Reflections of/in Israel

The Neighborhood Makes the Wo/man

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

One of the more widely told jokes in Israel goes briefly like this: During creation God tells the angels that he will give his Chosen People a land overflowing with milk & honey, beautiful seashore, impressive hills and a mountain or two, gorgeous desert, terrific weather, magnificent lake, flora & fauna galore, etc etc. The angels ask: "isn't that a bit too much largesse to bestow on one people?" To which God replies: "just wait -- I haven't told you about their neighbors...". Certainly not "politically correct" by American standards, but that's precisely the point! of this essay. 

* * * * * * * *


American Jewry by and large continue to support Israel, in principle. However, when you look at specific policy -- especially regarding the Arab-Israeli conflict -- it is clear that there's a growing gap between American Jews and Israeli Jews. Why?


I would like to suggest that a major factor is the question: "who is your neighbor"? This is another way of saying that one's general, surrounding environment will influence the way you see the world. That's true but too general. It is the human, social environment that has the greatest impact on a people's belief system. So let's look at the American and Israeli social milieus, where I believe one can see how the general "political culture" of America and Israel are miles apart.


Israeli Jews have been literally fighting for their national existence since the State was established -- and even well before that. Arab armies have invaded Israel repeatedly, and despite some diminution in external Arab antipathy, Israelis still have to wake up each morning to hear about some lunatic leader of 70 million people a 1000 kilometers away threatening to wipe the country off the face of the map -- not to mention the heads of two quasi-national terrorist organizations on the their northern and southwestern borders repeating the same invective and bile, with thousands of missiles already sent Israel's way to concretize the threat. In such an environment, it is almost impossible to expect the Israeli-Jewish populace to take on a "liberal-tolerant" approach to peace, even with those neighbors (e.g. Fatah Palestinians) who at least are mouthing the right words. 


Compared to this, American Jews are living in relative utopia. While anti-semitism has not been totally expunged, it has become an extremely minor worry for the vast majority of American Jews, and correctly so. One would be hard put to find any other period or even specific country in Jewish history in which Jews have been so fully accepted by their Gentile neighbors, within the country and of course across the borders as well. With professional representation in politics, academia, finance, the entertainment and journalism world, etc well above their proportional numbers in the country, American Jews have not only "assimilated" extremely well socio-economically, but are flourishing like never before in Jewish history (including ancient Babylonia, the Golden Age of Spain, and a few other diaspora pockets of light). 


In such an environment, it is little wonder that the American-Jewish mainstream has become "neighbor-friendly" -- compared to almost any other neighbor in the past, American society is almost angelic! Thus, while many American Jews can perhaps "intellectually" understand the Israelis' situation, it is extremely hard for them to comprehend the visceral fear and suspicion vis-a-vis their neighbors that permeates Israeli society and by extension Israeli policymakers.


And I might add one other element. The American ethos and Constitutional system is based on separation of religion & state, "rational discourse," and especially the idea of political compromise. As a result, Americans believe that any conflict can in principle be resolved by discussion etc. The Israeli ethos and system -- for better or worse -- is based more on emotion, theological "evidence", and brute force. Here too, we can see their  "neighborhood" as being determinative -- for the Middle East is mostly driven by the latter ethos. Israelis thus find themselves following the credo of "do as thy neighbors do".


None of this is to say that American Jewry are wrong and Israeli Jews are right -- or vice versa. It is to say that they exist in two parallel neighborhoods: one of relative calm and mutual tolerance, the other of political thuggery and menace. The best we can hope for is that both these centers of the Jewish world understand why the other thinks as it does.

* * * * * * * * * * * *
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