





CHUCK FREILICH

Can Israel’s

Intelligence Services
Be Saved?

The concept of intelligence is in need
of revision

ANUARY 31, 2018, was a bitterly cold
night in the Shirobad neighborhood
of Tehran. In an exquisitely timed and
synchronized operation, Mossad agents
broke into six heavy steel vaults contain-
ing a vast trove of top-secret information
that showed not only that Tran had once
had a military nuclear program, but that it still did. As Yonah Jeremy
Bob and Tlan Evyatar wrote in their recent book Target Tehran, the
event constituted “perhaps the largest physical heist of intelligence
materials from an enemy capital in the history of espionage.”

The morning hours of October 7, 2023, provided a very differ-
ent picture of Israel’s intelligence establishment. A few thousand
Hamas terrorists used drones and various low-tech measures to
neutralize Israel’s sophisticated border surveillance and auto-
mated fire systems, swarm across the border, and carry out a
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massacre of unprecedented barbarity. The marauders broke into
Israeli territory in more than 30 places, overrunning more than 22
villages, kibbutzim, and military bases. They penetrated as far as
Ofakim, a city 15 miles into Israeli territory, halfway to Beersheba
and a third of the way to Israel’s nuclear reactor at Dimona.

Much like the day the horrific Yom Kippur War broke out
almost exactly 50 years earlier—also as the result of an inexcus-
able intelligence failure— October 7, 2023, will remain etched in
the psyches of Israelis of this generation. Even worse, the IDF was
woefully unprepared. The chaos in the early hours was lethal. Tt
took more than a day before the attack was largely countered and
a few days more until it was fully terminated. To the IDF’s credit,
it wasn’t long before it rallied and got its act together.

How can one explain such colossal intelligence and operational
ineptitude? There are various explanations that account for much
of what happened, but none are truly satisfying. Let me give it a try.

Like all great strategic fiascos, October 7 was the result of many
factors, first and foremost a failure of imagination.

The same thing has happened before. Russia was taken by sur-
prise in 1941 because it had just signed a nonaggression pact with
Germany and Stalin didn’t think Hitler would open a second front.
Israel was taken by surprise in 1973 because it thought Egypt and
Syria would not start a war without air superiority, which both
adversaries lacked. America was taken by surprise on September
11, 2001, because it failed to imagine that someone would fly com-
mercial airliners into skyscrapers and government buildings. In
each of these cases, much of the raw intelligence was there. But
it was discounted by intelligence, military, and political leaders
because the possibilities were unthinkable.

Before October 7, the leaders of Israel’s intelligence establish-
ment did not think that Hamas had anything near the capabilities
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required to pull off such a well-executed attack. Conversely, Israel
correctly assessed that Hamas would not start a war without first
gaining a commitment by Iran and Hezbollah to join them in the
effort. What Israel did nor know is that Hamas believed — mistak-
enly—that it had such a commitment.

A second factor was the overabundance of data, or what has
been called the “noise-to-signal ratio,” in which the false signals,
or “noise,” of raw information drown out the accurate signals that
convey meaningful intelligence.

To an extent, the system did work. A low-level analyst in Unit
8200, Israel’s primary agency for collecting signals and cyber
intelligence, succeeded in bringing her contrary assessment of
Hamas’s intentions directly to the head of the unit and even to
the head of Military Intelligence (MI). Unit 8200 got its hands on
Hamas’s plan of attack more than a year before the war. Somehow,
the chiefs were unaware of some of the information and blithely
dismissed other parts. It simply did not fit with the overall assess-
ment. Instead, there was an overreliance on fancy technology,
including AI, which generates vast quantities of intelligence, much
of it valuable, but without a comparable emphasis on the capabil-
ities required to analyze and understand it.

Then there was wishful thinking.

In the years and months prior to October 7, Israeli intelligence
had bought into Hamas’s intentionally misleading messaging,
which indicated that it was increasingly focused on domestic
affairs and economic reconstruction rather than its fundamental
jihadi objective of Israel’s destruction. Not that anyone thought
Hamas had given up on this long-term objective, but the dire eco-
nomic straits in Gaza suggested that its priorities had changed. In
the meantime, the IDF was focused on the growing terrorism in
the West Bank during the previous months, at least some of which
was part of Hamas’s overall deception plan.

That deception fed into the so-called conceptzia, Netanyahu’s
specious conviction that the Palestinian issue could be sidelined
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Another element in the failure is Isracl’s
long-standing deccision-making pathologies,
including an understandable predilection for
micro-tactics, for dealing atomistically with the

immediate issue, and for politicization.

for the long term by maintaining an ongoing separation between
the West Bank and Gaza and strengthening Hamas’s rule in the
latter. He also believed that Israel could enjoy peaceful relations
with ever more Arab countries irrespective of the Palestinians,
and he discounted evidence to the contrary.

A fourth factor was distraction.

In the months before October 7, the entire national leadership,
political as well as military, was consumed by the domestic battle
over Netanyahu'’s judicial overhaul. Opposition to the plan erupted
in the IDF’s most elite units, primarily among reservists, but also
among conscripts and the professional military. The brass repeat-
edly warned Netanyahu of the devastating impact on the defense
establishment, but, not for the first time, he ignored them. Once
the war broke out, these units fully lived up to their responsibil-
ities, with an overflow of reservists, including the leaders of the
protest movement, immediately showing up for service. But things
had looked very different just days earlier.

Another element in the failure is Israel’s long-standing decision-
making pathologies, including an understandable predilection for
micro-tactics, for dealing atomistically with the immediate issue,
and for politicization.

For more than two decades, Israel sought to “mow the grass”
as a way of keeping the Hamas threat down to size, rather than
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Conceptions are critical but become
counterproductive when they are so deeply
entrenched that they blind us to a changing
reality, as happened in October 1973 and

October 2023.

addressing the fundamental challenges it posed. Twenty years
ago, Hamas was a small threat. Postponing the day of reckoning
may be a human trait, but it has served only to exacerbate initial
problems and turn them into a bigger one. Israel now faces a sim-
ilar dilemma regarding Hezbollah in Lebanon, to say nothing of
the regime in Tehran.

On a more mundane level, the IDF is constantly overextended,
forced to cope with the entire gamut of possible military threats,
from primitive but at times lethal rock-throwing, to sophisticated
cyber attacks and nuclear programs. It thus has no choice but to
conserve resources and take risks that might otherwise appear
foolhardy. Personnel limitations are a particular problem, and
outsiders would be stunned by how thin Israel’s peacetime deploy-
ments of forces have almost always been. Hamas was clearly aware
of this, as were Egypt and Syria in October 1973. The postwar
conclusion at that time was that Israel had to build a much larger
military and deploy far greater forces. This rapidly proved both
economically ruinous and an untenable burden on the reserve
forces, as it will if a similar conclusion is reached once again. Mov-
ing forward, Israel will have to deploy somewhat greater forces,
but it has no choice other than to continue relying primarily on
intelligence and improved defenses.

All of this raises a final question, which really amounts to an
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unsolvable dilemma: Should intelligence assessments be based
primarily on enemy capabilities or enemy intentions?

Intelligence agencies get it right most of the time— provided that
developments fall within the bounds of the familiar. But they repeat-
edly fail when it comes to fundamental deviations thereof. Beyond
the above examples of military surprises, one can readily add both
the American and Israeli failures to anticipate the Arab Spring and
the fall of the shah in Iran. A long-term reliance on assessments of
capabilities is ultimately safer, but nearly impossible; one cannot
remain fully mobilized for all eventualities, all the time. Intentions,
on the other hand, are notoriously difficult to assess. Defensive
capabilities must, therefore, be robust and designed to withstand
surprises. This, however, brings us back to the issue of costs, leaving

military officials and national leaders in an inescapable bind.

As with all strategic failures, there will be a tendency to look for
quick fixes as well as substantial organizational changes. After the
Yom Kippur War, new intelligence-assessment divisions were estab-
lished in the Mossad and Shin Bet to complement and at times
provide contrary assessments to those of MI. A short-lived proposal
also called for the appointment of an adviser to the prime minister
for intelligence affairs. After the 2006 war with Hezbollah, Israel’s
National Security Staff (NSS) was charged with new responsibilities
in the intelligence area. A more recent proposal called for a new
bureaucratic body similar to the Office of the Director of National
Intelligence established by the Bush administration after 9/11 to
coordinate the work of all 16 American intelligence agencies.

With just three agencies (four if one includes the foreign minis-
try’s assessment division), the Israeli intelligence community is far
smaller than America’s. It is therefore questionable whether there
is a need for a major organizational fix, such as adding another
level of bureaucracy between the agency heads and the premier.
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A number of more limited and easily implemented reforms
might be made. These could include strengthening the role of the
premier’s military secretary by increasing the handful of intelli-
gence officers already working for him; providing the NSS with a
clearer intelligence oversight role; placing even greater emphasis
on highly trained Arabists, human intelligence, and good-old sig-
nals intelligence, not just the “sexier” cyber; and developing closer
ties between intelligence collection and the analytical side.

A more substantial proposal would be to significantly broaden
and upgrade the role of the “Varash” (a Hebrew acronym for
the Committee of the Heads of Intelligence Services: the chiefs
of MI, the Mossad, and the Shin Bet), which in recent years has
also included the head of the NSS, the prime minister’s military
secretary, at times the premier himself, and which might also
include the foreign ministry’s senior official. This long-standing
and important forum meets regularly for purposes of interagency
coordination but has yet to be institutionalized in statute. This
should be changed, and an expanded version of the forum might
also become the nucleus of an Israeli National Security Council.
(The existing National Security Staff is just that: a support staff
for the prime minister and the cabinet.)

Some believe that an entirely new civilian intelligence agency
should be established in order to change the current situation in
which MI bears primary responsibility for the national intelligence
assessment in all areas: military, diplomatic, and socioeconomic.
The role of MI is, indeed, an anomaly in the democratic world,
in which civilian intelligence agencies usually bear this respon-
sibility. Under this proposal, in addition to responsibility for
the national intelligence assessment, the new bureaucratic body
would also be responsible for the critically important national
intelligence-collection plan, as well as for all intelligence budgets,
which it would allot to the different agencies on this basis. In so
doing, the new agency would provide for greater intelligence coor-
dination and integration and would be an extremely influential
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new actor. A variation on this proposal might be to provide Varash
or the NSS with the bureaucratic capabilities necessary to fulfill
these functions.

“Concept” has been a dirty word in Israel ever since the intelli-
gence failure of the Yom Kippur War. But intelligence agencies—and
indeed, every one of us— have no alternative but to operate on the
basis of preconceived conceptual frameworks. Imagine if this were
not the case and we had to start from scratch every time an intel-
ligence report came in, forcing us to ask: What is Hamas? What
are its beliefs? Who are its leaders and what are their personalities?
How capable are its forces? What are their intentions?

In practice, we all assess information and attach importance to
parts and discard others on the basis of our existing conceptions.
Conceptions are critical but become counterproductive when they
are so deeply entrenched that they blind us to a changing reality,
as happened in October 1973 and October 2023.

The Hebrew word for spying, rigul, derives from the three-letter
root r-g-/, meaning foot, because in ancient times spies did much
footwork to follow their adversaries and collect information on
their capabilities and intentions. Biyun, which in modern usage
refers to espionage, was based on the root word for understanding.
Technology has changed over the millennia, but intelligence offi-
cials face the same human frailties and decision-making pitfalls
they always did. They need the necessary information, but also the
wisdom with which to understand it.

There is no foolproof solution to intelligence failure, and Israel
needs far more than intelligence reform. It must rethink its overall
national-security strategy and policies and elect a new national
leadership with the ability to think afresh about all of Israel’s pro-
liferating problems. As Daniel Patrick Moynihan once wryly put
it, “Intelligence is not to be confused with intelligence.” *
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ELT LAKE

Learning from
Menachem Begin

Hadar inspired Begins character.
It should do the same for us

O STAND with Israel these days exacts a
social cost. Friendships can be strained,
dinner parties disrupted. Express-
ing the view that Israel has not only a
right but an obligation to defend itself
invites abuse and even physical danger.

If trends continue, many American Jews
may conclude that public displays of Zionism are not worth the
costs: argument, pressure, ostracism.

They might want to take some life lessons from Menachem
Begin.

Today, Israel’s sixth prime minister is remembered — depend-
ing on who is doing the remembering—as the bold peacemaker
with Egypt. Or as the expander of West Bank settlements. Or as
the villain of the Deir Yassin massacre. Or as the man who spared
the world a catastrophe when he ordered the bombing of Saddam
Hussein’s nuclear reactor. Or as the prime minister who took the
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fall for the invasion of Lebanon and the Phalangist massacre at
Sabra and Shatila.

Yet these episodes— many of them, such as Deir Yassin, grossly
distorted and widely misunderstood — hardly tell the full story of
Begin the man. They also miss what made him such a compelling
figure to generations of Israelis and Jews, and why he remains as
relevant as ever to the character and prospects of the Jewish people.

What made Begin the man he was can be summed up in one
word: hadar. In Hebrew, it means a combination of glory, self
respect, honor, and dignity. For Begin and his mentor, Vladimir
“Ze’ev” Jabotinksy, from whom he learned the concept, hadar was
a rejection of the Jewish victimhood portrayed in Chaim Nachman
Bialik’s poetry—scattered, scared, always living at the mercy of
hostile hosts, watching mutely as their wives and daughters were
raped in 1903 Kishinev:

In that dark corner, and behind the cask
Crouched husbands, bridegrooms, brothers peering down

the cracks. ..

Jews with hadar would no longer accept being spectators to
their humiliation and annihilation. The new Jew would be proud.
He would fight back, energized by the components of hadar.

Defiance

Begin’s first mentor, his father Ze’ev Dov Begin, modeled hadar
in his daily life. The world of Begin’s childhood in Brest-Litovsk,
Belarus, was entirely hostile to Jews. They were barred from univer-
sities, forced to live in segregated shtetls, and at perpetual risk of
pogroms and humiliation at the hands of more powerful Gentiles.
The Begins did not accept their victimization. Ze'ev refused to
speak Polish because he considered it an antisemitic language and
urged his children to speak only Hebrew in the home. He had a
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walking stick engraved with a line from Emile Zola’s famous defense
of Alfred Dreyfus, “T’Accuse...!” In a tale that parallels Matisyahu’s
defiance of a Seleucid officer in the book of Maccabees, Ze'ev once
used the stick to strike a Polish policeman who was trying to cut off
his beard. From an early age, Begin learned from his father’s exam-
ple that Jews could defy the terms of their oppressors.

Stoicism

Begin rose through the ranks of Jabotinksy’s youth organization,
Betar, eventually becoming the leader of its Polish branch. After
the Soviet and Nazi armies invaded Poland in 1939, Begin and his
wife Aliza fled. They ended up in Vilnius, where Begin was closely
watched by the Soviet NKVD.

When the secret police finally arrested him, he was ready. He
polished his shoes, informed his friend Israel Scheib that he was
forfeiting their chess match, and bid goodbye to Aliza. He was
taken to Lukiskés Prison, where he was forced to sit on a chair in
a darkened room with his knees pressed against the wall for nearly
three straight days. Such an experience would destroy most men.
Not Begin: He demanded a correction to the minutes of his inter-
rogation, insisting that the record reflect that he admitted merely
to being a member of Betar, as opposed to admitting Ais guilt in
being a member of Betar.

From Lukiskes, Begin was shipped to the Pechora Gulag, near
the northern Urals. There, he subsisted on watery porridge and
was forced to do back-breaking labor. In his first memoir, The
Revolt, Begin summarizes the creed of the Gulag in the phrase
“You’ll get used to it.” It meant that all the deprivations of the
prison camp would become routine after a while:

When you find the first louse on your body your whole being is
revolted. But, no matter—you’ll get used to it. Soon you will

get used to doing without a clean shirt, and to the hundreds of
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A man who campaigned on the right of Jews
to scttle in the West Bank became the first
Isracli prime minister to return territory it

had won in a just war.

lice which cover what used to be your clean underclothes. The
first louse is a terrifying creature. The hundredth is an accepted

neighbor. It is no longer repulsive; it is part of your existence.

Faith

After he recounted being packed into a car with over a dozen other
prisoners in the move northeast from Lukiskés to Pechora—one
of whom whispered, “This is the beginning of the journey to Eretz
Israel” — Begin wrote in reflection that “faith is perhaps stronger
than reality; faith itself creates reality.” Despite the hardship and
squalor of the Gulag, Begin never forgot to be a Jew. On Yom Kip-
pur, he would refuse his meager rations. For Passover, he held a
secret seder with his cellmate despite the great risk that the guards
would find out. Substituting four cups of rationed coffee for the
wine in horrid conditions, they somehow had the fortitude to say,
“We once were slaves in Egypt, but now we are free.” A helpful
reminder that our people have endured far worse than shout-downs

and die-ins on campus.

Honor

After nearly a year at Pechora, Begin was one of tens of thousands
of prisoners who were freed to enlist in the Polish army in the fight
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The genius of Begin is that he understood
himself and his country to be links in the

chain of Jewish history

o

against the Axis powers. These forces were sent to the Middle Fast
theater, where Begin reunited with Aliza in Mandatory Palestine
and soon resumed work to help build a Jewish state. Months after he
was discharged from the army, he was appointed to lead the Irgun,
the Jewish underground militia founded on Jabotinsky’s Revision-
ist Zionist philosophy. Three months after taking the helm, Begin
declared rebellion against the British and vowed, “No more cease-fire
in the Land of Israel.” In the summer of 1946, the Trgun would be
responsible for the bombing of the British military headquarters at
the King David Hotel.

Later in 1946, after Irgun fighters were captured and flogged as
punishment—to Begin, “a bestial punishment” of “shame and
humiliation” —the Irgun announced a new policy, floggings for
floggings. “If you whip us we shall whip you,” the militia warned.
His fighters went hunting for British officers, removed their trou-
sers, and administered the same number of lashes as had been
delivered to the Irgun men. No Jews were flogged in Mandatory
Palestine after these reprisals. The next summer, the Irgun’s strat-
egy escalated to hangings for hangings in response to the British
Empire’s execution of an Irgun fighter. As Begin wrote, “It was our
duty to pay the hangman in precisely his own coin.”

It was all quite ironic. In Russia, Begin had been charged with
being an agent of British imperialism. Now he was hunted by the
British Empire even while it fought the Nazis. As far as Begin was
concerned, the British, through the cruel restrictions specified in
the 1939 White Paper on Jewish immigration to Palestine, were
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responsible for leaving untold numbers of Jews to perish in the
Nazi ovens. And when it came to Ben-Gurion’s maxim “We must
assist the British in the war as if there were no White Paper, and
we must resist the White Paper as if there were no war,” Begin
refused the complicity of the first part.

Jewish unity

This profound disagreement set the backdrop for Begin’s first clash
with David Ben-Gurion in 1944. After a rival underground militia,
the Lehi, assassinated Lord Moyne, Britain’s resident minister, Ben-
Gurion collaborated with the British to clamp down on groups not
aligned with Ben-Gurion’s Haganah. Begin was a top target. Trgun
members were detained for months on end, some tortured, and even
the children of Trgun members were expelled from Jewish schools.

Now, hadar meant restraint. As the Irgun was hunted, Begin
implored his men to learn from Jewish history and refrain from
attacking fellow Jews. In January 1945, he called a secret meeting
with the Irgun’s field commanders, where he was hidden behind
a curtain. “Never will a Jew raise his hand to another Jew,” he
averred, before pulling out a single sheet of paper. “The bound-
ary between purity and contamination is as thin as this sheet of
paper,” he said. “Be careful not to cross it.”

This restraint would manifest itself again four years later during
the Altalena affair. When Israeli statehood was declared in May 1948,
the young nation began to integrate the various Jewish military groups
into what would become the Israel Defense Forces. The process was
complicated by an arms embargo imposed by the United Nations.
Begin and the Irgun acquired an arms ship, the Altalena, and while
they informed Ben-Gurion of its movements, Ben-Gurion sought to
prevent the transfer of weapons to Begin’s forces and ordered the ship
to be fired upon. Begin urged his men not to return fire.

That evening, Begin addressed the fiasco on the radio. Weep-
ing on air, he lamented having been branded a target by his new
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country’s army. He was mocked by his rivals for those tears, but
this was Begin’s finest hour. He prevented a Jewish civil war as the

Jewish state was born.

Perseverance

After Israel’s victory in its War of Independence, Begin remained
active in politics. The 29 years he spent in the political opposi-
tion saved Israel from becoming a one-party state. Finally, in 1977,
Israeli voters gave him and his Likud coalition a chance to govern.
He had earned the trust of not only Jabotinsky’s followers but also
the Mizrahi Jews who formed much of Israel’s working class. Far
from being the fascist in waiting that Ben-Gurion and his allies
insisted he was, Begin made Israel a genuine and more equal
democracy, campaigning for the equal rights of Israel’s Arabs and
for municipal Arab autonomy.

The response to Likud’s political revolution, particularly in the
West, was neuralgic. In a line dripping with antisemitism, 7ime mag-
azine observed that the name Begin “rhymes with Fagin,” the Jewish
villain of Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist. But the new prime minister
confounded his critics. He began the secret negotiations with Egypt’s
Anwar Sadat that led to the Camp David Accords. A man who cam-
paigned on the right of Jews to settle in the West Bank became the
first Israeli prime minister to return territory it had won in a just war.

Risk-taking

Begin’s greatest triumph as prime minister was Operation Opera,
the code name for Israel’s 1981 strike on Iraq’s Osirak nuclear reac-
tor. The parallels to Israel’s current efforts to stop Iran’s nuclear
program are striking. For example, the Mossad had begun to sab-
otage Iraq’s nuclear program as early as 1979, when it detonated
a shipment of reactor equipment in France that was destined for
Iraq. In 1980, Israel ordered the assassination of Yahya El Mashad,
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an Egyptian nuclear scientist who was working with Iraqg—much
like when Israel assassinated Iran’s chief nuclear scientist, Mohsen
Fakhrizadeh, in a daring operation in 2020.

Begin knew, however, that such steps would only delay Saddam
Hussein’s plans to acquire an atomic bomb. He tasked the air force
with a secret mission to destroy Osirak. As today, Isracl’s actions led
to international censure and isolation. Even the United States, under
President Ronald Reagan, voted in favor of a UN Security Council
resolution that condemned the Jewish state for its aggression.

History vindicated Begin. After the U.S. military drove Iraq
out of Kuwait in 1991, then Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney
presented Israeli Ambassador David Ivri, who at the time of Oper-
ation Opera had been the Israeli Air Force chief of staff, with a
signed satellite photo of the remains of Osirak. It said, “For Gen-
eral David Ivri, with thanks and appreciation for the outstanding
job he did on the Iraqi Nuclear Program in 1981, which made our
job much easier in Desert Storm!”

The genius of Begin is that he understood himself and his coun-
try to be links in the chain of Jewish history. Begin was proud of
that history. He lived his life by a code that traced back to ancient
glory even though he was born into the perils of the European
continent between the great wars.

American Jews today have had the good fortune of not knowing
the misery of statelessness. We have not seen the same pogroms,
blood libels, and dispossession that our forebears knew. This is
why the solidarity with Hamas on college campuses, the double
standards when it comes to acceptable speech, the stunning rise
in antisemitic attacks, and the sudden need for security at every
Jewish institution and event come to many of us as a shock.

Begin would not be shocked. He understood the persistence of
Jew-hatred, and how to match it with ~adar. We should do the same. *
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RICHARD LANDES

The Torah of
October 7

Shame and guilt in Genesis and
Palestinian society

N THE WEEK following October 7, the
annual cycle of reading the Torah from
beginning to end began anew. It was a
welcome reminder that Jewish life and
letters live in tandem, and that in our

tradition, what follows the end (Simchat

Torah) is always the beginning (Genesis).
The Kabbalistic teaching that God had to withdraw himself in
order to make room for the material universe, life, and above all,
human free will, was all too resonant just days after God’s appar-
ent absence from southern Israel. As was the text’s focus on evil:
“Sin crouches at the door; its urge is toward you” (Genesis 4:7).
The very notion of sin and the urge toward it implies the need,
if not always the will, to resist it, a resistance that requires knowl-
edge of good and evil. God, wishing humans to be autonomous
moral agents able to choose between the two, wanted us to know
the difference. This required, as many have pointed out, eating the

62 SAPIR | VOLUME THIRTEEN



so-called forbidden fruit. The first sin, then, was Adam’s, not Eve’s,
in his deflection of guilt. “Did you eat of the tree from which I had
forbidden you to eat?” asked God, to which Adam replied, “The
woman You put at my side—she gave me of the tree, and I ate”
(Genesis 3:12). A double deflection — first admonishing God for cre-
ating the woman and then the woman for her seductive invitation.
Eve follows his lead, pointing her finger at the snake. Deflecting
blame begets deflection.

One can understand why God kicked the couple out: There’s
nothing worse than having to live forever with whining scapegoat-
ers who blame everyone else, and each other, for their own mistakes
and misfortune. The Garden of Eden is not to become No Exit.

On the contrary, the Garden of Eden is the stage for a different
drama: the drama of free will. The message is that we humans
ought to take that freedom more seriously than we are inclined
to do, especially when we make bad choices. The refusal to take
responsibility for one’s actions is, as political observers from Socra-
tes to Erich Fromm have noted, an attempt to escape the demands
of freedom. Such escapes find refuge in freedom’s enemy: tyranny.

The responsible exercise of free will undergirds all experiments
in free societies. Democracies, dedicated as they are to the prop-
osition that all citizens should be equally free, must ask of those
citizens, those electing and those elected, to embrace the respon-
sibility of that freedom, to engage in ongoing se/fcriticism and
reciprocal criticism. As Leviticus wisely establishes, the necessary
prologue to “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18)
is “Surely you will rebuke him” (Leviticus 19:17) and therefore,
obviously, allow him to rebuke you. The resilience and creativity
of democracy correspond to the ability to learn from our (and
our compatriots’) mistakes and to enact those lessons through
open discourse.

This is why free societies are more likely than repressive societies
to have what anthropologist Ruth Benedict called “guilt cultures,”
in which people value moral responsibility and the distinction
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between right and wrong or, to speak in Genesis terms, good and
bad. In “shame cultures,” by contrast, people value more how they
are perceived by others. In guilt cultures, the truth, no matter how
painful, is essential; in shame cultures, the pain of shame is unbear-
able and must be deflected. And for that reason, self-criticism is in
very short supply and in even less demand. Participants in such
“shame-honor” societies end up valuing the appearance of good over
good itself and therefore show little appetite for the fruit of that
knowledge. While shame cultures focus primarily on honor in the
eyes of others, guilt cultures try to focus on integrity, sometimes at
the cost of honor. When Judah said of the pregnant Tamar, “She is
more in the right than I” (Genesis 38:26), he chose public shame
and private integrity over public honor and private guilt.

Sinat chinam is a Hebrew expression meaning gratuitous (or base-
less) hatred. Mostly, Jews use it to self-criticize. The concept is
famously deployed in the Talmud (Yoma 9b) as an explanation for
the destruction of the Second Temple. In a rather elaborate narra-
tive, the Talmud illustrates a singular instance of how this baseless
hatred had taken hold of society and led to its destruction. In the
story, a wedding guest is humiliated and proceeds to take vengeance
by inciting the Romans against the Jews (Gittin 55b).

Of course, that somewhat banal tale of deliberate humiliation
sidesteps what we know about the time from Josephus— that it
was full of apocalyptic hatreds among factions, all convinced they
were God’s agents in the imminent Great Redemption. Seen in
terms of these dynamics, the rabbis’ explanation of sinat chinam
arises from a retrospective realization that those world-salvific
hatreds that seemed cosmically significant before look dramati-
cally different after the failure of that Redemption to materialize.
The rabbis’ version turns it from a historical moment of millennial

politics into a lesson in morality.
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Free societies are more likely than repressive
societies to have what anthropologist Ruth
Benedict called ‘guilt cultures,” in which
people value moral responsibility and the
distinction between right and wrong or, to

speak in Genesis terms, good and bad.

But it is far more than that. The rabbis’ story marks a major
step in the transformation from a shame culture to a guilt culture,
from the kind of society that is propelled by the fear of humili-
ation and the lust for honor into one that generates energy and
initiative from a sense of responsibility and reciprocity. The rab-
bis deeply internalized the lessons of the destruction of Jerusalem
and inaugurated a massive intellectual and emotional project that
fostered immense resilience in the face of those disasters.

The rabbis’ insight is not merely qualitative but quantitative as
well. Pirkei Avot 6:6 lists 48 practices and character traits that allow
one to live in accordance with the Torah. Among them are “Who
loves righteous ways, Who loves rebuke, Who loves uprightness, Who
keeps himself far from honors.” (Needless to say, the rebuke here is
received, not given.) Notice the loving of rebuke and the distancing
from honor. In a shame-honor culture, the greater and more unbear-
able the humiliation, the more murderous the projected hatred. In
the 14th century, Christian theologians in the West accused JTews of
killing Christ (i.e., God), not out of blindness but deliberately, and
they then transformed their angry shame over this rejection into new
and more malevolent levels of baseless religious hatred.

Framing the conflict as one between shame culture and guilt
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Hamas’s diversion of nearly two decades’worth
of international aid — billions of dollars —

to turn a small land with 2 million inhabitants
into a military camp where the civilians

serve as shields from the violence Hamas
deliberately provokes makes clear that Hamas
is fighting to wipe out Arab-Muslim shame,

not to free their people.

culture further illuminates the lesson of Genesis. What immedi-
ately preceded Adam’s sin? Shame. Whereas previously he and Eve
had been “naked...yet felt no shame” (2:25), after eating the fruit,
“the eyes of both of them were opened and they perceived that they
were naked” (3:7). And what immediately follows the shame? Fin-
ger-pointing. It is an inherent feature of the human condition to
respond to shame with deflection and projection. This is the lesson
of the creation story we read the week of October 7.

The Arab relationship to Isracl—an unprecedented tale of
global humiliation — follows precisely this projective scapegoating.
The problem originates in the belief that Muslims must have visible
superiority over infidels, even fellow monotheists. Jews, as dhim-
mis, are “protected” from Muslim violence by their acceptance of
their legal inferiority (religious apartheid) and their disgraced social
standing. Hence, triumphalist Muslim irredentism about Israel: A
state of free infidels in (what should be) Dar al-Islam is a shame to
the Muslim world and a blasphemy to Islam.

Senior Hamas official Ghazi Hamad put it bluntly:
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The existence of Israel is what causes all that pain, blood, and
tears. It is Israel, not us. We are the victims of the occupation.
Period. Therefore, nobody should blame us for the things we do.
On October 7, October 10, October 1,000,000 — everything we
do is justified.

This is but an update of a Muslim Brotherhood discourse that
goes back a century. When Hamad says “occupation,” he means
every grain of sand from the river to the sea, because all of it is for-
merly Muslim territory (waqf), and it must all be recovered. That
is why Hamad’s words begin with the shame of Israel’s “existence”
before preceding to his, and Hamas’s, deflection. Israel is respon-
sible for Hamas’s actions, not Hamas itself.

From the beginning of Tsrael’s existence, this theological shame-
cum-hatred became a centerpiece of Arab nationalist rhetoric.
When the partition plan to create an Arab state and a Jewish state
was announced in 1947, Abdul Rahman Azzam, secretary-general
of the Arab League, said that such a plan would lead to “a war
of extermination and momentous massacre which will be spoken
of like the Mongolian massacre and the Crusades.” Why the ref-
erence to the Crusades? Because, like the medieval war with the
Christians, this is a holy war about wholly Islamic land. And why
the intensity of the hatred? It is a projection of Islamic shame.

One can perhaps empathize with this theological reaction.
For many in the Muslim world, experiencing viscerally the loss
of a great empire, the battle against the Jews was religiously
existential. With their vastly greater numbers, fighting against
al-Yahood— the most cowardly of the dhimmi, who had not com-
manded an army for 2,000 years—the Arab leaders who declared
the war ultimately suffered a stunning defeat at the hands of
just over half a million Jews, some fresh off the boats from the
Holocaust. This nakba (catastrophe) brought global shame upon
them and the Arab world, a humiliation repeated even more dev-
astatingly in 1967. And in every case, the Arab elites responsible
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for these humiliating public failures dealt with their unbearable
shame by denial and deflection (not recognizing Israel, not letting
the refugees settle where they fled, not making peace, but rather
leaving millions under Israeli sovereignty).

Certain segments of the Left took their sympathy for Arab
decline to an extreme, particularly in the context of America’s
response to 9/11. By 2003, at the height of a Hamas-led suicide
terror war against Israel, it became, in the words of Tan Buruma,
“a litmus test of liberal credentials to support the Palestinians.”
How could liberals collectively adopt a movement so violent, with
such sheer contempt for their own values? Paul Berman explained
the quantitative logic of the projection:

FEach new act of murder and suicide testified to how oppressive
were the Israelis. Palestinian terror, in the view, was the measure

of Israeli guilt. The more grotesque the terror, the deeper the guilt.

In the fever pitch of protests and campus encampments that fol-
lowed October 7, one sees Berman’s matrix dogmatically applied:
Israeli oppression justifies Hamas’s sadism.

But not everywhere, even in places one might not think to
look. After October 7, the Iragi-based Global Imams Council
condemned Hamas’s barbaric and terrorist acts in no uncertain
terms, as did one of Israel’s most famous Arab influencers, the
vlogger Nas Daily (Nusseir Yassin). Another Israeli Arab, Moham-
mad Kabiya, had this exchange with a BBC Arabic anchor:

Monammap Kasiva: Is this the Islamic religion that Hamas
is wearing as a cloak? The Islamic religion is innocent from
Hamas. Innocent from these shameful acts against the
Islamic religion and against everyone who claims to be a
Muslim.

BBC AraBic ancHoRr: This is what you say, but Hamas has

another point of view.
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Mouammap Kagiva: This is what the noble verses say: “Do not
kill anyone without justice.” What right do they have to kill
these children and these women? In every country and every
region where the Iranian groups have influence, we see the
state destroyed. Lebanon is destroyed; Syria is destroyed; Iraq
is destroyed. These countries belong to Iran. Gaza destroyed.
While the countries that have peace with Israel...we see

them thriving more and more.

Polls, words, and deeds of some Arab citizens of Israel suggest that
Kabiya is not alone in this sentiment. Additionally, some Muslims,
born in the Middle East, even previously radicalized, show a deep and
humane understanding of the problems: Ed Hussein, Maajid Nawaz,
Aymenn Jawad Al'Tammimi, Hussein Aboubakr, Loay Alshareef.

These courageous voices are still marginal in the Arab and Mus-
lim world —they are primarily exiles to the West, who often defend
democratic values more ably than Westerners do. But they may have
more purchase now, post-Abraham Accords, though the enthusias-
tic support for the October 7 attacks and the predictable gullibility
of the legacy media to Hamas’s claims of civilian casualties severely
damages that possibility. Hamas and the other supremacists make
clear that the war with Israel is something of a conflict within Islam
and Arab society itself, between the forces of shame-honor culture
on one side and the forces of guiltintegrity culture on the other.
Hamas’s diversion of nearly two decades’ worth of international
aid —billions of dollars—to turn a small land with 2 million inhab-
itants into a military camp where the civilians serve as shields from
the violence Hamas deliberately provokes makes clear that Hamas is
fighting to wipe out Arab-Muslim shame, not to free their people. As
the Global Imams Council has shown, and the rabbis of the Talmud
before them, there is another way. Shame on those who choose to
align with death. *
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ARIEL BEERY

Resilience
Is a Threat

A new dream for the Zionist future

HAT I fear most,” longtime Israel activ-
ist and executive Jessica Ovadia shared
with me on a call just after Iran’s massive
air attack on Israel, “is that we will keep
relying on our resilience.” She explained

how, after the rockets and missiles and

drones were shot down by Israel and its
allies on April 13-14, a euphoria spread through her Jerusalem
neighborhood. “We've gotten so used to being resilient, to being
able to suffer through and bounce back, that we’re not asking:
What's the plan to prevent it from happening again?” It’s a version
of confidence that appears bizarrely like complacency.

Simon Beninga, who taught finance and international business
for many years at Tel Aviv University and Wharton, used to remark
that our strengths are also our weaknesses. We Jews of the present
day are obsessed with the apparent strength of our resilience. We
survived Pharaoh, the destruction of our Temples, the Inquisition,
the Holocaust, we say—and today we are stronger for it.
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This is not to suggest that resilience doesnt have its time and
place—when the circumstances are temporary, the general trend is
a positive one, when one needs to grin and bear it until the storm
passes, allowing the arc of history to take its gradual turn. Once the
time has passed, we've tended to make a humorous fetish of both our
resilience and our obsession with it. “They tried to kill us, we won,
let’s eat,” the joke goes. When times are good, we laugh at our trau-
ma-forged neuroses and express them through ritualized memory.

But there is something very un-temporary about our currently
embattled state, and the arc is too long to see past. We are living
through a moment when our overreliance on resilience is more
than a weakness. It is a threat to the continued existence of Jewish
peoplehood as we know it.

From Columbia to Colombia, from Manhattan to Malmo, the
Jewish people are under siege for the crime of peoplehood. While
individual Jews can accept the gospel of antiracist universalism and
their place in the caste hierarchy of victims, their collective identity
is under suspicion. As a nation committed to self-determination
and equal status with all other national peoples, we have not been
under this level of threat for nearly a century. With academia as the
safest space for anti-Jewish forces, we must accept the real possibil-
ity that the siege could be multigenerational.

To rely on and celebrate our resilience to these trends is to
imagine that, somehow, the leaders of tomorrow will wake up from
their anti-Jewish fever dream and become philosemitic captains of
industry and Israel-accepting heads of state. Resilience was why
Columbia’s Jewish professors and donors believed that students,
including me, were overreacting when we testified to classroom
anti-Zionism in the 2004 documentary Columbia Unbecoming and
that it would pass like any other fad rather than metastasize into
the cancer it has become, threatening the Jewish people in the
West. Resilience was the reason so many Jews stayed behind in
Germany, Poland, and Italy as the Fascists of Europe began mak-
ing plans and lists.
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Lest we think a reliance on resilience is a Diaspora quirk, Israel
is in its current predicament because of the same obsession. Resil-
ience was behind the idea of “shrinking the conflict,” the conception
that led our leaders to imagine that the State of Israel could remain
Jewish and Democratic in the land between the river and the sea, a
land that was quickly becoming neither majority Jewish nor major-
ity democratic. Resilience was behind the justifications for allowing
a thrice-indicted politician to serve as prime minister— people
imagined that Israel’s judicial system was robust enough to oppose
attempts to corrupt it in his favor. Resilience is why a genocidal yet
democratically elected government in Gaza was permitted to con-
tinue its rule despite sparking conflict after conflict and carrying
out attack after attack on Israeli civilians.

Zionism was and is a rejection of resilience, not an example of it.
When Theodor Herzl called forth lovers of Zion from across the
world to the First Zionist Congress in Basel in 1897, he orches-
trated a public declaration that the Jews would no longer bend
to rising antisemitism; no longer depend on the Jewish ability to
adapt to ill circumstance, to absorb the abuse of those who ruled
over them; no longer content themselves to withstand the muta-
tion of anti-Judaism into racialized antisemitism.

The Zionist movement developed a concept, a word, to describe
its rejection of resilience, its unwillingness to bend and shelter
together until the storm passes: “chalutziyut.”

The word “chalutz,” commonly translated as “pioneer,” derives
from the verb “I'chaletz,” to extricate oneself, to pull out of a sit-
uation. It is the refusal to live inside an unacceptable reality. It is
not about surviving the trials and tribulations of the moment out
of a belief in the hope for a better future. It is a call to strike out
anew toward a vision that is compelling yet unrefined. To pioneer
ahead, with courage and grit, to build a future radically different
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from the present. To disrupt. To leave, if necessary, one’s land,
one’s birthplace, one’s home, and build a new reality.

The difference between resilience and chalutziyut is the differ-
ence between surviving and thriving. Whereas resilience relies on
the lessons and strength that come from our past, chalutziyut draws
us toward a better future. It is about promise over circumstance.

The great challenge facing the Jews today is not to find comfort
in our ability to survive this current wave; it is to imagine a future
that does not necessitate recurring resilience and then to act to
bring that future about. It is to envision and create a world for Israel
as the spiritual center of what the prophet Isaiah might have called
an am olam, an eternal people. To remember that, in the teaching
of religious Zionist luminary Abraham Isaac Kook, we must not
be “afraid of the long journey.” That journey requires us to find
inspiration in the Zionist movements— religious, cultural, labor,
and revisionist — that built our state to establish the foundations
for rootedness in our homeland and become integrated into the
nations as an enduring source of value for humanity.

We are regrettably bereft of such a vision at present. Today we
are all will and no dream.

What might the dream look like? Israel’s current circumstance
has turned it into a fortress. Fortresses are not meant to last forever
and certainly cant sustain an eternal people. The next aspiration
of Zionism, the next Zionist dream, must be to transform our for-
tress into a campus, a platform for the world’s chalutzim, Jews and
non-Jews, to build a better world, one in which Israel is seen as the
solution, not the problem. Such a dream leaves the utility of resil-
ience behind, trading up for aspiration. This future, in the words of
our sages, is not in heaven. It is in our hands, if we will it. *
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HERE IS a kabbalistic tradition that Jewish faith

and spirituality consist of three elements: God,

Torah, and Israel. When these three strands are

braided together, we plait the three-cord rope of

spirituality. SAPIR invited three rabbis to reflect
on the sources of spiritual resilience for themselves, their commu-
nities, and the Jewish people, and to offer their thoughts on how to
strengthen their resilience in a time of jeopardy.

God. Tamar Elad-Appelbaum, founding rabbi of Kehilat Zion in
Jerusalem and co-founder of the Beit Midrash for Israeli Rabbis
at the Hartman Institute, offers an interpretation of God’s cre-
ation informed by personal and Jewish history. Her story has been
shortened and translated from Hebrew.

Torah. Lauren Holtzblatt, rabbi of Adas Israel Congregation in
Washington, D.C., looks to a page of Talmud about Rabbi Akiva,
who lived and died under the Roman occupation of Judaea, for
guidance through the waves of Jewish history.

Israel. Zohar Atkins, founder of Etz Hasadeh Center for Existen-
tial Torah Study, places our current moment in the context of
Jewish theology, the Jewish condition, and Zionism.

—The Editors

76 SAPIR VOLUME THIRTEEN



God

TAMAR ELAD-APPELBAUM

....... —

—=7=7> N DECEMBER 21, 1944, my grandfather, Eliezer
% Cerf,was captured by the Nazis. He and his friends
|

e

: from the Loren Group of the French Resistance had
L‘w J been fighting for several months, after the Nazis

I had gathered the residents of Oradour-sur-Glane
into a church and burned them alive. My grandfather and his fellow
partisans were placed before a firing squad. When the senior Nazi
commander asked whether anyone would like to say any last words,
my grandfather raised his head and said, “Yes. I am a Jew” To the
group’s astonishment, the commander decided not to kill the entire
group, thanks to my grandfather’s courage.

What gave my grandfather the strength to face down a firing
squad and choose, as his last words of life, a refusal to surrender?
What made it possible for my brother, Nadav Elad, of blessed mem-
ory, to serve years later as an elite paratrooper in the IDF, knowing
he might well fall in defense of his country, as he did? What made
it possible for my daughters to sit with us this past Simchat Torah,
October 7, “Black Shabbat,” singing Shabbat songs and embracing
while the alarms sounded outside our home? What is the source
of persistent resolve T see in my community, in the families of the
hostages, in bereaved families, in those who have no home to go
back to, in those injured in body and soul?

The answer, I believe, can be found in the opening words of the

Torah we read on that tragic day.

When God began to create Heaven and Earth—the Earth being
unformed and void, with darkness over the surface of the deep

and a wind from God sweeping over the water. (Genesis 1:1-2)
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The Psikta Zutarta,a midrashic commentary from the 11th century,
interprets this cryptic description of the primordial universe word by
word. Unformed—a thing that perplexes people. Void—a thing that
terrifies a person. Darkness—the darkness that darkens a person.

Pre-creation was an abyss of dangerous and confusing chaos. As
the 16th-century Prague rabbi Yehuda Leib ben Bezalel teaches, the
creation of light was a defiant response to that darkness. “And God
said: ‘Let there be light! And there was light.” (Genesis 1:3)

And so from Earth’s very beginning, one of the moral and spiri-
tual imperatives is the resilience of resistance. The world presents a
perplexing and terrifying darkness, and it is our role, as it was God’s,
not to succumb to it but to continuously light it anew. It is a sacred
rebellion against the nihilism of the non-world. The reason the Torah
itself begins this way, with light as an antidote to darkness, the life
force awakening despite trauma, is to teach us that there are indeed
moments in life, and in human history, when we find ourselves at the
edge of nothingness, and it is at these moments that we are called
not to surrender to the extremism and totality of darkness and chaos
but rather to loyally resist by defending and protecting the holiness
of life and light. The response to the firing squad is to demonstrate
one word of life in the face of death, one glimpse of light in the face of
darkness. So does a grandfather pass down the tradition of resistance
to his granddaughter. And in the face of terrorist and human destruc-
tion, it is the inspiration to save every possible life and rebuild.

The Torah, in its testimony of truth—including stories of evil,
hatred, slavery, and indifference—bears witness to the dark human
abyss of constant ethical distortion and moral defeat that attempts to
intrude upon the light of Earth’s perpetual creation, returning it to cha-
otic darkness. But in the Torah’s account of the triumph over this evil, it
tells us of our forefathers and mothers, all wounded and giant teachers
in our holy journal of trauma and recovery,who ignited life humbly and
faithfully again and again, with resilience, resistance, and inspiration.

These are dark days of hatred and extremism. Earth as we know it
is being unformed and void, with darkness engulfing hope, tolerance,
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and the sanctity of all life. Yet, from within our broken hearts we can
choose every day to pledge our allegiance to God’s moral and spiritual
imperative, and say: “Let there be light.”

One day at a time, one light at a time, one person at a time,
humbly and faithfully, with resilience, resistance, and inspiration.
May we be worthy to walk in the footsteps of giants, of grandpar-
ents and brothers, with our families and communities. May we save
every life, spread light to all, and rebuild. May we add our chapter
in the Book of Life.

Torah

LAUREN HOLTZBLATT

....... ;¢ —

ABBI AKIVA has been my teacher for many
years. Famously, the first and second-century
sage did not begin to study Torah until the age
of 40, then spent the next 24 years mastering

this demanding discipline and becoming one

of the most important and memorable rabbis of his time and
ours. And when the Romans banned the study of Torah, he defied
them, continuing to teach and learn it at great risk to himself.
His fortitude in clinging to his heritage rather than forfeiting his
agency is reflected in one of my favorite stories in the Talmud. Rab-
ban Gamliel, a contemporary of Rabbi Akiva’s, recounts having once
seen a shipwreck in the distance while traveling on a boat. Knowing
that Rabbi Akiva had been onboard, Gamliel began to grieve. But
no sooner did Gamliel arrive on dry land than Rabbi Akiva himself
approached him, sat down, and immediately engaged him in dis-
cussion about a matter of law. Rabban Gamliel, in near-euphoric
disbelief, asked Rabbi Akiva who had “raised him” from the water.
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Akiva responded, apparently nonchalant, “A plank from the boat
came to me, and I bent my head before each and every wave that
came toward me” (Yevamot 121a).

In the plainest reading of the text, Rabbi Akiva holds on to a
wooden plank and rides the waves until he is deposited on dry land.
But the word the Talmud uses for “plank” here — daf—is instructive.
Its more common meaning is “page”—as in, a page of the Talmud.
In a deeper, metaphorical reading, Rabbi Akiva is referring to the Tal-
mud, the compendium of Jewish law and lore, as the plank that saves
us from the waves of history, even when our ship has been destroyed.
It is the page of Talmud, itself containing remnants from the Temple,
our ship destroyed, that keeps us afloat in stormy seas.

I have thought about this teaching many times since October 7,
holding onto the daf as the violence and trauma continue for the
hostages that still remain in Gaza, the many displaced from the
south and north of Israel, and the innocent Palestinian civilians. I
find myself asking, “What are the pages we're meant to hold on to?”

Perhaps it is Makkot 24, the final daf of the tractate, which offers
more than one instance of Akiva’s setting Rabban Gamliel and the
other sages of the time straight. Ascending the Temple Mount after
the destruction, they witness a fox exiting the Holy of Holies. The
other sages present begin to weep, saying, “Of this place it is written,
‘And the non-priest who approaches shall die’ Numbers 1:51), and
now foxes walk in it.”

Rabbi Akiva’s reaction is the exact opposite: laughter, a eurcka
kind of laughter. The moment reminds Akiva of a different verse,
Micah 3:12,in which Uriah, from the time of the First Temple, offers
the prophecy that “Zion shall be plowed as a field” like the kind where
foxes trot. But there is another verse in Zechariah, from the time of
the Second Temple, which in Akiva’s time had just been destroyed:
“There shall yet be elderly men and elderly women sitting in the
streets of Jerusalem” (Zechariah 8:4). A verse in Isaiah juxtaposes the
two: “And I will take to Me faithful witnesses to attest: Uriah the
priest, and Zechariah” (Isaiah 8:2).
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Rabbi Akiva, characteristically holding on to the daf, explains:

Until the prophecy of Uriah was fulfilled, I was afraid that the
prophecy of Zechariah would not be fulfilled. Now that the
prophecy of Uriah was fulfilled, it is evident that the prophecy of
Zechariah remains valid. The Sages said to him: Akiva, you have

comforted us; Akiva, you have comforted us.

This is Rabbi Akiva’s daf, reminding us that Jerusalem will rise again.
The daf has kept us afloat for millenia, and it will bring us to dry land.

May our written tradition give us strength and may we all be
blessed with peace.

Israel

ZOHAR ATKINS

DY S

AM LONELY, Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik once
wrote, “because, in my humble, inadequate way, I
am a man of faith for whom to be means to believe,
and who substituted ‘credo’ for ‘cogito’ in the

time-honored Cartesian maxim,” cogito ergo sum.

I was reminded of this line recently upon seeing a cover of The
Economist featuring a solitary, battered Israeli flag beneath the head-
line “Israel Alone.” Many took umbrage by pointing out that Israel
is not, in fact, alone. When Iran launched an attack on Israel last
month, it wasn’t just the U.S. and U.K. that rose to its defense. Jor-
dan and Saudi Arabia also came to Israel’s aid, helping shoot down
missiles and drones. Unlike when Israel unilaterally destroyed Iraq’s
Osirak nuclear reactor in 1981, to great condemnation from the
Reagan administration (and nearly everyone else except the editorial
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page of the Wall Street Journal), Israel finds itself far from alone,
with a host of friends and allies.

Not alone, but, somehow, still lonely. As Soloveitchik knew and
tried to teach us, loneliness is fundamental and perennial to the Jew-
ish experience—and its greatest gift.

The difference between aloneness and loneliness was well defined
by Hannah Arendt, who saw aloneness in solitude and loneliness in
the crowd:

Solitude requires being alone whereas loneliness shows itself most
sharply in company with others ... the lonely man finds himself
surrounded by others with whom he cannot establish contact or to

whose hostility he is exposed.

Our loneliness began with Joseph. Bullied as a child because of
his chosenness, Joseph was nearly murdered by his envious broth-
ers, hurled into a pit, enslaved, imprisoned, abandoned by those he
had helped. So, in his adulthood, he learned to pass. An Egyptian in
speech, manner, and clothing, when he finally revealed himself to his
brothers, it was because he “could no longer control himself before
all his attendants.” The loneliness of his identity had become too
much to bear. “So there was no one else about when Joseph made
himself known to his brothers” (Genesis 45:1). He chose to be alone
with them, the very family members with whom he had experienced
such early strife.

Israel is the Joseph of the nations.

In the early-20th century, on the eve of the Holocaust, the phi-
losopher Hermann Cohen sought to prove that the Jews are even
more Kantian—and thus more German—than the Germans. At
the moment he was trying to show that Judaism is perfectly compat-
ible with Enlightenment universalism, German culture was sliding
into anti-Enlightenment romanticism. Cohen died before witness-
ing the consequences of relying on German idealism. But his legacy
is alive and well in many pockets of Diaspora—and particularly
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American— Jewish life, where we hear echoes of this sentiment:
“We are the good Jews; we aren’t settler Jews, Haredi Jews, billion-
aire Jews, tribalist Jews, etc. Let us pass and we will denounce as
backward and primitive our embarrassing, extended Jewish family,
and the country where half of that global family lives.” The desire
to hide, born of trauma, is understandable. But antisemites don’t
distinguish between Joseph and Judah. Hamas attacks synagogues,
farms, and music festivals. Campus radicals tell Jewish students, “Go
back to Poland.”

That loneliness we feel is a function of having been chosen: “Be
holy, for T the Lord your God am holy” (Leviticus 19:2). God was
lonely in holiness and created man to partner with him.

The loneliness we carry manifests itself in many forms and
moments. Bringing ethical monotheism to the world,and then being
told we worship the wrong God. Being asked to assimilate, and then
being accused of having done so nefariously. Contributing much to
humanity, and then being called subhuman. Achieving an unprece-
dentedly low ratio of civilian-to-combatant deaths in an impossible
urban war, and at that moment being accused of genocide.

“Weeping may endure for a night, but joy comes in the morning”
(Psalm 30:5). The loneliness has been, except for some brief histor-
ical respites, inescapable. But the reward we gain by going through
this crucible is a deeper and stronger sense of self, the realization
that our worth as individuals and as Jews does not depend on the
judgment of others.

Zionism is the expression of that sense of self-worth. We are called
not to be like all the other nations, but to be unique among them.

“I the Lord have called unto you in righteousness, and have taken
hold of your hand, and submitted you as the people’s covenant, as a
light unto the nations” (Isaiah 42:6). *
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PART THREE




How Resilient Are
Jewish Institutions?

A roundtable interview with
AMY SPITALNICK, DAVID CYGIELMAN
& AARON KATLER

EFORE October 7, Jews in Israel and the
United States had lived for decades in an
exceptional period of safety, comfort, and
assurance. While 2023 was marked by
political upheaval, the long story of the

Jewish state seemed to be one of thriving

rebirth, with adversaries deterred, increas-
ing regional acceptance, and security for its citizens. Jewish Americans
lived in prosperity and freedom in a country that still seemed to be, as
it had been for previous generations, di goldene medina.

In both countries, many of our institutions came to shape them-
selves to this reality, which lasted long enough to appear inviolable.
For years, budding threats went unseen, ignored, or unanswered by
institutions large and small, from NGOs to the government of Israel.
October 7 shattered that reality.

On and after that day, the Jewish people proved resilient even
when their institutions had failed, with leadership springing from

86 SAPIR | VOLUME THIRTEEN



individuals and grassroots networks. In Israel, citizens coordinated
rescue and relief efforts in the absence of government initiative; in
the United States, we were faced with butlding new relationships and
alliances as the places that had been our home for so long took heart
from Hamas’s barbarism, or looked on with little or nothing to say.

Since then, world Jewry has been tasked with applying our natural
restlience to the institutions that represent and lead our community.
In a roundtable interview with Sapir Associate Editor Felicia Her-
man, three leaders — Amy Spitalnick of the Jewish Council for Pub-
lic Affairs, David Cygielman of Moishe House, and Aaron Katler of
UpStart— discuss what resilience means to them and the organi-
zations they lead.

This roundtable interview has been edited for length and clarity.

Felicia Herman: Thanks to the three of you for being with us for
this conversation. Let’s start by talking about how each of your
organizations tries to build Jewish communal resilience in Amer-
ica and beyond.

Amy Spitalnick: The Jewish Council for Public Affairs JCPA) was
founded in 1944 with the understanding that American Jewish
safety and longevity depend on building not only political power
but also deep relationships with many American communities.
We build national action networks of Jewish and non-Jewish part-
ners; and we help 125 local Jewish Community Relations Councils
(JCRCs) and others to mobilize for democracy, combat antisemi-
tism and other interconnected forms of bigotry, and better tell the
story about why Jewish safety is inherent to our democracy and to
the safety of other communities.

David Cygielman: Moishe House helps young adults ages 22 to
32 to experience thriving Jewish lives, primarily by enabling them

SPRING 2024 | SAPIR 87



to live together and create events for themselves and their peers.
When we started, we were building resilience in young Jews by
empowering them to take charge of their own Judaism—to see
themselves as leaders. Now it’s a different story. Stepping up to
be a proud Jewish leader today has actual personal risk. People in
our network have lost friends. I heard from someone in our net-
work who was asked on a dating app whether they were a Zionist.
And professionally, young people are being told that maybe it’s not
such a good idea to have Jewish leadership experiences or study in
Israel on their résumés. People are worried that their colleagues
or their supervisors can call them out for being proudly Jewish or
publicly pro-Israel on social media. And there’s physical risk: In
Europe, some Moishe Houses have felt like they needed to take
down their mezuzot. Others say they’re going to be more outwardly
Jewish, despite the risk involved. Resilience means knowing that
there are risks and still saying, in whatever way you can, “I am
proudly Jewish. I am a Jewish leader. This is a part of my identity
that I'm not going to hide.”

Aaron Katler: UpStart’s mission is to design a just, vibrant, and
inclusive Jewish future by enabling Jewish communities to become
hubs of innovation. We help social entrepreneurs develop new ini-
tiatives and organizations. Like Moishe House, we were built on
hope and optimism—we didn’t lead with the word “resilience,”
but it was inherent in our work of fostering Jewish leaders who
embrace change, take risks, and step up in the face of challenges.
They need to be like Nachshon ben Aminadav, the head of the
tribe of JTudah, who according to the midrash was the first to jump
into the Sea of Reeds as the Israclites were running from Pharaoh
and his army. They need to take risks, to leap into troubled water.
And to constantly be in a state of creation and renewal, like we
say in our morning prayers about God: that with kindness, God
continually renews the work of creation. This means embracing

change —seeking it out and welcoming it.
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We don’t bend over for other

people if they don’t like what we say.

The essence of resilience is that we need to keep an eye on what
a brighter future looks like, and to keep building toward it and
becoming stronger even in the face of challenges. It’s like the psy-
chology of training for a marathon, which is counterintuitive —it’s
all about getting ready for the starting line, not the finish line.
You can’t know what’s going to happen once you start—what the
weather will be, whether you’ll fall and get hurt. Training is about
building the fortitude to be prepared no matter what, to build the
resilience to handle adversity and keep going.

Herman: The attacks of October 7 and the ongoing crises there-
after have offered a kind of revelation for many of us. The world
looks different now, and we see things much more clearly. For some
organizations, it’s changed everything. For others, not so much.

How have your organizations changed since October 7?

Katler: Being in Israel a couple of months ago was essential for
my understanding of how UpStart should navigate our work right
now. The civic and social entrepreneurialism playing out in Israel
is remarkable: Nobody is waiting for the government to solve their
problems. Lehavdil, our challenges are very different here. But the
parallel is clear: Nobody in the UpStart network waits for the estab-
lished institutions of Jewish life to solve their problems. They find
new grassroots solutions. I think this is part of the Jewish people’s
DNA. Diaspora Jews and Israel are more connected than ever—we’re
all alone, together. And we don’t simply have an opportunity to make
a difference right now, we have a responsibility to do so.

Our mission and our strategic plan haven’t changed. We've realized
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we need to move Israel closer to the center of our work. If UpStart is
focused on developing new and unique solutions to the major issues
affecting Jews around the world, Tsrael has to take up more of our
thinking and work than it did before.

Before October 7, we thought we had only a handful of organiza-
tions in our network that dealt with Israel. It turned out that we had
35. Thirty-five responded to our offer of additional resources: grants,
webinars, education. And that number is only growing. So were
developing new programs and resources for groups that want them.

In 2018, we developed a set of principles, including our position
on Israel, to guide our decisions on whom we include in UpStart
programs. These principles worked for us as recently as Septem-
ber. But immediately after October 7, we started reevaluating
those principles. The reevaluation wasn’t an “everyone gets a vote”
process. It wasn’t based on cultivating broad buy-in. It was a pro-
cess that I led with board partnership. I said, “This is what I think
we need to say and do, and why.” T wanted feedback and input,
which T took into account. But T owned the process.

Herman: Were there organizations in the network that hadn’t paid
attention to your Israel principles, or that didn’t like what you were
saying after October 7? What kind of pushback have you heard?

Katler: On October 8, we posted on social media, “We stand
unequivocally with Israel.” Some people were pretty upset by this.
Not a lot of people, but a few people couldn’t believe we used the
word “unequivocally.” T was very clear that we were not going to
make a slew of statements, but that if you couldn’t stand by that
statement on October 8, then UpStart was not for you. A consul-
tant we were supposed to work with on a program saw the post and
told one of our staff that he wasn’t going to work with us anymore.
So the staff member suggested to me that we take the post down.
I said: No way. That’s not how we operate. If he had posted some-
thing we didn’t like, we would call and ask to talk to him—we’d
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engage in curious dialogue. We’d ask questions. But we don’t bend
over for other people if they don’t like what we say.

Spitalnick: The role of trauma feels important to unpack here,
because I think it’s informing so much of how this is unfolding
within and outside the Jewish community. Even before October
7, there was a lot of intergenerational trauma within the Jewish
community, especially as it relates to the work we do at JCPA on
countering antisemitism and hate. We are predisposed to feel alone,
because we have been alone so often in our history. Jewish persecu-
tion has occurred for millennia. We need to understand the role this
trauma plays in Israel and in the region, especially because no one
there is posttrauma yet —the war is ongoing, hostages remain.

Not to compare our experiences as American Jews with what
Israelis are going through, but the wave of hate and antisemitism
that was unleashed in the aftermath of October 7 has reinforced
many of our worst assumptions about our place in society and the
world. It’s never been clearer or more urgent that we understand the
role intergenerational trauma plays in how we approach our rela-
tionships with other communities. That shapes my thinking a lot.

It’s easy to say that the aftermath of October 7 was proof of
the failure of community relations. There’s definitely a need for
changes in how we understand allyship, but not all the narratives
that have gained traction in the Jewish community in the past
few months are accurate. One narrative is that we’re totally alone:
that no one showed up for us after October 7. There are definitely
many people who did not show up for us— or worse, who said and
did awful things. But there are also many people who did show
up, whether it was the black civil rights leader who picked up the
phone to check in with me on October 8, or someone like the Rev-
erend William Barber, who wrote in The Guardian the following
week about the importance of condemning Hamas and its terror
attack, or the labor unions and other groups that published state-
ments of solidarity.
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[t’s not just that showing up for Jews or for
other groups is the right thing to do—it’s
doing it because ensuring inclusive, pluralistic
societies in which all communities are safe,

including Jews, is critical to everyone.

We need to reset our expectations of what allyship looks like.
It’s not necessarily going to mean that every person puts up an
Israeli flag on their social media, or says that they stand with Israel
or that they support every action of the IDF or the Israeli govern-
ment. But we can help our partners and our neighbors understand
what it means to show up for the Jewish community right now:
understanding the pain and the grief we went through and what
our hopes and expectations are for our allies, condemning acts of
terror, calling for the hostages to be released, and — perhaps most
important — speaking out against antisemitism here at home.

Allyship or community relations or coalitions have so often been
framed as tit for tat: I'm showing up for you, I'm putting up a Black
Lives Matter sign on my lawn; therefore, you should show up for me.
But that’s not what allyship or community relations are. Those of us
who care about Jewish safety need to be better at telling the story
about how it directly connects to other communities’ safety and the
safety of our democracy. It’s not just that showing up for Jews or for
other groups is the right thing to do—it’s doing it because ensuring
inclusive, pluralistic societies in which all communities are safe,
including Jews, is critical to everyone.

We need to help others understand what our expectations are,
what we hope to hear from them in moments of crisis like October

7 and 8, and in response to the wave of antisemitism we've seen
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since. And we need to be able to differentiate between those who
are malicious— the paraglider Left, as some people have called it
in the past few months—versus those who are either ignorant or
unsure of how to engage on this.

Herman: You work with individual JCRCs around the country,
and each of them works with multiple partners. What factors led
some organizations and communities to stand with the Jews on
October 8, versus the ones that didn’t? Are there lessons we can
learn about which strategies worked, and which fell flat?

Spitalnick: Relationships matter. When we think about resil-
ience, we think of the places where there were established
relationships — whether it’s the JCRCs that organized interfaith
missions to Israel over the past few years, or those that did deep
work fighting alongside their local black churches or others on
white Christian nationalism or white supremacy. These are places
where it wasn’t just dialogue for the sake of dialogue, but where
we mobilized together and built coalitions toward shared pri-
orities and goals. Beyond the relationships, partners also come
to understand why Jewish safety is so crucial, and how you can
separate your feelings about the IDF’s actions in Gaza from the
pain and the grief over the hostages and the events of October 7
and their impact on Jews in the United States.

Herman: We hear a lot about the communities that are letting
us down. Do you see new communities emerging as allies for the
Jews? Are there new groups coming to JCRCs saying, “Hey, this is
the first time we really understand what you’re going through” or,
“Pay more attention to us, because we really care about the Jews”?

Spitalnick: T don’t want my lack of an answer to be depressing,
but I don’t know that there are new groups emerging. I think there
are new leaders and voices within existing communities that have
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emerged as true partners, whether they are elected officials, cer-
tain university leaders, key labor or LGBTQ or black civil rights
leaders— people who have stepped up and been able to under-
stand the complexity and nuance of allyship with the Jewish
community in this moment.

Katler: I've lived in the Bay Area for a long time, and I'd say our
community has not felt sufficiently supported institutionally. T feel
like the Jewish community has felt rather confident in its standing
until recently, offering more support to others. For a long time the
attitude was “We don’t need that much as a community; we're here
to help others, and we don’t need anything in return.” That was
obviously not correct, which became clear on October 8.

Spitalnick: T've seen firsthand the vital work Bay Area Jewish
organizations are doing in really difficult circumstances right now,
from turning bad resolutions into something more thoughtful and
constructive to behind-the-scenes engagement that prevents fires
from breaking out in the first place. We should be clear: Building
relationships and coalitions among diverse communities isn’t only
the right thing to do. It’s also inherent to our own safety as Jews,
whether it’s relationships that have been crucial over the past few
months or working toward the inclusive, pluralistic society that is
necessary for Jews and all people to be safe.

Cygielman: After October 7, Moishe House needed first to address
our immediate needs. We operate many programs in Israel, and
we're in the young adult space, so many of our people were called
up to the reserves and lost friends, family, loved ones. But none of
us really even had the opportunity to mourn our losses, because we
had to pivot right away to responding to antisemitism. In the U.S.,
in many cases for the first time, we’ve had to increase the security
at Moishe Houses—investing in things like floodlights, Ring cam-
eras. A lot of our Houses in Europe had these already, but now we
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need them here, too. Only then could we start thinking about how
to move forward. We've now done a few different things.

First, thankfully, we've been investing for years in building up a
network of rabbis. They’ve been able to step in to do what rabbis
do best: holding space for pain, caring for us all as part of the
Jewish people.

We’re also investing more in relationships with Israelis, opening
new Israeli Moishe Houses all over the world, where the residents
are Israeli and, like at all Moishe Houses, they create community
and experiences for their peers. We want more people to know
Israelis, have them as friends.

We've also increased the number of our immersive retreats. It
can be exhausting and unnerving to be a young Jew in the world
today, and people need the chance just to be together for a few
days. The content is grounding in a difficult time —we host learn-
ing retreats around Jewish holidays, or about different kinds of
Jewish practices. But these are also important because they give
people a space to just breathe a little bit. They’re spending their
days worrying about stepping on land mines everywhere in con-
versations, wondering always if they need to speak up when faced
with antisemitism or anti-Isracl comments.

Demand for Jewish learning has also spiked. We run a program
called the Jewish Learning Collaborative that facilitates one-on-one
Jewish learning. We were happy in September 2023 with facilitating
more than 250 hours of this kind of learning. In January 2024, we
were at 525 hours. People want to talk to someone to feel less alone
and to get grounded in Jewish history, wisdom, and thought. It also
helps them feel less alone in their views of the world as a Jew, and
to feel connected to what it has meant to be Jewish for thousands
of years. That also speaks to resilience: feeling connected to people
who have gone through this before. If you have deep relationships
with Israelis or European Jews, and connections to the Jewish past,
then it’s harder to get locked in on how hard things are today in
America. The fact is, it’s harder elsewhere, and it’s been a lot harder
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in the past. This builds resilience—the strength to bounce back,
to keep going.

Spitalnick: That reminds me of something that Nathan Diament
from the Orthodox Union said on behalf of a group of Jewish
community leaders when we were meeting with President Biden
just after October 7. He said that as painful and traumatic as this
moment is, there’s a stark difference between today and the 1940s,
when the White House refused to meet with a group of rabbis who
wanted to talk about what was happening to the Jews of Europe.
Today, Jewish leaders like us are invited to talk with the president
and his senior leadership about our safety and a path forward. It’s
so easy to feel like we're living in the 1930s or 40s—we hold that
trauma. I'm the granddaughter of survivors, and I think about my
grandparents’ story every single day. But we need to appreciate
how different things are now, and how we are in positions—and
have built resilience—to build toward something even better and

protect our community in this moment.

Herman: Let’s talk about your teams. How do you promote resil-
ience among staff when there may be division, above or below the
surface, about critical issues?

Katler: We have very few people who work together in the same
office, but we felt it was important to bring everyone together in per-
son, so we held a full staff retreat in February. We included an “ask
me anything” session with our senior leadership. A lot of the ques-
tions were about our Israel-related policies and programs. I talked
about how we're in the business of building thriving Jewish commu-
nities, and that UpStart itself is a community that we care about,
one with people who have different opinions and values. This isn’t
a club or a kindergarten: It’s a place of work. Of course, we want
people to feel safe to work here. But if their personal values don’t
align with the organization’s, that’s okay. We can create space for
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Pcople want to talk to someone to feel
less alone and to get grounded in Jewish

history, wisdom, and thought.

the conversation, but we’re not changing our policies because of it.

One last thing. My dear friends are the parents of one of the
hostages. I grew up with Jon and Rachel Goldberg-Polin, Hersh’s
parents. When I was spending time with them in Israel, Rachel
said that one of the hardest and most confusing things about
this time is seeing how the worst behavior in humans can also
bring out the best in humanity. People can be awful, and people
can also be amazing. Which side do we want to illuminate? That
has stuck with me. T constantly remind myself that whatever I'm
dealing with right now, it’s nothing compared with what Jon and
Rachel are dealing with.

Cygielman: We had already been using the Constructive Dialogue
Institute’s trainings with all our residents and staff. This helps
them understand where people’s differing opinions come from,
and builds skills for having conversations despite difference, in
which youre not trying to convince someone of something, but
rather trying to understand where they’re coming from. This, plus
our rabbinic leadership, has helped us a lot.

Spitalnick: For us, building a resilient staff in this moment means
recognizing that it’s both professionally and personally challeng-
ing to work in a Jewish organization. We've been in crisis mode,
working constantly. We're asked to show up for the Jewish commu-
nities and others that we’re serving in this moment, and bringing

our personal experiences into that work gives it a lot more impact.
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But we're also experiencing life as Jews in America right now, rais-
ing Jewish children, navigating grief and all our challenges. So
we've been trying to acknowledge that and create some space to
grapple with it together, for the JCPA team, and with the local
JCRC directors and so many others.

Last week T was in Milwaukee, where T spoke to a couple hundred
people at a Federation event, about what a path forward can look like
for Jews in America. People want that: They want something to do
that feels like more than just sitting in their own trauma and pain.
Then, the next day, I was telling a few hundred civil rights and labor
leaders about the trauma that I have been feeling as a Jewish woman
after October 7, and about how the aftermath of it has been, in some
ways, even more painful for me than after the neo-Nazis marched in
Charlottesville, because of the antisemitism that I've been experienc-
ing personally in some of the spaces where we work.

We’re trying to grapple with all of this in a way that recognizes
that this isn’t just a short-term crisis. It’s a new normal.

Katler: 'm on all the local WhatsApp groups and email lists that
started in Berkeley after October 7 to help us get organized. A
lot of it is, “We need to be at this meeting, what are our talking
points?” Or, “We need to talk to this person and build a relation-
ship.” It’'s important work. But just having action items means that
you can miss the neshamah (the soul of the work). The other day,
I texted one of the community groups, with hundreds of people
in it, to ask whether anyone was interested in doing some Jewish
learning together and talking about the Jewish wisdom and values
that can help guide us in these moments. People responded and
thanked me for pointing this out, realizing that they’ve been sorely
missing it for the past 175 days. We can’t be so focused on the fight
itself that we forget the reasons we're fighting it—it’s to help make
people better, make our community stronger, and make the world
a better place to live. We need to stay rooted in all of that, beyond
just focusing on winning the next battle.
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Spitalnick: We're all feeling responsible for everything right now.
But we need to triage, to figure out where we can best use our
strength and our time in this moment—and to remember to also
feel Jewish joy. Putting my toddler in a lion costume for Purim was
one of the ways I dealt with this. Those few hours at the Purim party
at our synagogue last weekend were really healing for me. They gave
me strength to get on a plane that night to go to another city, do

even more talks, have even more meetings. The balance is crucial.

Herman: We have the incredible blessing of working in service of
the Jewish people at a really challenging time, and I'm grateful to
all of you for doing that hard work every day. I love what you're all
saying about leaning into Jewish learning— that learning about
Jewish history and Judaism gives us perspective and reminds us
why we're doing this work in the first place. That’s what will give us
the resilience we need, the strength to bounce back from adversity,

just as we’ve always done. *
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LINDA MIRELS

Reimagining
Philanthropy for
the Start-Up Nation

It is time that we start thinking of ourselves
as stakeholders with a shared destiny

ROM THE BEGINNING of the mod-
ern Zionist movement, global Jewish
philanthropy has been essential to the
State of Israel’s existence. The Jewish
National Fund’s blue pushke (charity

box) became a standard ritual object

in Diaspora Jewish homes, schools, and
synagogues. Jewish communities around the world “twinned”
with Israeli towns and cities, deepening philanthropic, commu-
nal, and personal relationships over decades. Jewish mega-donors
have bestowed eight- and nine-figure gifts on Israel’s universities,
museums, hospitals, and other vital civic institutions. Everywhere
in Israel, there are plaques and signs acknowledging a gift from a
Jewish Federation, family, or faraway community.
Israel’s prosperity over the past two decades has led some to
question the practical need for such largesse. Last year, an essay in
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Sapir argued that Israel is no longer a hardship case and that it’s
time for Diaspora Jewry to invest in its own future.

I disagreed with the piece, but T could not easily dismiss the
argument. Yes, Diaspora Jewry always has pressing needs of its
own. And yes, Israel’s economic and military strengths are unde-
niable. Israel has become a regional power, and its economy ranks
among the world’s top 20 by per capita GDP. By most measures,
Israel doesn’t need our help the way it once did.

But the events of and since October 7 have made clear that
Israel cannot go it alone. Though the Israeli people have demon-
strated extraordinary heroism and resilience, we can no longer
take for granted that Israel by itself can repel the many threats
arrayed against it. Its military efforts to subdue and defeat Hamas
have come with enormous human and economic costs for Israel.
Thousands of people from its northern communities have been
evacuated for months because of Hezbollah rocket attacks, with
no return imminent. And on the global stage, Israel’s enemies are
emboldened, seeking to isolate, demonize, and prosecute Israel in
every possible venue, and to intimidate Jews everywhere, including
on college campuses.

This much is clear: Israel’s security and the safety of Jews in the
Diaspora are intertwined. When Israel is on the defensive, so are
we; when Israel is wounded, so are we. And vice versa: Never have
more Israelis understood the connections between their fate and
that of global Jewry; never have I heard more offers of support or
more of a sense that our fates are shared.

Isracl may be the “start-up nation,” a center of dynamic innova-
tion across many industries. But now we see it has very little margin
for error and a limited capacity to fight an extended, existential war.

The shocks are undeniable. It was stunning to discover the lack
of fundamental investments in military readiness and equipment in
the first days and weeks after the war began. Key sectors in society
have been hampered as reservists were called to duty for months.
Farms in the north and south have idled amid security threats and
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restrictions on foreign labor. The country’s economy contracted by
roughly 20 percent in the first months of the war. Israel may not be
fragile, but it is weaker and more vulnerable than we thought. Many
of the most dramatic investments to support Israel have come from
its own civil society—including immeasurable hours of volunteer
labor, much of it fueled by philanthropic support from abroad.

Our new understanding of reality must lead to new approaches
to meet our collective challenges. Diaspora Jewry and major
donors, as well as Israeli government officials and nongovernment
leaders, must act with new urgency and creativity. It’s time to rein-
vent the model of philanthropic partnership between Israel and
the Diaspora in a way that is equal to the moment.

Let’s begin our work by acknowledging the obvious.

First, continued philanthropy is essential to Israel’s long-term
existence. Disengagement is simply not practical or possible if we
want to ensure Israel’s survival.

And second, the welfare and prosperity of Israel are directly linked
to the well-being of global Jewry, and vice versa. Israel is the largest
Jewish community in the world. It is the center of Jewish culture,
Jewish learning, and Jewish life, not to mention a source of remark-
able innovation in a broad range of industries. The Diaspora draws
strength from Israel. Our destiny and Israel’s are closely linked.

As we move forward, we can model our philanthropic collab-
oration on Israel’s world-class missile-defense apparatus. This
multilayered array, developed and funded in collaboration with
the U.S. government, consists of the Iron Dome, David’s Sling,
and Arrow air-defense systems. Israel is responsible for their oper-
ational successes, but it could not have built each system on its
own. And as it deploys them, Israel shares what it learns with the
United States, reinforcing that this is a mutual effort that results
in greater security for both nations.
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Never have more Israclis understood
the connections between their fate

and that of global Jewry.

We should think about philanthropy in a similar way: as a mul-
tilayered, mutually beneficial global philanthropic collaboration.
Financial, intellectual, and human capital comes from philanthro-
pists in the Diaspora and Israel alike to build up Israeli institutions
and civil society. This enables Israel to be a convener of global Jewish
life, generating culture and ideas and creating a thriving Jewish civ-
ilization that both serves as a model for Diaspora Jewry and exports
its learnings and ideas to communities around the world.

In short, Israel doesn’t need donors—it needs investors and
partners. This goes far beyond the financial. We should offer
advice from our experience in other societies, including over mat-
ters that affect the long-term character of the nation, such as its
democratic systems and its religious institutions and policies. We
should have a voice on how Israel tells its own story to the world
and share with Israel what we know about those global audiences.
We are important stakeholders with a shared destiny. We share the
core Zionist mission to not only return Jews to their ancestral land
but also to revivify Jewish communities worldwide.

Some of the philanthropic responses to October 7 are already serv-
ing as examples of this type of partnership. In November, Birthright
Israel Onward launched “Taking Action: Volunteer in Israel,” a global
program through which nearly 5,000 volunteers ages 18 to 40 have
traveled to Israel for a period of eight days to two weeks to volunteer in
agriculture and food-rescue operations. The benefits to both parties
are clear and profound: Tsrael gets much-needed volunteers, and par-
ticipants are able to witness Israel’s reconstruction and defense—and
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to have a direct hand in it. These experiences will be seared into par-
ticipants’ minds and hearts for the rest of their lives.

Such a model can be adapted to address systemic problems
as well. Volunteer labor is a good stopgap to address the ongoing
problem of agricultural labor shortages and idle farms in the west-
ern Negev, Isracl’s breadbasket, but it’s not a long-term solution.
A group of Israeli agricultural experts and Negev farmers called
ReGrow Israel aims to solve the problem through a combination
of investment in robotics and other laborsaving technologies,
improved training of farmers, enhanced access to loans and grants,
and amplification of best practices in the farming sector. These
efforts would reduce dependence on foreign labor, improve produc-
tion yields, and lead to greater profitability of the farms that feed
Israel and provide valuable cash crops for trade.

Typically, such an industry-centered project would seek profit-
minded investors. But ReGrow will need diverse types of funding,
including loans, government grants, and philanthropic support,
which can serve as “catalytic funding” to get new efforts off the
ground. This web of financial backing removes some of the financial
risk, creates a broader base of stakeholders and beneficiaries, and ties
the project to the government’s own needs for more robust agricul-
tural productivity. Such a model inspires hope that the project will
succeed on all three outcomes, both for Israel and for farmers around
the world who will benefit from the lessons learned.

Will this new philanthropic partnership model attract new and
younger donors? I believe it will. After October 7, any American
Jews who were previously hesitant about investing in Israel are
more willing to take risks to support the country. They realize that
Israel needs support and understand that the benefits will accrue
far beyond Israel’s borders. By investing in Israel’s innovation eco-
system, philanthropists will help develop groundbreaking solutions
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to pressing global challenges in areas such as health care, renewable
energy, cybersecurity, and environmental sustainability.

Through this kind of partnership and the relationships it will
engender, Diaspora Jews will learn new things about Isracl—and
about themselves. In the days following October 7, a generation
of young Israeli men and women raised in relative prosperity
and security reacted with courage and heroism. More reservists
responded after the attacks than had been called up; even those
who had aged out of service or were ineligible for a variety of rea-
sons wanted to fight for their homeland. Creative and tireless
civilian volunteers also stepped up, ready and willing to meet the
needs of the moment.

There is a lesson here for Diaspora Jews who feel besieged on
their campuses and in their communities by antisemitic attacks
and vitriol. The example set by Israelis should embolden us. Their
willingness to sacrifice and fight when it matters most is an inspi-
ration and a reminder of the stakes involved.

The late Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks once wrote:

To be a Jew is to be part of the most remarkable story ever lived, by
any people, covering more countries, more adverse circumstances,
more triumph and tragedies than any other story. Every one of us
has a chapter to write in that story and hand the book on. That is

what it is to be a Jew.

The surge in antisemitism and anti-Israel sentiment following
October 7 has made it clearer than ever that the fates of Israel and
global Jewry are intertwined. We all need to participate in what
happens next. We all have a role to play: donating, volunteering,
investing, learning Hebrew, becoming activists, and living proud
and vibrant Jewish lives, wherever we live.

This is an extraordinary time in Jewish history, when Israel exists
as a sovereign nation. Israel needs our support and partnership as
much as it ever has—and we need Israel just as much. *
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NOA TISHBY

The Courage
To Be Uncool

American Jews cant be bystanders
when were targets

EELING like an outsider is nothing new
to me. Things seem peachy now, but as
a child T was not what you would call a
popular kid. I had a buzz cut and looked
like a boy, with teeth almost the size of

my face. The buzz cut was due to the fact

that I was far more popular with the head
lice that frequently took up residence in my hair than I was with
my peers. Being an only child of divorced parents, which was fairly
uncommon in 198os Israel, didn’t help. T developed a tolerance for
the discomfort that came with feeling uncool, on the outside of the
in-crowd.

Arriving in Hollywood as a young adult and trying to make it
in the entertainment industry while constantly yapping on about
Israel felt the same way—what I had to say would, many times,
put me on the outside. I know for some this might feel like a new
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phenomenon; however, I can tell you that Israel was never a popular
cause in polite circles, at least not since 1967 (before I was born).
Moving in these performative circles, T heard statements about
Israel that T knew to be flatout wrong. Conditioned by my uncool
childhood, T was more comfortable speaking up and challenging
my peers than T was performing and playing along for acceptance.
I was happy to be unpopular rather than keep quiet and pretty,
which is how Hollywood prefers its young girls.

I have lost many friends because of this over the years. A few
years ago, one friend insisted that anti-Zionism was not the same
as antisemitism, and that if T carried on publicly stating that they
were the same, we could no longer be friends. That was the last I
heard from him. Wielding friendship and social acceptance as a
threat has little power over someone who learned early in life not
to mistake other people’s views of oneself for truth. Truth does not
depend on what other people think. If stating it has cost me friend-
ships and work, neither was ever worthwhile.

That uncool and unsafe feeling of outsiderdom is something that
many of us are experiencing today as individuals and as a com-
munity. For many of us, it happened suddenly, with head-spinning
speed. The largest and worst slaughter of Jews in one day since the
Holocaust became quickly transformed on social media from a
moment of unambiguous hatred into one of righteous decoloniza-
tion. Within hours of the massacre, seemingly in the blink of an
eye, anti-Israel sentiment became a trendy vibe. People we thought
were our friends and allies were quick to join the celebratory pro-
tests and grievance encampments.

The question is: If it was so sudden, why does it all feel so
strangely familiar, even to those of us who have lived comfortable,
fully assimilated lives seemingly so distant from antisemitism?

I think the answer lies in our highly uncool past. When October
7 happened, on a deep level, we all knew exactly what was going
on. We had heard about it from our grandparents, and though we
thought they were crazy when they said “it” will return, we still
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knew we were part of the same story: the recurring persecution and
mass violence that have dogged Jews across history. The popular
Israeli sketch comedy show The Jews Are Coming encapsulated this
reality in “Never Again All Over Again,” its first release since Octo-
ber 7. In a break from the usual satire, there isn’t a laugh to be had
in this sketch; instead, it offers a succession of survivor testimonies
along the dark seams of our past and present, beginning with a
mother after the fall of the Temple in Jerusalem in 70 c.E. and pro-
gressing through Cologne after the 1096 Rhineland massacres, the
1903 Kishinev pogrom, the 1929 Hebron massacres, Kristallnacht
in 1938 Berlin, Baghdad in 1943 —and Kfar Aza in 2023.

What haunts us, even those of us who have lived through only the
most recent pogrom, is the familiarity of even the oldest testimony.
“We were awakened by a terrifying noise, we didn’t know what was
happening...” two millennia ago in Jerusalem. “We realized they’d
broken into our neighbors’ house.... We heard them screaming
until silence fell. We thought of escaping into the forest, but every-
one who tried to escape found it was impossible” one millennium
ago in Cologne. This history has shaped us: “Deep inside I know it,”
each survivor says in unison as they stand together at the close of
the video. The weight of our past is in our blood.

Perhaps literally. Recent studies suggest that these traumatic
stories have become woven into our hereditary fabric through epi-
genetic change. Epigenetic changes are additions to our DNA that
influence the way our genetic code is read by our bodies. Studies
show that epigenetic change can occur from traumatic experience,
and that these changes can be inherited. The idea is intuitive to us:
It’s long been suggested that historical traumas can be psycholog-
ically passed down from generation to generation. Epigenetic fear
is the biological manifestation of historical traumas alongside our
genetic code. A review found that “there is now converging evidence
supporting the idea that offspring are affected by parental trauma
exposures occurring before their birth, and possibly even prior to
their conception.” One study found that “in the absence of their
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own traumatic exposures, offspring of Holocaust survivors” were
more likely to exhibit biological signs associated with post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD). Other studies have suggested that epigenetic
changes can be passed down for many generations.

After the pogrom of October 7 and the global reactions to it,
our epigenetic inheritance may have been activated in our veins. As
the researcher behind the study of offspring of Holocaust survivors
observed, “Epigenetic changes often serve to biologically prepare
offspring for an environment similar to that of the parents.”

In this respect, Jews have a built-in mechanism that gives acts of
barbarism against us a certain familiarity and triggers an almost
automatic response. Though the threats have come from different
neighbors—Romans, Germans, Baghdadis—across time and
place, they have always been similar enough to inoculate us against
being truly surprised.

This inoculation is one of the secrets to our resilience. The pain
and trauma we’ve absorbed for thousands of years is just enough (or
perhaps a bit more than enough) so that when, as evidently occurs
every few generations, Jew-haters seck to marginalize, ostracize,
massacre, displace, rape, mutilate and burn us alive, we instinc-
tively understand what is happening and we know how to act.

Trauma, inherited or direct, can have many possible impacts.
At the worst end of the spectrum, if left untreated and unresolved,
it becomes PTSD. This threat looms over Israel at the moment.
Survivors of October 7 who witnessed unimaginable horror will
need to receive extensive treatment to prevent the onset of PTSD.
With hundreds of thousands of Israelis still displaced and living
in temporary accommodation —and given the scale of the barba-
rism that decimated their communities, in a tiny country where
everyone is connected to everyone else—the wounds could take
decades to heal.

But there is another response to trauma, one equally present
in our inheritance: posttraumatic growth (PTG). PTG is the phe-
nomenon through which people experience positive psychological
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changes following a life crisis or traumatic event. That can include
changes in how they relate to other people, an understanding of
new opportunities and priorities, a greater appreciation for the
value of one’s own life, recognition of one’s own strength and spiri-
tual development. When I first learned about the concept of PTG,
I knew intuitively what it was. Perhaps, just like the trauma, it is
encoded in our inheritance.

The readiness of our former friends to justify the October 7
pogrom was matched by the readiness of the previously silent in our
community to begin raising their voices. As has been noted in these
pages, 30,000 new donors contributed to UJA-Federation of New
York’s Isracl Emergency Fund. This, at a moment when groupthink
and cool coalescence on campus happens around anti-Israel encamp-
ments, is a case of PTG. Speaking up for what is true, regardless of
whether or not it is popular, casy, or comfortable, and even when
it puts us outside of mainstream popular opinion is also an act of
reconnection with the essence of Jewishness itself. It is the positive
activation of our inheritance.

From our inception, the Jewish people have been shaped and
defined by those prepared to sacrifice their own comfort and place
within the mainstream to stand up for what is right. The courage
to be uncool. From Moses leaving the comfort of Pharaoh’s palace
to stand with Israelite slaves to the Jews who marched with Martin
Luther King, Jr. in Selma to the Zionists who laid the foundations
of the modern State of Isracl, being Jewish has never been about
being comfortable or being popular. Embroidered onto our DNA,
we may just carry the blessings of being uncool. (That is why we
outlive all of our enemies.)

With the Jewish people facing greater hostility and more
intense threats than we have in decades, an increasing number
are responding not by lying low but by standing tall. The trauma
of the past months and the subsequent (and inevitable) PTG will
bring about the following realization: that the Jews who were pre-
pared to risk being unpopular or contentious carry in their blood

110 SAPIR ‘ VOLUME THIRTEEN



the millennia of turbulent Jewish history, whose legacy we inherit
and whose mantle we pass on.

My grandmother arrived in Israel before the Holocaust, but her
older sister Gita survived the horrors of Europe in a way that would
traumatize anyone. She hid underneath a pile of slaughtered bod-
ies, including those of her two children, her husband, and everyone
else in her town, until darkness fell and she climbed out from under
the bloody corpses and ran to the forest nearby. She eventually
made her way to Israel, saved in body, but forever scarred in soul.
Gita wasn’t around much when I was growing up. She spent most of
her time hiding in my grandmother’s kitchen cabinets, screaming,
searching for her children. The psychological torment that plagued
Gita for the rest of her days is unimaginable.

With tears in her eyes, Nova survivor Noam Ben David —young,
pretty, bohemian, she looks like an artist from Venice Beach, not a
relic of the Jewish past—told me nearly exactly the same story. She
hid, along with two other people, all three pretending to be dead,
under a pile of 13 slaughtered bodies, including that of her late
boyfriend David. I say “nearly exactly” because rather than running
into the forest nearby, where festival goers were also gunned down,
she was saved hours later by the IDF—which didn’t exist when Gita
lost her family and everyone she knew.

If you are reading this, chances are you are descended from
those who were put through trials and tribulations and endured
them. We are all survivors. As a people, we are used to being
uncool, and we know what it’s like to be unsafe. It’s not fun, or
comfortable, but we have been here before and we know what to
do. Whether you know it or not, on a profound level, you are a
part of this organic chain. You are here. You are alive, and you are
reading these words. You were inoculated too. *
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JULTA JASSEY

You Can Graduate
Any Time You Like, but
You Can Never Leave

Leaving elite institutions isnt the way
to solve the campus crisis

S THE LEADER of a grassroots orga-
nization of Jewish college students, I'm
often asked by prospective students
and their parents which campuses to
avoid. It’s a question motivated by a

reasonable fear, all the more so after

October 7. But to ask the question is to
misunderstand the problem. If Jews are going to turn the tide on
antisemitism, avoidance isn’t only the wrong approach —it’s no
longer possible.

For a while, Jewish leaders figured that rampant antisemitism
was limited to a small number of universities that students could
avoid and activists should expose. If there was an anti-Zionist
movement on an elite campus that we didn’t want to say no to,
we told ourselves we could look the other way for four years before
dusting ourselves off in the so-called real world.
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Those days are gone. It’s been suggested that “we all live
on campus now,” a transformation that’s usually described as
a shift in ideas that arose in academia and filtered into the
broader American culture. The values and habits that made the
United States a place of Jewish thriving — respect for difference
and the free exchange of ideas, among others—were eroded
first at universities and shortly afterward in much of the rest of

American life.

But that’s not the whole story. The immense technological change
of recent years has saturated the “real world” with screens and
social-media platforms and remade our reality. American life
moved into a hothouse increasingly defined by the qualities of
campus life: ideological intensity, information whiplash, minimal
privacy. It’s no coincidence Facebook and other ubiquitous social
networks were created by college students. Consciously or not,
they reshaped the world on their terms.

The social-media revolution had benefits, such as reducing
barriers to news and community. It also coarsened our politics,
diminished the reliability of information, and supercharged
antisemitism. Rather than cutting through the fog of war, our new
world of instant information-sharing has made it thicker—and
more corrosive—than ever. Biased and fabricated information
about the current Isracl-Hamas war spreads like gossip. On X,
formerly Twitter, radical organizations share false or misleading
information across the country at a speed previously possible
in few places other than a tightly meshed campus. On campus,
collaboration with outsiders is rampant, with nonaffiliated activ-
ists congregating at university gates and even crowding campus
demonstrations. With the line between students and nonaffiliates
blurrier than ever, the challenges we battle on and off campus are
less distinguishable than ever.
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The Jewish community has been slow to react to these changes.
We've often responded with fear— for instance, asking which col-
leges we should avoid — because we haven’t yet come to terms with
the fact that this is an interconnected crisis.

Surely no student should have to endure harassment, bullying,
exclusion, or violence just because she is Jewish. But we cannot
fight back by withdrawing. We can’t run and hide, or bide our time
for four years, hoping to later emerge into normality. This is the
new normal—and if we don’t face it with strength, starting on
campus, we won't change it.

In other words, asking which campuses to avoid is a bit like
asking which social-media platforms we should delete in response
to rising vitriol; neither approach is a wide-scale or long-term solu-
tion. Donors and alumni may be able to leverage their preexisting
relationships to withhold giving until changes are made, but stu-
dents don’t have that power. Students make change by showing up
and demanding it.

Anti-Israel protesters, if nothing else, know this and have
proved flexible and fast-acting (often by breaching the rules and
sometimes the law) on campus and social media alike. Part of
their advantage is structural: Anti-Zionist organizations are often
collectively led by diffuse groups of students. By contrast, the
flagship Jewish organizations on campus are centrally run by an
older generation of leaders. Student perspectives and initiatives
can take a back seat, especially in fast-changing environments.
Moreover, students are, by default, not pushed into leadership.
What can follow is a lack of resolve, then silence. It’s time we
turned the tables.

At the beginning of my first year at the University of Chicago,
I joined the French club—as any college student would join a
club that promises baguettes and cheese, even though I don’t

114 SAPIR | VOLUME THIRTEEN



We cannot fight back by withdrawing. We can’t
run and hide, or bide our time for four years,
hoping to later emerge into normality. This is
the new normal—and if we don’t face it with

strength, starting on campus, we won't change it.

speak French. In the basement of a student hall, T halflis-
tened to a conversation buzzing over my head in French, until
I heard a word I did understand: “Nazi.” I interjected, curious
to know why Nazis were under discussion. I mentioned that my
great-grandparents’ families were killed during the Holocaust.
A German student responded, “Back in Germany, we don’t say
that your great-grandparents died in the Holocaust. We say
that they took an extended vacation to Germany and never
came back.”

I was frozen. Uncomfortable laughter filled the room. I joined
in. I wanted to speak up, but I felt paralyzed: T had no idea what
to say. I felt too ashamed to report the incident, too afraid to draw
attention to myself so early in my college career.

I learned that fear is not the most demoralizing response to
antisemitism. Silence is.

Later in my first year, the Covid pandemic hit. Students were
sent home, and our lives moved online. I started to connect
with Jewish students on other campuses, and I realized, with
both shock and comfort, that I was not alone. I learned that I
wasn’t the only one who offered an ambiguous answer of “Jew-
ish” when asked about my family background, thinking I could
spare myself the ugly looks I'd get if I shared that my maternal
grandparents were born in Israel. T learned that my peers from

SPRING 2024 | SAPIR 115



[t became clear that our community could
be more than a space for Jewish students
to be heard. We soon realized that the

foundation of our network — the stories

we receive from across the country

could be a tool for change.

around the country also hid their identities—and that, when
they didn’t, they were also harassed, bullied, and threatened
for believing that Israel should exist, or worse, for embodying
signs of its existence by being Israeli or of Israeli descent. So
many of us felt outnumbered on our campuses, without any
idea of where to turn to speak up for ourselves. We found our
voices online.

During that pandemic year, we watched as other social move-
ments coalesced on social media. But there wasn’t the equivalent
for embattled Jewish students. Our informal network started
in 2020 as an Instagram page called Jewish on Campus (JOC)
through which students anonymously shared their stories: a
place to be heard and to connect, to find community and res-
onance. The page quickly became a hub. Today we reach more
than 100,000 followers, the majority of whom are 18 to 24. They
engage with us on Instagram at a rate 35 times higher than the
average for nonprofit accounts.

It wasn’t long before it became clear that our community
could be more than a space for Jewish students to be heard. We
realized that the foundation of our network —the stories we
receive from across the country—could themselves be a tool
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for change. We heard from students at the University of Ver-
mont who were being excluded from membership in student
groups because they were Zionists and subjected to learning
environments in which a TA threatened to lower their grades
based on their identity. We received most of these Vermont stu-
dents’ stories as we had so many others, sent in from students
to share and commiserate with: They submitted them to us
because they knew they could trust us and they needed connec-
tion and affirmation.

But the UVM students thrust us into leadership by turn-
ing to us and asking how we could take action together. Like
far too many other students, many of us didn’t know at first
that powerful corrective action was available. As Brandeis Cen-
ter president Alyza D. Lewin explained in Sapir last summer,
discrimination or harassment that targets individuals with a
shared ancestry—including students of Jewish descent—is a
violation of federal law. We worked with the Brandeis Center
to help the UVM students file a complaint with the Depart-
ment of Education Office for Civil Rights (OCR), which reached
a resolution with the university. We've since filed three more
complaints.

We also leveraged our network when we met with White House
officials before the release of the first-ever U.S. National Strategy
to Counter Antisemitism to make sure the perspectives of students
were included. We successfully pushed for the Strategy to call for
universities to include Jewish students in DEI programs and for
a “Dear Colleague” letter from OCR to remind administrators
of their obligations to protect Jewish students. And when those
administrators didn’t do their jobs to protect Jewish students,
we continued to push them toward action. Last summer, OCR
opened an investigation into our JOC-Brandeis Center complaint
from SUNY New Paltz after Jewish students were kicked out of a
sexual-assault survivors’ group in part for posting on social media
that “Jews are an ethnic group who come from Israel.”
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It’s easy to feel discouraged or disheartened, given that foment-
ing antisemitism has become normal on campuses and in cities
around the United States. But I see a different picture.

Every day, I get to help the next generation of proudly Jewish
students develop their skills with strength and determination.
They’re growing up hardened to this new normal, and they’re
quickly coming to define the future of the Zionist movement in
America. Rather than fleeing the battle on campus and social
media, students at Columbia and many other schools across
the country have stayed in the fight by calling out antisem-
itism, showing up as proud Jews, and building networks of
change. We're providing them what I initially didn’t have as a
student: a community, training, and resources. We had already
worked hard to develop campus leaders by stripping away the
intimidation and connecting students around the country with
Jewish on Campus’s staff, who are mostly students themselves.
Since October 7, those efforts have gone into overdrive.

Armed with JOC’s training on engagement with media, poli-
ticians, administrators, and fellow students, our student leaders
have used their platforms, knowledge, and access to fight for
change. Students in our network know that the story is always
bigger than one campus. We zoom out and reframe the dynamic,
both by showing students who feel alone that they have a robust
national network of allies and by bringing their voices to Congress
and national media outlets. It’s easy for the story of an individual
student to appear meaningless on a hostile campus, but the equa-
tion changes when that story reaches the American public, which,
according to polls, is much more sympathetic toward embattled
Jewish students.

Jewish students at Columbia might be experiencing one of the
most hostile antisemitic campus environments in America. But

we don’t change it by leaving— not when we can arm ourselves
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with tools to force it to improve. While it might seem that Jewish
students are more isolated than ever, I see a steely generation
full of the resolve that the American Jewish community sorely
needs, now and in the future. Theyre standing tall in a fight
from which they know there is no place to run. *
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The fates of Israel and world Jewry are
entwined. The liberal order is essential for both

VERYWHERE one looks on the Ameri-
can Left, its relationship with Zionism is
under extreme strain. Given the changes
in both movements—the Left’s shift

from liberalism to progressivism and

nearly four uninterrupted decades of

right-wing Israeli policies to defend —it

has become increasingly uncomfortable to be unapologetically

Zionist in left-wing circles. If Zionism is to remain a significant

presence on the Left, it will depend on the resilience of the camp

that operates in both spaces.

That doesn’t mean hunkering down and waiting for political

and intellectual tides to turn. It means adopting tactics designed

to change the broader conversation, including the paradigm that
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prioritizes a hierarchy of oppression, which is never going to be hos-
pitable to Zionists or Jews. If we are to reinvent the Zionist Left,
both Zionism and the Left need to reimagine themselves.

For decades, the heroes of the U.S.-Israel relationship were Dem-
ocrats: Presidents Harry Truman and John F. Kennedy, Senators
Henry M. “Scoop” Jackson and Daniel Patrick Moynihan. By
contrast, its rockiest stretches were under Republican administra-
tions: Dwight Eisenhower during the Suez crisis, Ronald Reagan
during the fight over arms sales to Saudi Arabia and Tsrael’s inva-
sion of Lebanon, and George H.W. Bush following the Gulf War.
Liberals and progressives viewed the Jewish state as a prime exam-
ple of an oppressed minority group’s achieving national liberation.

The irony of the monumental shift that has taken place on the
Left with regard to Israel is that the importance of the very qual-
ities that formerly contributed to a favorable judgment of Israel
has not dissipated. Instead, these qualities are now advanced as
reasons to condemn Israel. But the fact that Israel is now seen as
oppressing Palestinians and creating a separate refugee crisis does
not erase the underlying reasons for the bond between Zionism
and the Left, even if they are buried under a formidable pile of
modern challenges. Digging out from under the pile means return-
ing to the success stories that already exist for left-wing Zionism.

The first step is rejecting the assumption that the Left is or should
be monolithic. The Jacobinism that reigns on many campuses and
among some civil-society groups is loud, as the most radical move-
ments and voices tend to be. But there are divides within the larger
left-of-center universe; some parts of the political and cultural Left
establishment will be more hospitable to Israel than others will.
Those divides should be mined for allies rather than interpreted as
cause to write off the Left entirely as implacably hostile.

When we look for ideological allies on the Left, we need to
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differentiate between 1948ers and 1967ers: between those who
object to Israel’s existence and those who object to some of its pol-
icies. 1948ers are unlikely to be swayed by arguments about failed
rounds of diplomacy, the historical persecution of Jews and their
miraculous return to their spiritual homeland, or the fact that a
majority of Israeli Jews are neither white nor European. The ideo-
logical zeal of this group— much of which skews younger — may
temper over time. But positive engagement will be difficult in the
current atmosphere.

The 1967e¢rs, by contrast, may also be angry at Israel. But they
are determined to end Israel’s military occupation and halt the
de facto annexation of the West Bank that is the result of expand-
ing Israeli settlements. 1967ers fit into the paradigm that led to the
original alliance between Zionism and the Left. Their argument is
that Israel is failing to live up to its own liberal values—the values
that initially attracted them to Zionism in the first place. Much of
the BDS movement’s success on the Left has been due to a percep-
tion, fueled by the movement’s leaders, that it is an anti-occupation
movement rather than an anti-Zionist one. While there are some
serious disagreements within the Left between pro-Israel advocates
and anti-Israel 1967ers over issues such as culpability, power, and
agency, they are ultimately policy squabbles rather than fundamen-
tal differences.

Such disagreements are features of any big-tent movement. With-
out engaging the 1967ers and fostering an intellectual environment
in which critics of Israeli policies are not deemed identical to those
who deny Israel’s basic legitimacy, the 1948ers will only grow in
strength. That path leads to a wholesale divorce between Zionism
and the Left.

Instead, leftwing American Zionists should adopt the model of
the Israeli Left, which is at times hypercritical of the Israeli gov-
ernment and its policies in a way that can shock American Jews.
Yet it almost never resorts to anti-Zionism. It routinely talks about
occupation, warns starkly about the consequences of leaving the

122 SAPIR ‘ VOLUME THIRTEEN



When we look for ideological allies on the Left,
we need to differentiate between 1948ers
and 1967crs: between those who object to

Isracl’s existence and those who object

to some of its policies.

Isracli-Palestinian conflict unresolved rather than waxing about its
complexity, and points to figures such as the firebrand MK Beza-
lel Smotrich as greater dangers to Israel’s liberal-democratic future
than some of Israel’s actual foes. In the U.S., these approaches are
often considered out of bounds in more establishment circles on
the Jewish Left, which widens the sense of isolation for many pro-
Israel voices on the broader Left.

These differences in approach can be attributed to the fact that
Israeli liberal Zionists and American liberal Zionists are not oper-
ating on the same playing field.

There is a widespread wariness in the American pro-Israel com-
munity of criticizing Israel from afar without having to bear the
direct consequences for policy choices as do those who pay taxes to
the Israeli government and serve in the IDF. Many also fear that crit-
icism of Israel that is too harsh or too direct will be appropriated by
Israel’s enemies. These concerns are understandable, but the sharp
rise in antisemitism in the context of the current war makes it clear
that our communities are more connected than ever. One maxim
of Zionism is that the fate of world Jewry is bound up with the fate
of Israel, which means we all have a stake in the decisions of the
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American Jews must understand that
writing off the Left as irredeemable will have
consequences for all American Jews, and not

only the ones who find themselves pushed

out of progressive circles.

Israeli government. A more resilient American Zionism is one that
acknowledges the reality of its essential boundedness to the Jewish
state and is therefore more confident about criticizing it.

Finally, resilience for the pro-Israel community on the Left can-
not be passive. If Israel’s liberal supporters are feeling squeezed
between their Zionist commitments and their liberal commit-
ments, the answer cannot be to downplay their Zionism or to
withdraw from the Left’s institutions. Both of these approaches,
in effect, urge pro-Israel Jews on the Left to cede their territory to
those who do not share their principles or values.

This is a false choice. Resilience is not the path of least resis-
tance. By definition, it entails a measure of hardship and loneliness.
The key is not to quit or become quiet, but to engage with even
greater vigor. The way to protect and expand the space on the Left
that is hospitable to Israel and Zionism is to identify allies, create
visible fortresses, and fight for a Zionist vision that others find com-
patible with authentic leftwing principles rather than declaring
these things impossible to reconcile.

We are all aware of the vociferously strong voices on the Left,
both in politics and in intellectual circles, who do not shy away
from their Zionism while proudly identifying as progressive. They
don’t accept the charge that they are “PEPs” — Progressives Except
for Palestine. They point to Zionism as a movement that empowers
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history’s most oppressed group, and to Isracl as an immigration
success story of refugee absorption and indigenous return. They do
not accept the idea that Israel cannot or should not be criticized,
but they see Israel as an integral part of standing up for justice and
as a necessary sanctuary for Jews. Their Zionism is a foundational
part of their identification with the Left. It is not a compromise, but
a natural symbiosis.

Boosting this trend is not only important for the American
Jewish Left. It is important for all American Jews, no matter their
political or ideological persuasion. American and Israeli Jews are
different in many ways, but if Jewish peoplehood is to have any
meaning beyond a slogan, it is that our destinies are entwined.
What happens over there reverberates in our lives over here more
than ever, as the post—October 7 world has made clear. American
Jews must understand that writing off the Left as irredeemable will
have consequences for all American Jews, and not only the ones
who find themselves pushed out of progressive circles. It is naive
to believe that animosity toward the Jewish state and its people
will not morph quickly into animosity toward Jews irrespective of
national boundaries, so repairing the relationship with the Left
should be an American Jewish project, rather than one that only
the American Jewish Left frets about.

Intellectual and demographic trends will continue to create
tension for the pro-Israel community that identifies with the Left.
While such tension is not desirable, it cannot be allowed to drive
Zionism out of the political and cultural camp that has been the
natural home of most American Jews for a century. The struggle
to retain that home will require terraforming the Left for Ameri-
can liberal Zionism. If the pro-Isracl community wants to reset its
relationship with the part of the Left that remains amenable to it,
this process cannot wait. *
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BRET STEPHENS

Democracy’s
Pessimism Paradox

Our self-doubt is a secret source of
democratic strength

E LIVE in an era of democratic pessi-
mism. Thisis truein at least three senses.
First, people in democracies today are
much less hopeful than previous gener-
ations about their children’s prospects.

Second, they are also skeptical about

the value of democracy itself. Unhappy

with social decay, sluggish and unequal economic growth, failing
public services, ideological polarization and the endless culture
wars that go with it, they question the political system that has
produced these things. And third, they gravitate toward political
saviors whose democratic commitments are questionable at best.
The evidence for these propositions is overwhelming. When
the 21st century began, a CBS News/New York Times poll found
that 71 percent of Americans thought the country’s youth would
lead better lives than their parents. By 2022, when Gallup asked
the same question, that number had fallen to 42 percent. A 2020
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study from Cambridge University found that dissatisfaction with
democracy among citizens of developed countries was at its high-
est point ever—close to 60 percent. Freedom House noted in its
2023 report that freedom around the globe had declined for its
18th consecutive year. “The breadth and depth of the deteriora-
tion were extensive,” the think tank reported. “Political rights and
civil liberties were diminished in 52 countries, while only 21 coun-
tries made improvements.”

What the data show, everyday life corroborates. Whether it’s
in the United States, Israel, Poland, France, or other advanced
democracies, people increasingly view their political choices as
zero-sum struggles between democrats and authoritarians— the
authoritarians being whoever is on the other side. Theyre also
prepared to use antidemocratic means to maintain their grip on
power, whether it’s in the form of denying the results of an elec-
tion, or employing mob tactics to obstruct legislative processes, or
using sketchy legal claims to try to jail a political opponent.

Underlying these antidemocratic behaviors is an antidemo-
cratic mentality: Our side alone is in possession of the truth. Our
political opponents are mortal enemies. Disagreement is heresy.
Where you stand politically is who you are morally. Wherever one
looks, the habits of mind and spirit that sustain free societies
seem to be withering.

The domestic challenge to democracy is compounded by for-
eign threats. George W. Bush probably spoke too soon when, in
2002, he named Iraq, Iran, and North Korea as the world’s “axis
of evil.” Tts current, much more powerful membership includes
Russia, which retains the world’s largest nuclear arsenal, and
China, with the world’s second-largest economy. Their partner-
ships with Pyongyang and Tehran, along with their burgeoning
influence in the Global South, makes our period reminiscent of
the 1930s—another time when willful dictators, intent on con-
quest and genocide, confronted a diffident and enfeebled West.
The only difference is that, back then, Franklin Roosevelt and
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Winston Churchill were in office or waiting in the wings. Their
astonishing achievement was to ready their people successfully for
the challenge. There are no similar figures available to us today.

To all this, I would offer a three-word rejoinder: Don’t panic—yet.
If this is an era of democratic pessimism, it’s one of many. “We
shall soon see this country rushing into the extremes of confusion
and violence,” wrote Mercy Otis Warren, the Massachusetts histo-
rian and playwright—in 1788. (She was expressing her disapproval
of the Constitution.) Pessimism about American democracy was,
with reason, a staple of the pre—Civil War era (“a house divided
against itself cannot stand”). It was with us during the Gilded Age,
the Progressive era, the McCarthy era, most of the 1960s, nearly
all the 1970s, and much of the Reagan and Clinton years. A sample
of influential titles from the last three decades of the 20th century
includes The Totalitarian Temptation, by the French intellectual
Jean-Francois Revel; The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, by Yale’s
Paul Kennedy; and Slouching Toward Gomorrah, by Robert Bork.

If we weren’t falling to the communists, or falling behind Japan,
we were falling into sin.

Why is pessimism so regular and even so frequent a condition
of democratic politics? Part of the answer is objective reality: Cer-
tain problems, such as slavery and disunion, depression and war,
illiberalism at home and the threat of totalitarian regimes abroad,
induce entirely legitimate fears for the future. Part of the answer is
psychological: People are prone to depression, phobias, and cata-
strophizing. Humanity has always nursed apocalyptic fears.

But some of the pessimism has its roots in the nature of demo-
cratic life itself. A few of the more obvious factors:

1) Information abundance and asymmetry. Liberal democracies
produce vast quantities of information—and have been doing so
at an exponentially increasing rate at least since the advent of the
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Wherever one looks, the habits of mind
and spirit that sustain free societies

scem to be withering.

internet. But information is not evenly distributed between good
news and bad. Negative information generally draws more interest,
generates more discussion, and gets higher ratings. No newspaper
ever went to print with the banner headline “Most Things Are
Slowly Getting Better.”

2) Controversy and political hyperbole. Open societies don’t just
make people continuously aware of the worst facts and most worry-
ing trends in society. They also are designed, through representative
government, to be adversarial rather than consensual. Demoniza-
tion and fearmongering are the hallmarks of democratic debate:
Why offer a restrained criticism of a political opponent when you
can more easily and with greater effect accuse him of dragging the
country and the planet into hell?

3) Dynamism and amnesia. Market economies offer growth
and opportunity— but also change, loss, fear, and nostalgia. Loss
aversion is a powerful human instinct (more powerful, as Daniel
Kahneman and Amos Tversky taught us, than the chance for gain),
generating a constant sense that further change is likely to produce
bad outcomes. The result is a longing for halcyon days in which life
was slower, steadier, more predictable, and secure. It takes a strug-
gle to recall that, on most measures of human welfare, the present
is immeasurably richer, healthier, and safer than the past.

4) Dissatisfaction and naiveté. Open societies examine and fret
about their weaknesses to the point of forgetting their strengths.
Closed societies disguise their weaknesses and advertise their
strengths. The result is a tendency within democracies, particularly
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among the intelligentsia, to look with awe at what appear to be
the power, efficiency, unity, and purposefulness of authoritarian
systems. That is true (at least until recently) of China in our own
day, just as it was with the Soviet Union and Fascist Italy in the
20th century.

5) Choice and responsibility. They are the keys to self-governance
—and heavy burdens. Not everyone wants to shoulder them. We
are pessimists about democracy because many of us are reluctant
masters of our own fates.

All this is to say that pessimism comes much more naturally
to people in democracies than many of us suppose. Moments of
democratic triumphalism, typified by the post-Cold War “End
of History” mindset, are more the exception than the rule. Just
as Jews are supposedly the “Ever-Dying People,” democracy, one
might say, is the Ever-Dying System — “never more than one
generation away from extinction,” as Ronald Reagan warned in
1967. There is also no shortage of cases of fragile democracies
sliding, or collapsing, into illiberalism and dictatorship: Turkey
under Erdogan, Russia under Putin, Venezuela under Chavez,
Hungary under Orban.

And yet liberal democracy adapts, endures, and— histori-
cally—prevails. It’s resilient. It’s worth thinking through why.

Some of the reasons are obvious. The consent of the governed gen-
erates loyalty, loyalty undergirds legitimacy, and legitimacy fosters
law-abidingness. Competitive elections prevent the buildup of
resentments, limit the harm that bad leaders do, and reflect the
evolution of social norms. Bills of rights and checks and balances
curb the political power of temporary majorities. Societies based
on political and economic choice are attractive, especially to
ambitious and hard-working immigrants. And so on.

But there’s a deeper reason: What has saved democracy in the
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past, and what will likely save us again, is not what we think we
know. It’s what we know we don’t.

What does that mean?

There’s an easy way to tell whether a company, an institution, or a
nation is in trouble. It thinks it has seen the future. In the early 1980s,
IBM, the world’s leading technology company, decided it didn’t need
to develop its own proprietary software— choosing instead to get it
from a small Seattle-based company called Microsoft. IBM never
recovered. Institutions of higher education in the United States con-
vinced themselves that they were indispensable to any American who
wanted to be part of the middle class, so they kept raising their prices
and lowering their standards. In response, millions of astute teenag-
ers and their parents are having second thoughts about the value of
a college degree. In this century, China’s leaders became convinced
they were sure to become the world’s dominant power and began to
revert to Maoist instincts as a way of preserving their positions and
shoring up their prestige. Now the main worry about China isn’t the
certainty of its rise but the consequences of its decline.

The word for all this is arrogance —to which liberal democracy
and the competitive markets that go with it serve as powerful checks,
whether it is the arrogance of political incumbency and market
dominance; of class snobbery and moral authority; or of national
pride and individual selfregard. Politicians fear losing their next
election; CEOs fear new, more agile competitors. Knowledge of our
ignorance, awareness of our fallibility, a recognition that we have
far to fall—all these are spurs to maintaining a competitive edge,
being receptive to new ideas and methods, and un-wedding our-
selves from our past for the sake of our futures.

Think again about our 21st-century pessimism. While the
United States was failing to win wars in Iraq and Afghanistan,
electing bad presidents, allowing our universities to collapse into
wokeness, struggling with an opioid epidemic, and failing to main-
tain control at our borders (to name some of the more common

indictments of modern America), we also:
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To be convinced, from one generation to

the next, that catastrophe lies around a corner
goes far to nurture the virtues of a healthy
society: self-questioning, experimentation,

a willingness to adapt, an instinct for danger,

relentless industry.

1) Became the world’s largest producer of both oil and natural
gas thanks to a fracking revolution that none of the major energy
producers saw coming at the beginning of the century.

2) Invented, commercialized, and dominated the four most import-
ant digital innovations of our time: smartphones, mobile apps, social
media, and generative Al. Pioneered the field of immunotherapies
and other gene therapies. Achieved the first nuclear fusion reaction
(at least one that created more energy than it consumed).

3) Landed a satellite on an asteroid, collected a dirt sample and
returned the sample to Earth. Flew a satellite to Pluto and beyond.
Landed multiple rovers on Mars and flew the first helicopter drone
on the red planet.

4) Attracted tens of millions of immigrants, both legal and ille-
gal, inflaming populist sentiment and causing undoubted strains
but also relieving our long-term demographic decline, which
would otherwise produce labor shortages, economic stagnation,
and long-term national decline.

5) Increased our gross domestic product, in inflation-adjusted
terms, by 64 percent. Our share of global GDP, at 25 percent, is effec-
tively unchanged from 30 years ago. It is nearly double that of the
European Union, even though the EU has 100 million more citizens.
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6) Won 136— 46 percent—of the 294 Nobel Prizes awarded
since 2000. U.S. dominance of the prizes rises above 50 percent
when the Peace Prize — so often awarded to dubious honorees —is
subtracted.

7) Gave birth to 61 of the world’s 100 largest public compa-
nies, including eight of the top 10. Remarkably, most of our largest
companies —such as Alphabet, Apple, Amazon, Meta, Microsoft,
and Nvidia— are less than 50 years old.

8) Continued to be the most charitable people in the world,
giving away far more of our money (in both absolute and propor-
tional terms) and volunteering more of our time than people in
any other developed nation.

None of this is secret. But it’s obscured to us by our own pessi-
mism, our trouble in seeing more than only what ails us. Optimism
breeds complacency; it’s an invitation to carry on as before. Para-
doxically, pessimism —at least when it doesn’t descend to fatalism
—1s a motivator, a spur to change, an invitation to personal or
communal reinvention. To be convinced, from one generation to
the next, that catastrophe lies around a corner, may be both the
cause and the result of a deep cultural neurosis. But it also goes
far to nurture the virtues of a healthy society: self-questioning,
experimentation, a willingness to adapt, an instinct for danger,
relentless industry.

Should we be optimistic, then, about our pessimism?

I wrote above that we shouldn’t panic about the state of democ-
racy, yet. What gives me pause is antisemitism.

In 2013, the Anti-Defamation League recorded just 751 antise-
mitic incidents in the U.S.—evidence, then—-ADL Director Abe
Foxman wrote at the time, that Jews had achieved “full acceptance
in society.” A decade later, 8,873 incidents were recorded in one
year, a 900 percent increase. Jewish cemeteries were desecrated
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13 times. Jews were physically assaulted for being Jews at least 161
times. There were more than 1,000 bomb threats, 2,177 acts of
vandalism, and several attempted or successful murders. It would
be easy to attribute this rise to October 7, but it was a steeply ris-
ing trend well before that massacre.

As T wrote last summer in SAPIR, antisemitism isn’t a problem
for Jews to solve because it isn’t, fundamentally, our problem, at
least as Jews. It is, however, a grave problem for democracy, because
antisemitism isn’t mere bigotry. It’s always a bigotry wedded to
a conspiracy theory—a uniquely toxic form of irrationality that
strikes at the root of the rational and empirical frame of mind that
made the Enlightenment possible, and with it the enormous suc-
cess of democracy. The antisemite isn’t merely at war with the Jews.
He’s at war with reality, with the fact that no dark, secret power
controls the course of events in an open society. The antisemite
embraces a politics of envy that is also an assault on the idea of
excellence, without which democracy cannot flourish.

This is why the rise of antisemitism in the United States and
other Western countries is accompanied by a broad decline in cer-
tain core democratic values: cancel culture and the suppression
of dissenting views; the embrace of “equity” as a dominant edu-
cational value; the demonization of personal success as a form of
unearned privilege; the relentless racialization of cultural, social,
and political discourse; the increasing resort to other conspiracy
theories (replacement theory, Russian collusion, globalist cabals)
to explain political phenomena. All this undermines the habits of

a free mind that are the operating software of democracy.

Powerful forces in American life are now rallying to fight antisem-
itism. Millions of Americans, Jewish and Gentile, understand that
the new Jew-hatred poses a profound threat to the things we love
most about the ways of a free and great society. American history
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should give us hope that those forces are not fighting a hopeless
battle; that the ugliness we see on college campuses and editorial
pages will remain on the fringes; that the vast majority of Amer-
icans will not lose their faith in their core ideals and their good
sense about the world at large. But success in the fight against
antisemitism and for democracy is not guaranteed. American his-
tory reminds us that retaining our best democratic ideals requires
constant work in every generation. *

May 16, 2024
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PHILIP GETZ

Jewish Masterpiece:
Judaca Caprta ct
Isracl Liberata

A now-infamous photograph of October 7
recalls an ancient coins symbol of oppression
and resilience

N 71 C.E., the Roman emperor Vespa-
sian, in consultation with the senate,
issued a commemorative coin to honor
his son Titus’s suppression of the Great
Jewish Revolt and destruction of Jeru-

salem the previous year. There are

many variations of the coin, several of
which depict the emperor or a Roman soldier in full battle dress
standing triumphantly and suggestively over a defeated Jewish
woman hunched on the ground, in some versions with her hands
tied behind her back. The implication of the scene is clear: He
can do as he wishes to her, just as he has to Jerusalem. A date
palm, representing Judaea, runs down the center and the image
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is encircled by the words “Judaea Capta” (Judaea captured).

One of the very first photographs that began circulating the
horrors of October 7 struck a terribly similar scene: several
armed men riding into Gaza on the back of a pickup truck
with the body of Shani Louk, a 23-year-old Jewish woman, lying
below them, half-naked, her leg dangling lifelessly off the edge
of the truck. One of the men stands like the Roman soldier,
knees bent in an athletic posture, pointing down at the body
with one hand and brandishing a weapon in the other. A tree
peeks out above his head in the center. Here, too, the implica-
tion is clear. (A viral video taken later showed Shani’s disfig-
ured body being spat on and paraded as a trophy through the
streets of Gaza.)

Many in the Jewish community were appalled when the photo
was awarded, among others from the Associated Press, a first-
place prize in the Pictures of the Year International awards,
the oldest photojournalism competition in the world. A graphic
snapshot of the black shabbat morning’s violence, it was, much
like the coin, a token of Jewish suffering and mutilation. After
the prize was announced, Nissim Louk, Shani’s father, took a
different view:

It’s good that the photo won the prize; this is one of the most
important photos in the last 50 years....These are some of
the photos that shape human memory, the Jew raising his
hands, the paratroopers at the Western Wall, photos that
symbolize an era....This is history. In 100 years they will

look and know what happened here.

But will they? The strange thing about photographs is just
how reliant they are on context. In the words of theorist Roland
Barthes, a photo “completely de-realizes the human world of
conflicts and desires.” The critic John Berger went so far as to
say that a photograph can be in “opposition to history.”
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To illustrate the point, consider this photograph from approxi-
mately 100 years ago:

The story behind it is as tragic as any in human history, but is
it not one of genocide as with similar photos you've seen. It is of
a starving German child in 1919. The fouryear allied blockade
of Germany, primarily intended to prevent armament shipments,
also prevented food imports and led to widespread famine. An
estimated 300,000—424,000 German civilians died of starvation

and malnutrition as a result.
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War, in all its parts, is hell on earth. Here is Susan Sontag, writ-
ing about the emotional weight of war photography:

We can’t imagine how dreadful, how terrifying war is; and how
normal it becomes. Can’t understand, can’t imagine. That’s
what every soldier, and every journalist and aid worker and
independent observer who has put in time under fire, and had
the luck to elude the death that struck down others nearby,
stubbornly feels. And they are right.

Who among us is capable of accurately intuiting a story or con-
text from a photograph? The devastating photos coming out of
Gaza today are served up on social media as evidence of genocide.
Their likeness to the apocalyptic images of pulverized Berlin in
April 1945 —where children, some as young as 12 years old, trag-
ically formed the last line of German defense— might, one day,
serve as evidence of how thoroughly debasing and horrifying wars
against genocidal regimes hiding underground can be. To quote
Barthes again, a photograph “teaches me nothing.” If a picture
is worth a thousand words, it can tell just as many lies. (Or many
more in the age of Al)

This is why the context of the Shani Louk photograph is so
important. Its meaning 100 years from now will depend on the
narrative in which it is placed, and who is telling the story. Much
like Vespasian’s commemorative coin, the photograph is as evoc-
ative to those who celebrate her suffering and murder as it is to
those who grieve it.

So here is some context: The photographer, Ali Mahmud, is said
to have been riding along with the men who killed her or others
on October 7. In this Mahmud is not alone; photojournalists are
often embedded on all sides of any given violent conflict. Some of
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them surely support the violence. Some simply “record so other
people ask” —as says the hardened photojournalist protagonist of
Alex Garland’s recent drama Civil War. Regardless of the photog-
rapher’s stance, we have become addicted to the graphic images
sent from the front lines, popping up, de-realized and decontex-
tualized, in our news feeds every day (which may be partly why
we, armed with our smartphones, are poised to see so many front
lines around us).

For Jewish history, this is not new. Ever since Vespasian struck
his coin, the lines between perpetrator and documentarian have
often been blurred or nonexistent. In September 1943 —exactly
80 autumns before the fraternities of Hamas, Palestinian Islamic
Jihad, and other groups GoProed their atrocities— Heinrich Jost,
a Wehrmacht sergeant stationed near Warsaw, spent his 43rd
birthday snapping pictures with his Rolleiflex inside the Jewish
ghetto. Many of the images are as ghastly as you might imagine,
and the captions, based on Jost’s recollections many years later, as
detached. One image, again of a Jewish woman on the ground, her
cold, stiffened legs the most prominent feature in the frame, bears
the caption:

This woman died in front of me. People were standing around

her. No one helped her, because no one was able to help.

This “no one” apparently includes himself, and it reflects
another of Barthes’s insights, perhaps especially true of Jost:

All those young photographers who are at work in the world,
determined upon the capture of actuality, do not know that
they are agents of Death. This is the way in which our time
assumes Death: with the denying alibi of the distractedly

“alive,” of which the Photographer is in a sense the professional.

At the same time Jost was shooting, Mendel Grossman, a
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Much like Vespasian’s commemorative coin,
the photograph is as evocative to
those who celebrate her suffering and

murder as it is to those who grieve it.

Hasidic painter and sculptor, was also taking photographs, both
in his capacity as official photographer for the ghetto admin-
istration, and secretly as a private resident of the Lodz ghetto.
Grossman’s photos outlived him — he died, armed with his camera,
on a forced march days before the German surrender — because
he fought to preserve them. In her book The Cruel Radiance.: Pho-
tography and Political Violence, Susie Linfield chronicled the life
of these photos, from their discovery in numerous hiding places
after the war to the loss of most of them to history when the kib-
butz housing them in British Mandatory Palestine came under
Egyptian control in 1948. The handful that remain have been
recontextualized into the story of Jewish resistance and resil-
ience. They are displayed at the Ghetto Fighters House, the first
Holocaust museum in the world. The museum stands at Kibbutz
Lohamei HaGetaot in northern Israel, founded by former par-
tisans, survivors, and veterans of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising.
(The kibbutz is famous for its leading role in Israel’s vegetarian
and plant-based meat-production industry in partnership with
Nestlé, an ashes-to-seedlings story if ever there was one.)
Contextualizing Grossman’s photography in the story of Jew-
ish rebirth is part of an ongoing tradition of Jewish reclamation
of visual culture. There are many images of Jewish history that
have an anti-Jewish provenance: Michelangelo’s Moses, Eduard
Bendemann’s painting of Jews being taken captive to Babylon,
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the Arch of Titus. In 1913, the newly formed National Federa-
tion of Temple Sisterhoods, which would later become Women of
Reform Judaism, began producing art calendars that reclaimed
these images, and others, for the Jewish lifecycle. In doing so,
according to Jessica L. Carr, a scholar of Jewish visual culture,
“Jews could recontextualize images...to shift the argument of
the images to reflect concepts that are influenced by Jewish views
of heritage.”

In 1958, the State of Israel recontextualized Vespasian’s artifact by
issuing its own commemorative coin, a copper medallion contain-
ing an engraving of the original Judaea Capta coin on one side,
and a new image on the other: a woman standing tall, proudly
holding an infant high in the air, and a figure planting a new sap-
ling in the ground, the signature date palm running down the
center. The image is crowned with the words “Israel Liberata.”

The tree symbolism is particularly apt. Speaking on the first
Yom Hazikaron (Israel’s Memorial Day) after he lost his daugh-
ter, Nissim Louk remarked that, when Shani was a little girl, she
would run to the forest near their house, losing herself for hours
among the trees.

Front and back sides of the 1958 Israel Liberation Medal

Credit: Wikimedia Commons
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Ahead of Tu b’Shvat, the Jewish National Fund (JNF) invited
families of the 364 victims of the Nova massacre to plant new trees
on the festival grounds at Re’im Forest. “The history of the people
of Israel is not just a history of destruction, but also of resilience,”
proclaimed JNF Chair Ifat Ovadia Luski.

Of the photographs and videos taken that day, one is of Ricarda
Louk, planting a tree for her daughter, the woman in the coin. *
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The most perplexing clement of the history of the Jews
is that there are still Jews at all.
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We will rebuild Be'eri. We will regrow the fields.
We will return, and we will not lose hope.
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Resilience, especially if it’s to be durable, doesn’t
spontancously emerge—it must be developed.
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There is no foolproof solution to intelligence failure, and Isracl
neceds far more than intelligence reform.
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Jews with hadar would no longer accept being spectators
to their humiliation and annihilation. The new Jew
would be proud. He would fight back, energized by

the components of hadar.
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The readiness of our former friends to justify the October 7
pogrom was matched by the readiness of the previously
silent in our community to begin raising their voices.
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