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Eliezer Don-Yehiya

Messianism and Politics:
The Ideological Transformation
of Religious Zionism

ABSTRACT

Religious Zionism has undergone a political transformation, but it is not
to be understood as a linear development from moderation to extrem-
ism, neither is it the product of partisan considerations nor of a single
dramatic event. Admittedly, the Six-Day War played a significant role in
the political radicalization of religious Zionism, but it mainly precipitated
a process of change that had begun before the War and went on after it.
It was influenced by various factors, some of which paved the way to the
rise of messianic ideology of a radical political kind. Rabbi Zvi Yehuda was
preaching this ideology long before 1967, but only after the War did his
disciples manage to propagate his ideas among the wider circles of religious
Zionism. In this they were helped by the establishment and expansion of
a new system of “nationalist Yeshivot”, in which many of them served as
educators. The developments in religious Zionism have also been greatly
influenced by the factor of leadership. The moderate policies pursued by the
NRP before the Six-Day War reflected the political stance of its senior lead-
ership, headed by Chaim Moshe Shapira, rather than the views of the wider
ranks of the party. Even after the War, as long as Shapira continued to lead
the NRP he managed to restrain the radicalized attitudes of its members
and to prevent their implementation in the operative policies of the party.

THE [SRAELI RELIGIOUS ZIONIST COMMUNITY HAS UNDERGONE PRO-
found changes in various areas, and particularly in the sphere of politi-
cal ideology. The religious Zionist parties were known for their political
moderation. However, in recent decades they have become identified with
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radical or Right-wing positions on foreign and political affairs, especially
those that are related to the Arab—Israeli conflict. Religious Zionists are
among the firmest supporters of the idea of the “Greater Land of Israel”.
They take a leading part in the establishment of Jewish settlements in the
occupied territories and oppose withdrawal from these territories and the
evacuation of their Jewish settlers. Religious Zionists also tend to support
the use of harsh measures in dealing with the Palestinian resistance to Israel.
Some of them even took the law in their hands and engaged in retaliatory
violent actions against Arabs.

To what extent do these positions and activities stand in contrast to the
attitudes that were held by religious Zionists and their political parties in
previous periods? I argue that there have been indeed considerable develop-
ments and changes in this area. However, they are not to be understood as a
linear development from moderation to extremism. They also do not con-
stitute a dramatic change that occurred at a definite point in time and they
are not mainly the product of strategic or tactical partisan considerations.

These points are incompatible with some widely held opinions on
the subject. The most widespread of them is the view that before the 1967
Six-Day War, the religious Zionist parties used to adapt their policies on
matters of foreign and security policy to those of the dominant party of that
period, Mapai. The reason is that what used to be at the top of their priori-
ties were issues of religion and state. As these parties were quasi-permanent
partners in governmental coalitions led by Mapai, they were willing to
support the moderate policies of their senior coalitional partner, in return
for the willingness of Mapai to accept a considerable part of their demands
in the religious sphere.!

From this point of view, the question arises: How can we account for
the dramatic change that occurred in the attitudes of the National Religious
Party (NRP) when it was still a partner in the governmental coalitions
headed by the successor of Mapai, the Labor party? The common answer
is that the change in the political line of religious Zionism was the result of
Israel’s victory in the Six-Day War.

According to this view, the liberation of territories that were part of the
historic Land of Israel and included the most holy places of Jewish religion
stirred messianic enthusiasm within the religious Zionist community in
Israel. Many, if not most, of the members of this community interpreted
the war and its results as a heavenly call from above to do whatever possible
to keep all the occupied territories under Israel’s sovereignty. This resulted
in a very profound change in the positions of religious Jews on the Israeli-
Arab conflict (henceforth: “the conflict”).
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What this argument means is that the political radicalization of the
religious Zionist camp is mainly the result of the rise of religious messian-
ism in the ranks of religious Zionism in the wake of the Six-Day War. This
raises the question of the relationship between messianism and politics.

MESSIANISM AND PRAGMATISM
IN PRE-STATE RELIGIOUS ZIONISM

In discussing this issue it should be noted that messianism should not nec-
essarily eventuate in national radicalism or even in political activism.? The
messianic idea is a central foundation of traditional Judaism. And yet, for
a lengthy period of time it was linked with a passive waiting for Heavenly
redemption. Even today this is the interpretation it receives in Haredi
circles. Religious Zionism did, indeed, introduce an activist element to
the idea of national redemption. But wishing to draw redemption near
through human agency was not interpreted as including the obligation or
the right to utilize all means at one’s disposal toward this purpose, without
taking into account the constraints of reality or the moral considerations
involved.

In order to investigate the relationship between Jewish messianism
and the politics of religious Zionism, we should turn first to the historical
sources of religious Zionism in the second half of the nineteenth century.
Its first thinkers and activists were orthodox rabbis who later were coined
“the forerunners of Zionism”. The best known of them were Rabbi Zvi
Hirsh Kalisher and Rabbi Yehuda Chai Elkalai.?

What was unique about these Rabbis was their perception of messianic
redemption as a gradual process that will be initiated through the use of
human rational means. In this they diverted from the traditional Jewish
approach, which insisted that the long waited-for redemption would come
only through divine involvement.

The “forerunners of Zionism” were greatly influenced by the eman-
cipation of Jews in Western and Central Europe. On the one hand, they
perceived the emancipation as a signal for an imminent messianic redemp-
tion and as a Heavenly voice that stirs Jews to take an active part in the
process of redemption. On the other hand, they were concerned about
the processes of secularization and assimilation that came in the wake of
the emancipation. They concluded that the only solution to these dangers
was rebuilding in the Land of Israel the Jewish community that was in the
process of disintegration in the Diaspora.
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What this implies is that the outlook of early religious Zionism con-
tained messianic as well as pragmatic elements. The pragmatic element of
this approach is also manifested in the fact that the forerunners of Zionism
firmly rejected any use of force in the implementation of their ideas and
they insisted that they should be carried out only with the permission of the
gentile rulers of the European countries and the Ottoman Sultan.

Early religious Zionism can be seen as a moderate kind of active
messianism. A different approach was presented by the founders of the
religious Zionist movement, Mizrahi, which was established in 1902 by
Rabbi Yitzhak Yaakov Reines. Reines and most of his followers adopted
an ideology that reflected a clearly pragmatic perception of Zionist goals.
This approach was influenced by the changes that occurred in the nature
of Zionist ideology. While early religious Zionism can be seen as a positive
response to the emancipation, its later version was mainly the product of
the disappointment from the high expectations that were associated with
it. Events such as the outburst of pogroms against the Jews of Southern
Russia in 1882 and the rise of anti-Semitism in Central Europe stirred a
renewed kind of Zionist awakening, which was motivated mainly by the
desire to find a radical solution for the hardships encountered by Jews in
the Diaspora.

Prominent figures in this new kind of Zionism, such as Pinsker, Herzl,
and Nordau, held the view that Jewish existence in the Diaspora as a nation
without territory and state played a major role in the hatred against them.
They concluded that the only solution to the Jewish problem was the estab-
lishment of a state for the Jews in a territory that will be under their control.

This approach, which came to be known as “political Zionism”, was
not accepted by all Zionists, but one of its staunch adherents was Rabbi
Reines.# The Zionist awakening was perceived by Reines as a pragmatic
solution for the sufferings of Jews in exile, rather than a sign of an imminent
messianic redemption. This was the reason for the seemingly surprising sup-
port given by Reines and other leaders of Mizrahi to the “Uganda Plan”.
It refers to Herzl’s recommendation to the 6th Zionist Congress in 1903 to
adopt the British proposal to grant the Jews a territory in East Africa, in
which they would establish a “national home” of their own. Herzl justified
his support of the Uganda proposal by arguing that as long as the Jews
cannot get an international affirmation of their right to settle in the Land
of Israel, there was no other way to achieve a “secure shelter” for Jews who
suffer in the Diaspora, but to accept the British proposal.®

Reines adopted Herzl’s argument as it was in line with his own percep-
tion of Zionism as a movement whose aim is the saving of Jews from the
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hardship and dangers that they encountered in their countries of residence.
He also shared Herzl’s conclusion that this can be done only through the
use of political and diplomatic means whose aim is to get international
recognition of the right of Jews to a territory and state of their own.

The perception of Zionism as a pragmatic and purely political move-
ment served Mizrahi in its struggle against the involvement of the Zionist
movement in educational and cultural matters. In fact, the establishment
of the Mizrahi was itself a counter-reaction to the demand of a Zionist fac-
tion to set the preservation and enhancement of national identity through
educational and cultural activity as a central task of Zionism.”

The pragmatic perception of Zionism in the ranks of Mizrahi was
pushed aside in later periods by various versions of messianic approach.
During the pre-State period, the dominant ideology in the religious Zion-
ist community was characterized by a moderate messianic stance. This
approach applied the Talmudic term, “atchalta degeulah” (beginning of
redemption) to the Zionist awakening and other related events such as
the Balfour declaration, Jewish immigration to the Land of Israel, and the
growth of Jewish settlements in the Land.

MESSIANISM AND RELIGIOUS ZIONISM:
THE POLITICAL IMPLICATIONS

The messianic dimension in early religious Zionism did not have practi-
cal political implications. This was changed when the growth of Jewish
immigration to the Land of Israel began to stir a strong resentment in the
Palestinian Arab population, which was getting more and more violent.

At this point a distinction should be made between two aspects of the
controversy that is going on in Israeli Jewish society in regard to the conflict.
One of them is manifested in the differing views in regard to the definition
of Zionist territorial aims in the struggle for the Land of Isracl. The other
aspect of the controversy is about the means that should be used in order
to achieve or enhance the Jewish aspirations in this struggle.

The messianic dimension of the religious Zionist ideology had a con-
siderable impact on the attitudes of religious Zionists mainly in regard to
the territorial aspect of the conflict. The perception of the Zionist enterprise
in the Land of Israel as the beginning of redemption, led many religious
Zionists to the conclusion that any retreat from the Jewish claim to the
whole Land of Israel is in a way a retreat from the divinely inspired process
of redemption.
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To a certain extent, this was one of the reasons that in the pre-State
period most religious Zionists were firmly opposed to any proposal for the
partition of Palestine between Jews and Arabs. This attitude was clearly
manifested in the debate at the 20th Zionist Congress in 1937 over the
partition proposal of the British Palestine Royal Commission (the Peel
Commission). The overwhelming majority of the religious Zionist repre-
sentatives to the Congress voted against the proposal, and only a handful
of the representatives abstained from the voting.®

Nevertheless, prior to the Six-Day War, active messianism did not play a
crucial role in shaping the position of religious Zionism in the struggle with
the Arabs over the Land of Israel. Even before the establishment of Israel,
messianism had been only one of the reasons for the religious Zionists’ rejec-
tion of territorial concessions in the conflict. Some of the other reasons were
strategic and security considerations as well as the need for a territory that is
great enough to absorb a mass immigration of Jews to the Land.

The significant point is that the messianic component of the religious
Zionist position on the territorial issue in its pre-1967 version, did not rule
out pragmatic considerations concerning the need to take into account
changing conditions of social and political reality. This was clearly mani-
fested in the endorsement of the UN partition resolution of November
1947 by the same religious Zionists that had been formerly opposed to any
territorial concession in the Land of Israel. The profound change in the
attitude of religious Zionists to the partition plan was greatly influenced by
their realization that the Jews should not miss the opportunity to establish
an independent state, which could become a haven for Jews from all over
the world and particularly for the survivors of the Holocaust.

ACTIVIST POLITICAL ATTITUDE AND MODERATE
POLICIES: ISRAELI RELIGIOUS ZIONISM BEFORE 1967

From the establishment of the State in 1948 until the Six-Day War in 1967,
the territorial dimension of the conflict almost disappeared as a controver-
sial issue in the political sphere. It was replaced by other controversial issues
that were related to the other aspect of the internal dispute over the conflict,
namely the proper means to deal with issues related to it. Among them were
the Arab threats on Israel, the border clashes with the Arab countries, and
the terror attacks from over these borders.

Activist tendencies were growing in power in the ranks of Israeli
religious Zionism because of several events and developments. The most
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significant of them were: the growing awareness of the Holocaust, the per-
sistence of Anti-Semitism, and the widespread Arab terror. These develop-
ments enhanced the impact of militant tendencies in Israeli Jewish society
at large, but especially in its more traditional circles that were influenced
by the particularistic tendencies of traditional Diaspora Jewry.

Nevertheless, the official policies of the NRP continued to reflect a
moderate position on the conflict. This is explained by the fact that despite
the rather activist tendencies of its followers, the veteran leadership of
the party continued to hold moderate positions on matters related to the
conflict. An especially moderate line in this area was pursued by the senior
political leader of the NRP, Chaim Moshe Shapira.’

THE LEADERSHIP FACTOR:
SHAPIRA AND THE POLITICS OF RELIGIOUS ZIONISM

It has been noted above that according to a widespread opinion, the moder-
ate position of the pre-1967 NRP was mainly due to tactical considerations
related to its coalitional partnership with Mapai. As a matter of fact, the
NRP leader, Shapira, was one of the most moderate members of Israeli
government. He differed with Ben-Gurion’s activist approach in regard to
the Israeli-Arab conflict and strongly rejected his militant proposals. He
consistently adhered to this approach although his attitudes were often
opposed to those that were held by many—sometimes most—of his party’s
members.

The political radicalization in the ranks of religious Zionism was
greatly enhanced by the Six-Day War, which brought about resumption
of the territorial dimension of the internal dispute over the conflict. As a
result, the gap between the political line of Shapira and the attitude of many
of his party members reached its highest point

However, even then Shapira managed to block the attempts of the
radical elements in his party to turn their world-view into an official opera-
tive program of the NRP. It was only after Shapira passed away in 1970,
that the veteran leaders of the NRP could no longer restrain the radical
elements in their party who became very influential, especially among the
younger generation.

It can be concluded that in discussing political change more attention
should be paid to the leadership factor. The political transformation of reli-
gious Zionism may attest to the importance of the leadership factor in yet
another way. The lack of a strong political leadership that is accepted by the
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various sections of this movement is both a result and a cause of the politi-
cal crisis, which religious Zionism had experienced in recent decades. This
crisis was manifested in the political instability of the religious Zionist par-
ties and the sharp fluctuations in their electoral power and organizational
structure after a long period of electoral and organizational stability.!® To a
large extent, this was affected by the ideological changes, which exacerbated
divisions and antagonisms within the religious Zionist community.

THE MESSIANIC TEACHINGS OF RABBIS KOOK

The Six-Day War played a crucial role in the political transformation of reli-
gious Zionism. However, its impact on this process was mediated through
ideas that were first introduced long before the outbreak of the war. These
ideas have their sources mainly in the messianic conceptions of Rabbi
Avraham Yitzhak Hakohen Kook and his son, Rabbi Zvi Yehuda. Like
the earliest religious Zionists, Rabbi Avraham Yitzhak Kook held the view
that messianic redemption was imminent and Jews should take action to
encourage its coming. However, the messianic world outlook of Rav Kook
was of a much more encompassing sort.!!

This is related to the fact that the earlier religious Zionists did not have
to confront a problem that occupied Rav Kook’s mind. It was the question:
How can we perceive the Zionist awakening as an expression of religious
revival and a sign of messianic redemption, while most of those involved
in it are Jews who abandoned Jewish religion? The earlier religious Zion-
ists were not concerned by this question as there was not a secular Zionist
movement at the time.

Rav Kook’s answer to this question was that despite the seemingly
secular behavior of many Zionists, the Zionist movement does have a
sacred nature and its arousal is a sign of imminent redemption. True, most
of those involved in the Zionist enterprise were not aware of its religious
import because of their alienation from the Jewish tradition. But with the
unfolding of the process of messianic redemption, they too will come to
realize the sanctified origin and nature of their positions and activities.

As noted above, even in its active version, messianism should not
necessarily lead to political radicalism. This is true even in regard to the
messianic approach of Rabbi A.Y. Kook. In spite of the central role of the
Jewish nation in his world-view, there is also a distinctive universalistic
dimension in his thought. It is manifested in his messianic conception that
presents the national redemption of the Jewish people as an integral part
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of the redemption of the whole world, which is perceived as an ongoing
process of progress and improvement.

Rav Kook’s ideas were formulated in highly abstract terms, which
made it difficult to apply them to a concrete program of political action. It
was Rav Kook’s son, Rabbi Zvi Yehuda, who turned the ideas of his father
into an operative and very influential factor in the Israeli political arena. In
contrast to the messianic conceptions of his predecessors in religious Zion-
ism, the ideas of Rabbi Zvi Yehuda Kook did have the potential to serve as
a basis for religious messianism of a radical political sort.!?

At this point, a distinction should be made between two kinds of
messianic ideologies: one defines its objectives in messianic terms, while
choosing its modus operandi according to pragmatic considerations; the
second selects both its goals and its means on the basis of messianic criteria.

In this “here and now” messianism, the Zionist enterprise and the State
of Israel are perceived as holy manifestations of a process of redemption,
which is directed from on high and cannot be halted. The mission that
the entire nation bears is to respond to the Divine voice that speaks from
within historical events, and to take an active part in the process of redemp-
tion until it is fully realized. In this approach, the messianic goals serve to
release those who are engaged in their realization from the constraints of
everyday reality—including the need to take the attitudes and interests of
other nations into account.

These two kinds of messianism are of course (in Max Weber’s terms)
“ideal types” and in reality there are intermediate sorts. It still can be said
that the political radicalization of influential circles of religious Zionism
was inspired by a kind of radical messianism that has its intellectual sources
in the teachings of Rabbi Zvi Yehuda Kook.

Rabbi Zvi Yehuda insisted on the sacred nature of State of Israel, which
was depicted by him as a manifestation and sign of an ongoing process of
redemption. He argued that this imposes on Jews the holy duty to take an
active part in the messianic project by striving to attain Jewish rule on all
the territories of the Land of Israel that were still under foreign rule.

Rabbi Zvi Yehuda began to preach these ideas long before the Six-Day
Wiar, and in effect even before the birth of the State of Israel. Nevertheless,
until this war the effect of his teachings was limited mainly to the small
circle of his disciples at Yeshivat Merkaz Harav, which was established by
his father in 1923.

Only in the wake of Israel’s great victory in the war and the attainment
of Jewish rule on all the territory of the Western Land of Israel, did Rabbi
Zvi Yehuda’s ideas become an influential factor in religious Zionism and
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in Israeli society at large. A major role in this development was played by
Rabbi Zvi Yehuda’s disciples in Merkaz Harav (henceforth: Merkaz Harav
School). They spread their mentor’s teachings and took a leading role in
the initiation of the Jewish settlement project in the West Bank and in the
establishment of Gush Emunim (Bloc of the Faithful) after the 1973 Yom
Kippur War.!?

THE “EDUCATIONAL REVOLUTION” IN
RELIGIOUS ZIONISM AND ITS IMPLICATIONS

Merkaz Harav students alone could not stir a transformation of such mag-
nitude in the religious Zionist community without a very significant devel-
opment in the educational system of this community. This development
is manifested in the creation and growth of a new kind of educational
institution, which will be termed here the nationalist Yeshivot.!4

The Yeshiva is much more than an educational institution. It is an
all-inclusive life-framework, the objectives and concerns of which are deter-
mined by a strictly religious world view. For a long period of time almost all
of the high-level Yeshivot were Haredi institutions. These Yeshivot played
a significant role in the isolationist strategy adopted by Haredi Jewry in its
campaign against the influences of modern secular society.

This strategy was particularly manifest in the attitudes of these circles
toward modern Zionism, which was seen by them as an attempt to replace
traditional Jewish religion by a secular political nationalism. From the early
days of Zionism on, most of the Yeshivot became fortresses of the segre-
gationist and anti-Zionist sentiments that were cultivated in the Haredi
circles. On the other hand, religious Zionists did not manage to establish
an alternative system of Yeshivot that identify with Zionism and are more
open to the surrounding society.

Until the 1960s, Merkaz Harav was the single high-level Yeshiva in
Israel that educated its students to identify with the Zionist enterprise
and to adopt more open attitudes toward Jewish society at large. A few
years before the outbreak of the Six-Day War, a new system of “Yeshivot
Hesder” had been created. Like Merkaz Harav, these Yeshivot educated
their students in the spirit of religious Zionism, but unlike Merkaz Harav,
they adopted a special program that combined traditional religious studies
with military service.

The creation and growth of Yeshivot Hesder gained great momen-
tum following the Six-Day War. There were also other new Yeshivot that
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educated their students in the spirit of religious Zionism, but were closer to
the model of Merkaz Harav, in which almost all the time is devoted to the
study of Torah and the students serve in the army for a few months only.

THE RELIGIOUS IMPLICATIONS

Like the traditional Haredi institutions, the nationalist Yeshivot are inten-
sive socialization contexts that seek to internalize values and life styles in
their students through the exclusive study of religious sources. The growth
and proliferation of nationalist Yeshivot was therefore a driving force in the
religious revival in the ranks of religious Zionism, which was linked to a
national messianic awakening of a radical nature.

The nationalist Yeshivot do not share a common educational program
and there are certain differences between various types of them. Still, most
of them are deeply influenced by the educational model of Merkaz Harav,
which is inspired by the unique approach of its founder, Rabbi A.Y. Kook.
The centrality of religion and the uncompromising loyalty to its precepts
are common to the approaches of both the Haredi and Rabbi Kook. None-
theless, the primacy of religion in Rabbi KooK’s approach is not linked to a
strategy of isolation and segregation or to a passive, a-political position. On
the contrary, it was precisely the insistence on the primacy of religion that
required making every effort to extend its influence to all aspects of national
life. This outlook constitutes the basis for religious-national activism, as well
as for cooperation with those outside the religious fold—especially those
who contributed to the rebuilding of the Land of Israel.

The developments in the educational sphere did have a remarkable
impact on the level of religiosity in the religious Zionist community. This
is reflected in the adoption of strict patterns of religious behavior by indi-
viduals or groups in this community. These circles that are coined nation-
alist Haredim have been deeply inspired by the educational spirit of the
nationalist Yeshivot, especially those of the Merkaz Harav type.

The nationalist Haredim are a minority group in the religious Zion-
ist community, but they gained an influential position in this community
through their educational work. In recent years their educational activ-
ity and patterns of behavior have stirred a counter-reaction in certain
circles of religious Zionists. This finds expression in the growing criticism
of religious attitudes and behavior, presented as manifestations of “reli-
gious extremism” that are incompatible with the open spirit of authentic
religious Zionism.
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THE POLITICAL IMPLICATIONS

The radical messianism of certain circles in the nationalist Yeshivot is one of
the sources of their national militancy. This militancy reflects the combina-
tion of two factors: on the one hand, a particularistic attitude with regard
to the relationship between Israel and the nations of the world, whose
source lies in traditional Judaism; on the other hand, an activist political
nationalism deriving mainly from modern Zionism. In order to clarify
the uniqueness of this approach it needs to be compared with both the
traditional Haredi position and the position of classical Zionism, whether
religious or secular.'

The Haredi position is particularistic in character, anchored in tradi-
tional Jewish perceptions that depict the gentiles as unreliable and deeply
hostile toward the Jews. Still, these attitudes did not foster Haredi support
for militant positions in political and military matters. This is because their
particularistic tendencies are constrained by the political passivity of tradi-
tional Judaism, which prohibits any attempt to “provoke the Gentiles”, and
it especially rejects any use of violent means against them.

By contrast, the position of the “classical” religious Zionists reflected
the synthesis between national political activism on the one hand, and
universalism in the modern Western sense on the other. This approach was
supported, in theory at least, by most Zionists prior to the Six-Day War.
While rejecting the passivity and dependence of diaspora Jewry, religious
and secular supporters of this approach identified with efforts to bring
the Zionist enterprise to fruition by peaceful means through dialogue and
cooperation with other nations.

As against both Haredi and Zionist approaches, the attitude of the
Merkaz Harav School constitutes a synthesis between traditional Jewish
particularism and modern national activism. This synthesis is expressed
most sharply in the teachings of Rabbi Zvi Yehuda and his disciples in
Merkaz Harav and other nationalist Yeshivot. Like the Haredim, and even
more so, these circles internalized traditional negative images of foreign
peoples, religions, and cultures. But unlike the Haredim, they translated
the traditional particularistic tendencies into terms of operative politics.
This resulted in manifestations of radical nationalism, such as support for
militant and uncompromising policies toward non-Jews.
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POLITICAL CRISES AND CONTROVERSIES
IN RELIGIOUS ZIONISM

In recent decades there has been a process of polarization within the ranks
of religious Zionism. To a large extent this is a result of a series of political
affairs and developments that created crises and changes in this community.
What is common to these developments is that they involved severe viola-
tion of State authority and laws and the use of violent means, and gave rise
to reactions and counter-reactions in various circles of religious Zionism.

A noted example is the case of the “Jewish Underground” that was
active in Israel’s occupied territories in 1981—2. This group was engaged in
violent attacks on Palestinian Arabs in retaliation for Arab terrorist activi-
ties against Jews. Some members of this group, headed by Yehuda Etzion,
planned to blow up the mosques on the Temple Mount in order to make
room for building the Third Temple and to enhance the coming of the
Messiah.!¢

The actions of the Jewish Underground were condemned by most
spiritual and political leaders of Religious Zionism, and among those who
sharply denounced these actions were some of the most prominent Rabbis
of the Merkaz Harav School. However, the event that stirred the most furi-
ous response among the overwhelming majority of religious Zionists was
the assassination of Prime Minster Rabin in 1995 in response to the Oslo
agreements with the Palestinians.

Although the Jewish underground affair also involved the use of
extreme means of violence, such as the killing of three Arab gitls in their
Islamic school, the assassination of Rabin was much more widely and
sharply condemned in the religious Zionist ranks. The reason is that while
the murdered Arab girls were considered part of the “enemy camp”, Rabin’s
assassination stood in stark contradiction to a central tenant in Jewish
tradition and history, which maintains that “a Jew does not kill a brethren
Jew”. This is the reason that although most religious Zionists condemned
the actions of the Jewish Underground, there were certain Rabbis who
supported these actions or adopted a lenient attitude toward them.

The controversy in religious Zionism was particularly exacerbated by
events such as the withdrawal from Sinai and the Yamit area in 1982 and
the disengagement from the Gaza Strip and the evacuation of the Jewish
inhabitants of the Gush Katif area in 2005. Although these events did not
result in bloodshed, they involved the use of violent and illegal means in
the struggles that were held by the settlers and their supporters against what
they perceived as betrayal in the Land of Israel.
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Although most religious Zionists shared the disapproval of the govern-
ment decisions in the cases of Yamit and Katif, many of them were opposed
to the use of illegal measures in the struggles against these decisions. To a
large extent, this attitude has been related to the perception of Israel as a
holy state and a sacred expression of redemption, which has its sources in
the teachings of Rabbis Kook.

While almost all religious Zionists shared the belief in the sacred
nature of the State of Israel, they differed about the meaning of this concept
and the practical conclusions to be drawn from it. The differences on this
matter came to expression in the attitudes concerning the various affairs
of the Jewish Underground, the withdrawal from Sinai and Yamit, and the
disengagement from Gaza.

Despite the similarities between the various cases, each of them has its
own distinct nature and its unique pattern of consent and division. In the
controversy over the Jewish Underground affair, three main points were
raised by those who condemned the actions of the underground.

First, prominent religious Zionist leaders criticized in harsh words the
“false messianism” of Etzion and his supporters, who pretentiously claimed
that they could force the coming of the messiah and bring in their own
hands an immediate redemption. Second, the Underground’s actions were
blamed because they involved the killing of innocent people. Third, a spe-
cial emphasis was put on the claim that those actions seriously undermined
the authority of State of Israel, and put in grave danger the very existence
of the State, which has a sacred messianic status.

One of the harshest critics of the Underground’s actions was Rabbi Zvi
Israel Tau, who is considered one of the most revered spiritual leaders of
the Merkaz Harav School. Rav Tau was especially upset by the claim that
former students of Merkaz Harav approved the activities of the Under-
ground. He angrily responded: “From our house of study [. . .] from which
ought to emanate an attitude of respect and sacred admiration for the State
comes [. . .] utter contempt” toward this lofty institution.!”

Supporters of the underground countered Tau’s argument by making
a distinction between the State of Israel and its government. Rabbi Yisrael
Atriel, one of the most militant adherents of the Merkaz Harav School,
argued that the State was indeed holy, but its government—not necessarily.
Furthermore, he claimed that Israel’s democratic system of government was
in itself illegitimate, because of the basic contradiction between democracy
and Halakha.!®

The controversy was most clearly manifested in the debates concerning
the proper way to react to government decisions to withdraw from occupied
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territories or to evacuate Jewish settlements. The two notable cases of this
sort were the withdrawal from the Yamit area in 1981 and the disengagement
from the Gaza Strip in 2005. Most religious Zionists were opposed to the
government decisions in both cases, but the great majority of them rejected
the use of force in the struggle against those decisions. The disputed ques-
tion was mainly the right or duty to violate governmental orders or military
instructions in the course of this struggle.

Despite the similarity between the two cases, there were certain dif-
ferences between the alignments in each of them. In the first case of the
withdrawal from Sinai and the Yamit area, the dispute on the kind of reac-
tion to the government decision was mainly limited to the inner circle of
Gush Emunim and the Merkaz Harav School, while the broader circles of
the religious Zionist community did not take an active part in the dispute.
Moreover, many if not most of the influential Rabbis of the nationalist
Yeshivot strongly rejected the use of illegal means in order to halt the
withdrawal.

By contrast, wide circles of religious Zionists were involved in the
dispute over the means to be used in the struggle against the disengage-
ment plan. What is even more significant is the fact that some of the most
prominent Rabbis of the religious Zionist fold were among those who called
on Israeli soldiers to disobey orders related to the disengagement.

STATE LAW AND GOD’S LAW: RELIGIOUS ZIONISM AND
THE DISENGAGEMENT FROM GAZA

There are several reasons for the difference between the reactions to the
withdrawal from Yamit and to the disengagement from Gaza. First, in the
case of Yamit the withdrawal was part of a peace treaty with Egypt that was
supported by the overwhelming majority of Knesset members and Israeli
citizens. Indeed, the mass public support lent to the peace treaty with Egypt
was raised by prominent religious Zionist Rabbis as a central argument in
their sharp condemnation of militant or unlawful forms of resistance to the
withdrawal from the Yamit area.

Rabbi Tau drew a marked line of distinction between the peace treaty
with Egypt and previous governmental policies, which restricted Jewish
settlement in the occupied territories and invoked the strong resentment of
Rabbi Zvi Yehuda who urged his disciples to resist them even by resorting
to illegal means.
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Tau argued that while the previous policies were not in line with the
attitudes of most Israelis, the overwhelming majority of them supported
the decision of Begin’s government to sign a peace treaty with Egypt that
obliged Israel to withdraw from all the territories that were occupied by
her in Sinai.

There was another factor that served to mitigate the opposition to the
withdrawal from Yamit and other parts of the Sinai Peninsula. This was the
fact that Sinai was not considered by many religious Zionist Rabbis and
their disciples as an integral part of the Land of Israel.

In all these respects the disengagement from Gaza and the Katif area
differed from the withdrawal from Yamit and Sinai. The disengagement was
not part of a peace treaty or another form of an international agreement.
It was a unilateral Israeli act without any specified political or economic
return. The disengagement plan also stirred strong resentment among wide
circles of Israeli society. Furthermore, Prime Minister Sharon insisted on
carrying out the plan, although it was rejected by a majority of his Likud
party members when he put it to their vote.

Even more significant from the viewpoint of many religious Zionists
was the fact that in contrast to Sinai, nobody questioned the status of Gaza
and the Katif area as an integral part of the Land of Israel. The conclusion
drawn by prominent spiritual leaders of religious Zionism was that it was
forbidden to take any part in carrying out the disengagement plan. In accor-
dance with this position, the two former chief Rabbis of Israel, Avraham
Shapira and Mordechai Eliyahu, instructed IDF soldiers to disobey military
orders that were related to the disengagement.

Not all religious Zionist Rabbis shared the attitude of the former
Chief Rabbis. They argued that by their calls for disobedience those Rabbis
undermined the authority of the Israeli army and government and seriously
endangered the national unity and political stability of the State of Israel.
Those who criticized the call for disobedience also pointed to the Halakhic
duty to obey the Law of the State, even if it was not a Jewish state.

In response, the former Chief Rabbis and their adherents indicated
that the obligation to obey the state rulers and their laws does not hold
when these laws or decrees contradict the laws of God, which is the highest
authority in all matters of human life. Asked if soldiers may disobey orders
to expel Jews from their homes, Rabbi Shapira responded:

Itis transgression! [. . .] and they (the soldiers) must say to their commanders
that it is forbidden, just like desecration of Shabbat, such as eating non-Kosher
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food [. . .] would they obey an order to desecrate Shabbat?! Transgressions

should not be done and we bear the responsibility to make this known.'®

In the same leaflet a public statement was published, signed by 57 Rabbis
who endorsed the attitude of Rabbi Shapira. A similar position was voiced
by Rabbi Eliyahu in an interview. Rabbi Eliyahu said that he would rec-
ommend army officers “not to ask a soldier to commit an action, which
is against the Torah.” Asked, “What if the officer insists on implementing
such an order?”, the Rabbi answered: “If the order is against the Torah, he
should say to him: no, I don’t do it! What will they do to him? Put him in
jail? Then he will go to jail.”2°

It should be noted that in contrast to Rabbi Ariel’s position in the
dispute over the Jewish Underground, most of the Rabbis who supported
disobedience in the case of the disengagement did not call into question the
legitimacy of the Israeli state or its democratic regime. They rather main-
tained that in regular cases there is indeed a religious duty to obey the laws
of the state and the orders of its legitimate representatives. Nevertheless,
they insisted that this does not hold in the specific case of the engagement.
This is because in their view, in this case the law of the state contradicted
the Law of God, which has an absolute primacy over all other kinds of Law.

While the overwhelming majority of the religious Zionist community
was strongly opposed to the disengagement, many differed with the attitude
of the former Chief Rabbis, especially in regard to their call to soldiers to
disobey military orders. Among those who criticized the call to disobedi-
ence were most of the political leaders of religious Zionism, but also Rabbis
and heads of Yeshivot. Their main argument was that obedience is essential
to the very existence of an army, and therefore an attempt to persuade
soldiers to disobey military orders might severely damage the unity and
efficiency of the Israeli army and put the state in grave danger.

Although it was not said explicitly, the impression is that in contrast
to Rabbis Shapira and Eliyahu, those who differed with them did not
think that an order to assist in the implementation of the disengagement is
the same as an order to desecrate Shabbat or to eat non-kosher food. The
reason is that in contrast to those religious commandments, the decision to
withdraw from occupied territories and to evacuate their Jewish inhabitants
is determined by political and security considerations. Therefore, decisions
on these issues should be kept in the hands of those who have the authority
and responsibility to deal with these issues and to decide them.

A more nuanced view on the use of illegal means in the struggle against
the disengagement was voiced by Rabbi Shlomo Aviner, one of the most
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influential Rabbis of the Merkaz Harav School. Aviner shared Rav Tau’s
opposition to the use of militant or illegal measures in the cases of the
Jewish underground and the straggle against the withdrawal from Yamit.

However, in an article published before the disengagement, Aviner
insisted that no political agency has the authority to take decisions that
contradict the law of Torah, even if they are supported by a majority of the
people. Nevertheless, in the same article he demanded to hold a referendum
on the disengagement and implied that he would come to terms with any
outcome of the referendum.?!

Aviner himself sought to solve the seeming contradiction in terms
of his attitude. He referred to the biblical story about Prophet Samuel’s
response to the people of Israel’s request to appoint a king for them. Samuel
was very annoyed by the people’s request, which he considered a rebellion
against God who is the only King of Israel. Although God affirmed Samuel’s
position and denounced the people’s behavior, he ordered Samuel to accede
to their request and to choose a king for them. In Aviner’s view, the lesson
to be derived from the biblical story is that in certain cases it is necessary to
come to terms with a position or behavior, which in itself is inappropriate,
but attempting to reject it by force might be both useless and harmful.

The view that the will of the people should be taken into account in
decision making on political and Halakhic matters was shared by Rabbi
Aviner with Rabbi Tau. They, however, differed in the way that they pre-
sented and explained their positions. Aviner’s position was mainly based on
pragmatic considerations. In his view, there was no point in active resistance
to governmental decisions, which are backed by the great majority of the
society.

While Tau too insisted on the need to take the people’s attitude into
account, his position on this issue was more resolute and consistent and it
was based on a wider world-view. His attitude came to expression in the
dispute within the ranks of religious Zionism concerning the peace agree-
ment with Egypt and the following withdrawal from Sinai and Yamit and
the Jewish Underground affair.

Tau condemned in harsh words the attempts of radical elements in
the religious Zionist camp to halt the withdrawal from Sinai and hasten
the coming of redemption by the use of violent and illegal means. In his
view, “There is no mandate for five thousand people [in Yamit] to coerce
the Jewish people, to revolt against the spirit of the nation and to erase
which was done publicly—this is a revolt against the Kingship of God.”??
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The concept, “spirit of the nation”, was borrowed not from demo-
cratic theory, but rather from the literature of romantic nationalism, and it
assumed a religious significance in Rav KooK’s thought. It is not determined
by formal voting, but inscribed in the soul of the people and revealed
through their behavior.

The term “spirit of the nation”, as it is used by Rabbi Tau, has a definite
mystical connotation. It especially refers to the Nation of Israel and related
to the unique spiritual qualities accorded to this nation in the theory of Rav
Kook. This does not mean that individual members of the nation cannot
behave in an unfit way, but as a collective they do have a unique sacred
potential, which could be revealed not by force and coercion, but rather
through education and spiritual direction.

The impression is that the great majority of religious Zionists did not
perceive the disengagement as a religious sin tantamount to desecration of
Shabbat. This conclusion can be supported by the fact that in practice only
a handful of religious soldiers acceded to the call of the former Chief Rabbis
and refused to obey orders related to the disengagement.

Admittedly, to a large extent, this was due to the efforts made by army
officers to avoid the participation of religious soldiers, especially those who
reside in the settlements, in the implementation of the disengagement plan.
It seems, however, that the main factor in this regard was the fact that the
great majority of religious soldiers were not willing to disobey military
orders, which they perceived as grounded in political rather in anti-religious
considerations.

All this notwithstanding, it cannot be concluded that the great major-
ity of religious Zionists were willing to come to terms with the disengage-
ment and to renounce any firm resistance to it. Even among those who
were reserved about calling on soldiers to disobey military orders were
people who supported other militant forms of struggle, such as illegal
demonstrations, passive resistance, or even resorting to violent means short
of bloodshed.

There was indeed a grave public concern that the disengagement might
lead to bloodshed and civil war. Fortunately, this did not happen. One of
the reasons was that both the spiritual and political leaders of the religious
Zionist community did their best to restrain and to calm the settlers and
their ardent supporters. An especially significant role in this respect was
played by influential Rabbis of the nationalist Yeshivot.
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THE AMONA AFFAIR

While even the most radical of the participants in the struggle against the
disengagement recoiled from the use of loaded firearms, many of those
who took part in the struggle were dissatisfied with the way that it was
conducted. They sharply criticized prominent religious Zionist leaders for
thwarting attempts to initiate a much more firm and resolute resistance to
the evacuation of Jews from their homes.

The lesson that these people drew from the event was that further
attempts to evacuate Jews from their homes should be confronted by a
much more militant and resolute resistance. This lesson was in fact imple-
mented in the Amona affair, which occurred about half a year after the
disengagement from Gaza.

Amona is a small settlement of about 30 families that was established
in 1997. In 2005 members of the leftist group “Peace Now” claimed that
certain houses in Amona were illegally built on private Palestinian ground.
They appealed to the Israel High Court of Justice, which instructed the
government to order the evacuation and destruction of the houses.

The settlers and their supporters from all over the country sharply
denounced the decision of the court and declared their intention to do
whatever possible to thwart its implementation. On 1 February 2006 about
10,000 policemen and soldiers were sent to Amona to carry out the order of
the court. On arriving there they were confronted by thousands of people
who came to Amona from all over the country to resist the destruction of
the houses in dispute.

In the fierce confrontation that erupted, both parties resorted to vio-
lent means and more than 200 people were wounded and hospitalized,
most of them from among the settlers and their supporters. The settlers
complained that they were brutally treated by the police and army forces,
and they organized a mass demonstration to protest against them and the
government that was held responsible for their behavior.

What seems especially surprising is the fact that the resistance to the
destruction of nine houses in Amona was more firm and resolute than the
resistance to the evacuation of thousands of people from their homes in the
Katif area. To a certain extent the forceful resistance of the settlers can be
accounted for by the behavior of the police force, which was much harsher
than that of the IDF soldiers who carried out the evacuation from Katif.
Indeed, the restrained and careful behavior of the army forces in Katif sig-
nificantly contributed to the relatively restrained reaction of the settlers to
their evacuation from this area.
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The crucial factor in accounting for the especially firm resistance that
was manifested in the case of Amona is that it was a sort of delayed reac-
tion to the affair of Katif. Religious Zionists who were angry and frustrated
at what they perceived as the “defeatist” behavior of their leaders in Katif,
were determined to adopt a far more resolute and forceful line of resistance
in the case of Amona.

The Katif and Amona affairs stirred in certain circles of religious Zion-
ists feelings of anger and alienation toward State leaders and institutions
that were held responsible for what they considered as a betrayal to the
Land of Israel. These feelings, which were particularly prevalent among the
younger generation of the settlers, led some of them to change their attitude
to the State of Israel. In certain synagogues they even ceased to recite the
Prayer for the Welfare of the State, and there were also individuals who
refused to serve in the army.

In its most extreme form this position was shared by only a small
minority in the religious Zionist community. There are still, however,
marked differences of opinion on matters related to the attitude toward
the State and its institutions. In the religious Zionist community it is
quite common to speak of two main camps that are distinguished by their
positions on this issue. One of them is the “Mamlachti” (Statist) camp.
Its adherents attach a definite sacred status to the State and its institutions
and condemn expressions of disrespect toward them or actions that might
undermine their authority. The adherents of the other camp (which does
not have a distinct name) also identify with the State and attach significant
value to its existence. Nevertheless, their attitude toward the institutions of
the State tends to be more reserved and the acceptance of their authority is
more limited and dependent on various conditions.

CONCLUDING REMARKS: MESSIANISM AND POLITICS
AND THE CHANGES IN RELIGIOUS ZIONISM

The events and developments discussed in this article confirm the basic
arguments that were raised in the Introduction. First, there have indeed
been far-reaching changes in the ideology of religious Zionism. However,
they do not constitute a definite linear change from one ideological posi-
tion to another, they do not constitute a dramatic change that occurred at
a definite point of time, and they are not mainly the product of strategic
or tactical partisan considerations.

This content downloaded from
37.186.50.11 on Fri, 15 Aug 2025 09:32:21 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



260 ® ISRAEL STUDIES, VOLUME 19 NUMBER 2

These points are most clearly manifested in the positions on the espe-
cially significant issue of messianism and politics. Religious Zionism has
witnessed awakening of national messianism intertwined with radical poli-
tics. It is evident that this development is not related to partisan consid-
eration of coalitional politics, as they were not influenced by changes of
government. The messianic awakening was indeed deeply influenced by
the results of the Six-Day War, but it was the culmination of a process of
change that had begun long before the war and went on in the following
years at least until the outbreak of the Yom Kippur War. What is even more
evident is the fact that despite the persistence of differing views on the
issue, there has been in recent decades a considerable retreat from radical
messianism in the ranks of religious Zionism. To a certain extent it can be
seen as a counter-reaction to extreme forms of messianic political activity
that found expression in affairs such as the case of the Jewish Underground
and particularly in the assassination of Rabin.

This is related to an important factor—the striving, deeply rooted in
Jewish traditional culture, to avoid by all means bloodshed and extreme vio-
lence in relations between Jews. To a large extent, this attitude is a counter-
reaction to the traumatic historical event of the merciless civil war waged
in the midst of the Roman siege on Jerusalem prior to the destruction of
the Second Temple.??

The retreat from radical messianism is especially influenced by the
failure of attempts to thwart governmental decisions that involved with-
drawal from territories of the Land of Israel, such as the withdrawal from
Sinai and the Yamit area in 1982 and the disengagement from Gaza and
the Katif area in 2005.

These failures created a sense of crisis among religious Zionists, who
interpreted the results of the Six-Day War as a heavenly sign of a process
of redemption, which cannot be halted. It should be noted that the criti-
cism directed at the Rabbis who were involved in the disengagement affair
stemmed in part from the fact that some of them promised that it will
not be carried out as it was not possible to halt the process of redemption.
After the evacuation of the Katif settlements it was argued that this promise
was one of the reasons for the relatively passive reaction of settlers to their
evacuation from their homes.

Nevertheless, most adherents of Merkaz Harav School have not given
up their concept of the Zionist enterprise and the State of Israel as sacred
expressions of messianic redemption. Instead, they insist that redemption
is a gradual and on-going process that involves ups and downs on the way
to full fruition.
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In accordance with this view they interpret such events as the with-
drawal from Yamit and Katif as indications that the people are not yet
fully ripe for redemption. Their conclusion is that instead of attempting to
hasten redemption by resorting to violent and illegal means, what is needed
is an educational strategy that aims to instill in the people the awareness of
the sacred value of the Jewish nation and the Land of Israel.

There have also been other kinds of response to the failure of the
attempts to hasten the coming of redemption. One of them is the activity
of certain groups that seek to replace radical political measures with spiritual
initiatives as the main way for hastening redemption. Members of these
groups are striving for the re-building of the Holy Temple. However, they
seek to achieve their aim not by resorting to radical militant means, but
rather by encouraging Jews to demonstrate Jewish presence on the Temple
Mount and urging them to ascend the Mount, to pray at this place, and to
make sacrifices in its surroundings.

It is interesting to note that Yehuda Etzion who planned to blow up
the mosques on the Temple Mount is now one of the senior leaders of these
“Temple Movements”. Although he did not give up his striving for the has-
tening of redemption, it is quite evident that he now prefers the adoption
of more peaceful means for achieving this aim.

Another and maybe a more widespread outcome of the aforemen-
tioned events is a certain decline in the influence of the messianic religious
Zionism of the Merkaz Harav School. Although the teachings of Rabbis
Kook and their disciples still have a great impact on most of the spiritual
leaders of religious Zionism, there are indications of a weakening of their
influence in circles that are not linked to the nationalist Yeshivort.

Another development that is related to the decline in the influence of
the Merkaz Harav School is the retreat in certain circles of religious Zion-
ism from the trend toward “religious extremism” in this community. This is
expressed in counter-reactions to the dominance of “national Haredim” in
institutions of religious education and to attempts to impose strict norms
of religious behavior in the educational and public spheres.

It should be noted that the retreat from radical messianism in religious
Zionism did not result in a process of political de-radicalization in this com-
munity. Just as messianism should not necessarily lead to the adoption of
radical political attitudes, such attitudes may not be the product of religious
messianism but a result of other factors, such as security considerations.

It can be concluded that one of the most remarkable developments in
religious Zionism is the polarization of attitudes and patterns of behavior
in this community. This is expressed in controversies over various political
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and religious issues. One of these issues that recently came to the fore is the
public dispute on the elections of the Chief Rabbis, which has its sources
in deep differences of opinion on basic problems of Religion and State. It
is too early to discuss this issue and its implications for religious Zionism
in the context of this article.
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