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TWO	ROADS	DIVERGED1	
The	Roots	and	the	Future	of	the		

American	Jewish	Conflict	with	Israel			

	

Introduction	
Over	the	course	of	the	twentieth	century,	historians	say,	some	85%	of	the	world’s	Jews	either	

migrated	or	were	exterminated.2	For	more	than	half	a	millennium,	Europe	had	been	the	Jewish	
people’s	central	home,	but	that	came	to	an	abrupt	and	horrifying	end.	According	to	the	American	
Jewish	Yearbook,	the	Jewish	population	of	Europe	was	about	9.5	million	in	1933.	By	1950,	though,	the	
Jewish	population	of	Europe	was	about	3.5	million.	Two	thirds	of	Europe’s	Jews	were	dead.	
Percentages	tell	an	equally	astounding	story.	In	1933,	60	percent	of	all	Jews	lived	in	Europe,	while	in	
2016,	only	10	percent	of	all	Jews	lived	in	Europe.		

The	center	of	Jewish	gravity	moved	to	two	places,	both	of	them	essentially	uncharted	territory	
in	the	modern	era.3	In	1880,	the	combined	Jewish	population	of	the	United	States	and	Palestine	totaled	
275,000	(out	of	a	world	Jewish	population	of	7,800,0004)	and	thus	represented	3	percent	of	the	
world’s	Jews.	Today,	the	United	States	and	Israel	account	for	85	percent	of	the	world’s	Jews.	In	other	
words,	almost	the	entire	Jewish	world	today	lives	in	two	communities	that	for	all	intents	and	purposes	
did	not	exist	135	years	ago.	For	a	people	that	dates	back	some	4,000	years,	that	is	extraordinary	–	in	
the	last	century	and	a	quarter,	the	Jewish	people	has	essentially	had	to	reinvent	itself.	5	

That	reinvention	not	only	unfolded	in	two	different	places,	but	created	two	entirely	different	
kinds	of	Jewish	life	with	fundamentally	different	visions	and	commitments	at	their	core.	What	were	
those	visions	of	Jewish	life	and	their	concomitant	commitments,	and	how	do	they	explain	today’s	
divide	between	American	Jews	and	their	Israeli	counterparts?		Those	are	the	questions	that	lie	at	the	
heart	of	this	book.		

Conventional	wisdom	has	it	that	relations	between	the	American	Jewish	community	and	Israel	
are	at	an	all-time	nadir.	Explanations	vary,	but	almost	all	pin	much	of	the	blame	on	Israel’s	handling	of	

																																																													
1	First	line	of	Robert	Frost’s,	“The	Road	Not	Taken.”	Tentative	book	title	only;	will	likely	change.		
2	I	heard	this	statistic	recently	from	a	noted	historian	in	the	course	of	a	lecture.	It	needs	to	be	verified,	however.		
3	Thousands	of	years	earlier,	of	course,	almost	the	entire	Jewish	people	had	lived	in	the	area	that	is	today	Israel.		
4	http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jewish-population-of-the-world.	Estimates	put	today’s	world	Jewish	
population	at	approximately	14,000,000,	less	than	what	it	was	before	the	Holocaust,	even	70	years	later.		
5	This	was	not	the	first	time	that	Jews	had	had	to	reinvent	themselves;	it	is	merely	the	most	recent.	After	the	
destruction	of	the	Second	Temple	in	70	CE,	it	was	clear	that	a	religion	based	on	a	sacrificial	cult	in	Jerusalem	
could	not	survive.	With	time,	but	only	after	acrimonious	divisions	within	the	Jewish	world,	rabbinic	Judaism	
replaced	Biblical	Judaism;	synagogues	replaced	the	Temple,	sacrifice	gave	way	to	prayer	and	liturgy,	and	sacred	
time	replaced	the	formerly	all	important	sacred	space.	In	the	eighteenth	century,	in	response	to	an	increasingly	
legalistic	Jewish	world,	Hassidim	–	a	spiritually	revived	form	of	Judaism	–	spread	like	wildfire	and	caused	a	deep	
rupture	in	European	Judaism.	What	Zionism	and	American	Judaism	sought	to	do,	therefore,	is	not	
unprecedented.	Jews	have	had	to	reimagine	themselves	at	several	critical	junctures;	this	book	will	clarify	for	its	
readers	that	American	Judaism,	too,	needs	to	be	understood	in	that	context.		
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its	conflict	with	the	Palestinians.	Two	books	by	political	scientists,	The	Star	and	the	Stripes:	A	History	of	
the	Foreign	Policies	of	American	Jews	by	Michael	Barnett	of	George	Washington	University	and	Trouble	
in	the	Tribe:	The	American	Jewish	Conflict	over	Israel	by	Northeastern	University’s	Dov	Waxman,	are	
the	most	recent	book-length	treatments	of	the	issue,	but	other	noted	authors	have	also	entered	the	
fray	in	recent	years.	Peter	Beinart	articulated	much	of	the	thesis	of	his	The	Crisis	of	Zionism	in	his	much	
discussed	“The	Failure	of	the	American	Jewish	Establishment”	(in	the	New	York	Review	of	Books),	
where	he	clearly	stated	that	both	Israel	and	an	American	Jewish	establishment	that	refuses	to	
challenge	the	Jewish	state	are	the	cause	of	the	crisis:	

Among	American	Jews	today,	there	are	a	great	many	Zionists,	especially	in	the	Orthodox	world,	
people	deeply	devoted	to	the	State	of	Israel.	And	there	are	a	great	many	liberals,	especially	in	
the	secular	Jewish	world,	people	deeply	devoted	to	human	rights	for	all	people,	Palestinians	
included.	But	the	two	groups	are	increasingly	distinct.	Particularly	in	the	younger	generations,	
fewer	and	fewer	American	Jewish	liberals	are	Zionists;	fewer	and	fewer	American	Jewish	
Zionists	are	liberal.	One	reason	is	that	the	leading	institutions	of	American	Jewry	have	refused	
to	foster—indeed,	have	actively	opposed—a	Zionism	that	challenges	Israel’s	behavior	in	the	
West	Bank	and	Gaza	Strip	and	toward	its	own	Arab	citizens.	For	several	decades,	the	Jewish	
establishment	has	asked	American	Jews	to	check	their	liberalism	at	Zionism’s	door,	and	now,	
to	their	horror,	they	are	finding	that	many	young	Jews	have	checked	their	Zionism	instead.	

That	is	essentially	Waxman’s	thesis,	as	well.	Israel’s	leaders,	he	asserts,	will	experience	
“growing	pressure	from	the	American	Jewish	community	to	change	Israel’s	policies,	especially	toward	
Palestinians	in	the	occupied	territories.”	Waxman,	interestingly,	is	not	entirely	pessimistic,	for	“it	is	
hard	to	believe	that	any	Israeli	government,	including	the	present	one,	[will	be]	completely	immune	to	
criticism,	and	that	an	increase	in	this	criticism,	by	American	Jews	and	others,	will	not	eventually	
encourage,	if	not	compel,	Israeli	policymakers	to	alter	Israel’s	present	course.”6	The	ultimate	goal	of	
such	pressure,	he	believes,	is	to	“recommit	Israel	to	the	goal	of	establishing	a	Palestinian	state	as	
quickly	as	possible.”	

Religious	factors	also	contribute	mightily	to	the	tension.	American	Jews,	approximately	90%	of	
whom	are	non-Orthodox,	bristle	at	Israel’s	increasingly	hardline	ultra-Orthodox	rabbinate	and	its	
dismissive	attitude	to	Reform	and	Conservative	American	Jews.	They	take	offense	at	the	rabbinate’s	
refusal	to	recognize	conversions	performed	by	their	rabbis	as	legitimate,	are	appalled	that	their	mode	
of	worship	is	prohibited	at	the	Western	Wall,	one	of	Israel’s	most	sacred	sites,	and	have	even	
threatened	to	cut	off	support	for	Israel	when	the	Prime	Minister	refuses	to	back	them	on	these	issues.		

There	is,	therefore,	a	conventional	wisdom	about	the	divide,	which	puts	the	Israel’s	
relationship	with	the	Palestinians	and	Israel’s	Orthodox	rabbinate’s	relationship	with	a	largely	non-
Orthodox	Diaspora	community	at	the	center.	That	conventional	wisdom,	though,	is	wrong.		

The	foremost	problem	with	this	explanation	of	the	American	Jewish	–	Israel	dynamic	is	that	
even	a	simple	review	of	history	reveals	that	the	problem	antedates	the	Palestinian	and	religious	issues	
by	decades.	In	fact,	American	Jewish	hostility	to	Israel	–	not	only	to	its	policies,	but	to	its	very	existence	
–	is	even	older	than	the	state.	This	endemic	hostility	actually	colored	much	of	the	early	years	of	
political	Zionism,	long	before	Israel’s	founding.		

In	August	1914,	for	example,	Louis	D.	Brandeis	(at	that	time	an	Associate	Justice	of	the	US	
Supreme	Court)	became	the	titular	head	of	the	Zionist	movement.	Yet	Brandeis’	decidedly	American-
																																																													
6	Dov	Waxman,	Trouble	in	the	Tribe,	page	215.		
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flavored	Zionism,	and	his	belief	that	it	was	in	the	United	States	that	the	Jews	had	found	their	ultimate	
home,	created	a	chasm	between	him	and	his	European	counterparts.	“Not	since	the	destruction	of	the	
Temple,”	he	regularly	opined,	“have	the	Jews	in	spirit	and	in	ideas	been	so	fully	in	harmony	with	the	
noblest	aspirations	of	a	country	in	which	they	lived.”	Jews	should	be	Zionists,	Brandeis	argued,	
because	“only	through	the	ennobling	effect	of	its	strivings	can	we	develop	the	best	that	is	in	us,	and	
give	to	this	country	[i.e.,	the	United	States]	the	full	benefit	of	our	great	inheritance.”		

It	is	far	from	clear	what	Brandeis	meant	by	that	and	how	Jews	becoming	Zionists	would	enable	
them	to	contribute	more	to	America.	Be	that	as	it	may,	though,	as	George	Berlin	astutely	notes,	what	is	
more	important	is	that	“Brandeis’	Zionism	was	not	born	of	an	emotional	reaction	against	anti-
Semitism	nor	was	it	a	rejection	of	emancipation	as	a	solution	to	the	Jewish	problem.”7	Rather,	it	was	a	
“solution	to	the	Jewish	Problem	for	those	Jews	who	were	persecuted	in	the	lands	where	they	lived.	
Since	this	was	not	true	of	American	Jews,	they	need	not	go	to	Palestine.”8		As	Berlin	further	notes,	
“From	a	European	Zionist	point	of	view,	the	nationalism	of	the	Americans	lacked	the	depth	and	all-
embracing	nature	of	their	own.”		To	European	Jews,	American	Zionism	felt	deaf	to	the	cries	of	a	newly	
unified	Jewish	peoplehood,	to	the	core	Jewish	sensibility	that	led	Jews	to	shudder	in	horror	at	the	
vulnerability	of	other	Jews,	no	matter	what	their	own	circumstances.		

When	the	American	and	European	Zionist	camps	eventually	split	in	a	bitter	fight	between	
Brandeis	and	Weizmann	in	1920,	it	could	easily	have	appeared	to	an	outside	observer	that	the	causes	
were	political,	institutional	and	budgetary.	Those	surface	disagreements,	however,	masked	the	
fundamental	cause	for	the	split:	the	real	issue	was	that	American	Zionism	was	entirely	different	in	
instinct	from	the	European	Zionism	that	would	eventually	create	the	Jewish	state.	It	was	colored	by	an	
entirely	different	emotional	palette.	As	tensions	intensified,	an	exasperated	Weizmann	ultimately	said	
of	the	American	camp,	“We	are	different,	absolutely	different.	There	is	no	bridge	between	Washington	
and	Pinsk.”9	

Similar	divisions	about	the	very	raison	d’être	of	the	Jewish	state	–	and	thus,	about	the	place	of	
American	Judaism	in	the	life	of	the	Jewish	people	–	surfaced	as	soon	as	Israel	became	independent.	As	I	
note	in	passing	in	my	recent	Israel:	A	Concise	History	of	a	Nation	Reborn,	Jacob	Blaustein,	president	of	
the	American	Jewish	Committee,	told	his	membership	after	one	of	his	early	dust-ups	with	Israeli	Prime	
Minister	David	Ben-Gurion	that	when	the	AJC	agreed	to	support	the	UN’s	1947	partition	plan	(that	
would	have	created	one	Jewish	State	and	one	Arab	state),	it	did	so	largely	because	a	Jewish	state	
would	solve	a	demographic	problem.	“We	had	cooperated”	in	the	approval	of	partition,	he	said,	“in	the	
conviction	that	[a	Jewish	state]	was	the	only	practicable	solution	for	some	hundreds	of	thousands	of	
the	surviving	Jews	of	Europe.”10		

For	Blaustein	and	other	American	Jewish	leaders,	the	creation	of	a	Jewish	state	far	from	the	
shores	of	the	United	States	would	avert	the	need	for	American	Jews	to	absorb	the	hundreds	of	
thousands	of	displaced	and	homeless	European	Jews	on	American	soil	and	in	American	Jewish	
communities.	They	supported	the	creation	of	a	state	not	out	of	any	profound	belief	in	the	importance	

																																																													
7	George	Berlin,	“The	Brandeis-Weizmann	Dispute,”	American	Jewish	Historical	Quarterly,	Vol.	60,	No.	1,	p.	39.		
8	Berlin,	p.	40.	
9	“Dr.	Weizmann’s	Reply	to	his	Critics,”	in	New	Palestine,	June	17,	1921,	page	7.	Cited	in	Berlin,	p.	40.		
10	Jacob	Blaustein,	“The	Voice	of	Reason:	Address	by	Jacob	Blaustein,	President,	The	American	Jewish	Committee,	
at	the	Meeting	of	Its	Executive	Committee,	April	29,	1950,”	The	American	Jewish	Committee	Archives,	
http://www.ajcarchives.org/AJC_DATA/Files/507.PDF),	p.	11.		
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of	Jewish	sovereignty	or	because	they	were	passionate	about	Zionism’s	central	animating	idea	–	the	
renewal	of	Jewish	peoplehood	in	the	Jewish	people’s	ancestral	homeland	–	but	out	of	much	more	
utilitarian	(and	selfish)	concerns.	Blaustein	thus	insisted	that	Ben-Gurion	had	better	drop	his	language	
of	Israel	as	the	new	center	of	the	Jewish	world.	In	no	uncertain	terms,	he	told	Ben-Gurion,	“We	
repudiate	vigorously	the	suggestion	that	American	Jews	are	in	exile.	The	future	of	American	Jewry,	of	
our	children	and	our	children’s	children,	is	entirely	linked	with	the	future	of	America.	We	have	no	
alternative;	and	we	want	no	alternative.”		

Similarly,	Albert	Einstein	(who	would	be	offered	the	position	of	President	of	Israel	in	1952)	
told	celebrants	at	a	Passover	Seder	before	World	War	II,	“My	awareness	of	the	essential	nature	of	
Judaism	resists	the	idea	of	a	Jewish	state	with	borders,	an	army,	and	a	measure	of	temporal	power.”	
History	had	changed	the	Jew,	he	felt.	“I	am	afraid	of	the	inner	damage	Judaism	will	sustain—especially	
from	the	development	of	a	narrow	nationalism	within	our	ranks.	We	are	no	longer	the	Jews	of	the	
Maccabee11	period.”		Even	Israel’s	eventual	creation	changed	his	view	only	marginally.	“I	have	never	
considered	the	idea	of	a	state	a	good	one,	for	economic,	political	and	military	reasons,”	he	told	a	friend.	
“But	now,	there	is	no	going	back,	and	one	has	to	fight	it	out.”		It	was	hardly	an	inspiring	endorsement.	

Even	the	horrors	of	Israel’s	losses	in	the	surprise	1973	Yom	Kippur	War	did	not	prevent	some	
American	Jewish	leaders	from	expressing	a	certain	satisfaction	that	the	bombastic	Israel	of	post-1967	
would	now	be	diminished.	Thousands	of	Israeli	young	men	had	just	died	in	a	near-catastrophic	war	
that	had	burst	Israel’s	sense	of	self-sufficiency.		“It	will	be	a	pleasure,”	one	American	Jewish	leader	
nonetheless	remarked,	reflecting	the	views	of	others,	as	well,	“to	deal	with	a	lesser	Israel.”12		

None	of	this	had	anything	to	do	with	the	Palestinians,	whose	cause	had	not	yet	become	the	
international	issue	it	is	today.	The	“occupation”	was	hardly	discussed.	Religious	tensions	had	yet	to	
explode.	Yet	animosities	between	American	Jews	and	Israel	were	readily	apparent.	Why	was	that?	If	
the	Israeli-Palestinian	conflict	or	Israeli’s	dismissive	attitude	to	non-Orthodox	American	Judaism	were	
not	the	issue,	what	was?	Answering	those	questions,	and	setting	that	record	straight,	is	the	purpose	of	
this	book.		

Why	does	setting	the	record	straight	matter?		

The	importance	of	understanding	correctly	the	core	of	the	American	Jewish	–	Israel	divide	
goes	much	deeper	than	simply	doing	justice	to	the	historical	record.	What	is	at	stake	is	not	simply	
historical	accuracy,	but	the	possibility	of	a	fruitful	conversation	between	American	Jews	and	Israel,	
and	even	the	possibility	of	a	sophisticated	discourse	in	American	life	at	large	about	Israel.	As	long	as	
the	conventional	wisdom	that	Israel’s	behavior	is	the	issue	remains	unchallenged	in	the	American	
Jewish	community	and	(increasingly)	in	American	political	discourse	at	large,	far	more	profound	
causes	of	the	divide	will	go	undiscussed	and	unappreciated.	Americans	–	Jews,	progressives	and	others	
–	will	impatiently	wait	for	Israel	to	change	(which	may	or	may	not	happen),	and	will	fail	to	appreciate	
that	what	Israel	represents	is	actually	a	very	different	attempt	on	the	part	of	the	Jewish	people	to	save	
itself.	American	Jewish	life	and	Israeli	sovereignty	are	essentially	two	radically	different	bets	on	the	
Jewish	future,	each	with	its	successes	and	vulnerabilities,	but	the	vision	and	commitments	that	lie	at	

																																																													
11	The	Maccabees	were	Jewish	warriors	who	fought	to	push	the	Seleucids	out	of	the	Land	of	Israel.	They	ruled	the	
Jewish	people	from	167	BCE	–	63	BCE.	
12	Tekumah,	Episode	20	at	37:55.	
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the	core	of	each	of	these	visions	go	largely	unaddressed.	And	that	impoverishes	the	discourse	about	
Israel	throughout	America.	

A	reframing	of	the	American	Jewish	conversation	about	Israel	matters	for	yet	another	reason,	
for	there	is	a	profound	irony	to	American	Jewish	exasperation	with	Israel.	Though	many	American	
Jews	are	deeply	frustrated	by	or	even	embarrassed	by	Israel,	Israel	remains	the	only	subject	of	Jewish	
substance	that	has	the	capacity	to	arouse	debate	and	discussion	across	the	entire	American-Jewish	
political	and	religious	spectra.	Whereas	decades	ago,	American	Jews	were	anguished	about	“Jewish	
continuity,”	that	subject	has	virtually	disappeared	from	today’s	discourse.	“Who	is	a	Jew”	or	“who	is	a	
rabbi,”	issues	that	were	formerly	explosive	in	American	Jewish	life,	have	vanished	from	the	communal	
agenda.	Each	sub-community	does	what	it	does,	while	the	others	cannot	be	bothered	to	care	very	
much.	Only	when	it	comes	to	Israel	does	what	one	denomination	or	segment	of	the	political	spectrum	
says	or	does	immediately	arouse	passionate	reaction	from	others.		

Israel	is	the	only	remaining	hot-button	issue	in	American	Jewish	life	and	at	the	same	time,	it	is	
the	most	explosive	and	divisive.	Yet	it	is	also	largely	a	misunderstood	issue.	The	purpose	of	this	book	–	
which	will	open	by	dispelling	the	conventional	wisdom	of	Palestinians	and	religious	conflict	as	the	
core	of	the	tension	between	the	world’s	two	great	Jewish	communities	–	is	to	put	the	conversation	
about	American	Jews	and	their	views	of	Israel	on	an	entirely	different	footing.	For	decades,	no	one	has	
questioned	the	conventional	wisdom	that	it	is	the	Palestinian	issue	that	is	driving	the	two	
communities	apart.	A	book	that	upends	that	assumption	and	that	looks	carefully	and	compassionately	
at	the	history	and	culture	(literature,	music,	cinema,	politics,	liturgy)	of	both	communities,	
acknowledging	the	great	successes	and	looming	vulnerabilities	of	each,	has	the	capacity	to	become	the	
center	not	only	of	engendering	an	entirely	new	conversation	about	the	American	Jewish	relationship	
with	Israel,	but	of	a	renewed	and	passionate	conversation	about	what	American	Jewish	life	should	be	
and	become.		

Given	that	the	books	appearing	now	about	the	relationship	of	American	Jews	to	Israel	(Peter	
Beinart’s	The	Crisis	of	Zionism,	Michael	Barnett’s		The	Star	and	the	Stripes:	A	History	of	the	Foreign	
Policies	of	American	Jews	Dov	Waxman’s	Trouble	in	the	Tribe:	The	American	Jewish	Conflict	over	
Israel		are	the	most	noteworthy	recent	examples)	all	focus	on	how	Israel	must	change	in	order	to	cease	
alienating	American	Jews,	my	book	will	take	an	approach	that,	to	my	knowledge,	no	one	else	has	taken.	
Because	it	will	be	relatively	brief	(I	anticipate	75,000-80,000	words	at	present),	eminently	readable	
and	“edgy”	without	being	excessively	controversial,	I	believe	that	it	will	have	the	capacity	to	spark	a	
lively	and	important	conversation.		
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A	Natural	Outgrowth	of	My	Previous	Work	on	Israel	
Given	my	background,	this	proposed	book	is	in	many	ways	a	next	natural	project	for	me.	My	

most	recent	book,	Israel:	A	Concise	History	of	a	Nation	Reborn,	brought	my	writing	on	Israel	to	a	far	
wider	audience	than	ever	before.	The	book	won	the	National	Jewish	Book	Award	as	“Book	of	the	Year”	
for	2016,	while	Ambassador	Dennis	Ross	wrote	of	the	book,	“When	I	am	asked,	‘Is	there	one	book	to	
read	about	Israel?’	I	now	have	an	answer.”	The	Jewish	Book	Council	said,	“Daniel	Gordis’s	new	history	
of	Israel	should	become	a	standard	for	years	to	come,	perhaps	even	a	classic.”		

That	history	of	Israel	was	hardly	my	first	book	on	Israel,	however.	I	have	been	writing	about	
Israel	for	years,	not	only	in	classic	non-fiction	form	(Saving	Israel:	How	the	Jewish	People	Can	Win	a	
War	that	May	Never	End,	which	won	the	National	Jewish	Book	Award,	and	The	Promise	of	Israel:	Why	
Its	Seemingly	Greatest	Weakness	is	Actually	its	Greatest	Strength	–	named	by	Jewish	Ideas	Daily	as	one	
of	the	best	Jewish	books	of	2012),	but	in	a	story-telling	mode	as	well.	I	wrote	two	autobiographical	
accounts	of	our	lives	as	a	young	family	in	Israel	during	the	Second	Intifada	(If	a	Place	Can	Make	You	
Cry,	which	won	a	Books	for	a	Better	Life	Award	for	Best	Memoire,	and	which	was	then	republished	in	a	
slightly	expanded,	paperback	version	as	Home	to	Stay:	One	Family’s	Chronicle	of	Miracles	and	Struggles	
in	Contemporary	Israel,	and	Coming	Together,	Coming	Apart:	A	Memoire	of	Heartbreak	and	Promise	in	
Israel),	and	published	a	portion	of	the	first	years	of	our	lives	here	in	the	New	York	Times	Magazine	as	
“E-Mail	from	an	Anxious	State.”	More	recently,	I	combined	the	non-fiction	and	story-telling	modes	
(both	of	which	I	foresee	as	being	important	in	this	next	book)	in	my	biography	of	Israel’s	sixth	Prime	
Minister,	Menachem	Begin:	The	Battle	for	Israel’s	Soul.		

My	background	as	both	an	American	and	an	Israeli	equips	me,	I	believe,	to	write	a	book	about	
the	relationship	between	the	two	from	a	unique	perspective.	Furthermore,	throughout	my	years	of	
writing	about	Israel,	I	have	garnered	a	reputation	as	a	centrist,	one	who	is	read	and	listened	to	by	both	
sides	of	the	often-fractious	divide.	My	regular	column	for	the	Jerusalem	Post,	“A	Dose	of	Nuance,”	is	
read	by	people	on	the	right	and	the	left.	I	write	regularly	for	Bloomberg	View,	speaking	to	a	wide	
audience	of	Jews	and	non-Jews	and	readers	across	the	political	spectrum.	My	blog	–	which	is	largely	a	
distribution	list	for	those	Jerusalem	Post	and	Bloomberg	View	columns,	has	about	13,000	subscribers	at	
present.	Professor	Alan	Dershowitz	(usually	associated	with	the	moderate	right	on	Israeli	issues)	has	
called	me	“one	of	Israel’s	most	thoughtful	observers,”	while	Jeffrey	Goldberg,	much	more	of	a	centrist	
(now	editor	of	the	Atlantic),	has	written,	“If	you	asked	me,	‘of	all	the	people	you	know,	who	cares	the	
most	about	the	physical,	moral	and	spiritual	health	of	Israel?’	I	would	put	the	commentator	and	
scholar	Daniel	Gordis	at	the	top	of	the	list.”	The	left-leaning	American	Jewish	newspaper,	The	Forward,	
has	referred	to	me	as	“one	of	the	most	respected	Israel	analysts	around.”		

American-educated	(B.A.	from	Columbia,	M.A.	and	rabbinic	ordination	from	the	Jewish	
Theological	Seminary	in	America	and	Ph.D.	from	USC)	and	now	living	in	Israel	(while	making	monthly	
trips	back	to	the	U.S.),	I	believe	that	I’m	well	positioned	to	write	this	book,	and	(with	the	help	of	the	
Harry	Walker	Agency,	which	represents	me	for	my	speaking	engagements)	to	market	it	aggressively.		
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A	Preliminary	List	of	Chapters		
At	present,	I	imagine	the	following	chapters	comprising	the	book.	Needless	to	say,	this	

will	likely	change	in	the	process	of	writing.	A	brief	description	of	the	planned	content	for	each	
chapter	follows	in	the	next	section.	 

	

Introductory	Chapters		

1. The	American	Jewish	–	Israeli	Divide:	The	Conventional	Wisdom	

2. How	the	Conventional	Wisdom	is	Wrong	and	Why	It	Needs	to	be	Corrected	

 

Two	Different	Cultures		

3. Majority	versus	Minority	Status	

4. Is	Jewishness	a	Matter	of	Religion	or	Peoplehood?	

5. Universalism	Versus	Particularism	

6. The	Jewish	Return	to	History		

7. Religious	Discourse	and	Identity	in	the	Public	Square	

8. Adopted	Liberalism	versus	Instinctive	Conservatism	

9. Voluntary	versus	Non-Voluntary	Communities		

 

Gazing	Forward			

10. A	Shifting	Balance	of	Power		

11. Charting	a	Shared	Future		

12. Conclusion		

	

Concluding	Material	

13. Notes		

14. Suggestions	for	Further	Reading			

15. Index		
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A	Tentative	Summary	of	Chapter	Content		
Though	the	outline	of	chapters	(and	their	order)	will	undoubtedly	change	in	the	process	of	writing,	I	
imagine	that	the	content	of	the	above-listed	chapters	will	look	something	like	what	now	follows.		

	

INTRODUCTORY	CHAPTERS	

 

1. The	American	Jewish	–	Israeli	Divide:	Conventional	Wisdom	
As	this	chapter	will	cover	the	ideas	and	material	presented	in	the	opening	pages	of	this	

proposal	(albeit	at	greater	length,	of	course),	those	ideas	are	not	repeated	here.		

	

2. How	the	Conventional	Wisdom	is	Wrong	and	Why	it	Needs	to	be	Corrected	
As	this	chapter	will	also	cover	the	ideas	and	material	presented	in	the	opening	pages	of	this	

proposal	(albeit	at	greater	length,	of	course),	that	section	is	also	not	repeated	here.		

	

TWO	DIFFERENT	CULTURES	

	

3. Majority	versus	minority	status	

The	most	obvious	difference	between	the	two	communities	is	that	one	constitutes	a	small	
minority	while	the	other	represents	an	overwhelming	majority.	The	Jews	of	the	United	States	account	
for	about	3%	of	Americans,	while	Jews	in	Israel	are	about	80%	of	the	country’s	citizens.		

Those	numbers	reflect	entirely	different	wagers	about	the	future	of	the	Jewish	people.	
Undergirding	American	Jewish	life	is	the	claim	that	though	most	Jewish	Diaspora	experiences	have	
ended	in	disaster,	what	was	flawed	was	not	the	model	itself	but	the	larger	society	of	which	the	Jews	
were	a	part.	Yes,	Jews	were	evicted	wholesale	from	England	in	1290,	burned	at	the	stake	or	forced	to	
convert	by	Spain’s	Catholic	Church	in	1492	and	were	exterminated	by	the	Nazi	genocidal	madness	in	
the	1940’s.	But	that,	American	Jews	essentially	claim	by	virtue	of	their	living	in	the	United	States,	is	a	
reflection	on	the	English,	the	Church	and	the	Germans,	and	not	on	fundamental	model	of	Diaspora	
living,	which	until	1948,	had	defined	Jewish	life	for	almost	2,000	years.	The	United	States,	American	
Jews	note,	is	unlike	any	other	place	where	the	Jews	have	situated	themselves.	America	has	been	more	
hospitable	to	the	Jews	than	any	other	society	had	ever	been,	and	as	long	as	Jews	created	a	form	of	
Jewish	life	that	was	compatible	with	American	morays	and	aesthetics,	the	Jews	in	America	would	have	
an	opportunity	that	no	Jewish	community	had	ever	had	before.		

Zionism	rejected	that	claim	outright.	It	was	time	for	the	Jews	to	be	like	all	other	peoples,	the	
leading	lights	of	the	movement	said;	Jews	should	not	have	to	worry	about	the	morays	and	aesthetics	of	
a	larger	culture	as	they	reimagined	themselves	for	the	twentieth	(and	now,	the	twenty-first)	century.	
Furthermore,	they	argued,	American	Jews	ought	have	no	more	confidence	in	America	than	German	
Jews	had	in	Germany	or	Spanish	Jews	had	in	Spain.	Their	success	thus	far	has	blinded	American	Jews	
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to	the	lessons	of	centuries	of	Jewish	history;	Charlottesville,	some	Israeli	observers	say	quietly,	is	the	
beginning	of	the	proof	that	the	Zionists	were	right.		

When	American	Jews	bristle	at	Israeli	brusqueness,	the	issue	is	deeper	than	Middle-Eastern	
comportment	that	often	makes	Westerners	uncomfortable.	It	is	that	American	Jews	have	learned	to	
succeed	by	being	high	profile	in	certain	ways	and	only	minimally	noticeable	in	others.	Israelis,	quite	to	
the	contrary,	insist	that	the	whole	point	of	having	their	own	country	was	to	end	the	era	of	the	polite	
Jew,	the	amenable	Jew,	the	convivial	Jew.	Jews,	like	anyone	else,	Israelis	insist,	should	behave	as	they	
believe	situations	warrant;	the	era	of	Jews	looking	over	their	shoulder	simply	had	to	end.	That,	they	
believe,	is	one	of	the	essential	differences	between	being	3%	of	the	population	and	80%	of	the	citizens.		

For	Israelis,	the	difference	between	the	
existential	Diaspora	condition	and	the	existential	
condition	of	the	Jew	living	in	a	Jewish	state	is	
captured	by	the	difference	between	two	iconic	
photographs.	Avigdor	Lieberman,	one	of	Israel’s	
leading	politicians,	has	on	the	wall	of	his	Knesset	
office	the	iconic	photograph	of	the	little	Jewish	
boy	in	the	Warsaw	ghetto,	holding	his	hands	up	
in	surrender	in	the	face	of	an	evil	he	surely	
cannot	understand.	For	Lieberman,	himself	from	
the	Soviet	Union,	Diaspora	life	will	forever	entail	
the	risk	of	that	image	repeating	itself.		

In	the	Israeli	mindset,	the	contrast	to	that	image	is	the	equally	iconic	image	of	three	Israeli	
paratroopers	immediately	after	the	battle	for	the	Old	City	of	Jerusalem	in	1967.	The	image	is	not	
religious,	as	the	man	in	the	middle	has	his	
head	uncovered	and	all	three	are	looking	
away	from	the	Western	Wall,	not	at	it.	Nor	
is	it	distinctly	military,	since	though	the	
Nazi	in	the	earlier	photograph	has	a	gun,	
there	are	no	weapons	pictured	in	the	1967	
image.	Rather,	what	struck	the	Jewish	world	
about	that	image	was	the	sense	of	
confidence	and	self-assuredness	of	the	
soldiers	pictured,	and	the	group	solidarity	
of	all	the	paratroopers	(as	compared	with	
the	little	boy	who	seems	to	be	utterly	
alone).		

As	Israelis	see	it,	one	additional	point	merits	mention.	Only	twenty-two	years,	a	veritable	drop	
in	time,	passed	between	the	liberation	of	Auschwitz	in	January	1945	and	the	Six	Day	War	in	1967.	The	
change	in	the	existential	condition	of	the	Jew,	however,	was	enormous.	For	Zionists,	that	change	was	
the	mark	of	the	success	of	the	Zionist	movement,	a	change	that	could	not	have	been	wrought	
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anywhere	else.	Unpacking	how	minority	and	majority	status	have	shaped	the	self-perception	of	
American	Jews	and	Israelis	is	the	focus	of	this	chapter.		

	

4. Is	Jewishness	a	Matter	of	Religion	or	Peoplehood?	

The	differences	between	Israeli	and	American	Jewish	life	go	far	beyond	percentages	and	the	
sense	of	self	that	those	proportions	engender.	Equally	different	is	the	very	sense	of	what	Judaism	is.	
For	a	host	of	reasons,	which	this	chapter	will	examine,	Jews	in	the	United	States	have	come	to	think	of	
Judaism	and	to	describe	it	primarily	as	a	religion.	Think	about	how	most	American	Jews	finish	the	
phrase	“Jews	and	....”	when	speaking	about	America.	They	say	either	“Jews	and	Gentiles”	or	“Jews	and	
Christians,”	which	means	“Jews	and	those	of	another	religion.”	Indications	of	this	shifted	emphasis	are	
ubiquitous	in	American	Jewish	culture,	and	this	chapter	will	point	to	many	of	them.	Even	American	
Jewish	religious	texts	reflect	this;	Reconstructionism,	the	most	American	of	all	the	movements,	for	
example,	took	almost	all	references	to	Jewish	peoplehood	and	“chosenness”	out	of	its	liturgy.	American	
Jewish	civic	leaders,	fearful	of	accusations	of	dual	loyalty	(which	some	American	Jews	accused	even	
President	Barack	Obama	of	raising13),	downplayed	Jewish	peoplehood	and	refashioned	American	
Judaism	as	a	parallel	to	progressive,	socially	enlightened	Protestantism.		

This	was	a	wise	move	in	many	ways,	for	American	have	proven	much	more	corrosive	of	
ethnicity	than	it	has	of	religion?	How	Italian	are	the	descendants	of	the	Italian	immigrants	to	came	to	
America	at	the	same	time	as	those	millions	of	Jews,	between	1880	and	1920?	How	Irish	are	the	great-
grandchildren	of	the	Irish	immigrants?	The	Germans?	The	Poles?	Not	very,	of	course.	Jewish	ethnicity	
held	out	in	American	longer	than	most,	but	now,	even	Jews	have	largely	given	up	that	pillar	of	their	
identity.	In	a	country	that	is	much	less	corrosive	of	religion,	they	have	decided	that	a	religion	is	what	
they	are.		

Not	so	in	Israel.	For	the	most-part,	when	Israelis	speak	about	themselves	and	those	amongst	
whom	they	live	and	when	they	finish	the	phrase	“Jews	and	…”	by	saying	“Jews	and	Arabs.”	Because	
paramount	to	Jewish	identity	in	Israel	is	Jewish	peoplehood,	not	Jewish	religion.	To	be	sure,	elements	
of	Jewish	religiosity	infuse	Israeli	life	at	every	turn,	even	among	the	secular,	but	to	be	Jewish	in	Israel	
is	first	and	foremost	to	be	part	of	a	people.	That	is	obvious	in	a	myriad	of	cultural	expressions	on	
which	this	chapter	will	elaborate.		

But	the	bottom	line	is	this:	Separating	American	Jews	and	Israelis	is	not	just	their	status	as	a	
small	minority	or	an	overwhelming	majority	and	the	disparate	worldviews	that	each	of	those	evoke,	
but	their	very	senses	of	what	it	means	to	be	a	Jew	no	less.	

																																																													
13	That	fear	has	hardly	dissipated.	Consider	the	words	of	Michael	Doran	(who	happens	not	to	be	Jewish),	after	
President	Barack	Obama	spoke	to	Congregation	Adas	Israel	in	Washington,	DC:	“Here’s	my	question.	As	Obama	
donned	his	yarmulke	and	embraced	your	community,	did	you	also	catch	the	hint	of	a	warning?	If	you	did,	it	was	
because	the	president	was	raising,	very	subtly,	the	specter	of	dual	loyalty:	the	hoary	allegation	that	Jews	pursue	
their	tribal	interests	to	the	detriment	of	the	wider	community	or	nation.	Obama	was	certainly	not	engaging	in	
anything	so	crude	as	that;	nor	is	he	an	enemy	of	the	Jewish	people.	But	he	did	imply	that	many	Jews—that	is,	
Jews	who	support	Benjamin	Netanyahu—have	indeed	placed	their	narrow,	ethnic	interests	above	their	
commitment	to	universal	humanistic	values.	In	his	view,	they	have	betrayed	those	values.	And	so	the	warning	
was	faint,	but	unmistakable:	if	Jews	wish	to	avoid	being	branded	as	bigots,	then	they—you—must	line	up	with	
him	against	Netanyahu.”	https://www.hudson.org/research/12086-a-letter-to-my-liberal-jewish-friends		
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5. Universalism	Versus	Particularism	

Another	critical	difference	between	the	American	and	Israeli	projects	lies	in	the	ethnic	
particularism	at	the	core	of	the	latter’s	very	reason	for	being.	American	universalism	hardly	denies	the	
multiplicity	of	ethnicities	that	make	up	the	American	people;	what	it	does	deny	is	the	notion	that	any	
of	them	should	be	politically	central	or	defining.	The	early-20th-century	theorist	Horace	Kallen	may	
have	put	it	best	in	articulating	his	notion	of	“cultural	pluralism”	–	a	notion	that	is	still	in	vogue	almost	a	
century	after	he	first	introduced	it	and	that	he	offered	as	an	alternative	to	the	then-reigning	metaphor	
of	America	as	a	“melting	pot”	in	which	distinctive	immigrant	ethnicities	were	destined	to	disappear.	
Prophesying	the	United	States	of	his	hoped-for	future,	Kallen	wrote	in	1924,	“‘American	civilization’	
may	come	to	mean	the	perfection	of	the	cooperative	harmonies	of	‘European	civilization’	.	.	.	an	
orchestration	of	mankind.”	

For	Kallen,	the	optimal	form	of	American	civilization	is	“the	perfection	of	the	cooperative	
harmonies	of	‘European	civilization’”	–	in	other	words,	he	dreams	of	a	universalism	perfected.	In	many	
ways,	in	large	measure	that	universal	impulse	evokes	some	of	the	visions	of	the	prophets	of	the	
Hebrew	Bible;	Jewish	culture	and	politics	in	America	have	embraced	that	universal	instinct	
wholeheartedly.			

Not	so	Israelis,	however.	By	May	14,	1948,	the	day	on	which	David	Ben-Gurion	read	aloud	
Israel’s	Declaration	of	Independence,	the	Jews	of	Palestine	–	still	struggling	to	internalize	the	horrors	
of	what	had	transpired	in	the	Europe	from	which	many	of	them	had	hailed	not	long	before	–	had	
forgone	any	deep	belief	or	trust	they	might	once	have	placed	in	that	civilization	or	those	ideals.	They	
were	intent	instead	on	creating	a	country	that,	democratic	in	form	and	in	function,	and	welcoming	of	
all	religions	and	ethnic	identities,	would	unapologetically	serve	the	security	needs	and	cultural	
purposes	and	interests	of	the	Jewish	nation.	

The	opening	sentences	of	the	Declaration	make	crystal-clear	what	Ben-Gurion	and	his	fellow	
founders	had	in	mind:	

The	land	of	Israel	was	the	birthplace	of	the	Jewish	people.	Here	their	spiritual,	religious,	and	
political	identity	was	shaped.	Here	they	first	attained	to	statehood,	created	cultural	values	of	
national	and	universal	significance,	and	gave	to	the	world	the	eternal	Book	of	Books.	After	
being	forcibly	exiled	from	their	land,	the	people	remained	faithful	to	it	throughout	their	
Dispersion	and	never	ceased	to	pray	and	hope	for	their	return	to	it	and	for	the	restoration	in	it	
of	their	political	freedom.	In	the	year	5657	[1897],	at	the	summons	of	the	spiritual	father	of	the	
Jewish	State,	Theodor	Herzl,	the	First	Zionist	Congress	convened	and	proclaimed	the	right	of	
the	Jewish	people	to	national	rebirth	in	its	own	country.	

One	could	ask	for	no	clearer	or	more	candid	statement	of	national	particularism,	or	one	at	
greater	odds	with	the	universalist	and	post-	or	trans-nationalist	affinities	of	so	many	liberal	American	
Jews,	who	live	in	a	country	that	begins	its	Declaration	of	Independence	with	the	ultimate	universal	
claim:	“When	in	the	course	of	human	events.”			
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6. The	Jewish	Return	to	History		

Statehood	has	changed	the	Jewish	condition	in	yet	another	way	–	it	has	enabled	what	the	
philosopher	Emil	Fackenheim	called	(in	a	different	context)	the	“Jewish	return	to	history.”14		To	be	
sure,	Benjamin	Disraeli,	Henry	Kissinger,	Ruth	Bader	Ginsburg,	Joseph	Lieberman	and	countless	others	
did	not	need	statehood	to	become	statesmen	or	women.		But	Disraeli	acted	first	and	foremost	in	his	
role	as	a	British	citizen,	and	as	Kissinger	reminded	the	Jewish	world	during	the	Yom	Kippur	War,	he	
would	not	let	his	Jewish	commitments	shape	his	policy	or	his	recommendations	to	his	President.15		In	
Israel,	what	has	changed	is	that	it	is	not	individual	Jews	who	have	come	to	power,	but	Jews	acting	and	
thinking	as	Jews	and	representing	Jews	who	have	an	opportunity	to	take	Jewish	ideas	and	to	
unselfconsciously	weave	them	into	the	tapestry	of	Israeli	policy.		To	paraphrase	Fackenheim	again,	
Jews	have	returned	to	the	stage	of	history	not	simply	as	citizens	of	their	adopted	countries,	but	as	
Jews,	qua	Jews. 

There’s	a	wonderful	comment	towards	the	beginning	of	Saul	Bellow’s	novel,	Humboldt’s	Gift,	in	
which	the	narrator	says	of	Humboldt,	“He	said	that	history	was	a	nightmare	during	which	he	was	
trying	to	get	a	good	night’s	sleep.”16		It	is	easy	to	understand	why	Bellow’s	character,	a	Jew	who’d	
made	his	way	to	America,	particularly	after	the	horrors	of	Europe	in	the	mid-twentieth	century,	might	
think	of	history	as	a	nightmare,	and	might	want	nothing	more	than	in	the	midst	of	that	nightmare	to	
get	a	good	night’s	sleep.		 

But	Israel,	one	might	say,	was	created,	in	part,	for	precisely	the	opposite	purpose.		Instead	of	
being	about	getting	a	good	night’s	sleep,	it	was	actually	about	consciously	returning	to	the	
complexities	of	history.		Being	actors	in	history	is	critical	not	only	for	the	purpose	of	making	sure	that	
Jews	do	not	live	subject	to	the	whim	of	others	forever	(something	that	after	the	twentieth	century	and	
its	horrors,	most	Zionists	considered	to	be	simply	impossible).		Rather,	sophisticated	and	Jewishly	
knowledgeable	Zionists	claimed	time	and	again	that	it	is	essential	because	it	is	through	living	in	
history,	in	being	a	player	on	the	stage	of	history,	that	Jews	can	give	expression	to	the	ideas	that	they	
have	long	cultivated	but	have	never	been	able	to	express	in	action.		Now,	the	choices	–	and	the	
consequences	of	those	choices	–	would	be	theirs	to	make	and	to	bear.		That,	too,	is	a	critical	dimension	
of	peoplehood. 

Jean	Jacques	Rousseau,	writing	in	Émile	in	1762,	clearly	understood	this	well.		“I	shall	never	
believe	I	have	heard	the	arguments	of	the	Jews	until	they	have	a	free	state,”	Rousseau	said.		“Only	then	
will	we	know	what	they	have	to	say.”17		More	than	a	century	before	Theodor	Herzl	“invented”	political	
Zionism,	Rousseau	articulated	a	notion	that	would	eventually	become	a	major	motivating	force	for	the	
creators	of	the	State	of	Israel	–	a	people	becomes	“real”	when	it	has	the	capacity	to	take	the	ideas	it	has	
nurtured	in	theory	and	apply	them	to	the	world.		It	becomes	real	because	the	world	can	finally	hear	

																																																													
14 Emile	Fackenheim,	The	Jewish	Return	into	History	-	Reflections	in	the	Age	of	Auschwitz	and	a	New	Jerusalem	
(New	York:	Schocken	Press,	1978).	
15	When	Prime	Minister	Golda	Meir	pressed	Kissinger	to	urge	the	President	to	send	Israel	arms	by	reminding	
Kissinger	that	he,	too,	was	a	Jew,	Kissinger	replied,	“Golda,	you	must	remember	that	first	I	am	an	American,	
second	I	am	Secretary	of	State	and	third	I	am	a	Jew.”		
16	Saul	Bellow,	Humboldt’s	Gift	(Baltimore:	Penguin	Books,	1976),	p.	7.			
17 Jean-Jacques	Rousseau,	Emile,	trans.	Allan	Bloom	(New	York:	Basic	Books,	1979),	pp.	303-304.		
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what	that	people	has	to	say,	and	it	becomes	real	because	that	people	itself	can	finally	test	the	degree	to	
which	its	ideas	actually	make	any	difference	in	the	world.	

One	dimension	of	the	Jewish	return	to	
history	which	this	chapter	will	have	to	address	is	
American	Jews	being	simultaneously	both	
enthralled	and	repulsed	by	Jewish	access	to	military	
power.	The	American	Jews	objection	to	Israeli	
military	power	is	well-known	and	need	not	be	
reviewed	here.	But	no	less	important	is	American	
Jews	being	captivated	by	that	power;	posters	
advocating	support	for	Israel	often	combine	
military	images	with	those	of	religiosity	(a	soldier	
praying	in	the	morning	atop	his	tank)	or	femininity	
(women	soldiers	heavily	armed).	Many	a	group	trip	
to	Israel	includes	visits	at	an	army	base	–	but	would	

it	occur	to	an	American	Jew	that	if	they	were	showing	a	foreigner	around	the	United	States	that	one	of	
the	things	that	person	should	see	is	Fort	Bragg?	Wealthier	visitors	to	Israel,	who	get	VIP	treatment,	are	
often	given	an	opportunity	to	shoot	M-16	semiautomatic	weapons	at	a	military	firing	range.	That’s	a	
strange	dimension	of	visiting	a	country.	How	do	we	
explain	American	Jews’	being	both	enthralled	with	and	
repelled	by	Jewish	military	power?	And	how	does	that	
conflict	shape	the	relationship	between	the	two	
communities?			

Even	recent	American	Jewish	literature	has	
begun	to	point	to	this	complexity.	Jonathan	Safran	Foer,	
part	of	the	young	cluster	of	world-class	American	
Jewish	novelists	that	includes	Michael	Chabon	and	
Nicole	Krauss,	among	others,	could	well	be	expected	to	
subscribe	to	his	generation’s	exasperation	with	Israel	
and	its	rejection	of	the	Jewish	use	of	force.18	But	that	is	
not	where	his	latest	novel,	Here	I	Am,	seems	to	place	
him.	The	book	chronicles	the	changing	nature	of	Jewish	
identity	as	illustrated	by	four	generations	of	one	family.	
As	it	explores	divorce	and	the	suburban	middle	class's	search	for	(or	loss	of)	meaning,	a	young	rabbi	
delivering	a	eulogy	for	the	grandfather	of	Jacob	Bloch,	the	book’s	television-writer	main	character,	
reflects	the	Zionist	critique	of	American	Jewish	life	and	apparently	speaks	for	Foer,	saying:	“We’ve	
made	efforts	not	to	offend	or	be	too	noisy.	To	achieve,	yes,	but	not	to	draw	undue	attention	to	
ourselves	in	the	process.	We’ve	organized	our	lives	around	the	will	to	perpetuate	our	lives.”	

But	that	is	an	empty	goal,	Foer	insists,	and	his	rabbi	asks,	as	he	reflects	on	the	“war	to	save	our	
souls,”	“Has	it	been	good	to	align	ourselves	with	poignancy	over	rigor,	with	hiding	over	seeking,	
victimization	over	will?”	

																																																													
18	The	actual	chapter	will	look	not	only	at	Jonathan	Safran	Foer’s	Here	I	Am,	but	at	other	works	of	fiction	by	his	
contemporaries,	including	Nicole	Krauss’	Forest	Dark,	Nathan	Englander’s	Dinner	at	the	Center	of	the	Earth	and	
Joshua	Cohen’s	Moving	Kings,	among	others.		
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The	novel’s	foil	for	Jacob’s	empty	Judaism	is	his	secular	Israel	cousin,	Tamir.	As	part	of	his	
ongoing	attempt	to	persuade	Jacob	to	move	to	Israel,	Tamir	says,	“If	you	were	capable	of	standing	up	
and	saying,	‘This	is	who	I	am,’	you’d	at	least	be	living	your	own	life.”	So	why	does	Jacob	not	move	to	
Israel?	Essentially,	the	novel	suggests,	it	is	because	he	is	the	paradigmatic	American	Jewish	wimp.	
When	an	earthquake	devastates	Israel,	war	erupts,	and	Israel’s	destruction	seems	likely,	Jacob	tells	his	
wife	(even	as	their	marriage	is	dissolving)	that	he	is	going	to	Israel	to	fight,	and	she	mocks	him.	“What,	
write	for	the	army	paper?”	Later	in	their	argument,	she	says,	“If	we	were	actually	to	entertain	this	
utterly	ridiculous	notion	of	you	in	combat	for	a	moment,	then	we	would	have	to	acknowledge	that	any	
army	that	would	include	you	among	its	fighting	ranks	is	desperate.”	

And	yet,	Americans	are	much	more	comfortable	when	American	Jewish	authors	make	that	
point;	when	Israelis	say	it,	they	are	much	less	understanding.	American	Jews	recently	became	
apoplectic	when	a	minister	of	the	Israeli	government	derided	them	saying	that	they,	“never	send	their	
children	to	fight	for	their	country,	most	of	the	Jews	don’t	have	children	serving	as	soldiers,	going	to	the	
Marines….	Most	of	them	are	having	quite	convenient	lives.	They	don’t	know	how	it	feels	to	be	attacked	
by	rockets….”	Yet	the	truth	is	that	while	Tzipi	Hotovely,	the	minister	in	question,	was	inarticulate	and	
unsophisticated,	she	was	not	entirely	wrong.	The	cultures	and	assumptions	of	the	two	communities	
are	radically	different,	and	understanding	those	differences	and	their	implications	is	the	purpose	of	
this	book,	and	it	is	to	an	examination	of	the	role	of	the	return	to	history	and	the	Jewish	use	of	power	in	
that	divide	to	which	this	chapter	is	devoted.		

	

7. Religious	Discourse	and	Identity	in	the	Public	Square	

As	a	derivative	of	the	above-mentioned	divide	between	universalism	and	particularism,	the	
book	will	then	consider	the	nature	of	the	public	square	in	each	of	the	world’s	two	large	Jewish	
communitie.	In	America,	for	the	most	part,	there	has	been	implicit	agreement	that	public	spaces	ought	
to	be	largely	if	not	entirely	devoid	of	religious	content	or	symbolism.	Despite	a	complex	judicial	history	
in	which	courts	at	different	levels	have	ruled	on	different	sides	of	this	issue,	the	commonly	held	
presumption,	at	least	in	modern	America,	has	been	that	in	order	to	make	the	public	square	accessible	
to	all,	it	needs	to	be	religion-free.	

To	be	sure,	some,	like	Richard	John	Neuhaus	in	his	1984	The	Naked	Public	Square,	have	
maintained—with	justice—that	so	far-reaching	a	restriction	ensures	by	definition	that,	by	ruling	out	
one	significant	form	of	public	expression,	the	public	square	cannot	be	accessible	to	all.	This,	however,	
is	not	the	way	most	of	mainstream	American	Jewish	leadership	has	thought	about	the	matter.	For	
them,	the	“nakedness”	of	the	public	square	is	a	sacrosanct	value,	and	Jewish	organizations	have	long	
pressed	to	keep	it	that	way;	they	typically	agitate	not	only	against	such	long-established	practices	as	
school	prayer	and	the	placing	of	Christmas	crèches	outside	municipal	buildings	but,	no	less	fervently,	
against	the	effort	by	Lubavitch	Hasidim	to	erect	Hanukkah	menorahs	in	similar	public	spaces.	

But	here	is	a	curious	fact	about	many	of	those	same	American	Jews,	so	rigorously	absolutist	on	
the	issue	of	the	separation	of	church	and	state	and	so	thoroughly	accustomed	to	observing	their	
Judaism	strictly	in	the	privacy	of	their	homes	and	synagogues:	upon	deplaning	in	Israel	and	getting	
their	first	taste	of	the	undeniably	Jewish	character	of	its	public	square,	many	experience	a	keen	sense	
of	warmth,	comfort,	and	reassurance.	Shedding	the	inevitable	self-consciousness	that	life	as	a	Jew	can	
entail	even	in	the	benign	American	Diaspora,	they	find	themselves	thrilling	to	the	plethora	of	heads	
adorned	by	kippot,	the	ubiquitous	flower	stands	that	pop	up	in	the	hours	before	sunset	on	Friday	
afternoons	and	the	sound	of	the	air-raid	siren	in	Jerusalem	that	marks	the	onset	of	the	day	of	rest	
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(evoking	the	blast	of	the	shofar	once	heard	in	antiquity	from	the	Temple	precinct).	There	are	the	
empty	highways	on	Yom	Kippur	and	the	sonorous	reading	of	the	Sh’ma19	at	the	start	of	Israel	Radio’s	
daily	broadcast	schedule;	for	many	a	Jewish	American	visitor,	these	and	other	manifestations	of	a	
society	pulsing	with	Jewish	life	can	tug	at	the	heart.	

However,	this	enchantment	often	soon	gives	way	to	deep-seated	misgivings.	Whereas	even	
secular	Israeli	thinkers	and	activists	accept	the	need	for	the	country’s	public	square	to	remain	overtly	
Jewish,	American	Jews	are	quick	to	worry	whether	this	overtly	Jewish	public	square	makes	Israel	a	
pseudo-democracy.	Is	it	right	that	secular	Israelis	be	bound	by	a	law	forbidding	the	public	sale	of	
unleavened	bread	on	Passover?	Does	the	legal	ban	on	intercity	buses	on	Shabbat	unfairly	constrict	the	
movement	of	Israeli	Arabs,	or	of	secular	Israelis	who	do	not	own	cars?	Should	an	Israeli	Muslim	
supreme-court	justice	be	expected	to	sing	the	country’s	national	anthem,	which	begins:	“As	long	as	the	
Jewish	spirit	yearns	deep	in	the	heart	….”?20	How,	they	wonder,	can	a	state	with	all	of	these	
arrangements	in	place	be	considered	a	genuine	democracy?	In	the	America	that	they	instinctively	
assume	is	the	model	and	definition	of	the	closest	the	West	has	ever	come	to	a	model	democracy,	such	
infringements	on	personal	autonomy	would	be	unthinkable.	

What	this	discussion	will	allow	us	to	surface	is	the	fact	that	the	United	States	and	Israel	are	
fundamentally	different	sorts	of	democracies.	Americans	tend	to	prefer	to	think	of	Israel	as	a	“Hebrew-
speaking,	falafel-eating”	version	of	the	United	States.	But	that	is	not	the	case.	The	United	States	is	a	
liberal	democracy,	which	Israel	never	claimed	to	be	(the	word	“democracy”	does	not	appear	in	the	
Israeli	Declaration	of	Independence,	in	part	for	that	reason).	Israel	is	what	is	known	as	an	“ethnic	
democracy,”	and	in	pointing	to	the	deep	differences	between	the	two,	this	chapter	will	help	explain	
further	the	reasons	for	many	Americans	feeling	that	Israel	falls	far	short	of	the	aspirations	they	have	
for	it.		

	

8. Adopted	Liberalism	versus	Instinctive	Conservatism	

This	chapter	essentially	continues	the	discussion	that	opened	in	the	previous	chapter.	
Although	they	do	not	say	so,	perhaps	because	they	are	unaware	of	it	or	because	the	mere	mention	of	it	
would	fail	the	test	of	political	correctness,	American	Jews	are	also	unnerved	by	a	subtle	but	noticeable	
shift	in	the	kind	of	Judaism	that	is	increasingly	on	display	in	Israel’s	public	square.	This	Judaism	is	not	
only	“Orthodox”	(itself	a	term	not	especially	applicable	to	Israeli	Judaism)	but	also	increasingly	
Mizrahi	rather	than	Ashkenazi	in	its	tone.21	

What	does	this	mean?	Eurocentric	though	much	of	the	Zionist	narrative	has	been,	at	least	half	
of	Israel’s	Jews	hail	from	regions	in	which	the	European	Jewish	Enlightenment	(haskalah)	did	not	take	
root,	where	Western	theological	tropes	never	became	the	currency	of	religious	discourse,	and	where	
Jews	never	openly	rebelled	against	their	tradition.	One	paradoxical	result	is	that,	for	these	Jews,	
religion	is	for	the	most	part	a	more	relaxed	and	“natural”	part	of	life.	Many	Mizrahim	comfortably	call	

																																																													
19	The	Hebrew	term	for	the	that	portion	of	the	liturgy	that	begins	“Hear,	O	Israel,	the	Lord	Our	God,	the	Lord	is	
One.”	(Deut.	6:4)	
20	The	question	is	hardly	hypothetical.	https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/arab-justice-s-refusal-to-sing-
israel-s-national-anthem-sparks-furor-among-right-wing-mks-1.415560		
21	Mizrahi	Jews	are	those	from	the	Levant	(Iran,	Iraq,	Yemen	and	North	Africa),	while	Ashkenazi	Jews	are	those	
whose	ancestors	hailed	from	Europe.		
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themselves	Orthodox,	attend	Sabbath	services	in	the	synagogue,	and	then	drive	to	the	beach—
behavior	that	can	strike	observant	Ashkenazi	Jews	as	utterly	inconsistent	or	blatantly	sacrilegious.	

No	less	discordant	is	a	second	paradox:	even	among	Mizrahim	who	are	not	meticulously	
observant,	devout	faith	is	common.	Most	assert	without	hesitation	that	God	revealed	the	Torah	at	
Sinai,	and	polls	consistently	show	that	more	than	half	believe	in	a	divine	system	of	reward	and	
punishment.	The	classic	struggles	with	these	principles	so	common	among	religious	Ashkenazi	Jews,	
accustomed	to	controversies	over	modern	Bible	criticism	and,	ever	since	the	Holocaust,	over	the	
problem	of	the	suffering	of	the	righteous,	hardly	affect	the	passionately	held	faith	of	Mizrahim.	

These	Mizrahi	instincts	are	more	than	religious	and	theological.	They	are	also	inextricably	
intertwined	with	the	instinctive	Jewish	nationalism	of	the	Mizrahi	world,	a	product	both	of	historical	
experience	at	the	hands	of	Arab	and	Muslim	overlords	and	of	the	Mizrahi	reading	of	the	lessons	taught	
by	the	Bible	and	the	Jewish	prayer	book.	As	the	scholar	Meir	Buzaglo	has	noted,	Mizrahim	express	
their	preferential	loyalty	to	the	Jewish	people	with	none	of	the	defensive	self-consciousness	that	often	
characterizes	discussions	of	this	issue	in	modern	Ashkenazi	circles.	On	average,	today’s	Mizrahim	also	
vote	much	more	to	the	right	than	do	other	Israelis.	Disproportionally	the	grandchildren	of	Jews	who	
fled	or	were	forced	out	of	North	Africa	and	other	places	around	the	Arab	and	Muslim	Middle	East,	they	
harbor	unabashedly	negative	images	of	their	former	societies	and	tend	to	vote	for	candidates	and	
parties	that	speak	passionately	about	the	primacy	of	the	Jewish	people	and	that	harbor	no	illusions	
about	Israel’s	enemies.	

All	of	this	is	bound	to	make	liberal	American	Jews	nervous—as	one	of	them,	Paul	Cowan,	
foresaw	in	the	late	1980s	as	Mizrahim	seemed	on	the	verge	of	becoming	a	majority	in	Israel:	

[W]hat	is	[the	Mizrahi]	vision	of	the	Israel	they	will	soon	control?	Do	they	have	different	ideas	
about	democracy,	about	justice,	from	those	we	usually	associate	with	Ashkenazi	Israel?	.	.	.	[On	
a	visit	in]	1979,	I	realized	that	these	questions	were	crucial	to	an	understanding	of	Israel’s	
future,	but	they	are	seldom	discussed	in	the	American	Jewish	press.	It’s	one	of	the	reasons	we	
[Americans]	debate	the	Israel	that	exists	in	our	head—not	the	one	that	exists	in	the	world.	

As	American	Jews	slowly	discover	the	Israel	that	actually	does	“exist	in	the	world,”	their	
internal	calculus	of	emotions	is	likely	to	grow	correspondingly	more	fraught.	This,	too,	is	a	critically	
important	dimension	of	the	growing	chasm	between	American	Jews	and	Israel.		

	

9. Voluntary	versus	Non-Voluntary	Communities		

If	all	of	this	was	not	sufficient	to	sow	enmity	and	a	sense	of	mutual	“otherness”	into	the	
relationship	between	the	world’s	two	largest	Jewish	communities,	matters	are	made	even	more	
complex	by	the	fact	that	American	Jewish	life	and	Israeli	life	reflect	polar	opposite	choices	when	it	
comes	to	being	voluntary	or	non-voluntary	communities.	

That	Israel	exemplifies	the	latter	category	is	utterly	clear.	Near-universal	military	service	(at	
least	in	theory)	is	the	most	obvious	example,	but	no	less	critical	is	the	complete	dominance	exercised	
by	the	country’s	chief	rabbinate	over	such	personal	matters	as	divorce,	conversion	to	Judaism,	and	to	a	
lesser	extent	marriage	and	burial.	Not	even	the	most	rabidly	secular	or	anti-religious	Jew	in	Israel	can	
obtain	a	divorce	without	the	involvement	of	an	Orthodox	rabbi.	Conversion	to	Judaism,	commonly	
available	in	the	United	States	under	non-Orthodox	as	well	as	Orthodox	auspices,	essentially	takes	
place	in	Israel	only	through	the	offices	of	the	chief	rabbinate.	
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Army	service	and	a	state-sponsored	religious	establishment	do	not	exhaust	the	list.	Israeli	Jews	
in	all	walks	of	life	inhabit	a	society	where	civic	engagement	is	an	instinctive	“must.”	This	was	brought	
home	to	me	recently	when	I	accompanied	a	group	of	students	from	Jerusalem’s	Shalem	College	to	a	
meeting	with	the	communal	and	religious	Jewish	leadership	of	the	San	Francisco-Bay	Area.	In	the	
course	of	our	discussion,	an	Israeli	student	asked	a	representative	of	one	of	the	community’s	better-
known	institutions	what	a	Jew	must	do	in	order	to	be	included	in	a	particular	initiative.	The	response	
was,	“Here	in	the	Bay	Area	we	do	not	use	the	word	‘must.’”	The	Israelis,	who	ranged	all	the	way	from	
ultra-Orthodox	to	ultra-secular,	were	uniformly	stunned—and	also	deeply	disturbed.	None	of	them,	no	
matter	where	she	or	he	resided	on	the	political	or	religious	spectrum,	could	even	begin	to	imagine	a	
meaningful	Jewish	existence	that	did	not	place	at	its	core	the	notion	of	obligation. 

This	leads	to	yet	another	paradox:	the	non-voluntary	nature	of	Israeli	society,	far	from	eroding	
the	willingness	of	citizens	to	devote	time,	energy,	and	passion	to	causes	beyond	themselves,	actually	
produces	voluntarism	at	exceedingly	high	rates.	Israeli	youth	commonly	volunteer	for	a	full	year	of	
public	service	before	beginning	their	military	training,	in	return	for	which	they	receive	no	military	or	
academic	credit.	Organizations	of	all	sorts—a	typical	one,	Hashomer	Hahadash22,	combines	Jewish	and	
Zionist	study	with	the	active	patrol	of	land	areas	that	the	Israeli	police	cannot	adequately	protect	from	
usurpers—now	attract	tens	of	thousands	of	volunteers	each	year. 

Indeed,	the	volunteer	spirit	in	Israel	seems	inbred,	less	a	matter	of	deliberate	choice	than	
simply	a	matter	of	what	citizens	of	all	ages	do.	John	F.	Kennedy’s	admonition,	“Ask	not	what	your	
country	can	do	for	you,	ask	what	you	can	do	for	your	country”	(itself	an	evocation	of	Luke	12:48,	“of	
those	to	whom	much	is	given,	much	is	required”),	characterizes	Israeli	society	much	more	than	it	does	
American—marking	another	radical	difference	between	the	ethos	of	American	and	Israeli	Jewish	life.		

How	these	competing	commitments	are	reflected	in	American	Jewish	and	Israeli	culture	
respectively,	and	how	that	aggravates	American	Jewish	discomfort	with	Israel	(and	vice-versa)	is	the	
primary	subject	of	this	chapter.		

	

GAZING	FORWARD	

	

10. A	Shifting	Balance	of	Power		

By	this	point	in	the	book’s	narrative,	the	reader	will	have	a	very	full	sense	of	the	profound	and	
fundamental	ways	in	which	American	Judaism	and	Israeli	life	differ,	and	how	those	differences	
contribute	to	the	tensions	between	the	two	communities.	This	chapter	will	illustrate	a	still	unfolding	
shift	in	the	balance	of	power	between	the	two,	and	the	ways	in	which	that,	too,	exacerbates	American	
Jewish	sensitivities.		

																																																													
22	https://eng.hashomer.org.il/		
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In	1948,	the	Jews	living	in	the	newly	founded	State	of	Israel	represented	a	mere	5%	of	the	
world’s	Jewish	population.	Today,	Jewish	
Israelis	comprise	approximately	45%	of	the	
world’s	Jews,	while	the	American	Jewish	
community	is	slightly	smaller.	The	gap	
between	the	two	is	increasing,	and	is	expected	
to	continue	to	do	so	(see	yellow	and	brown	
lines	on	the	graph,	as	noted	by	the	large	green	

arrow).	Another	way	of	seeing	the	dramatic	shift	in	the	dominance	of	American	Jews	is	to	examine	the	
relationship	between	the	total	world	population	and	
the	population	of	the	Diaspora.	Until	1948,	those	two	
were	almost	exactly	the	same.	What	Israel	has	done	
is	to	shift	that	balance,	dramatically,	with	that	gap	
increasing	as	well.		

There’s	been	a	shift	in	the	cultural	balance	of	
power,	as	well.	Gone	are	the	days	when	Israel	
enthusiastically	consumed	American	television	and	
movies	because	it	had	nothing	to	offer	on	its	own.	
Today,	numerous	Israeli	television	shows	have	been	
adapted	for	American	television	(“Homeland”	is	the	best-known	example)	and	British	TV	as	well	
(consider	“The	A-Word”),	while	other	Israeli	television	shows	that	have	not	been	adapted	have	
become	exceedingly	popular	in	the	States,	even	in	their	original	Israeli	form	(“Fauda”	is	the	most	
obvious	recent	example).	

Economically,	the	balance	of	power	has	also	shifted.	Israel	had	to	institute	rationing	of	many	
goods,	the	most	basic	foodstuffs	included,	from	1949-1959.	There	simply	was	not	enough	to	go	
around.	Today,	Israel	has	a	robust	and	stable	economy,	with	the	shekel	performing	admirably	against	
the	dollar.	Israel	still	receives	some	$3B	in	US	military	aid	annually,	and	American	Jews	are	
instrumental	in	securing	that	assistance.	But	the	image	of	Israel	as	the	“poor	cousin,”	desperate	for	
American	Jewish	support,	is	no	longer	nearly	as	compelling	as	it	once	was.	If	American	Jews’	
relationship	to	Israel	is	not	predicated	on	caring	for	indigent	cousins,	on	what	is	it	based?	Do	American	
Jews	thrill	at	Israel’s	success,23	or	does	that	success	and	its	concomitant	independence	also	unnerve	
them?	Exploring	this	issue	is	the	focus	of	this	chapter.		

		

11. Charting	a	Shared	Future		

Most	of	the	discussions	of	the	divide	between	American	Jews	and	Israel	see	the	pie	as	a	kind	of	
fixed	size;	the	“fault”	must	lie	with	one	side,	and	for	the	chasm	to	be	bridged,	that	side	had	better	
change.	Some	argue	that	Israel	is	at	fault	because	of	its	handling	of	the	Palestinian	issue	or	its	attitude	
to	non-Orthodox	Diaspora	Jews,	while	others	have	placed	the	blame	at	the	feet	of	American	Jews,	

																																																													
23	There	were	days	when	American	Jews	would	have	been	thrilled	to	hear	the	President	of	the	United	States	call	
Israel	“one	of	the	most	successful	democracies	in	the	world,”	as	Donald	Trump	did	in	his	December	7	2017	
announcement	that	the	US	was	recognizing	Jerusalem	as	Israel’s	capital.	They	would	also	have	been	elated	by	the	
recognition	of	the	capital,	too.	By	2017,	though,	matters	had	changed,	and	American	Jews	were	deeply	divided	by	
the	announcement.	(https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/06/us/trump-jerusalem-jews.html)	
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suggesting	that	it	is	American	Jews’	liberalism	that	is	at	fault,24	or	that	it	is	American	Jews’	waning	
particularism	that	is	key.25	There	have	been	claims	that	it	is	their	fading	Jewish	memory	that	is	at	
issue,26	or	that	the	issue	is	the	drifting	of	cosmopolitan	Jews	away	from	tribal	Jews.27	What	all	these	
books	and	columns	have	in	common	is	that	their	spotlight	shines	on	one	side	only.		

Still	others	have	given	up	caring.	Hillel	Halkin,	a	prolific	author	and	columnist	born	in	the	US	
but	who	has	been	living	in	Israel	for	almost	half	a	century,	wrote	a	book	in	1977	that	caused	a	huge	
splash	in	American	Jewish	life.	Letters	to	an	American	Jewish	Friend	was	a	crie	de	coeur,	in	which	Halkin	
made	a	compelling	case	for	Zionism.	Two	points	about	that	book	matter	today.	First,	the	book	was	a	
sensation	in	those	days	and	second,	Halkin	cared.		

Halkin,	though,	claims	that	he	no	longer	cares	what	American	Jews	think.	“The	distance	
between	Israeli	and	American	Jews	is	growing?”	he	mused	and	then	responded,	“Let	it	grow.	It’s	
natural.”28	He	continued:	

What	about	the	fear	that	a	shrinking	and	less	pro-Israel	American	Jewry	could	affect	American	
policy	toward	Israel?	Once,	to	tell	the	truth,	I	shared	this	fear.	But	look	at	the	last	two	decades	
of	American	history.	There	have	been	elected	in	them	two	strongly	pro-Israel	Republican	
presidents	who	received	(and	expected	to	receive)	little	in	the	way	of	Jewish	help	or	votes,	and	
one	cool-toward-Israel	Democratic	president	who	was	the	darling	of	a	large	number	of	
American	Jews.	Surely,	this	suggests	that	despite	the	widespread	notion	that	American	policy	
toward	Israel	has	been	shaped	by	Jewish	political	pressure,	other	factors	are	more	important.	
Israel	has	survived	a	great	deal	in	the	first	69	years	of	its	existence	and	prospered	in	spite	of	it.	
It	will	survive	the	weakening	of	American	Jewish	support	for	it,	too.		

This	book	will	be	different	both	because	it	does	not	assign	“blame,”	as	it	seeks	deeper	issues	in	
which	fault	is	not	the	issue	and	because	it	does	not	adopt	Halkin’s	cavalier	attitude.	Instead,	this	
chapter	will	argue,	Jews	–	like	all	those	who	care	about	the	future	of	the	Jewish	people,	whether	or	not	
they	happen	to	be	Jewish	–	should	care	for	several	important	reasons.		

First,	Jewish	history	demands	a	degree	of	humility	when	it	comes	to	our	certainty	about	the	
Jewish	future.	Jews	have	often	been	wrong	about	what	forms	of	Judaism	would	survive.	After	the	
destruction	of	the	Second	Temple,	when	numerous	sects	(Sadducees,	Pharisees,	Christians,	Essenes	
and	others)	competed	for	ascendancy	in	the	afternoon	of	catastrophe,	the	“smart	money”	would	not	
have	been	on	the	Pharisees	and	their	radical	notions	of	substituting	sacred	time	for	sacred	space	and	
																																																													
24	Evelyn	Gordon,	“How	a	Changing	American	Liberalism	is	Pulling	American	Jews	Away	from	Israel,”	
https://mosaicmagazine.com/response/2017/05/how-a-changing-american-liberalism-is-pulling-american-
jews-away-from-israel/		
25	Daniel	Gordis,	“Why	Many	American	Jews	are	Becoming	Indifferent	or	Even	Hostile	to	Israel,”	
https://mosaicmagazine.com/essay/2017/05/why-many-american-jews-are-becoming-indifferent-or-even-
hostile-to-israel/		
26	Daniel	Gordis,	“How	American	Jews	have	Detached	Themselves	from	Jewish	Memory,”	
https://mosaicmagazine.com/response/2016/04/how-american-jews-have-detached-themselves-from-jewish-
memory/		
27	Elliot	Abrams,	“If	American	Jews	and	Israel	are	Drifting	Apart,	What’s	the	Reason?”	
https://mosaicmagazine.com/essay/2016/04/if-american-jews-and-israel-are-drifting-apart-whats-the-
reason/		
28	Hillel	Halkin,	“The	Vanishing	of	the	Jewish	Collective,”	https://mosaicmagazine.com/response/2017/05/the-
vanishing-of-the-jewish-collective/	
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their	arguing	that	the	Jews	could	continue	to	write	new	sacred	texts.	Both	of	those	ideas	were	utterly	
at	odds	with	prevailing	conceptions	of	what	Judaism	stood	for.	But	Judaism	today,	in	all	its	streams,	is	
Pharisaic	in	origin.	Millennia	later,	when	Nathan	Glazer	wrote	the	first	edition	of	his	American	Judaism	
in	1957,	he	paid	scant	attention	to	Orthodox	Judaism.	When	asked	why,	he	replied	that	Orthodoxy	was	
highly	unlikely	to	survive	in	America.	He	was	obviously	very	wrong.	And	on	the	Israeli	side	of	the	
ocean,	when	David	Ben-Gurion	exempted	ultra-Orthodox	young	men	from	the	army,	he	justified	the	
decision	by	saying	that	ultra-Orthodoxy	was	nothing	more	than	the	last	embers	of	a	European	Judaism	
that	would	soon	die	out	altogether.	It	was	a	catastrophic	misreading	of	the	Jewish	future.		

Therefore,	while	both	American	Jews	as	well	as	Israelis	have	every	right	to	be	powerful	
advocates	for	the	kind	of	Jewish	life	they	live,	they	ought	to	be	cognizant	throughout	that	it	could	well	
be	some	model	other	than	the	one	to	which	they	have	committed	their	lives	that	may	“win”	at	the	end	
of	the	day.	The	challenge	for	the	contemporary	Jewish	world,	therefore,	is	to	couple	its	passions	with	a	
healthy	dose	of	epistemological	humility,	recognizing	that	there	is	much	we	do	not	and	cannot	know.	

The	real	challenge,	this	book	will	argue,	is	for	“both	sides”	to	appreciate	the	extraordinary	
successes	that	both	have	become,	and	the	looming	existential	challenges	that	each	faces.	In	Israel,	
there	are	some	six	million	Jews	(an	eerie	number)	who	are	in	the	crosshairs	of	what	will	likely	soon	be	
a	nuclear	power	in	Iran.	Israelis	live	in	an	exceedingly	volatile	region,	and	no	one	can	know	with	
certainty	what	the	future	will	bring.	American	Judaism	also	faces	profound	existential	threats.	
Intermarriage	poses	a	possible	demographic	crisis.	Exceedingly	low	levels	of	Jewish	literacy	may	rob	
Judaism	of	its	capacity	to	offer	meaning.	And	a	changing	American	landscape	–	Charlottesville	is	the	
obvious	example	–	may	herald	a	very	different	future	for	American	Jews	than	many	have	long	
imagined.		

Each	community	has	a	great	deal	to	learn	from	the	other,	both	from	its	successes	as	well	as	
from	the	ways	it	has	failed.	And	neither	knows	the	future.	Israelis	dare	not	be	cavalier	about	the	
prospect	that	American	Judaism	might	disappear.	Yet	American	Jews	also	need	to	recognize,	this	
chapter	will	argue,	that	Israel’s	impact	on	American	Jewish	life	is	far	deeper	and	more	profound	than	
most	people	recognize,	and	that	a	Jewish	world	without	Israel	would	leave	American	Jews	gasping	for	
air.	What	is	at	stake	in	Israel	is	not	just	the	Jewish	state,	but	the	future	of	the	Jewish	people.	As	
Jonathan	Safran	Foer	says,	through	the	character	of	the	Israeli	Prime	Minister	in	his	aforementioned	
Here	I	Am,	“As	the	prime	minister	of	the	State	of	Israel,	I	am	here	to	tell	you	tonight	that	if	we	fall	down	
again,	the	book	of	Lamentations	will	not	only	be	given	a	new	chapter,	it	will	be	given	an	end.	The	story	
of	the	Jewish	people	–	our	story	–	will	be	told	alongside	the	stories	of	the	Vikings	and	Mayans.”	

No	other	book	of	which	I	am	aware	has	made	this	case	to	both	Israeli	and	American	Jews.		

	

12. Conclusion	

Part	of	what	has	gotten	lost	in	the	American	Jewish	conversation	about	Israel	is	the	simple	
notion	that	Israel	is	the	national	liberation	movement	of	the	Jewish	people.	It	can	be	difficult	to	think	
about	Zionism	as	a	national	liberation	movement,	because	the	phrase	“liberation	movement”	tends	to	
evoke	a	sense	of	a	movement	not	yet	successful.	Think	Catalonia.	Kurds.	Basques.	Chechnyans.	Even	
African-Americans.	Israel	seems	to	share	little	with	those	stories.		

The	“problem”	is	that	Zionism	was	too	successful	too	quickly.	Theodor	Herzl	gathered	a	few	
hundred	Jews	in	Basel	in	the	summer	of	1897	and	launched	what	was	a	tiny	political	movement,	but	a	
mere	twenty	years	later,	the	British	issued	the	Balfour	Declaration	making	the	creation	of	a	national	
home	for	the	Jewish	people	in	Palestine	the	official	policy	of	the	world’s	most	powerful	empire.	Only	
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fifty	years	after	Herzl’s	conference,	the	United	Nations	voted	in	November	1947	to	create	a	Jewish	
state.	Twenty	years	after	that,	in	1967,	a	country	that	had	barely	held	on	in	the	War	of	Independence	
proved	to	the	world	that	it	was	a	military	force	to	be	reckoned	with.	Everything	in	Israel’s	history	has	
happened	so	quickly	that	it	is	difficult	to	recall	how	extraordinary	this	story	is,	how	unassured	is	its	
future,	and	how	much	has	changed	about	the	Jewish	existential	condition	everywhere	because	the	
Jews	have	a	state.		

Israel’s	existence	is	not	as	natural	or	assured	as	the	rising	of	the	sun,	and	a	reminder	of	that	
sobering	fact	is	part	of	the	goal	of	this	Conclusion.		

But	if	Zionism	is	the	belief	that	peoples	flourish	when	they	have	sovereignty	in	their	ancestral	
homeland,	then	those	who	are	committed	to	the	principles	of	Zionism	ought	to	care	deeply	about	the	
creation	of	a	Palestinian	state.	What	Zionism	did	for	the	Jews,	Palestine	could	do	for	the	Palestinians.	
So	while	this	book	argues	that	the	Palestinian	issue	is	not	the	reason	for	the	divide	between	American	
Jews	and	Israelis,	it	is	important	that	it	not	be	misread	as	suggesting	that	the	Palestinian	issue	is	not	
important.	It	is	critical,	for	an	array	of	reasons,	and	a	section	of	the	Conclusion	will	be	devoted	to	
making	that	clear	and	to	explaining	why	that	is	the	case.		

Finally,	much	more	than	a	mere	summary,	this	Conclusion	will	gently	present	a	challenge	to	
American	Jews,	as	well.	While	the	book	will	help	readers	understand	the	divide	between	American	
Jews	and	Israel	in	a	much	more	nuanced	way	(which	could	well	contribute	to	the	healing	of	the	divide	
in	some	ways),	this	book	will	also	challenge	American	Jews	to	think	anew	about	what	American	
Judaism	should	be.	If	Israel	is	fundamentally	about	not	living	at	the	behest	of	any	other	host	
population,	returning	the	Jew	to	history,	being	a	demographic	majority	for	the	first	time	in	2,000	years	
and	reimagining	the	Jew	for	the	21st	century,	what	is	it	that	American	Judaism	is	about?		

	
Typically,	American	Jews	answer	that	question	in	one	of	two	ways.	In	the	Orthodox	

community,	the	focus	is	on	the	cultivation	of	an	observant	and	increasingly	learned	community.	That	is	
well	and	good,	but	is	simply	–	as	noted	above	–	more	or	less	what	Polish	Jews	were	trying	to	do	a	
century	ago;	the	only	difference	is	that	American	Jews	hope	that	their	environment	will	prove	
substantially	more	hospitable	far	into	the	future.		

Outside	the	Orthodox	community,	American	Jews	tend	to	speak	of	tikkun	olam,	a	Hebew	
phrase	that	means	“repairing	the	world,”	as	the	essence	of	their	Jewish	life.	Repairing	the	world	is	
hardly	a	bad	idea	–	the	problem	is	that	it’s	not	uniquely	Jewish.	Surely,	Protestants	and	Catholics	care	
about	repairing	the	world	no	less	than	do	Jews,	and	the	soup	kitchens	that	liberal	Jewish	
congregations	now	run	across	American	were	invented	first	by	churches	and	then	adopted	by	
synagogues.	Surely	many	Muslims	also	care	about	repairing	the	world,	as	do	adherents	of	other	
religions	and	those	who	subscribe	to	no	religion	at	all.	Even	President	Barack	Obama,	in	a	major	
Jerusalem	address	in	March	2013,	said	of	himself	that	he	is	“a	man	who’s	been	inspired	in	my	own	life	
by	that	timeless	calling	within	the	Jewish	experience	–	tikkun	olam	–	the	work	of	repairing	this	
world.”29	

That,	then,	means	that	as	compelling	a	vision	as	“repairing	the	world”	may	be,	it	is	not	
sufficiently	distinctly	Jewish	to	power	the	intensity	of	Jewish	life	that	American	Jews	once	believed	
they	could	create	on	American	shores.	Is	there	some	less	universal,	more	particular,	more	uniquely	

																																																													
29	http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/barackobama/9946851/Barack-Obamas-Israel-speech-
transcript.html		



	

	
Gordis	–	Proposal	for	Two	Roads	Diverged:	The	Roots	and	the	Future			 Page	22	of	22	
of	the	American	Jewish	Conflict	with	Israel		 	 (Draft	of	11	December	2017)	

	
	

Jewish	goal	of	which	American	Jews	might	speak	as	they	imagine	the	future	of	their	own	Jewish	
community?		

For	thousands	of	years,	Jews	have	been	counter-cultural.	Jews	introduced	the	notion	of	a	Day	
of	Rest	to	the	world.	Jews	were	the	first	community	to	abolish	slavery.	Jews	were	the	first	to	demand	
that	a	man	guarantee	his	wife’s	financial	wellbeing	even	if	they	divorced.	Jews	were	the	first	to	insist	
that	kings	and	princes	had	to	be	subject	to	the	same	laws	as	common	women	and	men,	and	that	the	
wealthy	could	not	buy	their	way	out	of	criminal	punishment	for	which	others	would	suffer	much	more	
dire	consequences.30	Thousands	of	years	later,	Jews	were	disproportionately	active	in	leading	both	
communism	and	socialism,	and	still	later,	the	American	civil	rights	movement.		

What	has	happened	to	that	counter-cultural	impulse	in	America?	To	quote	once	again	the	rabbi	
from	Jonathan	Safran	Foer’s	novel,	Here	I	Am,	“Has	it	been	good	to	align	ourselves	with	poignancy	over	
rigor,	with	hiding	over	seeking,	victimization	over	will?”	Have	Jews	in	America	lost	the	capacity	or	the	
desire	to	stand	for	something	unique,	so	make	social	and	moral	claims	that	no	one	else	is	making?	
Israelis	are	determined,	this	book	will	have	shown,	to	create	a	new	Jew,	a	Jew	not	only	willing	to	be,	
but	determined	to	be,	different.	What	about	American	Jews?	This	book,	an	excursus	on	how	Israel	is	
fundamentally	different	from	American	Judaism,	will	conclude	with	a	call	for	American	Jews	to	ask	
themselves	who	and	what	they	wish	and	hope	to	be.			

		

																																																													
30	See,	for	example,	Joshua	Berman,	Created	Equal:	How	the	Bible	Broke	with	Ancient	Political	Thought	
(https://www.amazon.com/Created-Equal-Ancient-Political-Thought/dp/0199832404/)		


