Reflections of/in Israel

How's Your IQ (Israel Quotient)?

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

Let's start this column with a test of your IQ (Israel Quotient). I assume that readers of the Voice & Herald also consume other news and information about Israel on a rather steady basis, so this is certainly is not a test of the paper in your hands (or screen). I'll also lower your own psychological pressure regarding the "exam": it's not so much about how much you (don't) know of contemporary Israel; rather, it's about how the media (the Jewish ones especially) don't report on what is really going on in the Holy Land. Just check off which of these items you think are true (answers at the bottom -- no peeking!).

1- In 2009, traffic fatalities in Israel dropped by about 20% from the year before.

2- Despite the IDF's best efforts, only a few dozen Haredim have been drafted into the army.

3- The possibility of nuclear Iran has so worried Israelis that only in Jerusalem (which Iran would never attack because of the Al Aqsa Mosque) have real estate prices risen in the past two years.

4- Because of the same worry, fewer Israelis have returned to Israel and fewer olim have made aliyah over the past two years.

5- During the past few months, recoverable natural gas worth billions of dollars has been discovered off Israel's coast.

6- Due to the shekel's weakness, the Bank of Israel has sold billions of dollars to prop up the national currency.


All right. I'll wait a moment while you look at the answers below.


Surprised? These were the only two true statements because I purposely composed the others in negative terms. In fact, all six statements here relate very good news: serious efforts at fixing road infrastructure and getting tough with wayward drivers has born fruit; hundreds of Haredim have signed up and are serving in the IDF which has gone out of its way to make them feel welcome; real estate prices have gone up everywhere in Israel, but the fastest in the Tel Aviv area -- Israelis do not seem to be overly worried by the madman in Iran; the number of new olim and also returning Israelis has increased significantly in the past two years (why? in a moment, the answer to question 6); the largest natural gas field discovery of the past year in the entire world has been made off the Israeli coast -- enough to provide all the country's gas needs until the 22nd century; the shekel is so strong that the Stanley Fischer has had to buy billions (yes, billions!) of dollars to keep the strong shekel from overwhelming the greenback -- a testimony to Israel's very strong economy (that's attracting all those overseas Israelis to return home).


So why did you flunk this test? (If you got at least 5 right, you can skip the rest of this column.) Because of the media's incessant drumbeat of news on only two subjects: 1- the peace process; 2- religion & state problems. No one suggests that these aren't important, but just try imagining a European reading day in and day out about America's drug & violence problems, plus the illegal immigrant situation -- and that's it! No high tech accomplishments, no cultural achievements, not the fact that the U.S. continues to be the main magnet for Third World students doing post-graduate work, and so on. Not very balanced, is it? But that's the kind of press that Israel tends to get from friend and foe alike: conflict and religious extremism.


So what? There was once a time when Israel needed American philanthropy, so the message that came out of Zion was "we're a basket case; please help us." Then came the Six-Day War, and the age of Israeli mythic heroism set in. The swing from one extreme to another not only was patently unrealistic (on both ends), but it also lent Israel an air of unreality. Is it any wonder, then, that much of American Jewish youth today isn't much enthused by Israel? After all, who would be emotionally attached to a schizoid nation constantly fighting everyone around it (and within itself too), even if those fighters are "heroic"? 


Israel needs "normalcy" -- not so much in deed (which it already mostly has) but rather in its image. It's time for Israeli policymakers, spinmeisters, along with the American Jewish media to reflect the complete reality of this remarkable country. It shouldn't take a high IQ to figure that out.

[Questions 1 & 5 are true; all the others false.]
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