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Ta Shma is a division of Melitz.

Established in Jerusalem in 1973, Melitz is a leading provider of informal educational
services in Israel. Melitz programs strive to promote the importance of a democratic
Jewish State and to strengthen historical connections to the land of Israel, the
Jewish people, and the future of Israel, while creating a sense of joint destiny
between Israeli and Diaspora Jews. In a diverse Jewish world, Melitz programs
stress the legitimacy of divergent views, thus advocating tolerance and mutual
respect amongst Jews.

Since 1996, Ta Shma has offered English- and Hebrew-speaking audiences in Israel
programs which explore Jewish texts, thought, art and spiritual life from a uniquely
pluralistic perspective.  At each Ta Shma event, faculty of different ‘flavors’ of Judaism
– Orthodox, secular, Reform, Conservative, Reconstructionist, unidentified, and
undefined – work together to plan and teach each session.  The result is a powerful
and memorable Jewish learning experience. TA SHMA
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Youval Jobani is writing his doctorate
on Spinoza in the School of Philosophy
at Tel Aviv University, where he teaches
in the Departments of Philosophy and
Jewish Thought. He is currently
translating Menachem Lorberbaum’s
Politics and the Limits of Law into

Hebrew. He lives in Herzliya with his wife and their son.

Matt Plen, a native of London, made
aliyah in 1998. He completed his M.A.
in Jewish Studies and Education at the
Schechter Institute for Jewish Studies
in 2001 and is receiving teacher
certification at Kerem - The Institute
for Humanist Jewish Education. Long

active in the world of informal education and youth movements,
both in Israel and the Diaspora, Matt currently serves on the
educational staff of Melitz — Centers for Jewish Zionist
Education.

Tamar Duvdevani, born on Kibbutz
Rosh Hanikrah, received her rabbinic
ordination from Hebrew Union
College in 2003 and her M.A. from
the Schechter Institute for Jewish
Studies in Talmud and Gender Studies.
She currently directs the beit midrash

at Beit Shmuel in Jerusalem, where she teaches Talmud and
rabbinic literature.

Youval to Matt:
The Torah’s being given at Sinai, outside the borders of the Land of Israel, teaches us that the Torah
— which is intended to give the fullest possible expression of truth, of good, and of beauty — necessarily
lies beyond our borders, an aspiration that, as such, lies beyond our grasp. The Torah is a regulative idea
— and the purity, cleanliness, calm, and truth of the desert in which it was given are the goals to which
we must aspire in our everyday political framework (though it is usually characterized by the exact
opposite of these). The person who does not look to Sinai for a framework for his behavior in the
Land of Israel — this person has no God, for God is by definition the ultimate Other, that for which
we long but can never attain.

Matt:
In fact, according to our tradition, the Land of Israel was not the birthplace of the
Jewish people.  Abraham’s origins were in Mesopotamia, and from there his family
migrated to the Land of Israel and on to Egypt. The book of Exodus relates that
it was in Egypt that the children of Israel became the nation of Israel. If Egypt was
the site of this physical evolution from family to peoplehood, then Sinai was
the location of the Jewish people’s spiritual coming of age — the revelation of
the Torah.

But why does the formative moment of revelation occur outside of the Land, in
the desert? Though our tradition is replete with answers to this question, we find a particularly relevant
one in tractate Nedarim of the Talmud:  “When a person makes himself into a desert, abandoned and
vulnerable, Torah is given to him as a gift.” That is, revelation’s barren location is a metaphor for the
mental state necessary for its apprehension. In this light, Judaism is a purely spiritual phenomenon —
anti-materialist, unconcerned with power, and universalist in essence.

Modern political Zionism is in many ways the opposite of this formula. The Zionists saw the Jewish
people as defective inasmuch as they strayed from modern, secular understandings of nationhood. Their
remedy was to abandon religion, grounding Jewish identity in political sovereignty, language, and possession
of the land. Ultimately, Zionism’s goal was normalization — the Jews were to become a healthy nation,
just like any other.

However, this ambition was not universally accepted in Zionist circles. The philosopher Martin Buber
condemns what he sees as an empty “national egoism,” aimed at nothing more than Jewish survival for
its own sake. In  “Hebrew Humanism,” Buber writes that a nationalism that ignores the universal, spiritual
side of Judaism is self-defeating and will inevitably crumble.

“God... takes delight in the man who calls him to account, because that man has absorbed the demand
for righteousness with his very flesh and blood.”  If the lodestone of Judaism is its pursuit of justice, this
must be the goal of Zionism as well.  Jewish statehood is merely a means to this universal, spiritual end.

Tamar to Youval:
For two thousand years the Jewish people lived as a minority in exile, outside
of the borders of the Land of Israel — creating its finest religious and cultural

works and its most outstanding philosophical and ethical thought. Judaism
was never a religion of politics, and it was never challenged to deal with
legal and political autonomy at any practical level. The State of Israel represents
an attempt at a hitherto non-existent (and perhaps inherently impossible)

combination —  a “Jewish State.” Even as we search to create our future here,
perhaps we need to reconcile ourselves with the fact that there is no Jewish
way to operate an army or to maintain a legal system in a democratic state —

that, in short, there is no Jewish way to maintain a state.

Youval:
In the Land of Israel the people of Israel was born, and from there the people was dispersed into exile.
It was a difficult and burdensome journey, yet the people nonetheless survived — without a land of
its own, bearing no weapons, and lacking a shared mother tongue. And when the storm clouds darkened
overhead in Europe, it appeared that the impending end was that of the people, not just the journey.

Yet suddenly: again, as before, a state of its own, with a class of fighters and a class of farmers. Gradually
the nation showed that in normal circumstances it
is difficult not to become normal. But a “normal Jew”
is an oxymoron: God does not choose the Jewish
people to be “like all other nations” — and a nation
that is “like all other nations” does not choose God!

And so the third Jewish commonwealth contains
deep within it a danger as great as its hope — the
loss of our uniqueness. How shall we not become
like all others? How can we look at Jewish history
without feeling shame at our present? How can we
shape the present so that future generations will
feel pride? How can we not lose, in the broadest
sense, the Sabbath, in a mall-filled world whose ethos
is “I buy, therefore I am” ? How can we sustain our
moral commitments in a postmodern world in which
good and evil are values thrown into history’s waste
bin? How can we maintain military might without
being ashamed, in a hypocritical world in which
power is identified perforce with violence?

In the Land of Israel the Jewish people has arisen anew, but as of now it seems that we are too tired
to ask ourselves such questions. And because nothing is more Jewish than to respond to questions
with further questions — this means that we are tired of being Jews. There are no greater dangers
to our identity than complacency, excessive pride in and reliance upon our past accomplishments, and
foolish confidence that things will continue on course, even if we let go of the steering wheel briefly.
The Land of Israel — which gave birth to the Jewish people — threatens to be our burial ground.
We are in danger of committing self-euthanasia, of giving ourselves the kiss of death — just like all
other nations!

Tamar:
 “Rabbi Yose taught: The Children of Israel were issued three commands upon
entering the Land [of Israel]: to appoint a king, to extirpate the seed of Amalek,
and to build the Temple”  (Sanhedrin 20b). The Jewish tradition teaches us
of three attempts to establish Jewish independence in the Land of Israel —
three failed attempts.

“To appoint a king”:
The first attempt appears in the story of the spies who were sent under
divine command to examine the Land of Canaan (Numbers 13:2). Upon
their return, the spies cast doubt upon the people’s ability to handle sovereignty,
expressing deep fear of the Land and the price that entry into it will exact.
Making the land into a national homeland will entail the establishment of an
independent governing body — a kingship that exacts heavy costs at the
religious and moral levels (I Samuel 8:11-18).

“To extirpate the seed of Amalek”:
The second attempt to enter the Land involves the First Temple. The kingship
becomes corrupt, and the people and their leaders fall prey to idolatry. Israel
and Judah commit social and moral offenses, and in so doing they fail to
extirpate the seed of Amalek from amongst themselves. The legal and political
systems lose their moral authority, and the land can no longer contain the
two Jewish kingdoms.

“To build the Temple”:
The third attempt to enter the land involves the building of the Second
Temple. It seemed to be a period of cultural and religious flourishing, but the
Second Temple did not survive. Why not? Our sages answer, because “[t]hey
loved wealth, and they hated each other with senseless hatred”  (Jerusalem
Talmud, Tractate Yoma, 1:1). The people of the Second Temple arranged for
themselves a king and a kingdom, and they wiped out the seed of Amalek
from amongst themselves — but they failed in building the Temple, God’s

earthly dwelling place. For the temple’s foundations
are rooted in interpersonal connections and the caring
for and love of one another; and here the children
of Israel again missed the mark. Three attempts at
establishing Jewish sovereignty in the Land of Israel
failed. Drawing from the wisdom and experience we
acquired from previous generations — will we succeed
where our ancestors fell short?

INSIDE OUT!

In reading this Conversation Piece, follow, as Ta Shma does, the time-
honored layout of Jewish classics: start with the text in the center and
work your way outwards. Next read the commentaries of each faculty
member upon that text, and finally listen in on the text-inspired conversation
that emerges when the respondents engage each other in commentaries
upon the commentaries.

In the Land of Israel, the Jewish
people came into existence. Here
their spiritual, religious and
political identity was shaped. Here
they first attained to statehood,
created cultural values of national
and universal significance and gave
to the world the eternal Book of
Books.
Israel’s Declaration of Independence, May 1948

Matt to Tamar:
You create abstract,
po l i t i c a l l y - co r rec t
metaphors out of the
three very concrete
commandments taught
by Rabbi Yose. Though
plausible, your reading of
the text seems to me
over ly  apologet ic .
According to a more
straightforward reading,
our threefold obligation
is: (1) to appoint an
oppressive, autocratic
ruler; (2) to commit
genocide on an enemy
nation; (3) to build a
religious institution
where animals are
slaughtered in arcane
daily rituals.  While
corruption, abuses of
democratic process,
h u m a n  r i g h t s
infr ingements , and
religious extremism are
features of modern
Israeli life, the Zionist idea
surely requires us to
struggle against these
phenomena. I believe
that Rabbi Yose’s teaching
should be taken not as
an aspirational ideal, but
as a warning against the
uncritical adoption of our
tradition’s less palatable
precepts.


