
Invitation to 
Engagement

In my meetings with Jewish leaders and citizens from around 
the world,” says Tzipi Livni, head of Israel’s Kadima party, “I 

have been struck by the growing sense that Israel’s place in Jewish 
life is eroding.  This is the problem.”  Her words encapsulate 
the great challenge faced by Israel and world Jewry alike: how 
to bolster and enhance the Israel-Diaspora relationship at a 
historical moment of great stress and uncertainty?

Talking about Israel around 
the Big Table  

A Symposium{ {
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Israel today, alongside its perennial security 
concerns, faces a growing global campaign 
of delegitimization.  Its advocates work 
overtime to combat disinformation and 
improve the country’s image.  But is this 
enough to stem the disengagement from 
Israel of young Jews who take their Judaism 
seriously, but are less inclined than their 
parents to make it a cornerstone of their 
identity?  In a much-discussed, controversial 
article that appeared in 2010 in the New York 
Review of Books, the journalist Peter Beinart 
argued that the longstanding approach 
of the American Jewish establishment 
was no longer compelling for many Jews, 
especially among the non-Orthodox.  “In 
theory, mainstream American Jewish 
organizations still hew to a liberal vision 
of Zionism,” he wrote.  “But in practice, by 
defending virtually anything any Israeli 
government does, they make themselves 
intellectual bodyguards for Israeli leaders 
who threaten the very liberal values they 
profess to admire.”   

The Engaging Israel project of the Shalom 
Hartman Institute was established in order 
to confront new realities head-on, and to 
offer answers to some hard questions: How 
do we talk productively about Israel?  How 
do Jews with differing political perspectives 
sit around a big table and converse about a 
complex subject that is vital to their common 
future?  And how can such conversation 
rejuvenate the interest and engagement of 
Jews who are so frustrated by Israel-talk that 
they are inclined to “change the channel” 
and turn inward?

The contributors to our Symposium, all 
of them leaders in their fields, provide a 
taste of such a broad exchange of views.  
Some have written formal articles, some 
have expressed their opinions in interviews 
with Havruta’s editors.  All would describe 
themselves as “pro-Israel,” though they may 
disagree about what that means.  Above all, 
they are deeply engaged with Israel, and 
thereby provide inspiration for the rest of us.  
As David Hartman succinctly puts it:  “The 
worst form of criticism is indifference.”  

“In the Kibbutz.” Illustration by Barak Nachsholi, 
1962. Collection of Yeshiva University Museum, 
New York. Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Ludwig Jesselson.

 HAVRUTA | 5



Being pro-Israel means that one feels that the 
destiny of Israel is the destiny of the Jewish 
people, and that what is being acted out in Israel 
is what Judaism and the Jewish people is all 
about. There is often a gap between what one 
would like it to be and what it is. But when I 
speak of Israel, I always speak of possibilities, 
and not reality. We have not yet realized what 
the potential significance of this new national 
homecoming is all about: what our expectations 
are, our ethical demands, the relationship 
between what we are doing here and world 
history. These are the important questions, and 
to be engaged in them is to be pro-Israel.

This does not mean that we should not be 
self-critical, whether from inside or outside 
Israel. The worst form of criticism is indifference. 
Criticism should be uttered when something 
deserves to be criticized. And I don’t want 
statehood and Jewish nationalism to cover 
up profound errors and immoralities if they 
exist. It all depends where you are critical. I like 
to compare the criticism of Israel to a mother’s 
criticism, rather than that of a mother-in-
law. The stereotypical mother-in-law enjoys 
criticizing; but when a mother criticizes, it 
hurts. Criticism should emanate from a deep 
love and empathy, an expectation of what the 
nation can become, or ought to become.

Whatever one’s criticism, though, Jews 
worldwide should work to protect Israel from 
acts of violence like boycotting and malicious 
rumors about the IDF. And they need to be 
very cautious in exposing weaknesses. There 
needs to be a deep sensitivity to the fact that 
perhaps these weaknesses are part of the human 
condition. So, when criticizing Israeli leaders, 
for example, we need to ask whether we are 

criticizing their human limitations or the fact 
that they are not prophets. I don’t mind that 
there are those who are critical of the Jewish 
people, who were meant to be prophets and had 
a great vision of their place in the world, but 
I also have to accept that those running this 
country are very fragile human beings.

I would say: expect a great deal, be critical 
with love and choose the areas on which you 
want to focus, but don’t encourage the many 
negative forces out to harm Israel. Supporters 
of Israel need to deal with the Palestinian 
narrative and the degree to which it is a true 
description of reality or a distortion. I have no 
barriers to dialogue and discourse if conducted 
with decency. But you also need to know where 
you are and whom you are speaking to. Is 
what you are saying going to be a catalyst to 
change and moral growth, or will it be used 
to denunciate, dehumanize and delegitimize 
the Jewish people?

The basis for Diaspora-Israel relations and 
unity is a shared Jewishness. The Jewish people 
and the state of Israel is one embodiment of 
this central motif. Being a Jew is in some ways 
strengthening the power of this people to go 
on in history. There are many forces acting 
to minimize this strength and the integrity 
of that effort, and they should not think 
that deligitimating Israel does not equal 
delegitimating the Jewish people and Judaism. 
Israel is, after all, very much connected to what 
the future of Judaism will be and who the 
Jewish people are.  Anti-Semitism is a disease. 
I don’t want our people united by the hatred of 
others. There has to be something internal to 
Jewish memory, history, and values that acts 
as a cohesive force. That they hate me is not 

David Hartman 
A Shared Jewishness

David Hartman, 
President Emeritus of 
the Shalom Hartman 
Institute, is a leading 
contemporary 
Jewish philosopher 
and internationally 
renowned author of 
The Living Covenant 
and many other 
works. He is the 
recipient of numerous 
awards, including the 
Avi Chai and Guardian 
of Zion prizes.

Kiryat Arba, 2011. Photo 
by Tomer Appelbaum.  
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a foundation for Jewish unity or for building 
a nation.

Zionism still occupies an important place in 
the world as the idea of a Jewish renaissance. 
Zionism is the attempt to bring the people of 
Israel to a higher level of self determination 
and self fulfillment. Taking responsibility 
for the totality of life is what nation-building 
is all about: medical care, poverty, treating 
minority groups  well. All these now surface 
as fundamental Judaic issues and are part and 
parcel of what it means to be a Jewish people 
and a Jewish nation.  Every time I lecture to 
army officers, I feel that this nation, born here 
in Israel, growing and developing, shows great 
potential. I don’t judge Israel and Zionism 
according to what the newspapers say. You 
have to go out into real life, into the reality 
of what these people are about. There you see 
a lot of decency and beauty. But this doesn’t 
mean that you ignore the negative.

Certainly, being a Jewish state does not 
excuse totalitarianism ‒ you can’t delegitimize 
Conservative and Reform Judaism. Israel’s 
attempt to serve as a platform for the monopoly 
of Orthodox power is wrong. We need to 
fight against this and for a “live and let live” 
philosophy, so that any person, regardless of 
his or her religious philosophy, should feel 
they have a place in this country. The ultra-
Orthodox United Torah Judaism party is not 
the voice of God in my life. I like to see a Hasidic 
Jew happy, but not if that happiness is based 
on hating someone who is not like him. The 
hatred for other forms of Judaism has to be 
eradicated from the Jewish state.

Power is the challenge to be ethical. If 
you are weak, there is no challenge. When I 
have power, I invite a moral discussion, while 
weakness invites aggression.  We need power to 
be taken seriously, to articulate our presence. 
Power is self- affirmation . It means not having 
to appeal to pity to be responded to as a human 
being. I don’t want pity: I want dignity, dialogue, 
discussion. The pity aroused by the Jews of the 
Holocaust ‒ that is not my game. I don’t want to 
use the Holocaust as a catalyst for the state of 
Israel. That genocide was the greatest tragedy 
of the Jewish people, but it is not what compels 
us to rebuild ourselves as a Jewish nation.

For me, Israel comes down to the question 
of sanctifying God’s name in history and 
making Judaism a compelling option for human 
spirituality. No matter where we are, what 
we do, we affect that sanctification. People 
say: “look how he lives, look how he treats his 
grocery man, look how he pays his bills, look 
how he talks to those who disagree with him.” 
In other words, proof is in the action. I am 
fundamentally a non-essentialist; I don’t know 
anything about the fundamental purity of the 
Jewish soul, nor does it interest me. What 
interests me is how the state treats sick people in 
the hospital, how they treat the aged, the weak. 
I do not want to feel that my life is controlled 
by an unfeeling, meaningless bureaucracy. No 
matter where Jews are, they are called upon to 
live well. From my religious perspective, that 
is what being a covenantal people is all about. 
Zionism is not the covenant. It is an expression 
of taking on more responsibility. Covenant is 
the ability to assume responsibility and strive 
for improvement.

Zionism occupies an 
important place in the 
world as the idea of a 
Jewish renaissance.

Israel’s attempt to serve 
as a platform for the 
monopoly of Orthodox 
power is wrong. 
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Like any good family, the Jewish people have 
shown time and again how we can unite in 
times of crisis. When Israel has faced its 
enemies on the battlefield, or when Jewish 
communities abroad have been threatened, 
we have come together and recognized our 
collective responsibility for one another.  But if 
this alone is the nature of the ties that bind us, 
it constitutes a failure of vision and leadership. 
To define ourselves only by the threats we face 
is to allow our adversaries to define us. It is 
a definition founded in fear. This may be a 
mechanism for Jewish survival, but it is not 
a prescription for vibrant and meaningful 
Jewish living.

Israel – as the homeland of the Jewish 
people – has a central role to play in developing 
a positive and unifying vision for the Jewish 
world. And yet, in my meetings with Jewish 
leaders and citizens from around the world, I 
have been struck by the growing sense that 
Israel’s place in Jewish life is eroding. For too 
many young Diaspora Jews that I meet, Israel is 
not the source of pride or inspiration that it was 
for their parents’ generation. Living in vibrant 
Jewish communities abroad – within states that 
embrace multiculturalism and respect religious 
and minority rights – too many Jews no longer 
feel they need Israel as a safe haven or as an 
anchor for their identity. What’s more, they 
feel they have been taken for granted – their 
loyalty to Israel is expected, but their voice 
and their concerns are not heard.

Within this country, identity is increasingly 
pulled between two poles: one, a secular Israeli 
identity centered around army service and 
the Hebrew language; the other, a growing 
but narrowly defined Orthodox or haredi 

Jewish existence. In the process, a common 
commitment to the ideas and values that unite 
us as a people and that can resonate with Jews 
here and around the world seems increasingly 
tenuous. These trends should alarm anyone who 
cares about the unity and future of the Jewish 
people. They not only threaten to fragment 
the Jewish people, but they place the Jewish 
communities here and in the Diaspora on 
radically different trajectories that undermine 
and weaken both.

This state of affairs requires a dramatic 
reframing of the role of Israel in Jewish life and 
the nature of its relationship with world Jewry, 
built around four key principles. First, if Israel 
is to realize its mission as the national home of 
the Jewish people, it must act like one. It must 
find ways to welcome rather than alienate Jews 
regardless of their opinions or the stream of 
Judaism with which they are affiliated. It must 
embrace an inclusive and pluralistic Jewish 
agenda that respects our traditions without 
denying the legitimacy of difference. While 
Israel must retain its sovereign authority to 
determine its own future, decisions taken in 
Jerusalem that affect the Jewish people as a 
whole require that we listen to, consult with, 
and take account of the concerns and interests 
of Jews beyond our borders.

Second, the relationship between Israel 
and world Jewry cannot be founded on shelilat 
hagolah (“negating the Diaspora”), nor on the 
mistaken idea that Israel is no longer central 
to Jewish life. For the first time since the 
Babylonian age, the Jewish people live in 
vibrant communities both in their ancient 
homeland and abroad. The relationship between 
these communities should be seen as mutually 
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A New Jewish Conversation
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reinforcing rather than hierarchical. As Zionists, 
we must continue to encourage aliyah, but we 
also have a vital interest in the vibrancy and 
welfare of Diaspora communities.

Similarly, Diaspora Jews have a critical stake 
in Israel’s success and prosperity. This is not 
only because Israel must always be a place of 
refuge in times of need. It is also because Israel – 
through its rebirth and its very existence – gives 
sovereign expression to our people’s collective 
right to self-determination and creates 
unimagined opportunity for Jewish renewal, 
creativity, and engagement with the world. 
 Third, if we are to encourage a common sense 
of purpose and belonging, there must be a 
place within Jewish discourse for responsible 
criticism of Israel’s policies, even from overseas, 
without it being considered an act of betrayal. 
To equate supporting Israel with supporting the 
policies of any given government at any given 
time risks distancing Jews by forcing upon 
them a false choice between their commitment 
to Israel and their personal worldview. Israel is 

a confident and strong democracy, and it is able 
to withstand and contain this kind of criticism. 
 At the same time, those who criticize from 
within the family – those who criticize out of 
love – have responsibilities as well. They must 
be conscious of the fact that their criticism may 
be exploited for more sinister ends by Israel’s 
enemies, and they should shape the context 
and form of their criticism accordingly. They 
must also show sensitivity to the excruciating 
dilemmas and constraints under which Israel 
operates, and not fall victim to the double 
standards that so often characterize its critics. 
 Fourth, and most important, while in many 
ways Israel has realized the Zionist vision of 
establishing a Jewish state, we have yet to 
succeed in creating a Jewish society. By this, I do 
not mean a theocratic society founded on Torah. 
I mean a society that is inspired by Jewish 
values, tradition, and experience – a society that 
is a source of meaning, identity, culture, and 
spiritual growth for Jews around the world, and 
a source of leadership and moral example for 
the world as a whole. It is a society that answers 
the questions of what we stand for and what 
we contribute, not because we are threatened 
by enemies that seek to delegitimize us, but 
because we owe it to ourselves and our children. 
This is not just a project for Israelis; it is a project 
for Jews worldwide: a responsibility that both 
communities share and neither can abandon. 
 In 1897, at the First Zionist Congress in 
Basel, the overwhelming majority of the 
Jewish people were able to unite around 
a profound idea that transformed Jewish 
history – the miraculous rebirth of a state for 
the Jewish people in their ancient homeland. 
It is time for us to embark upon a new Jewish 
conversation with that same revolutionary 
spirit – a conversation that recognizes that 
Israel and world Jewry are together writing 
the next chapter of Jewish history. It is within 
our power and our responsibility to generate 
that conversation and articulate a new Zionist 
vision that transcends political differences and 
gives expression to the unity and vitality of the 
Jewish people, its values and its potential.

Investment in the Jewish 
State, Rosh Hashanah, 
1957. Lithograph by 
Arthur Szyk. Collection 
of Yeshiva University 
Museum, New York. Gift 
of Mr. and Mrs. Ludwig 
Jesselson.
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People who support Israel do so for much the 
same reasons, regardless of where they live. 
Israel is not, first and foremost, about the land. 
It is about values. The Land of Israel gives the 
Jewish people a place to put their values into 
practice, to solidify them, to perpetuate and 
build upon them. Since the creation of the 
State, and especially in recent times, the role of 
those of us who are supporters of Israel but live 
elsewhere has given rise to important questions. 
What can Israelis and world Jewry do to assist 
Israel in its current situation? And what are 
the limits of our involvement, including the 
limits of our criticism? 

For me, it is clear that the first, most basic, 
role of Jews in the Diaspora is not only to 
declare firmly that Israel has a right to exist, 
but to make a concerted effort to understand 
the nature of that right. Supporters of Israel 
must know the case for the country’s legitimacy 
in order to fight for our cause. Solidarity is best 
expressed not by blinkered intransigence but by 
arming ourselves with knowledge. Solidarity for 
solidarity’s sake is easy to dismiss as a “because 
I say so” argument. In order to be effective, we 
must do better than that. 

Too few Jews in the Diaspora make the 
case for Israel at its frankest. We become bored 
with the traditional arguments or think that 
everyone must surely know them by now. Sadly, 
the arguments, and indeed the facts, are not 

nearly as widely known as they should be. Today, 
there are countless swathes of people across 
the Middle East, and increasingly in Europe 
and America, who have been poisoned by a 
false version of history that has been fed to 
them by skilful propagandists. A diet of fake 
and revisionist history has been authored 
and promoted not least by a section of Israel’s 
academia, including those who argue for an 
anti-free market socialist utopia that has never 
worked. Such attitudes coming from within 
Israel greatly embolden Islamists and others 
who tell lies about Israel.

Ignorance is one of our chief enemies. It is 
the reason, when people ask why Israel has a 
right to exist, or what claims the Jewish people 
have to the land, that too few people respond, 
and too few people know, that the claim of 
the Jews to the land is more than 3000 years 
old. Or that Jerusalem was the capital of the 
Jewish people a millennium and a half before 
Islam was even invented. There are excellent 
books, such as Simon Sebag Montefiore’s new 
“biography” of Jerusalem, which should be 
standard reading for young and old, Jews and 
non-Jews. They remind us not just of what we 
need to know, but of what we need to keep on 
knowing.

Instead, the discussion on Israel is often 
not only ill-informed but self-defeating. One 
common outcome is that advocates for Israel 
either unwittingly repeat the lies of Israel’s 
opponents or, more commonly, fall into the trap 
of holding Israel to a higher standard – indeed 
an unrealistic standard – than any other country 
in the world. Of course, we have to be frank in 
accepting the flaws of Israel, but we must also 
remember that they are the flaws that exist 
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in every free society. Indeed it is clear, when 
sitting in London watching Israeli politics from 
afar, that the things that go wrong in British 
politics are the same things that go wrong in 
Israeli politics. The coalition government in 
the UK, formed after the national election of 
2010, serves to underscore that point. 

There are no limits upon the self-criticism 
that Jews should be able to legitimately apply 
to the Jewish state, just as there is no ceiling 
to our aspirations. But things go badly wrong 
when people end up judging themselves or their 
society by an impossibly high standard. The 
problem is compounded when every other 
country in the region is judged by an impossibly 
low standard. 

Supporters of Israel in the Diaspora are, in 
truth, people on full-time duty. It is our task 
to keep our eyes and ears open, to provide 
some of the early-warning signs and early 
responses to criticism. And we should not 
argue only about the negatives. We should 
argue for the positives that Israel exemplifies 
in abundance. Israel continues to be the only 
stable and proper democracy in an unstable 
region. Moreover, in business, Israel is in a 
class by itself. It has the only market economy 
in the Middle East that is based on creating 
wealth and prosperity in an ethical way –  in a 
manner that reallocates the resources of wealth 
to those in need. Every other state in the region 
suffers from varieties of nepotistic and despotic 
governments, whose corrupt officials “top-slice” 
any accumulations of wealth while leaving the 
vast majority of the people with little or no 
hope of financial betterment. The business and 
technology boom in Israel in recent years is a 

result of the concerted harnessing of the huge 
talent and work ethic of the Jewish people, 
demonstrating what they can do when they 
come together. In its legal system too, Israel 
leads not merely in the region – which is not 
hard – but in the world. 

I started by discussing Israel’s values. To me, 
these will always be the most important issue, 
because our values define our behavior. Highest 
among these values is our reliance on, indeed 
realization of, the law. The law is at the center of 
Judaism, and so it is at the center of Israel. Key 
to that law is the task of settling disputes 
decently, respectfully, and within a recognized 
and respected framework of ethics. There could 
be no better time than now for the Jews of the 
world to argue for the worth of our system of law 
and justice. At a time when not only the Middle 
East, but the whole of the Arab and Muslim 
worlds are in flux, the democratic nations of 
the West are also in a time of turmoil – albeit 
far less obviously. America, Britain, and many 
other Western states have a newfound lack of 
self-confidence, a new distrust of themselves, 
and a timidity on the world stage. 

At such a time, the Western democracies are 
left looking weak as the Arab autocracies are 
looking for direction. In such a situation, Israel 
can and should stand proudly with her friends 
around the world. Israel is now, as it always 
has been, the beacon of hope for the Jewish 
people. But it is also more than that. By being 
a beacon to the Jews, it also represents a hope 
for the world. If we have confidence in our case 
and certainty in our cause, Israel can be not 
only the fulfillment of a promise for its people, 
but an example to the rest of mankind.

Panorama of Tel Aviv, 
June 2010. Photo by 
Shmuliko.
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I am a member of a generation that has had 
an ongoing romance with the State of Israel. 
This is a generation only once removed from 
the Shoah. My parents – indeed, nearly all the 
parents in the Orthodox emigré enclave in 
which I grew up – were born in Europe and 
were living testimony to the perils of Jewish 
statelessness. My generation is not “American 
normal,” however. The history of American 
Jewish allegiance to Israel is a checkered one, 
and we should not expect this unusual romance 
to characterize succeeding generations, just as 
it did not characterize earlier generations of 
American Jews. 

Still, it is time to take deeper stock when the 
most committed and knowledgeable members 
of the rising generation of American Jews – 
those who live intensely engaged, vibrant, and 
self-consciously Jewish lives – are increasingly 
disaffected from Israel. The dramatic stories 
circulating today of young American Jews 
proclaiming the establishment of Israel a day 
of mourning merely serve to deflect attention 
from the far more nuanced, sober, thoughtful, 
and yet still disturbingly distant attitude toward 
Israel that I began to sense existed already five 
or so years ago, during conversations with 
some of my students. These students, who 
are pursuing doctorates in Jewish Studies or 
rabbinical ordination, many of them already 
leaders in the American Jewish community, 
are among the most talented and dedicated 
young American Jews I know.  

Peter Beinart’s now-famous essay, published 
in 2010 in the New York Review of Books, captures 
some of the factors at play among this rising 
generation of American Jews: disaffection 

from the politics of the Israeli government, 
alienation from the hyped-up nationalism – and 
even racism – in some quarters of Israel, and 
the failure of the older, organized American 
Jewish community to adequately incorporate 
concerned critique and dissent. And then there 
is also sibling rivalry: a rebellion against the 
idea of Israel as the strong center and the 
Diaspora as a weak periphery with respect 
to Jewish learning and the dissemination of 
new Jewish ideas. If this diagnosis is accurate, 
one could argue that distancing from Israel is 
merely a transition leading to a horizontal and 
meaningful partnership of equals, or else a 
prelude to the development of new definitions 
of collective belonging, with an emphasis on 
peoplehood, not on statism. 

And yet, features of the American Jewish 
landscape call into question whether young 
American Jews are distancing themselves from 
the politics of the current Israeli government, 
or whether they are distancing themselves, 
instead, from politics per se, and certainly 
from a political reading of Judaism. Young 
Jews who consider themselves religious are 
strikingly comfortable in their religiosity. They 
seem to lack the ironic stance toward religion 
that characterized my generation, even among 
Orthodox Jews. Nor are they, by and large, 
historically conscious or inclined, as we often 
were, to substitute the drama of Jewish history 
for the normative religious tradition. They 
are, instead, thoroughly American: sincere, 
transparent, and unabashedly interested in 
matters spiritual. Where once the exclusive 
definition of Judaism as religion was a 
characteristic of the Reform movement, now 

Suzanne Last Stone 
Politics and Purity 
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Judaism is increasingly defined as religion 
across denominations.  

To be sure, Judaism was always defined 
by non-Jews as a private religion in America, 
not as a political or national or even cultural 
formation. That definition suited the dominant 
Protestant tradition in which American notions 
of the separation of religion and politics were 

shaped. Today’s mood of post-nationalism and 
cosmopolitanism seems only to intensify this 
turn, and even from within. 

This splitting of Judaism into two realms 
– a particularist realm of religious ritual and 
spiritual practice, and a universal realm of 
politics, shared with others and governed by 
universal norms – is not solely an American 

Adult education for 
Jewish immigrants, New 
York, late 1930s. Library 
of Congress Prints and 
Photographs Division 
[reproduction number 
LC-DIG-ppmsca-05660].
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phenomenon, of course. It is a marked theme 
in medieval Jewish sources. Indeed, precisely 
this medieval tradition underlies the outlook 
of ultra-Orthodox Jews who seek to protect 
the purity and sanctity of religion from the 
profane politics of the State of Israel. I have 
been increasingly struck, in fact, by a certain 
parallelism between the attitudes of these 
younger committed American Jews and the 
belief-system of the traditionalist haredi 
community. Both see Jewish identity as 
independent of the usual markers of a national 
existence, such as shared physical space or 
territory. For both groups, Judaism is marked 
by allegiance to an abstraction and does not 
need embodiment in a state or in land as a 
concrete vessel. Like the haredim, this cohort 
tends to see sovereignty and the exercise of 
power as a corrosive and corrupting force, 
antithetical to genuine religious life.  

The haredi community is, of course, 
dependent on the exercise of force by others; 
violence is, in a sense, outsourced. American 
Jews, too, are dependent on American 
military power, yet its exercise is, by and large, 
distant from view. The haredi community 
defines religious purity in terms of halachic 
scrupulousness and looks inward for its 
measure. Committed young American Jews, 
by contrast, tend to define religious purity in 
terms of ethics, and they look outward for its 
measure, including in the discourse of universal 
human rights. 

How, then, to engage such young Jews 
as these? They are disconnected from Israel, 
but not at all from Judaism. They are not 
stereotypical American individualists who 
reject collective modes of Jewish belonging, and 
so renewed notions of peoplehood are not the 

cure. For them, the problem is defining Judaism 
in political terms altogether, especially in the 
setting of a modern state. Precisely because 
these young Jews are intellectually adept and 
ethically sensitive, we must encourage them to 
explore more deeply how politics and morality 
are intertwined in Jewish sources. 

In teaching Jewish law, I often challenge 
my students to consider not only how moral 
obligations constrain the exercise of political 
power, but also how moral obligations may 
be a function of having political rights in the 
first place. For example, in  an essay on the 
obligations owed under the halacha to non-Jews 
in the State of Israel, Rabbi Haim David HaLevi, 
the Chief Rabbi of Tel Aviv from 1973 to 1998, 
sought to ground the obligation to extend equal 
citizenship rights in the halachic principle of 
creation b’tzelem (“in the image of God”). This 
principle traditionally had scant legal weight. 
Instead, such obligations would be based upon 
the more conventional and pragmatic idea of 
“pursuing paths of peace.” But HaLevi argued 
that “pursuing paths of peace” was tied to a loss 
of sovereignty and was reflective of galut. With 
the creation of the State of Israel, he implied, 
the radical distinction between Jews and non-
Jews was finally ameliorated. Consequently, 
Jews have a human moral duty to recognize 
the full humanity of others.  

The halachic significance Rabbi HaLevi 
assigns to the widespread recognition of the 
political rights of Jews harks back to a tradition 
of understanding the obligations owed by Jews 
to others as a reflection of ethical reciprocity. 
His legal philosophy demonstrates how Jewish 
political sovereignty may be seen as the very 
ground for moral obligations, rather than the 
impediment to an ethical Jewish life. Today, 
many scholars and teachers are carrying on 
the effort to reinterpret Judaism in light of 
the concrete workings of a modern democratic 
state. In so doing, we involve a new generation, 
inviting them to ask whether Judaism has 
resources with which to construct an ethical 
politics in Israel and to help shape a distinctly 
Jewish concept of democratic citizenship. 

Invitation to Engagement /// A Symposium

Committed young 
American Jews tend to 
define religious purity in 
terms of ethics.

 HAVRUTA | 15



As a Hillel director in these deeply unsettling 
times, I am often asked: Why have so many 
young American Jews become “disengaged” 
from Israel? How can they be brought back into 
the tent?  How can we enable them to be pro-
Israel? Such questions, however understandable, 
strike me as misguided. They disempower 
young people by suggesting simplistic binary 
options – you are in the tent or out, pro-Israel 
or anti-Israel – which then serve as markers 
of membership and loyalty. Driven by our 
anxieties, we challenge young Jews: Are you 
with us or not? We will evaluate you by your 
willingness and ability to defend Israel. This 
approach, in my view, is wrong.  

Many Jewish leaders and educators, if asked 
why young people are disengaged, would reply 
that it’s because they don’t know the facts. 
To them, facts speak for themselves. Anyone 
exposed to self-evident facts, unless he or she 
is biased, would see the rightness of Israel’s 
cause. This certainly would apply, they assume, 
to young intelligent Jews. That many young 
Jews don’t share their outlook is a source of 
frustration and bewilderment. If students don’t 
“get it,” it’s because they have not been taught 
basic information, or because they have imbibed 
the prejudices of the progressive politics of the 
university, and perhaps even been influenced 
by Arab propaganda.    

But the problem is not so simple. To most 
students, taught to think critically, facts are not 
self-evident. Students are suspicious and can 
be resentful when the adult Jewish community 
presents a picture of Israel with the expectation 
that “the” facts lead to the inexorable moral 
conclusion that Israel is necessarily in the right. 
Consider the case of a graduate of a prestigious 

Orthodox day school who studied in an Israeli 
yeshiva, both before and after college. In his 
own words: “I’ve done all the usual programs. 
I have learned the history of Israel many times 
over. I have ten copies of the ‘Myths and Facts’ 
book on my shelf at home. I can get up and tell 
the story of all the wars, how we won and how 
we were right. But I’ve come to mistrust the 
black-and-white picture I’ve been given. It’s 
as if we’re not supposed to think about the 
complexity of the Middle East, as if there is only 
one side. They seem to think that the truth is 
all on our side; if we only knew the facts, we’d 
be convinced that Israel is always right.” 

Factual knowledge cannot replace the vital 
role of quest and questioning. Critical thinking 
not only sensitizes students to the difficulty 
of sorting out data, but to the deeper issues of 
moral complexity. By what moral framework 
do I evaluate empirical data? What are my 
moral sources? What are the grounds of my 
value judgments? Political discourse, whether 
progressive or conservative, does not help us 
grasp the moral challenges that Israel faces. 
Values as expressed in political discourse 
are thin and obscure. Engaging students on 
Israel should be framed in broad and robust 
educational terms that focus on large questions 
of purpose and meaning. These questions can 
serve as a bridge between the personal quest 
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for identity of young people and the collective 
struggle within Israel to articulate visions of 
the Jewish State.  

For my generation, the Six-Day War and 
Yom Kippur War were formative; I witnessed 
Sadat’s visit to Jerusalem with my own eyes. 
College seniors of today were born around 1990: 
consider the difference. We educators need to 
ask: what significance might Israel have in the 
lives of young Jews whose historic context, 
social reality, life experience, and aspirations 
are far removed from our own? What might 
the multi-dimensional reality of Israel offer 
young Jews that is intellectually compelling, 
emotionally resonant, and relevant to their 
lives? How might they connect their search 
for purpose, meaning, and the articulation 
of values with the collective struggle within 
Israel to articulate its purpose and values as 
a democratic Jewish state? 

In many conversations with students 
over the years, I have come to realize that the 
potential to engage young Jews on Israel is 
extremely high when we link Israel to the large 
questions that matter to them.  At a crossroads 
in life, they are asking fundamental questions 
of human identity: Who am I? Who are we? 
Who are my friends? With which communities 
do I identify? What do I, and we together, want 
to contribute to the world? Am I connected to 
something larger than myself? Young Jews 
have few opportunities to ask and explore these 
human questions, Jewishly. The opportunity 
to explore these questions in relation to Israel 
can be transformative. 

For example, as one college senior asked: 
“Does global thinking preclude identification 
with a specific people on a narrow slice of land? 
What is the vision of Israel in a global world?” 
And in the words of another Harvard student: 
“It feels like maybe it is time to explore my own 
Jewish identity in a more critical, in-depth 
way, with a group of thoughtful, analytical 
people who are also grappling with trying to 
understand what it means to be Jewish not 
only in an American context but a global one 
. . . I cannot count the number of times people 

have asked me, ‘What is a Jew?’”  
To look for answers, students should explore 

the complexity of pressing issues in the broader 
and deeper context of classical Jewish teachings 
in conversation with modern thought. These 
sources provide the moral grounding for politics 
and open up possibilities for fresh thinking. The 
intensive exploration of sources provides ways 
to appreciate what Israel has to offer beyond 
politics and conflict. Israel’s extraordinary 
social, cultural, and spiritual vitality and 
diversity embody, express, and shape the 
living values of the Jewish people. Our rich 
intellectual tradition provides vital material 
for future visions of Israel. The organized 
Jewish community, instead of dwelling on 
“Israel advocacy,” should support programs of 
Israel engagement that stimulate the creative 
and inquisitive minds of our young people. 

In addition, we must engage their hearts, 
and strengthen their sense of peoplehood. 
As many young Jews as possible should be 
encouraged and enabled to spend time in Israel 
and get to know its people, its physical and 
cultural landscapes. There is no substitute for 
conversations with Israelis who struggle daily 
with core questions of sovereignty, democracy, 
and Jewish values. As a follow-up, cohorts of 
American and Israeli peers should be organized 
to continue the conversation at long distance, 
via the social media that our young people are 
so adept at using.   

Ultimately, the project of Israel engagement, 
of forging strong bonds between young Jews 
and Israel, can be understood as the creation 
of a narrative. The human being, as the British 
philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre has written, 
is “essentially a story-telling animal . . . I can 
only answer the question ‘What am I to do?’ 
if I can answer the prior question ‘Of what 
story or stories do I find myself a part?’” Our 
overarching goal is to motivate young Jews, 
Americans and Israelis together, to explore 
the epic story of the Jewish people, empower 
them to become actors in this story, and inspire 
them to become authors who write the next 
chapter in a rapidly changing world. 
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To be pro-Israel requires a vision of what Israel 
should be.  For me, this requires a value-driven 
approach.  These values are a compass, and are 
not hard to describe.  In Israel’s Declaration 
of Independence, they are very clearly stated: 
liberty, justice, equality, diversity, pluralism, 
and peace.  To be pro-Israel is to strive for a 
society and state that embody and embrace 
these fundamental democratic values.  
Unfortunately, Israeli government policy today 
is devoid of such values and vision.  Being pro-
Israel means insisting on their articulation 
and implementation.    

I believe that the State of Israel is the 
sovereign expression of the self-determination 
of the Jewish people and also the state of all 
its citizens.  It can’t be one without the other.  
I reject the idea of a contradiction or tension 
between a Jewish state and a democratic state, 
as if you had to choose one or the other.  There 
is no choice – you must constantly reconcile 
the two.  I resist using the term “Jewish state,” 
because no one can define what “Jewish” is.  
I prefer to say that Israel is the homeland 
of the Jewish people and the state of all its 
citizens.  

We may live in a dangerous neighborhood, 
but that doesn’t mean values fall by the wayside.  
Crisis puts values to the test.  Some people say 
we can’t afford democratic niceties when we 
are under threat, but that’s an unacceptable 
position.  Israel has succeeded in surviving 
for 63 years because it’s an inclusive, though 
flawed, democracy.  Politicians who want to 
exclude Israel’s Arab citizens from full political 
equality, who view them as a fifth column and 
wish to restrict their rights, are undermining 
Israel’s capacity to survive.  Prohibition by law 

of the Arab narrative of 1948 is tantamount 
to mind control.  An assault on democracy is 
an assault on Israel’s physical and spiritual 
being.  Protecting minorities is an absolute 
imperative in a country that perceives itself 
as the homeland of the Jews.

When the New Israel Fund was attacked 
in newspaper ads and crude cartoons, I never 
thought the attacks were directed at me 
personally.  They were an attack on Israeli 
democracy and civil society, and part of a very 
disturbing and dangerous trend.  To even raise 
the idea of a parliamentary inquiry into human 
rights and civil rights organizations is anti-
Jewish and anti-democratic.  Where does that 
put us, in an era when there are democratic 
upheavals in the Arab world?

American Jews have thrived within a 
democratic and pluralistic setting.  For them, 
equality and decency are an integral part of 
their Jewish identity.  This leads to a problem 
for many Jews.  Kneejerk support of Israeli 
policy means they end up separating their 
liberal values and their Jewish identity.  They 
find themselves tolerating or defending civil 
rights abuses in Israel that they would never 
defend in the United States.  Often they can’t 
deal with the dissonance, but they stay quiet 
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and don’t say what they think, because in 
their own community it would be impolite 
or unacceptable to criticize Israel.  But they 
should care, and speak out, because an Israel 
that acts in ways they can’t support actually 
damages them as Jews in the US.  

There’s a Jewish culture developing in 
the United States that tries to ignore Israel 
because it makes them feel uncomfortable.  
These are committed Jews, they go to Reform 
and Conservative synagogues, or they’re into 
New Age Jewish spirituality – but they’re 
not  interested in Israel.  They see a country 
that seems increasingly insular, monolithic, 
parochial, and less and less compassionate.  
They hear the racist pronouncements of various 
public figures.  They see a version of democracy 
here in Israel that is very superficial – many 
Israelis don’t understand that democracy 
does not mean the tyranny of the majority.  
American Jews understand that a democracy 
is judged by how it treats its minorities and its 
weakest members.  The way to engage these 
Jews is to link them to the challenge of a decent 
Israel.  If you don’t push Israel to live up to its 
values, you contribute to its isolation and its 
delegitimization.   

Commitment to social justice was part of my 
upbringing as an Israeli.  I grew up in a family 
that believed that if something is wrong, you 
fix it.  This is what I tell the younger American 
Jews I meet.  It’s about you – are you willing 
to see what’s going on in Israel and be quiet?  
You’re committed to tikkun olam – so you go 
to volunteer in Uganda and Ghana, and not in 
Israel?  For me, as an activist for democracy, 
Africa is also important.  (I actually wrote two 
books on Ghana.)  But young American Jews 
have a special stake in Israel: what happens 
here is deeply connected to who they are.    

 These days, I’m squeezed between the right 
wing that can’t stand me and the extreme left 
that can’t stand me.  I’m accused by one side 
of being a supporter of the Zionist oppressor, 
and by the other of being a self-hating Jew 
and an enemy of the state – so I must be doing 
something right.  I am against boycotting Israel, 
which means boycotting my right to exist.  I 
say to those people: I have only one passport, 
an Israeli passport – and you tell me I have no 
right to exist?  I don’t participate in that game 
of delegitimization, because I’m not suicidal.  
I have a strong objection to academic boycotts 
in particular, which are an insult to academic 
freedom.  The academy is a place to engage 
different points of view, not to stifle them.  

On the other hand, I am not saying that 
boycotts as a non-violent form of political action 
are always illegitimate.  If someone supports 
Israel’s right to exist and opposes economic 
or cultural boycotting of the State of Israel, 
but at the same time refuses to buy products 
that come from West Bank settlements or to 
perform as an actor or musician in Ariel, this 
I think is defensible.  We who support Israel 
and want it to live up to its highest values all 
have our own limits and definitions of what is 
and isn’t a legitimate expression of criticism.  

I think it is fair to ask whether the 
Palestinians have done enough to move toward 
peace and reduce incitement.  But I would also 
argue that there is a difference between what 
we can control and what we can’t.  We have to 
take responsibility for ourselves, and to do what 
we can within our own society and political 
life to bring about a peaceful resolution to the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  The hard truth is 
that without a two-state solution, Israel as a 
democratic state and the Jewish homeland 
could cease to exist, sooner than we think.  
We need to open the Jewish mind and liberate 
ourselves from occupation.  Before the end 
of this year, over 130 countries will probably 
recognize Palestine as an independent state.  
Israel needs to seriously confront this reality 
and so far has not done so.  But I do think there 
is reason for optimism.  If I didn’t, I wouldn’t 
be doing what I’m doing. 
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About four years ago, my friend Arnold 
Eisen and I convened a small group of well-
known young Jewish innovators. Arnie was 
about to become Chancellor of JTS, and he 
wanted to get to know these impressive young 
people better. We spent several fine hours of 
warm camaraderie and mutual admiration. 
Significantly, this gathering took place on Yom 
Ha’atzma’ut.  

So in the afternoon, with California sunshine 
beaming through the windows, I turned to my 
friends and said, “I’d like to recognize Israel’s 
Independence Day, so could we please all stand 
and sing ‘Hatikvah.’” The room braced, and, 
except for Arnie, people wouldn’t stand. I 
immediately realized that I had undertaken 
a (semi-intentional) provocative act. All 
these young leaders had spent time in Israel, 
perhaps a year of study. But they wouldn’t sing 
“Hatikvah” on Israel’s Independence Day. As 
a compromise, I suggested that we sing the 
Psalm “Shir HaMa’alot,” the piece that serves as 
a national hymn, of sorts, among the Zionist 
religious public in Israel. Arnie suggested that 
we sing it to the tune of “Hatikvah,” and so 
we did.  

Incredibly, some of the best Jewish 
leadership – people whom I deeply admire 
– couldn’t take part in a moment of Zionist 
patriotism. I’ve been working in the shadow 
of that moment ever since. It’s not that these 
Jews weren’t engaged with Israel. It’s that 
they couldn’t appear to support what Israel 
was doing.  

To me, “engagement with Israel” means 
caring about Israel, keeping informed about 
Israel, talking about Israel. For my generation, 
“Israel-engaged” and “pro-Israel” are nearly 

synonymous. If you’re “pro-Israel,” it means 
that you want Israel to be secure, even if 
you vehemently oppose the policies of its 
government. But for this younger generation, 
“pro-Israel” means something else – supporting 
the policies of Israel and its advocates, such 
as AIPAC. So among leaders, we find young 
Jews are actually more “engaged” than my 
generation. But some simply can’t bring 
themselves to sing “Hatikvah,” or to be active 
in mainstream organizations, because to do so 
signifies support for policies they find morally 
questionable, if not repugnant. 

Accordingly, we need to distinguish 
engagement with Israel from support for Israeli 
policies. Engagement shouldn’t require support. 
We need to detach Zionist patriotism from 
support of particular policies that are offensive 
to American Jews (and to many Israelis). And, 
probably more important, in my own view, we 
also need to work to change the policies.

To clarify this point: Israel is the one 
Jewry that is under threat of serious attack. 
Its decisions are life and death decisions, and 
those decisions cannot be too deeply influenced 
by the sensitivities of the Diaspora. In this 
particular sense, Israel does not “owe” American 
Jews anything other than its best efforts to 
make itself a better and more secure society. 
Fortunately, however, the policies Israel 
needs to pursue to achieve greater security 
are consistent with what it has to do to ensure 
the support of non-Orthodox American Jews. 
If Israel’s leaders work more assiduously to 
achieve a two-state solution (with or without the 
acquiescence and cooperation of the Palestinians) 
and actually effect a significant withdrawal of 
scattered civilian settlements from the West 
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Bank, most American Jews will back them. Such 
a withdrawal – be it unilateral or negotiated – 
would upset right-of-center American Jews, 
particularly the Orthodox. But Zionist “hawks” 
would continue their pro-Israel support.  

In thinking about American Jews and Israel, 
we need to distinguish support for Israeli 
policies from engagement or detachment from 
Israel – the two are not the same. In fact, the 
major demographic source of detachment and 
disengagement from Israel is intermarriage. 
Those with close non-Jewish relatives – be 
they parents or spouses – find it more difficult 
than others to relate to what Charles Liebman 
and I, in a book called Two Worlds of Judaism, 
called “historical familism” – the sense that 
Jews comprise an extended family, bound 
both by kinship and by a sense of a deep and 
rich history. For the Israel-engaged, Israel is 
a major component of ethnic pride. It’s not a 
spiritual place, and it’s not a refuge. Basically, 
for the Israel-engaged, Israel is “my team” – my 
cousins, my aunts and uncles, and maybe even 
my parents, siblings or children.

I’d like to move the discourse on American 
Jews and Israel away from a primary focus 
upon values and towards an emphasis on social 
networks and relationships. Having Jewish 
friends, especially those who are Israel engaged, 
is critical to forming and sustaining engagement 
with Israel. I know that those in the Jewish 
Thought industry are convinced that Jewish 
Thought matters. As a sociologist I want to say: 
Jewish Thought matters, but not as much as 
you think!  

Social relations also matter – a lot. For 
example, Israel’s neighboring gentiles are 
perceived as wanting to kill us. American 
Jews’ local gentiles are seen as wanting to 
love us (and many do!). That distinction sets 
up different dynamics of Judaism, in terms 
of social boundaries, the larger culture, and 
the very purpose of being Jewish. These two 
significant Jewish societies are in sharply 
different relationships to the world. Israel, 
dwelling amidst antagonism, tends to shut itself 
off from the larger world. American Jews, living 

amidst acceptance and even admiration, tend 
to blur all boundaries, to the point of being 
excessively inclusive. With their different 
circumstances and resulting inclinations, Israeli 
and American Jewries have a lot to learn from 
one another, if only to help each other correct 
their respective excesses and shortcomings.   

Because I’m worried about the gulf between 
American Jews and Israel, because I care 
about whether or not Jews care about Israel, 
and – most of all – because I’m a Zionist, I 
have  become more publicly outspoken in my 
opposition to mainstream Israeli policies. My 
logic is that by doing so, I can, in a small way, 
create some legitimate social space for people to 
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publicly express identification with Israel and 
simultaneously to oppose continued settlement 
of the West Bank, or other policies that seriously 
undermine a two-state solution. The Zionist 
of my college years was firmly “partitionist” 
– seeking a Palestinian state as a means to 
strengthen Israel’s security – and this remains 
my position today.   

In the American context, my passionate 
support for a Jewish state and a Palestinian 
state creates an irresolvable quandary – 
whether to advocate on behalf of an anti-
partitionist Israel government, or to cast 
my lot with people of questionable Zionist 
credentials, or to absent myself from serious 

involvement in Israel-related activities. Thus, 
with some hesitation, I’ve joined the advisory 
board of J Street. I’m trying to move J Street in 
a direction that is more security-minded and 
less moralist – I’m a “J Street hawk” because 
there’s no such thing as an “AIPAC dove.” 
AIPAC, by definition, supports the policies 
of the government of Israel. And rather than 
support expanded settlements and resistance 
to a Palestinian state, I swallow my objections 
to J Street in the hope that, one day, J Street 
events would conclude with the singing of 
“Hatikvah.” I know that may well drive out 
some people who’d refuse to sing it. But 
frankly, I wouldn’t mind if they left.  
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