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Sometimes I get the feeling that God has a bizarre sense of humor -- or at least is having some "fun" at the expense of his Chosen People. The Jewish ghetto is a case in point.


In the early modern age, the Christian world sought to keep Jews "in their place" -- figuratively and literally. To be sure, Jews had always lived among themselves, but so did everyone else. To this very day you can find Paris streets named for shoemaking, baking, and other professions, each of whose practitioners tended to live in their own neighborhood enclave; a Jewish neighborhood, therefore, was no anomaly. However, by the 16th century a new phenomenon emerged: the Jewish "ghetto" in which Jews lived behind physical walls -- at times free to come and go, other times and places restricted to the outer world at the Gentiles' convenience.


Among other things, Zionism sought to put an end to this sort of demeaning existence. The new State of the Jews would be run by Jews so there would be nothing to wall them in. Good theory; bad reality.


Even during the early 20th century, Jewish settlements found themselves under attack by their nearby Arab neighbors so that many of the early Zionist settlers had to build "stockade communities". These vanished with the establishment of the State of Israel -- only to be replaced in the more recent past by far more formidable defensive barriers. No longer were individual communities to be walled in -- now the state was "walling" itself in!  


The first step was an electrified fence running across its entire northern border with Lebanon and Syria. Then at the start of the 21st century, under massive suicide bombing attack in the Second Intifada, Israel ratcheted up its defensive posture, building a fence/wall (in some areas an electrified fence; in others, a concrete wall) separating the 1967 borders (more or less) from Judea and Samaria. It worked: the Intifada came to a complete halt with the barrier preventing the suicide bombers from entering Israel.


Most recently, Israel has found itself under a completely different form of "attack" -- massive illegal immigration of destitute Africans (especially Sudanese, Ethiopians and Nigerians) trekking hundreds, and in some cases thousands, of kilometers across the desert to the new Promised Land: "First World" Israel! The numbers are staggering, cumulatively reaching 100,000 in the past several years. Whole parts of Tel Aviv have turned into "Little Africa". Not being allowed to work legally, these dirt-poor "unfortunates" (even what to call them has become a hot potato issue in Israel: asylum seekers? economic refugees? opportunists?) have turned to petty crime, and occasionally worse. Not to mention that those who do work under the table indirectly drive down already low wages for Israel's domestic underclass.


As a result of growing discontent among different sectors of Israeli society the government has commenced a massive project of erecting a wall running the length of its Sinai Desert border with Egypt. Simultaneously, special immigration police units have been established to catch the illegals and send them back -- not always easy or even legal, as Israel has signed international accords that prohibit returning refugees to their native, war-torn countries. 


In any case, Israel is slowly becoming the largest "walled" ghetto in Jewish history: to the North, in the middle, and to the South (thank God there's a sea to the west!). Of course, in one very important sense, this is the antithesis of the traditional Jewish ghetto. In the past, Gentiles walled us in because of our weakness; now we wall ourselves in from a position of relative strength. Now we are building the walls, not them!


Then again, perhaps none of this should surprise us. Have you been to Jerusalem lately? Visited the City of David? The Western Wall? Have you fasted on the 10th of Teveth, 17th of Tammuz, or the 9th of Av? In each case, these commemorate events when our ancient walls were breached.


As King Solomon put it in Ecclesiastes: "there's nothing new under the sun".
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