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The renowned Israeli author, A. B. Yehoshua, performed a valuable, if inadvertent, service at the centennial celebration of the American Jewish Committee (AJC) in Washington, DC in early May 2006.  At the opening session, Yehoshua advanced the view that Jewish life can only be complete and truly meaningful in Israel.  

According to press accounts of the meeting, Yehoshua’s observations prompted impassioned responses from fellow panelists and serious consternation among audience members and AJC officials.
  Subsequently, there has been an energetic exchange of views in the press, principally in Israel.  And yet, as many commentators, including Mr. Yehoshua, have noted, there was absolutely nothing new in his remarks.
  For decades, he has been arguing that Jewish life in the Diaspora is beset by a neurotic condition that can best--in fact, only--be resolved in Israel.  And he is hardly the first to articulate such an idea.  The notion that a meaningful Jewish life can only be lived in the ancestral homeland was a fundament of Zionist thinking from the movement’s inception in the last years of the nineteenth century.  Indeed, it is enshrined in the classic Zionist principle of shelilat ha-golah, the imperative to “negate the Diaspora” in order to achieve territorial concentration and cultural unity in the land of Israel.  It was this idea to which Theodor Herzl, the founder of political Zionism, gave birth in the last years of the nineteenth century.  No longer prepared to submit to the indignities of a stateless existence for the Jews, Herzl and those who followed in his path came to believe that Jews must leave their countries of birth and create a state of their own.  Only there, it was believed, could a safe and meaningful Jewish existence be lived.  
If A. B. Yehoshua’s evocation of this old Zionist argument is not novel, then what is its value?  It is, I would propose, in pointing out the state of utter poverty in which we dwell today when thinking about Jewish collectivity.  To be sure, there are periodic discussions of the question “Who is a Jew?” usually stimulated by the efforts of non-Orthodox denominations to secure a legal foothold in Israel.  But that question deals, in a narrow technical way, with the individual status of a Jew.  By contrast, we think very little about—indeed, are at a loss to explain--the bond that links a Jew in Tel Aviv to a Jew in Buenos Aires, Kiev, Paris or Los Angeles.  According to some Israelis, there is, or at least should be, no such bond.  They are the spiritual heirs not only of Zionists adepts of “negating the Diaspora,” but of the mid-twentieth century literary and political group, the Canaanites, who insisted that the Jews of Israel, including those who immigrated there, were descendents of the ancient Hebrews whose familial and national ties were with the peoples of the ancient Near East, not with contemporary Jews outside of Israel.  

Of course, many other Jews reject that claim, in Israel and the Diaspora.  Some, including the President of the State of Israel, have been unsettled enough to establish new think-tanks and organize international conferences to address the question of Jewish collective identity.  But as yet, there is no serious, sustained, and engaged debate among leading thinkers over the framing of Jewish collectivity.  To borrow the words of the prophet Isaiah, and of Franz Rosenzweig in 1917, “it is time” to open anew the debate over the grounds of Jewish collectivity.
I

One cannot dispute that the establishment of the State of Israel was a seminal event in Jewish history.  The restoration of political sovereignty realized a millennia-old dream of returning the Jews to the land of Israel, that was deeply embedded in Jewish liturgy and historical consciousness.  Moreover, it created a place of safe refuge for Jews in the wake of the most devastating catastrophe in their long history.  And it has achieved, in its short history, a degree of political, military, and economic success that is the understandable pride of Jews.    

And yet, for all its glory, the triumph of Zionism in 1948 spelled the demise of a period of intense ideological debate over the nature of Jewish collectivity.  By virtue of Zionism’s institutional strength, subsequently fortified by the power of a state, its chief rivals lost much of their confidence and sense of purpose.  It is not just that Zionism vanquished its Jewish rivals.  It is that the formulation of Jewish identity that accompanied the creation of the State was and remains Statist—that is, inextricably linked to and defined by the State of Israel.  In fact, the roots of this Statist creed can be traced much earlier than 1948--to the vision of Theodor Herzl himself, who outlined in his Der Judenstaat (1896) the goal of creating a state that would serve as a place of refuge for Jews.  
Despite the characteristic contentiousness of Zionist discourse, the Herzlian vision of a Jewish state was a common thread that united bitter enemies like the Labor movement and the Revisionists from the 1920s on, more so than other declared Zionist objectives such as the creation of a cultural center or a classless society in Palestine.  Indeed, the goal of reassuming political sovereignty in the ancestral homeland after millennia of dispersion was the foundation of Statist Zionism, and figured prominently in Israel’s Proclamation of Independence from 14 May 1948 which declared that “it is the natural right of the Jewish people, like any other people, to control their own destiny in their sovereign State.”  David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first Prime Minister, added another function to the Statist ideal in the form of his notion of mamlakhtiyut.  This doctrine, often translated into English as “statism,” had as its objective the assertion of primacy by the State over all previous ideological divides and current religious and ethnic loyalties; it also was provided a mandate to the State to serve as the guiding framework for Jewish collective self-definition throughout the world.
  Given the depth of party allegiances and the social, economic, and military challenges facing the State, one could argue that it made sense in the first decade of Israel’s formation.  But the legacy of mamlakhtiyut—as a strong state that is itself a repository of collective identity--has held sway ever since, and curiously, beyond Israel’s borders, among affiliated and organizationally defined Jews for whom Israel is the central focus of their Jewishness.  For these Jews, reverence for the State, or more fundamentally, for the very idea of Jewish sovereignty, has become the foundation of their Jewishness.
Why should this concern us?  Hasn’t sovereignty been good for the Jews?  Is not the goal of creating a place of refuge for the Jews, what the early Zionist Max Nordau labeled a “Nachtasyl,” a moral and historical imperative after the Holocaust?  Indeed, what rational state would question its very raison d’être?  In response, we might quickly note that it is not only nefarious anti-Semites who have questioned the idea of Jewish sovereignty.  It has also been a steady stream of Jewish religious thinkers over the twentieth century, ranging from Russian misnagdim (A. Tamares) to Satmar Hasidim (Y. Teitelbaum) to Reform rabbis (J. L. Magnes).  Their arguments range from the claim that the creation of a political state is a dangerous effort to ignite the messianic process to the claim that the assumption of political power by Jews entails a descent from the lofty moral heights of Judaism.  There has been another, at times intersecting, stream of more secularly inclined thinkers (e.g., from Hannah Arendt and Hans Kohn to Tony Judt) who have posed the question of whether a more equitable power-sharing arrangement between Arabs and Jews in historic Palestine might be morally and politically preferable to exclusive Jewish control.  
One may find the views of these various thinkers unattractive, but they are not anti-Semitic. 
  Nor are they irrelevant to our quest to re-energize the debate over Jewish collectivity.  For the various thinkers mentioned above shared a concern that the assumption of political power by Jews in the form of the State of Israel has been so intoxicating as to become a belief system in its own right, a deeply entrenched and rather exclusive source of Jewish identity.   This latter point makes it possible to distinguish between support for the State of Israel and support for Statism.  That is, one can support the policies of the State of Israel—or at its most fundamental, the State’s right to exist--and yet reject the doctrine of Statism.  Stated otherwise, one can provide material or political support to the State without apotheosizing Statism.  For Statism confuses means with ends.
    States are, at their best, instruments whose tasks include assuring social stability, physical security, economic development, and cultural preservation and growth.  However, for many Jews, both in Israel and beyond, the state and its constituent units have become a source of almost fetishistic reverence.  I find a particularly curious and sophomoric example of this reverence the sight of young American Jews returning from trips to Israel armed with IDF t-shirts and hats.  The Israel Defense Force, at its best, is a means to secure the physical wellbeing of Israel’s citizens; at its worst, it is a brutal occupying power.  But that is not even the point.  It is the curious spectacle of American Jews donning IDF paraphernalia as a means of identifying as Jews.  It is hard not to see this as something other than an illusion that the t-shirt or cap affords one a sliver of a real Jewish life.
  
The phenomenon is not restricted to America.  The Israeli historian (of American origins), Michael Oren, recalls that when he moved to Israel and joined the army, “I put on those red paratrooper boots the first time and was overwhelmed by the realization that I was a member of the first Jewish fighting force in 2000 years, a Jew from New Jersey lucky enough to live at a time when I could serve a sovereign Jewish state.”

Oren’s recollection crystallizes the point that I am making—and find troubling.  It is that the army, the state, and the idea of sovereignty are not seen as means to an end, but as the telos of Jewish existence.  The fulfillment of Oren’s Zionist journey is to “serve a sovereign Jewish state.”  And not just any state, but one that upends the “cult of powerlessness” that plagued Jews for millennia prior to its creation.  But the alternative to this cult of powerlessness can be the exact opposite: a dizzying cult of power that celebrates militarism and shunts to the margins other less virile forms of Jewishness: religion, culture, or a familial connection to Jews throughout the world (peoplehood).
   Based on my anecdotal experience, this phenomenon is not largely or exclusively a secular phenomenon, but exists in more than a few religious settings, where reverence for the State has become the single most important article of faith and source of Jewish identity.

The results of such a militaristic Statism can be unfortunate.  They bespeak an ideology that demands total adherence, forecloses serious debate, and impoverishes our thinking about the nature of Jewish collectivity.  At the same time, it reduces Jews outside of the State—or those for whom Statism is not the foundation of their Jewishness-- to a thoroughly subsidiary role in contemporary Jewish life.  It is no wonder that sociologists suggest a surprisingly low number of Diaspora Jews possess deep and enduring ties to Israel.

And yet, it is at this juncture that the Statist stance finds common cause with A. B. Yehoshua’s familiar plaint against the Diaspora: both challenge the belief that Jewish life can be fully lived outside of Israel.  Advocates of Statism will argue, on purely demographic grounds, that we are soon to reach the point where the majority of the world’s Jews lives in Israel.  The implication is that Israel’s impending majority stake affords it the right to speak on behalf of the rest.  And yet, the question of collective Jewish identity is not a numbers game.  We would do well to recall the words of the sage and underappreciated Simon Rawidowicz, the twentieth-century scholar and thinker, who in a forum devoted to the State of Israel and Diaspora Jewry in 1949, argued that the need for the Diaspora to be self-reliant was essential not only in his day, “when 94 percent of all Jews live in the Diaspora, but it will apply equally when that percentage will be 50 or 40.”

As the demographic pendulum appears to swing from the Diaspora to Israel, Rawidowicz’s words resonate.  What he was insisting on in 1949 was that the Diaspora not be deemed a subservient adjunct to the newly created State of Israel, but that it maintain a sense of its own worth as a locus of Jewish life and creativity.  This was an important component of Rawidowicz’s larger Weltanschauung according to which there had been historically and should continue to be two main centers of Jewish national life, figuratively called “Babylon” (the Diaspora) and “Jerusalem” (the State of Israel), joined together in an abiding “partnership” (shutafut).  
Rawidowicz’s call for a partnership came at the end of a golden age of thinking about Jewish collective identity, and one that coincided, not accidentally, with the rise of Statism.  In fact, we might designate his posthumous Bavel vi-Yerushalayim (1957) as one of the last echoes issuing from that golden age, which commenced in 1897 with the first Zionist Congress and the founding of the Jewish socialist group, the Bund.  We would do well to recall that period now, if only to remind ourselves of a once-vibrant array of Jewish ideological schemes.  

It was during that largely early twentieth-century period that Jewish thinkers and activists met in a crowded marketplace of ideas, hawking their respective ideological wares.  There were supporters of national-cultural autonomy for the large Jewish concentration in Eastern Europe like Simon Dubnow; they drew from an eclectic array of theories, including those from the Austro-Hungarian Empire that sought to carve out a legal status for smaller national groups that harbored little hope of sovereignty.   There were advocates of national-cultural autonomy, Bundists like Vladimir Medem and John Mill, who attempted to fuse the national struggle of the Jews with the larger socialist revolution.  And there were fiercely competitive representatives of the nascent Zionist movement who varied as much from one another as from their non-Zionist rivals.  Some saw the fulfillment of Zionism in a classless society (Borochov).  Others saw it in the creation of a society built on the values of Torah that was a harbinger of the messianic days (Kook).  Yet others saw the goal as the revival of a vibrant and largely secular Hebrew national culture in the Land of Israel (Ahad Ha-am).  In contrast to the Zionists, there were also a number of Jews who called themselves Territorialists (e.g., the writer Israel Zangwill) who saw themselves as the true heirs of Herzl and were willing to accept an autonomous Jewish territory wherever one was available.
The debates among these Jewish thinkers filled the pages of many newspapers and journals in a host of languages in the first decades of the twentieth century.  In fact, language itself was a subject of endless discussion.  Was the Jewish national language Hebrew?  Or was it Yiddish?  It was this question that prompted advocates of Yiddish to convene a conference in Czernowitz in 1908 and declare their favored tongue as “a national language.”  It was also the language question that sparked intense disputes in pre-State Palestine as advocates of Hebrew sought to stave off any challenges to its dominance.

The kind of passionate activism that animated the varying camps of Jewish nationalists rubbed off on other Jews, impelling them to organize themselves into movements and publicize their message in manifestos and journals.  For example, traditionally observant Jews in Europe opposed to what they saw as the hubris of Zionism held a conference in Katowice 1912 to establish the Agudat Yisrael.  While eschewing the language of nationalism (as well as the goal of drafting a formal program), members of the Agudah nonetheless felt compelled to enter the marketplace of ideas in order to assure that “Torah-true” Judaism be preserved.  In doing so, they were adding their voice to an extraordinary and cacophonous Jewish public sphere of discourse.
II

One looks back upon that period of intense debate in the early twentieth century with more than a tinge of nostalgic envy.  To be sure, there was intense, even violent, disagreement.  But there were immense passion, creativity, and openness.  Not only did ideas abound; they led to action.  Amidst all the contention, there was an intuitive belief that “elu ve-elu divre Elohim hayim,” namely, divergences of opinion in the name of a higher cause were permissible and even welcome.  
How different is our world today, with such little passion and less creativity in thinking about collective Jewish identity!  The dominance of a Statist definition has discouraged and, worse, delegitimated serious thinking about a coherent Diaspora identity.  Furthermore, it has undermined the notion of a global Jewish collective that embraces both Israel and the Diaspora.  A suffocating culture of conformism has taken hold, even more outside of Israel than inside, branding anyone who does not profess reverence for the State as disloyal.  It is not enough to be a legatee of Ahad Ha-am’s vision of a vibrant center of Hebrew culture.  Nor is it enough to inhabit the rich world of traditional Judaism as a meaningful mode of living Jewishly.  Rather, one must pay homage to the State as the source and end of all Jewish identity lest one be accused of living an incomplete or unwholesome life.  But might not this homage to a political state be a form of idol worship?
It bears reiterating that the State of Israel has had a central role in the drama of Jewish history in the modern age.  It continues to perform many essential and worthy tasks for its citizens, particularly the Jews among them.  Yet our concern here is not with the citizenry of the State; it is with klal Yisrael, the traditional term for the entirety of the global Jewish collective.  It would be incorrect to claim that the State of Israel is not interested in the welfare of Jews the world over.  It is, though this concern is most often expressed in times of crisis (e.g., the fate of Ethiopian Jews, anti-Semitism in Europe).  This kind of crisis-driven view of Jewish national responsibility encourages not dialogue but rather dependence by submissive junior partners.  Moreover, the solution that the government of Israel invariably proposes in response to crisis—aliyah—simply affirms the monistic, Israel-centered nature of Jewish collectivity.  
III
But why should we care to think anew about Jewish collectivity?  Don’t we already have a picture of the Jewish future--namely, a “vanishing Diaspora,” to borrow the phrase of one scholar, and an ascendant State of Israel?  

Part of the answer lies in the fact that millions of Jews, sixty percent of the total population, continue to live outside of Israel.  And part of the answer also lies in the world we inhabit.  We dwell in a global village in which distances are far shorter than they once were, owing to rapid advances in transportation and especially information technology.  The frequency and rapidity with which we communicate with and visit friends and family across the world permit us to forge new bonds across boundaries and time zones.  These transnational ties stand alongside and at times erode more familiar bonds of territorially based (local, regional, or national) identity.  One need only look at the far-flung African, Indian, and Asian diasporas throughout the world today to see the emergence of new forms of transnational social organization.  While the home society continues to exert an important cultural pull, so too does the new host society, resulting in hybrid alloys of identity that meld the old and the new.  
Much has been written about these globalizing trends.  Much has also been written about the potent responses to globalization, including a fundamentalist fear of dynamic change and a resurgence of primal ethnic nationalism.  To a certain extent, the renewed assertion of Israel’s primacy that we hear from A. B. Yehoshua--and that inheres in the Statist definition of Jewish identity--succumbs to the latter tendency.  They advocate territorial exclusivity and ethnic uniformity in a world resistant to both.  Indeed, rather than lapse back to a limited and fear-driven vision, we should contemplate more embracing alternatives. After all, if any collective in our globalized world would seem ripe for consideration as a transnational group, with its own distinct sense of self and internal politics, it is the Jews.  In an earlier and much less interconnected age, Jews at great distances from one another manifested just such a sense, animated by a shared historical consciousness and destiny.  It was this rather sweeping, if loose, sense of identity that the early twentieth-century nationalist thinkers whom we discussed above attempted to theorize.  
We are at a crucial juncture in the history of the Jewish nation today.  This is not merely a function of the shift in demographic balance from Diaspora to Israel.  It also due to the fact that Jewish life in the Diaspora faces serious challenges; while signs of revival and rejuvenation are present, so too there is clear, at times overwhelming, evidence of drift and alienation from Jewish communal involvement.  Jewish institutional life holds little allure for many.  Neither organizations which define Jewish identity via the fight against anti-Semitism nor spiritually desiccated religious institutions seem to be working.  Nor for that matter is Statism, at least in the United States, where young Jews feel very little sense of connection to Israel.  Conversely, many Jews in Israel, products of a Statist formation, lack a meaningful sense of their Jewishness.  I refer less to the religious minority than to the secular majority who struggle to identify any common ground with their Diaspora cousins (or to Judaism for that matter).  The result is a crisis of identity that cannot be repaired by mere repetitions of the mantra that Israel is the center of Jewish life.

IV

What then are we to do?  To begin, we should adopt a measure of historical perspective.  In his best-known essay, “Israel: An Ever-Dying People,” Simon Rawidowicz reminded us that one of the most recurrent features of Jewish history was the fact that every generation feared that it would be the last in the long chain of Jewish history.
  This historical perspective offers us a measure of solace in facing the future; at the same time, the residual anxiety should encourage us to revive the once-vibrant marketplace of ideas about Jewish collectivity.  Otherwise, we will be left with the single but limiting doctrine currently in vogue, Statist Zionism.  It is debatable whether such a doctrine serves the Jews of Israel well.  It is even less clear whether this doctrine can serve as the unifying thread of a global Jewish collective.  

Of course, there will still be some who say that the very notion of a global Jewish collective is chimerical.  Here one must make careful distinctions.  It would be foolhardy to deny the empirical reality of a transnational Jewish population or, for that matter, the abundant signs of Jewish life outside of Israel.  The Jews of America, despite the above-mentioned travails, constitute an exceptionally formidable demographic, economic, and political force in their home country, as well as in the world Jewish community.  One can make similar, if somewhat less grand, claims about Diaspora Jewish communal life ranging from Melbourne to Moscow, from Paris to Buenos Aires.  One can even say this about the hundreds of thousands of former Israeli Jews now living abroad, who have organized their own clubs, organizations, and schools.  What these various Diaspora communities lack is a coherent or overarching sense of—or language to describe--the ties among them, or with the Jews of the State of Israel.  Indeed, there is no longer a compelling theoretical framework to justify Jewish life outside of the State of Israel.  

And that absence bespeaks the need for one.  It seems utterly self-defeating to shunt 50%, or even 20%, of the world’s Jewish population to the margins, or worse, to plunge them into the vacuum of identity just described.   With that in mind, I offer the following propositions not as conclusive answers, but as stimuli to a long-overdue debate that must now be joined:

1) There is a global Jewish nation.  Acknowledging the empirical fact of a Jewish population throughout the world no longer suffices.  Dispersed and even enfeebled in places, this population desperately requires a name, and with it, an underlying theoretical foundation.  One might choose to call this population a people, an ethnic group, or the more traditional klal Yisrael.
 What seems more sensible and ennobling, though, is the term “nation,” although not in the usual sense of a modern political state.
  We would do well to recall the Latin “natio” which connotes a group of people of common birth (though one must hasten to add that one can also choose to join this nation via conversion). The presence or myth of common origins—for our purposes, it matters little which—forged a strong sense of historical consciousness among Jews.  Indeed, in the well-known terms of nineteenth-century European nationalism, Jews represented a Schicksalsgemeinschaft—a national community held together by a sense of a shared fate, as well as a shared past.
a. This historical consciousness was further anchored by a shared religious tradition and the vestiges of belief in Divine election that created a bedrock of custom and culture.  Fin-de-siècle Jewish thinkers like Simon Dubnow and Ahad Ha-`am argued that this rich accretion could be the foundation for a Jewish cultural revival.  Operating in a different political and semantic world than we do, they developed the idea of Jews as a cultural nation whose boundaries were not equivalent to those of a political state.  In fact, it was the responsibility of the sovereign to aid the cultural “nation” through subvention of its core institutions.  In this sense, cultural creativity was an end toward which state authority could and should be applied.
b. I propose that we revive the term “nation” from this earlier era.  It may well be that we cannot dissect all the internal organs of this entity, for there remains something of the mysterious in its very formulation, as indeed in the survival of the Jews.  Indeed, the most sober and secular of thinkers, Dubnow among them, often resorted to mystical and spiritual language in explaining the “secret of Jewish existence.”
  We too are left with factors that defy at times careful empirical analysis when thinking of the Jewish nation: a common culture, a sense of shared fate, compassion for the collective, familial bonds, and, for some, a belief in a transcendent force that links Jew to Jew across national boundaries.
c. These are undeniably amorphous criteria, but the key problem is less that than the fact that we no longer have a name for the corporate entity that embodies them.  To be sure, that entity is far weaker politically than a state, but it has much greater historical depth than a mere group.  But there is virtue in this intermediate condition.  It strains against the powerful waves of individualism that characterize modern society, but does not succumb to the chauvinism that often lurks in strong (e.g., statist) forms of collectivity.  The time has come to name that entity anew, if only to infuse it with renewed energy.  And so, in the spirit of Churchill’s oft-quoted aphorism that democracy is the worst form of government except for all the others, I propose “nation” as the most fitting term at hand to describe the Jewish collective.
2) The Jewish nation is greater than the sum of its two largest parts.  Simon Rawidowicz’s distinctive insight was to navigate between the Diasporism of autonomists and the Palestinocentrism of Zionists.  As noted, he believed that the Jewish nation always had and should continue to have two cultural capitals, one in the Diaspora and one in the Land of Israel.  Following his lead, it is important, as a first step:
a. to acknowledge the presence of Jews both in and outside of Israel as indispensable components of the Jewish nation.  Statist Zionism, for the historical reasons noted earlier, tends to denigrate or even deny the viability of Jewish life outside of Israel.  A measure of its success is that Diaspora Jews feel incapable of asserting themselves as active participants in their own Jewish destiny.  It is important to foster a collective consciousness beyond the local Federation or Gemeinde level and other than the instrumental belief that Diaspora communities exist merely to support Israel.  That extraterritorial national consciousness is the connective tissue between diverse constituencies of the Jewish people, particularly in the Diaspora.  If acknowledged and embraced, it might well provide a stimulus to collective activity that confronts the educational, cultural, political, and institutional problems distinctive to Diaspora Jews (e.g., assimilation, Jewish illiteracy, a negative foundation for Jewish identity, the fight against anti-Semitism, etc.).
i. This step would entail a renunciation of the principle of Statism, as clearly articulated in the World Zionist Congress’ most recent “Jerusalem Program” (2004).  That principle calls for aliyah as the pinnacle of Jewish life based on the belief in “(t)he unity of the Jewish people, its bond to its historic homeland Eretz Yisrael, and the centrality of the State of Israel and Jerusalem, its capital, in the life of the nation.”

b. At the same time, we should not make the mistake of reducing the global Jewish nation to a binary opposition between two centers, Israel and America.  This is a dangerous move on several grounds.  First, it essentially hinges the success of the Israel-Diaspora relationship on the degree of mutual understanding and respect between American and Israeli Jews.  If recent developments (e.g., Yehoshua’s outburst) are any indication, this is a recipe for disaster.  Indeed, the dominance of Statist Zionism encourages disdain by Israelis toward American Jews; conversely, it induces among Diaspora Jews either an abdication of responsibility or indifference toward Israel.  Equally importantly, the dual-centered view marginalizes or ignores the presence of Jews elsewhere, in Europe, Australia, South Africa, and South America.  Breaking out of the dualist bind may allow us to fulfill in a more genuine and global sense the traditional refrain:  Kol Yisra’el ‘arevim zeh ba-zeh—“All of Israel is responsible for one another.”  

3) We must find new modalities to guide the global Jewish nation.  The idea of a world Jewish deliberative body has been broached periodically over the past half-century, including in late 2004 by Israeli President Moshe Katsav.
  The time for this idea may be upon us, if only as a concrete expression of the full stake that Jews throughout the world should feel in their collective existence.  As an ancillary to this proposition, it would make sense for Diaspora Jewries to have an advocacy body representing their shared interests vis-à-vis Israel and other parties.  This would require the surrendering of turf by existing Jewish organizations in the Diaspora, a worthwhile act of restructuring in its own right given that many of these institutions duplicate the work of others or operate at cross purposes. 
a. These proposed bodies—a world Jewish deliberative body (e.g., parliament) and/or a unified Diaspora organizational body--could offer policy recommendations and allocate resources (e.g., on Jewish educational priorities) to advance the global Jewish commonweal.  One of their first initiatives should be to sponsor regular regional gatherings of leading public officials, intellectuals, artists, and cultural creators to commence a serious discussion over the theoretical framework of Jewish collectivity.  Such discussions are often short-circuited in the name of attending to immediate problems, but we now need a serious meditative process after which can come more concrete policy steps.
 
4) Diaspora experience has much to teach the Jewish nation about survival: A. B. Yehoshua speaks of the holism and integrity of Jewish life within the framework of a Jewish state.  He contrasts the solidity of that framework with the flimsiness of Diaspora “textualism,” suggesting that a glorification of Jewish literary genius is a defining and debilitating feature of Diaspora Jewry.  In the first place, one must note the irony, and surely question the wisdom, of a distinguished Jewish novelist disparaging Jewish textualism—an extraordinarily rich tradition of which Yehoshua himself is a recent representative.  It is true, as Pirke Avot reminds us, that “’im ayn kemah, ayn Torah”—if there is no bread, there is no Torah.  But the opposite is also true.  What would be the value of Jewish life without the rich fabric of literary and cultural creativity?  Could one imagine the annals of the Jews and Judaism without its great texts, ranging from the Bible and Talmud to Maimonides to Mendelssohn to Kafka to Oz or Ozick?  To dispense with Jewish “textualism” is to toss the baby out with the bathwater.  Moreover, it is to construe the creative adaptation by Diaspora Jews to their surroundings over the course of millennia as a mere invitation to persecution.  That is stale Zionist rhetoric, and mistaken at that.  In fact, the Jews’ ability to adapt, as Gerson Cohen brilliantly argued forty years ago in “The Blessing of Assimilation,” was an essential condition of both their survival and growth.
  Had they not interacted with robust non-Jewish cultures (Babylonian, Greek, Muslim, European, American), Jews might well have withered away in a state of desiccated isolation.  The logic of this historical principle must not be abandoned today.  After all, in our current world, is it even possible to avoid intense engagement with other cultures, languages, and norms?  Is it advisable?  Should we really regard the modern Jewish experience as a “failure,” as Mr. Yehoshua wrote in the wake of his appearance at the American Jewish Committee centenary?
  In fact, what seems anomalous is the Israeli quest to attain a state of monocultural holism and purity.  This is a strangely utopian aspiration, at odds with the long historical experience of the Jews.  In this regard, Diaspora Jews, notwithstanding their own undeniable struggles to keep their heads above water, can still teach their Israeli counterparts an important lesson about the value of negotiating multiple identities.  
IV
The peril of Statist Zionism and its rhetoric of purity is not only that it is utopian; it is that it is exclusionary as well.  This rhetoric accords Diaspora Jewry second-class status, at best, in the Jewish nation.  But to compound the problem manifoldly, it becomes a tool of delegitimation against another important group: citizens of the State of Israel who are not Jewish. 

Until now, we have avoided discussion of Israel’s relations to its Arab minority, but it cannot be avoided.  For the exclusivist nature of Statism affects both Diaspora Jews and Palestinian Israelis.  It exposes the serious deficiencies in Theodor Herzl’s Zionist program.  While an impressive, if occasionally delusional, visionary, Herzl made clear that what interested him most was the physical well-being of Jews in a proposed “State of the Jews.”  Whether or not the content of Jewish life in that state interested him is open to debate.
  What clearly did not concern him was the content of continued Jewish life outside of the State of the Jews.   

Strong echoes of Herzl’s views reverberate in Israel’s political culture today, and not just in the denigration of the Diaspora.  The frequent reference to the demographic “time-bomb” that endangers Israel—i.e., the prospect of Arabs outnumbering Jews between the Jordan and the Mediterranean (or even within the Green Line)—rests on the belief that the state of the Jews is not the state of all its citizens, but must be, in evoking Herzl, the state of the Jews.  This exclusionary proposition has real and serious consequences in the State of Israel, privileging Jews at every turn (in the purchase or lease of land, employment, educational opportunities, social services, etc.) and creating a quasi-official class of second-tier citizens.  

This is not the place to open a full-fledged discussion over whether Israel can be both a Jewish and democratic state, a belief enshrined in the Basic Law on Human Dignity and Liberty (1992).  Rather, it is simply to note the linkage between Diaspora Jewry and Arab Israelis in the face of the dominance of Statist Zionism.  This doctrine, with its language of purity and holism, has the effect of marginalizing both groups.  Without denying that that the effects upon them are variable, it is my contention that neither group is well served by Statist Zionism.  Diaspora Jews are effectively precluded from holding full membership in a Statist version of Jewish nationhood; and Arab citizens of Israel are denied full membership in the State of the Jews, as the Orr Commission concluded in its rather exhaustive report.

Accordingly, it is not clear that the State of Israel is well-served by Statism.  In a globalized, multi-ethnic world, its continued insistence both on mono-ethnic purity (vis-à-vis Arabs) and territorial exclusivity (vis-à-vis Diaspora Jews) will not redound to its benefit.
  Indeed, to the extent that it seeks to be a state concerned with the well-being of Jews, it can no longer dismiss the wider Jewish nation of which it is part—or summon it when convenient.  And to the extent that it fashions itself as a democratic state, then it can no longer practice institutional discrimination against the native Palestinian population in its midst.
The impetus then for rethinking the exclusive virtue of Statist Zionism comes from various angles.  It is not to be confused with a call to dismantle the State of Israel.  Nor need it mean a refutation of all streams of Zionism.  But it should push us out of the torpor of conformism in which we are currently mired toward a state of constructive agitation.  Indeed, we should actively seek to cultivate and savor the role of the “committed critic,” Michael Walzer’s still apt description of the passionate, engaged, and socially conscious intellectual who insists on questioning the current structures of power while maintaining a strong sense of connection to the interests of the common people.  Without such critics mobilized to rethink the nature of Jewish collectivity, I fear that the forces of dissolution—of which A. B. Yehoshua recently reminded us—may do serious, if not irreparable, damage to the global Jewish nation.  
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