
ISRAEL-DIASPORA, ONE PEOPLE?
WALKING A TIGHTROPE

ATTENTION

"In the new relationship between Israel and world Jewry, neither side can claim seniority any more.
In the previous crisis narrative, one side always had a stronger voice - either because it was the one doing 

the saving, or because its life was on the line. In a relationship built on shared values, we must learn
to see each other as equals, as partners with much to contribute to one another. 

We must be willing to share our realities and make room for the other's voice to be heard because
the two communities complement one another." (Rabbi Dr. Donniel Hartman)

Attention / T. Carmi*

It’s hard for two seashells to have a real conversation.

Each listens to its own sea.

Only the pearl diver or antiquities dealer

Can determine without fear: it's the same sea.

In Tractate Pesachim, our sages said:

"God did right by the Jews by scattering them among the nations"
Dr. Avi Becker explains that assertion in two ways:
The first – God did right by scattering them because that way it
will never be possible to destroy the entire Jewish people.
The second – that way they will be able to spread their light
(Jewish ethical principles) to non-Jews everywhere.
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?? • Is there anything in your own life experience 
that can relate to that metaphor?

• Is it right to compare Jewish communities 
around the world to the seashells in the 
poem? Whose role, then, is it to be the pearl 
diver or the antiques dealer?

• As you see it, did God really do right by 
the Jews by scattering them among the 
nations? Or would it have been better 
had He done otherwise?

• Can you find other reasons for why it's a 
good thing, or why it isn't?
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Excerpts from an open letter from Ronald S. Lauder, President 
of the World Jewish Congress, to Ehud Olmert, former Prime 
Minister of Israel and Mayor of Jerusalem  - January 8, 2008 
(prior to imminent discussions on the future of Jerusalem):

"As a former Mayor of Jerusalem and defender of the Holy 
City, you know how important Jerusalem is to the identity of 
the Jewish people. Our people streamed back to their ancient 
capital, re-establishing their majority here. (…) The words, 
“Next year in Jerusalem,” were on the lips of our people in 
the darkest days of our recent history and at our most joyous 
moments as well. As you know Jerusalem is at the core of 
Jewish identity. (…) Jerusalem has been both the capital of 
Israel and the capital of the entire Jewish people for 3,000 years. 
While recognizing Israel’s inherent prerogatives as a sovereign 
state, it is inconceivable that any changes in the status of our 
Holy City will be implemented without giving the Jewish 
people, as a whole, a voice in the decision!"

“No Money for the Jewish Diaspora”
Uri Misgav, Haaretz, August 19, 2016
There is after all money for "strengthening Jewish identity" and 
"activity on behalf of Israel" in America. A lot of money that 
is paid for by Israeli taxpayers, which could be used for other 
purposes in Israel.
As an Israeli citizen, I don't want a single shekel of my tax 
money going to Jews in the Diaspora. Not the Diaspora, in 
general, and certainly not the Diaspora in rich America. I don’t 
feel any sense of responsibility for them - not for their fate, 
not for the ways they practice their Judaism and not for their 
affiliation with Israel. That's their own business.
One can be a Jew outside Israel too, but one cannot be a 
Zionist in America. It's ridiculous. If you believe in Zionism, 
you don't live in America. You live in Israel, contending with it 
and the vicissitudes of life on a daily basis and fighting over its 
image based on your civic and political views.  
By the same token, the State of Israel needs to relinquish its 
ownership of Judaism. Nobody handed it over. Israel was 
founded and exists as the national home of the Jewish people, 
and not as a global umbrella authority over Jews and Judaism. 
The knot is a complicated, almost Gordian, one, but we have to 
start untying it.
The Jews of North America have no rights here, and certainly 
not a"birthright." By the same token, Israel doesn't have too 
many rights beyond its own borders, not over "Jewish values" 
or the "affiliation with Israel." Showering Israeli money on 
American Jews is truly the epitome of absurdity.

Shlomo Avineri, Professor of Political Science at the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem, responds to Ronald Lauder:
Who constitutes "the Jewish people as a whole" and what does 
Israeli sovereignty really mean?
Jerusalem Post, January 13, 2008

Dear Mr. Lauder, 

I am responding to your open letter to Prime Minister Olmert 
on the issue of Jerusalem, in which you expressed the concern 
of Jews everywhere about the future of Israel's capital. 
(…) The normative issue is very simple: Why should "the 
Jewish people as a whole" have a voice only in this decision 
regarding the future of Israel? (…) Why shouldn't they 
participate in every controversy which may affect the life, 
status and feeling of Jews outside Israel? 
MOREOVER, all of Jerusalem is now under Israeli rule as the 
consequence of the Six Day War. Should “the Jewish people 
as a whole” have been consulted before Israel decided to go to 
war, and should this be the case in future? (…) What gives you 
the moral right to participate in the decision about the ultimate 
outcome of war? Power without responsibility is immoral and 
unconscionable.
The voice of Diaspora Jews should be heard and seriously 
considered by Israel. But the essence of the revolution
which the establishment of Israel brought about in Jewish life 
is that Jews living in Israel now have sovereign power. This 
power resides only in those who live here, share the burden of 
citizenship by paying taxes and serving in the army, and will 
have to live with the consequences of their sovereign decisions. 
Those of you in the Diaspora who feel so strongly about these 
issues have always been free to join us here, in the free land 
of the Jews. I respect your choice not to live in Israel. But 
that choice requires you to realize that you are not part of the 
sovereignty of the Jewish people as embodied in Israel. You 
can’t have it both ways.

•  Do you agree with Ronald Lauder or Prof. Shlomo 
Avineri? Why?
•  Do you agree with Avineri’s claim that 
"power without responsibility is immoral and 
unconscionable"?

•  Avineri asks: "Why should 'the Jewish people as a whole' have 
a voice only in the decision regarding the future of Jerusalem”? 
Why shouldn’t 'the Jewish people as a whole' also have a voice 
in deciding issues of state and religion in Israel? And what 
about the question of 'who is a Jew'?"

 Do you think the Jewish Diaspora should have a say only in 
certain issues? Which issues? What are your guidelines when 
answering these questions?

•  Try and come up with a way that will enable the Jewish 
Diaspora to influence Israeli policy while satisfying both sides?

• “As an Israeli citizen, I don't want a single 
shekel of my tax money going to Jews in the 
Diaspora.” What do you think about that?
 Isn’t the phrase “charity begins at home” 
relevant to this matter?
• “One can be a Jew outside Israel too, but 

one cannot be a Zionist in America.” Do you agree with 
that? What is your opinion?

• “... If you believe in Zionism, you don't live in 
America. You live in Israel, contending with it and the 
vicissitudes of life on a daily basis and fighting over 
its image…” What about Jews living in Israel who don’t 
believe it's their role to contribute to the State? And if 
their actions harm the State and its citizens, are they still 
Zionists?

• “By the same token, the State of Israel needs to 
relinquish its ownership of Judaism”. In your opinion, 
is it true that Israel has become an “umbrella authority 
over Jews and Judaism"? If it has, does it have the legal/ 
moral right to do so? Who, if anyone, should be the 
“umbrella authority” over Judaism?

• “As an Israeli citizen … I don’t feel any sense of 
responsibility for them (Diaspora Jewry) - not for their 
fate…” Is the State of Israel responsible for Diaspora 
Jewry? Or vice versa, are Diaspora Jews responsible for 
the Jews in Israel? Is the value of “mutual responsibility” 
(Arvut Hadadit) still relevant in the 21st century?

• “Showering Israeli money on American Jews is truly the 
epitome of absurdity.” But is it okay to “shower money” 
on Jews living in smaller or less affluent communities? 
What about Jewish communities at risk?

?

?

NO MONEY FOR THE JEWISH DIASPORATHE JEWISH VOICE

Misgav's statements raise quite a few questions:
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IS AMERICA THE PROMISED
LAND FOR JEWS?
Jacob Neusner

"It’s time to say that America is a better place to be a Jew 
than Jerusalem. If ever there was a Promised Land, we Jewish 
Americans are living in it. Here Jews have flourished, not alone 
in politics and the economy, but in matters of art, culture and 
learning. Jews feel safe and secure here in ways that they do 
not and cannot in the State of Israel. And they have found an 
authentically Jewish voice - their own voice - for their vision of 
themselves…
Some Israelis tell American Jews that America, like the fleshpots 
of Egypt, is no place for a Jew - we're all going to die… I, for 
one, haven't yet felt the nudge of the iceberg, and I don't think 
I'm singing on the deck of the Titanic. I think the Jews have 
built a Jewish life in America that can last, and that even now is 
giving plenty of proof of stability -- and human value. The truth 
is that Jews can make it in freedom. America, the freest and 
most open society Jews have ever known, is not only good for 
the Jews but better, for the Jews, than the State of Israel -- and 
not because we prefer the fleshpots…
…Are we assimilating? I think not. We're changing. But 
change is not assimilation, it's change. We're different from 
our grandparents. Our children will be different from us. 
But the emblems are multiplying of a highly cohesive Jewish 
community, with traits that mark us as distinctive. When 
the sociologists told us we were on our way out, the Israelis 
argued that if we wanted a Jewish future, we had to emigrate. 
But it turns out that the disappearing American Jew is going 
to be around for a while because the sociologists got their 
numbers wrong. Intermarriage, so it seems at the moment, is a 
demographic plus not a minus. The reason, surveys show, is that 
the non-Jewish partner often either converts or identifies with 
the Jewish community and at least half of the children do...
So let's turn the matter around and ask whether Zionism has 
kept its promises for the Jews. Where - really - is it better to be a 
Jew? Zionism promised that the Jewish state would be a spiritual 
center for the Jewish people. But today, in all the Jewish world, 
who - as a matter of Jewish sentiment or expression - reads an 
Israeli book, or looks at an Israeli painting, or goes to an Israeli 
play, or listens to Israeli music? Apart from some fine fiction, 
Israeli art and creative life have made only a slight impact on 
American Jews. They do not look to Tel Aviv for stimulation or 
for imagination. And throughout the Jewish world, people do 
look to America… 
…Freedom is nice, too. And this really has become a free 
country for us Jews… For American Jews - now Jewish 
Americans - the American dream has come true. I wonder how 
many Israelis think the Zionist one has come true, too."

•  "It’s time to say that America is a better place to be 
a Jew than Jerusalem. If ever there was a Promised 
Land, we Jewish Americans are living in it… 
America…is not only good for the Jews but better, 
for the Jews, than the State of Israel."

 What's your opinion? Are these statements provocative or 
not at all?

•  "Zionism promised that the Jewish state would be a 
spiritual center for the Jewish people… Israeli art and 
creative life have made only a slight impact on American 
Jews… throughout the Jewish world, people do look to 
America…"

 What does the above statement say about the relationship 
between the State of Israel and American Jewry? And didn't the 
idea of a Jewish spiritual center in Israel lose its validity quite 
some time ago?

•  Neusner asks "whether Zionism has kept its promises for 
the Jews…Where is it really better to be a Jew?" 

 What are your answers? Overall, has Zionism been fulfilled in 
Israel? Or has it actually been fulfilled in America?

•  "For American Jews - now Jewish Americans - the 
American dream has come true." What comes first in your 
identity: your Judaism or your belonging to the nationality 
of the country you are a citizen of? (e.g. American, 
Argentinean, French, German, etc.)

•  In his article, Neusner talks only about being Jewish in the 
United States and in the State of Israel. What about Jews in 
other parts of the world? Where do they stand? 
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