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			In Memory of all the innocent victims of this terrible conflict

			And of my dear sister Paula Green

			פערלא בת מרדכי ועטל
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			A Note About the Transliteration

			I have adopted the following system of transliteration that allows me to distinguish between the following consonants in rendering Hebrew or Aramaic phrases:

’ = א     	

			‘ = ע	

			ḥ=ח	     

			kh = כ

		

		

		
			
			

		


		
			Prologue

			I

 

			There used to be a well-known joke among American Jews that went like this: 

			A young rabbi was invited as a candidate for a position in a new congregation. When he got there, the chairman of the search committee asked him: “What are you going to speak about ?” The rabbi said, “I thought I’d speak about Shabbos, the beauty and importance of observing the Sabbath.” “No,” the chairman said “That’s too controversial. Nobody here keeps Shabbos.” “Then maybe I’ll speak about kashrus,” said the rabbi, the meaning of keeping a kosher home. “No no, rabbi. That’s even worse. Hardly anyone here has a kosher home.” “What then should I speak about?” asked the rabbi. “Well, you know, speak about Judaism.”

			2025 Update:

			“I thought I’d speak about “Thou shalt not commit murder.” Or maybe “Thou shalt not steal.”

			“No, no, rabbi, that’s too controversial…Speak about Judaism. Maybe about the Sabbath.”

			 

 II

 

			Judges 16:27-31

			Samson, our first Jewish Superhero, blinded, is taken by the Philistines to their capital, Gaza. Standing at its Temple, the House of their god Dagon, he flexes his muscles against its two central pillars and brings it crashing down, killing everyone inside, including himself. His family have to dig his body out of the rubble to bury him.

			2025 Update:

			Our current Superhero, the Israeli army, blinded by its civilian leaders, has once again flexed its muscles and brought down the House in Gaza—nearly every house. The question is whether our whole House—everything the Jewish people has stood for and created over the course of three thousand years—will also be buried under Gaza’s rubble.

		


		
			Preface

			This has not been an easy book to write. Jews are used to being under threat from the outside. We have lived with all kinds of enemies for a couple of thousand years. A great scholar a while ago referred to us “The Ever Dying People,” meaning that each generation of Jews thought it might be the last. We’re a tough bunch when it comes to survival.

			But here I’m speaking of a very different threat. My question is Can Judaism be saved from itself? Or from the worst and most dangerous currents within itself, carried forth from all those many generations of oppression and having echoed so loudly again in the Holocaust. Those worst elements within our collective memory have come to the surface, especially in Israel, since the 1967 conquest of Jerusalem and the West Bank. They have come to ring a hundred times more loudly since the terrible event of October 7, 2023. As of this writing, they are taking a dominant role in the shaping of Israeli government policy, accompanied by a loud demand that world Jewry sign on, supporting the Jewish state, whatever it does. This book is the cry of a Jew and a rabbi who refuses to sign.

			This is a hard book to write for another reason as well. I am about to “wash a lot of dirty linen” in public here.

			I worry that in doing so I might be seen as giving ammunition to the antisemites, the last thing we Jews need to do right now. I fear that some may type me as a moser, a traitor or informant against the Jews. I do not take this possible accusation lightly. But, having thought about it long and hard, I think it important in our day that certain elements within our tradition be faced and confronted directly, rather than being left hidden. I fear that today they no longer just fester, but are out there doing real harm, possibly even threatening our very existence as a moral force in the world. To confront them, we need to acknowledge their presence. 

			This book was written during the terrible summer of 2025.  As it goes to press, we are celebrating the release of the hostages; a great moment indeed.  Hopefully it will be followed by disarmament of Hamas and first steps in the rebuilding of Gaza. But the essential question raised by this book, the relationship between Jewish/Israeli nationalism and exclusivist elements within the Jewish tradition, remains the same.

			One more note: When I use the “We” form in this book, it refers to us Jews, all of us. I believe strongly in the rabbinic dictum that “All Israel are responsible for one another.” “Israel” in that ancient sentence meant Jews, not Israelis. But now it has come to mean that all of us, like it or not, bear some responsibility for Israel, the state, as well.

		


		
			Introduction

			It was 1961. I was all of 20 years old, a college senior and president of student Hillel at Brandeis University. I was thrilled to be engaged in deep conversation with Rabbi Zalman Schachter, whom I had invited to spend a weekend on our campus. He was just on his way out of being a traditional Chabad Hasid, on his way to becoming the key figure of a Neo-Hasidic revival within Judaism. I had just gotten over a period of rather self-punishing Orthodoxy in my adolescent years, followed by a sharp rebellion against it. I was well on my way toward my lifelong journey as a Jewish seeker. I had met Reb Zalman earlier and I knew that he could be an important guide in finding my path. Amid many other things he said, long forgotten, he spoke one sentence that has remained with me over these more than 60 years. It was in Yiddish, a language we both understood and valued, even though most of our conversation took place in English. “Yiddishkeyt iz a derekh in avoyde,” he said. Judaism is a way of service, of serving God.

			That is how I have understood Judaism over the course of all these decades. It is a path, a way of approaching a life of service to the divine, to that which is holy, to the mysterious One. Reb Zalman did not use a term for God in that sentence; it was understood. He and I would both have preferred the unpronounceable Hebrew Y-H-W-H to the English G-O-D, but we understood what we meant. Devotion, inwardness, a desire to serve, openheartedness, and “cultivation of the inner life” were all terms that characterized the spiritual path of which we were speaking, in a conversation that continued over many years. Yiddishkeyt or “Judaism” is a language in which to express that path. It is not the only such language or even necessarily the world’s best. But it is ours; it is the language our heart speaks, the spiritual legacy of our ancestors implanted within us. That is what remained—and still remains, sixty years later—important to me.

			Use of the term Yiddishkeyt in this context was entirely natural for Reb Zalman, as one who had spent his formative years within a Hasidic community. But in a broader context, its use becomes more complicated. Is it to be translated “Judaism” or “Jewishness?” There once was a whole world of people out there who rejected quite thoroughly any sort of religious faith, that which they would have called “Judaism,” but affirmed precisely Yiddishkeyt as an alternative to it. The term vaguely described a set of values, including a special concern for fellow Jews and their fate as well as a certain affection for the traditional old-world Jewish way of life, without actually practicing any of its specific dictates. Yiddishkeyt was understood in those circles as something different from “Judaism.” 

			When I was growing up there were lots of such people. Some of them were even members of my own extended family. Today, they have retreated to a small sect of ideologically driven Yiddishists. The great majority of those who might once have belonged to that camp now just call themselves Jewish non-believers. When asked the “religion” question on a Pew survey form they check off “none.” But they still have a sense of Jewish identity, strong or weak. The vacuum created by the absence of religious faith was largely taken up by Zionism, which they see as a commitment to the Jews as a people, expressed mainly by love and support for the State of Israel.

			It did not have to have happened that way. Jews have always had a strong sense of commitment to their fellow Jews, borne along and regularly reinforced by our long history of suffering. Such a sense of Jewish ethnicity or peoplehood might have sufficed to replace traditional religion for generations of nonbelievers. The problem for survival of Jewry here was that ethnicities not reflected in the color of one’s skin do not do very well in the United States. On US government census forms, which ask if you are Black, Latino, or Pacific Islander, there is no place to write “Jewish” except under “religion.” Nor is there a place to write “Italian-American” or “Polish-American.” Those forms of identity are just not considered important. We all speak English at home and root for the same sports teams. For many, regional identity within the United States becomes more important than identification with the country or countries from which one or more of one’s great-grandparents emigrated.

			But for Jews, this decline in ethnic distinctiveness in America came at the worst possible time. The children and grandchildren of Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe stood by and watched in horror as two thirds of the Jews remaining in Europe, one third of the entire Jewish people, were brutally and indiscriminately slaughtered. Although they mostly chose not to talk about it, every Jewish immigrant, including my own grandparents, remembered people who had been left behind and died in the pits or the gas chambers, whether they were siblings, cousins, childhood friends, or onetime neighbors. For the survivors themselves, of course, that was all much more vivid and debilitating. The plague of unspoken trauma and survivor guilt, passed from one generation to the next, did (and does) not allow most American Jews to feel comfortable with just forgetting the past and trying to fit into the New World we have been privileged to inherit. 

			Zionism stepped into that breach and became a surrogate religion. For a great many American Jews, support of Israel offered a link to one’s Jewish identity that could be expressed by underwriting an active Jewish life for other people, living in a land far away. One could be supportive of Jewishness for someone else, for those who chose to live in Israel. Weren’t they doing such a great job of building a new and free society, welcoming victims of anti-Jewish persecution from around the world? We should be supporting that! In this way, an American Zionist could express a loyalty to the Jewish people that did not impinge on their own full assimilation to the American Way of Life, including worship at the idolatrous Temple of “Success,” the god of the American Dream.

			Of course, the lines between these forms of religious and secular self-definition are never absolute. Jews who see themselves as secular may still attend a Passover Seder and light Hanukkah candles. The message in these events, however, is often secularized. The American secular seder, if it has any meaning beyond a great family gathering and dinner, is often similar to the seder of many Israelis. It is more a celebration of the liberation from Auschwitz and the establishing of the Jewish state than it is a memory of our bondage in ancient Egypt and redemption by divine hand. If slavery is mentioned, it immediately calls for the singing of “Go Down, Moses,” better known to the participants than the traditional Hebrew songs for the occasion. Hanukkah makes it in America as a celebration of the very American value of religious liberty, even for those who reject religion. It is also, of course, a celebration of the victory of Jews over their more numerous and better armed foes, a story that immediately evokes 1948.

			That replacement of Judaism, defined as a religion or a path of devotion, with Zionism, a proud feeling that Israel, especially a strong Israel, was “good for the Jews,” became the “civil religion” of the organized Jewish community. Defending Israel, no matter what it did, became the first commandment of that religion. Synagogues and rabbis, too, were expected to participate enthusiastically in this task, in addition to—and sometimes even in defiance of—whatever other religious values they might hold.

			This civil religion seemed to work well for many, until 2023. Due to actions, statements, and intentions of the Israeli government, it is now in steep and rapid decline, especially for the younger generations. For them, 1945, 1948, and 1967 are nothing more than dates in history. Many within those generations, including some with strong Jewish education and commitment, have been deeply shocked and wounded, horrified by the behavior of the Israeli political leadership over the past several years. Outrage over the unfair and unequal treatment of Palestinians, which in fact has been going on for decades, was followed by a government-sponsored attempt to thwart democratic values and guarantees of an independent judiciary. It all felt too familiar to Jews living in the era of Donald Trump. 

			The Israeli reaction to the truly horrific massacre of October 7, 2023, made things much worse. The widespread impression, conveyed rather clearly by the Western news media, and confirmed by the vigorous Israeli protest movement, was that neither the government nor the army leadership (I do not speak here of individual soldiers, draftees who represent the full spectrum of views) care very much about the lives of Palestinians. This has been witnessed both by the massive bombing and destruction in Gaza and the cynical use and withholding of humanitarian aid as a weapon of war. Most recently, it is evidenced in the pathetic and ridiculous-sounding denial, by various Israeli spokesmen, that there is any hunger in Gaza. It’s all a “blood libel,” stemming from the world’s bitter antisemitic bias. Esau hates Jacob. 
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