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y this fierce self-mutilation?

] here is something that I do

l not understand, something

4 that has, indeed, perplexed
me for a long time.

One of the important resulis of
the establishment of the State of
Israel was the intense spread, over
the last two generations, of the
academic study of Judaism
thrr  hout the world.

Pwadreds of universities, espe-
ciaily in North America and
Europe, now teach Hebrew and
Jewish studies, and the subject is
universally recognized as an inte-
gral component of intellectual life.

The history of the Jewish peo-
ple, Jewish philosophy and mysti-
cism, Hebrew language and litera-
ture are perceived as complex dis-
ciplines arousing interest among
Jews and non-Jews. Like every
other national and religious cul-
ture, Judaism is understood as
including various and conflicting
trends and emphases, together
forming a dynamic, vibrant, and
developing contribution to human
culture.

Western culture today is com-
prised of numerous such cultural
complexes, each of which retains
its particular characteristics. From
Ir  d to Mexico, from Sicily to
Alavama, all present their essen-
tial uniqueness, at the same time
forming the building blocks of the
global cultural and intellectual
civilization.

In the first decades after its
establishment, the attitude of
Israel’s secular majority con-
formed to this universal approach.
Judaism was understood as being
not only a religious tradition but a
national culture too, one which
could be integrated with Western
civilization. The fusion of the two
was regarded as the basis of the
emerging culture of the State of
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Israel.

This situation has changed dra-
matically over the last two
decades. Today, the only place i
the world where the variety and
complexity, the dynamism and
relevance of the Jewish heritage is
denied is among the secular com-
munity in Israel.

When 1 started my studies 45
years ago, most of my teachers

wholeheartedly accept the most
important component of the haredi
worldview — the one in which they
are absolutely wrong — the claim
that only the haredim are the sole
representatives of Judaism as a
whole, past, present, and future, and
that only they express “true
Judaism.”

We vehemently reject haredi
claims in every aspect of life,

Secular Israelis have torn up their ticket
to contemporary giobal cuilture

and fellow students, like me, led a
secular life. None of us found any
inherent contradiction between
our dedication to Jewish studies
and our adherence to Western val-
ues, norms, and methodologies.

In recent years, however, a pow-
erful process of radicalization
brought about the emergence of a
schism between the haredim and
the intensely secular majority.
This, in turn, caused a swift weak-
ening of the middle.

Judaism came to be regarded
more and more as antagonistic to
contemporary culture, as if only
its rejection could enable one to
accept Western norms.

The secular intellectual commu-
nity developed a deep enmity
toward anything it conceived as
representing haredi Judaism. This
came to include even the Bible,

“Jewish history, and the history of
the Land-of Israel, and classical
Hebrew literature.

The paradox is that while secular
Israelis fiercely reject haredi cultur-
al, social, and religious norms, we

thought, and politics; but we see
them as the only legitimate Jews.

It is hardly surprising that the
haredim view themselves as the
“true Judaism”; yet incomprehensi-
ble that secular Jews in Israel accept
that claim, including Isaiah and
Bialik, Maimonides and Agnon, the
Zohar and Mendelsohn in the hare-
di complex, and hating it all.

THROUGHOUT the history of
the state, secular Israelis never
gave legitimacy to any attempt to
create a moderate concept of
Judaism which could be integrated
with contemporary culture.

We seem to insist that only the
haredim are legitimate Jews, thus
contributing to the weakening and
erosion of every meaningful mid-
dle road uniting Judaism with-
Zionism and with openness to
Western culture. - -

Why do we do it? This attitude
has no parallel either in Diaspora
Judaism, which is open to a plu-
ralistic concept of Judaism, nor in
the non-Jewish intellectual world,

»

which recognizes ‘he varietv .nd
complexity of Juuaism as it ices
of every other cuiture.
As a result or ‘his
fewer and fewer -ecu
students and scnoiars are Je

ing themselves r0 ‘=wisn ‘tuuies.
while abroad the aumoers are
increasing, with Jewisn stuales
appealing to a diverse zroup oI
people, both Jews nd 0

More and more :ciotariv 3005
are published abroad, wnile ‘heir
number in Israei s aecreasing.

Contemporary civiiization ioes
not welcome peopie who hate
themselves and cut themseives off
from their authentic cuiturai ner-
itage. He who approaches Western
culture empty-handed wiil recetve
only the externai aspects of this
culture.

We oppose the haredim in every
possible way, yet we are surren-
dering our identity to them. as
well as our ticket to contemporary
global culture.

Why? I have no answer. If any-
one has, I shall recommend
wholeheartedly that he be nomi-
nated for a future Israel Prize.

Meanwhile, I can only express
the hope that we shall overcome
this self-imposed self-mutilation,
and recognize that the diversity ~
Jewish culture can both sust._.
Israeli spiritual life and serve as a
bridge to our integration in the
best achievements or Westemn cul-
ture.

At this point, however, things
seem to be going in quite the
opposite direction.

-

The writer, Gershom Scholem pro-
fessor of Kabbala ar the Hebrew
University, received this vear's
Israel Prize for his studies in the
history of Jewish mysticism,
thought, ethics, and literature.
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