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THE RELIGIOUS QUEST IN ISRAEL
When one follows in the United States the reports emanating from Israel and compares them to the flood of news on
Jewish life in America one receives the impression that Jewish re-

ligion is flourishing in the United States, while it is suppressed
in the State of IsraeL.

In Israel Yeshiva students are arrested because they set fire to
a sex shop. There are demonstrations against the government's
handling of the mi hu yehudi. question and conversion accord-

ing to Halakhah, etc. In America, however, one gains the impression that the number of shabbat observers and those who
keep dietary laws are increasing constantly.

This erroneous impression reflects either deliberate distortion
or unfortunate misinterpretation.
In America, where Jews are living as individuals, religion is
- if at all - only the problem of the individuaL. He will fid

a solution to his religious problems according to his needs.
He will find it with an Orthodox rabbi, and if not with an Orthodox rabbi, then with a Conservative one, and if not. with
a Conservative then with a Reform rabbi. In Israel, on the
other hand, religious issues are not merely individual problems

but also become public issues. Shabbat in Jerusalem and in Tel
Aviv, is not only the concern of individual citizens living in
these cities, but of Jerusalem and Tel A viv per se. In Israel we
are dealing not only with reshut hayachid (private domain)

but also with reshut harabim (public domain). Conficts over
religious observance are bound to arise, since there is no unanimity as to which constitutes the Jewish character of the State.
The "noise" in connection with religious issues in Israel clearly
hesitate
indicates thát a spiritual combat - and I even don't
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to say a kultur-kamp - is taking place in Israel between the
religious and the secular segments of the population. This is
not necessarily a purely negative phenomenon. The diffcult
question, on which there is no keen and clear answer, is how

to conduct this combat whether in the spirit of "its ways are
ways of pleasantness and all its paths are peace" (Proverbs

3: 17), or in the spirit of "for all the earth shall be devoured with
the fire of my jealousy" (Zephaniah 8: 3).
Similarly, I don't believe that the existing tranquility and

euphoria in America are necessarily positive signs. They are,
at least to my judgment, a sign of emptiness and lack of desire
maybe even incapability - to confront seriously the

- and

main problem of American Jewry, namely the threat ofassim-

ilation. This is endangering not only Jewish religion but the
very basic existence of the Jewish people in. America. I am
on one side of the scale,. the role religion is playing in America - not just as an expression of
convinced that if we put

empty words without commitment, but as a religion demanding
the fulfillment of Torah and mitzvot all the time and in all places
- and on the other side, the role which religion plays in Israel,
then there is no doubt to which side the scale will fall.
What are the issues we are confronting today in Israel in the
area of State and religion? I think - and again just in order

to simplify and sharpen the issue - it is what means should

be employed to increase the religious character of the Jewish
State? Should we use thepoIitical mechanism in Israel, namely
the: religious parties, or perhaps are there non-political ways
and means to achieve that very same goal?

After pondering the question for a while, I must admit that
I am still perplexed. Perhaps there is no clear answer to the
question. Nevertheless, I would like to share my thoughts with
you. There is no doubt that the religious parties in Israel can
point to important achievements in the area of imposing the
Jewish religion on

public life in Israel, such as the State religious

school system, dietary laws in the army, the law of shabbat, and

Jewish holidays. I doubt they would have been accomplished
without political pressure on behalf of these parties. On the
other hand, we witness with concern a process of degeneration
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in the religious establishment including all its branches - the

religious political parties and those who are supposed to be
their leaders, the Rabbinate and the Religious Councils which is threatening all these achievements of the past. To paraphrase a very .famous saying, Jewish religion is much too important to leave exclusively in the hands of politicians. Even
more so because many religious people in Israel feel ill at ease

because religious issues, about which they are deeply concerned, are raised by people which aren't always entitled, morally
As a result we are watching with
andieven religiously, to do so.

concern the polarization between religious and secular Jews

in the State of Israel, which is constantly increasing. This pro-

cess at least partially due to the fact that religion in Israel is
deeply involved in politics. Quite frequently hatred towards religion is aroused in those who otherwise might have had a more
tolerant attitude towards religion because of jealousy and competition between the religious partes.

What do I mean? It is correct to say objectively - even
though it seems to contradict what was said already - that we
don't fid in the Israel of today an anti-religious atmosphere,

based on secular atheistic ideology, as it is used to be ten,
twenty or thiy years ago. I am not, and never was, among

those who sawal the people of Israel laying tefiUn every morn-

ing after the Six-Day War, as a result of the liberation of ancient
Jerusalem, and the Western Wall. On the other hand, I believe
that the longer our presence in the land is lastig without a

solution to the Arab-Israeli confict, the greater is the amazement, especially among the younger generation to the question:
who are we, what is our identity and from where do our rights
on the land stem? I am not referring to phenomena of religious

chauvinism which is neither religious nor national, but to serious,
of establishing synagogues in kibbutzim
which in the past never dreamt about it, to religious expressions
deep and quiet factors

in periodicals published by the younger generation in the socalled secular kibbutz movement, and to groups of youngsters
- existing in some secular settlements - studying Judaism

and making a serious effort to get acquainted with our basic
sources.
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Ths amazement - and I don't have any doubt about it is going to be a fertile soil for Jewish renaissance. In order to
stimulate and advance this process, however, we need the assistance of American Jewry. One of the positive phenomenons

with which American Jewry is blessed, and which we are still
missing in Israel, is the community, the congregation, or the
kehilah. I have the feeling that under the present circumstances
this institution is in a position to advance religious life - and
even to replace the role of the religious political party - in

Israel, though pleasant means and not through compulsion or
legal maneuvers. The activities revolve around the religious

community center, which will find its expression not only in
hasty openness to the synagogue for prayer - something I am
far from disregarding - but also to all kinds of cultural and
social activities, might in the course of time, attact at least
some of those people who

are seeking - and for the time being

are not fiding - a spiritual Jewish and even religious content

to their lives. First attempts in ths direction were made in the
previous years. Nonetheless, education, especially religious edu-

cation, is a long process and there is no guarantee for success.
One of the reasons for the failure of the synagogue in Israel
as an institution is that synagogues in many places in Israel do
not attact people because of their poor external features and

also because of the unbecoming behavior of those inside.. It is

not quite the same in America. Maybe it is because of the
church's influence and maybe it is because of other reasons.
But it is a factor that the mitzvah of "This is my God and I
shall glorify Him" in connection with the synagogues, is fulfed
in America much more than in most of the synagogues in IsraeL.
I would like to see Americans influence Israel, not so much in
the ostentatiousness and self-satisfaction prevailing in American
synagogues but in the respectful atmosphere, in the beauty and
cleanliness, making the synagogue an attractive institution.
In addition to this, American Jewry is also in a position to
contribute to the content and spirit we would like to see prevail
in these kehilot. There are

very few rabbis in Israel today -

including the young rabbis - who are capable to infuence

the average Israeli in a language understood by him. I can't
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disregard the importance of divrey chakhamim and other func-

tions which are fulflled by the rabbis in America. Thus there
is a challenge of building a kehUah in Israel which I hope attracts
not only rabbis, but also young American religious intelligentsia
towards a decision to settle in IsraeL.
There is another aspect which must be considered. Unfortu-

nately, the State of Israel did not fulfill the expectations we all
had, that it will become a homeland not only to rescued Jews

but also and mainly a spiritual center for World Jewr. Let
us not have illusions. The largest Jewish community in the

world, the one that is living in the United States, is not nourished by and is not identifying itself with the Hebrew culture
of the .State of IsraeL. The overwhelming majority of American
Jews hardly know Hebrew and as a result Hebrew literature is
unknown to them. Furthermore, there is doubt whether Hebrew

literature of the. last two generations has reached a level that it
is in a position to compete with the Anglo-Saxon culture and

literature. As a matter of fact we are witnessing an opposite
danger, namely that of a constant and dominant infuence of
American mass culture on IsraeL. This is clearly exemplified by
many of the Oriental Jews who emigrated to IsraeL. When they
came, their background and behavior was more or less Ortho-

dox. But in Israel they were influenced and even incited to give
up their traditional way of life in favor of the "new Israeli way
of life," whose substantial content nobody knew or knows exactly. As a result they lost their traditional culture. Left with
a spiritual and cultural vacuum, many of them became victims

of the communication medja, namely mass culture imported
mainly from the United States. If this is the situation in Israel
how can we even dream that the relatively new Israeli culture
and literature is going to influence, or even dominate, American
Jewry?
What is left is therefore thè identification and solidarity with

Israel in times of need, threat and danger. Unfortunately there
are many examples: on the eve of the Six-Day War, the Massacre

inM unich,. the killing of an Israeli diplomat in London, etc.
I am convinced that we all look forward to another and lasting
identification and solidarity between American Jewr and Is39
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rael, which is not based on bloodshed or other Jewish mis-

fortune.
What can be the

base for such an identication? I believe

that religion is the only component to unite all of us. I don't
intend to say that we are utilizing Jewish religion as a meaDS

for any goal - which would mean total destruction and secularization of a supernatural phenomena. Yet he who analyzes
the situation objectively will conclude that there is no chance
at all that any human value, be it estimable as the state - and

in our case, even the State of Israel - will have the force to
unite and to be of profound lasting and concrete contents to

Jews all over the world in periods of peace and normalization.
This is not yet understood or accepted in IsraeL. Furermore,
the very basic existence of American Jewry in the United States,
and the problems a Jew is facing in the Diaspora, are hardly

understood by the young Israelis, due to their ignorance and
negative attitude to anything connected with religion. Ths is
a heavy accusation on those who shaped the secular education

in Israel, on whom we can apply the verse: "The fathers have
eaten a sour grape, and the children's teeth are set on edge"

(Jeremiah 31: 29). This situation is threatening not only the
Jewish State, but also the future relationship between W orId

Jewry and the Jews living in the State of IsraeL. Therefore, the
more Americans emigrate to Israel, the greater are the chances
of a mutual approachment between these two large Jewish communities.

Generally speaking, I feel that we are missing the vision of
a Jewish Mission in IsraeL. Nothg is easier in Israel than to
gather thousands of yeshiva bokherim to demonstrate against

violating the Shabbat, against the arrest of yeshiva bokherim,

against girls serving in the Army, against and against. But it

is diffcult, very dicult, to fid these youngsters - and not
only them - for the purpose of positive action. For instance,
most of the Russian Jews who are comig to Israel are thsty

for Jewish spiritual contents. To our deep sorrow hardly any
one is taking care of their spirtual and religious aobsorption.

If communities with the right leadership existed in Israel, then
among their main tasks would be to bnng them closer to the
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Jewish traditional way of life. Having active, religious com-

munities who are active even outside the synagogue wil increase

the infuence of Judaism by ways of pleasant means. Thus religion will be excluded from the political lobby. I am not calling
for the liquidation of the religious parties in IsraeL. But I think
we should direct our efforts to achieve religious goals from the
political arena to the area of quiet, constant and serious doing.
This is a slow process. If the beginning is going to be limited let us hope that the end will be very successful, as it is written: "Though thy beginning was small, yet thy later end wil

greatly increase" (Job 8 :7). I am optimistic about the prospect
of the spiritual and religious role in IsraeL. I believe that the

chances are good because of the basic, solid, and important factor
that the State of Israel is the only place in the world where
Jews are the absolute majority and where Jewish and Hebrew

creation - religious and non-religious - are poured on Jewish
soiL. For in Israel there is a trend of return - even though it
is still slow - to our eternal sources. It is not only a geographical
shivat Zion, but also a spiritual and religious renaissance.
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