
BOOK. REVIEWS

The Zionist Revolution, by HAROLD FISCH (New York: St.
Martin's Press, 1978, & London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson,
1978) .

Reviewed by

Emanuel Feldman

Of the making of books about
Zionism there is no end. But of the
making of books of Zionism's roots
in the Jewish soul there is hardly

a beginning. This is why this re-
markable book by one of present
day Israel's leading writers and
thinkers is such a refreshing addi-

tion to the shelf of this literature.
For in it, he finds secular Zionism

to be ideologically bankrupt and

he proposes new directions which
must be taken seriously if the vis-
ions of an Erets Yisrael restored

and a Jewish people redeemed are

to become a reality.
To be sure, his perspective,

though as old as the people Israel,
is fresh only because for half a
century much of the Jewish world,
with the exception of a small group

of the faithful, has confused its

priorities: it has accepted the shib-
boleths and cliches of secular Zion-
ism as if they were from Sinai, and
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has neglected the message from
Sinai as if it were a worn-out
cliche. As a result, contemporary

Jews are convinced that the return
. to the Land is essentially non-re-

ligious and non-mythic, that it is a
movement of national liberation
and restoration akin to other mod-
ern movements, and - most seri-
ously - that Judaism as a religion
has nothing to say to contemporary
IsraeL.

It is this dogma of secularism

which is examined by Fisch and
which is rejected out of hand, for
at bottom it is a dogma untrue to
Jewish history and to Jewish des-

tiny. This practical effect of this
dogma on the. morale, the self con-
fidence, the inner security of its ad-
herents in the Land of Return has
been deleterious - to the extent

that even its most passionate sup-

porters are beginning the slow and
arduous search for alternatives and
are beginning to ask the half-whis-
pered question: perhaps there is in
the Jewish tradition a way which
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is less empty, a path less desolate?

This book is an eloquent and
convincing statement of the new /

old way that stil is largely untrod-
den by modern IsraeL. It is a call
for Jewish renewal grounded in the
authentic categories of covenant,

Bible, G-d, faith, and the mystery
of IsraeL. For the fact is that a

State of Israel grounded in any-

thing but Jewish categories is a
contradiction in terms. The entire
well-spring of the Jewish return to

its ancestral land - the entire dy-
namic of Zionism even in its most
secular form - is Biblical, pro-
phetic, messianic. To sweep this
away, or to edit it, or to ignore it,
is to build a Jewish state on quick-
sand. And more and more thought-
ful Israelis are beginning to sense
this truth. For them and for those
in the Galut who are in search for
some meaning in modern Israel be-
yond the stereotypes of secular Zi-
onism, this volume provides flesh
and articulation for concepts which
have for too long been dormant.

Today it is clear that Zionism
was too quick to accept blindly
the new: the Western, liberal, melI.
oristic promises of emancipation -
and to reject blindly the old: the
tradition, the destiny, the Biblical
promises of the Covenant. And now
it is painful to cast off the old bro-
mides and expectati'ons of the last
generation - even though they
went up in the smoke of Europe's

chimneys. Dogmas die hard. We
stil find evidence that the State of

Israel takes her commitments to
Western liberalization more seri-
ously than do the Western powers

themselves, not only theoretically
but practically. Fisch points out

that in 1973, knowing that the
Arabs were about to attack, Israel
did not take preventive action,

"hoping thereby to win the sympa~

thy of the world . . . The result

was not encouraging."

The attempt to become k' chol
ha-goyim is destined to be futile. In
the very land of our origin it has
resulted in a rootless youth in
search of origins. This youth, con-
ditioned and trained to think that
Israel is a state like all other states,

watches in frustration and confu-
sion as Israel sends her sons to the
Olympics - a~ do all the Nations
- only to have these sons return
as murdered victims in the same

land where their fathers were mur-
dered a few decades earlier. And
their murderers inevitably go free.
Israel represents democratic insti-
tutions, practices freedom, gives

rights of access to all religions to
holy places, has an armed force
which does not consider school
buses and school buildings to be
legitimate miltary targets ~and is
accused by the world community
of imperialism, nazism, and racism.
Do we really want to be part of
Western civilzation, which itself is
sick with nihilsm, permissiveness,

hypocrisy, and revolt against au-
thority? Are we not, rather, "called
upon to stand apart, to confront
the world in the name of values

peculiar to the Jewish tradition?"
Today it is clear that the early

Zionists threw out the baby with
the bath. In their zeal to cure the

sickness of the Galut Jew, they
properly diagnosed that the Jew
needs to live in his own land as
a free man. But when they tried to
cast off the Galut mentality of sub-
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servience, fear, and insecurity, they
cast off with it the bases of the J ew-

ish existence in favor of the cur-

rent piety, socialism and secular-

ism. The effect has been a cruel
reversal of the vision. Israel today
suffers from the very ils which Zi-
onism was to have cured: LeÓ Pin-
sker in 1881 had viewed the typical
Galut Jew as a sad figure unable
to control his own destiny; Ahad-

Ha'am saw the Galut Jew as en-
slaved, subject to the whims and
pressures of the outside environ-

ment; Herzl was convinced that
anti-Semitism would come to an
end when Jews had their own home-
land, and was even ready to settle
for Uganda. But all of this came
to naught: anti-Semitism stil ex-
ists, often directed against the State
itself; the State is isolated, painful-
ly subject to the pressures of the.
world community. The subservi-
ence to the false gods of the West
has led us to a spiritual dead end.

This subservience to strange
gods, claims Fisch, stil hampers

Israel thinking today, stiflng. her
negotiating stance, obscuring her
claims to the Land. Instead of
merely claiming that the cities of
the so-called West Bank are part
of the Jewish homeland with which
our people has an inalienable bond,
Israel utilzes formulas about peace
treaties and arguments about secur-
ity. Were Israel once again to be
able to speak to the world in Bib-

lical cadences, to stress and live its
role as Gods witness, this could be
a powerful testimony to the N a-
tions and a source of inestimable

strength to the Land itself. For the
non-J ewish world itself continues
quite correctly to look upon the

128

State of Israel as a religious phe-

nomenon and not simply as a na-
tionalist-political entity. Fisch mar-
shalls impres~Üve evidence that
leading Arabs and thinkers regard
the new State as a revival of Ju-
daism as a religion, and that since
this represents a confrontation with
Islam, there is no room for com-
promise between the two. The Jew-
ish State, quite simply, must be de-
stroyed. On the eve of the Yom
Kippur War the Arabs were clear
about the ideological issues in-
volved (was the choice of Yorn
Kippur a mere coincidence,); only
the Israeli side was ideologically

confused. Similarly, the Church has
a clear sense of what Israel repre-
sents: it realizes that at work in
present day Israel is "the Jewish

myth, and what is at stake is bibli-
cal reality violently exploding into
the twentieth century."

If the Nations comprehend, it is
certainly time for "the Jew to un-
derstandhimself and acknowledge
his own identity and motive, other-
wise he is scarcely in a position to
present his case to others." Worse,
he wil be subject to fantasies and
delusions which wil rob him of his

confidence and his faith. "For the

Land does not satisfy as an end in
itself, but only as a means to sal-
vation . . ."

Some wil find Fisch's message
diffcult to accept. The suppositions
of secular Zionism have become
almost a catechism, and to chal-
lenge them is to challenge an es-
tablished dogma and to call an-
athema down upon the head of him
who notices that the emperor :has
no clothes. (This reviewer, in an
article on secular Zionism in these
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pages several years ago, 1 posited a
similar thesis about the need to in-
vest secular Zionism with a spiritual
component. The piece engendered

very strong, emotional reactions.
Clearly the very idea of a re-evalua-

tion touches raw, frayed nerves.)

But it is a theme whose truth is

clear and whose message is long
overdue. It is here propounded with
skil, conviction and eloquence. The
author, a lierary critic of note,

brings lucid and lyrical pen to his
cause, a pen eminently suited to
the poetic message of Jewish des-

tiny and mystery.
In only one area does this re-

viewer wish that the author had
been somewhat more clear. He
writes that the Diaspora Jews, now
that there is a State, participate

only "by proxy in the joys and trials
of the covenant," because the "cov-

enantal center of gravity has passed
to Israel. . . The Jews of the Di-

aspora . . . have carried the burden
to this point, and it is with an un-
conscious sigh of relief that they
have discharged it and placed it
upon younger shoulders" Certainly
the burden of the future is inter-
twined with the Land of Israel, but
it is not picayune to stress that the
covenant transcends physical boun-
daries and is as much an obliga-
tion of Diaspora Jews as it is of
Jews in the Land. Fisch surely does

not mean to imply here that cov-
enantal-obedience duties have been
"discharged" and thus completed

by the Diaspora Jew and that there-
fore the covenant no longer ad-

dresses him. Unquestionably, Jews
now look to Israel for leadership;

unquestionably, Israel now carries
the great burden of the covenant

future. In this sense, the covenant
is shifted to her shoulders. But Pro-
fessor Fisch would surely agree that
the covenant is in force wherever

there is a Jew who engages in the
Divine encounter and who lives in
obedience to the Divine covenant-

giver. Fisch's excellent chapter on
the covenant, incidentally, is on the
whole a briliant exposition of this
complex theme.

This is much more than a book
on Zionism. It is an important ar-
ticulation of the basic elements of
Jewish thought. Messiah, aliena-
tion, holiness, election, Christian-

ity, Islam - all are given new in-

sights and fresh perspectives. Simi-

larly, we are given a perceptive an-
alysis of the "Palestinians," and a
vigorous defense of Gush Emunim.
In addition, we are introduced to

the seminal figures in the history
of modern Zionism: Moses Hess,
Leo Pinsker, Ahad-Ha'am, Ben
Gurion, Martin Buber, Rav Kook
Some emerge unscathed; others are
not so fortunate. Buber, for exam-

ple, is quite properly criticized for
his selective view of Hassidism and
for giving little attention to Hasidic
observance of Mitsvot. Buber is
also remarkably insensitive to the
Halakhah - in G. Scholem's words

"a religious anarchist" and to the
challenges and responses of Jewish
history. Ben Gurion is shown to
have rewritten Jewish history for
his own purposes: enthralled with
Western values, he emphasized the
physically heroic aspects of Jewish
history, rather than the spiritual

1. "Israel Torah and I," TRADITION, 15:3, Fall, 1975, pp. 5-12.
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and moral qualities. He endowed
the new nation with pride and cour-
age, but he failed to endow them
with qualities equally significant for
a Jewish nation: humilty, anxiety,

and rootedness in the ancient J ew-

ish experience.
Fisch caUs upon Israel to "redis-

cover those inward sources of ;¡fe
and hope which have all along con-
stituted for the Jewish people the
very ground of its existence." He
finds that in today's Israel the old

atttudes are gradually being re-

jected, and that there is a real

yearning for a fresh national theme.
The feeling is deep and widespread
that this new theme must be a Jew-
ish way, for the other ways have

proved empty and sterile. As the
author says, "the crisis we endure
leaves us little alternative to faith
and holiness." In his search for a
new way, Harold Fisch's book is
a bright beacon, pointing to new
options, new possibilties, and new
homes based on the mystery of
Israel and her ancestral roots.

The Religious Foundations of the Jewish State, by MENDl:LL
LEwlTTES (New York: Ktav, 1977).

Reviewed by Solomon J. Spiro

The author held prominent pul-
pits in Portland, Me., Boston,

Mass., and Montreal, Que., and
during his rabbinical career estab-

lished a reputation for scholarship

and "lomdus" in addition to gain-
ing respect everywhere as an effec-
tive spiritual leader and articulate
spokesman for traditional Jewry.
He now lives in Jerusalem and con-
tinues to disseminate his "torah-
from Zion."

In this work, prompted by a con-
cern that "there stil remain large

segments of traditional Jewry in-
different to or skeptical of its (the

Jewish State) religious significance,"
Rabbi LewiUes brings to bear his
scholarship and expositional skil
to argue for "the redemptive char-

acter of the State of IsraeL"
Though primarily addressed to the
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traditional Jew, the balanced and
authoritative presentation of the re-
ligious point of view is bound to
appeal to all persuasions. The bibli-
cal and talmudic sources have been
selected carefully. In addition they
have been translated into clear and
lucid prose.

There is little radically new, pro-
vocative or controversial in the
work. However, it is useful as a
well paraphrased summary of that
which has already been said. The
tone and style are those of a text-
book, suited, in particular, for an
adult education class of sophisti-
cated laymen. And perhaps that is
what the author intended. If so, he
has accomplished his purpose ad-

mirably. The text is well organized
and very readable.

The first half of the book is a
traditional review of history from
biblical to modern times. The To-
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rah prescribes rule through a juri-
dical organ, "the judges and off-
cers," and a king. The appointment
of the king, according to one opin-

ion (Rabbi Nehorai), is not a posi-
tive commandment, and occurs on-
ly in response to the demand of
the people. This, Rabbi LewIttes

points out, is a noteworthy com-

ment on the subjection of the king
to the Law. The prophet, together
with the priest, who was the cus-
todian of the Torah, scrutinized the

conduct and policies of the nation.
Summarizing the period of the

Babylonian exile and the return,
Rabbi Lewittes calls attention to
striking parallels between Ezra's

days and ours: a) the prophetic

forecasts of ultimate return and the
anticipation of return after the

Holocaust; b) the few who came to
Israel with Ezra and the compara-
tivelysmall numbers of DUm from
Diaspora lands today; c) the lim-

it~d area of settlement in Ezra's

day and the diminutive size of Is-
rael; d) the Cyrus proclamation
and the UN resolution creating the
State of Israel and e) the grave
diffculties in relations with neigh-

boring peoples in Ezra's time and

now.
En passant Rabbi Lewittes re-

solves the apparent inconsistencies

in geographical descriptions of Er-
etz Yisroel found in the Bible and

Talmud. The boundaries of the Ho-
ly Land, he explains, are deter-
mined "by two criteria: one, those
specifically delineated by the Torah
and, two, those (areas) under Jew-

ish rule and settled by Jews."

Ezra's takkanot (decrees), name-
ly, 1) the fiing of daily prayers,

2) the redaction of the Pentateuch

and prophets, 3) the introduction
of the Assyrian script, 4) periodic
public reading of the Toràh, 5)
recitation of the Targum (Aramic
translation of the Pentateuch), and
6) the establishment of regular
courts of law in towns on Mon-
days and Thursdays, are described

and explained, and also the desue-

tude of some of the biblical laws,
such as ebed ivri (Hebrew slave)
and yobel (jubilee year).
Rabbi Lewittes devotes much

space to the Second Temple period
and it gives him an opportunity to
explain many aspects of Oral Law
as it developed. Josephus' epigram-
matic definition of the type of gov-

ernment Judaism favours-"theoc-
racy"-is recast by Rabbi Lewittes,

in the light of his explanations, into

"nomocracy," i.e., "placing all sov-
ereignty and authority in the Law."

The middle portion of the book,
entitled, "Compensations of Exile"
attempts to rationalize this tragic
aspect of Jewish destiny. Through
biblical passages and rabbinical
sources Rabbi Lewittes elucidates
in summary form, redolent of me-
dieval theodicies, justifications for
our exiles:-expiation of sin, pro-
motion of solidarity, intensification
of sensitivity to injustice, increased

awareness of dependence upon G-d
as a source of a salvation, a lesson

in the retention of identity, and.

opportunity for the dissemination

of the ideals of Israel, preparation

for serving as "a light unto the na-

tions." There follows an extensive

discussion about the Messiah, a
basic tenet of our faith, and the

conditions required for his advent,

such as repentance.
Concerning the oaths, mentioned

131



TRADITION: A Journal of Orthodox Thought

at the end of "the tractate Ketubot,

sworn by the Jews not to rebel
against the nations during their ex-
ile and not to return to the Holy
Land by force, Rabbi Lewittes
comments, "There is no doubt...
that those who cautioned against

a mass movement back to Erets
Y israel yearned sincerely for a
speedy redemption. They were,
however, wary lest an il-planned
and precipitate movement to re-
store Israel's independence would
meet with failure and thus crush
all hopes for future restoration of

Jewish glory in the ancient home-

land. "
The balance of the book de-

scribes personaliies and institutions
connected with aliyah before and
after the establishment of Israel and
the many religious facets of the
state.

The term "foundations" in the
title should not be taken in a strict

philosophic sense, but rather in the

sense of historical background.

However, there is an implied argu-
ment in the work that the present
State of Israel is the current end-

product of an evolution which start-
ed in biblical times and wil reach
its goal in the "days of the Mes-

siah." One could argue, especially
in the context of modern historical
theory, that it is only the author's

viewpoint which is imposed upon

the discontinuous events of Jewish

history. A different framework
could just as well have been posited
and an evolution of secularism
traced, the religious elements not-

withstanding. Many histories of Is-
rael, in fact have been written so.

But Rabbi Lewittes writes primar-
ily for tradition-minded Jews who
share his point-of-view, and they

wil appreciate and applaud his
clear and concise exposition of their
beliefs.
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