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Abstract

This research is dealing with the role given to God in the national identity that the
Zionist labor leadership was seeking to design. The complexity standing in the background of
the question is as follows: The Jewish identity had, all along the generations, a built-in linking of
the religious identity and the national identity it includes. In addition to this complexity, the
Zionist labor movement contained another complexity, as it was also standing between two
additional different extremes: The revolutionary socialism, and its tendency to general revolutions,
including the ambition to create a new, innovative society and the leave of the conservative
religious tradition on one hand; and on the other hand- the national ideology, which, due to the
basic definition of an ethnic nationality as made of tradition of values, beliefs, language and deeds,
was connected to the Jewish national tradition with all of its aspects.

The combination of these two conflicts, created a complicated and interesting relationship
between the Zionist labor movement to the Jewish religion and nationality, as many ideas and
deeds that were customary in Judaism along the generations could be re-accepted, as national
ideas, into the newly-shaped society, or rejected, as religious ones and therefore not getting along
with the new values of the pioneers, or partly accepted, while a new meaning and new contents,

fitting the labor society more, were given to them.

The goal of this research is to examine the idea of God in the complexity described
above: on one hand, it will be reasonable to speculate that the labor movement will reject this idea,
as it is firmly related to the religion, which the movement has rebelled against. On the other hand,
it will be not less likely to assume that the labor movement will eagerly adopt the idea of belief in
God, as a first-class national-Zionist idea, as this very concept of monotheistic belief was a
character of the Jewish nation, which distinguished the people as a unique nation for thousands of
years. Of course, between the two there is also a third option, of a significant reference to the idea
of God, while giving this belief-concept new contents and new implications.

The uniqueness of a discussion involving god in it, unlike other religious-national
traditions of the Jewish people, that got (or didn’t get) a new treatment of new meanings and
contents by the labor movement, is that it is a pure spiritual topic, that is not related directly to

religious duties, and therefore can be both more deeply connected to religion or nationality, and
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having a bigger potential for a deeper discussion about the components of the new Jewish identity,
a discussion that can easily be skipped when it is all about dealing with religious deeds, which
their meaning can be easily changed by completely new ideas let and poured into them, but not
when there is the need to deal with a purely spiritual idea, which is much more difficultly changed.
Through the discussion about God, which is simultaneously metaphysical and ideological, new
aspects and points of view of the ideological and sociological complexity of the Zionist labor
movement and its leadership, and maybe the whole Zionist society in Israel then, which was
strongly influenced by the labor movement in it, can be revealed to us.

The research method was an examination of the writings of the Zionist leadership in a
formative period: the British Mandate. For this purpose, eleven leaders who have left a significant
amount of written material intended for publication to the public were chosen, and their references
to God were collected and analyzed. During the research I gathered the many and diverse
references of the leaders to God from a wide database. After the gathering, which has never been
done on this subject in the academic research, the ideas and references were compared and
analyzed, according to various parameters, such as reference to fundamental personal belief;
reference to faith as a national symbol; and phrases related to the faith or the apostasy described
by the writer, to create the wider and full pictures which might help the understanding of the place

of God in the personal and collective identities of these leaders.

In the main part of my dissertation, the unique concept of each leader about God is
presented first, along with all the values associated with this concept according to the writer. The
importance of presenting the data in this way lies in its primacy: While many studies discuss the
relation of the pioneers to observing commandments and customs, almost no discussion was held
regarding their attitude to faith itself.

The body of the research opens with the philosophical leaders of the society, whose main
roles as leaders focused on ideological design of the society: Gordon, Ya’ari, Lavi and
Katzannelson. Each of them left, described in long texts, an unique perception of his own about
God, which is the result of an extended investigation: Starting with Gordon, which God for him
is an essential part of both personal identity and national identity of the nation of Israel, since the
role of this nation and these people is to show the world the way of continuous search of God as a

collective being and the way to live national life in the image of God, life of work and creativity;
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Continuing with Katzannelson, who does not discuss his personal faith in God, but sees God as a
symbol for an ancient Jewish tradition that has great significance for the national idea in his period
too, as a continuation of the tradition; Through Lavi, who emphasizes that the main importance of
God for the nation and for the now-formed society in the country is not in the faith itself but in its
practical implications: the imperative to create a moral society in the spirit of socialism; To Ya'ari
who seeks to take only the “external frame” of the faith: the passion, the sense of a great mission
and the loyalty to ideology, while replacing the original contents, the original God of Israel, with a
new God, the socialism.

Then I examined the political leadership: Ben-Gurion, Tabenkin and Arlosoroff. They
also represent a broad spectrum regarding personal opinions about God and his relationships with
the world and the people of Israel, from Arlosoroff who represents a quite traditional concept
about the belief in God; Through Ben Gurion who firmly avoids expressing his opinion, although
it is possible to assume, regarding small hints, that his opinion changes from a negative opinion
about belief in god to a more positive one, corresponding with the transition from leading the
proletarian class to a more national leadership; To Tabenkin that denies and rejects the faith in god
as an idea that ended his role in the world, although he is willing to conduct a dialogue with
believers about shared values. All three of them share the reduction of discussion about God, and
the taking of a stand on that issue without giving a deep explanation. It seems that generally all
three prefer to emphasize the Zionist activity and deeds, instead of the ideological debates
accompanying it. Being practical men and leaders, committed to the actual progress of their
followers in the real-physical world, they preferred, for the sake of recruiting the whole Yishuv
society for the Zionist action, to overcome ideological differences and come into unity, each in his
own way: whether by avoiding discussion of the differences (Ben Gurion), by expressing an
opinion, but in the same time making an attempt to find common values and joint action with
respect and to the owners of a different opinion (Tabenkin), or by emphasizing that faith cannot
replace human deeds, activity for Zionism, which is the most important (Arlosorof¥).

Followed, I studied the perceptions of the administrative leaders (Remez, Aharonovich
and Lavon) and the security leaders (Sadde, Sne, and the silence of Gallili and Golomb on that
matter). The administrative leaders mention the tradition here and there, but they do not pore over
it but deal with activity, with almost no ideological discussions. More extreme form of this
phenomenon, the defense-military leaders are almost entirely silent about the issue of faith.

Comparison to their counterparts in the right wing of the political spectrum showed that their
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silence is not an inevitable result of their military role, as there are commanders who use God and
the faith in him as a driving force while commanding their soldiers. This comparison prompted

questions and possible answers, detailed alongside the research body.

In the concluding discussion, after examining the perception of each leader separately, I
examined the entirety.

First of all I referred to the variety of names and terms given to God by the leaders, and
to their meanings, as reflecting the society using them.

Alongside these names were also explored ideas related to God, which are repeated in the
words of many writers: The demand for national-social moral life "In the image of God"; The idea
of loyalty: to God and/ or the people of Israel, both used interchangeably as the sacred value
symbolized by the term "Kiddush Hashem"; The links between God to Zionism and the perception
of God as taking special care of it, and the view of the Zionist act as fulfilling the word of God;
The aspect of holiness given to Zionism and the Zionist labor movement and their values by
linking them to God; And uniqueness of Israel, the Jewish nation, as a nation, as arising from the
many-generations monotheistic faith in God.

In addition, I also examined the possible links between the biographic characteristics of
the leaders and their attitude to God: The connection between the role one carried and his
choice to live in a Kibbutz, a city or both to the quantity of their discussion the issue of God; the
connection between their membership of a political party and their inclination to emphasizing
nationalism or socialism inside the Zionist labor movement, and their personal beliefs and the
place they give this belief in the collective identity; The gap between their attitude to the practical
religion and their attitude to the spiritual, abstract God; And the practical implications that should
be considered, according to their opinion, to belief or disbelief.

Finally overall I made an observation of the whole Labor-leadership as representing a
society which led a whole generation, a society belonging to revolution and renovation on one
hand, and on the other hand, its education and roots are all planted in tradition. The attitude to
God, as an idea both national and religious, spiritual and with practical implications at once,
universal and national alike, is standing in the middle as representing the complexity of this, both
at times of theoretical, restful discussion in the kibbutz, and at fateful times such as the decision of

the declaration of independence. The attitude to belief in God, helps us understand the complexity
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of this society, both as a society consisting of many individuals who differ in their opinions and
beliefs, and as a society as a whole, which is experiencing a strong internal conflict: The unity of
ideas for the sake of the Zionism versus the importance of personal belief and liberty of the
individual; The idea of holiness versus avoidance of religious duties; The socialist universality
versus the national uniqueness; And most of all, the tradition versus innovation. Sometimes, the
solution found contains a little of everything: continuing the existing reality and ideas and the

general traditions, and pouring into it a new, unique content.
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