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Introduction
The Dream and the Reality


Things that were unthinkable yesterday suddenly, today, they’re here.
And what used to be safe and familiar won’t be, tomorrow.
Count to ten don’t get angry and start from the beginning.
You’ve got something to say so don’t give up but choose your words carefully.

—From “Count to Ten,” a song by the Israeli pop group Tea Packs



On the Wednesday, I ate a late lunch with Sharon and Alvin, two colleagues from work, at the Village Green, a vegetarian restaurant on Ben-Yehuda Street. We sat in the shade of a sun umbrella, munching our bean sprouts, gloomily comparing the sizes of our overdrafts.

By Thursday afternoon, the Village Green looked a little different. Its huge plate-glass storefront window had been shattered, its wooden chairs reduced to firewood. A young man in his early twenties, a Palestinian, had strolled along Ben-Yehuda at around three o’clock carrying a traveling bag, conversing easily with two of his friends. He had stopped outside the Village Green; his friends had positioned themselves outside two other shops nearby. Then all three of them had pressed their buttons—three, so that their recruiters could emphasize how many were ready to die for the cause.

For hours afterward, rescue workers were mopping up their blood and scraping bits of their dismembered bodies off the walls and the tables and the chairs at the Village Green, off the fedoras and the trilbies in the display cases at Fuerster’s Hat Shop farther up the road, off the bridal gown hanging lopsidedly from the mutilated mannequin in the dress shop next door.

Their blood, and the blood of the five Israelis they had killed.

While hundreds of horrified, ghoulishly curious Jerusalemites were kept behind police barriers all along the street, I walked through the bomb zone with the devastation still fresh. Wonderful thing, a press card. It gets you access to places other folks just can’t go near. I looked at a large chunk of a bomber’s torso oozing blood from beneath a piece of white plastic sheeting. I heard one of the rescue workers call out from a café, as I scrunched past on the broken glass, “Aaron, there’s a foot here.” I smelled the faint but unmistakable odor of burned flesh—just like a summer barbecue, made revolting only by the context. And I saw the remains of that green sun umbrella we’d sat under twenty-four hours earlier at the Village Green. The cloth had been ripped away by the force of the blast, but the white metal frame was still there, spattered with blood. Chunks of human flesh were hanging from it, like scraps in a deranged butcher’s display.

Almost everybody who has ever been to Israel has walked down Ben-Yehuda Street. My wife, Lisa, when we were at university, used to waitress at the Village Green; her roommate waitressed at the café across the street. Ben-Yehuda is where American seminary students hang out when ducking classes, where tourists shop for souvenirs, where locals grab a cheap felafel or shwarma lunch, where the tarot-card readers and the astrologers drink Turkish coffee during the long waits between gullible customers, where the disciples manning the outreach stand of the late Lubavitcher Rebbe attempt to persuade the secular male pedestrian traffic to don a skullcap, strap on tefillin (phylacteries), and say a prayer. And so, more than with any of the dozen-plus suicide bombings in the past few years, this Ben-Yehuda blast had everybody thinking, That could have been me.

But it really, really could have been me—and Sharon and Alvin. All we’d have had to do was eat lunch at the Village Green on Thursday instead of Wednesday.

My wife and I, naturally, discussed at length my closeish brush with death (as compared to the general, ongoing, slightly more distant brushes with death—the blasts in the vegetable markets where we sometimes shop, the late-night shootings on roads we’ve often used—to which all of us in Israel have tried to become accustomed over the years). But, you’ll understand, we did not raise the matter of Daddy’s lucky break with our eldest son, Josh, who was only five at the time. Still, the raw details of the bombing did not escape him, nor did we try to shield him from them completely. This is our reality, his reality, and he has to deal with it somehow, while his parents offer reassurance and try to explain the inexplicable. He watched news reports on television, overheard conversations, saw the newspaper photographs. His kindergarten teacher had the kids sit in a circle, their open, innocent faces turned anxiously toward her, to talk about the bomb, their fears, the dead people, the bad guys who had come to Jerusalem to kill.

And three days later, after Josh’s five-year-old mind had done its best to grapple with the overload, as his mother and I and his younger brother and his baby sister drove home together from my office in late afternoon, he blurted out from the backseat: “If you both get killed, who’s going to make our sandwiches?”

In a way, it is because of that question that I’ve written this book. Because my generous, sensitive eldest child, whom I’ve had the arrogance, or the stubbornness, or the blindness, or the faith, to try to bring up in Israel, is so attuned to the wicked violence of the world into which I’ve pitched him that he has already partly reconciled himself to the loss of either his mummy or his daddy and now is progressing toward preparing for the loss of us both. People are dying everywhere, he was saying, and I don’t understand why. I’m scared one of you is going to die too, and that would be terrible. But what am I going to do, what is Adam going to do, what is Kayla going to do, if you both get killed? Who’s going to wash us and dress us and read to us and hug us? And who’s going to make our sandwiches for kindergarten?

I know that putting this down on paper isn’t going to alter anything dramatically. It won’t stop the bombs or alleviate the hatreds. But it just might open some minds. And it might help me clarify my own thinking about living here: Whether I owe it to my family to keep doing what I came here for in the first place—playing a unique role, however small, in shaping the first Jewish state in two thousand years, completing a circle of history, bringing our modern Jewish family back to the land of its roots, to the city where my ancient royal namesake built his capital three thousand years ago, to be free, a majority, in our own country, to make our own decisions, and then live and die by them. Or whether Lisa and I ought to take the kids somewhere calmer and safer. I have the arrogance to worry about how growing up in a West Bank settlement may impact my sister’s children, but what am I doing to my own, exposing them to all the anger and bloodshed? When you have children, you take more care crossing the road, you drive a touch more carefully. And, in my case, you start looking more deeply at how and where you’re living, your reasons for being here, and whether they’re still valid—whether what was right for a student, or a single man in his twenties, is right for a married man with three kids a decade later.

The theory, the way I absorbed it through years of largely mediocre Jewish education in London, was that this Israel was supposed to be the safe haven for the Jews, the refuge for the persecuted people, the democratic, free, independent homeland, awash in a sea of Arab hostility but holding its own and slowly rolling back the tide of hatred, gradually eliminating the existential threats, making its peace with its neighbors.

But it has not turned out that way—not completely, not yet. We have proved ourselves, gloriously, as a safe haven for Jewish people, a country that, had it existed at the time of the Holocaust, would have saved millions of lives. We have gathered hundreds of thousands of Jews over the decades from the countries of the Middle East, from North Africa, from all over Europe. In the past few years alone we have opened our doors to people from Syria and Yemen and Iran and Iraq, when Jewish life there became unlivable. While the combined might and resources of the Western world struggled to cope with the hundreds of thousands of ethnic Albanians made homeless in 1999 by the conflict in Kosovo, Israel, in the course of the 1990s, took in 800,000 Jews from the former Soviet Union—flew them here, housed them, gave them money to get on their feet, found jobs for them.

At the height of the Kosovo crisis, in May 1999, I flew on a Jewish Agency aid plane to Albania, carrying clothes and school supplies and toiletries, financed by private Israeli and American Jewish donations. We landed at Tirana Airport—a strip of tarmac in the countryside with rows of NATO helicopters lined up on either side—and were bused into the capital, where several thousand Kosovo Albanians were living in tents around the commandeered outdoor public swimming pool. The younger generation assured us that they would be going home soon; their parents and grandparents said far less, more conscious of the uncertainties that lay ahead. All of them were helpless, stranded, their lives in limbo. And then we flew on to Budapest, where 400 Jews from Belgrade were taking refuge in a Jewish-owned hotel while NATO bombed their capital. Most of them, too, assured us that they would be returning in a matter of days, but 30 of them—mainly in their late teens and early twenties—flew back with us to Israel, to try out life in the Jewish state. Another 150 had already made the journey. So while the world dithered about the ethnic Albanians, Israel was sending out its planes to collect the Jews, Jews who had never wanted Israel, who had assumed their country was stable and never dreamed they would need Israel. Israel helped pay for their hotel stay in Hungary. It paid for their flights to Tel Aviv. It lodged them in absorption centers, organized sightseeing tours and Hebrew classes, gave them pocket money, offered them automatic citizenship and every opportunity to stay. Many did. I felt proud to be flying back with them, proud of my country, proud that it was there for them.

But as for rolling back the tide of hatred and making our peace with the neighbors, here our record is less commendable. And while it would be comfortable and comforting to place all the blame for our woes on the other side, the Arabs, we have often been as pigheaded and racist and proprietary as they are, if not more so. For the three years that Benjamin Netanyahu misruled Israel, between 1996 and 1999, we made no real effort to reach peace with Syria, a peace that would also have put a halt to our miniwar with Lebanon. Only with the election of Ehud Barak as prime minister, in 1999, did that quest resume in earnest. Jordan did make peace with us, in 1994, a warm peace that saw the late King Hussein popping over to Israel just to say hello, like any ordinary neighbor. Netanyahu rewarded him, in the late summer of 1997, by sending a team of Mossad hit men to assassinate one of his citizens, in broad daylight, on the streets of his capital, using the kind of terrifying chemical agent that we are so horrified to see Iraq and Iran developing. Our most awkward enemies, the Palestinians, who unfortunately happen to be living on much of the same land that we covet for ourselves, claimed to have chosen the path of coexistence a full decade ago, embracing the “two-state” solution—each side settling for an equitable share of the territory. When our prime minister of the day, Yitzhak Rabin, attempted to negotiate the formal separation, one of our own people, a purportedly Orthodox Jew, gunned him down.

Of course, it is not all as simple as that. Not much is in these parts. But, to some extent, we’ve spurned opportunities for peace because we’ve convinced ourselves that the Arabs are lying, that they are tricking us about their good intentions. Some of us seem to be waiting for every single Palestinian and Jordanian and Syrian to declare their love for us before we reconcile ourselves to them. And some of us, I think, although few Israelis would admit it, have even come to rather like being the big, bad guy on the block, the uncompromising toughie whom everybody would love to bring down but can’t. The pre-state desire to build a tough Jewish nation, a self-sufficient people that nobody, not the Nazis, not the Arabs, could ever again render defenseless, has become embedded and sometimes exaggerated in our psyche. The power, our power, has gone to some of our heads.

In a recent Jewish New Year special issue, the Hebrew daily newspaper Ma’ariv published a commemorative magazine of photographs, landmark moments in our evolution. And there, in this slim volume of black-and-white images and short paragraphs of text, was encapsulated not only our awe-inspiring rebirth and rise to power, but also our fall from its graceful use. Israel has never been an easy place to live. It was born amid controversy, sanctioned by a world seeking to provide recompense to the Jews for the World War II extermination of their millions, but at no small cost to the hundreds of thousands of Arabs of Palestine. It was formally established, in May 1948, in the midst of hostilities intended by the Arab world to kill it before it could draw breath. And not a decade has since gone by without a major war and dozens of minor confrontations.

But the nature of those conflicts has changed as the years have passed, the relative moralities of the warring parties have shifted. And this matters. Because in the early pages of that Ma’ariv commemorative magazine, Israel is a gutsy young nation whose leadership and population cry out for peace but will struggle bravely through the wars imposed on them. Here is David Ben-Gurion, our first prime minister, reading out the “Declaration of Independence” in Tel Aviv in May 1948, with its call to the Arab peoples to make their peace with the new/old Jewish entity in their midst, a call issued even as the fighting gathers intensity. There, eight years later, is an anonymous kibbutz member turned soldier, easy but not arrogant with success at the culmination of the 1956 fighting in the Sinai. Then we see Rabin, the chief of staff in the 1967 Six-Day War caught unawares by the camera as he prepares to make his victory speech on Jerusalem’s Mount Scopus, a speech in which he will talk, modestly, of a historic military achievement tinged with sadness for the fallen sons of Israel and the fallen Arab fighters.

Those were difficult days, but, at the risk of romanticizing a period long before my own time here, days apparently colored by generosity of spirit, by a national will for reconciliation; a belief that each war would be the last war or, if not, that it would be one of the last wars—that there would, someday soon, be a last war—and that Israel would finally find its quiet place in the region.

But our greatest military victory, that destruction of the Arab air forces at the start of the Six-Day War, the capture of the Sinai desert and the Gaza Strip and the Golan Heights and, especially, Jerusalem’s Old City and the land on the West Bank of the Jordan River, turned out to be the start of our corruption. For somewhere in the national mentality, a latent messianism was reignited, an urge to call in an ancient debt: to reassert Jewish rule over all the territory that the God of Abraham and Moses willed us in the pages of the Bible. So now, in the Ma’ariv album, the photographs show the divine assurance in the arrogant posture of Rabbi Moshe Levinger, seated on the shoulders of his admiring supporters, defying the 1975 Rabin government by founding a Jewish settlement deep inside the captured West Bank. Flip the page and you face the last moments in the life of Emil Grunzweig, murdered by a right-wing Israeli during a left-wing protest against Israel’s reckless invasion of Lebanon in 1982. We see the bitter yet confused features of an Israeli soldier in Gaza in the early days of the Palestinian Intifada in 1987, helmeted and kitted out with rifle and grenade launcher, yet helpless and uncertain in the midst of a milling swarm of Palestinian teenagers armed only with rocks and the frustrated recklessness born of twenty years of Israeli occupation. And finally, in October 1995, the camera immortalizes the venom in the eyes of a group of Jewish demonstrators, brandishing placards that denounce Rabin as a traitor for trying to make peace with the Palestinians, for daring to trade some of that God-given land—stigmatizing him with the perverted charge of treason that, a month later, would lead to his assassination in Tel Aviv.

It was a gradual descent from the moral high ground, so gradual that, even when we hit rock bottom with Rabin’s assassination, we refused to acknowledge how low we had sunk. Four days after the prime minister was killed, the rabbinical leaders of the Orthodox community from which his assassin had emerged held a public meeting at Beit Agron, in central Jerusalem, at which one bearded sage after another rose to defend the values that Yigal Amir, the gunman, had absorbed, to argue in the face of all evidence that they bore no blame for the killing and the seething climate in which it had occurred, to castigate more moderate and secular Israelis—the hated “left”—for pointing the finger of blame in their direction. The one brave, foolhardy rabbi, Yoel Bin-Nun, who stood up to ridicule the delusionary effort at self-defense and who alleged that one or more unnamed rabbis had actually sanctioned the assassination, found himself threatened and ostracized by parts of his community.

In the murder of our military hero turned peacemaker, by one of his own Jewish people, we lost the last vestiges of our innocence.

At the end of the millennium, to live in Israel was to alternate between hope and despair, as the progress under Rabin gave way to the fatuous posturing of Netanyahu, replaced, in turn, by Rabin’s would-be heir, Barak. Peace seemed close at hand, then receded, then came closer again. Our military superiority was challenged by Iran’s drive to nuclear self-sufficiency and by the relentless attacks of the Hamas bombers and the Hizbollah gunmen on our northern border. Intifada violence flared intermittently. The spiritual father of the Hamas suicide bombers, Sheikh Ahmad Yassin, assured his extremist Islamic followers that Israel wouldn’t be around much longer. And in the lower ebbs—especially when you read census figures predicting that the 1 million Palestinians of 1978, grown to 3 million today, would become 7.5 million by 2025, while we are 5 million Jews in 1999—it was hard to deride him.

Even more damagingly, we Israelis ourselves were disunited and bickering, grappling not only with internal rifts over the viability of making peace with our neighbors but with divides between the established Jews of European origin (the Ashkenazim) and those who came here, in poverty, from the Middle East and North Africa (the Sephardim), between Jews who cleave to the most zealous interpretations of God’s law and those who seek a more pluralistic approach to their faith, and between our Jewish nation here in Israel and our fellow Jews who live overseas.

Barely fifty and heading into terminal decline? I hope not. I’d like to think of the late 1990s as our national coming-of-age, with the customary frustrations and growing pains, our maturity finally demonstrated in 1999 in our repudiation of the hate-mongering Netanyahu and our preference for a leader, Barak, seeking to achieve the near-impossible: leading us to peace and healing our internal divisions.

I want to believe that half a century from now, my children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren will be celebrating the Israeli centenary and laughing gently at the concerns we are grappling with today, that we will have long since divided this land equitably with the Palestinians and the Syrians, and opened our borders to each other. I want to believe that Israelis up north won’t be ducking into bomb shelters because of rocket fire from Lebanon, nor Israelis in Tel Aviv hiding underground to evade missiles from Iraq—that people, in short, won’t be dying senseless, premature deaths; that the awful cycle of violence will have long since been broken.

I want to believe, moreover, that ours will be a Jewish country in the moral sense—a country admired for its ethical fiber, a genuine light unto the nations. I hope we will be a country, for example, ready not only to airlift Ethiopian Jews out of a life-threatening civil war—as we did in bringing fifteen thousand “home” to Israel on a single weekend in 1991—but to open our doors to other persecuted peoples as well. In the spring of 1999 we hardly excelled on that score: We rapidly repatriated to Egypt a few hundred Bedouin who had crossed the border to join relatives inside Israel and who claimed that a feud with another tribe was placing their lives in danger; and while we welcomed the Jews displaced by the Kosovo crisis, we found room for just two hundred Albanians—plucked arbitrarily from among tens of thousands at a refugee camp on the Macedonian border—bringing the first group in on Holocaust Memorial Day, a coincidence that ought surely to have helped prompt a greater generosity of spirit. Netanyahu, milking their arrival for all it was worth on the tarmac at Ben-Gurion Airport, carelessly described this tiniest of gestures as the fulfillment of a “symbolic obligation”—“symbolic” being the operative word.

Israel, at once a moral Jewish state and a normal state—is it attainable? Well, that is the dream that sustains me here.

All the Jews of modern Israel are engaged in an ongoing experiment. And all of us, by being here, living the kinds of lives we do, and fighting for the causes we believe in, are determining how the experiment turns out. We have had our amazing successes: We have resuscitated a Jewish national entity on the very land where the Jewish people flourished thousands of years ago, its modern-day inhabitants able to gaze at the same golden landscape, climb the same gentle Jerusalem hills, bathe in the same Mediterranean waters. We have taken Hebrew out of the pages of our holy books and transformed it into a living, breathing language—the language my children speak as naturally as the native English of their parents. We have built a first-world economy and are on the cutting edge of science and technology. Rescuing those persecuted Jews from around the world, we have grown tenfold. And if we made a hash of the early absorption efforts in the 1940s and 1950s—brutally severing Sephardim from their traditions and trying to impose a secular, socialist lifestyle—we have tried to do better in the 1980s and 1990s, with some success with the Russians and rather less with the Ethiopians.

But many of the challenges are still ahead of us, and that is why, when things seem to be going backward, it gets so depressing here. Our democracy is not as stable as many of us would like to believe. We have killed one prime minister, and the potential for further political violence is undeniable. Death threats to politicians and judges are now routine. Our leaders move around in cordons of bodyguards.

There are powerful forces here for whom Orthodoxy is a priority and democracy an irritant. At precisely the same time the U.S. chief justice was presiding over the nonremoval of President Clinton from office in February 1999, and praising the robustness of American democracy and the high standard of the Senate hearings, our Supreme Court was coming under attack by our ultra-Orthodox politicians, its president derided by one legislator as a “Jew-hater” for having had the temerity to intervene in issues of birth, marriage, and burial that the ultra-Orthodox regard as their exclusive purview. The state’s chief rabbis participated in a demonstration attended by hundreds of thousands of ultra-Orthodox Jews, called by the community’s political leaders to challenge the Supreme Court’s authority. Police were assigned to surround the Supreme Court complex itself for fear, unfounded this time, that the demonstrators would march on the building as they had two years before. We defenders of democracy were reduced to holding a counterdemonstration in the park below the Court, garnering a far smaller turnout, to chant our support for the embattled judges within. And none of our leading political figures, terrified of alienating ultra-Orthodox voters, chose to attend.

A few months later, when the Jerusalem District Court found Aryeh Deri, leader of the ultra-Orthodox Shas political party, guilty of bribe-taking, and sentenced him to four years in jail, Deri’s rabbi simply rejected the court’s ruling and declared that “Reb Aryeh is innocent.” And again, terrified of the ultra-Orthodox influence at the ballot box, our mainstream political leaders failed to immediately break their ties with Deri, failed even to suspend him from the Knesset (parliament). In the elections of 1999, more than 400,000 Israelis voted for Deri’s party, giving it 17 of the 120 Knesset seats; they voted Shas even though the party was led by a convicted criminal, even though his campaign was essentially a rejection of the rule of law here, even though Shas would like to turn Israel into a theocracy. The Shas supporters, mainly working-class Sephardim, backed Deri not because he was challenging our democracy, but because that democracy had failed them—because the state schools in their development towns are rundown and overcrowded, because job opportunities are scarce, because they live in poverty—and because he promised to use his influence to right those wrongs. If the government does not reach out to these people in the next few years, if it does not reallocate its funds to give them better schools, create jobs, and draw them into the mainstream, Shas and the other antidemocratic, ultra-Orthodox political movements, taking their adherents out of the workforce and into dependent, full-time Torah study, will flourish, and Israel will decline.

And yet, to look at the glass half-full, the Supreme Court remains independent, fights antidemocratic legislation, pushes for pluralism. Deri eventually had to resign his Knesset seat. And if his appeal is denied, he will go to jail. He and his supporters may hold his rabbi’s word to be law, but the courts, for now, prevail.

We are still trying to find a middle ground on religion, to build a framework in which all our citizens can freely practice their own interpretation of their faith. The Orthodox-secular conflicts are vicious. And yet, in the last few years, small outreach groups have sprung up and flourished, ordinary people from different religious worlds sitting down to talk through their differences. And I have found, even in increasingly ultra-Orthodox Jerusalem, a framework for Judaism that is perfect for my family. I love the fact that my children are living in a Jewish environment, where it is the Hebrew date that gets written on the chalkboard in their classroom in the morning, where they learn about Jewish festivals in their regular curriculum, not at Sunday school, and where they experience those festivals with their entire nation. We can buy Chanukah doughnuts at every bakery in town. We see menorahs lighting tens of thousands of apartment windows. We shop in supermarkets bursting with matzoh every Passover. We put up a sukkah each year, just like our ancient forebears did in the desert, and hear the same hammering all along our street. My blond, blue-eyed Adam, in one of the more innovative casting choices of our age, was dressed up in his kindergarten class last Pentecost in the white headdress and flowing robes of an Ethiopian Jew, to participate in a reenactment of that group’s arrival in the Promised Land.

It is at once enchanting and terrifying living an experiment. We take everything to heart, see every shift as potentially decisive. It is profoundly unsettling—a roller-coaster ride. But it’s addictive.

The harshest blow, the biggest threat so far to the success of our experiment, was the murder.

For three years and four months, beginning with the nail-biting election day of June 23, 1992, when Yitzhak Rabin just squeezed into power, he gave many of us the delighted sense that Israel was settling into the Middle East. The years of Likud rule, of settlement-building and diplomatic stonewalling, when peace with Egypt had signally failed to yield peace with anybody else, were receding into the haze. Rabin was bringing Israel and himself full circle, the former army chief relinquishing the Arab territory he had captured, and winning normalized neighborly relations in return.

That glorious delusion was blown apart by three bullets fired at almost point-blank range on the dark night of November 4, 1995. One of the bullets missed its mark and wounded a bodyguard. But the other two found their target—Rabin’s unprotected back—and felled him. The assassin was not deranged. He was not poorly educated. He was no one’s patsy. Amir was a former combat soldier, in his second year of law school at a Tel Aviv university. And he was a fixture at the university’s “Kolel,” the Jewish study center where the best and the brightest minds wrestled with the rabbinical arguments over all aspects of man’s relationship with his fellow man and with his God, as conducted within the pages of the Mishneh, the Gemara, and other holy texts.

Amir acted alone that night. There was no one with him in the bedroom of his Herzliyya home as he alternately loaded ordinary and hollowed-out bullets (for extra penetration) into the magazine of his pistol, tucked it into the waistband of his trousers, and walked off to catch a bus to the Tel Aviv square where the prime minister was speaking. But as Amir stepped out of the shadows and squeezed his trigger, he knew he was fulfilling the fervent wish of scores, maybe hundreds, of his fellow Israelis, and that thousands more would not be grieving for the soldier-statesman he was cutting down.

I’m not exaggerating. Nice, easygoing, normal Israelis, people I have worked with, had coffee with, played soccer with, told me right after the murder, while our nation was supposedly deep in shock, revulsion, and soul-searching, that, yes, maybe murder was a bit drastic, but Rabin did have to be stopped. “It’s a shame it had to end this way,” one of my soccer mates said with a kind of helpless shrug—a shrug that intimated that, while he wouldn’t actually have loaded his own pistol and gone out stalking Rabin, he wouldn’t have stood in Amir’s way.

Amir gauged public sentiment shrewdly. As the student organizer of solidarity visits to the settlers of the occupied West Bank, panicked at the prospect of Arafat gaining control of their valleys and hilltops, Amir had heard the anti-Rabin vitriol, the charges that the government, resting as it did on the support of Arab members of Knesset, was “illegitimate,” the assertion that the prime minister was abandoning the brave, selfless, pioneering West Bank Jews to be murdered by the vicious Arab masses who encircled them. Politically astute and involved, Amir had attended rallies organized by Netanyahu’s right-wing opposition camp; heard the chants of “Rabin is a traitor,” “Rabin is the son of a whore,” “Rabin is a murderer”; listened as “respectable” politicians vilified the prime minister for leading his country “to the gates of Auschwitz” by making “a pact with the devil”—Arafat.

Amir told the policemen who grabbed him after the fatal shots had been fired that he had expected to die for the sake of his mission. But he survived. And now he sits in solitary confinement in a cell in the desert town of Beersheba, sustained by a flow of admiring letters, by the knowledge that Orthodox teenage girls tape his picture to their bedroom walls, by his mother’s unflagging love—and by the confidence that the supporters who gather outside the jail to celebrate his birthdays will, sooner or later, muster the clout to have him released. He will be freed not for good behavior, he knows, nor on compassionate grounds in his frail old age. No, he will be freed as a hero, a savior, the only man in the country, as his sister once put it, who had the guts to demonstrate how deep was his love for his people.

Alongside the achievements of our young nation, the murder of Rabin—not by an Arab extremist but by one of his own countrymen—exposed our malaise. It underlined our polarizations, our political and religious divides. And if we cannot heal those rifts, they will grow to overshadow our successes. If we let them, our internal disputes, our anger, cynicism, mistrust, and intolerance, will destroy our society, ruin our relationship with Diaspora Jews, return us to our status of international pariah.

Under Rabin’s predecessor, Yitzhak Shamir, I had been dismayed at the determination to spend most available resources on settlement expansion—complicating the prospects of an accord with the Palestinians—to the detriment of other pressing needs, notably building homes and creating jobs for the immigrants from the former Soviet Union. But I had somehow assumed that the wrongs would be put right, and Rabin’s election appeared to confirm that. By the time Rabin was murdered, I had two children, and that meant my life had become much more deeply intertwined with that of the country. I could no longer afford to assume that the wrongs would be put right. For one thing, I began to doubt that they would; if they were not, I now had a family that was going to suffer—that I was putting at risk by living here. I had two boys who would one day be conscripted. Before Rabin was killed, I honestly never thought twice about whether I had done the right thing in moving here. Since November 4, 1995, not a week has gone by when I haven’t agonized about the choice.

My own wider family—some of them Israelis since the start of the experiment, many of them more recent participants, plenty of them overseas—while overwhelmingly warm and tolerant, happens to reflect many of the divisions afflicting our society. I have relatives who live in West Bank settlements and cousins who attend right-wing rallies—and aunts and uncles who won’t even visit the country unless it relinquishes every last inch of the territory captured during the 1967 war. Some of my relatives live in ultra-Orthodox neighborhoods of Jerusalem and study Jewish texts from dawn to dusk. Others have married gentiles. None of this is unique. Nor is it unusual that, as a journalist, I have met a lot of politicians and covered some of the more dramatic incidents of recent years here. But it gives me the opportunity to paint what is at once a personal and a wide-ranging picture of Israel, one whose themes and arguments are drawn from my own experiences.

This is not a comprehensive picture of Israel. There is nothing much here about Israeli Arabs, little about the Sephardic community. It is my Israel, my Western immigrant’s Israel, my very politicized Israel—with my mistakes, my prejudices.

I apologize in advance to anybody who feels upset by the way they have been depicted in this book. In some cases, I’ve changed names and personal details. I know some readers will be offended by some of what follows—there are still so many well-intentioned supporters of Israel to whom the very notion of a Jew writing something uncomplimentary about the Jewish state smacks of treachery. I know, too, that politicians do not take kindly to being stripped of their bombast, and that rabbis do not like to be accused of perverting the faith. In my defense, I say only that I cherish the quirk of history that has given me the opportunity to live in the first independent Jewish state for two millennia, and that, rather than sit by apathetically and wonder whether it is about to sink irrevocably into a morass of avoidable hatred and conflict, the least I can do is try to sound the alarm—and argue for a country in which I can be confident and proud to raise my family.


Chapter One
On Being Here


I write this letter in a desperate attempt to find some remnant of my family who perished in the Holocaust. My name is Leo Laufer. I was born in Lodz, Poland. In the course of World War II, I spent close to five years in slave labor and concentration camps, including a year-and-a-half at Auschwitz-Birkenau….

—From a 1981 letter to the newspaper Ma’ariv



It was a Russian immigrant who asked me, after I had been living here for about eleven years, Why? He was a thin, high-cheekboned young soldier named Alexander who had the misfortune to be serving with the Israel Defense Forces in Khan Yunis, an overcrowded, impoverished refugee-camp town in the Gaza Strip. As part of my army reservist’s service, I had given a lecture at his base, and he approached me at the end. Why? he wondered, genuinely puzzled. Why was I living in Israel?

Because I’m Jewish, I said, and because Israel is the home of the Jews.

Was it difficult being Jewish in England, Alexander wondered, like in the old Soviet Union? Was I denied a place at university, as he had been? Kept out of certain jobs? Forbidden to travel overseas?

No, none of that, I had to admit. There was an undercurrent of anti-Semitism, the odd snide remark in the streets, a fight here and there. But no, there was nothing life-threatening.

So, he persisted, why uproot yourself from such a haven of Western culture and civilization for a conflict-bedeviled strip of desert in the Middle East?

I talked about the rare opportunity to live in a Jewish state, about building a liberal, democratic society, and about spreading the notion of equality through the benighted dictatorships and theocracies of the Middle East.

Alexander had no reaction.

I started speaking faster, about how the Holocaust could never have happened if we’d had a land to call our own, that only an independent, strong Israel could guarantee Jewish safety, and that I wanted to help shape that Israel. I talked about how the remnants of my father-in-law Leo’s wider family—his father, mother, and all seven brothers and sisters died in the Holocaust—had been able to build new lives here and to connect with their history. I mentioned that Lisa, my wife, was able to visit the grave of her great-great-grandfather on Jerusalem’s Mount of Olives. I described how Leo, having spent more than three and a half decades after the war convinced he was the only member of his father’s family to have come out alive, suddenly found, after a distant relative spotted a letter he had written to an Israeli newspaper, that three of his first cousins and their families were living here. I explained that here, Leo had been reunited with his heritage, with the living and the dead, spending lovely summer afternoons reminiscing with his cousins, tending to the grave of his aunt who passed away before he ever learned that she had come to Israel.

Alexander stared back blankly.

Desperate by now, I talked about my children growing up as native-born sabras, suntanned, healthy, speaking Hebrew with a proper, rolling “r-r-r-r-resh.” They were certain, unlike in the Diaspora, to marry into the faith, to keep their Judaism alive.

Nothing. Alexander clearly thought I was insane.

Okay then. Last chance. “The weather,” I blurted out. “The weather. I really came because of the weather.”

For the first time, he looked interested.

Ten, eleven months of the year, in England, I told him, it rains. Not let’s-get-this-downpour-over-with-and-then-the-sun-can-come-back-out rain, but wheezy, whiny, apologetic rain, struggling to reach the ground, leaking in rivulets down the back of your neck and into the tops of your Wellington boots. The day starts off sunny. But you shouldn’t be fooled. In ten minutes, it can cloud over and start spitting on you. And, I said, it will do that every day except the one when you remember your extra sweater, your boots, your raincoat, and your umbrella. That day, it will stay sunny right through. The next day, you’ll forget your umbrella, and it will piddle on you again.

Aaah, said Alexander, fully comprehending now. The weather. Sure. Makes sense. And off he went, a pale Russian kid in his oversized green Israeli uniform—whistling, puzzle solved—to peel his potatoes, patrol the jails, or do whatever it was he spent his miserable new-immigrant army days doing.

Sometimes, especially when Netanyahu was in power, the weather really was one of the few reasons I could find for staying here. And, truly magnificent though Jerusalem’s climate is, the spring-to-fall near-certainty of daily blue skies with fluffy white clouds sailing serenely across them does not quite justify the lifestyle choice. Not when you’re bringing up your three children in a country where you bite your lip with fear when they go on a school trip (even though they have armed parents accompanying them) and where people push to get to the front of the lines for buses, and then spend the journey praying they won’t get blown up.

I can cite a long list of day-to-day behaviors, both trivial and significant, that drive me crazy in Israel. The attendants at gas stations smoke as they lean over the pump filling up your tank. Clerks in government offices will tell you that you can’t possibly spell your name the way your family has been spelling it for generations. When you breathlessly enter the offices of the rabbinate with your beloved to embark on a new life together, the official at the door will inquire, sourly, “Marriage or divorce?” Leo, asked to prove his Jewishness by an officious government bureaucrat, was almost reduced to rolling up his left sleeve and showing his concentration camp number. Nobody ever yields at a road junction, because only a freier, a sap, gives way, and there’s nothing worse than being a freier, not even killing yourself in your car to avoid being one.

And I can cite as many, probably more, redeeming features. An initial, adamant “no” from the person whose assistance you need will almost always give way to a helpful, even extravagant “yes” if you’ll only ask nicely and take a bit of personal interest. The pedestrian you’ve asked for directions, because he or she hasn’t actually heard of the road you’re looking for, will make something up about straight on, then take the second left—just so as not to disappoint you. The neighbor you hardly know will pay all your bills and keep an eye on the house if you have to go abroad without warning for three months. Thousands of people will turn out at a moment’s notice to give blood samples—including a bus driver who, en route, parks outside the testing station—because a mother in your son’s kindergarten urgently needs a bone-marrow transplant. When a cast was taken off Leo’s same left arm after some medical treatment, the doctor who had hitherto been particularly abrupt with him suddenly went all mellow. When one macho Israeli driver gets carried away and punches another in the fight over who had to yield at that junction, puncher will take punchee to the hospital, begging for forgiveness all the way; and they’ll end up best buddies, and it’ll turn out that their first cousins grew up together in Czechoslovakia. When two helicopters crash and seventy-three people die, the prime minister doesn’t need to announce a national day of mourning, because the whole nation is mourning as one.

But normal people, in normal countries, don’t add up on a daily basis the pros and cons of living where they do. When setting out to visit friends, they don’t generally have to debate whether it’s worth taking the route through hostile territory to save fifteen minutes. That’s what Lisa and I do when we go to see my mother and stepfather in Beit Shemesh—fifty minutes from Jerusalem via the safe Jerusalem-Tel Aviv highway, thirty-five minutes if you take the shortcut via two little tunnels into the West Bank and on past the Palestinian village of Husan, from which local youths intermittently lob stones at yellow-registration-plated Israeli vehicles. Normal people in normal countries don’t attempt to gauge whether the small risk of their sons’ getting hurt on army duty is outweighed by the likelihood that the boys will maintain their family’s religious connection. But that is an equation I am effectively contemplating.

But then again, as I told Alexander, normal Jewish people in normal countries like Britain do have their problems too. While Britain is hardly a hotbed of radical anti-Semitism, there is that undertone that, just sometimes, becomes an overtone of dislike for the Jews. Be it the casual anti-Semitic on-field invective you endure when your Jewish day school plays a secular school at soccer; the unpleasantness of the occasional cemetery desecration or swastika-daubing spree; the inevitability that, when a Jew rises to high political office, his or her faith will be highlighted in every newspaper; the fact that there are still “establishment” schools that maintain quotas for Jews.

Many English Jews insist that the spitting is nothing but rain. I once attended a debate at a Jewish educational center where the question being earnestly discussed was whether Britain was an anti-Semitic society, and one speaker was roundly applauded for demonstrating that it was not by citing the fact that St. Paul’s public school had just increased its quota for Jews. A well-known London Jewish leader who that night ridiculed the notion of English anti-Semitism was heard just a few days later in his synagogue warning his congregants to keep their wits about them on their journey to and from services, because there had been police warnings about local gangs beating up Jews.

It’s spitting all right, not rain. And, if you’re honest with yourself and aware of your Jewishness, you grow up in England with a faint sensation of not quite belonging. That is a sensation I have never felt in Israel, not even in the early days when I couldn’t speak the language or find my way around town. My generation of Israelis was born in this country and may take it for granted. Hundreds of thousands of ex-Soviet immigrants and other exiles ingathered from “distressed” countries see this as a refuge. Orthodox immigrants come to a land in which the faith that guides their every thought and action is rooted. I share some of that last group’s sense of return, but I came here also out of Jewish nationalism. When Robin Cook, the self-important British foreign secretary, or any other puffed-up would-be international statesperson, flies in and tries to tell us what we ought to be doing, spells out “the steps that need to be taken” to resolve our disputes with the neighbors, what a joy it is to be able to laugh that off, to know that, sorry, you may not have noticed, but you don’t run this country anymore. I might be treated rudely at the post office or in the bank, my kids might get beaten up at a school soccer game, but it won’t be because we’re Jewish—after all, the offenders (generally) are too. Our government may be useless, but it is our government. If we have to go to war, well, we Jews are all in it together.

I came here when I was twenty, enthusiastic, optimistic, and naive. I thought I was coming to the heroic land of wars won within a week, of Nazi mass-murderers seized overseas and brought to justice, of daring distant rescue operations like that at Entebbe—not Lebanese invasions, Intifada, and political violence. I believed, pretty much, that the Israelis were the good guys and the Arabs the bad guys; that if only the Arabs wanted peace, we would do everything to make it happen; that Jews couldn’t possibly hate other Jews. I knew nothing about the Sephardi-Ashkenazi divide. I knew little about the left-wing-right-wing political hatreds. I didn’t quite grasp the fact that, in establishing our nation, the United Nations was taking a large chunk out of land other people had claims to, and that they were understandably angry about it. There was a lot I didn’t know then that I know now. Even had I known it, I would have come here. But now that I do know it, I realize that the challenge of making Israel work, shaping a country that Jews here and elsewhere can be drawn to and proud of, is far greater than I’d ever dreamed. I came to live here because I imagined that, from our diverse backgrounds, with our conflicting views and differing expectations, the people of Israel were nevertheless one bickering but solid family, dysfunctional in some ways but fundamentally happy, taking a stand in a bad, bad neighborhood and somehow, most of the time, managing to hold our own. That, and the weather. At least I was right about the weather.

Mine was a relatively unremarkable childhood spent in entirely unremarkable Hendon, northwest London. My parents divorced when I was four; I was too young to pay much attention. My Jewish primary school (as they call elementary school in the U.K.) was a tad too Orthodox for my tastes but still fairly tolerant. The teachers did carry out the occasional “tsitsit” inspection (“tsitsit” are the ritual fringes Orthodox males wear under their shirts) but didn’t seem overly put out to find I wasn’t wearing them. Most of my observant friends from school graduated from Menorah Primary to Hasmonean Grammar—a ramshackle collection of crumbling Victorian buildings and leaky prefabs. Hasmonean boasted a faculty of venerable rabbis weak on humor but strong on exam results. It was like a conveyor belt, turning out an endless supply of first-class graduates in math, applied math, advanced math, physics, and religious knowledge. I, however, followed my older sister’s example and went to the Jews’ Free School, a vast institution in distant Camden Town, where the grades were lousy and many of the locals were inborn anti-Semites (as we made the fifteen-minute walk from the Camden Town underground [subway] station to the school, clad in our unmistakable bright-blue blazers, local toddlers, clasping their mothers’ hands, would make V-signs and spit at us).

I had not been looking for it, but Jews’ Free School, in contrast to Hasmonean, offered a subtle Zionism. The school imported annual consignments of genuine Israeli Hebrew teachers—who had no idea how to teach but did at least speak Hebrew with a modern rather than Ashkenazi Diaspora pronunciation. It also played host to a transient population of arrogant Israeli diplomats’ kids. And, at age fourteen, it shipped most of us off to Israel for three blissful weeks.

Unless you grew up in England, you may not be able to comprehend the impact on my teenage Jewish psyche of three late-spring weeks in Jerusalem, Tiberias, Tel Aviv, and Eilat. And it’s not simply the inexplicable tug on the heartstrings at the first glimpse of the Tel Aviv coastline through the airplane window, a stirring of something fundamental deep inside; nor only the predictable yet breathtaking sight of the Western Wall, with those impossibly large flagstones, rendering this at once a foreign and a familiar country; nor solely the strange sensation of being able to read but barely understand all the signs and newspapers. And it is certainly not just the awful fascination with bad-tempered taxi drivers, overcrowded vegetable markets, and chain-smoking supermarket staff. No, it’s all of that, first impressions that somehow combined to make me feel connected to this place, to feel that I was like these people but different from them, to feel that I nearly belonged here and ought to—that this was my world. It was all of that, with one magical added ingredient: sunshine. You see, Alexander, I really was not lying. Getting up day after day after day and seeing the sun riding high in a clear sky, twenty-one straight days of natural heat, was unprecedented for a Londoner—and wonderful. On day one I discarded my coat. Day two, my sweater. By the halfway point, I was resolving never to go home. And by the end of the trip, more pragmatically, I had decided to come back to live in Israel before I was too old to know better.

I scraped through high-school graduation (A-Levels in England), spent a year working in the salaries office of a big department store making absolutely certain that I wasn’t cut in my accountant father’s image, and signed up for journalism school in Cardiff, Wales. From there, I got a job at the East London Advertiser, a local weekly on whose turf the Kray Twins, the East End of London’s most notorious 1960s gangland bosses, had carried out many of their most celebrated killings. After less than a year with the Advertiser, covering such everyday East London occurrences as dockland stabbings and police-station murders, I decided that the time had come. “I’m going to live in Israel,” I announced to my mother one evening, expecting tearful pleadings, emotional embraces, or, at the very least, the flourishing of checkbooks.

“Oh, all right, darling,” she murmured mildly, as though I had said I was popping out to the supermarket for a packet of biscuits.

“No, Mum, I mean I’m going to live in Israel, for good,” I persisted. “Packing my cases. Giving you back the frontdoor key.”

“Yes, darling,” she smiled sympathetically, “I always knew you would.”

So I did.

My wife-to-be had arrived about eight months earlier, eighteen years old, to start college. Lisa was following a tradition: Her three older sisters, encouraged by their parents, had also come to Israel for shorter
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