THE EDITOR)S NOTEBOOK

ISRAL AT FITY:
AN UNTRITIONAL

TRITON INERVIW
In honor of Israel's fiftieth anniversary, we present interviews
with four representative participants: a Jerusalem haredi; an Israeli sports fan; a secular Israeli university professor; and the rabbi

of a newly built town in Judea-Samaria. The interviews, it should
be noted, did not actually take place in the world of reality as we

know it, but in another realm entirely: the editor's imagination.
Nevertheless, they reflect the currents flowing through Israeli
society during its fifteth year. The mytical interviews took place
on Yom haAtsmaJut, 5758. Below are the questions asked of each
participant.
1) What does Israeli Independence Day mean to you, and
how are you celebrating it?
2) What do you find unique about living in Israel?

3) Aftr fifty years of statehood, what does Zionism mean to
you?

4) What do you consider a) Israel's greatest achievement in
fifty years? and b) Itsgreatestfailure?
5) What is the foremost internal challenge facing Israel in
the nextfifty years?
the past

Haredi
1) This is a day like any other day. This morning I will teach in
my heder, and in the afternoon I will study in my koleL. Indepen-

dence Day? A Jew can never be independent. We are dependent
on one another, on our families, and especially on our Creator. I

daven regularly for His daily miracles, and for His return to Zion
and to Jerusalem-but I do not see a need to make a special yom

tov out of this day. Besides, it was people like these secular Zionists who so despised religion that they took religious immigrant

Jewish children from Arab countries, cut off their peyot and
taught them that Torah and Yahadut mean nothing. Today all

that has been verified. I cannot in good conscience join in with
people who could do the things they did to yaldei Teheran.
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...
2) My family goes back six generations in Jerusalem, through
wars and famines, so I am troubled by the incitement against
people like me. We are not some dangerous cult. To be publicly
ridiculed because one is religious in a Jewish land-this is very

hurtfuL. The media only writes how we refuse to do our part for

the country, how we want to force the Torah upon everyone.

Why don't they tell the world that the police in haredi
neighborhoods are idle because there is so little crime? I don't
claim that we are perfect. But why does no one talk about our
family life, how we raise our children even though we are poor,

how the generations respect and honor each other, how rare
divorce is in our community, how widespread is the huge hesed
and tsedaka among us? Are these not contributions to society at
large?

Maybe there is prejudice against haredim because we are
living reminders of what a Jew used to look like-and this makes
modern Jews rather uncomfortable. The leftsts run to meetings
with Arafat and Mubarak and their henchmen. Have they ever
sat and talked with a haredi leader? They use language against us
that is almost anti -Semitic. They claim to be open and tolerant;
where is their tolerance of fellow Jews?

...
3) Secular Zionism is dead, and they know it. Settling the land?

The only ones who settle the land these days are people with
yarmulkes-and the Zionists call them obstacles to peace. The
kibbutzniks) the biggest Zionists of all-New York and California
are filled with these lovers of IsraeL. Ninety percent of the Aliyah
from Western countries is Orthodox. Do you find Israeli haredim living in the West? Very few. It makes you wonder who the
real Zionists are.

I know what really troubles people about us haredim: we
do not serve in the army. It is a very emotional issue-their sons
are protecting us while we seem to be doing nothing to help the
land. I understand them, but I think they are not looking deeply
World
enough. Firstly, even in the USA during the worst days of

War II they did not draft students of religion-because religion
is crucial for society. Obviously, in times of national emergency
we are always ready to do whatever is necessary. But right now
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we are not living in any national emergency, thank God.
They don't realize that it is not only the army that protects
us. Even with the best soldiers and weapons in the world could we
withstand 40 milion enemies unless God protected us from them?

Yes, we need the physical soldiers. But we should not forget Who the real Protector of Israel is. The Jewish land is differ-

ent from all other lands. It also requires spiritual soldiers. And
don't think for a moment that it is a life of ease to be a spiritual
soldier and to study Torah morning, noon, and night, and to
give up many material things. By the way, I do feel that those
who are excused from the army because they are studying Torah
should be like soldiers: ready to sacrifice everything for the cause

of Torah, dedicated to full-time study and very disciplined. If
someone is not studying Torah full time and sacrificially the way

a soldier does, he should find some way to serve this country.
. . .

4a. Israel has become a true generator of Torah. Not in 2000
years has there been such widespread Torah study and dedica-

tion as there is now in IsraeL. I don't think Ben Gurion and the
founders anticipated this-but it is a fact. We can never compensate for the destruction of European Jewry, but there is some
consolation in the deep level of piety and learning. This is the

best answer to our enemies. There is something holy in the
atmosphere here that makes it all possible.

...
4b. Israel's greatest failure is the coming generation. Too many

non-Orthodox youth are empty shells, ignorant of Judaism and
of Jewish history. Judaism as a religion, Torah as God's way, is
completely foreign to them. Israeli high schools now know vio-

lence and drugs and all the good things that we imported from
the West-but they don't know who Rashi or Rambam were.

Surely we did not wait 2000 years so we could imitate the worst

of the world around us! What happened to the light we were
supposed to be to the nations?

...
5. The greatest challenge is to fight the overwhelming desire to
be like all the nations of the world. Our entire strength is that
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we are unique and apart-that's what the word kadosh means.

That's why the haredim make the rest of society nervous,
because we stand for this Jewish specialness. Who is ready to
give all of Erets Yisrael to the Arabs? Jews without Torah. This is

no coincidence. They think that if we give everything away to
our enemies, then the Goyim will pat us on the keppele and will
love us.

Why do you think I dress in a black hat and long black
coat? It's so that I will always remember that I am different, that
I am a Jew-and so that others who see me will also remember.

It is decreed from Above that the Jewish people can never
be a nation like all other nations. This ke-khol haGoyim mentality
is our greatest problem. The rest we can handle. I am late for my
kolel. Excuse me.
. . .

Sports fan
1) Yom haAtsma)ut means that this day we became a real people

like other nations. Up to now we were just wandering from
place to place; we were zeroes. Now we have our own land, our
own army. We stopped wandering finally and we have a place we
call our own. I am celebrating Yom haAtsmaJut in the traditional
way. The whole family is having a big barbecue-steak, hot dogs

and all the trimmings-and I'll be wearing my special chef's out-

fit-chef's apron, chef's hat, chef's gloves-the works, just like
in America.
. . .

2) I must admit that even though I am proud to be living here,

sometimes I am also ashamed. I am proud that we won ths year
the Eurovision song contest. OK, the Israeli winner was a transvestite, and a lot of people were embarrassed. But I was proud.
We are living now, not in the past. We are part of modern society.
So he, she, it-whatever-is a transvestite. So what? We shouldn't
mix religion into everyting. It's enough that the religious keep

the buses from running on Shabbat, do they also have to interfere
with my song contests?
Don't get me wrong. Even though I go to the football
games on Shabbat, my father was a very religious Jew. On Yom
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Kippur I still go to bet keneset. I have nothing against the reli-

gious. But they should not try to tell me how to live my life. Like

when we won the Eurovision thng, they got very upset. But they
are naive: they don't realize that this put Israel on the map. It
proved that we are as good as anyone. Only fift years of statehood and we won the Eurovision. Who would have dreamed it?
The whole world applauded us. Mark my word, some day we will
also win the Miss Universe contest and then I will really be proud
of

us.

But I am also ashamed. You want to know why, I wil tell

you why. I am ashamed because we are nowhere in soccer.
Where is Israel in basketball? Nowhere. Where are we in the
Olympics? Nowhere. Afer fift years you would think that by
now we could compete. No wonder the world has no respect for
us. Look at the USA. They are the best in basketball, and that's
why they are a superpower and the world respects them. Look at

little Mexico. A little country, a poor country-but they are
something in soccer. But Israeli sports? Forget it.
. . .

3) We have developed one of the great armed forces in the
world. Without them, do you think we would stil be here, with
40 milion Arabs wanting to get rid of us? Thank God for them,
I say. Without these kids we would all be lost. And another great
thing is that in spite of all the problems we have had around
here, we have become more and more like the USA-that's one
of our great achievements. These days there isn't anything that
America has that we don't have. You name it: cable TV, shopping malls, Coca Cola, McDonalds. We even have the golden
arches! It's wonderful, I tell you. This is a little country but we
have really become something. If only our teams were a little
more competitive. . .
. . .

4) I've already mentioned our failures: our poor record on the
playing field. Enough said about that. It only upsets me.

...
5

THE EDITOR)S NOTEBOOK

5) The challenge for the future is to teach the world that we
don't have horns, that we are just like they are. The real problems that Israel has with the world outside is that they think we
are different. But we are just the same. They have a land, we
have a land. They have a flag, we have a flag. They have their

culture, we have our culture. Once we can make the world un-

derstand that, then the other problems wil be minor. I mean
problems like how to make our teams better. But who knows,

maybe, with God's help, we can achieve that in the next fifty
years. And maybe they go together. I mean, maybe if we can
become something in sports, then they will see that we are just
like they are. I sure am praying for that. . . .
. . .

Professor
1) The Jewish nation was asleep for the past 2000 years, and suddenly we awoke and created our own state. It is a veritable re-

surrection. I am not religious, but to me it is much more important than any other holiday that we have, including Pesah.

From slavery and wandering we became sovereign, and we created a democracy. When Israel was established, we declared our

independence from the albatross of subservience to the nations of
the world. The Jewish nation has always emphasized social justice
and we always have stood for universal values, enlightened think-

ing, and human progress. This is our Jewish heritage and I am
proud of that, and that is why I celebrate this day. Now we are
subservient to no one.
I don't say special prayers in bet keneset today-but then
again, the haredim don't say special prayers today either. I don't
go in to teach today, so I try to read a little, watch the air show,

sleep a little later, spend time with my family. And with my family right now I am going to eat hot dogs.
. . .

2) Here everyone is a Jew and no one points to you like they
point at a Jew in the Galut. We have our own land like everyone

else, and we are a nation among many nations. I have never
understood why Jews like the haredim insist on being different.
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Maybe if we Jews would try harder to blend into civilzation,
maybe there would be less anti-Semitism.
The haredim remind me of a way of life that we should for-

get. Why do they insist on dressing all in black, and why must
their women be all covered up? We are no longer in the Galut.
This is Israel, the homeland of the Jew with muscles who rolls

up his sleeves and wears shorts and is not ashamed of his body
like the Galut Jew is.
We are all Jews, but we don't think the same way. It's al-

most as if we were two different nations. Sometimes I really
wonder if they belong here at alL.

Don't misunderstand. I believe in pluralism, in live and let
live. But why must they hide behind barricades, shut off from the
outside world? What are they interested in? Not art, not music,
not dance, not culture. Their lives are circumscribed only by the
Torah. If they don't enter the modern world soon they will col-

lapse economically from within. And why must they have such
large families?

. . .

3 and 4) Our greatest achievement is that we became a haven for

the oppressed. We rescued milions of Jews from Europe, the
Arab world, Ethiopia and Russia. All these disparate cultures
have been successfully absorbed within our tiny country. We sacrificed a great deal in order to do this. The Law of Return is the
most generous piece of legislation in history. And we have done
all this by our own power, by perseverance and sheer guts. This
is true Zionism.
. . .

4b) Our greatest failure is our identity problem. Are we a modern
nation in the modern world? Or are we a nation run by medieval
clerics? We cannot have it both ways. The ethics of the Torah are
fine, but what connection do its other laws have with life in the
21st century? You can't be loyal to an ancient document and at

the same time compete in the modern world. Israel was founded
to be a modern nation. But we got lost and allowed our thinking
to be dominated by outdated standards. Our greatest failure is

that we have not resolved this ambivalence about who we are and
where we are going. Once and for all we ought to decide that we
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are part of the modern world, and if some do not like this, I say
let them go live in some fundamentalist state like Iran or Saudi
Arabia.

...
5) Unity is the great issue, but we can never achieve it as long as
others are forcing their way of life upon us. The Torah is OK,
but it should not impinge on my personal autonomy. If I want

to marry a non-Jew, or bring in non kosher meat, I should be
permitted to do so. Israel has to be more open, more pluralistic,
more democratic. The truth is that if they want to persuade me
about the beauties of

Torah, they would get better results if they

did not appear to be forcing their wil upon me. I am wiling to
learn, but not when it is coerced learning.
Let me make this clear: I am not religious, but I do believe
in God in my own way. Even though I do not perform the mits-

vot or pray to God, I am a good person and I try to do the right
thing. I am tolerant of others. I believe in an open society. This

is real Judaism. The Orthodox don't have a monopoly on what
Judaism is. And the kind of Judaism they teach is of no relevance
to me. If Torah is eternal, why don't I ever hear what it says
about unemployment, or the environment, or poverty, or integrity in government and business? All I hear is the sound of
stones being thrown at cars on Shabbat.
Besides, I live in Israel and this is enough to be a good Jew.

Ben Gurion used to quote the Talmud that living outside of
Israel is like having no God-so since I live in Israel that means I

am as a good a Jew as anyone, right?

...
Judea-Samaria rabbi:
1) Just because Yòm haAtsma Jut happened in our lifetime does
not mean it lacks historical significance. For me, modern Israel
shows the hand of God entering Jewish history in an open way.

So today I participated in special tefillot. We recited hallelshould God not be praised on such a day? I consider it a significant day, so I dress in my yom tov clothes.

There are Jews who because of religious reasons feel that

they cannot celebrate this day. For them it makes no sense to
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have special prayers for the modern State, because the State is

only important as a means to help them serve God. I don't agree

with them. But on the other hand, the opposite point of viewthat the state is the end-all and be-all of Jewish life-is not a

Jewish concept at alL.

Things are not black and white. Some say that to avoid being tainted, and to live a life of unfettered holiness, a religious Jew
must separate from non-religious society. If there is a holy community within a not-yet-holy community, everyone will ultimately
be sanctified in a subtle way. But others hold that we cannot
shape Jewish society unless we are part of it. I myself agree with
the second group. I do not think separation is the Jewish way.

How I mark this day is not ordained from Sinai. Others
have their own way. I love and respect them. Some go to football games, and some attend the parades, and some learn Torah
all day, and some sleep late, and some live in Tel Aviv and some,

like me, live out here among the barren and lonely hils in the
J udean desert. I do not say that each of these ways has equal
weight in the eyes of the Holy One, but it is not for me to judge
others. We are all Jews and we share a common fate and destiny
in this land. Every pebble here contains holiness and sanctity,
and every Jew is imbued with sanctity-yes, including the soul
of the so-called secular Jew. Every Jew in his heart of hearts realizes that there is a God above him Who protects the Jewish people and the Jewish Land.
. . .

2) Moshe Rabbenu was not privileged ever to step foot on this

soil-but I not only can walk on it, but can plant on it, and
build on it, and watch my children grow up speaking our biblical

language and living by our Torah. To be living on the land
where Joshua walked, and Isaiah and Jeremiah, to breathe the
same air, to climb the same hils! I am ecstatic with joy.
. . .

3) Zionism is only a labeL. Every Jew is a Zionist, because every

Jew has a soul that pulls upwards towards holiness-and in the
quest for holiness the Holy Land is indispensable. One can reach
great heights of holiness in the Golah, but here it has much more
resonance and depth. Yes, we should settle the land-but not
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because it is a tenet of Zionism, and not for military or political
reasons. Rather, it is the natural thing for the Jewish soul to want
to be in the Land. Yes, we should ingather the exiles from around

the world and bring them back to their land-not because it is
part of Zionism, but because it is the way we fulfill the biblical

prophecies. We must become a true light to the nations by the
way we live and conduct ourselves. True, we have a long way to
go, but the raw material is right here, within each one.
I think even secular Zionism had a religious dimension to
it. The fact that the secular Zionists did not settle for Uganda or

some other place-although Herzl probably would have-shows
that they had their roots in the Torah, even though they would

not admit it. I don't know when the Messiah will come, but he
will come. Deep within even the most secular Zionist there is a
hidden strain of the ancient Jewish Messianic belief.

...
4a) Israel's greatest achievement is in its very existence. The very

fact that it IS, demonstrates that God is. In all these 2000 years
of exile, the Jewish people never gave up on the Torah's promise
that some day God would return us to the Land. We kept our

faith in Him, and He kept His faith is us and brought us back.
And if this impossible dream is beginning to be realized before
our very eyes, then it is obvious that everyting in the Torahnot just the prophecies about the Land but the laws of the

Torah, the ethics, the mitsvot, the warnings, the hope-is all
true. They all come from the same God and the same Torah. It
is confusion to select from the Torah that which pleases us and
discard that which makes us uncomfortable.
. . .

4b) We have become splintered. Right, left, moderate, peaceniks, haredim, secularist, South Tel Avivans, North Tel Avivans,
development towns, major cities, Sephardim, Ashkenazim, black
hats, kippa seruga, black kippa, kolelim) universities, hasidim,

mitnagedim, hawks, doves. Such a small land, such a tiny nation,
and so many factions. Even our neighborhoods are carefully

delineated. Up to this street is haredi, from that point on is
kippa seruga, and then there begins a secular neighborhood, and
after that the Sephardim live, and after that the hasidim-and so
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on and on. Few of us look sympathetically at our neighbor
unless he is exactly like we are, and every group shouts at every

other. At the same time. The din is deafening, the cacophony is
maddening. Does any other small country have so many newspapers for so small a population--ach with its own agenda? Does
any other small country have so many different political parties?
Our greatest failure is that we have forgotten that we are one

people, coming from one source, that we have one God, one
Torah, one destiny.

...
5) The survivalist stage of Israel's existence is, we pray, ending.
Now we enter a new stage-not just to survive, but to become a
holy people. Each Jew has the challenge of becoming a better
Jew, a better person. To study Torah more, to learn about God
more, to submit to God's will, to understand that we are not independent creatures, that we have a mission on this earth-not

just to eat and sleep. We were put on this earth in order to bring
the idea of God to all mankind.

Afer we begin working on that, the next great challenge is
to try to bridge the differences that divide us. True, we cannot
compromise on basic beliefs, and I am not prepared to surrender

my belief in God, Torah, the Jewish destiny and the sacred character of this Land. But all of us can look more lovingly at those
who are different from us. Not at the type of head covering or
jacket we wear, but at what we are inside-brothers and sisters.
To stop being suspicious of one another and to learn to trust

one another. We spend so much energy on peace with the
Arabs-what about peace with fellow Jews?
The primary challenge is to become a Jewish Jew. God has
given us this land as a vehicle to achieve this. Rescue and immigration are extremely important, but they are the means towards
the primary purpose: to reach out and touch God, and to teach

the world how to do this. We should grasp at the opportunity.
Otherwise we may have to wait another 2000 years before we
have this chance again.
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