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Turning threats to Judaism...
... into enablers of its 
survivability

On a summer afternoon in 
1895, Theodor Herzl and 
Max Nordau had a beer 
in a Parisian cafe and en-
gaged in a philosophical 

debate about what kept Judaism to-
gether. They agreed: antisemitism. That 
is, as Herzl phrased it, “what has made 
Jews of us.”

But how does this impact the Jews’ 
pursuit to reclaim their land? On this 
point, Herzl and Nordau parted ways. 
Nordau viewed antisemitism as a hur-
dle to achieving a Jewish state, but 
Herzl had a different view: “We will be 
compelled by antisemitism to create 
the Jewish state.” Herzl’s unique ability 
to understand the nuanced nature of 
antisemitism allowed him to extract the 
asset component from it.

Similarly today, two existential 
threats to Judaism have hidden assets 
planted in them. If the right approach 
is applied, those threats can contrib-
ute to Jewish continuity. The existen-
tial threat of Israel-bashing forces the 
disaffiliated Jew back into his Judaism. 
At Herzl’s time, the rapidly expanding 
antisemitism movement reminded the 
disaffiliated Jew who he was. This was 
true even for those Jews who thought 
they left Judaism. Herzl wrote about 
a friend who wante to convert, that 
“when five thousand like him become 
baptized, the watchword would simply 
be changed to Dirty Converts.”

Yet, Herzl took his deep understanding 
of antisemitism further. He viewed the 
Jewish realities of his time (Judaism 2.0) 
as reactionary to European persecution. 
So dominant were those centuries of 
persecution – deportations, limits on 
Jewish professionals, incarceration in 
Jewish ghettos – that they defined the 
Jewish nation and hence united it.

Yet, once the Jews would be back 
home, those pressures that united them 
would no longer exist, and hence, as 
Herzl wrote in an 1894 criticism of the 
play The Wife of Claude, in which the 
Jews return to their land: “they would 
discover the very next morning that 
they long ago ceased to be one people.” 
Therefore, we need to replace the unit-
ing feature of European persecution that 
“made Jews of us” with an ideological, 
political and diplomatic infrastructure 
of Judaism, and that is Zionism.

As Herzl was getting ready to set this 
in motion, he understood that just like 
the Moses-led exodus was not only 
about immigration from Egypt to Ca-
naan but also about what Herzl called 

“education through migration,” the 
Herzl-led exodus would not only be 
about immigration to Palestine but also 
– to use our terms – about the transfor-
mation of Judaism.

Judaism 3.0 can stop the evaporation 
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The transformation to Judaism 3.0 
can also address another threat to 
Jewish continuity: the assimilation of 
American Jewry.

To do that, one needs to under-
stand assimilation in the same depth 
and nuance that Herzl understood 
antisemitism: The assimilation of 
American Jews is not, as it was in 
19th-century Europe, assimilation into 
being a German Protestant or a French 
Catholic. It is not assimilation into a 
competing religion nor into another 
ethnological nation, it is assimilation 
into Americanism.

Until recently, assimilation to Amer-
icanism could have meant the end 
of being Jewish because it implied 
shedding one’s Jewish national iden-
tity at a time when Jews are no longer 
religious, but Americanism has evolved. 
Celebration of one’s ethnological 
national identity is not just accepted in 
today’s America but highly encouraged. 
This is due to societal trends, such as 
those of heritage identity and embrac-
ing multiple identities anchored in the 
strong uniting trunk of Americanism. 
Marco Rubio is proud of his Cuban iden-
tity and Kamala Harris of her Jamaican 
and Indian. Similarly, a Jew showcasing 
his Jewish national identity, Zionism, is 
a celebration of Americanism.

Moreover, Americanism is an ideology 
that is intertwined with Zionism. From 

its beginning, America was about the 
renewal of the ancient promise: the 
establishment of a new Jerusalem, the 
return to a new Zion and rejection of 
the oppressive dogmas of the European 
past, as well as a return to God and 
freedom of worship. From the onset, 
Americanism was a form of abstract Zi-
onism. When tangible Jewish Zionism 
began to take shape, it was synergistic 
with its applied version in America.

Therefore, American Jews assimilat-
ing to Americanism is assimilation into 
a Zionist-friendly ideal. And if one ac-
cepts that Zionism is now the anchor 
of Judaism (Judaism 3.0), such assimi-
lation in turn strengthens the American 
Jew’s Jewish identity.

Just as US President Joe Biden stated, 

“You need not be a Jew to be a Zionist.” 
American Jews should be reassured that 
you need not be anti-Zionist to be an 
American. An American Jew is a Zionist 
as a byproduct of being American.

Judaism 3.0 makes Judaism relevant 
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Moreover, Judaism 3.0 turns Judaism 
from an afterthought into a core as-
pect of the American Jews’ life. The 
Jew now initiates organic connections 
to Judaism through Zionism, whether 
positive or negative.

Recently, Israel-bashing led a group of 
disaffiliated Jews to do the unthinkable 
and go to synagogue. There, through 
deliberations, debates and a lot of en-
gagement, they passed a resolution de-
claring that their synagogue is anti-Zion-
ist. Indeed, like antisemitism in Herzl’s 
time, Israel-bashing forced those Jews 
into their Judaism. Those Jews re-en-
gaged with Judaism through Zionism.

Once back in, such Jews are more 
likely to engage with other aspects of 
Judaism, including its religious aspects, 
and even tikun olam (centering their 
Jewish identity around the tikun olam 
state, Israel).

Judaism 3.0 extracts the hidden asset 
that is embedded in Israel-bashing and 
assimilation. To do so, we must under-
stand Herzl and his Zionism better.

It took centuries for Jews to under-
stand Moses and develop his Judaism. 
We are still in the early stages of 
understanding Herzl.  We are still in the 
early days of Zionism.  ■

The writer is the author of the newly released 
book, Judaism 3.0: Judaism’s Transformation 
to Zionism (Judaism-Zionism.com).

JUDAISM

Living with gratitude

This week’s parasha, Ekev, is part of Moses’s 
long speech to the Jewish nation before 
their imminent parting. Moses is about to 
die, and the people of Israel is about to enter 
the land of Canaan.

The speech is full of guidance and warnings that 
Moses imparts to the nation as preparation for its 
entry to the land and its encounter with the nations 
that inhabit it. One of the main topics in this parasha 
is wealth and dealing with its accompanying phenom-
ena. The first verses of the parasha describe the bless-
ing the nation is expected to receive:

“And it will be, because you will heed these ordinanc-
es and keep and perform them, that the Lord your God 
will keep for you the covenant and the kindness that 
He swore to your forefathers. And He will love you and 
bless you and multiply you; He will bless the fruit of 
your womb and the fruit of your soil, your grain, your 
wine, and your oil, the offspring of your cattle and the 
choice of your flocks, in the land which He swore to 
your forefathers to give you” (Deuteronomy 7:12-13).

Reading further reveals that there is danger inherent 
in this abundance. The nation could become engrossed 
in the pleasures of the good life and forget where it 
came from and why. To prevent this, the Torah does not 
go on to propose a monastic life or one that avoids life’s 
pleasures. The solution it offers is different. We are told 
to remember God in a life of blessing.

The concern about forgetting God is expressed in the 
following verses: “lest you eat and be sated, and build 
good houses and dwell therein, and your herds and 
your flocks multiply, and your silver and gold increase, 
and all that you have increases, and your heart grows 
haughty, and you forget the Lord your God, Who has 
brought you out of the land of Egypt... and you will say 
to yourself, ‘My strength and the might of my hand 
has accumulated this wealth for me’” (ibid. 8:12-17).

This was not an unfounded or unrealistic concern. It 
is a well-known human phenomenon. A person whose 
life is good might quickly forget his obligations to God 
and to other people. Financial success leads to a sense 
of security and stability, sometimes on account of our 
moral or ideological compasses.

So, how does the Torah cope with this potential 
problem? The solution seems a bit obscure:

“But you must remember the Lord your God, for it 
is He that gives you strength to make wealth” (ibid. 
ibid. 18).

What kind of solution is this? If the actual problem 
is forgetting God, how is it solved by Moses telling us 
to remember Him? How are we supposed to remind 
ourselves?

To answer this, we have to go back a few verses and 
notice that the Torah offers us a practical solution, a 
permanent reminder that will change our awareness:

“For the Lord your God is bringing you to a good 

land... you will lack nothing in it... And you will eat 
and be sated, and you shall bless the Lord your God 
for the good land He has given you” (ibid. ibid. 7-10).

Note the linguistic format connecting the problem 
and the solution: “lest you eat and be sated... and you 
forget the Lord” – “and you will eat and be sated, and 
you shall bless the Lord.” A person can cause himself 
to live a life with a sense of gratitude for the abundance 
with which he was blessed, by reciting blessings before 
and after partaking of food.

One of the moments in which a person is likely to 
feel self-satisfied and forget God is after a heavy meal. 
That is when we are called upon to perform an act that 
will remind us who provided us with all this abun-
dance: to recite Birkat Hamazon (Grace after Meals), to 
thank God and remember that the blessing of wealth 
is not to be taken for granted.

Living with a sense of gratitude changes our life 
experience. Instead of being arrogant and smug, a 
grateful person looks at reality with humility and 
modesty and recognizes his true place. Indeed, you 
succeeded, you invested the effort and worked hard, 
you profited; but you did not create that strength and 
ability to do all this by yourself. God gave you those 
abilities, that wisdom, those skills, and you are called 
upon to recognize this and be grateful for it.  ■

The writer is rabbi of the Western Wall and Holy Sites.
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HOW ARE we 
supposed to remind 
ourselves?  
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What kind of 
solution is this? 

JUDAISM 3.0
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HERZL SITS down with Max Nordau, 1895: Café de Flore in Paris, today.  
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Herzl to the rescue of 
Palestinians?

A Catalonian separatist once said 
that their problem is that Catalonia is 
occupied by Spain. If Catalonia were 
occupied by Israel, the world would 
be pro-Catalonian and nobody would 
have ever heard of Palestine.

Catalonians should be careful about 
what they wish for. The pro-Pales-
tinian stance of the world and, in 
particular, of Europe, led to debilitat-
ing consequences for Palestinians.

Europe is the occupier of the 
Palestinians. It occupies the Palestinian 
mind, development and true charac-
ter, and as discussed in this column, 
it reduces Palestinianism to a single 
aspect: occupationalism. This creates 
a dependency not just on Europe but 
also on conflict perpetuation. The end 

of the conflict could mean the end of 
Palestinianism. 

Can Palestinians look up to Herzl’s 
vast understanding of such a European 
mentality and apply it to their benefit? 
He wrote, “In the first 25 years of our 
existence we need, for our development, 
some rest from Europe, its wars and 
social complications.”

This is not likely to happen, given the 
depth of the European occupation of 
Palestinians and the immense power of 
the well-funded conflict industry (UN 
agencies, NGOs, media). To the dismay 
of Catalonians, Tyroleans, Corsicans, 
Sumi and other nations in Europe that 
feel they are under occupation, the 
world’s attention is likely to stay fo-
cused on Palestine and the dogmatic 
neo-religion of occupationalism.

 – G.K.


