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A country tends to reflect the social "personality" of its citizenry. Unfortunately, on the issue that I want to talk about here, the country in question -- Israel -- was actually established to negate one aspect of the Jewish people's historical experience, and has failed to do so.


I'm talking about the Jewish propensity -- from the time of Abraham and running through Jacob's family (down to Egypt), Moses' leading them back to the Promised Land, the exile of the 10 Northern Tribes of Israel to Assyria, the Judean exile to Babylon, their partial return, and then the Great Diaspora of the past 2000 years -- to be on the constant move. Not for nothing are we called the Wandering Jews.


Zionism was designed to bring some normalcy back to the Jewish experience by setting up a state with clear a territorial boundary inside which the Jews could live their lives as they saw fit. But that was not to be. From the start -- through no fault of the Israelis (after all, Ben-Gurion reluctantly accepted the U.N.'s Partition Plan) -- they had to fight to maintain their borders. In the process, Israel repeatedly extended, and occasionally receded from, swaths of territory. To use a musical analogy, Israeli geography works like an accordion -- pulling and pushing in and out, accompanied by lots of noise....


Which brings us up to the present situation. Israelis are highly split regarding where exactly the country's final borders should be delineated -- assuming an irrevocable, final peace treaty. Many are willing to give back the entire Golan Heights while others are appalled at the idea of having Syrians at the Sea of Galilee water's edge. Most Israelis are willing to concede 96% of the West Bank (and even trade 4% of other Israeli land in exchange for keeping the densely populated 4% of the West Bank we will retain); a large and vociferous minority vehemently disagree -- indeed, they don't accept the term "West Bank" (that refers to Jordan) but rather insist on Judea and Samaria (oriented to Jewish history).


And then there's Jerusalem. West Jerusalem (in our hands from 1948) has an across- the-board Jewish consensus: it remains the capital of Israel forever. Regarding Jewish East Jerusalem (captured in the Six-Day War), a slightly smaller, but still huge Jewish majority, insists on continued sovereignty. And there's Arab East Jerusalem where Israeli consensus breaks down completely. Some view those neighborhoods as part and parcel of Jerusalem; others point out that the Israeli authorities have invested very little in its development, and even the Israeli police are loathe to patrol those areas. Netanyahu has declared Arab East Jerusalem as an integral part of the city -- while several former prime ministers (Barak, Olmert at the least) were willing to cede them in a final treaty, in order to enable the Palestinian State to have its own capital in "Jerusalem". Thus, when anyone mentions "Jerusalem" the question that needs to be asked is not so much "where" as "when". The Jerusalem of 1948? Of 1967? The expanded version of the 1990s? The metropolis of the 2000s? The accordion again...


Of course, as I hinted at above, Israel's wandering borders have not only expanded -- they've contracted too: giving back parts of the Golan Heights in the post-1967 armistice agreement; leaving Gaza in 2006. And now lately, even the Netanyahu government has indirectly suggested that it might be willing to concede civilian control of the Jordan Valley (but still maintain some military control).


There are few examples in the modern world of an established country with such a high level of territorial uncertainty (notwithstanding some minor border disagreements here and there, as between Japan and Russia). The situation is politically enervating for Israel, as much too much energy is devoted to this existential question that almost never arises among other normal countries. Not to mention the economic costs of building settlements that will most probably be given back, and the further economic burden of defending territory that others consider to be theirs.


The bottom line: not until Israel's borders are finally agreed upon in an accepted international treaty can Zionism be said to have attained its ultimate goal -- providing a home(land) where both the residents and their neighbors agree on where one yard ends and the other begins.
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