Zionism As A Jewish Religious Value
The juxtaposition in the Hebrew calendar of the Festival of Shavuot and the Fast Day of the Ninth of Av invites us to ponder the peculiar relationship between them. The former celebrates the Revelation and Giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai; the latter mournfully recalls the Destruction of the First and Second Temples in Jerusalem, the loss of independent Jewish statehood, and the exile that ensued. The approach of the Jewish New Year - Rosh Hashanah – is an especially auspicious time to reflect on core issues of Jewish identity. I shall attempt to show how these events bear upon the meaning of Jewish faith today, particularly in light of the advent of modern Zionism and the birth of the State of Israel after almost 2,000 years of exile. In this context, I shall seek to shed some light upon the theme of Jewish chosenness, in reference to the Hebrew Bible’s vision of the Jewish People as a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:6).

 Nationhood and priesthood are commonly perceived in modern times to be two distinct focal points of human identity. The Oxford English Dictionary defines the nation as “a large aggregate of people united by common descent, culture, or language, inhabiting a particular state or territory”. Religion, it defines as “a particular system of faith and worship”. Ever since the American and French Revolutions, the separation between religion and state has become axiomatic to the modern democratic ethos. Biblically, however, religion and national identity are fused and inseparable, even if, paradoxically, the values underpinning the democratic mode of governance – the sovereignty of the law and the equality of all before the law – likewise have been traced to the Hebrew Bible. The existence of this paradox merits close scrutiny, especially in the context of the modern State of Israel, which was conceived at the very outset of its creation in 1948 as a Jewish and Democratic polity.  We shall attempt to unravel this dilemma at a later stage.

 Let us now examine the wording of the biblical verse referred to above. The Jewish People are designated by the God of Israel as a “nation” with a distinct religious calling. Kingdom, priesthood, nationhood, and holiness form an integral whole. Isaiah gives voice to this unique nexus in his prophetic vision of the “latter days”, when “from Zion will the Torah come forth, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem” (Isaiah 2:2-3). The very first words spoken by God to Abraham, the first Patriarch of the biblical Israelites, bear no apparent religious significance: “Go to the land…” (Genesis 12:1). Likewise, in the biblical story of the initial Divine revelation to Moses at the Burning Bush, God does not charge Moses with any ostensibly ‘religious’ calling: “And the Lord said, ‘I have marked well the plight of My people in Egypt…I have come down to rescue them from the Egyptians and to bring them out of that land to a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey…Come, therefore, I shall send you to Pharaoh, and you shall free My people, the Israelites, from Egypt’” (Exodus 3: 7-10). And yet, we commonly think of Abraham and Moses as ‘religious’ persona – Abraham, the father of monotheism; Moses, the Levite and prophet most intimately associated with the revelation of Divine Law. Why, then, does their religious vocation begin with a journey to a land, or the national liberation of a people commanded to return to the land of their ancestors? And why does the Universal Creator of Heaven and Earth identify Himself, from the very beginning of His revelation to Moses, as the national  “God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (Exodus 3:6) ?

 Even before we begin to address this dilemma, let us first take cognizance of the sheer reality of this fact. It defies our basic assumptions about the universal sweep of monotheistic religion, which we unquestioningly tend to see as antithetical to the pursuit of ‘narrow’, particularistic, national aspirations. The German philosopher, Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831), maintained, by way of example, that the monotheism of the ‘Old’ Testament was still bound, and constrained, by its particularistic, ‘tribal’ attachment to the Jewish people. It was, according to Hegel’s thinking, ‘dialectically’ emancipated by the ‘New’ Testament, which transposed the monotheistic idea onto the plane of a world religion. The emancipation of the Jews of Europe and America, from the late eighteenth century onwards, reinforced this line of thinking amongst ‘enlightened’ Jews of the modern era, who began to discard their age old view of themselves as a distinct nation. In France, for example, where Jews had been classified as “la nation juive” until their emancipation in 1791, they became “French citizens of the Mosaic persuasion”. With the birth of the Reform Movement in Germany, in the early 19th century, many Jews took the principled decision of praying in German, rather than in Hebrew, and eliminated all liturgical references to the longed for Ingathering of the Exiles in Zion, or the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem, from their prayer books. Judaism was shorn of its ‘atavistic’ Zion-centered ‘residue’; its universalistic, humanistic, and ethical content reified and cleansed of its ‘tribal dross’. The dispersion of the Jewish People to the four corners of the world became a positive Jewish value, divinely willed. The destruction of Jerusalem in 70ce was not a punishment, nor did it signal an exile. On the contrary, “the Babylonian exile became a training ground for the transition of the people from nationhood to a covenanted synagogue, a Church of Israel”, and “Israel was not destroyed but liberated by the Romans” (Conference of Reform rabbis in Philadelphia, 1869). How ironic, indeed, that when the British government adopted the Balfour Declaration in 1917, recognizing and pledging to support “the establishment of a national home for the Jewish people in Palestine”, the only dissenter was Sir Edwin Montague, the only Jew in the British Cabinet! He pointedly averred that the Declaration “presupposes that the Jews are a nation, which I deny”. 

 Still today, many Jews share this outlook. In a recent article by Douglas Rushkoff, Professor of Communications at New York University, and author of a forthcoming book, “Nothing Sacred: The Truth About Judaism”, he writes: “The Jewish people are not a race, to be preserved. Judaism is a set of ideas to be shared. Its universal tenets should not be surrendered to the seemingly more pressing threat of tribal dissolution”.  He likewise opines that, “I have come to the conclusion that our great mistake has been to forget that we are the descendants of a loose amalgamation of peoples united around a new idea, and to replace this history with the view, advanced by our enemies, that we are a race. Zionism, perhaps unintentionally, gave this race a nation to defend”. Viewed in this light, a Jewish State is a religious anomaly.

 I strongly believe that the underlying assumptions of this view betray a fundamental misconception about the origins of Zionism, and of the nexus between this latter and the Jewish religion. In particular, it ignores the role of Zionism in the fulfillment of the Jewish people’s prophetic and universal vocation, as envisaged in the Hebrew Bible itself. We have seen that God’s initial revelation to Abraham is a commandment that he “Go to the land” (Genesis 12:1). God Himself established the nexus between the Jewish People and the Land. The very meaning of the word Zionism, ontologically rooted in “Zion”, subsumes its biblical origin. And here’s the fundamental point: biblically, the Jewish People’s Ingathering in Zion is not a regression towards the pursuit of narrow, particularistic, or ‘tribal’ aspirations, but a boon to the entire human race. Immediately after God commands Abraham to enter the Land, He assures him that, “I will make of you a great nation…and all the families of the earth shall bless themselves by you” (ibid, verse 2). The prophet Isaiah, who foresaw the time when “From Zion will the Torah come forth, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem” (ibid.),  utters in the same breath the vision that “Many peoples will go and say, ‘Come, let us go up to the Mountain  of the Lord, to the Temple of the God of Jacob, and He will teach us of His ways and we will walk in His paths’…He will judge among the nations, and will settle the arguments of many peoples. They shall beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks; nation will not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more” (ibid, verses 3 and 4).

 In reference to Isaiah’s vision, my rabbi and mentor, the late Leon Ashkenazi, taught that only a nation can become a “light unto the nations”. Zionism has recreated the Jewish nation. No longer a “ghost people” – a term coined by Leon Pinsker, an early modern Zionist thinker, in 1882 – the wandering Jew has come home. The return of the Jewish People to its ancestral land, the creation of an independent and sovereign Jewish polity, the rebirth of the Hebrew language as a spoken vernacular and of a uniquely Israeli culture, are all essential aspects of a religious renaissance in the making. In the words of Rabbi Abraham Isaac Ha Cohen Kook, the greatest of the modern religious Zionist thinkers, this process of national redemption is of the essence of “Teshuvah” – repentance, but literally “return”. He wrote that “the glimmerings of teshuvah do exist in Israel. The arousing of the nation as a whole to return to its homeland, to its own essence, spirit and personality contains something of the genuine light of repentance”. 

 The nation of Israel is now poised to tackle a new stage in the unfolding of its prophetic destiny. The late Abba Eban, Israel’s first Ambassador to the United Nations, elder statesman, and an accomplished scholar, once wrote in “My Country” – a history of the State of Israel – that, “The tension between national particularity and broad universal vision runs through the whole of Jewish history. Israel’s task is not to ensure the total eclipse of one by the other, but to bring them together in creative alliance”. In the next article, I shall seek to establish the deep theological underpinning of this observation, and to elaborate upon its ramifications, viewed through the prism of traditional Jewish literary sources, and contemporary thought. In it lies the key to understanding the distinct identity of the Jewish People, its prophetic purpose in the world, and the central role of Zion in its fulfillment.
