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Part I – Introduction 

Unprecedented Power and Rare Vulnerability 

This section introduces the concept of Flexigidity – a blend of the words ‘flexibility’ 

and ‘rigidity’ – and its unique Jewish manifestation. It argues that the Jewish People 

have collectively optimized their pace of adaptation in response to external changes and 

internal tensions.  

It then proceeds to describe the great paradox of present day Judaism and Israel: that the 

Jewish People has never been more powerful, but rarely has it been as vulnerable. This 

paradox is an outcome of the compounded effect of catastrophes and opportunities over 

the past one hundred and thirty years that caused mass destruction, relocation and 

societal transformation.  

Finally, it describes the daunting challenges that face Zionism and the State of Israel, 

whose success has caused seismic shifts in Jewish society, compromising key 

mechanisms of Jewish survival, security, prosperity and leadership developed over 

nearly two millennia in exile.   

The Permanence of Judaism and the Invisible Forces of Its Adaptability 

1. The concept of Flexigidity refers to the hybrid of flexibility and rigidity that 

exists in all human associations. Every thoughtful corporation, not-for-profit 

organization, academic institution, nation and international organization creates its 

own particular form of Flexigidity. Rigidity may stem from a founding charter 

and from a legacy of deeply engrained values, patterns of conduct and incentives. 

Flexibility may come from faster moving decision making and action taking 

entities that respond to change. One can see these dynamics in the USA: its 

Constitution is a rigid document that is very difficult to modify, while Congress, 

individual states and local governments have much greater freedom to legislate 

within the confines of the Constitution.  

2. Jewish Flexigidity refers to the unique manner in which Judaism and the 

Jewish People have synthesized flexibility and rigidity in key areas of Jewish 

society such as its mission, law, structure of communities, place, language and 

membership. It also captures the forces that drive the adaptation of the Jewish 

People, which stem from inherent structural tensions between unity and adversity, 

idealism and realism, powerlessness and security, wealth accumulation and social 

cohesion, and the existence of multiple centers of leadership. It aims to explain the 

vast geographic, cultural, philosophical, ethnic and communal diversity of the 

Jewish People, as well as its surprising unity. While Judaism has given rise to 

some of the most innovative, creative, progressive, fast-moving and flexible 

communities and organizations in history, it has also simultaneously housed some 

http://www.flexigidity.com/


 

3. of the most conservative, traditional and rigid elements of human society. Yet 

despite this, Judaism preserves its togetherness.  

4. Jewish Flexigidity produces societal mechanisms that optimize the pace of 

Jewish collective adaptation as if by an invisible hand. It establishes an 

‘adaptation equilibrium’ that balances the factions of Jewish society and 

effectively responds to sudden internal and external changes. It blends the 

enthusiasts and early adapters with the skeptics and latecomers, radicalism with 

conservatism, progressive ideas with ancient loyalties, the new with the old. It 

affects even the most traditional groups in Judaism whose pace of adaptation is 

slower than meets the eye. Judaism’s societal forces optimize the pace of 

collective adaptation. It does so in a way loosely akin to Adam Smith’s ‘invisible 

hand,’ which alludes to market forces that supposedly achieve ‘efficiency’ in 

economic markets by equilibrating the competing claims of supply and demand 

both in ordinary times, as well as in response to market shocks.  

5. The source of Judaism’s Flexigid system is intensely debated. Some view this 

reality and performance as the outcome of divine design resulting from the 

revelation at Mount Sinai, embodied in the Written Torah and Oral Torah (Torah 

she’bictav and Torah she’ba’al-peh) and manifested in Jewish law (halacha). For 

many others, this approach is unsatisfactory: they view Judaism as an evolving 

civilization, an enterprise in society building, which, over time, has been 

cemented by and enshrined in religious texts, traditions, narratives, institutions 

and values.1 The underlying assumption of the Flexigidity Project is that any 

approach would benefit from a deeper understanding of the mechanisms of 

Jewish adaptation. 

 

6. The quest for security, wellbeing and freedom of faith, as well as the service 

of Judaism’s missions, are the engines of Jewish adaptation. Where an 

environment of security and religious freedom existed, Jews congregated and 

developed flourishing, prosperous and cohesive communities. Deep insecurity, 

intolerance and discrimination usually resulted in a mass Jewish emigration and 

the eventual disintegration of Jewish community life and institutions. When the 

essential conditions were restored, Jews sometimes returned.  

7. Yet, there are inevitable and inherent tensions among these quests for 

security, prosperity, freedom of faith and a particular mission. Prosperity 

requires engagement with the world through trade, intellectual discourse and 

travel, which challenge Jewish particularism and allow for assimilation. As an 

economically successful minority, Jews were often the target of widespread 

resentment, which served to undermine security. Meanwhile, efforts to protect 

 
1   ‘Judaism as a Civilization’ is a phrase coined by Mordechai Kaplan in his seminal work of that 

name.  
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Jewish identity through insularity increased isolation and vulnerability, 

compromising the ability to accumulate wealth. Jews pledged loyalty to the local 

sovereign in exchange for security, but maintained contact with other Jews and 

Jewish communities across political borders, dreamt of returning to the Land of 

Israel, Zion, and, in recent times, supported Jewish political independence and the 

State of Israel. Finally, in an environment of tolerance, the Jewish tendency to 

nurture their particularism in practices, institutions, customs and costumes 

eventually challenged the dominant culture, which other Jews embraced and 

assimilated into. Jewish history can be described as an everlasting balancing act 

among these four conditions of security, prosperity, freedom of religion and 

association and the service of Judaism’s particular missions. 

 

8. The general rule is that Jewish society, like others, goes through 

transformations when the existing institutions can no longer address the 

needs of the community. When prevailing values, priorities, patterns of conduct 

and incentives fail to ensure security and prosperity, the gap between the old 

world and the emerging one requires adaptation and transformation. As it widens, 

the pressure for change grows as well, eventually legitimizing deep societal and 

institutional change.2  

9. Many Jewish transformations were ignited by radical changes in the outside 

world. While in some cases these changes may have generated a crisis of security 

and poverty, in other cases, Jews suddenly had an opportunity for peaceful 

existence and prosperity: the destruction of the Second Temple and Jerusalem in 

70 CE by the Romans ushered in Rabbinic Judaism; during the Golden Age of 

Spain of the 8th to 11th century, rationalism became integral to Jewish theology, 

laying the foundation for the work of Maimonides (Rambam); Tsarist persecutions 

and the failure of emancipation in Western Europe ignited modern Zionism; the 

Shoah propelled the establishment of the State of Israel; and the prosperity and 

openness of the USA allowed for the flourishing of multiple denominations.3 

10. Yet, some transformations also came about because of internal crises. 

Rabbinic Judaism, led by sages and rabbis, began to emerge as a leading political 

force prior to the destruction of the Second Temple primarily in response to the 

corruption of the Priests (Cohanim). Universal education was embraced in a 

gradual process as of the 1st century BCE. The tools of rationalist philosophy 

became widely embraced in the 8th and 9th centuries during the debates with 

Karaite Jews who rejected Rabbinic Judaism. The world of Hasidut emerged in 

Eastern Europe during the 18th century in part as response to the failure of the 

Jewish leadership to meaningfully engage the masses in their religious and 

 
2   Based on the theory of Dr. Zvi Lanir, The Fox Pocket Notebook (in Hebrew), Mendele Electronic 

Books, Tel-Aviv, 2013. 
3   Jonathan Sacks, Future Tense, A Vision for Jews and Judaism in the Global Culture, Hodder and 

Stoughton, 2009, P.54.  



 

spiritual life. While the leadership emphasized scholarly mastery of the laws by a 

highly educated few, Hasidim focused on prayer (tefilah) and intent (kavanah), 

which were relevant to every Jew. Rabbi Mordechai Kaplan and the 

Reconstructionist Movement responded to the threat of mass assimilation among 

American Jewry in the early 20th century with the idea of the Synagogue Center, 

which has evolved into the network of Jewish Community Centers and has 

affected many synagogues.   

11. Even the most dramatic calamities led to Jewish adaptation and, in a broader 

scheme, despite being traumatic and transformative, did not affect the 

unique stature of the Jewish People among nations. The expulsion from Spain 

(1492) and the Shoah (1933-45) abruptly eliminated Jewish communities that rose 

to exceptional economic and political prominence and made remarkable 

contributions to the non-Jewish society at large. Both events left a deep scar on 

the collective Jewish psyche and memory and will be remembered for centuries to 

come. Yet, while the full effect of the Shoah is yet to be assessed, one can 

cautiously observe that in this case as well, the Jewish People rose to new heights 

shortly thereafter. As Former Chief Rabbi of Britain, Lord Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 

writes, “Jews have survived catastrophe after catastrophe, in a way unparalleled 

by any other culture. In each case they did more than survive. Every tragedy in 

Jewish history was followed by a new wave of creativity.”4  

12. These dynamics of adaptation persist as Judaism continues to face numerous 

formidable challenges from within and without: Antisemitism tenaciously 

persists and Israel faces permanent adversity that challenges its existence;   while 

China and India are rising in the East, Judaism and the Jewish People are 

predominantly located and invested in the West and must orient themselves 

toward these emerging powers; while about half of Diaspora Jews marry non-

Jews, for the first time in history, many of these intermarried households want to 

remain a part of the Jewish People.5 Such households often comprise a significant 

portion of progressive communities in the USA. Beyond these, there are multiple 

other challenges that keep Jewish leaders awake at night.  

13. Yet, the history and legacy of Judaism inspire confidence in the ability of 

Diaspora Jewry to continue to survive and thrive in spite of these dramatic 

challenges. Following the destruction of the First Temple in 586 BCE, Diaspora 

Jewry has repeatedly proven its capacity to transcend crisis, which was shaped by 

the absence of power, sovereign land and a government. It transcended the decline 

of multiple great political powers, as well as the subsiding of prior golden epochs 

(tor zahav) of its greatest communities in places as diverse as Mesopotamia, 

 
4   See Sacks, Future Tense, p. 54.  
5   According to the 2013 PEW Forum study, among Jews with a non-Jewish spouse, 20% say they 

are raising their children Jewish by religion, and 25% are raising their children partly Jewish by 

religion. Roughly one-third (37%) of intermarried Jews who are raising children say they are not 

raising those children Jewish at all. http://www.pewforum.org/2013/10/01/jewish-american-

beliefs-attitudes-culture-survey/.  

http://www.pewforum.org/2013/10/01/jewish-american-beliefs-attitudes-culture-survey/
http://www.pewforum.org/2013/10/01/jewish-american-beliefs-attitudes-culture-survey/
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Alexandria, Spain, Germany, Morocco and Poland. It adapted to the ever-

changing economic and technological environment; to the challenges and assaults 

of Christianity, Islam and Communism; to the persecutions of the Roman Empire, 

the Crusaders, the Spanish Inquisition, Tsarist Russia and Nazism; and to the 

assimilative environment created by Hellenism, the Enlightenment, modernity and 

Americanism. It has survived calamities and evolved, repeatedly thrived and 

constantly led for two millennia in adverse conditions. In fact, the framework of 

Flexigidity implies that for most of this time, compared to the general society in 

which they resided, the majority of Jews lived in relative security, prosperity and 

religious, communal and cultural autonomy.6 This legacy inspires confidence that 

Judaism will outlive even the inevitable decline of the USA over the centuries to 

come. Thus, Judaism’s vibrant societal mechanisms make it seem permanent 

in human terms. One of the few statements that can be made about humanity 

in five hundred years from now with high certainty is that Jews will be 

lighting candles on Friday night.  

14. It is Zionism and the State of Israel that face the critical challenge of Jewish 

adaptability. The establishment of a Jewish sovereignty caused a dramatic 

transformation of the societal DNA of the Jewish community in Israel, which 

largely abandoned the legacy of the Diaspora. Yet, for the time being, Israel has 

not produced a unique outlook that engenders confidence in its ability to transcend 

the inevitable decline of nations, which has brought down even the world’s 

greatest powers in history. This challenge is a primary subject of the Flexigidity 

Project. 

The Jewish Paradox of Our Time: Power and Vulnerability 

15. At the beginning of the 21st century, Jews are celebrating unprecedented 

economic and political power. It is concentrated primarily in the State of Israel 

and in North America, where about eighty percent of world Jews reside, as well as 

in other powerful Jewish communities around the world, such as Australia, 

leading European nations, Russia and Latin America. Power is also scattered 

among the hands of a disproportionally large number of families and individuals 

who reach professional, national and global prominence in business, academia, 

non-governmental organizations, civil service and politics, while being recognized 

as Jews and as part of the Jewish People. No sizeable Jewish community is under 

oppression, and relatively few nations officially discriminate against individual 

Jews and Jewish communities. In fact, most governments protect their Jewish 

populations. Such a phenomenon could not have happened before recent decades. 

Furthermore, in this environment of general prosperity and religious freedom in 

all developed nations and most countries of the world, the number of Jews who 

immerse themselves in the world of Torah has also reached historical records. In 

 
6   Johnson, A History of the Jews, Harper Perennial, 1988, p. 356: “…A survey of Frankurt in 1855 

… shows Jewish life spans averaged forty-eight years nine months, non-Jews thirty-six years 

eleven months.”  



 

short, the Jewish People have never been more secure, prosperous, accepted and 

powerful. 

16. Furthermore, over the last three millennia, and particularly during the last 

two hundred and fifty years, the Jewish People has made a disproportionally 

significant contribution to humanity in all of its frontiers. In its earlier periods, 

Judaism fostered radical new concepts that transformed humanity, such as 

monotheism, universal morality, the Sabbath, social justice and human rights. In 

modern times, individual Jews such as Baruch Spinoza, Milton Friedman, Paul 

Samuelson, Benoit Mandelbrot, Sigmund Freud and Albert Einstein introduced 

and developed other transformative ideas in the areas of philosophy, theology, 

economy, both hard and social sciences, technology and finance.  

17. The paradox is that during the past two millennia, the Jewish People have 

rarely been as concentrated, and therefore as vulnerable, as they are now. 

Jews are now congregated in two political and economic systems. Zionism has 

successfully attracted more than forty percent of world Jews and reached a point 

where half of all Jewish babies are Israelis. Another forty percent of world Jewry 

and nearly eighty percent of Jewish Diaspora live in the USA. Meanwhile, 

thousands of communities have disintegrated in North Africa and across the 

Moslem world, Central Asia, Latin America and Europe. In some cases – such as 

in the Caucasus, Iraq and India – they had lasted millennia and dated back to the 

days of the Babylonian exile, which ended the First Temple era some twenty 

seven centuries ago.7 Such geographic concentration may have only occurred in 

Mesopotamia in the 3rd to the 7th centuries, and in the 16th to the 19th centuries 

in Central and Eastern Europe. Thus, Jewish geographic diversity has 

dramatically decreased, and the resilience of the Jewish network-society 

significantly eroded.8 A vast majority of the Jewish People’s eggs are now 

placed in two geographic, cultural and political baskets.  

18. This conundrum of power and vulnerability is the outcome of nearly one 

hundred and thirty years of radical and fundamental transformations in 

Jewish society. It emanates from the compounded effect of repetitive disasters in 

Europe, as well as from the dramatic successes of Zionism and Americanism.  

19. The demographic center of gravity of world Jewry has shifted dramatically. 

On the one hand, Nazism eliminated a third of the Jewish People and an estimated 

 
7   The Bible documents that only some of the First Temple exiles returned with Ezra in the fifth 

century BCE. Some four centuries later, “The Roman geographer Stravo (circa 64 BCE – 24 CE) 

said that the Jews were a power throughout the inhabited world. There were a million of them in 

Egypt alone. In Alexandria, perhaps the world's greatest city after Rome itself, they formed a 

majority in two out of five quarters. They were numerous in Cyrene and Berenice in Pergamum, 

Miletus, Sardis, in Phrygian Apamea, Cyprus, Antioch, Damascus, and Ephesus, and on both 

shores of the Black Sea. They had been in Rome for 200 years and now formed a substantial 

colony there and from Rome they had spread all over urban Italy, and then into Gaul and Spain 

and across the sea into north-west Africa.” See Johnson, A History of the Jews, p. 132.  
8   See http://www.economist.com/blogs/graphicdetail/2012/07/daily-chart-16. 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/graphicdetail/2012/07/daily-chart-16
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seventy percent of all Jews in the areas of its conquests in Central and Eastern 

Europe, amounting to six million people and thousands of communities. Tsarist 

Russia and Communism in the Soviet Union, while not engaging in physical 

genocide, sought to destroy Judaism and systematically persecuted its 

communities and institutions for over a century. On the other hand, Zionism 

inspired millions of Jews to abandon their Diaspora life, relocate to Zion and 

become a part of an independent Jewish community. They were ‘recreated’ as 

‘Israelis’ who are ‘Hebrew’ persons (Ivrim). Meanwhile, the promise of the USA 

for freedom, acceptance, security and prosperity attracted millions of Jews who 

became the most economically and politically successful Jewish community in 

history and, arguably, the USA’s most thriving minority. Thus, while European 

Jewry was decimated, two communities that were demographically marginal 

one hundred and thirty years ago – those in North America and in Zion – are 

now the largest in the Jewish world. 

20. The transformation was also cultural, societal, ethical and religious. The 

Jewish People now houses manifestations of Judaism, which did not exist two 

hundred and fifty years ago. In Israel, a Jewish-Hebrew community that exercises 

a sovereign majority includes a national-religious faction that combines staunch 

nationalism with strict religious observance, a large ‘secular’ and ‘atheist’ 

constituency that still passionately identifies itself as Jewish, and a unique 

community of ‘ultra-orthodox’ Jews, Haredim. In the USA, the Modern 

Orthodox, Reform, Conservative and Reconstructionist denominations have now 

morphed into a plethora of religious practices and modes of congregations.  

21. Such rapid and deep societal relocation and transformation rarely occurred 

in Jewish history. In the past it happened mostly in the aftermath of national 

traumas such as the exodus from Egypt, the two exiles from the Land of Israel and 

the expulsion from Spain – thirty five, twenty six, twenty and five centuries ago 

respectively. Such a transformation is taking place right now in our time, on our 

watch.  

Zionism’s Daunting Challenge: Israeli Prosperity and Jewish Vitality 

22. Zionism, the modern national movement of the Jewish People, emerged in 

the 19th century as a response to the crisis of European Jewry and as a 

solution with the intention of addressing its plight. The first Zionist Congress 

of 1897 dealt with two major problems.9 The first was framed as the “problem of 

Judaism,” (tzarat hayahadut) which referred to the Jewish People being a 

scattered minority among many nations without sovereignty or self-determination. 

The second was the “problem of Jews,” (tzarat hayehudim) which referred to 

individual Jews and Jewish communities being subjected to persecution and 

poverty. It therefore envisioned mass repatriation to Zion in order to remedy the 

conundrum of Jewish life in the Diaspora. The forbearers of Zionism and the 

 
9   See Ahad Ha’Ahm, The Jewish State and the Jewish Problem, Jewish Virtual Library: 

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Zionism/haam2.html.  

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Zionism/haam2.html


 

leaders who followed in their footsteps expressed grave concerns for the future of 

European Jewry and acted with a deep sense of urgency. Sadly, history proved 

their fears realized.  

23. It took Zionism nearly a century to become a leading force in Judaism and a 

dominant movement within the Jewish People. During its first decades, roughly 

from the 1860s until the late 1890s, Zionism had few supporters, and only a 

handful actually repatriated to Zion, compared to the hundreds of thousands of 

Jews who emigrated from Europe to the USA and other places during that same 

period. Under the Ottoman Empire, the Jewish community in Zion (hayishuv 

hayashan) was a minute and distant corner of the Jewish world, which was 

isolated from the major upheaval of European Jewry of the 19th century. Over the 

ensuing fifty years, beginning with Herzl’s ‘Political Zionism’ (Tziyonut Medinit) 

and culminating with the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, the Yishuv 

rapidly developed demographically, economically, ideologically, politically and 

militarily to create a new Hebrew society and civilization that was anchored in the 

legacy of the Diaspora, but embodied a broad adaptation of it. By 1967 – 

following the stunning victory over the Arab armies, the unification of Jerusalem 

under Israeli sovereignty, the liberation of the ancestral lands of Judea and 

Samaria commonly referred to as the ‘West Bank’ and the conquest of the Sinai 

Peninsula and the Golan Heights – Zionism established itself as the dominant 

force among world Jewry.  

24. In this process, Zionism turned against exilic mentality and existence 

(galutiyut) and against Diaspora itself (golah). As the conditions in Europe 

deteriorated in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Zionism increasingly 

rejected life outside of Zion as a matter of ideological principle. It saw life in exile 

as morally inferior, demeaning for the individual and unsustainable due to 

assimilation and antisemitism. It envisioned dismantling the Diaspora altogether, 

and expected all Jews to repatriate (make aliyah), not only viewing such collective 

and individual immigration as an ideological duty but also as an existential and 

practical necessity. The State of Israel would go to great lengths to encourage 

such a mass return. This outlook legitimized arrogance toward the Diaspora 

and ignorance of its legacy.  

25. Consequently, much of the societal DNA that ensured Jewish survival, 

security, prosperity and leadership in the Diaspora became lost in Israel. 

Zionism originally stemmed from Diaspora society and the settlements of the first 

wave of immigration (1882-1903) (First Aliyah) were modeled after Diaspora 

communities. Over time, starting with the Second Aliyah (1904-1914), new 

societal models were entertained, gradually abandoning Diaspora communal 

structures. Furthermore, the Zionist movement attempted to transform the 

personal and communal outlook of the immigrants into that of ‘pioneers’ 

(halutzim), later also ‘Hebrews’ (Ivrim) and ultimately ‘Israelis’ (Israelim) 

through a societal ‘melting pot’ (kur hituch). Those who were born in Zion came 

to be known as sabras (tzabarim), named after the sweet and soft fruit of the 

cactus, which is prickly on the outside. As a result, it marginalized and was 



Secret of Jewish Adaptability | 12 

 

 

condescending to their communal legacies and heritage – be they from Morocco, 

Poland, Yemen or Romania. Indisputably, repatriation required inevitable 

adaptations, but the leadership of the Yishuv and then of the State of Israel had 

little patience for – or capacity to – sensitively deal with nuance. Thus, key 

vehicles of Diaspora Jewish society were abandoned under the pressure of 

Hebrew civilization and within the framework of Israeli statehood.  

26. Israel’s dramatic successes now place it in a position to fundamentally affect 

Jewish history. Naturally, the establishment of a sovereign Jewish majority after 

two millennia of exile in 1948 out of the ashes of the Shoah represented a 

dramatic milestone in Jewish history. However, at that time, only five percent of 

the remaining Jews lived in that tiny and feeble nation surrounded by enemies. 

Had the State of Israel failed to protect itself, Zionism could have turned into a 

brief and painful episode in a century that was particularly torturous for Jews. 

However, Israel has been able to go from strength to strength, major challenges, 

setbacks and difficulties notwithstanding. At the dawn of the 21st century, amid 

rare global turmoil and instability, Israel proudly boasts of remarkable 

achievements across all areas of modern life including economics, technology, 

military and society, as well as of a flourishing Jewish and Hebrew culture and a 

thriving world of Torah. It now races to become the largest and fastest growing 

Jewish community in the world, housing the most diverse Jewish population ever 

to live in one polity. Thus, Israel’s success means that a significant mass of Jews 

no longer possesses the DNA of Flexigidity that ensured Jewish longevity and 

leadership in the Diaspora. As such, its rise or decline will dramatically impact 

Judaism, Jewish society and history.  

27. After two millennia of Diaspora, there is a dearth of collective Jewish wisdom 

about sustaining prosperity and security when Jews are a majority and have 

the power of government. No country exists forever, and the rise and decline of 

nations have been extensively documented. Furthermore, Jewish history provides 

good reason to question Israel’s prospects, as the People of Israel failed to sustain 

sovereignty three times in its past: the kingdom of Israel was destroyed by the 

Assyrians in 722 BCE, the Judean Kingdom was conquered by the Babylonians in 

586 BCE, and the Jewish polity of the Second Temple era was conquered by the 

Romans in 70 CE. Indeed, Israel’s painful reality is that the performance of its 

government and key sectors of its society fail to inspire.  

28. Consequently, Israel’s dilemma is daunting: the outcome of Zionism, which 

sought to resolve the so-called ‘Jewish problem’ is a State of Israel that may 

threaten the future of Judaism. Indeed, establishing a sovereign independent 

state for the Jewish People is paramount to making Jewish society whole on 

multiple levels, and Zionism pledged to resolve the entire predicament of Jews 

and Judaism within a Jewish nation state. Had the vision of classical Zionism been 

realized, all Jews would have relocated to Zion, Diaspora society would have been 

dismantled altogether and all Jewish eggs would have been placed in one political 

and cultural basket: the State of Israel. This would have dealt a deadly blow to 

Judaism’s vitality, replacing a society that successfully developed mechanisms to 



 

ensure its immortality in human terms, as so eloquently articulated by Mark 

Twain. It would have done so in order to re-establish sovereign independence, this 

time in ‘eternity,’ without a robust approach that engenders confidence in the 

ability of Israel to succeed, despite three past failures.  

29. Indeed, many changes to the DNA of Jewish Diaspora society in Zion were 

exaggerated and even unnecessary. No doubt that a profound transformation 

occurs in Jewish society within the context of sovereignty in Zion and upon the 

establishment of a government and a legislature. Yet, other alterations, primarily 

the dismantling of community leadership and institutions that were in retrospect 

excessive and unnecessary, are painfully missing in Israel’s present and their 

absence may jeopardize its future. Furthermore, while there is no doubt that 

Israel’s vitality requires it to house a critical mass of Jews, beyond a certain 

tipping point it may compromise the vitality of the Diaspora.    

30. The Flexigidity Project aims to offer a vision for Israel and the Jewish world 

that addresses these tensions, enhancing not only Israel’s prosperity and 

security, but also the vitality of Diaspora Jewry. It focuses on critical aspects of 

society building in both places that are essential for the collective Flexigidity of 

the Jewish People.  

31. Such a vision requires leadership that is committed to building a Flexigid 

society, both in Israel and the Diaspora. Naturally, most people can only lead 

on a narrow spectrum of society, building or directing an institution as lay leaders 

and professionals, speaking out for an idea, standing for a cause, designing a 

program and volunteering their time and money. However, it is from these 

individual contributions that Jewish Flexigidity emerges. 
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Four Founding Stories 

This section details the four meta-stories of Judaism: faith and covenant, peoplehood, 

nationhood and the mission to be a light unto the nations (or la’goim). For each story, 

the text presents the core mission, key themes, values, priorities, institutions, villains 

and heroes, as well as the calendar of events that enshrine it in Jewish life. The last part 

of this section shows how these four stories are ever present in Jewish life and society. 

These meta-stories are the foundation of Jewish Flexigidity.   

32. Four meta-stories comprise the foundation of Jewish Flexigidity, forming a 

common identity, vision and mission and framing Judaism’s collective 

understanding of its past, present and future. These stories explain Judaism 

in terms of faith and covenant (emunah ve brit), peoplehood (amiyut), 

nationhood (le’om or umah) and being a light unto the nations (or la’goim).10  

33. Each story is distinct, establishing a specific framework, mission and logic for 

the Jewish People. They all have a core narrative and stand for certain values. 

Each of them is manifested through distinct practices, is served by designated 

institutions, has a following among Jews, is enshrined in tales (aggadot) and is 

personalized through certain heroes and villains.  

34. The origins of these stories can be traced to the Biblical figure of Abraham. 

He embodied faith and covenant in his willingness to perform the ultimate act of 

servitude to God in the binding of his son, Isaac;11 he represents peoplehood as 

the ‘father’ of all Jews who received God’s promise to him and his seed;12 he 

received the pledge to inherit the land of Canaan from God,13 thus crowning it as 

the ‘The Promised Land,’ and he bought the Tomb of the Patriarchs (Me’a’rat 

HaMachpela) in Hebron for its full price;14and it was Abraham who was told that 

his seed would be a blessing for the families of the earth.15 He smashed his 

father’s icons in his fight against paganism,16 and there is extensive rabbinic 

literature that frames him as a person who sought to morally and spiritually 

elevate those around him.   

 
10   See Sacks, Future Tense, p. 36, about the two meta-stories of peoplehood and faith and covenant 

as follows: “Jews, ‘the children of Israel’, are described in the Bible as both an am, a people, and 

an edah, a religiously constituted congregation. They are both an extended family with the same 

biological ancestor, Jacob/Israel, and a community of faith bounded by the covenant they made 

with God at Mount Sinai.”   
11   Genesis 22 
12   Genesis 12:2-3  
13   Genesis 13:14-18 
14   Genesis 23:9 
15   Genesis 12:3 and Isaiah 42:6 
16   Genesis Rabbah, Chapter 38 



 

35. Each story also has sources in Jewish texts that epitomize it and support its 

attempt to claim primacy in Jewish thought and outlook. The story of 

nationhood teaches that the settlement of the Land of Israel is equal to all other 

commandments (mitzvot) of the Torah.17 The story of or la’goim draws upon the 

saying of Hillel the Elder (Hillel HaZaken)18 that the entire Torah is captured by 

the commandment: “love thy neighbor as thyself”19 (ve’ahavta le’re’a’cha 

kamocha) and by the notion that all human beings were created in the image of 

God.20 The story of faith views collective and individual observance as the secret 

of Jewish survival, as Ahad Ha’Ahm was known to say, “more than the Jews have 

kept Shabbat, Shabbat has kept the Jews.”21 And the story of peoplehood 

enshrines the maxim that all of Israel is responsible for each other (kol Yisrael 

arevim ze bazeh), a principle that is rooted in the promised communal blessings 

and curses of Deuteronomy.22  

36. All four stories are ever present in Judaism, Jewish philosophy, life and 

society, both throughout the Diaspora and in the Modern State of Israel. Two 

or more of these stories shape every major Jewish event, holiday and ritual. They 

inspired Zionism since its inception, shaped the foundations of the State of Israel 

in 1948 and continue to affect the direction of Israeli society. Many of the giant 

leaders of the Jewish People and their seminal works spoke to multiple stories, as 

did prominent Zionist and Israeli leaders.   

Peoplehood  

37. The story of Peoplehood (amiyut) is anchored in the view of Jews as a people 

(ahm) and as a tribe (shevet).23 This narrative embraces the entirety of the people 

of Israel (klal ahm Israel). Its central themes are the intrinsic interconnectedness 

and mutual responsibility among all Jews,24 which overshadow any other 

differences such as in faith, values, culture, practices, geography, education and 

affluence. According to this story, Jews connect through shared heritage, 

memories, stories and destiny, and relate to each other in language and through 

symbols that are used as though among family, which is incomplete without all of 

its individual members and very difficult to leave. 

 
17   Sifrei Devarim, 80 
18   Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 31a 
19   Leviticus 19:18. Hillel said: “Whatever you hate don't do to others that is the entire Torah”. Rabbi 

Akiva is the one quoted as using Leviticus 19:18 in a similar context. 
20   Genesis 1:27 
21   Ahad Ha’Ahm, On a Crossroads (Ahl Parashat Drachim), volume 3, p. 79  
22   Deuteronomy 27  
23   Sacks, Future Tense, p. 36: “Jews, ‘the children of Israel’, are described in the Bible as both an 

ahm, a people, and an edah, a religiously constituted congregation. They are both an extended 

family with the same biological ancestor, Jacob/Israel...”  
24   For brief discussion of the notion of mutual responsibility, see Sacks, Future Tense, p. 40-45.  
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38. The question of ‘who is a Jew?’ i.e., who is a member of the Jewish family, is 

central to this meta-story. All people who are born to a Jewish mother or 

converted to Judaism according to the strict requirements of the halacha are 

unequivocally seen as part of the ‘family.’ Meanwhile, there are heated 

disagreements as to who else may be admitted in a process of conversion. Some 

denominations and rabbis, partly in seeking to broaden the Jewish tent, accept as 

Jews people who are children of a Jewish father and a non-Jewish mother and 

lower the legal bar for conversion. Others expect proof of religious observance 

and trace only the maternal bloodline to verify Jewishness. 

39. Distinct values underlie the story of Jewish Peoplehood. It views the people of 

Israel as a whole (klal ahm Israel), which is judged as one by God and other 

humans, and is incomplete in the absence of any of its members. This ideal 

underlies a strong sense of mutual responsibility (arevut) of every Jew to all other 

Jews.25 It has been manifested in the ancient responsibility and practice of 

redeeming captives (pidyon shvuim), in giving charity to struggling communities 

(tzedaka) and in the notion that every Jew is responsible and liable for the 

religious performance of other Jews. This relationship has roots in the communal 

blessings and curses of Deuteronomy,26 and has extensive support in rabbinic 

literature. Mobilization on the behalf of Jewish Peoplehood occurs in modern 

times as well: a global Jewish movement “Let My People Go” fought to end 

Soviet oppression against its Jews; the Hassidic Chabad Lubavitch movement 

deploys ‘Mitzvah Tanks’ to motivate all Jews to perform mitzvoth; the State of 

Israel and Diaspora Jewish organizations reach out to help Jews in need around 

the world. 

40. The heroes of this story embodied in their philosophy and action the selfless 

service of and commitment to the entire Jewish People, and not to a specific 

faction within it. They stood up for their fellow Jews at great personal risk and 

cost. Prominent examples include: Moses, who protected one of his brethren from 

the beating of an Egyptian;27 Mordechai, who pushed his niece Esther into 

protecting the Jewish People from the decree of Haman28 and Esther who risked 

her life on behalf of the Jewish People.29 Modern day figures like Moses 

Montefiore, the Rothschilds, Herzl and the Lubavitcher Rebbe also carried a 

vision for and service to the entire Jewish People. 

41. The villains of this story are Gentiles who attacked the Jewish People and 

Jews because of their Peoplehood, as well as Jews who abdicated their 

responsibility toward other Jews. Examples include Haman, who sought to kill 

 
25   For a discussion of the idea of collective responsibility, see Sacks Future Tense p. 40-45.  
26   Deuteronomy 27 & 28 
27   Exodus 2:11-12 
28   Esther 4:13-14 
29   Esther 5 



 

all Jews because of his fury against Mordechai,30 as well as modern antisemites 

who attack Jews for their connectedness to other Jews across political borders. 

This story also views as villains fellow Jews who turned against their brethren for 

ideology or other benefits. Examples include the Biblical figures of Datan and 

Aviram who, according to tradition, threatened to turn in Moses to the 

Egyptians,31 some of the Jewish police in the ghettos of Europe during World War 

II and the Jewish ‘kapos’  in the Nazi concentration camps,’ Jewish leaders of the 

Bolshevik Party in the Soviet Union,32 and, most recently, Jewish and Israeli 

intellectuals who deny the right of the State of Israel to exist.  

42. The practices that embody this story relate to the entire people of Israel (klal 

ahm Israel). A prime example is the general plural language of Jewish prayers, 

exemplified by the confessional prayers of the Jewish High Holidays. It embodies 

the notion that Jews stand before God as a community and not as individuals, and 

that all Jews are bound by Jewish law purely by their membership in this ‘family’ 

irrespective of their personal faithfulness and observance. Another example is the 

multitude of obligations on individual Jews and Jewish communities to aid other 

members of the Jewish People in danger and need. Jewish history is full of 

examples of communal efforts to free imprisoned Jews and to ease their suffering. 

A recent example is the global campaign to free the Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit 

who was held in Hamas captivity in Gaza between 2006 and 2011.  

43. The masses of this story are Jews who feel bound to their fellow Jews on the 

basis of their being members of this ‘familial tribe.’ They view Jews whom 

they may barely know as sharing a history and a destiny, and are willing to 

sacrifice some of their wellbeing for their favor. This may take the form of 

prayers, home hospitality, charity and political mobilization.  

44. Several events on the Jewish calendar highlight the peoplehood narrative and 

hail individuals that served this ideal. On Passover (Pesach) Jews 

commemorate their transformation from twelve tribes into a people through the 

journey of the exodus from Egypt.33 During the holiday of Pentecost (Shavuot) 

Jews retell the story of Ruth who, in talking to Naomi, preceded “your people are 

my people” to the statement “your God is my God.”34 She joined the Israelites and 

bore the bloodline of King David.35 The holiday of Purim recounts the leadership 

of Mordechai who invoked the sentiments of peoplehood and mutual 

responsibility in Esther, demanding that she risk her life for her people.36  

 
30   Esther 3:1  
31   Exodus 2:13; Exodus Rabbah Parsha Aleph 
32   See for example about Roza Luxembourg, in Paul Johnson, A History of the Jews, p. 448.  
33   The 70 members of the family described as descending with Jacob to Egypt in Genesis 46:27 have 

grown into a people whose men alone numbered six-hundred thousand strong by Exodus 12:37. 
34   Ruth 1:16 
35   Ruth 4:22   
36   Esther 4:13-14  
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45. Finally, many Jewish institutions nurture, sustain and build the value of 

peoplehood. The synagogues (beit knesset) serve as a place for religious practice, 

as well as for communal congregation. Every sizeable Jewish community 

throughout history had a committee (va’ad or nesiut), which was built to represent 

and address collective concerns,37 and a fund (kuppah) to underwrite communal 

needs such as education, food, defense and burial services.38 Over the past 

centuries and in an increasingly globalized world, Jews have built global 

organizations in keeping with the vision of Peoplehood, such as the United Jewish 

Appeal, the Federation System, and the American Joint Distribution Committee 

for welfare; the French Alliance and similar associations in Germany and Britain 

for education; World Jewish Congress and American Jewish Committee for 

political representation; and the Maccabee Games for sport. Also, in times of 

crisis, ad hoc global organizations and movements were created by Jews to help 

other Jews, such as the Rescue Committees (Va’ad HaHatzala) during the Shoah 

and the National Council of Soviet Jewry. Finally, the largest Peoplehood project 

today is the very successful Birthright Israel program, launched in 1999, which 

grants every Jewish young adult a free visit to Israel as a matter of their right by 

birth. Birthright participants are Jews from Israel and the Diaspora, and it is 

funded as a joint venture between the Government of Israel and Diaspora Jewry.   

Nationhood  

46. The story of 'nationhood' (le'om or umah) speaks of the Jewish People as 

bound by an unbreakable association with its land, Zion. It emphasizes that 

the People of Israel originated from a specific geographic location – the Land of 

Israel with Jerusalem, also known as Zion, at its heart. Nearly four thousand years 

ago, the Hebrews, later known as the Israelites, and then as the Jewish People – 

emerged in that territory. They preserved uninterrupted loyalty to, association 

with and presence in this land in spite of multiple forced departures. This story 

holds that a Jew’s life is compromised by exile (galut) and by the condition of the 

Diaspora (galutiyut) and that a full Jewish life on personal, communal, national 

and religious levels can only be led in Zion. Thus, during their nearly two 

millennia of exile, Jews have always yearned to return to their motherland, live 

freely in it and realize their self-determination within independent sovereign 

institutions. This dormant dream was rekindled and realized in the 20th century by 

the call of Zionism and by the actions of Zionists. Thus Zionism is the modern 

manifestation of this outlook.  

47. The central themes of this story are the legitimacy of the right of the Jewish 

People to the Land of Israel, the quest to realize this right and related 

dilemmas that have been facing Zionism and the modern State of Israel. It 

 
37   See also the function of the ‘lobbyist’ (Shtadlan) on behalf of Jewish community representing its 

collective interests before the non-Jewish authorities. Johnson, A History of the Jews, P. 258.  
38   Johnson, A History of the Jews, P. 203: “From Temple times, the kuppah or collecting box was a 

pivot around which the Jewish welfare-community revolved, Maimonides stating: 'We have never 

seen or heard of a Jewish community which does not have a kuppah.”  



 

emphasizes historic and legal arguments that establish the inalienable right of the 

Jewish People to their land, and stresses the uninterrupted Jewish loyalty to – and 

presence in – Zion throughout the generations. Since the inception of political 

Zionism in the 1880s, and particularly since the establishment of the State of 

Israel, the story of nationhood has been grappling with dilemmas relating to 

Jewish political and economic self-determination, sovereignty, being a majority, 

the role of religion in a modern Jewish polity, the relationship with Jewish 

Diaspora and to the ideal and vision of becoming a model society (hevrat mofet). 

48. The values that underlie this story relate to Zion and Jerusalem and to their 

rebuilding under Jewish sovereignty. They stem from their intrinsic sanctity to 

the Jewish People (kedushat ha’aretz), and uphold the redeeming of the land from 

foreign hands and their transfer to Jewish ownership (ge’ulat ha’aretz), the 

repatriation of Jews to it (aliyah), the ingathering of the Diasporas to Zion 

(kibbutz galuyot), the settlement of the land (hityashvut), and its development and 

building (bin’yan aa’aretz).   

49. The heroes of this story are people who fought for these ideals. In the Bible, 

we read about Joshua and Caleb (Yehoshua and Calev) who spoke well of the 

Land of Israel before Moses and the People,39 King David who established the 

House and the Kingdom of David, with Jerusalem as its capital, the Maccabees 

who defeated the Greeks and achieved political and religious independence that 

lasted, to varying degrees, for nearly one hundred and thirty years (167-63 BCE), 

and Bar Kochva who led the rebellion against the Roman Empire (132-135 AD). 

They also include the 12th century poet and philosopher Yehuda HaLevi, who 

wrote in Spain about the love of Zion: “my heart is in the East and I am in the 

ends of the West,” and the kabalists of Safed (Tsfat) in the 16th century who made 

that city sacred along with Hebron and Jerusalem. Modern Jewish leaders who are 

heroes of this story are Herzl (1860-1904), Chaim Weitzman (1874-1952), Ze’ev 

Jabotinsky (1880-1940), David Ben-Gurion (1886-1973), Moshe Dayan (1915-

1981) and Yitzhak Rabin (1922-1995). Modern non-Jewish heroes of this story 

include the writer Marry Anne Evans, known by the pen name George Eliot 

(1819-1880), Foreign Secretary of Britain Lord James Balfour (1848-1930), and 

the thirty-third President of the USA Harry S. Truman (1884-1972). All of them 

believed in the association of the Jewish People to Zion and helped to legitimize 

and realize it.  

50. The villains of this story are those who either denied or undermined the 

historical claim of the Jewish People to their land or who ideologically 

rejected Zionism and the State of Israel. This includes Biblical figures, such as 

the ten spies who spoke ill of the Land of Israel before Moses, as well as the 

Babylonian, Greek and Roman empires that exiled the Jews from their land. In 

modern times, they include Pan-Arab nationalism and the Islamic Republic of 

Iran, which reject the Jewish People’s right to self-determination in their own 

 
39   Numbers 14:17 
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nation-state, ultimately negating the State of Israel’s right to exist. They also 

include Jewish groups such as the ultra-orthodox Neturei Karta community and 

the secular socialist Bund movement, as well as radical left-wing voices that reject 

the idea of Jewish nationhood on religious and ideological grounds.  

51. Many practices embody the story of nationhood by connecting Jews 

spiritually, financially and tangibly to Zion and the State of Israel. Scratching 

the surface, this list includes passages in the three traditional daily prayers that 

invoke the Land of Israel and convey both a yearning for the return to Zion and 

for the reestablishment of the House of David and the Temple (Beit Mikdash) in 

Jerusalem “soon in our time” (bimhera b’yameinu); the Jewish calendar that 

corresponds to the agricultural cycle of the Land of Israel, and therefore 

synchronizes Jewish life in the Diaspora to it;40 the custom of pledging loyalty to 

Jerusalem and the breaking of the glass at weddings, as well as leaving an 

unfinished corner in one’s home in order to commemorate the destruction of 

Jerusalem; religious commandments that can only be performed in Zion; and the 

Pesach Seder, which ends with a prayer for “the next year in Jerusalem (la’shana 

ha’ba’ah bi’Yerushalaim).   

52. Prominent institutions were created to serve this story. Older examples include 

institutions for the collection and distribution of funds (halukah) to support Jews 

living in Zion, which existed in many communities and provided vital economic 

support throughout the centuries.41 In modernity, the national awakening of the 

Jewish People in the 19th century led to the establishment of many institutions of 

nationhood, such as the Zionist Congress, the Jewish National Fund, the Jewish 

Agency for Israel, Keren HaYesod, and the women’s organization Hadassah. It 

also led to the Jewish settlement in the Land of Israel (the Yishuv) under the 

Ottomans and the British, which later served as the foundation for the plethora of 

institutions of sovereignty that make up the modern State of Israel.  

53. Several events in the Jewish calendar anchor this story into the Jewish 

lifecycle. Chanukah is a celebration of the victory of the Maccabees over the 

Greeks and of the reinstitution of political independence. During Pesach, Jews 

remember the exodus from Egypt and the journey to the Land of Israel. The 

destruction of Jerusalem and the Temples in 586 BCE by the Babylonians and in 

70 CE by the Romans is remembered and relived annually by many Jews, who 

fast and mourn these traumatic events on the 9th day of the month of Av (Tisha 

b’Av). On Lag Ba’Omer, Jews remember the Bar Kochva rebellion against the 

Romans in 132-135, which led to brief Jewish independence before being crushed.  

54. Many Jews view Zionism and the State of Israel as realizing and epitomizing 

the hopes and aspirations of this this narrative for all Jews. Secular Israeli 

 
40   See Avraham Infeld’s talk about the rain of the Jews falling in the Land of Israel at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=el0NB1c_Ec4.   
41   Though the specific term “haluka” emerged in the late middle ages, the practice of supporting the 

Jews in the Land of Israel likely goes back to early rabbinic period. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=el0NB1c_Ec4


 

Zionists often view Israel as the ultimate solution to the predicament of Jews and 

of Judaism in the Diaspora, while Diaspora Zionists consider Israel as the 

realization of the right to self-determination of the entire Jewish People. Israel’s 

national-religious faction views the establishment of Israel in 1948 and the 1967 

victory, which led to the reunification of Jerusalem, renewed Jewish sovereignty 

over the Temple Mount (Har HaBaiyt) and to the liberation of the ancestral land 

of Judea and Samaria, as signs of the beginning of the redemption (reshit tzmichat 

ge’ulatenu).  

55. Meanwhile, certain Jewish factions reject this Zionist notion: Ultra-orthodox 

Haredi groups, especially Neturei Karta, agree with Zionism that Jews will only 

fully realize their Peoplehood and religious life upon repatriation to Zion, but they 

hold that the time of this eventual return may only be determined by God. Thus, 

they view Zionists as seeking to hasten redemption, and Zionism as heresy. Other 

Haredi groups simply view the State of Israel and its government as 

fundamentally secular, and therefore morally corrupt and oppressive toward their 

outlook. Zionism’s non-orthodox critics view the State of Israel as failing to fulfill 

the vision of being a model society that is a light unto the nations, pointing 

primarily to its continued control of the Palestinians. For some of them, the ideal 

of a state whose identity is anchored in its Jewishness is a fundamentally ill-

conceived notion, making Israel’s policies and practices illegitimate altogether.  

Being a Light unto the Nations 

56. This story is about the mission of the Jewish People to serve as a ‘light unto 

the nations’ (or la’goim) and to be a blessing for the peoples of the earth.42 

Traditionally, this ideal was understood to mean that the Jewish People would 

lead other nations to recognize God and His presence on earth by modeling 

upstanding ethics, practices and values in its society. The modern take on this 

ideal is that Jews will repair the world (tikkun olam) through their innovations and 

their contributions to society and humanity. Both understandings saddle the 

Jewish People with a unique mission to fulfill in the service of humanity both in 

the areas of morality and ethics, as well as in providing leadership, resources and 

practical solutions to global problems.  

57. Traditionally, the central themes of this story have been Judaism’s quest for 

the creation of a model society that will inspire non-Jews, and the 

understanding of such society as a systemic whole that is based on 

relationships among God, humans, animals and nature. It engages a broad 

spectrum of issues by establishing expectations for and among individuals, 

households and their communities relating to: family life and relationships among 

spouses, children and parents and wider familial circles; accumulation of wealth 

and the obligations to share it with the poor, the needy, the sick (tzedaka) and the 

community; protecting the rights of minorities within Jewish society; preserving 

the environment and protecting animals while still providing for human needs; 

 
42   As expressed in the Bible in Genesis 12:3 and Isaiah 42:6. 
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and establishing the norms of conduct among neighbors, creditors and debtors, 

employers and employees,  landlords and their renters. It is exemplified in the 

notion that proper conduct among human beings precedes the Torah and its ethical 

foundation (derech eretz kadma la’Torah).43  

58. Distinct values underlie this story, establishing the ethical foundations of a 

society that would be a ‘light unto the nations.’ Many of them establish general 

expectations of appropriate conduct that Judaism holds as a standard for any and 

all human societies, such as the notion that all human beings were created in the 

image of God (be’tzelem Elokim) and desire for peace, charity and love for one’s 

fellow (ve’ahavta le’re’a’acha kamocha). In this context, the so-called ‘Noahide 

Laws’ or the ‘Seven Laws of Noah’ (sheva mitzvot bnei Noah),44 establish 

Judaism’s most fundamental moral expectations for all humanity, sanctifying life, 

affirming the right to own property and calling for compassion for animals (tza’ar 

ba’alei haim).  

59. The heroes of this story are individuals who articulated a broad vision for 

humanity as Jews and who worked to create a model society. Examples 

include Moses, who introduced the Ten Commandments and a message of 

universal morality; the prophet Isaiah, who provided a pacifist vision for humanity 

by calling for the beating of swords into plowshares;45 Hillel, whose enjoinment  

‘That which is hateful to you, do not do to your  fellow46 applies to all humanity;  

the Kibbutz settlements, which developed a unique model of an egalitarian society 

that served as a source of inspiration around the world; and Israeli and Jewish 

organizations and individuals who are disproportionally present in institutions and 

activities that tackle humanity’s toughest challenges of human development. 

60. The mission of or la’goim is served by distinct institutions and practices. 

There is an extensive body of Jewish Law relating to social justice and to the 

treatment of the poor, needy, sick, widow, foreigner (gher) and underprivileged. 

There are environmental laws relating to the treatment of the land, such as the 

obligation to give it a year of rest every 7th year (shmita), and laws regarding the 

treatment of one’s animals (tza’ar ba’alei haim). Meanwhile, many Jewish 

prayers express yearning for harmony and peace in the world. 

61. The masses that uphold this story include numerous Jews around the world 

who refused to accept the prevailing moral condition and reality of humanity 

and fought to change them. In antiquity, they included those who rejected the 

practices of the dominant Greek culture by condemning the gladiator bouts in the 

Coliseum.47 In modernity, they include those who work to better society under the 

 
43   Rabbi Israel Meir Lau, Foundations, p. 30 
44   Tosefta Avodah Zara 9.4, quoted in Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 56a 
45   Isaiah 2:4  
46   Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 31a 
47   Babylonian Talmud, Avodah Zarah 18b commenting on Tosefta Avodah Zara chapter 2 



 

unifying banner of tikkun olam. Jews are often disproportionally represented in 

local nongovernmental not-for-profit efforts and organizations that fight poverty 

and hunger, help children at risk and reach out to the sick and the needy. They are 

also significantly present in dealing with global challenges, such as climate 

change, curing diseases, ensuring food and water security and promoting world 

peace. 

62. Another key Jewish practice related to the mission of being a ‘light unto the 

nations’ is the Jewish tendency to extract universal values, morality and 

ethics from particular and specific experiences of the Jewish People. Every 

Jewish holiday can be understood to carry a general message for humanity. Every 

portion (parasha) of the five books of Moses (Chumash or Torah) and many 

verses in the Bible have been interpreted in a way that transcends Jewish 

particularism to deliver a broad, universal lesson about society. A prominent 

example is the story of the exodus from Egypt that has inspired many beyond the 

Jewish People. This tendency is rooted in the Jewish belief that the Torah 

embodies God’s wishes for humanity that it be perfect, coherent and without 

contradiction, redundancy or lacking in letter, word and even the crowns on the 

letters (ktarim).48 This view has propelled Jews to seek to explicate ‘unifying 

theories’ that logically account for entire fields in science, philosophy and society, 

and for humanity at large. Rabbi Michael Paley calls this Jewish approach 

“oneness.” 49 It may well lie at the heart of why an outstanding number of 

individual Jews – such as Sigmund Freud, Milton Friedman and Albert Einstein – 

were able to articulate a broad global framework for society within their 

individual fields.50  

63. Here too, several events stand out in the Jewish calendar anchoring this story 

to Jewish society. Every Shabbat, Jews recite a verse or emphasizing that their 

day of rest is not only a Jewish right, but a universal one for every human and 

animals, as well. Many Jewish holidays such as the Festival of Booths (Sukkoth), 

Pesach, Purim and Pentecost (Shavuot) establish expectations for societal 

responsibility in the form of charity, and carry a universal message about freedom, 

justice, free will, meritocracy, modesty and scholarship.               

 
48   Deuteronomy, 4:2 instructs: “You shall not add to the word which I command you, nor shall you 

subtract from it…” The Babylonian Talmud in Eruvin 13a instructs a scribe: “...if you add or 

subtract even a single letter, [it is as if] you have destroyed the entire world!”. The Rambam 

likewise emphasizes in his Mishne Torah that that if one letter is added to or missing from a Torah, 

it is invalidated and not fit for ritual use (Hilchot Sefer Torah 7:11). 
49   On the idea of oneness see conversation between Rabbi Michael Paley and William Novak in 

“Kerem: Creative Explorations in Judaism”, Jewish Study Center Press, Inc., Washington DC, 

2012, volume no. 13 p. 35.   
50   Johnson, A History of the Jews, p. 267  
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Faith and Covenant  

64. This story is about Judaism as a religion (dat) or faith (emunah) that strives to 

inform, elevate and discipline, thereby sanctifying the life of every Jew and of the 

entire People of Israel.  

65. Its core narrative is about the covenant (brith) and a special relationship 

between God and the entire People of Israel (klal ahm Israel), as well as 

between every individual Jew and God.51 This narrative views all Jews as a 

religious community and as having been personally present at the foot of Mount 

Sinai when the Torah was given to Moses. It therefore mandates each and every 

Jewish man and woman to realize their obligations under this covenant by living a 

‘life of Torah and mitzvot,’ i.e. of religious observance. It invokes metaphors of 

shepherd and sheep52 and of father and children to describe this unique 

association. This vision of the Jewish People calls for wholehearted acceptance of 

the sovereignty of God and obedience toward Him.  

66. Thus, the mission of the Jewish People, according to this narrative, is to 

determine God’s wishes and execute His will. This story holds that God’s 

wisdom is captured in the Torah, which was given to Moses on Mount Sinai. The 

Ethics of the Fathers (Pirkei Avot) establishes that the Torah was then passed on 

from Moses to Joshua, and from him to the elders (z’kenim), and from them to the 

prophets (ne’vi’im), who passed it to the sages (Knesset Gdola).53 The permanent 

quest to understand the wishes of God and to realize them continues through 

learning in the beit midrash, which attempts to bridge ancient texts with an ever-

changing reality, thus perpetually developing Jewish law (halacha).  

67. Some of the central themes of this story have much in common with other 

religions. They include faith (emunah), doubt (safek) and repentance (tshuvah); 

obedience (ki’yum mitzvoth) and lack thereof (averah); sacrifice (korbanot), 

charity (tzedakah) and kindness (che’sed); prophesy (ne’vu’ah); the coming of the 

messiah (mashi'ach) and redemption (ge’ulah). Within this narrative, there are 

extensive deliberations on the relationship between faith and reason, religion and 

science, determinism and free will and the historicity of the Bible and the 

relationship of Judaism to other religions.  

68. Distinct values underlie this story. They include obedience (ki’yum mitzvoth), 

faith (emunah) and self-sacrifice (kiddush haShem) by serving the will of God in 

spite of tangible sacrifices such as poverty, hardship, risk and even martyrdom. 

These values are contrasted with actions that bring dishonor to God’s covenant 

with the Jews (hilul haShem).  

 
51   Jonathan Sacks, Future Tense, p. 36: “Jews, ‘the children of Israel’, are described in the Bible as 

both an ahm, a people, and an edah, a religiously constituted congregation … a community of faith 

bounded by the covenant they made with God at Mount Sinai.”  
52   Psalms, 23:1: “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want...”  
53   Ethics of the Fathers 1:1.  



 

69. Jews who sacrificed to preserve the brith (kiddush HaShem) are heroes of this 

story. Examples include the Maccabees, who rose against the Greeks and their 

attempts to suffocate the world of Torah; the ten martyrs (Aseret Harugei 

Malchut), rabbis who suffered torturous deaths at the hands of the Romans due to 

their devoted teaching of the Torah;54 Jews who were burnt at the stake for 

defiance of the Spanish inquisitors; and the rabbis who sustained Jewish life in the 

Soviet Union during the dark days of communism at grave personal risk.  

70. Another group of heroes of this story of faith are the sages and prominent 

rabbis whose Torah scholarship echoed around the world and throughout the 

generations. Hillel the Elder (Hillel HaZaken); Rabbi Akiva; Rabbi Yehudah 

HaNasi, who redacted the Mishnah in the 2nd century; Rabbi Moshe Ben-

Maimon, (Rambam, also known as Maimonides) who codified Jewish law in his 

Mishnne Torah in the 12th century; and Rabbi Elijah Ben Shlomo Zalman 

Kremer, known as the Vilna Gaon, and his student, Rabbi Chaim Volozhin, who 

revolutionized the yeshiva world in the 18th century. Every century produced a 

handful of towering intellectual religious leaders (gedolei hador) whose work 

impacted the entire Jewish world for generations.  

71. The villains of this story are Jews who betray the brith and Gentiles who try 

to sever the connection between the Jews, the Jewish People and God. 

Prominent examples include the Greek King Antiochus, the Roman Caesar, 

Hadrian, the Crusaders, the Spanish Inquisitors and communist leaders who 

attacked the Jewish faith by banning its rituals, forcing religious disobedience, 

persecuting and often executing rabbis and destroying Jewish institutions. In each 

of these episodes, as well as in between them, there were Jews who turned against 

the brith. In antiquity, a converted Jew led the Roman legion against the Jews of 

Alexandria, and Hellenized Jews betrayed sages who taught Torah to be 

executed.55 In Spain, some Jewish conversos spearheaded the persecutions of the 

Spanish Inquisition.56 And, in the Soviet Union, the Politbureau was populated by 

several Jews who persecuted Judaism and their fellow Jews.57  

72. In addition to the regular daily prayers, during several annual events on the 

Jewish calendar Jews reaffirm their brith with God. Examples include: the 

Jewish new year (Rosh HaShana), which marks the day of divine judgment; the 

Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur), when  Jews plea for forgiveness; The Feast of 

Booths (Sukkoth), when Jews remember the forty years in the desert and their 

 
54   The Ten Martyrs are remembered in part of the Musaf (literally, additional) prayer during Yom 

Kippur and during the prayers of the Ninth day of Av (Tish’ah Be’Av).  
55   See Wikipedia entry on Tiberius Julius Alexander leading his legions against Alexandria Jews and 

participating in the siege of Jerusalem: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tiberius_Julius_Alexander. 

See also Binyamin Lau, Sages Volume II, p. 100-102 (in Hebrew) about the Yekum Elohimus, the 

Hellenized High Priest (Cohen Gadol), who surrendered and executed his uncle the sage, Yossie 

Ben Yoezer. 
56   For example, see about the converso Alfonso de Spina in Johnson, A History of the Jews, p. 225. 
57   See about Roza Luxembourg, in Johnson, A History of the Jews, p. 448.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Genius
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tiberius_Julius_Alexander
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complete dependence on God during that time; Passover (Pesach), when Jews 

remember their exodus from Egypt as an outcome of powerful divine intervention; 

and Pentecost (Shavuot), which marks the anniversary of the giving of the Torah 

to Moses on Mount Sinai. 

73. Many practices embody this story. They are commandments relating to the 

relationship between the individual and God (mitzvoth bein adam la-makom) 

and demonstrating the love for God (ahavat haShem). The most dramatic 

practice that reenacts the covenant is the act of circumcision (brith milah) of every 

Jewish boy at the age of eight days, and of any man who joins the Jewish People. 

Every Friday night at Shabbat dinner (se’udat Shabbat), Jews testify to the 

existence of the covenant during the ceremonial blessing over the wine (kiddush). 

Prayer represents the intimate connection between a Jew and God through their 

daily, weekly, monthly and annual routines. Particular prayers and blessings 

(brachot) are designed for specific human conditions such as sickness or health, 

grief or happiness, risk or survival, as well as for transitional moments such as 

births, coming of age (bat-mitzva and bar-mitzva), wedding, parenthood and death 

of loved ones.  

74. The masses who uphold this story are Jews of faith who believe in God and 

preserve the brith. To varying degrees, they espouse the values of this story, pray 

to God and observe the religious commandments (mitzvot), even if they practice 

an individually particular set of mitzvot that fits their outlook and life.  

75. The institutions that serve, preserve and develop this story are places of 

worship, religious study and observance: synagogues allow for prayer and 

worship; the beit midrash develops law (halacha); religious schools educate all 

ages from toddlers at the age of three (heder) to children and adolescents 

(yeshivot) and, in more recent times, also for unmarried women (ulpana), married 

men (kolel) and married women (midrasha); a ritual bath (mikveh) is essential to 

allow for the observance of the laws of family purity (teharat mishpacha); a 

designated institution provides burial services(chevra kadisha); a court (beit din) 

resolves disputes by the magistrate (dayan) based on Jewish law; and rabbis who 

serve as a source of religious authority. 

76. This story prides itself on the most distinct Jewish creation, the world of 

Jewish law (halacha) and Jewish tales (aggadah), which underlie the unique 

way of Jewish life. The Talmud, where the halacha was developed through 

debates among sages that lasted centuries, is seen by some as one of the greatest 

intellectual achievements of humanity. The world of aggadah offers context to 

formal halacha and therefore qualifies its rigid application. Together they provide 

a deep insight into the making of society, from the level of individual persons and 

their entire life cycle, to the levels of family, community, people and the world at 

large. 

77. Finally, the story of faith stands out among the four meta-stories of Judaism 

because it embraces, co-opts, and, thereby enshrines values and practices 



 

that emanate from the other stories and consistently serve the Jewish People. 

Thus, Jewish religion serves to cement the DNA of Jewish society building. For 

example, there are commandments and prayers that emphasize Peoplehood by 

referring to the entire people of Israel (klal ahm Israel), or to mutual responsibility 

(arevut); to nationhood, by referring to the return to Zion and to the 

reestablishment of the house of David; and to or la’goim by establishing laws to 

protect and support the poor, needy, sick, the convert (gehr) and the alien resident 

(gehr toshav), as well as norms for treating one’s enemies. 

Four Stories Ever Present 

78. The four meta-stories of Judaism are deeply rooted in Jewish heritage and 

tradition and will continue to shape Jewish destiny.  

79. Two or more of these stories are present in shaping every major Jewish 

event, holiday and ritual. Every Sabbath – beginning with its entry (kabalat 

Shabbat), and continuing through the meals and blessings (kiddush) and its 

conclusion (havdala) – incorporates the four narratives. Throughout the Sabbath, 

Jews pray for the return to Zion, speak in plural on behalf of all the people of 

Israel, and testify about and re-commit to the covenant with God. They also 

remember that, as all human beings were created equal and in the image of God, 

the Sabbath was given not only to Jews but also to non-Jews within the Jewish 

domain, as well as to animals.58 

80. All Jewish holidays can be understood and related to through two or more of 

these narratives. The most prominent example of this phenomenon is the holiday 

of Passover (Pesach) and the text of its ritualized reenactment (hagadah). It 

relates to the story of faith when remembering the ‘strong arm’ of God and His 

miracles that took the Israelites out of Egypt; to the story of Peoplehood through 

the discussion of the formation of the people through the forty-year journey in the 

desert; to the notion of being an or la’goyim through the themes of resistance to 

slavery and oppression and transformation into freedom; and to nationhood not 

only through the story of the long journey to Zion through the desert, but also in 

the seder’s concluding affirmation, “Next year in Jerusalem.”  

81. Many great leaders of the Jewish People merged these stories into their vision 

and actions. As mentioned earlier, Abraham is the source of all four stories 

through his life journey. Similarly, these stories can be found in the works 

leadership of Moses, prophets, leading Talmudic sages, Rambam, Herzl and 

David Ben-Gurion. In fact, that integration of multiple stories may have been 

essential for their ascendance to greatness. 

82. Non-Jews have also used these narratives to describe Jews. The Roman 

historian Tacitus viewed the Jews through the prism of peoplehood, nationhood 

 
58   See Rabbi Israel Meir Lau, Foundations, p. 170-171. 
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and religion.59 During the Greek occupation of Judea, Jews were allowed a 

semblance of self-rule but denied, particularly during the reign of Antiochus IV 

Epiphanes, their identity as a religion.60 In the 18th century, the French Stalinas 

Comte de Clermonte Tonnerre famously said, “The Jews should be denied 

everything as a nation, but granted everything as individuals.”61 Before the 

issuance of the 1917 Balfour Declaration, the British Government was also forced 

to consider whether Jews were a people, a nation or a religion.62 The 1947 United 

Nations General Assembly Resolution 181, which led to the establishment of the 

State of Israel, speaks of a ‘Jewish State’ and an ‘Arab State,’ effectively framing 

Jews as a nation.63 Finally, while the Government of Israel presently demands the 

world to recognize it as the nation-state of the Jewish People, many, including 

some Arab and Palestinian leaders, reject the notion of Jewish peoplehood and 

nationhood, regarding Judaism as merely a religion.64 Meanwhile there are 

numerous non-Jews who understand Judaism as a religious community of 

common descent, born of a certain location, and with a mission on behalf of all 

humanity. 

83. Finally, the Jewish vision for the end-of-days (acharit hayamim) as recounted 

in the Biblical book of Isaiah integrates the four stories, as well. It embraces 

the story of religion by speaking about repentance (tshuva), rebuilding of the 

Temple, renewal of sacrifices and the coming of the messiah (be’viat 

hamashiach); the story of nationhood by envisioning the return to Zion, the 

 
59   See Tacitus, Histories, Book 5, section 5 writing about the Jews: “…the Jews are extremely loyal 

toward one another, and always ready to show compassion … They sit apart at meals, and they 

sleep apart … They adopted circumcision to distinguish themselves from other peoples by this 

difference … the Jews conceive of one god only, and that with the mind alone: they regard as 

impious those who make from perishable materials representations of gods in man's image; that 

supreme and eternal being is to them incapable of representation and without end … they set up no 

statues in their cities, still less in their temples; this flattery is not paid their kings…” Taken from: 

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Tacitus/Histories/5A*.html.  
60   II Maccabees, 6:1–11 
61   Johnson, A History of the Jews, p. 306  
62   See Jonathan Schneer, The Balfour Declaration, p. 145-147 concerning the necessity of the British 

cabinet to consider competing claims by Jews, most particularly Herbet Samuel and Edwin 

Montagu, as to the collective status of the Jewish People. Samuel argued that Jews were bound by 

a common relationship. Montagu argued that “There is no Jewish race as a homogenous whole. It 

is quite obvious that the Jews in Great Britain are as remote from the Jews in Morocco … as the 

Christian Englishman is from the moor or Hindoo,” viewing Judaism exclusively as a religion. 
63   United Nations General Assembly Resolution 181, Part III, Section C, November 29, 1947.  
64   Saeb Erekat, Palestinian Chief Negotiator, said: “There is no country in the world where religious 

and national identities are intertwined”. See Jerusalem Post article titled: “Erekat: We Won’t 

Accept Jewish Israel”, December 11, 2007 (http://www.jpost.com/Israel/Erekat-We-wont-accept-

Jewish-Israel).  

Also, the Government of Argentina refused to recognize the State of Israel as having any standing 

in the investigation of the Iran’s involvement in the bombing of the Buenos Aires Jewish 

Community Center: “El atentado sufrido por el pueblo de nuestra patria el 18 de julio de 1994 no 

involucró a ningún ciudadano Israeli.” See: http://www.mrecic.gov.ar/es/argentina-rechaza-el-

pedido-de-explicaciones-formulado-por-israel.  

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Tacitus/Histories/5A*.html
http://www.jpost.com/Israel/Erekat-We-wont-accept-Jewish-Israel
http://www.jpost.com/Israel/Erekat-We-wont-accept-Jewish-Israel
http://www.mrecic.gov.ar/es/argentina-rechaza-el-pedido-de-explicaciones-formulado-por-israel
http://www.mrecic.gov.ar/es/argentina-rechaza-el-pedido-de-explicaciones-formulado-por-israel


 

ingathering of the exiles, and the reestablishment of Jewish independence under 

the House of David; the story of peoplehood by relating to the entire Jewish 

People that will assemble from the Diaspora; and to the story of or la’goim by the 

prophesy that a wolf shall dwell with the sheep,65 and by envisioning global peace 

and harmony, free of strife and hardship: “They shall beat their swords into 

plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift sword against 

nation, neither shall they learn war anymore.”66 

End.   

 

 
65   Isaiah 11:6-8 
66   Isaiah 2:4. “Time after time it is settled that in the time of Mashia'ch nothing will be different in 

nature or the world only that Israel will be ruled by themselves and dwell in peace with the rest of 

the nations.” Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Laws of Kings and Wars, Chapter 12, Halacha 1.  


