The Israel-Diaspora Relationship and the AB Yehoshua Debate

1. True or False?

· 70-80% of American Jews see Israel as important to their Jewish identity
· Connection to Israel decreases with age

· The younger the population, the less the concern for Israel

(1990 NJPS – only 30% of Jews have been to Israel

(Most American Jews have little to no knowledge on Zionism and history of Israel

( In 1993, over 30% of American Jews said they felt “not very close” to Israel

( Only 51% of American Jews felt their opinion toward Israel was “very favorable”

( 64% of American Jews considered themselves to be strong supporters of Israel

( by AGE: 79% of respondents over 60 said they feel very close to Israel as opposed to 65% under age 40

( only 5% of American Jews say that support for Israel is the most important part of their Jewish identity

(only 52% of parents feel that caring about Israel is important for their children’s Jewish identity

(only 27% say that travel to Israel is extremely or very important to Jewish identity

These are all true facts. 

Yehuda Reinharz Study: Israel in the Eyes of Americans: A Call for Action 
Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies, Brandeis University

Why do you think these statistics are as they are? 

Provide an explanation for these. Are American Jews too comfortable in America? Are they uncomfortable expressing dual loyalty?

Other than financial reasons, why don’t American Jews visit Israel?

How do you see the current relationship between American Jews and Israel? 

Hand out Venn diagrams. Which do you think best describes the relationship American Jews have with Israel? 

The American Jewish relationship with Israel has shifted throughout the generations. From those who witnessed the miraculous birth of the Jewish state to those who experienced the thrill of the 1967 victory to today, the American Jewish relationship with Israel now finds itself in a very different and difficult situation. We struggle with the dual identity of homeland and the land we call home. We grapple with political discomfort and cultural disconnections. How though, can we continue to wrestle with these issues while still hugging the country and our people in support?

Where does Israel Fit? The American Jewish Relationship with Israel

Imagine this circle represents the Jewish Identity of the average American Jew. Place a sticker where you see Israel fitting in the American Jewish identity. 


[image: image1]
The Great Debate: A.B. Yehoshua’s remarks on the American-Israel Relationship (American Jewish Committee Centennial Symposium, 2006)
Hebrew term to know: Shlilat Hagola: Negation of the Diaspora

Once Israel was established, there would be no need for Diaspora (a Jewish community outside of Israel), all Jews would make Aliyah. Israeli author A.B. Yehoshua negates the need for Diaspora Jews to support Israel and claims one cannot be fully Jewish without living in Israel

1. “I am what I am, I have a clear identity. I don’t see the “other.” Who is the “other” that I have to like him? It’s your problem, not mine”

2. “You are still American, because you live in that framework.” You can change [with] your country, but you cannot assimilate. [Similarly] you cannot say there is one Israeli who has been assimilated during the sixty years of [the state’s] existence”

3.If…in 100 years, Israel will exist, and I will come to the Diaspora and there will not be… [any] Jews, I would say it’s normal. I will not cry for it. Why? Because its very natural that every one of you will be American, and extend his identification with that country in which he’s living…

4. I will [and] cannot keep my identity outside of Israel… [Being] Israeli is my skin, it’s not my jacket. You are changing jackets – from Argentina you take your jacket to Brazil, from Brazil…to America., from there, then you’re moving. You are changing countries like the Jews have done all the time, changing countries like changing jackets. 

5. You are not doing any Jewish decisions…All of the decisions that you are doing are done in the American framework. You are not deciding about the Iraq war through a Jewish perspective. You are deciding it according to American interests…You are playing with your Jewishness – plug and play…Not everyone will return to his city, engaging himself in his work, whatever he does in an American context…all his life, he will be engaged in American decisions

6. This is what annoys me why I speak with anger. That in recent years…you [American Jews] are tired of Israel. You are becoming detached from Israel. You are not coming anymore or you are coming in few. Israel…is not [always] a nice story…You can not always be proud of Israel. So [you] detach yourself, and…you will find your Jewishness reading another book of history and going to synagogue. 

7. You study the Talmud. What is the Talmud? It is a discussion about practical things. I don’t read the Talmud anymore and believe me, most of the people here do not read the Talmud…they think about the Jewish text. The problem with me is not the text. The problem with me is life. Life and life is decisions every day about many things. And this is how Jewishness is done for good and for bad. 

8. When you ask me, you are dealing with your Israeli identity and not with your Jewish identity, I don’t know what is my Jewish identity, my Israeli identity comprehends all my Jewish identity

9. The Israeli identity is the identity of everything, and this is Jewishness

10.  I don’t want this term of “double loyalty” I would like you to have ONE loyalty and have many other affiliations. 

Questions for reflection and to help you make an argument:

· What does he say in a few sentences? 

· Does he negate us as Jews, does this mean that the way we practice our Judaism is not valid because we don’t live in Israel

· We practice our Jewishness in a very different way than Israelis. Does this mean it’s not REAL Judasim?

· What does this mean for Israel? What does it mean for American Jews? How do YOU feel about what he said?

· What is the controversy here and what impact does his argument make?

· What if American Jews said “fine, you’re right, you don’t need us, we’re done with you…” What would happen?

· How does Israel support Diaspora Jews?

· In what ways do Diaspora Jews support Israel? Is it an equal partnership?

· If we choose not to live in Israel, how else can we show our support?

· Which part angers you the most? Which part do you agree with?  

· Do you think his argument has any real merit? Does he make a good argument at any point? If you had to defend his statements, how would you?
· Do American Jew HAVE to support Israel? How do they demonstrate this support?
Yehoshua Lights a Fire: Reactions throughout the Diaspora and Israel:

The Jewish Public Responds

Response 1: Shulamit Aloni: An Israeli Without Hyphens

Shulamit Aloni is a  former Knesset Member, Meretz Party, Israeli cabinet minister, winner of Israel Prize

In the debate surrounding A.B. Yehoshua’s speech to the delegates at the

American Jewish Committee convention, I would like to clarify a number

of facts before taking a stance.

1. There is no more exile; there is a Diaspora. Every Jew can leave his country if he so chooses, can immigrate somewhere else, and can certainly come to Israel under the Law of Return and become an Israeli citizen. Equally, he has the right to remain where he is, with his citizenship and his community.
2. As long as he lives in the United States or in any other sovereign country, and is a citizen of that country, his obligations as a citizen are to his country, its laws, and the community in which he lives, just as the obligations of every Israeli citizen are to the state, its laws, and all that this implies.

3. Our connection to global Jewry, and its connection to us, is a historical and sentimental connection, an ethnic connection, and a religious connection, with all the contexts of the land of Zion and Jerusalem. We are “one people” in the sense of “folk” or “peoplehood,” but not in the sense of “nation,” which has to do with citizenship and sovereignty. Thus, for example, American citizens of Irish origin are connected to the Catholic religion and the Irish people, just like American Jews have connections with Israel and the Jewish people with respect to ethnicity and culture.

4. The Jews elsewhere in the world live in Jewish communities and preserve Jewish traditions not because of any law or coercion (like here, for example) but out of an awareness of belonging, that is to say, by choice.

5. The Jews of the United States were full partners in the struggle to bring Soviet and Ethiopian Jewry to Israel, and in funding the absorption of the big immigration waves. This came out of full solidarity with the Jewish people and the State of Israel.

6. However, there is a big difference between them and us. We are living a sovereign life as culture here, the knowledge of the Bible in its original language, and the celebration of the Jewish holidays as holidays of citizens in their own country and in the proper season. When we pray for rain, this is a prayer of need; we have no huge rivers and no Niagara Falls. There, they pray for rain for reasons of tradition and religion and perhaps, since the establishment of the state, for us.

…To sum up, everyone has the right to determine what kind of Jew he wants to be: religious, secular, Reform, Conservative, Orthodox, enlightened and humanist, or arrogant hater of the gentiles and the “others.” Whether or not he belongs to a congregation or the Zionist movement, he knows that he is Jewish, he follows what is happening in Israel and to

Jews in other places, and as long as he attends A.B. Yehoshua’s lectures, it

means that he has not assimilated and does not want to disengage. That

Jew, there, is different from Yehoshua and from me because he is a sovereign

citizen of the United States and we are sovereign citizens of Israel.

Is it enough to engage in Judaism by attending lectures and following what happens in Israel? What would Yehoshua say (Is she supporting or negating Yehoshua’s remarks)?

Response 2: Dr. Steven Bayme “Israel and the Diaspora: A Post-Yehoshua Response”

Dr. Steven Bayme is the director of the Dorothy and Julius Koppelman Institute on American-Jewish- Israeli relations at the American Jewish Commitee

Israeli novelist A.B. Yehoshua provoked controversy at the American Jewish

Committee’s Centennial Symposium in Washington, D.C., last month when he accused Diaspora Jews of “playing with their Jewishness” and lamented the great failure of American Jewry in not immigrating to Israel in droves. The resulting debate, covered at length in the Israeli media, has stimulated salutary discussion both of the reality of American Jewish life

and how Israel and American Jewry need to relate to one another. AJC convened the symposium as part of a yearlong centennial program designed to foster precisely such a “battle of ideas” and hopefully identify fresh communal policy challenges and directions.

… Yet at the recent AJC meeting Yehoshua seemingly reverted to an outdated position that affirms Jewish identity exclusively in the Jewish state…The return of the Jews to sovereignty and statehood constitutes the single greatest success narrative of modern Jewish history. To be a Jew in the twenty-first century necessitates a relationship with the Jewish state. Yet, sadly, Yehoshua is correct in charging American Jews with failure. First, as AJC research on young American Jews recently demonstrated, in pronounced contrast to the narrative of the Holocaust, the narrative of Israel has not penetrated the consciousness of young Jews today . The very same young people for whom Holocaust memory is critical to their Jewish identity know astonishingly little of modern Israeli history and culture.

In addition, Yehoshua correctly perceives an increased detachment from Israel among American Jews. As assimilation proceeds unchecked, a growing distancing of Israel occurs as part of a general distancing from matters Jewish. The very strength of American Jewry, namely its success as Americans, thus belies its weakness as Jews, translated as decreased

attachment to Israel. Perhaps the best evidence of the detachment lies in the fact that fewer than 40 percent of the most affluent Jewish community in history has ever set foot in the Jewish state over the first six decades of her existence. Yet Yehoshua erred in trivializing American Judaism. The resurgence of Orthodoxy, contrary to so many predictions of its demise, constitutes a remarkable statement of the viability of Judaism in the

Diaspora if Jews are indeed committed to its preservation.

Moreover, Yehoshua errs profoundly in dismissing the political significance

of American Jewry. The special relationship between Washington and Jerusalem owes much to the vigilance and constant activism of the American Jewish community… Rather

than advocate synergy between Israel and the Diaspora in an effort to enhance the collective Jewish future, he effectively challenges American Jews either to move to Israel and become serious Jews, or stay in the Diaspora and continue to “play with Jewishness.”

Jewish identity needs to be constructed upon a language of Jewish values and traditions and pride in Jewish achievements. It is that challenge of creating a vital Jewish identity that should form the common agenda between Israel and the Diaspora. In that sense, rather than lament the conflict provoked by Yehoshua’s comments, we need to expand the dialogue and confront our common challenges as Jews seeking to give meaning to the concepts of Jewish identity and peoplehood in the twenty-first century.
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Do you agree that the controversy Yehoshua caused was a good thing because it forced Jewish intellectuals and leaders to engage in dialogue, express a diversity of options and confront the challenges we face? Isn’t that what we’re all about as a people? What are the common challenges between Jews of the Diaspora and Israeli Jews in the 21st century?

Response 3: Yossi Beilin- “First and Foremost a Jew”

Yossi Beilin is a Knesset member and Chair of the Meretz-Yachad Party

…Then, too, the remarks were interpreted as an Israeli desire to disengage, heaven forbid, from Diaspora Jewry, instead of being understood as an almost desperate call to work together to ensure the continued existence of the Jewish people, rather than making do with sending checks to people who can exist perfectly well without them.

A state with 13 million Jews is of far more significance to the future of the Jewish people than all the efforts of the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC)—some of which have indeed helped Israel, but some of which have done it very serious damage…

…In Israel, you can stay away from religious ritual and still know that your children will remain Jewish, because their environment is a Jewish environment, they speak Hebrew, and from kindergarten through university they study subjects connected to Jewish heritage (even if we have criticisms of the quantity and quality of these studies). But our role, the role of Jewish intellectuals and Jewish leaders worldwide for whom the issue of Jewish continuity is important, cannot be confined to making statements like “come to Israel or you will disappear.”

Which other issues can we discuss in terms of Jewish continuity both in the Israeli and Diaspora Jewish communities? What do the 2 communities have in common and how do their issues in terms of JEWISH continuity differ?

… in order to ensure Jewish continuity in a world that, for all its anti-Semitic phenomena, is prepared to smile at Jews in a way it has never before smiled, and where a Jewish spouse is not a disaster but often even a great blessing. Immigration to Israel is the most effective solution, but it is practical only for very few in the wealthy countries. When I initiated the

birthright project, I did this in the conviction that Israel must be a meeting point for the Jewish people as part of the effort to ensure Jewish continuity. The project’s success should convince the Israeli government and Jewish communities worldwide to expand it, so that no Jewish young person who wants to visit Israel will be unable to do so.

…Yehoshua’s contribution—whether or not we agree with it—has raised the subject of Jewish continuity from its slumber, and for this he deserves thanks.

Response 4: Ze’ev Bielski- “Disconnected from Reality”

Ze’ev Bielski is the chairman of the Jewish Agency and the World Zionist Organization

Especially now, just a few days after “Herzl Day,” as declared by the state, I find Yehoshua’s statement disconnected from the existential reality of the Jewish people. More than half of the Jewish people live in Israel. The state is perceived by the Jewish community in the Diaspora as a strong and established state, not as a weak state just starting out, connected as it was in the past by an umbilical cord to Diaspora Jewry, and dependent upon it. 

The concept of aliyah has also changed. Most of the immigrants arriving in Israel today come to guarantee their family’s life as Jews, to give their children an opportunity for education and a profession, and to build their future in a Jewish society and state. Immigration from distressed communities has dwindled, and the motives for immigration that we knew in the past, like escaping the immediate existential dangers that existed in exile, have nearly disappeared. Jewish communities abroad are mostly developed and strong. They are deeply rooted in their locales and involved in day-to-day life there. That is how millions of Jews in the world want to live. This is their free choice, and even if it does not match our aims, we have no alternative but to respect it.

However, let us remember that the Jewish communities of the world face the difficult and troubling problem of assimilation, which in some places is as much as 80 percent.

Therefore, the State of Israel must make it a top priority to help Jewish communities stop this erosion and, in various new and creative ways, enlist them in the cause of continuing the existence of the Jewish people—wherever it may be. The main way in which we propose to do this is to position Israel as a source of interest, challenge and identity for Jewish youth from all over the world, and as the meaningful center of their personal identity.

…We are working to strengthen the “attractive” elements of Israel, but in the absence of significant factors that help “push” them, most Jews in the Diaspora, particularly in the United States, choose to remain where they are. The lives of many of them are connected to Israel. They contribute to it generously and are involved in many joint projects, like strengthening the Galilee and Negev, narrowing social gaps or advancing education. They regard the connection with Israel as the primary means for connecting their children with Jewish tradition, culture and values, with the assets of Jewish culture and community life, and particularly as a means for guaranteeing their continued lives as Jews.

We no longer face the physical threats we once did, however we are facing a different kind of threat- that of assimilation. If Israel was the answer to providing a safe haven for Jews in need, what then is the answer to the problem of assimilation?
Some other responses in the Great Debate: 

“The Jewish people has by now ‘lost’ as many people to assimilation as it did to slaughter… the argument about Zionism comes down to an argument about Jewishness…if Judaism amounts to no more than Israeliness, then we here are meaningless as Jews…Zionism must…somehow include a link between the Jewish state and the Jewish people”

-Leonard Fein, founder Moment Magazine and Mazon: The Jewish Response to Hunger

”there is a point to Jewish continuity only if it entails taking complete responsibility…for all aspects of our lives…this collective responsibility…includes … the shared concern for our for the continued existence and physical flourishing of the inhabitants of Israel

- Tzivia Greenfield, head of Mifne Institute for Democracy and Judaism

”I agree that there is a threat to Jewish existence in the Diaspora and this internal danger, the danger of apathy is greater than the external danger that threatens the Jewish existence in Israel. The religious people in the Diaspora will remain Jewish. The problem is with the secular-civic society. A Jewish uniqueness is essential for Jewish survival…the fact that we live in a non-Jewish environment has advantages but also has a cost…Israel and Diaspora communities are mutually dependent. The very existence of Israel for better or worse, is dependent on the United States. The Europeans will shed many tears at Israel’s funeral but won’t do anything to prevent it. The only country that is obligated to prevent Israel’s destruction and that will act to do so is the United States”

- Alfred H. Moses, past president of the AJC, Chair of Centennial Committee

“There is no Zionism without Judaism and there never has been. Just as the Israeli people has never had a right to the Land of Israel- only the Jewish people.”

Natan Sharansky, Knesset Member (Likud), Shalem Institute Fellow

Mi Dor L’dor- from Generation to Generation
Looking toward the future

The AGE statistic: What solutions has the Jewish community offered to combat the decline of concern for Israel in the younger population?

How can the Jewish community prevent the dwindling support for Israel and encourage more young people to care about Israel?

Philosopher’s Retreat: Appendix 1 (P.23) (Makom: the Center for Israel Engagement) 
Pre-1967 Generation

Post 1982 Generation


Post-2000

	Israel is vital and dynamic
	Israel is dying and desperate
	

	Me and the future
	My parents and grandparents generation not me
	

	Israelis are young and strong, depict an ideal image of what it means to be a Jew today
	Israelis are arrogant, aggressive and even unethical
	

	Unlike others before me, I can actually go to Israel
	Its no big deal for me to go, I don’t feel like a pioneer like the pre-1948 Jews. I’d rather go to Hawaii
	

	Israel connects me to Judaism, the land and text
	My connection to the land is undermined by the decline of socialism, the Kibbutz movement and the media and revisionists who challenge the sacredness of the land
	

	I feel connected to everyone on the bus- everyone’s Jewish!
	I feel suspicious of the people on the bus- who is the terrorist?
	

	Israel embodies Jewish community. In America, its starting to dwindle, in Israel its vibrant
	The community spirit of the Kibbutz is outmoded- even to Israelis
	

	I feel like I’m part of the Jewish historical collective here and I’m participating in the story of the Jewish people
	Creating a state was thrilling, war and persecution…loses its appeal
	

	Israel is Jewish time and Jewish space as lived by a Jewish majority
	The idea of  a Jewish majority lies in direct conflict with more widely accepted liberal ideas of pluralism and multiculturalism
	

	Judaism is alive in Israel- Shavuot pilgrimage with thousands, sanctity of Yom Kippur by walking the streets
	Judaism is coercive in Israel and queries my right to practice my type of Judaism
	


Session Outline:

1. Play round of “true or false” with statistics and facts (Reinharz study)

2. Sticker activity- where does Israel fit within American Jewish identity

3. Introduce the A.B. Yehooshua Controversy

4. Read through AB Yehoshua quotes, reactions and guiding questions.

5. Reactions from the Public- choose whose remarks are bothersome and with whom you agree

5. Where do we go from here? Generational shift and the future

Questions: 

Yes, of course Diaspora Jews would take offense to Yehoshua basically negating their identity as Jews. What bothered you, if anything, about his remarks? Did you agree with anything he said?
What about the reactions from the Jewish public? Did you agree with anyone in particular? Were you bothered by anything said?

Why do you think American Jews are detached from Israel? Do you agree with Steven Bayme who says that a growing disconnection from Israel is part of a distancing from everything else Jewish? Do you think if the political situation was more secure, that American Jews would be more attached to Israel and more inclined to go, or is the political instability an excuse? What factors would encourage more American Jews to go to Israel and engage in the Israel conversation in America?
Group Discussion: 

Which person’s responses were you most bothered by? With whom did you agree? 

Where can we go from here?

Hand out Generational shift chart- a look toward the future. 



“Kol Yisrael Arevim Zeh Bazeh” -Talmud Bavli Shevuot 39a

















