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This Issue

Much water has flowed in the river since the historic announcement by the Jewish Rabbinical Council
in Germany, in 1897, that is, prior to the founding Zionist Conference in Basel, an announcement which
condemned the Zionist idea of establishing a Jewish national homeland in Palestine. Among the reasons
cited by those Orthodox circles was that the Zionist project provides a new understanding of Judaism, en-
abling a person to be a religious atheist and a good Jew at the same time, as Judaism was no longer merely
a religion but had become, through the Zionist understanding of it, a nation, as well, one which conceptu-
ally permits the existence of non-religious Jews who do not adhere to religious teachings. Those circles
thought that this posed a threat to Judaism, and that the Jewish existence could only be maintained by
considering Judaism as a religion, not a nation, such that only its religious aspect was capable of keeping
it a timeless, distinct and authentic phenomenon. On the other hand, Zionism was seen as interfering in
the process of salvation, which in its religious essence meant waiting for the Messiah; thus, Zionism was
a form of interference in the divine will and a kind of blasphemy. The conflict reached the point where one

of the German Jewish rabbis was dismissed for expressing sympathy with the Zionist movement in 1907.

However, since that time, many events have unfolded, including the Balfour Declaration, a mandate
instrument over Palestine that gave the Zionist movement international recognition, and, later, the rise
of Nazism and the occurrence of the Holocaust, all of which diminished the level of opposition within
those circles to the Zionist project, such that they refrained from issuing a position opposing the estab-
lishment of the State of Israel in 1948. At that time, Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion reached
a well-known agreement with the Orthodox religious forces on the relations between religion and the
state, that is, all matters related to the role of religion in the state, the sanctity of the Sabbath, religious
schools, and so on.

How has history unfolded since that agreement? How have relations developed, and to what extent
have the Orthodox forces become more Zionist, while Zionism has become more Jewish? This is a
lengthy topic, and we attempt, in this issue, to highlight some of the changes in this field. In this short
opening, I would like to note that, although the prevailing narrative speaks of a steady transformation
in Israel from Zionism to Judaism, I think that this narration does not represent the whole story. Israel
has witnessed several liberal transformations that appear hostile to religion in recent decades, such as
recognition of the rights of women and homosexuals, the violation of the sanctity of the Sabbath and
holidays, and the increasing interference of the courts in some religious matters. Thus, the story ap-
pears to be more complex and dialectical in its ebbs and flows.

Undoubtedly, however, many interesting waters have flowed in the river since the 1897 announce-
ment. Currently, a significant number of rabbis occupy seats in government, control many matters of
the state, participate, heavily, in the process of settlement, and provide politics and politicians with

religious imagination and theological terms that return Zionism to its religious origins.



