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 ZIONISM

Herzl – It’s about time
• DR. ALIZA LAVIE

Herzl was the forefather of one 
of the most successful revolu-
tions in the history of man-
kind. I am referring to the 
fact that a dispersed people, 

living separately among the nations of 
the world, shook off the dust of, cast off 
its cloak of desolation, to reunify and 
stand upright in its historical homeland. 
There, the people successfully revived a 
dormant language, defended its survival 
and has built a prosperous, forward-look-
ing country – one which leads the world in 
many spheres.

Despite all of this – perhaps because of 
this – an inverse ratio prevails between the 
phenomenal success of the Herzlian vision 
itself and the level of tangible acquain-
tance with Herzl’s persona, and – most 
importantly – his conceptual legacy.

It is also pertinent to remember that there 
are sections of the Jewish people, which 
deem themselves opponents of the Herzlian 
vision. These include the diverse positions 
that can be found – certainly in ideological 
terms – on a spectrum ranging from non-Zi-
onist through anti-Zionist, as well as the 
post-Zionist milieu, which casts doubt on 
the just nature of the Zionist vision, per se. 

Yet, beyond all this, even among those 
who consider themselves an integral part 
of the Zionist phenomenon, Herzl remains 
a distant figure at best – a person of historic 
importance as the ‘visionary of the Jewish 
state’ – but one devoid of genuine relevance 
in our time. The implications, however, are 
highly significant, in that this remoteness 
exacts a price.

Over the millennia of its existence, the 
Jewish people has been distinguished by 
the manner in which it has transformed 
the events it has undergone into a living, 
engaged memory with contemporary 
relevance. The reality, as revealed by this 
survey, is that we have been unsuccess-
ful in transcribing the amazing process 
of national renewal, actively led by Herzl, 
into a vibrant memory with a contempo-
rary significance. Indeed, even at the narra-
tive and historical level, Herzl and his lega-
cy are not afforded their due status within 
Israel’s national and collective memory.

This immense but unfulfilled potential 
is a wrong the Herzl Center seeks to right.

HERZL HIMSELF was highly sensitive to 
complex nuances and challenges. Just 
before the First Zionist Congress, he wrote, 
“Zionism is the Jewish people setting out 
on a journey.” Herzl went on to declare 
that the Jewish story both continues and 
seeks to progress forward along this path, 
as well as in reverse: ‘forward’ refers to its 
vision and deeds; the ‘reverse’ mode de-
notes the formation of collective memory.

The limited address afforded by the 
education system and the collective Israeli 
narrative to Herzl’s contemporary rele-

vance as the visionary of Zionism stems 
from the assumption, by some, that Zion-
ism’s task was complete from the moment 
the State of Israel was established. There 
are others who consider the realization of 
the Zionist vision to be the sum total of 
all of Israel’s positive achievements – from 
its prosperous agricultural sector through 
becoming a start-up nation – as expres-
sions reflecting Zionism’s contemporary 
essence. Obviously, there is no disagree-
ment with the fact that Zionism’s primary 
goal of the establishment of a state for the 
Jewish people has, indeed, been attained – 
or that amazing and inspiring things are 
happening in the here and now.

In addition to the establishment of a 
state, however, Herzl’s Zionist paradigm 
included a social and moral supra-echelon 
that we are obliged to address. In his phil-
osophical dicta, he devoted significant at-
tention to his ethical conceptualization of 
the manner in which the state should con-
duct itself, envisioning a social framework 
he defined as an “exemplary society.”

Was Herzl’s perception of the aspiration 
to an exemplary society founded entirely 
in the enlightened European school of 
thought in which he was nurtured and ed-
ucated? Or did the progenitor of Zionism 
– consciously or unconsciously – owe his 
inspiration to sources from Jewish heritage 
and the concept of tikkun olam (improving 
the world), as exemplified in Judaism and 
the Jewish people over the millennia? 

I wish to propose an integral 
understanding, wherein the Western 
world’s vision of freedom and equality is 
founded, to a large degree, upon the Jewish 
concept of the creation of Man in the image 
of God. Moreover, that it was identical to 
the Jewish vision of being “a light unto the 
Nations,” as held by the ancient prophets – 
with the literal and fundamental meaning 
of this axiom signifying the establishment 
of a society that behaves justly – being dif-
fused over the centuries and permeating 
Herzl’s own philosophical mindset, either 
directly or indirectly.

With respect to building this exemplary 
society, we remain yet at the early stages. 
Israeli society finds itself situated within a 
larger framework of existential threats, in 
terms of security and other factors, orig-
inating in different cultural perceptions, 
some of which are indirectly antagonistic. 
Under these circumstances, it has not had 
space to address a significant discussion 
towards issues relating to the ethical iden-
tity of the society in which we wish to live 
and sustain. Nonetheless, over the course 
of its existence, Israeli society has adopted 
a philosophy of equality, assistance to the 
needy and equality opportunity. The road 
ahead, however, remains long.

IN THE BROAD strokes of his literary 
paintbrush, Herzl described his vision; in 
detailed and gifted prose, he set down ideas 
that have withstood the test of time and 

continue to be relevant. These range from 
his views on personal liberty through obli-
gations towards the needy, all of which still 
hold true today, outlasting the storms and 
political strife of the ensuing 120 years.

There are many patently different 
questions and there are not always clear 
answers to them, as different social 
worldviews will generate contradictory re-
sponses. Yet, I believe we may still take on 
board some of the guidelines together with 
the vision of social justice and equality ex-
pressed in Herzl’s works. In my opinion, 
this also pertains to the timeless question 
asked by Jews down the generations, as 
to whether ‘someone in my own circle or 
community is in need of something that I 
have the capacity to give him / her.’

A pertinent example is that recently on 
Sigd (Ethiopian Jewish pilgrimage festival 
on 29th Heshvan), we hosted for the first 
time members of the veteran population 
from the Ethiopian Jewish community 
who came on aliya many years ago – but 
have never previously entered our Center. 
They belong to a community that success-
fully preserved their heritage through the 
millennia of exile, a collective that is an 
integral part of the Zionist story belong-
ing to all of us. Had we only perceived this 
from the outset, our brothers and sisters in 
the Ethiopian Jewish community would 
have been spared a great deal of pain and 
suffering.

Yet another task before us is also im-
mense and highly complex. I refer to 
our relationship with our fellow Jews in 
communities in North America – be they 
Zionist or of the school that continues 
to hold to the spirit of the Blaustein-Ben 
Gurion agreement (1950), shortly to mark 
its seventieth year, whereby Zionism was 
not forced upon them.

The road ahead remains long and its 
demands will be rigorous – a fact that 
Herzl also recognized and documented in 
his talented, meticulous prose, in a testa-
ment to future generations – among whom 
we, needless to say, constitute the present 
heirs. “Placing the Jews under one hat will 
be terribly oppressive labor, even though 
each one of them has a head, or maybe 
specifically because of that.”   �

The writer is the chairwoman of the Herzl 
Center, World Zionist Organization.

The “Herzl 2019” Magazine generated 
robust discussion since it was published 
three months ago. To continue the 
conversation, here are three more articles 
from leading Herzl thinkers.

We have been 
unsuccessful in 
transcribing the 
amazing process 
of national 
renewal, actively 
led by Herzl, 
into a vibrant 
memory with a 
contemporary 
significance

MODERN-DAY HERZL: ‘Herzl 
Smokes’ mural in Jerusalem’s 
Talpiot neighborhood, 2018. 
(zeevveez/Flickr)
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Herzl’s vision as a celebration  
of Judaism and life 
The seeds for a Jewish transformation, planted by Herzl,  
were in full bloom at the first Herzl Conference on Contemporary Zionism

Secured under 
their own vines 
and own fig 
trees, Israeli 
poets and 
artists flourish

• GOL KALEV

In the spring of 1895, as the idea of 
Zionism was brewing in his mind, 
Theodor Herzl got struck with a 
morbid fear of death. Herzl did not 
fear his own death, but rather that 

of the fetus he was carrying – Zionism. He 
understood the magnitude of his idea as 
well as his own indispensability to bring-
ing it to fruition. This is why Herzl went 
through the strange act of renting a safe in 
a Parisian bank, storing his notes, and then 
sending a letter with the location and code 
to his friend Arthur Schnitzler.

Herzl of the spring of 1895 was akin to 
Noah right before the flood about 4,000 
years earlier. Noah knew that he is the only 
one who held the secret formula to the 
ark that would save humanity. One can 
also draw parallels to Rabbi Yohanan Ben 
Zakai, 2,000 years later, roughly half-way 
between Noah and Herzl. As Jerusalem was 
being decimated by the European invader, 
Ben Zakai rescued a scion of Judaism out of 
the burning city, and replanted it in Yavne. 

Indeed, this transformation from biblical 
Judaism (Judaism 1.0) to rabbinic Judaism 
(Judaism 2.0) enabled the Jewish nation to 
survive in exile against all odds. But by the 
19th century, this architecture that bound 
Judaism began to crumble. Secularization 
on the one hand, and the intensifying of 
age-old European opposition to Judaism 
on the other, threatened Jewish continui-
ty. Herzl understood that Judaism needed 
to transform, and he knew how. He was 
holding the baton of Judaism in his hand! 

In that letter to Schnitzler, Herzl wrote 
that he felt like the poem of Paul Heyse: 
“Worried that he could disappear over-
night / While his work is not yet done.”

Thankfully, Herzl did not disappear. 
Six months later he published The Jewish 
State and the following year he convened 
the First Zionist Congress, planting the 
seeds of a Jewish transformation. Indeed, 
Herzl’s fetus, turned into a beacon to the 
world, advancing humanity through cut-
ting-edge innovations, technologies and 
ideas.

Secured under their own vines and own 
fig trees, Israeli poets and artists flour-
ished. One of them, Yankale Galpaz, wrote 
a popular Israeli song, which seems to 
represent the polar-opposite of Heyse’s: 
“And when the end of the road will come 
/ I shall lock my life in peace / And a new 
young and vibrant song will be sung: 
Hallelujah.”

Humanity roams in a range between the 

pessimistic end of Heyse and the faith-
ful end of Galpaz. Israelis, having accom-
plished so much, naturally gravitate to-
ward the optimistic end.

Last month, at the first Herzl Conference 
on Contemporary Zionism, which was 
held near Herzl’s grave, such bewildering 
achievements were showcased alongside 
discussions of the success of Herzl’s Zi-
onism. It was as if we were updating the 
patriarch on the accomplishments of his 
disciples. 

“We have surpassed Herzl’s vision,” 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
wrote in his address to The Jerusalem Post’s 
Herzl 2019 Magazine. Herzl himself predict-
ed this success: “We shall not revert to a 
lower stage, we shall rise to a higher one.” 

SUCH A higher state was evident in the 
conference in more than one way. In 
the first Zionist Congress in Basel, Herzl 
seemed to mock the choice of wine made 
by his fellow delegate – French Beaujolais. 
Some 120 years later, those vines under 
which Israelis are sitting so securely are 
yielding superb Israeli wines which often 
defeat French wines in blind-tasting com-
petitions. Indeed, delegates to the first 
Herzl Conference on Contemporary Zion-
ism enjoyed a higher state of wine: Israeli 
wine. Incidentally, Europeans try to refute 
this reality by comically claiming that 
Israeli wine is not Israeli.

Ridiculous assertions about Herzl and Zi-
onism are not limited to the origin of Israeli 
wines. In the conference, two of Zionism’s 
prominent historians, Prof. Anita Shapira 
and Prof. Shlomo Avineri, refuted theories 
by “new historians” who say that Herzl did 
not really intend to establish a Jewish state. 
Others today voice the ludicrous assertion 
that Herzl rejected religious ways of life. 

On the contrary, Herzl repeatedly re-
assured that Zionism would not do 
anything that might hurt the religious 
aspect of Judaism. The sight of thousands 
of ultra-Orthodox haredim converging 
on multiple synagogues on a Saturday 
morning is indeed a powerful testa-
ment to Herzl’s legacy. Just as Galpaz, a 
secular Jew from a Kibbutz, praises God 
through his song “Hallelujah,” so do the 
ultra-Orthodox through their own prayers. 

President Reuven Rivlin underscored 
the Jewish nature of Herzl’s Zionism in 
his address to the conference by stressing 
that Herzl viewed Israel as both Jewish and 
democratic. 

“There is no conflict between the two,” 
the president emphasized. Indeed, Herzl 

viewed Zionism as an ideology that would 
unite the Jews. On the eve of the first Zionist 
Congress, he noted, “Already Zionism was 
able to achieve something magnificent 
that was considered before impossible: 
the tight connection between the most 
modern elements of Judaism with the most 
conservative.”

Some 120 years later, such unity around 
Zionism is strongly evident in Israel. There 
is a misperception that Israeli Jewish 
society is composed of three distinct 
“Israeli tribes” that are in conflict with one 
another: Seculars, National-Religious and 
ultra-Orthodox. In any society, there are 
disagreements and diverging lifestyles, but 
Israeli society is one of the most unified, 
thanks to Zionism which served as the 
bedrock of the Jewish state. 

For some, Zionism promotes religious 
expressions, for others, secular ones. For 
some, it is de jure, and for others, such as 
haredim, it is de facto. It is this strength of 
the Zionist ideology that enables the ro-
bust and passionate debates. 

Herzl designed Zionism this way: “For 
everyone will take a piece of the Promised 
Land into himself. This one, in his head, 
another, in his hands, a third, in his savings. 
The Promised Land is where we carry it.” 

A haredi medical volunteer on his mo-
torcycle saving Israeli lives; a National-Re-
ligious soldier defending Israel; a secular 
scientist producing unimaginable innova-
tions that advance humanity – these are 
all snapshots of Herzl’s Zionism. The blur-
ring of sector lines and cross-consumption 
of Israeli experiences underscore Herzl’s 
words: “We are one people.” This includes 
the increasing participation of haredim 
in the military and hi-tech sector while 
staying ultra-Orthodox, as well as secular 
Israelis’ growing consumption of religious 
experiences a-la-carte while staying secular 
(the “datlafs,” sometimes religious).

Indeed, Thanks to Herzl, Zionism 
(Judaism 3.0) is becoming the architecture 
that binds Judaism in a similar way that 
rabbinic Judaism (Judaism 2.0) did before, 
and biblical Judaism (Judaism 1.0) did pri-
or to that.

The first Herzl Conference on Contem-
porary Zionism yielded a strong urge to 
glance a few meters toward Herzl’s grave 
and say one thing: “Thank you!” �

The writer analyzes trends in Zionism, 
Europe and global affairs. He is a board member 
of the America-Israel Friendship League and 
chairman of the AIFL think tank. For more of 
his articles visit Europeandjerusalem.com.
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• YITZCHAK WEISZ 

The notion that there is an in-
trinsic contradiction between 
Theodor Herzl’s Zionism and 
that of Rabbi Avraham Yitzhak 
Hacohen Kook, first chief rabbi 

of Israel, is prevalent in many national-re-
ligious circles. Indeed, Rabbi Benny Lau as-
serts in “Statehood and spirit” (Magazine, 
August 30):

“As rabbi of Jaffa, Kook was requested to 
eulogize Herzl who passed away just two 
months ago. For a rabbi raised and educat-
ed in the world of the yeshivas of Lithuania 
it was a difficult and challenging act. Herzl 
was far from Rav Kook’s spiritual world.… 
Herzl did not believe traditional Judaism 
was meaningful or relevant to the nation’s 
revival, and wished to keep religion seclud-
ed in synagogues, far from the strongholds 
of political influence.”

On the face of it, it appears that perhaps 
these circles are justified in assuming that 
to have been Rabbi Kook’s attitude. In a 
lengthy letter he wrote to members of the 
Mizrachi Movement on the eve of the 11th 
World Zionist Congress in 1913, Rabbi 
Kook describes Herzlian Zionism as “the 
narrow orbit of Dr. Herzl’s dream.” Rabbi 
Kook then elaborates that “though [Her-
zlian Zionism] has sublime aspects, it is 
nothing but the material body of Zionism, 
and its soul must immediately be added 
to it… Zionism emanates from the Holiest 
Source, the Tanach, not from a week whis-
per of a hated people seeking a safe refuge 
from those persecuting it.” 

In other words, it seems that according 
to Rabbi Kook, Herzlian Zionism is limited 
to the liberation of the body alone, and is 
seen here as a partial and distorted solu-
tion to the plight of the Jews.

Indeed, Rabbi Lau asserts that there is 
a complete disconnect between Rabbi 
Kook’s spiritual vision and Herzl’s materi-
alistic venture, which is devoid of spiritu-
ality. And so, there is nothing of value for 
us to find in the vision of the renowned 
Zionist leader.

It’s not surprising, then, that a number 
of academics (both secular and religious) 
have adopted this view and mistakenly 
interpreted Herzl’s manifesto, The Jewish 
State, as aspiring for a state that is devoid of 
any Jewish characteristics. 

In the conclusion of Der Judenstaat (The 
Jewish State), Herzl implores his readers to 
“im inneren der Worte zu lesen,” to read the 
inner meaning of his words. His request has 
been regrettably ignored by many pundits.

Herzl himself was already aware of the 
distortions being made of his ideas, and 
shortly before the first Zionist Congress in 
Basel, he wrote the following to the editor 
of the Jewish Chronicle: “I’ve gotten so used 
to distortion of my character by others, 
that I am surprised when my words are not 
distorted.” Less than three months after 
The Jewish State was published, Herzl hu-

morously recounted to an audience at the 
London Maccabi Club that, “Many people 
have not actually read my book, and 
instead believe it contains contemplations 
from their own hearts. Some of them only 
know the title of the book.”

In fact, it was important to Herzl to an-
chor his venture, not as a manifestation 
of a national liberation movement, as 
Ze’ev Sternhell argues, but as a deep de-
sire to connect with a divine plan. In the 
first few pages of his diary, Herzl writes of 
his idea: “Am I the one who labors over 
this concept? No! It is laboring over me… 
These kinds of circumstances can be called 
inspiration.” Anyone who’s read Herzl’s 
writings meticulously – not just The Jewish 
State, but also Altneuland, and especially his 
diaries and correspondence – cannot but 
see that Jewish identity was at the core of 
Herzl’s thinking and was an indispensable 
prerequisite, not just for returning to the 
Land of Israel, but as the single guarantee 
of the continuing connection between the 
Jewish people and their homeland. 

Herzl despised the idea of cosmopolitan-
ism, and repeatedly wrote about the unique-
ness of Jewish identity, firmly stating that, 
“a generation that has grown apart from 
its Jewishness is deprived of this internal 
unity and is unable to take its past into 
consideration or to look onto the future. 
We, therefore, yearn to reunite with our 
Jewishness, and never again allow ourselves 
to be thrown out of this stronghold.”

THE QUESTION ARISES, upon what does 
Rabbi Kook base his position on Herzl? 
Perhaps upon hearsay and upon Ahad 
Ha’am, whom Rabbi Kook quotes in his 
letter (The philosopher from Odessa 
who so deeply resented Herzl, distorting 
and falsifying Herzl’s ideas). Indeed, it is 
important to note that in 1913, when Rabbi 
Kook wrote his letter to the Mizrachi activ-
ists, he had not yet read any of Herzl’s writ-
ings, which were only published in 1922 in 
German, and translated to Hebrew in 1930 
just five years before the rabbi’s passing. 
Therefore, Rabbi Kook would not have had 
an opportunity to read firsthand the actual 
words written by Herzl. 

On the other hand, the rabbi’s son, Rabbi 
Zvi Yehuda Kook, did read Herzl’s writings 
and had no doubt about the intentions 
of the Zionist leader. In fact, Rabbi Zvi 

Yehuda hung a picture of Herzl in his study 
next to pictures of the Chofetz Chaim and 
the Vilna Gaon. 

A study of Herzl’s writings reveals a con-
ceptual closeness with Rabbi Kook. Unlike 
what one might think, Herzl viewed the 
Zionist idea of establishing a state for the 
Jews as much more than just a territorial 
solution to the problem of antisemitism.

Herzl intertwines the two components of 
Jewish identity – its uniqueness and its uni-
versality – as threads of thought through-
out his writings, and this occurs more and 
more often over the years. Rabbi Kook, 
similarly, even before he made aliyah, 
warned of the dangers of nationalistic fe-
ver that is cut off from its spiritual origins. 

The dialectic between uniqueness and 
universality is one of the main elements in 
Rabbi Kook’s thinking, both in relation to 
Torah study (see his work Orot Hatorah) and 
his connection with the Land of Israel. He 
writes in Orot Hatorah, “Man’s ultimate pur-
pose is not national uniqueness alone, but 
the aspiration to unite all the people of the 
world in one family, to call upon the name 
of God,” (even though a unique center is 
needed, that is not the ultimate goal, which 
is its impact for the greater good.) 

Contrary to Rabbi Lau’s claims, a non-se-
lective ready of Herzl’s writings emphasizes 
the opposite – a conceptual closeness with 
Rabbi Kook. Herzl’s writings are currently 
readily available to the public for perusal. 
Would the people who continue to dis-
credit his name still be able to claim that 
they were speaking the truth?

On the contrary – the demand for social 
justice, for a corruption-free public life, 
and a society made up of people who show 
compassion and genuine concern for the 
destitute – all of these are part of Herzl’s 
legacy that we are still missing today. 

Herzl’s message has never been more 
pertinent than it is today. Indeed, the time 
has come to return to following Herzl’s 
teachings.  �

The writer is the author of Theodor Herzl: 
A New Reading (Gefen Publishing House).

Translated by Shai Salomon.
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RABBI ZVI YEHUDA KOOK 
(right) – whose father Rabbi 
Abraham Isaac Kook founded 
Mercaz HaRav – stands outside 
the Jerusalem yeshiva with 
Rabbi Avraham Shapira, who 
went on to lead the yeshiva, in 
1980. Rabbi Zvi Yehuda hung 
a picture of Herzl in his study 
next to pictures of the Chofetz 
Chaim and the Vilna Gaon. 
(Wikimedia Commons)

It was important to Herzl 
to anchor his venture, 
not as a manifestation 
of a national liberation 
movement, but as a deep 
desire to connect with a 
divine plan

Theodor Herzl vs. Rabbi Kook
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