffering." 
 This singling out of only Jews and now Israel has a long history 
and is one of the norms of both Western narratives and traditional 
European and Christian antisemitism. It presents Jews as a unique 
"other" and singles them out for various tropes. They are sometimes 
depicted as uniquely vengeful, as in Shakespeare's The Merchant of 
Venice, in contrast to Christian forgiveness, and post-Shoah accused 
of failing to be uniquely good. 
 They argue that Jews as martyrs after the Holocaust, must be, 
above all else, empathetic toward other downtrodden people. This 
argument would be one thing if made by Jews, but when certain 
unique qualities are demanded by non-Jews of the Jewish "nation" 
only recently restored as a territorial state, it becomes part of the 
broader antisemitism of the West. It is also not a unique argument. 
Long before Brennan and Ward made their accusations the British 
historian Arnold Toynbee called Zionism "demonic" and equated 
Jews in Israel with Nazism. 
 The trend, whether to demonize or excessively praise, is similar 
because in no way are Jews permitted to behave like other groups in a 
similar situation, who doubt their hostile neighbors' goodwill. 
 Jews are not permitted to behave like other groups in a similar 
situation. 
 If they do not conform to the saintly status demanded of them 
they are nothing less than Nazis. It is difficult not to see two 
millennia of Jew-hatred in Europe as a conscious or subconscious 
reason behind the demand that Jews exhibit unique qualities of 
goodness as a nation state to prove they are not evil. 
 Again and again, the Brennan, Ward and Dean-style narrative is 
presented to critique either all Jews, or all Israel, whenever politicians 
conduct a policy that these men disapprove. 
 These same critics don't generalize about Americans when, say, 



white police officers in their country murder African Americans. Their 
collective accusations against Jews or Israel has no parallel to those 
they hold for their own community, whether of Christians or whites. 
 The argument is essentially: Europe put you in gas chambers and 
now we will tell you how to behave. The historic abusers – the ones 
who carried out slavery, colonialism, genocide and crusading – are not 
held to a unique standard. These critics never make the same remarks 
about hundreds of other nations and dozens of religions who fail to 
live up to their professed ideals or have no ideals. 
 This pathological obsession with Jews is linked to historic anti-
Semitism. 
 This pathological obsession with Jews – portrayed either as saints 
or Nazis, uniquely vengeful or having a special role to play – is linked 
to historic antisemitism. If it wasn't, then we would just as likely see 
tweets by Brennan, Ward and others demanding the same of other 
countries. They would argue that because Muslims have suffered 
"Islamophobia," Iran should not commit human rights abuses. Nobody 
expects the victims of "Islamophobia" to be more saintly as a 
consequence. 
 This puts Jews in an awkward position: first being murdered for 
being different and being Jewish and then being told that as the 
remnant they have to behave with special empathy or be condemned 
for lacking "empathy." 
 The overall issue is that Jews are never portrayed as equal or 
similar to others. Prior to the Holocaust various demands were made 
on Jews, either accusing them of not assimilating with the countries in 
which they lived or accusing them of assimilating too well and 
dominating them. 
 After the Shoah the demand shifted to demanding perfection from 
them in their capacity as a sovereign state. These demands always 
benefit the Western narrative, which can shift blame to the Jewish state 
for not behaving according to a Christian standard of personal morality 
which no Christian state has ever imposed on itself or others. 
 The Brennans, Deans and Wards of the world would do better to 
first hold themselves and their community to a high standard, rather 
than treat every abuse in the US or UK as the responsibility of a few 
bad apples, while demanding that every Israeli action be a religious 
test of the country's right to exist.      (Jerusalem Post April 29) 

 
 
Why We Can’t Trust John Kerry’s Denial of Betraying Intel 

about Israel      By Jonathan S. Tobin 

 Maybe we should be giving John Kerry the benefit of the doubt. 
After all, why wouldn’t Americans take the word of a former secretary 
of state over that of Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif, an official of 
a country that is an open adversary of the United States? Since the 
history of American negotiations with Iran largely consists of lies told 
by the mouthpieces of the Islamist regime, there’s good reason to be 
skeptical of anything that comes out of Zarif’s mouth. 
 Kerry is under fire because of a New York Times article that 
reports the paper obtained a leaked tape of a conversation between 
Zarif and an ally. Most of the article concerned Zarif’s complaints 
about his rivals within the Islamist regime, especially the late Qassim 
Suleimani of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, the terrorist 
leader U.S. forces killed in 2020. 
 But the Times buried the lede in its story, waiting until the 22nd 
paragraph before dropping the real bombshell, which consisted of 
Zarif claiming it was Kerry who had informed him of Israeli attacks on 
Iranian targets: “It was former U.S. Foreign Secretary [sic] John Kerry 
who told me Israel had launched more than 200 attacks on Iranian 
forces in Syria.” 
 Zarif didn’t specify whether Kerry said this while he was secretary 
of state or afterward, during meetings in which the man currently 
serving as Joe Biden’s climate czar sought to advise the Iranians on 
how to thwart Trump administration efforts to force them to 
renegotiate the nuclear pact. It also isn’t clear whether these 
confidences were given before some of the Israeli attacks became 
public knowledge. 
 Yet the notion that a high-ranking American official — either in or 
out of office — should have passed intelligence of any sort to a hostile 
foreign power that his own department has repeatedly labeled as the 
world’s leading state sponsor of terrorism isn’t merely shocking; it’s a 

serious crime. But should the scoop reported by The New York 
Times be believed? 
 Kerry has denied the charge. While Kerry has always upheld 
Zarif as a reliable negotiating partner, Zarif is a serial liar. Zarif has 
continually lied about the purpose of Iran’s nuclear program, insisting 
it is peaceful even though its weapons program was no secret, 
something confirmed by the treasure trove of Iranian documents that 
Israeli intelligence made public in 2018. 
 He’s spent the last decade of negotiations with the West over the 
nuclear issue misrepresenting his country’s quest for regional 
hegemony, support for terrorist groups, tyrannical rule at home, and 
the elaborate subterfuges it has perpetrated with respect to its 
adherence to both United Nations nonproliferation resolutions and the 
nuclear deal agreed to by the West in 2015. 
 But the United States trusted Zarif and his government to keep 
their word in observing the nuclear agreement. The Biden 
administration has rushed back into negotiations with Iran, whose 
intent is to merely entice them back into President Obama’s deal 
although it will expire by the end of the decade, leaving the Iranians a 
legal path to a nuclear weapon. If we are ready to give Kerry a pass 
because of Zarif’s mendacity, then the rationale for the current 
negotiations and the nuclear pact is debunked. 
 Yet the climate czar and former secretary of state made no secret 
of his closeness to Zarif. That is, after all, Kerry’s modus operandi as 
a diplomat. During his tenure at the State Department, a great 
emphasis was placed on the good relationships he said he developed 
with representatives of nations that are America’s adversaries. That 
included not only Zarif but also Sergei Lavrov, Russia’s foreign 
minister, with whom, a fawning article in the New York Times 
informed us, Kerry shared a love of ice hockey. 
 What makes the accusation against Kerry so convincing, 
however, is that he continued meeting with Zarif even after he left 
office. In 2018, the Boston Globe reported Kerry consulted with Zarif 
and advised his former negotiating partner not to talk with the Trump 
administration. 
 Trump withdrew from the nuclear deal as part of a “maximum 
pressure” campaign to force the Iranians to agree to a new, tougher 
agreement that would eliminate sunset clauses, as well as include 
bans on Tehran’s role as the world’s leading state sponsor of 
international terrorism and its illegal missile-building. Kerry told 
Zarif to simply wait out Trump and then deal with a more pliant 
Democrat he hoped would be elected in 2020. 
 That’s exactly what happened. Now the Iranians are reaping the 
benefits. Biden’s foreign-policy team, composed almost entirely of 
veterans of the administration of former President Barack Obama, are 
again resuming their past practice of appeasing the Iranians with 
concessions in the works to entice Tehran to return to a deal with 
little hope of improving upon it. 
 The only description for Kerry’s involvement with Iran is 
“collusion.” But unlike the three-year effort to hobble the Trump 
administration carried out by Democrats and their media allies over 
what ultimately proved to be a false accusation, Kerry’s actions have 
never been a secret. And while Democrats destroyed the career of 
former Trump national security advisor Gen. Michael Flynn over 
charges that he ran afoul of the Logan Act that prohibits private 
citizens from conducting foreign policy, Kerry violated that rarely 
enforced law. 
 The question of Kerry’s connection to Iran is important because it 
comes in the context of the growing tension with Israel over its 
efforts to sabotage the Iranian nuclear program. The administration 
went out of its way to disavow any role in Israel’s recent successful 
attack on Iran’s Natanz nuclear facility. 
 These off-the-record comments imply the administration 
regarded Israel’s efforts as seeking to forestall an American push to 
re-engage with Iran. Sen. Chris Murphy, D-Conn., fulminated about 
the attack, saying he would demand a full security briefing on it 
while sending a message to the Israelis that he — and other members 
of his party — take it as a matter of faith that diplomacy is the “only” 
acceptable path for relations with Iran and that Israel’s efforts were 
bound to fail. 
 Secretary of State Antony Blinken has essentially outsourced the 
nuclear issue to Robert Malley, Biden’s special envoy on Iran. 



Malley was not only one of the chief architects of the disastrous 
nuclear deal with Iran, but is also a veteran appeaser and critic of 
Israel. The United States is asking Israel to back off on its efforts to 
stop Iran and to trust Biden’s team to deliver a diplomatic solution to 
the problem. But given that Malley has demonstrated no interest in 
strengthening the nuclear pact, that’s a leap of faith that no Israeli 
government can make. 
 Critics of Obama’s signature foreign policy “achievement” point 
to the way the deal empowered and enriched a rogue regime and doubt 
whether its goal may have been part of an effort to shift American 
policy in the region from one of an alliance with Israel and other Gulf 
states to one with Iran. Few would have believed this claim in 2015. 
Yet the effects of the agreement on the region, coupled with Kerry’s 
actions and the efforts of Obama alumni to return to the deal on 
Biden’s watch, lend credibility to this theory. 
 The inescapable conclusion from these events goes beyond 
Kerry’s culpability. No matter what Kerry told Zarif, the Israelis 
should be in no doubt about the fact that the United States is 
abandoning them on Iran.   Federalist May 3) 

 
 
Can a Disaster Breed Jewish Unity or Widen the Communal 

Breach?     By Jonathan S. Tobin 
 There is nothing positive to be gleaned from an event that led to 
the deaths of 45 Jews and injuring of 150 others. The wake of a fatal 
stampede in the early hours of Friday morning at Israel’s Mount 
Meron during the annual Lag B’Omer pilgrimage caused shock and 
mourning throughout the Jewish world. But perhaps it might also have 
put a more human face on a sector of the Jewish community—the 
ultra-Orthodox—that is often viewed by most other Jews with 
suspicion and hostility. And it might also be possible for many 
haredim to draw some conclusions of their own with respect to their 
unwillingness to subordinate their activities to state regulation and to 
think better of the secular Jews who did so much to save lives and who 
rally to their aid on-site, as well as comfort family members, elsewhere 
in Israel. Or maybe it will just be another excuse for Israelis to engage 
in the usual bitter recriminations and political game-playing, as well as 
shaming the victims? 
 In the days since the tragedy, it’s possible to view both sets of 
conclusions as equally valid. The reaction throughout Israel 
demonstrated once again that such a small country views any loss of 
life, let alone a record number of deaths for such an occurrence, as 
affecting every Jew, religious or secular. The same goes for the 
response of other Jewish communities. 
 The catastrophe was one more reason for those on the outside of 
the extremely insular collection of sects and groups to stop thinking of 
them as a monolithic collection of inscrutable strangers. Much like the 
success of the Israel television show “Shtisel,” it performs the 
commonplace task of humanizing a sector of the Jewish community 
that is little understood by others. The Netflix streaming hit—
basically, a good soap opera—is remarkable chiefly because it allows 
non-Orthodox Jews to think about haredim as ordinary people with 
similar flaws and strengths, albeit with beliefs and customs that make 
them seem more exotic, if not downright remote, to the rest of us. 
 Unfortunately, the disconnect between the haredim and other Jews 
is not an accident or merely the function of prejudice, although some 
of that is at play here. While there are some conspicuous exceptions to 
this rule like Chabad, which has raised outreach to an art form, the 
ultra-Orthodox sector is no more interested in being understood (or 
liked) by the secular than some of their antagonists are in seeking to 
make common cause with them. 
 Indeed, in Israel part of the problem at Mount Meron was that the 
refusal of the ultra-Orthodox to let the government regulate their 
annual event—in much the same way that they demand autonomy 
about everything else—was clearly part of the prescription that 
inexorably led to tragedy. It’s equally true that no Israeli government, 
no matter who might be leading it, is likely to be willing to expend the 
political capital that would be required to force the haredim to bend to 
the will of the majority, if, indeed, it would be possible to do that 
under any circumstances. 
 Haredim, both in Israel and in the United States, exist separately 
from the rest of the Jewish world. The two sides stare at each other 

across a seemingly unbridgeable divide. For the non-Orthodox, the 
haredim with their costumes and traditions that exist to keep them 
distinct represent “the other.” And for the haredim, the rest of the 
Jews population is seen with equal distaste as representing everything 
they distrust and fear about the outside world. Though lip service is 
paid to the notion of Jewish unity and the responsibility that Jews 
uphold to care for each other, the yawning gap between the haredim 
and everyone else gives the lie to such platitudes. 
 The quick transition from sorrow to politics with respect to 
Mount Meron reinforces the notion that this divide is unbridgeable. 
 That’s not just because left-wingers are looking to assign blame 
for the deaths to Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his 
close ally, Minister of Public Security Amir Ohana, as well as to the 
haredi political parties whose clout guarantees that the ultra-Orthodox 
are allowed to evade normal government regulation at the shrine and 
elsewhere. 
 Perhaps that was inevitable for an event that fell smack in the 
middle of a political crisis. But the demands for soul-searching on the 
part of anyone who can be connected to measures that allowed the 
stampede to happen are not merely a normal demand for 
accountability from those in power; they are inextricably tied to the 
religious tribal culture war for which both sides bear responsibility. 
 Make no mistake, there is blame to go around and at the center of 
it is an impulse on the part of the haredim to regard the government 
of the state of Israel as morally equivalent to hostile non-Jewish 
tyrants that oppressed Diaspora communities in the past. This 
separatism is reinforced by the hostility towards the haredim felt by 
other Jews who not unreasonably view them as shirking their duty to 
assist in the defense of the state, coupled with an unproductive drain 
on the economy because Torah study is prioritized over productive 
employment. 
 So for all of the gestures of solidarity and gratitude, the most 
likely outcome of the aftermath of this disaster is more division rather 
than less. 
 Yet those who believe that this stalemate is rooted in unchanging 
political and cultural realities should not give way entirely to despair. 
The short-term impact of the disaster may not be likely to serve as an 
impetus to further political reform or even better communal 
understanding; however, the widespread assumptions about the 
immutable nature of this divide are not entirely true. 
 It’s important to step back from immersion in news coverage and 
take a long view of the evolution of Israeli society, as well as 
interactions between haredim and non-Orthodox Jews elsewhere. 
 Though it is little noticed in a non-haredi world that has trouble 
viewing the ultra-Orthodox as anything but a monolith, that 
community has changed over the years, albeit incrementally. Though 
integration of the haredim is nowhere in sight and unlikely to ever 
happen, it would be a mistake to think that they haven’t grown closer 
to the state that some of them despise. The fact that the two ultra-
Orthodox parties, which were once avowedly anti-Zionist though 
willing to deal with Israel’s government, no longer operate in that 
manner shows how incremental change happens. Equally at play is 
the fact that younger members of the haredi community are being 
trained in certain tech-related jobs that will slowly enable them to 
earn a better living and amalgamate them into areas of the workforce. 
 We often forget that Israel is only a 73-year-old experiment in 
reuniting disparate Jewish communities and has evolved in ways that 
were not imagined in 1948. But the notion that the tremendous 
growth of the haredi population, and their insularity and political 
power, is an existential threat to Israel should not be regarded as an 
inevitability. Such assumptions fail to take into account that this 
community also changes, even if it happens very slowly. 
 Worries about how to avoid repeating such a disaster as the 
Mount Meron stampede are not limited to secular Jews or those who 
would like to pin the blame on the government. Anyone who fathoms 
that there won’t be a reckoning of some sort within the haredi 
community is thinking of them in ways that reflect our prejudices 
more than anything else. As bad as this last week has been and as 
difficult as it may be to envision progress towards more unity, 
underestimating the ability of Jews to survive and surmount such 
problems has always been a losing bet that those who understand the 
arc of Jewish history are unlikely to make.    (JNS May 3) 


