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The implications of Reform Zionism must be viewed from the perspective of what Zionism means today.  In turn, this necessitates an understanding of the two roots of Zionism – political Zionism and cultural Zionism. 
What is the difference today between "pro-Israelism" and Zionism?

What was Zionism in the past and what are the implications for the present and the future? And of course we have to link the question "Zionism Today" with the question: Reform Zionism today and Reform Zionism whither?

The Two Roots of Zionism

The root of Zionism with which most people are familiar is POLITICAL ZIONISM, founded by Theodor Herzl.   The goal of the Basel-program of the First Zionist Congress in 1897 was to establish a State for the Jews “like all the other nations".  This program was a reaction to modern anti-Semitism. Modern anti-Semitism, in turn, was the INDIRECT but poisonous byproduct of the collapse of the traditional feudal society, within which the Jewish communities existed and the emergence of the modern nation-state. The new nation-states posited the idea of the nation-family to the newly urbanized mass society  The nation-family was to be the substitute for traditional society as well as a palliative for the alienation within mass society. The Jews, as “outsiders” to the nation-family were the scapegoats for the tensions and social maladies which resulted from collapse of traditional society and emergence of mass society. The resulting anti-Semitism led to the enormous pressure on Jewry from WITHOUT which led to political Zionism.  Hence Herzl’s conviction that only an internationally recognized state  would ensure a life of dignity and security for the Jewish people.

The other, less well known root of Zionism was CULTURAL ZIONISM. Its primary exponent was Asher Ginsburg known by his pen name, Ahad Ha'am. Cultural Zionism was a response to the DIRECT collapse of the organic Jewish community as a result of the emancipation. The aim of cultural Zionism was not to save Jews – but to save Judaism. Cultural Zionism did not seek to establish “a nation like all nations”, but rather a nation in which the uniqueness of Judaism could bloom again and show itself in everyday life.  Cultural Zionism was the dynamic from the WITHIN, to ensure the continued creative survival of Judaism in the modern world.

Ahad Ha'am felt that the real challenge posed by modernity was twofold:  Physical and cultural assimilation in the modern national state on the one hand and the threat of petrification of Jewish civilization on the other hand.  

REVIVING THE PROPHETIC HERITAGE

In 1893, four years before the first Zionist Congress, Achad Ha’am wrote his seminal essay "Priest and Prophet"
. His main thesis was that the important contributions of Judaism to civilization were the prophets of Israel with their aspiration for a more perfect world – what we call today Tikkun Olam.  Tikkun Olam means transforming the world –not merely repairing the world. The transformation should begin with a Zionist transformation of part of the Jewish people in its historic homeland.  

Ahad Ha'am pointed out the fact that the prophets could only function at the time when the Israelites ruled over the land of Israel as a free people. A central theme in the Bible is the tension between the prophets who demanded the transformed world and the priests (and kings) who tried to compromise with reality as they understood it. 

The episode of the Golden Calf has become the paradigm for the ongoing tension between our tendency to assimilate culturally (and ultimately,” physically) to be like all the nations” and the injunction to be special, a People with a purpose.  Aaron the first High Priest and Moses, the archetype of the prophet-figure personify the clash which was to become a central theme in the Biblical narrative.    

Ahad Ha'am's opinion was that this tension – the tension between the “as is” of the  present world and the “should be” of future world as it should be in the eyes of the prophets – was the primal core of the creative spiritual power of Judaism.  

A summary of the cultural Zionist rationale would be:  In order to revive the spiritual power of the Jewish people, its Zionist transformation is essential. The Jewish people  needs its historic center, where it can contend with all contemporary political, economic and social challenges. The Jewish state (not just a state of Jews) would be an instrument to contend with these challenges. Only thus could the Jewish people return to the  Family of Nations as a full creative partner.

…These were the sources of the Zionist movement. The push from without led to political Zionism. The drive from within led to cultural Zionism. 

ZIONISM, MODERNISM and POST MODERNISM

…but we have to note – the Zionist movement, political and cultural, was a modern movement. This movement never was and, in my opinion, can also never be a post-modern movement.  

The Israeli philosopher, Eliezer Shweid, has compared the modern with the post-modern. The post-modern rejects ideology. The post-modern uses the social sciences to ascertain what is "realistic" and begins from that basic assumption
. 

As distinct from post-modernity, we have the basic assumption of the modern.  Modern ideology assumes that we have to determine and arrange a program for what is desirable. This is not dependent upon the current situation but stems from felt needs and the vision of the desirable. From this point, one begins to further the idea.

In his tribute to the harbinger of socialist Zionism, Moses Hess,  Leo Baeck wrote:

"He viewed the present from the future… he did not want to determine the future from the present."
  

There can be no better juxtaposition of modern and post-modern.

Herzl’s "If you will it – it is no fairytale”  is absolutely modern and not post-modern. The struggle of Eliezer Ben Yehuda to revive the Hebrew language – was absolutely modern; not post-modern. The goal of the Zionist Labor movement to build communities based on the equal worth of all (the Kibbutzim) as a basis for an ideal society was modern and not post-modern. 

This background brings us back to the question: What meaning has Zionism today – politically and culturally.  

POLITICAL ZIONISM REALIZED 

Political  Zionism has achieved its aim.  As Herzl foretold, the State of the Jews came into being fifty years after the First Congress. It is true – even now the state's borders are neither safe nor defined. Hostile powers want to destroy the state. But the state exists. The sovereign state has the responsibility to deal with these fateful political questions. Our daily news is full of them. It is possible to support the Jewish state - from within as responsible tax-paying citizens who also serve every year in the military reserves. It is also possible to support the state from the Diaspora without by all kinds of pro-Israel activities. Surely good citizenship in Israel and pro-Israelism in the Diaspora are essential.  But political Zionism is over. Finished. The state of Israel has the political responsibility and not the Zionist movement. The Zionist movement finds itself in a post political Zionist age.

THE CONTINUING RELEVANCE OF CULTURAL ZIONISM

But the aim of cultural Zionism was and remains a Jewish state – not just a state for the Jews. Such a Jewish state should be an expression of the prophetic ideals in modern clothing.  Such an ideal can never be completely realized.  It is an eternal, infinite aim.

The Jewish state will be the place where a Jewish community can attempt, theoretically, to realize the triple covenant between God's word (Torah), , the people of Israel and the Land of Israel.

That means that there have to be those, who are ready to devote themselves to tread a path in the light of eternal goals in their daily life.

Unfortunately, we have to say that in this respect most Jews in Israel are not cultural Zionists. I am saying this in black and white. In reality there is also a variety of grays. But generally, cultural Zionists today, as in the past, are a minority. In Israel, the worst cases are those whom the late Rabbi Arthur Herzberg called "Hebrew speaking Goyim". There are the above-mentioned good citizens. But only a minority sees itself as being committed to the realization of cultural Zionism in some form. 

WHAT PATH (PATHS) FOR CULTURAL ZIONISM?

For believing, cultural Zionists there remains a not-so-small problem. Who determines what constitutes and where lies the cultural Zionist path to the Eternal? How should practical cultural Zionism express itself in pursuing eternal goals   in the Jewish state and in Judaism in general?

All cultural Zionist visions have their own special action program for the new path of life, for the new "Torat Haim", which leads to the Eternal and is fulfilled in the  Here and Now!  

We have to ask:  Is the eternal path the way of Halacha?  Even more to the contemporary point, is it the path militant Orthodox Jewish Zionism who at this moment want to hold on to the whole of Eretz Israel?  
On the other hand, is the path the way of the "believing" atheists – yes, they exist in Zionist history. They want to have a social democratic state, which would be an example for other lands and perhaps especially for the lands surrounding us. Such Zionists see themselves today as secular Jews and are also described as such by so-called religious Jews. Seventy years ago they saw themselves as "free Jews" – Yehudim Hofshiim. They saw themselves as freed from the authority of the Halakha and the authority of the Rabbis who interpret the Halakha. Ahad Ha'am, Aaron David Gordon, and David Ben Gurion never saw themselves as secular. They were personally steeped in in the Jewish Heritage.   But their eternal belief was linked to the future of the people of Israel and the state was only an instrument towards the goal of a more perfect society realizing itself in the Jewish state.  In retrospect,  Israel’s founding generation threw out the baby with the bathwater in rejecting all symbols of belief – in particular the God-Idea.  

Perhaps there is still another way – a way in which the God idea is accepted as a binding symbol of the Jewish people – with no need for a monolithic theological creed for it. Everyone could say the Shma Yisrael at the prayer service, which symbolizes the God idea without a specific belief and commitment to a particular understanding of the term “God”. The Shma could be a matter of belief in God or an affirmation of the God idea - or both. In any case the congregation would be united in prayer.   

PRAYER WITHOUT COMMUNITY IS NOT ENOUGH

We must remember that the prayer service and ritual are the foci of the Jewish ritual community (the "Kultusgemeinde") BUT the ritual congregation itself is only a small part of a way of life – a "Torat Haim". Therefore we Reform Jews as Zionists must seek a Torat Haim. Our Torat Haim should be a democratic way, or even ways. Mordechai Kaplan, the founder of the Reconstructionist school of thought in Judaism said that the Halakha, the tradition, had a voice but not a veto. Such a way of life should evolve in community for without community no Judaism is possible. Developing such a way of life or even ways of life is the real challenge  facing  Reform Zionism.   

REFORM ZIONISM AS CULTURAL ZIONISM

And now let us continue with the Reform Zionism itself. I hope that from all I have said up to now it is clear that Reform Zionism can, from my point of view, only be a form of cultural Zionism.  Reform Zionists can as individuals or as a movement support or not support various standpoints regarding the political position of the state of Israel. It is reasonable to expect that pro-Israel Reform Jews outside of Israel will support the struggle for rights for the Reform Jews in Israel.  Reform Jews in Israel, by means of the World Union for Progressive Judaism also support similar struggles in countries such as Germany. Of course, this is also important for Reform Zionism and I assume that Reform Zionists will take an active part in it, BUT for that minority who view themselves as Reform Zionists it is not enough and also not the main issue.

What is the vision of Reform Zionism?

The main issue is: What is the vision of Reform Zionism? – How should the Jewish state become a society, in which the prophetic ideas of Judaism will be integrated with the democratic idea of equal worth of all – that means a society which is both Jewish and democratic.  This negates the idea of a Torah State ruled by Halacha. Nor should we accept an anchorless secular State of the Jews without Jewish symbols, without commitment to the God-symbol inherent in the prophetic idea of Tikkun. 
But Reform Zionism must affirm a culture of intentional community that seeks to foster the synthesis between Judaism and democracy, as a path, as a way of life today, which is also dedicated to the ideal for tomorrow. Clearly, there can be a pluralism of approaches to this goal.   However, it is critical that the culture of democratic Jewish community is not just a plank in an ideological platform but also reflects a reality within the Reform Zionist movement itself.

THE PARTICULAR and the UNIVERSAL
The universal questions of humankind are expressed in our little land. One example is our relationship with each other within our nation-family – and with others who are not within our nation-family but are living with us. "Veahavta Le'reakha Kamokha – Ani Adonai." "Love thy neighbor like yourself – I am God." (Leviticus 19:18)
Our relationships with each other are also connected with our relationship to the land as a part of Creation. Reform Zionism must also deal with our responsibility for our part of the earth – the land of Israel.  After all, the sustainability of human life on our planet is presumably reflected in the abovementioned threefold covenant – God/Torah, the People and the Land. But this covenant is also universal.  Every people has the responsibility to be stewards of that particular part of spaceship Earth on which they dwell.    

These are questions of faith.  In Judaism, faith has to be expressed by action in the present world. Reform Zionism and Reform Zionist intentional community cannot limit themselves to the prayer service on Friday evening or on Shabbat morning. After all, the whole idea of cultural Zionism was to actualize the faith in the national life of the Jewish people in a practical way. A.D.Gordon expressed the idea thus: "We gave the world the idea of man in God's image – now our task is to establish in Eretz Israel a nation in God's image."

What is our Reform Zionist ideal, our vision that we wish to realize? There could be various paths to the ideal. We are a pluralistic and not a monolithic movement. But: "B'Ein Hazon Yipara Am" – Without vision, the people become unruly. (Proverbs 29:18)

VISION and PASSION

In order to realize a vision we need passion. "With all your heart, with all your soul, with all your might." (Deut. 6: 5)
That passion was exemplified by the Halutzim, the Labor Zionist pioneers of the past. However, that can also be said about today’s settlers in Judea and Samaria. From passion it is but a small step to fanaticism without tolerance. 

The Torah-portion PINHAS recounts that Pinhas "took a spear and stabbed both of them, the Israelite and the Midianite woman…".  For this act he received God’s approbation:  “…Pinhas has turned back My wrath from the Israelites by displaying among them his passion for Me.” (Numbers 25: 8, 9, 11)
In Hebrew, the term used by God is  B’kano et kinati which is the root word for “fanatic” and “zealot”.    Zealous and passionate were   also the characteristics of the prophets. 

Are those who see themselves as Reform Zionists determined enough? Are Reform Zionists zealous enough for “the cause”? That may not suit us as rational Reform Jews.   How do we Reform Zionists bring passion to our issues like the other movements historically brought to their issues, on their cultural Zionist path?  I do not have an answer but the question has to be asked. We have to be passionate without being fanatic.  

Pro Israel Reform Judaism and Reform Zionism

We must differentiate between pro-Israel Reform Judaism as an identity and Reform Zionism as an ideologically self-aware and committed movement. This distinction has important ramifications both in Israel and in the Diaspora.

First in Israel. We have an organization of Reform communities in Israel with about 5,000 members in 25 communities. They are Israelis who are looking for a religious congregation for themselves and their families, an egalitarian prayer service, not ruled by Halachic authority, with an egalitarian somewhat elitist kindergarten for the children and a congregation where one can celebrate Bar Mitzva / Bat Mitzva or perhaps even a wedding in this spirit. In that way we suit ourselves to the needs and desires of the individual, and within the framework of the community, the individual finds the companionship of other people with similar feelings. This is an answer for the personal, spiritual and social needs of the individuals and for their families.  Because of this it does not mean that participating individuals see themselves as a part of a movement.  They may merely be consumers of religious-cultural services.   The reform congregations adapt themselves to the wishes and needs of the individuals. They are post-modern congregations.
In 2006 a “branding process” was conducted in the IMPJ in order to promote marketing the congregations.

“The IMPJ is a religious stream offering contemporary Jewish identity to those who wish to renew their Judaism while maintaining a freedom of choice in their way of life”.

Note: The appeal is to the felt religious and cultural needs of the individual.  There is no hint that the individual is being asked to join a movement.  The word “Zionist” is prominently absent.  The concept of “religious stream” is cloned from Diaspora Reform Judaism.

Members of IMPJ congregations do not have a shared cultural Zionist vision with a political-cultural program geared to advance that vision to change and/or transform  Israeli society.  Here, in Israel, we are not a part of a Reform Zionist movement with a Reform Zionist vision. Many members do not even think that the idea is legitimate. I am not talking about a political party but I am talking about a movement even if it is a 

minority  within the framework of the congregational organization (the IMPJ). 

Cautious and modest initiatives for a Reform Zionist movement stem mainly from the Israel Religious Action Center (IRAC) – and not from the congregations.  IRAC is the initiative of the Reform Zionist movement in the United States – ARZA. The Kibbutzim, Yahel and Lotan, which were founded as Reform Zionist communities, were also founded as a result of American initiative.  

CONDITIONS FOR A REFORM ZIONIST MOVEMENT

What is missing to make it possible for a Reform Zionist movement to come into being?   In the history of cultural Zionism there are already historic precedents. We do not have to invent the wheel. Looking at the historical record, there have been three conditions for cultural Zionist movements to leave their marks on developing Israeli society.

Firstly, all cultural Zionist movements that have had an impact on Israeli society had an ideology – they were modern, not post-modern phenomena.  In his book, The Zionist Ideology, the historian, Gidon Shimoni, has explained the concept of ideology as “…a coherent, action oriented set of ideals that provides those who subscribe to it with a comprehensive cognitive map of their positions and purposes”.

But ideology was not and is not enough.  The ideology had to be capable of mobilizing a critical mass of people (generally young people) so passionate about their ideas and ideals that they were prepared to commit their personal lives, together with like minded others, to the practical realization of their particular ideology.

Secondly, the cultural Zionist movement had to establish an educational system – from kindergarten through high school and beyond.   The educational system also had to have an ideological rationale. It had to have teachers who were also educators – Mechanchim. The cognitive content was important – but what was even more important was the fact that the teacher-educator had to be an example in his personal life with which the young people could identify. 

No less important, there also had to be an informal educational system - youth movements with leaders who could credibly symbolize the fulfillment of the vision in their lives. Youth movement extended all the way through army service by means of garinim (nuclei). This framework provided at last partial continuity through the army period.  The army made it possible for the garin to assign a percentage (10 – 15%) of its members to leadership work in their youth movement.  

 The school and the youth movement were so to speak a magnetic field which had the power – cognitive and affective – to attract the young – attract them and commit them to a certain cultural Zionist view of life.

Thirty years ago, Zippora Efrat, a kibbutz educator based herself on the Israeli sociologist Shmuel Eisenstadt in order to focus on the core question:

“Eisenstadt, in his book, Education and Youth (1965) pointed out that  ‘…it was the intention of the erstwhile revolt of Jewish youth to fully integrate their personal future with that of the future (ideal) society.’  The youth movement members who cared saw the problems of the (Jewish) collective as an inseparable part of their personal lives…” 

The third condition was to set up ways of life, intentional communities, whose purpose was to actualize the ideal, the "eternal thou" (Buber) – communities in which the individuals could achieve personal self-fulfillment in work and love while being passionately engaged in realizing their particular cultural Zionist path. 

In the end, it was only a small percentage that achieved self-realization in this way. However, those who reached the peak set the example. From them came the best teachers-educators and youth leaders. Although only a few lived the ideal (the Kibbutz movement was mostly less than four percent of the Jewish inhabitants), additional tens of thousands experienced it for a short while as part of their acculturation within the society of the state in embryo.  

Until the 1950’s it was the Labor Zionist movement, its educators and literati who led the way ideologically. Since the 1970’s the same principle applies to the militant orthodox Zionist movement, which built Gush Emunim settlements in Judea and Samaria. This movement is based on the religious schools and Yeshivot and the Bnei Akiva youth movement. One does not have to agree – but after all, this was and still is a variant of cultural Zionism.  
WHAT IS MISSING IF WE ARE TO HAVE REFORM ZIONISM

All three components enumerated above are missing in order to establish a Reform Zionist movement in Israel: Ideology, formal and informal educational systems, and intentional Reform Zionist communities with a way of life which will serve as an example (examples) of what Reform Zionism as a torat chaim, a total and comprehensive way of life means.

Reform Zionism in Israel (or lack thereof) also has implications for Reform Zionism outside of Israel. The fact is that young people who were cultural Zionists (and also the not so young) identified themselves with the Zionist enterprise via a specific cultural Zionist vision and not with some abstract "Israel". I am not talking here about pro-Israel projects, philanthropic and other, the alternative for political Zionism. In the case of cultural Zionism, people identified themselves with a certain vision of Israel – the vision of their movement. Practically, that meant – identifying with that minority, which sought to realize the particular vision.  

My kibbutz, Lotan, is an intentional Reform Zionist community.  The intentions are spelt out in a vision statement.  It is one possible path  in an attempt (no more than that)  to realize one possible option for a Reform Zionist vision. But a small Kibbutz, or even two small Kibbutzim in the Arava, are not adequate answers for a spectrum of Reform Zionist intentional communities in all parts of Israel . We in Lotan are surely looking for more young members. However, Reform Zionism has to have additional options.   

NEW OPTIONS FOR ZIONIST INTENTIONAL COMMUNITIES

Lately we have seen a new movement of educational communities of "Free Jews" in the social and geographical periphery of Israel. Many of the founders are children and grandchildren of kibbutz founders.  They say that their Kibbutz today does not have meaningful aims any more and therefore they must try something new.  In other words, most kibbutzim today are seen by them as no longer being intentional communities.   Unfortunately,  there is no Reform Zionist movement in Israel to take part in that enterprise of renewed intentional community.  The educational institutions of the IMPJ, both formal and informal, currently have no contact with these developments.

Can a post-modern religious congregation be changed into a living community of Reform Zionist Torat Haim – at least partly? This remains an open question. Under the present circumstances, there is much too little in the way of Reform Zionism, with which our youth and also adults (worldwide) can proudly identify themselves.

REFORM ZIONIST CULTURE: IN ISRAEL and in the DIASPORA

A few words concerning Reform Zionist culture. For both youth and adults Reform Zionism has to be part of a Jewish-Zionist culture – including the prayer service - the focus of the religious ritual congregation. Cultural Zionism utilizes the entire Jewish heritage  – not only tradition stemming from the Halachic period.  This means Biblical as well as cultural Zionist sources of the last 150 years.  The canon should include Achad Ha’am, Martin Buber,  modern Hebrew literature as well as thinkers who laid the ideological foundations for the various streams within Zionism.  

The mandate for creative prayer and ritual existing in Reform Judaism is underutilized.  It is a serious Reform Zionist mistake that in several Rabbinical schools, including Hebrew Union College, cultural Zionist sources are not taught adequately. Prayer service in the lands of the Diaspora is the main contact with the organized Jewry outside the family.  If Zionist thinking is not integrated into the Reform service, Reform Judaism cannot become Reform Zionism. This is a challenge for the Reform Zionists and especially for the rabbis.  The Zionist aspect of our heritage is not adequately integrated in our ritual and liturgy.   

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Shortly after the establishment of the State, Dr. Max Elk, the founding principal of the Leo Baeck  school in Haifa wrote:

“… The question is. Whether the religious and moral values give sense to Judaism inside and outside Israel, or do—as in other countries—economic, political and technical factors determine life for the individual and the community?  From this point of view Liberal Judaism receives a new and wider importance; it dissociates itself from the idea of assimilation and receives a spiritual task within National Judaism.  On the other hand, National Judaism, with the revival of Jewish culture and the building up a State of its own, fills Liberal Judaism with the reality of Jewish thought and gives it a concrete task.”

More than fifty years later the “concrete task” remains.  Confronting this challenge and others which Max Elk could hardly have foreseen will give meaning and significance  to Reform Zionism. 

"Lo Aleicha HaM'lacha Ligmor,  ve Lo Atah Ben Chorin Lehibatel Mimena."   (It is not your duty to complete the task, but neither are you free to desist from it.)    

(from Avot 2:16)
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