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The Yom Kippur War has precipitated considerable
soul searching among concerned Jews all over the
world. The following reactions by two distinguished
contributors reflect intensely personal responses to
the realities of contemporary IsraeL. The first essay
is by Rabbi Emanuel Feldman, spiritual leader of
Congregation Beth Jacob in Atlanta, Georgia and a
member of TRADITION's Editorial Board.

ISRAEL, TORAH AND I:
Musings of a Temporar)'Resident

I am worried about IsraeL. And it is the Torah that makes me
worry.

One of the things a rabbi does on a sabbatical is study. Part
of my sabbatical period is being spent on a return to roots (Bible
and Talmud). As I write this, I am studying the Book of Judges,
Shoftim. I find it worrisome. For what is evident here - and in so
many other parts of the Bible - is that we have never been prom-
ised Israel as a blank check. There are simply no guarantees

from God which ensure continued and permanent existence for
the Jewish people in Eretz Yisrael. The mere fact of our sov-
ereignty over the Land at anyone period in history has never
implied that we would be eternally sovereign over it. On the con-
trary, it is a major teaching of Torah that the Jewish people has
to earn the right to dwell in the Land. And whenever Jews stop
earning this right, Jews stop living in the Land.

I find the tenth chapter of Judges particularly disturbing, be-
cause it is a paradigm for today. Israel turns away from God and
worships foreign deities, and God turns from them and gives them
into the hands of the enemy. And for eighteen years life is utterly
miserable for the Jews. There are raids from all sides, and the
enemy even crosses the Jordan River to terrorize the Jews. The
Jews finally cry out to God and confess that they sinned by
abandoning Him. And God, in effect, replies: I am a little tired
of constantly coming to your rescue. I have saved you from
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Egypt, Amalek, the Philistines, and from others in the past. And
still you abandoned me for strange gods. I will no longer save
you. I suggest, continues the God of Israel, that henceforth you
cry out to the new gods you have chosen for yourselves. Let them
come to your help in your present troubles. "Let them deliver
you in the time of your tribulation" (10: 14) .

I live here in Jerusalem and I watch carefully the life about
me. It is Jerusalem and it is holy and it has more portions of
physical and spiritual beauty than any city on earth. It is J er:s-
alem and it is a dwellng place of the Jewish soul, and in many
ways one can see that it is an earthly reflection of Yerushalayim
shel maalah, that heavenly capitol of God of which this place
is but a mundane shadow. But I live here. I ride the buses, shop
in the stores, drive on the streets, buy petrol, walk, listen, absorb.
And because I live here I cannot theorize or idealize, or give
fund-raising pep talks. And about Israel and Jerusalem on~ must
speak the truth even it if means chastising that which you deeply
love.

I live here and I must confess that, as much as I love the
city and the Land and the people, occasionally I despair at what
I see. For twenty-five years Israel's dominant leadership - polit-
ical, social, educational, military - has followed a fundamental
areligious way. Israel's Declaration of Independence contains no
direct mention of Israel's God, and in 1975 the New Year message
of Israel's president also omits any reference to Him. This leader-

. ship has opted for the strange gods of secularism. They wanted a
new generation unfettered and unencumbered by the albatrosses
of God, Torah, mitzvot, observances, which were after all - it is
by now a discredited cliche - only designed for the Galut Jew to
keep him conscious of his. J ewishness, but were no longer neces-
.sary in an independent Jewish State, and so they made the domin-
ant school system a secular one. And now, twenty-five years later,
having exposed an entire generation to the Bible as a book of lit-
erature and poetry and history but not as the Book of God, they
now have a youth whose personal commitment to the State can no
longer be taken for granted, . and which occasionally actually

questions Israel's own right to live in the Land. A professor at
Hebrew University palavers with the PLO and "understands"
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them, and a small but alarming number of students say, "Yes,
we are the aggressors and we have stolen this Land from the
Arabs." And when all is said and done they are pitifully con-
sistent: if the Land was in fact not given to the Jews by God,
and if the first Rashi in Bereshith is totally unknown to them,
then they really have no more right to it than the so-called Pales-
tinians. The logic of their position is unassailable. So they ques-
tion - and the Minister of Information issues a revealing state-

ment to the press: We have not lost our youth.
Illusions are punctured daily in IsraeL. They wanted a Land

kechol hagoyim, like all the Nations, but having become like all
the Goyim, they now find that the Goyim despise them as
before. That which individual Jews around the world have long

. ago learned - that you can change your noses but not your
Moses - is now being painfully re-learned on a national scale
in IsraeL. They wanted a State of their own in order to put an
end to anti-Semitism, but having created the State, they find that
the endemic anti-Semitism of the world is now directed against
the State of the Jews. Little by little, the dreams and illusions
of the secularist founders disappear like a mist.

They have raised a generation of socialists who are hard-
eyed materialists; a young generation of "cultured" secular Jews
who, according to a newly issued government report, know little
even of the secular culture of the Land - not the history, not
the geography, . not the literature. They wanted to be like the
Nations, and much of its youth lives for the now and has little
commitment to anything beyond its immediate needs - just like
the youth of the Nations. They sought desperately to be accepted
into world society, wanted to be normal like any other country-
but so fearful were they that their own traditions would make
them less acceptable and that their own uniqueness would make
them less normal that they threw the wheat with the chaff to the
winds, and now they possess neither the tradition, nor the nor-
malcy, nor the love, nor the respect of mankind. "Instead they

have become the most lonely and most isolated and most forlorn
among the nations, in ironic fulfillment of that very Bible which
to them is not Godly: "It is a people which dwelleth alone and
is not reckoned among the nations" (Numbers 23: 9) .
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And now the Land yields her bitter produce: there is precious
little idealism in the country; "Zionism" is an epithet, a term of
derision flung disdainfully by young people to describe pie-in-the-
sky or worse; youths in unconscionable numbers are. abandoning
the kibbutz in droves and after coming to the cities they leave
that in droves and join the thousands of yordim who have gone
down to America and Canada where the cars are bigger and the
living easier. And when they happen to wander into a synagogue
in the lands of their self-imposed dispersion, they embarrass them-
selves and their Land and their Galut brothers by their inability
to recite an elementary berakhah over the Torah.

The leadership wanted total secularism without religion,
wanted to demonstrate that you don't need God in order to be a
mentsch. But having rejected Göttlichkeit, they have begun to
lose mentschUchkeit as well. Elementary courtesy or consideration
or kindness by members of the bureaucracy (how it hurts to say
it openly) is less common in Israel than in the lands of the
Goyim whom we imitate so much: rudeness and insensitivity are
not as extraordinary as they should be, so that an occasional act
of decency by a public offcial is a subject of a gratefulletter-to-
the-editor. They wanted a mentsch without God, and in the past
year major corruption has rocked the Land: thefts of millons
of dollars by offcers of certain Israeli banks; scandals in major
corporations like Zim, Solei Boneh, the Israel Corporation, Amid-
ar. And a young Israeli yored, interviewed in the newspaper
Davar, says that his parents carne to Israel forty yeats ago

and gave their all to the Land and now the fat cats at the top
profit at their expense. So why bother and why not live in Canada
instead! And now comes the final report of the Agranat Com-
mission, the blue-ribbon investigation of the Yom Kippur War,
and it declares that the last bastion of Israeli elan and effciency
- the miltary - had been affected by the carelessness and self-

centeredness which plagues civilian life, and that this accounts
for much of the initial failures of the War. A quarter century of
secularism has revealed a moral, political, economic, and social
dead-end, calling to mind the very last sentence in the Book of
Judges: "In those days there was no king in Israel: every man
did what was right in his own eyes."
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After the Six-Day War, General Yitzchak Rabin, then Chief
of Staff, rose up on Mt. Scopus in Jerusalem and declared that
there were no miracles and that the victory was a result of
courage, planning, tactics, strategy, bravery. He omitted any
mention of God. The near tragedy of Yom Kippur, 5734, should
have been an object lesson in the effcacy of tactics and strategy.
But one year later, Prime Minister Rabin comes to Herzl Military
Cemetery in Jerusalem to memorialize the 2500 war dead for
whom planning and bravery were not enough, and again he
speaks of Israel's might and valor, and again he makes the same
incurious omission. A brillant man, sincere and good - but in

eight years he has learned nothing about the God of IsraeL. Secu-
larism dies hard.

This is what worries me: In the times of the Judges, Israel
was at least aware that there was a God above them. They turned
to strange idols, but never really lost sight of their own God.
They knew He existed despite their penchant for more tangible
deities, and in times of distress they cried out to Him. But today
we have transcended our idol-worshipping ancestors, and in our
distress we call on our strength, our will, our arms, our courage,
our allies (who are they?) - on everything but our God. We
are not even aware that we have One of our very own.

Perhaps it is good that we do not call on Him. Were we to do
so, we might hear what our forbears in Judges heard: 1 am a
little tired of coming constantly to your rescue. Egypt, Syria,
Jordan - 1 have saved you from them in 1948, and in 1956,

and in 1967, and even more miraculously on Yom Kippur of
1973. A nd still you do not recognize Me . You want the Arabs
to recognize your existence. When will you recognize My exist-
ence? At least de facto. No, I will no longer save you. I suggest
you call out to your generals, to your cabinet ministers, your

politicians, your tanks, your planes - to everything to which
you have granted your ultimate allegiance. Let them help you in
your present trouble.

We in Israel today are in the most serious straits since the
establishment of the State. The shock of Yom Kippur will not
soon fade away, for then it was finally perceived that the strange
gods to whom were ascribed so much power were not at all
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omnipotent and had almost been responsible for Israel's doom.
We are in serious straits, and the most serious of all is that, our
idols having failed us, we have no one to whom to cry out, nothing
in which to believe. Even the belief in the continued existence

of the State - even this bulwark of Zionist ideology has lost its
currency.

These are diffcult times for non-believers. If I had been
raised on secularism and did not believe in. the divinity of the
Bible and knew nothing of my historic right to this Land and the
eternity of God's promises and of the destiny 9f the Jewish
people, and then saw my enemies growing stronger. every day and
our friends ever weaker, I too would see littlè hope for the
future and I too would be one of the tens of thousands of yor-
dim today. Why sacrifice anything for a piece of geography whose
only claims upon me are some vague folk-legends about moun-
tain-top suicides and young warriors with sling-shots?

Let us be completely truthful: there are strong pockets
of Jewish idealism left. Ironically, they are found primarily
among the young people who were not raised on heavy
doses of Zionism, but on heavy doses of Torah - in which love
of Zion is an integral part. They are called dati, b'nei yeshivah,

the religious youth. It is they who believe passionately in the
Land; it is they who are the best soldiers, it is they who spearhead
hitnachalut - the attempts to create new settlements in danger-

ous and uninhabited border areas of Israel - and who are dedi-
cated to the Land of the Torah. For it is from this Torah that
they know their Israel and its meaning. It is they whom the
generals have labeled the finest type of soldier in their command
during the Yom Kippur War, and it is they who formed the core
of the brigade which crossed the Suez into Egypt in 1973. It is
they whom Ephraim Kishon - Israel's acid-tongued satirist
and hardly a pious Jew - calls the only hope for the future of
Israel because their vision remains unblurred and their idealism
untainted. And it is they who know they belong in the Land and
that the Land belongs to them. Nor is it a coiiicidence that the
only meaningful aliyah from the West in the past decade has
been not from non-religious Jews but precisely from committed
and observant Jews, specifically the Orthodox.
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And let it also be said that in certain circles Torah flourishes
in the Land. Yeshivot of all types are powerful generators which
are producing a force of Torah scholarship and piety which, no
less than Israel's physical defense forces, sustains the Land and
her people. All is far from black.

But if these are very diffcult times for non-believers because

they have very little left, these are also diffcult times for be-
lievers, for they know the soul of the Land, and it is a sensitive
one. Eretz Yisrael is eretz hakedoshah, the Holy Land. It is also
the Land of Holiness. It cannot be lived upon like any other
land. This Land has its own special soul, its own life, and is so
constituted that, like a delicate organism, It cannot tolerate
strange and foreign ways withjn its borders: the God-filled Land
cannot suffer the efforts, conscIous or casual, to empty it of God
and to replace. Him with nothingness. And in the fullness of
time the Land spews out that which is offensive to it. The same
Torah which promises Israel's return to her ancestral Land also
promises that this Land cannot endure profaneness. Is it not
possible that the same God Who before our very eyes is fulfillng
the first may also choose, once again, to fulfill the second? These
are diffcult times for believers as well.

For a believer who daily recites the Shema Y israel, certain
passages in that testament of faith are very disturbing. I tremble
when I become fully aware of the meaning of "hishamru la-
chem . . . take heed lest you tur.n aside and serve other gods and
worship them. . . and you wil perish quickly from the good

Land which He gives you." I tremble because this has already
been fulfilled several times in Jewish history. And when my
Jerusalem neighbor goes off to a discotheque on Friday night

and plays raucous American music on his stereo on all of Shab-
bat. I despair. Not so much because Shabbat should not be
abandoned in Jerusalem, but because what he is doing is so
imitative of a culture foreign to us; and because .he is ignoring

himself, his essence, his innate J ewishness. In his innocence and
Jewish ignorance, this product of Israeli secularism barters sanc-
tity for banality and is unaware that he lives in a Land that is
holy. (I hope that God will be patient with us: with my neigh-

bor for ignoring Him and with me for being intolerant of him
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who serves in the army and who is wiling to lay down his life
for me.) But my neighbor makes me think: have we earned the
right to live in God's Land?

It is time to permit Him to re-enter His Land, to turn to
authentic Jewish modes of thinking and behaving.

It is time to take the Land of Israel out of Galut, and to stop
whoring after false gods.

It is time to turn off the fourth-rate American rock music
and to begin listening to our own rhythms.

It is time for the Land of the Bible to take its Bible more
seriously.

It is time that Israel understand that Jews expect more from
her because she is what she is, and to understand that she is
failing the Diaspora, and to begin to consider another path.

The secularists have had their day and have amply demon-
strated the insuffciency of their ways. The single most con-
vincing testimonial in favor of the religious Ufe is the present

bitter fruit of a quarter-century of secularist labor in Israel.

It is time the religious way be given a fair chance.
Israel is in deep crisis, and not VJA drives, or Bonds, or

American aid, or Senate resolutions can solve this crisis. Only
Jews can solve it. By becoming Jewish Jews.

What worries me most about Israel, the Land that I love and
the people that is mine, is the Torah. This too is mine.
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