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Stranger in a Not-So-Strange Land

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

As you can see from my author description at the bottom, this semester I am once again spending several months in the U.S. (as I did for a year in Providence 2008-09). With Passover coming up soon, this raises an interesting question for someone like me who moved to Israel 35 years ago: where do I most feel "at home" culturally? (Obviously, Israel is my home officially and de facto.) Or to put it another way, do former American Jews living in Israel have a "back in the homeland" experience when visiting the U.S. -- or is it rather a feeling of "stranger in a not-so-strange land?"


While experiences and reactions differ among expatriates, in conversations with many of my immigrant "colleagues" the overall answer is pretty clearcut: at some (relatively early point), our heads undergo a "cultural switch". Coming back to the States for a visit becomes more of an anthropological study for us than a "return home". In no way does this mean that we think the Israeli experience is "better" than the American one (or vice versa) -- just different. Here are just a sample of the different weltanschuung ("perspective on the world") elements.


1) Conversations (substance): In Israel, it's hard to simply converse socially with anyone without the conversation soon turning to some "meaty" current events issue. In the U.S. (I apologize in advance for what I am about to say, but...) American social conversation is decidedly vapid. Sports talk (among men) is dominant; among women, office gossip or a recent store sales event. Yes, I know -- what I just wrote here is definitely offensive and not at all politically correct. Which is precisely the point: Americans have become so PC-conscious that they stay away from any topic that could cause "offense" for their conversational partner. In Israel, we have no such compunction -- quite the opposite: the more controversial the better.... 


2) Conversations (style): Here we get a "reverse shock" -- Americans actually let you finish a sentence! It's not that in Israel I can't complete a sentence; it's just that in the middle of mine my partner is already responding, so we end up with a double monologue. Moreover, Americans tend to converse at a normal decibel whereas Israelis TALK VERY LOUDLY. These two things are a problem for visiting expats in the U.S. because we have been "acculturated" to interrupt the minute we have a response, and do so quite loudly (not to mention vociferously). It takes a few days for us to "come down to earth" discourse-wise.


3) Jewish Identity: It's a truism that the U.S. is a "Christian" country, albeit multi-cultural and increasingly varied religiously. Christian symbolism -- and even more, Gentile culture -- is everywhere, even when not celebrating Christmas, Easter etc. For an American Jew (actually, any Jew in Diaspora) that's the "natural" environment. But once you've lived in heavily Jewish Israel for awhile, this feels "strange" indeed. True, we have our Christmas trees in southern Tel Aviv (foreign workers etc) but it palls next to the menorah at the Knesset, the Magen David on the flag, the use of biblical verses in popular songs -- in addition to Parshat Ha'Shavua mini-talks Friday on the radio, real quiet on the streets on the Sabbath (not just in religious neighborhoods), and other sundry, not-so-subtle manifestations of Israel's heavy Jewishness.


4) Efficiency: This is going to shock you: in most areas of public life, Israel is clearly more efficient than the U.S. When we book the cable person to hook us up in Israel, they ask what "2-hour window" we want them to arrive (and they do!); when we have a blood test done, we simply go online to our HMO ("kupat cholim") and get the entire results, usually within 24 hours -- and the past decade's results too if we want to compare them. Last summer my wife and I moved from one city to the next so we had to get a completely new national ID card at the Ministry of the Interior office. It took us 17 minutes -- printed out, laminated etc.  Internet? I already have 100Mega speed -- which makes doing almost everything "government-official" online a me'kha'yeh (Yiddish for "pleasure"). 


Here in the U.S.... well, I don't have to tell you. So when the commentators talk about rebuilding America's infrastructure, not just the roads have to be brought into the 21st century. It's as if both my countries are going in opposite directions: formerly efficient America downhill; formerly bureaucratic Israel up and away.


Of course, there are some other areas of life where the U.S. has its advantages (you can't beat the Superbowl for sheer spectacle). But for me, one upcoming day says it all -- the second day of Passover. Boy am I glad not to have to deal with two Seders!
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