
Born in a Ukrainian village in 1873, Haim Nahman Bialik attended 
Volozhin, the most prestigious of the Lithuanian yeshivas, but 

dropped out at age 18.  He embarked on a literary career that 
flourished in Odessa, the polyglot Black Sea port that was also 
home to such figures as Sholem Aleichem, Ze’ev Jabotinsky, and 
Ahad Ha’am.  Following three years in Berlin, Bialik made aliyah to 
Tel Aviv in 1924.  By then he was a Jewish celebrity, a Zionist culture 
hero, the “national poet” of the Hebrew revival in Eretz Israel, and 
an important editor and publisher of Hebrew books.  His name 
was also well known in the United States.  Thus it was no surprise 
that the Zionist Organization, headed by Chaim Weizmann, asked 
Bialik to undertake a fund-raising speaking tour in the U.S. in 1926.  
He agreed, with considerable reluctance.
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Bialik spoke various languages, but English was 
not one of them.  He dreaded the thought of 
huge, noisy New York and disliked big cities in 
general.  He imagined America – and American 
Jewry – to be devoted primarily to making 
money.  Moreover, he had barely begun to adjust 
to his new life in Palestine, and now he was 
asked to uproot himself again and go to the 
States for more than five months.  On the plus 
side, he would have as a traveling companion 
his friend Shmaryahu Levin, the Russian-born 
writer and Zionist official, who had lived in the 
States during World War I and had settled in 
Haifa in 1924.  The Zionist Organization had 
offered Bialik a fee of $5000 for the tour, which 
in those days was not half bad.  What clinched 
the deal was the urging of Bialik’s mentor Ahad 
Ha’am, the brilliant “secular rabbi” of Cultural 
Zionism, who was then in failing health.  As 
Bialik told a gathering in Tel Aviv, on the eve 
of his departure in January 1926: 

America has always scared me a little. I am 
slow-moving, and I fear I will be flustered by 
the fast tempo of America, as lost as a drop 
in the big sea, but my friends have decreed 
that I do this, and my rabbi Ahad Ha’am gave 
his approval.  But even his approval has not 
alleviated my doubts. I still don’t know what 
I can give and what I can bring . . . Hopes 
are high that I will open people’s hearts so 
they will open their pockets.  But when it 
comes to pockets I am utterly incompetent 
[ba’al-mum gamur]. 

At the same time, however, Bialik was 
curious to see America and to meet American 
Jews, especially those who read Hebrew and 
were involved in Jewish culture.  He had 
a clear understanding of Israel-Diaspora 
dynamics, in ways that remain germane and 
instructive today.    As he told that same Tel 
Aviv audience:  

Everything depends on how we live in our 
land and how we behave here.  Our brethren 

in the Diaspora want to see here what is 
missing there in the cultural and spiritual 
and moral life of Galut; they want to find 
a little peace of mind, a bit of consolation, 
in Eretz Israel.  And we must present them 
with a model of full Hebrew life . . . If they do 
not feel that our values here are unwavering 
we will not find a path to their hearts and 
funds.  Eretz Israel must give the Diaspora 
something more than Jews of any other 
country can give: something with a spirit 
of holiness, above and beyond the usual and 
commonplace . . . 

The poet and his wife Manya arrived in 
New York on the SS Mauretania on February 9, 
1926.  “Strings had been pulled in Washington 
to waive normal immigration procedures,” 
writes historian Michael Brown, in a valuable 
book called The Israeli-American Connection: Its 
Roots in the Yishuv, 1914-1945. The visitors were 
“greeted on board ship by an all-star delegation 
of Jewish notables.”  A parade had been 
scheduled but was canceled on account of snow.  
Bialik spoke the next night in front of several 
thousand people at the Mecca Temple on West 
55th Street, a huge new Masonic auditorium.  A 
Jewish federal judge, Julian Mack, educated at 
Harvard and Leipzig, led off with a speech in 
English. Bialik spoke in Yiddish, which Mack 
and other American-born attendees may or 
may not have fully understood.  The speech, 
writes Brown, “failed to meet the expectations 
of the charged audience, which gave him a 
twelve minute ovation nonetheless.”  

Why was this so?  Curious readers of Hebrew 
may get an inkling by consulting the translated 
and published version of that speech (available 
online at www.benyehuda.org).  He had never 
spoken before so large an audience, said the 
weary poet.  He had barely recovered from his 
voyage through the waves, and here tonight 
were waves of people, “close to my heart and 
soul, welcoming me.”  He praised the American 
Jewish community, which “builds bridges to 
the sublime miracle now being created in Eretz 
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Israel.”  He then went on to kvell about the 
superiority of that miracle to anything the 
Diaspora had ever accomplished.  

“Every Jew who lives in Eretz Israel,” he said, 
“is worth many denizens of the galut.”  Jewish 
existence in The Diaspora is “passive courage, 
but we are hungry for active courage, which is 
possible only in Eretz Israel.” Every Diaspora 
community had played its role, he said, then 
faded from Jewish history, “and I am also fearful 
for the future of American Jews, despite all 
their wealth and power.”  The clumsy if eloquent 
speech was a merger of crisis-driven Zionism 
and shelilat hagolah, a textbook case of “negation 
of the Diaspora.”  Behind it all, of course, was 
the specter of anti-Semitism that haunted 
the Jews of Eretz Israel, then as now.   Bialik’s 
hosts, however, had done well in America, and 
did not (then as now) imagine themselves 
imperiled or inferior. Still, the Zionist ideologue 
from Tel Aviv got a disproportionate ovation, 
setting a precedent for future Israeli visitors.   

* * * 

Bialik worked long hours and was everywhere 
honored, though some American Jews had a 
hard time pronouncing his name.  (At one event, 
he was introduced as “Balak”.)  He received an 
honorary doctorate from the Jewish Institute 
of Religion, the pro-Zionist Reform seminary 
founded in 1922 by Rabbi Stephen S. Wise.  He 
traveled to Boston and Baltimore and Cleveland 
and Cincinnati, and met with President 
Coolidge at the White House.  (Coolidge had 
also hosted another prominent Jew from the 
Yishuv, Rav Kook, in 1924.)  In New York, the 
poet participated in a public debate on Zionism 
and culture with Ze’ev Jabotinsky, who had 
translated Bialik’s work into Russian, for the 
benefit of cultured Jews and other readers.   

Bialik, for his part, insisted that Hebrew 
in the Diaspora was an essential element of 
Zionist engagement. This message is central to 
the first of the two speeches we offer below in 
new English translations.  It was delivered by 
Bialik in Hebrew, at a meeting of an American 

Zionist conference on Hebrew culture in May 
1926. The second speech is from early July, 
on the last evening of his tour, when he was 
feted by the Histadrut Ivrit, the association 
of American Hebraists.  This time, though, he 
began his speech in Hebrew and then switched, 
at the request of the organizers, into Yiddish.  
“I am not a prophet, nor the son of a prophet,” 
said Bialik, which many of his listeners would 
have recognized as a line from the biblical book 
of Amos.  All the same, he correctly predicted 
that American Jews would be the major bulwark 
of support for Israel, and urged his audience to 
“work and build the life of our people, motivated 
by joy, not sorrow.”

Had he changed his tune by the end of his 
trip?  Did he no longer regard American Jews 
as shallow or endangered?   Overall, Bialik 
was ambivalent, as befits poets and yeshiva 
dropouts.  In July, aboard ship as he crossed 
the Atlantic, he wrote a letter to Ahad Ha’am, 
the man who pushed him to make the journey, 
explaining why he hadn’t been in touch sooner: 
“I was rushed from city to city, with lack of 
sleep, at banquets that kept going until 2 a.m. 
almost every night . . . I was condemned to five 
straight months of this in America.  Sometimes 
I would lecture two or three times a day . . .   
I am slightly consoled that in the world to come, 
they will deduct these five months of labor from 
my sentence in hell.” He complained about the 
“American noise, confusion, tumult, ta-ra-ram, 
bluff, and humbug.” Listening to the endless 
speeches (in English) of donors and dignitaries 
was “enough to drive one out of his mind.”  

And yet, he wrote his mentor in Palestine, 
his trip “was not completely worthless.”  One 
should “not in the least” despair of American 
Jews. “May it be God’s will,” he wrote, “that a 
young and dedicated leadership may emerge 
from American Jewry and lead them not only in 
political action and fund drives, but in shaping 
their destiny, for their own sake and for the 
sake of the entire House of Israel.”    

On October 6, 1926, back home in Tel Aviv, 
Bialik addressed a crowd of several thousand 
at Beit Ha’am, then an outdoor venue.  He 
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spoke for an hour and a half about America, 
able by now to accentuate the positive: the 
freshness and energy of America, the warmth 
and accomplishments of its Jews. They lead 
lives of serenity, he said, but he still worried 
about their future, given the “iron mechitzah” 
blocking their progress in the economic and 
political arenas.  (On this score, he was not a 
prophet.)  Support for Eretz Israel, he said, 
was lower on their agenda than either local 
needs or aid to their beleaguered kin who 

remained in Eastern Europe.  But if “straight-
talking people” and not just “official preachers” 
will come to them in a spirit of kiruv, close 
friendship, there is no doubt that “they will 
build Eretz Israel in the years to come.” More 
than eight decades later, Bialik’s closing lines 
ring as true as ever: “American Jewry has 
learned a lot from America, and can add to 
our efforts in many areas that perplex us . . . 
We have to love these Jews, and not just ask 
them for money.” 
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Jerusalem, November 
2003.  Photo by Ariel 
Jerozolimski.
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The concern for our spiritual existence has 
intensified in the wake of recent calamities. You 
have gathered here not only for the mending 
and betterment of your own lives. The most 
important question is: are we capable of building 
the Land of Israel and ourselves at the same 
time?  Building the Land of Israel without 
building our spiritual life in all countries is, 
after all, unthinkable. 

Zionism is our spiritual backbone in the 
Diaspora. The Torah ‒ for the sake of the Land 
of Israel ‒ was given in the desert. Zionism is for 
our unsettled life what the Torah was for Israel 
in the desert. Affection [for Zion] ‒ hibba ‒ will 
be replaced by obligation ‒ hova ‒ entailing 
not only donations but national obligations 
as well.  Zionism begins at home, with one’s 
family and children – the effort is not for the 

sake of others but for your own sake. Cultural 
production is not a collective effort, but that 
of individuals. There needs to be a Shulchan 
Aruch or a  Zionist Way of Life, by which the 
champions of Hebrew revival shall live.

If Zionist leaders here lived a full Hebrew 
life, the situation would be completely different.  
The tragedy is that the majority of those leaders 
are themselves nurtured by a foreign culture. 
And how can they stimulate the hunger for a 
Hebrew culture in others, if they themselves 
are not hungry for that culture, and none of 
them considers Hebrew language and culture 
to be a vital need; not items in a curriculum, 
but an inherent necessity. 

Our problem is not that Jewish educational 
institutions here are not of a single type. The 
malady is elsewhere: blood is not running 
through their veins. We have the academic 
study of Judaism, which bears no relation 
to our real life. Orthodoxy faces the same 
predicament. This state of fragmentation, 
lacking any connection to our present life ‒ 
undermines our cause. Zionism seeks to mend 
those breaches. Zionism can transcend them all, 
provided one condition is met ‒ that all Jews 
become vibrant and active agents in Jewish 
life. Zionism as the herald of the idea of a 
Jewish state can support all of those disparate 
movements, on condition that they act as a 
living culture. 

I am not a religious Jew in a conventional 
sense. But I do welcome religious education. 
We come to add to it, not to detract, though 
still on condition that our Torah does not turn 
into cold, dry dogma but becomes a living Torah. 
And I am surprised by rabbinic objections to 
your initiative, though not by the famous rebbes 
who have also voiced dismay. Those rebbes 
dread seeing Hebrew culture prosper in this 
country, lest their own mediocrity be seen in 
its light.  Others came from Western Europe 
with their spiritual “baggage,” and what have 
they contributed? What new teachings, what 
new, original ideas? None! But – remember, 
“dela mosef, yesaf ” [BT Ta’anit 31a]: he who does 
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A Zionist 
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Life
(An address to a conference on Hebrew 

culture in America, May 1926)
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Haim Nahman Bialik 
aboard ship, February 
1926. Library of Congress 
Prints and Photographs 
Division.
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not contribute [knowledge] will come to an end. 
This principle applies not only to individuals, 
but also to nations and whole communities. 
And you, the Jews of America, if you do not 
contribute to our spiritual riches ‒ you will 
come to an end!

This, however, applies not only to you. This 
concern for “dela mosif ” must now permeate 
the entire Jewish world. Judaism no longer 
“adds” ‒ this is the crux of our tragedy. Let 
American Zionists remember that they, like 
all American Jews, must support the effort 
in the Land of Israel not only for its sake, but 
for their own.  Is this effort an obligation like 
ta’anit [a religious fast], from which you may 
“exempt” yourselves through “charity”? You 
talk of hunger for a culture of your own, yet 
feast on the treasures of a foreign culture – like 
a man who “consorts with his mistress and 
swears by his wife.” 

I cannot understand the fear and awe with 
which you are struck. Must we indeed surrender 
our soul and national assets in exchange for the 
few rights we are granted? This is the question 
of the hour and this is how it should be posed. 
You must demand full national rights and 
comprehensive Hebrew education ‒ demand 
this at least from yourselves. A full Hebrew 
curriculum – not just an hour and a half of 
study a day. I believe that if you take this role 
upon yourselves, you will attain this goal. And 
you should feel miserable, so long as you fail to 
realize this ideal in its entirety. We, in Russia, 
did not fear making such demands, yet you 

tremble at such a prospect.  This is what you 
call American freedom?!

Furthermore, you should not rest content 
with elementary education alone. What respect 
will our your generation have for our culture 
and our people, if the entire spiritual baggage 
with which it will emerge from its schooling 
will consist of haftorah and brachos? Through 
elementary schooling alone we shall not be 
saved. Institutions of secondary and higher 
education must be established. Community 
colleges are necessary too, in order to bring 
Hebrew education to the masses. In this, the 
Land of Israel will be of great help to you: it 
will accept your terumah and ma’aser [“offering 
and tithe”]  and shall thrive ‒ to your benefit. 
But most important of all ‒ do not think that 
you have gathered here today to effect some 
minor improvement in life. Not at all! You are 
facing a colossal, critical change in your lives 
and in the life of our people. May your efforts 
bear fruit!

“Let American Zionists 
remember that they, like 
all American Jews, must 
support the effort in the 
Land of Israel not only for 
its sake, but for their own.”
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I am a man who yields to authority, and therefore 
I accept the chairman’s decision and shall follow 
his instruction ‒ I shall open in Hebrew and 
then change over to Yiddish. This is a first for 
me, as it is not my way to use Hebrew only for 
short demonstration. I shall therefore make 
do with these words, and immediately change 
over to Yiddish out of my feelings of respect for 
Hebrew. By the way ‒ Yiddish is half Hebrew 
anyhow. It will therefore turn out to meet the 
chairman’s request – half and half.  

People here like to ask every newcomer 
immediately upon arrival: how do you find 
America? I cannot answer this question even 
now, on the eve of my departure. Perhaps I will 
be able to address it once I have digested all that 
I have seen. Moreover, the Jewish community 
here is large and I have not seen all there is to 

see. One thing I can tell you already: I do not 
regret having come here. 

The rabbis of antiquity established that 
Jewish life stands on three things ‒ Torah, 
devotion and deeds of loving kindness. This 
is one of the deepest insights into the Jewish 
world-view, setting criteria for measuring every 
Jewish community. The rabbis called these 
three things tronos [Greek for “throne”]. Deeds 
of loving kindness are a manifestation of the 
support that one part of the nation provides 
to its other parts in times of danger. This is 
the fundamental national sentiment. Perils 
unite disparate groups into a single people. 
From this basic unification a loftier alliance 
emerges, expressed in a  shared way of life of 
the entire people. Collective consciousness 
then follows. The nation sets various ideals 
and goals, which it aspires to attain through 
joint efforts.  These are the three elements, and 
blessed is the community that can rest itself 
on this three-legged throne. 

From afar it seemed that here, in America, 
the element of charity reigns supreme. Indeed, 
it provides significant support for the broken 
and rundown parts of our nation. But we must 
not forget that this is only one of the elements 
‒ and the most basic one at that. The sentiment 
of compassion cannot suffice for the building 
of a nation. In journeying here for the past 
forty years, American Jews inevitably became 
detached from some of the foundations of our 
being. While they have certainly preserved 
one of the legs of our divine throne, this is 
not enough. I can already see the progress of 
American Jewry toward the second element. 
The grand buildings erected here are proof of 
their vision. While those institutions still lack 
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content, I am confident that this too will come, 
and a second leg will be added to our divine 
throne ‒ devotion.

And the third element will also emerge ‒ 
when American Jewry will take upon itself the 
burden previously borne on the shoulders of 
other parts of the nation. Honest and brave 
cultural standard bearers shall arise here, who 
will carry the responsibility for our spiritual 
treasures with devotion and appreciation. But 
remember, such qualities are attainable only 
through knowledge. “Know thy people and 
be devoted!” ‒ the day will come when they 
will know their people and devote themselves 
to it. 

I am not a prophet, nor the son of a prophet. 
But at a time when other  Diasporas of the 
Golah lie in ruin and devastation, while a 
four-million strong community dwells here 
in safety ‒ is it possible for it not to take upon 
itself full responsibility for the building of the 
Hebrew nation? In generations past, the Torah 
served as the foundation of our people. But it 
no longer has that power. A complete revival of 
the Hebrew nation, all-encompassing ‒ land, 
language, state ‒ and we do indeed aspire 

to have a state of our own! ‒ this should be 
our driving purpose.  And I hope that among 
American Jewry,  Eretz Yisrael and national 
revival will be nurtured least of all by the first 
element ‒ the sentiment of compassion ‒ and 
more from “know thy people and be devoted.” 
Do not build the Land of Israel out of anxiety 
over the fate of the nation’s various parts, and 
not even out of concern for your own fate, 
lest you perish. No. Revival in its own right 
‒ of spirit, language and of your lost dignity ‒ 
only these positive elements should guide you 
in the building of the land. Children cannot 
be educated out of adversity.  They must be 
educated with joy and bliss; not out of pity, 
but out of pride and dignity, out of integrity. 
And this is not possible without the Land of 
Israel. 

Work and build the life of our people, 
motivated by joy, not sorrow. And recognizing 
this, ascend to the realization that through this 
effort you will regain your human dignity. And 
with this I bid you farewell ‒ be well, happy 
‒ and wise!

   Translated from the Hebrew by Orr Scharf 

Illustration of Bialik by 
Moran Barak.
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