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The return of Judaism to Zion
The arc that started 
2,000 years ago when 
Judaism was deported 
from Jerusalem has 
reached its destination

This week we celebrated 
Jerusalem Day, Judaism’s 
newest religious holiday, 
marking the 1967 return to 
Jerusalem.

It is a religious holiday, since the 
rabbinical authority and a significant 
portion of religious Jews alter the daily 
prayers on that day and treat it as a holy 
day, including in reciting the Halel, 
thanking God.

It is too early for the holiday’s ethos 
to settle. Passover, in the early years, was 
also not settled. We have an account of 
the 40th Passover in the book of Joshua. 
Back then, Passover seemed to be fo-
cused more about the events of the Ex-
odus and its aftermath rather than what 
it meant.

Similarly now, on the 54th Jerusalem 
Day, the holiday tends to be focused 
on the events of the Six Day War and 
less about its greater meaning. It seems 
to escape us that the holiday marks the 
completion of one of humanity’s most 
astonishing cycles: Two millennia after 
being deported from Jerusalem in the 
1st century CE, Jews and Judaism in 
1967 returned to Zion.

Jerusalem unveils itself to those who 
love it

Nobel Prize-winning author Shmuel 
Yosef Agnon wrote in his 1945 book 
Tmol Shilshom (Only Yesterday) that 
Jerusalem unveils herself only to those 
who love her.

For the 2,000 years since the European 
invaders obliterated Jerusalem, de-
stroyed the Temple and exiled the 
Jews from Zion, it was difficult to love 
Jerusalem so passionately. Jerusalem 
was associated with sadness and with a 
longing to renew our days – not with the 
happiness, joy and strong connection 
to God that characterized Jerusalem 
until the Europeans (Greek and then 
Romans) invaded it. Similarly, during 
the past 1,000 years it was also associ-
ated with the third European invaders 
(French and other Crusaders), who “eth-
nic cleansed” the entirety of Jerusalem’s 
Jewish and Muslim population.

Indeed, for 2,000 years, the day that 
the Jewish refugees most associated 
with Jerusalem was Tisha Be’av - a day 
of mourning and weeping in memory 

of the destruction of Jerusalem and the 
Temple. 

But even after the Jews returned 
to their land, the love for Jerusalem 
was hindered. For practical reasons, 
the “capital” of the renewed Jewish 
settlement was Jaffa. For centuries, 
Jerusalem was neglected by its rulers as 
its geopolitical value was diminished. It 
had bad access roads and was associat-
ed with poverty, beggary and misery, as 
Herzl himself described recounted in his 
diary and in his utopia Altneuland.

Out of Jaffa grew a new Hebrew City, 
named after the Hebrew translation of 
Herzl’s Altneuland – Tel Aviv. And so, Tel 
Aviv quickly became the symbol of Zi-
onism.

The military siege imposed on 
Jerusalem during the 1947-1948 War of 
Independence, the fall of the Old City 
of Jerusalem and the expulsion of its 
Jewish residents shaped the image for 
many of today’s Israelis, as a highly re-
vered yet pitiful Jerusalem.

Jerusalem was loved from a distance, 
and hence, per Agnon’s formula, it only 
partially unveiled itself to most Israelis.

Even after it was reunited in 1967, 
Jerusalem, for many Israelis, continued 
to be associated with terrorism, ten-
sions, heaviness and the past, as depict-
ed by author Amos Oz, who said in the 

1990s: “In the war between Jerusalem 
and Tel Aviv, I am all on the side of Tel 
Aviv – sanity, secularity, the present.” 

2010s shift from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem
But things are changing. There is 

an astonishing revival in Jerusalem. 
The old mantra that “Jerusalem is to 
pray, and Tel Aviv is to play” is dented. 
Mahaneh Yehuda market (the shuk) at-
tracts thousands of domestic tourists 
every week, and Jerusalem’s art, culi-
nary, egalitarian bars, wine festival and 
cultural events have turned it into the 
epicenter of Israeli vibrancy. Its diverse 
population, international residents, as 
well as a culture of dialogue and curios-
ity, revolutionized the Jerusalem social 
experience. Sitting at a bar or cafe in the 
shuk and sparking a random conver-
sation with a nun, rabbi, anarchists or 
foreign diplomat is not the opening line 
of a joke, it is the daily reality there.

Jerusalem ascended, not by “Tel Aviv-
izing” but by staying true to what it 
is. Jerusalem is now for play because 
Jerusalem is still very much for prayer. 
Jerusalem is the ultimate be-who-you-
are culture, and gradually more and 
more Israelis are recognizing it.

The new 33-minute train connection 
from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem facilitates the 
rapprochement of Israelis with Zion. 
Even more so, it makes the Amos Oz 
framing utterly irrelevant – there is no 
war between Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. You 
can have both, even multiple times a 
day, through a short frequent and com-
fortable train ride.

BUT THERE is also another process that 
elevates Jerusalem: the democratization 

of Israel. Over the last decade, there has 
been a shift of political power away from 
the secular minority that is associated 
with what is known as “the state of Tel 
Aviv” to the religious/traditional ma-
jority that is associated with Jerusalem. 
Similarly, there is a shift away from the 
homogeneity of the old Ashkenazi elite 
that controlled Zionism since 1935.

For example, from 1968 to 1999, all the 
prime ministers from the Labor Party 
were from Tel Aviv, all from the Ramat 
Aviv neighborhood considered to be 
the elite of Tel Aviv. Since 2001, two out 
of three of Israel’s prime ministers were 
from Jerusalem, and none from Tel Aviv. 

Similarly, there is a shift of Israeli 
cultural ethos from Tel Aviv to 
Jerusalem. Such a shift infuses Zionism 
with vitality and enthusiasm. While Tel 
Aviv has been associated with a culture 
of cynicism and worship of half-emp-
ty – protest, complaints – Jerusalem is a 
celebration of the half-full: “This land is 
very very good,” as written on some of 
its building’s walls. A nation needs en-
thusiasm to prevail, and the repository 
of such enthusiasm is now in Jerusalem. 
The more it is loved, the more it unveils 
its beauty and generates national opti-
mism. 

Judaism coming home
As discussed in this column and my 

upcoming book, Zionism is becoming 
the anchor of Judaism. Through positive 
and negative, it is becoming the rele-
vant aspect through which Jews relate 
to their Judaism and the prism by which 
the outside world relates to the Jews. Zi-
onism is the one aspect of Judaism that 
evokes passions and enthusiasm (not 
Bagel & Lox, not the Holocaust and 
certainly not the synagogue that over 
90% of Jews do not attend regularly). 
As Herzl once said: “How can we tell the 
power of an idea? In that nobody can ig-
nore it – whether he is for it, or against 
it.” Zionism today is the one aspect of 
Judaism that nobody can ignore.

Jerusalem Day is the holiday that epit-
omizes the vision Herzl stated in the 
first Zionist Congress: “Zionism is the 
return to Judaism, even before it is the 
return to the land of the Jews”

Hence, it is time to upgrade Jerusalem 
Day – to recognize that it is not just 
about the return of Jews to Jerusalem, 
but also about the return of Judaism to 
Jerusalem!  ■

The writer is the author of the upcoming 
book Judaism 3.0 - Judaism’s transfor-
mation to Zionism. Details: Judaism-Zi-
onism.com; Comments: Judaism-Zion-
ism.com. For his geopolitical articles: 
EuropeAndJerusalem.com. 
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Ohel Mo’ed: Intimacy & modesty  

This week, we start reading 
from the book of Bamidbar, 
Numbers. The book deals with 
the travels and tribulations of 
the Children of Israel during 

their 40 years of wandering in the desert 
on their way to the Land of Israel. Our 
parasha tells of the census that took 
place after the completion of the Mish-
kan, the Tabernacle – the temporary 
temple, of the tribes’ order of encamp-
ment around the Tabernacle, and the 
order in which they traveled. The book 
begins with the following sentence:

“The Lord spoke to Moses in the 
Sinai Desert, in the Tent of Meeting…” 
(Numbers 1:1)

Already in Parashat Teruma in the Book 
of Exodus, when the commandment to 
build the Mishkan was given, it was de-
clared a place for meetings of God with 
Moses. This is the reason for the Mishkan 
being referred to as the “Tent of Meeting.” 

The sages of midrash focused on the 
conversations with Moses taking place in 
the Tent of the Meeting.

“‘The Lord spoke to Moses in the Sinai 
Desert.’ Until the Tent of Meeting stood… 
He spoke to him at the bush… and spoke 
to him in Midian… and spoke to him in 
Sinai. And now that the Tent of Meeting 

stood, He said, ‘Concealment is beautiful! 
As it says: ‘And you shall walk discreetly 
with your God’ – Since He speaks with 
him in the Tent of Meeting… the Blessed 
be He said: This is respectful of me, that I 
will speak inside, as it says: ‘When Moses 
would come into the Tent of Meeting to 
speak with Him.’” (Numbers Rabbah 1:3)

Until the establishment of the Mish-
kan, the place where God could reveal 
himself, he spoke to Moses wherever it 
was necessary, even if that was in a public 
place. But from the time the Mishkan 
was built, respect for God demanded that 
speaking with Moses take place in the Tent 
of Meeting, in a concealed place.

At the end of the parasha, we again see 
the topic of modesty in the Mishkan: The 
Torah commands that whenever the Isra-
elites travel from one place to another, the 
Levite sons of Kohath are in charge of car-
rying the sacred utensils. But even before 
they approach the utensils, Aaron and 
his sons are commanded to cover them, 
“But let not [the Kohathites] go inside and 
witness the dismantling of the sanctuary, 
lest they die.” (Numbers 4:20)

What is this concealment described 
in the midrash, and how does it relate 
to God’s speaking to Moses? Why is this 
need for modesty arising only after the 

building of the Mishkan? And why is it so 
necessary to wrap the holy vessels? 

In Judaism, we often find the need to 
cover objects and symbols that are holy. 
For example, other than the High Priest 
on Yom Kippur, no one is allowed entry 
into the Holy of Holies in the Temple. 
There is also a prohibition to this day not 
to say God’s explicit name. We are used 
to attributing this concealment to the 
awe that stems from holiness – the Holy 
of Holies and God’s name are so lofty 
that we must hide them. But the midrash 
reveals a completely different reason: the 
intimacy that exists in holiness.

The Mishkan is where God’s presence 
in the world is expressed. God’s speaking 
to Moses – more than reflecting holiness, 
reflects the intimacy of direct communi-
cation and connection with the creator. 
Even today, the synagogues to which we 
attribute a sense of holiness are places for 
intimate communication with God. This 
intimacy requires discretion. Just as we 
find in the world of relationships: as the 
intimacy and closeness between a couple 
increase, so does the virtue of discretion. 
As the relationship becomes closer and 
more special, the couple shares less of 
themselves with others. We hide parts 
of our bodies not because they are un-

attractive, but because they symbolize a 
closeness so great that it should be con-
cealed. Closeness and modesty go hand in 
hand, since discretion is that which allows 
for intimacy. If we share that experience in 
a place where there are other people, it is 
no longer intimate. Real closeness can 
only be attained in a private space. 

Likewise, before the Mishkan was built, 
the connection between God and his 
nation was not as special. Therefore, God 
spoke with Moses even in public places. 
But from the time a special place was 
created for the connection between God 
and His nation, the connection became 
more intimate. From then on, God spoke 
to Moses only in the Tent of Meeting.

The need for modesty in communica-
tion between God and Moses was derived 
by the sages from the verse in the book of 
Micah: “He has told you, O man, what is 
good, and what the Lord demands of you; 
but to do justice, to love loving-kindness, 
and to walk discreetly with your God.” 
The sages learn from this verse that we are 
told to do justice, and feel such an inti-
mate connection with God that demands 
that we walk discreetly with him.  ■

The writer is rabbi of the Western Wall and 
Holy Sites.

The two titles

In the title of the fourth book of the Torah is a 
crucial lesson of life. To be more accurate, in the 
titles.

 The Hebrew title, Bamidbar, means “in the 
wilderness.” The English title, derived from the 

census recounted in Chapter 1, is “Numbers.”
 What does “in the wilderness” evoke? The desert 

provides an essential metaphor for the Jewish spirit. 
Our Rabbis teach that one must be open like a desert 
to receive Torah (Tanhuma Bamidbar 6:1). Receptivity, 
creativity and openness are the essential qualities for a 
life of Torah. The dynamism of the tradition depends 
on the impulse of internal freedom to create and in-
novate. Even in cramped quarters one should feel that 
there is an open sky overhead.

 Yet creativity without discipline is like a blender 
without a top. To be creative alone is to invite chaos. 
“Numbers” evokes discipline, exactitude, precision. 
Counting is the bridle of creativity without which the 
rider cannot hang onto the horse. Think of the pianist 
who plays the most magnificent composition with 
brio and seeming abandon. Behind that performance 
lies hours of hand exercises, fingers running routine-
ly up and down the keys, the metronome ticking off 
intervals – the discipline that alone releases creativity.

 Picasso said once that it took him four years to paint 
like Raphael but a lifetime to paint like a child. He 
needed to acquire the discipline of the painter before 
he could release the creativity of the artist.

 God took an inchoate people into the most bound-
ary-less place on earth in order to teach Israel the 
boundaries of the law. Discipline as the foundation 
for creativity is emphasized by our greatest sages. Last 
week’s parasha concerned the sabbatical year. The 
sabbatical year canceled debts, but as a result, people 
were less willing to lend as the sabbatical approached. 
The great Hillel in a famous burst of rabbinic creativity 
enacted the Prozbul, a way to turn debts over to the 
court so they would not be canceled, and could still be 
given with assurance. It was an innovative solution to 
an economic deadlock in the law. Both wonderful and 
characteristic is that this same Hillel said, (Chagigah 
9b) “One who learns Torah and reviews it 100 times 
cannot be compared to one who reviews it 101 times.” 
In other words, Hillel’s originality was rooted in his 
mastery. Bamidbar and Numbers go hand in hand.

 The theme of discipline and creativity is continued 
when in the wilderness Israel is organized into tribes. In 
some ways this fourth book of the Torah recaps creation; 
the wilderness is a kind of tohu vavohu, a place formless 

and void, empty of structures. As God made forms and 
order within chaos at creation, so the Israelites learn how 
to form themselves into a society amidst the emptiness of 
the wilderness. What God has done for the world, Israel 
must now do for society. And as God has created with 
words, the fourth book is called Bamidbar, with its sug-
gestion of dibbur, language, since communication is at 
the heart of social organization. 

 Since it is the formation of society it is no surprise that 
Numbers is also the book of rebellion. There will always 
be people enchanted by the openness of the world, who 
neglect the necessity for order. We chafe against restraints 
until we discover how awful it is to exist in anarchy.

 G.K. Chesterton once remarked that the most 
important thing about a painting is its frame. Bam-
idbar teaches us to hold fast both to the spring of cre-
ativity that gives vitality and color to the world, and 
the laws and boundaries that maintain a loose order 
on our expressive impulses. Chaos and order, creativ-
ity and discipline – combine the two, and you get the 
children of Israel.  ■

The writer is Max Webb Senior Rabbi of Sinai Temple in 
Los Angeles and the author of David the Divided Heart. On 
Twitter: @rabbiwolpe.

DAVID WOLPE

PARASHAT BAMIDBAR

SHMUEL RABINOWITZ

The old mantra that 
‘Jerusalem is for pray, 
Tel Aviv is for play’ 
is dented

JUDAISM 3.0
GOL KALEV

TRAVELING ON the high-speed rail line from Ben-Gurion Airport to Jerusalem. 
 (Amir Cohen/Reuters)


