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First Candle:  Max Nordau (1849–1923)  

For too long, all too long, we have been engaged in the mortification of our own flesh. 

 

A writer and a physician, who was born in Budapest and lived in Paris, Max Nordau was Herzl’s 

most important colleague and disciple. Together, they helped found the World Zionist Organization. 

 

Muskeljudentum Jewry of Muscle (1903) 

For too long, all too long, we have been engaged in the mortification of our own flesh…. 

In the narrow Jewish street our poor limbs soon forgot their gay movements; in the dimness of 

sunless houses our eyes began to blink shyly; the fear of constant persecution turned our powerful voices 

into frightened whispers, which rose in a crescendo only when our martyrs on the stakes cried out their dying 

prayers in the face of their executioners. But now, all coercion has become a memory of the past, and at least 

we are allowed space enough for our bodies to live again. Let us take up our oldest traditions; let us once 

more become deep-chested, sturdy, sharp-eyed men. . . .  

For no other people will gymnastics fulfill a more educational purpose than for us Jews. It shall 

straighten us in body and in character… 

May the gymnastic club flourish and thrive and become an example to be imitated in all the centers 

of Jewish life! 

 

How’s this for a Hanukkah altneu – old new  --juggling act. Nordau essentially calls for New Maccabees – 

strong, proud, freed of the Ghetto mentality and physique. And how do we become Maccabees today – by 

entering into one of the institutions the Maccabees back then abhorred… the gym!  

For more see p 18.  The Zionist Ideas. 

Question: how have Zionism, Israel, revolutionized Jews’ attitudes about our own bodies – and did that also 

strengthen the soul? 

https://www.amazon.com/Zionist-Ideas-Homeland_Then-Tomorrow-Anthologies/dp/0827612559
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Second Candle: Joseph Hayyim Brenner (1881–1921) 

Workers’ settlements—this is our revolution. The only one. 

Born in the Ukraine, in 1909 this great, tortured writer left for Palestine, where he led small 

labor and pioneer groups. He also taught in Tel Aviv’s first high school while editing and 

writing. A dozen years later, he was found dead, murdered near Tel Aviv during the Arab 

outbreaks against the Jews in May 1921. 

Self-Criticism (1914) 

Yes, indeed, we have survived, we live. True, but what is our life worth?...  History! History! But what has 

history to tell? It can tell that wherever the majority population, by some fluke, did not hate the Jews among 

them, the Jews immediately started aping them in everything, gave in on everything, and mustered the last of 

their meager strength to be like everyone else. . . . Even when the yoke of ghetto weighed most heavily upon 

them—how many broke through the walls? How many lost all self-respect in the face of the culture and 

beautiful way of life of the others! How many envied the others! How many yearned to approach them!... 

We have to start all over again, to lay down a new cornerstone. But who will do that? Can we do it, with our 

sick character? This is the question…. 

Our urge for life says: All this is possible. Our urge for life whispers hopefully in our ear: Workers’ 

Settlements, Workers’ Settlements. 

Workers’ Settlements—this is our revolution. The only one. 

 

With Brenner, we see three essential themes of Hanukkah and of Zionism: anti-Semitism, 

assimilation… and rebirth! 

 For more see p. 42  The Zionist Ideas. 

Question: Is there a relationship between assimilation and anti-Semitism – how does each feed one another 

– how does each prevent one another? 
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Third Candle: Ben-Zion Meir Chai Uziel (1880–1953) 

Nationalism is a worldview committed to improving our human life on earth. 

Born in 1880 to a leading Sephardic family in Jerusalem, by 1911 Uziel had become the 

hakham (sage) of Jaffa’s Sephardic community. In September 1948, Uziel Israel’s first 

Sephardi chief rabbi, and the Ashkenazi chief rabbi Yitzhak Halevi Herzog published a 

prayer for the new state in the Religious Zionist newspaper HaTzofeh and the general paper 

Ha’aretz. Apparently, the author S. Y. Agnon helped, possibly contributing the famous line 

characterizing the state as resheit tzmeechat geulateinu, the first flowering of our redemption. 

The incongruity of a prayer that rabbis wrote, a novelist edited, and daily newspapers 

published, suited the complexity of a secular democratic state’s chief rabbis praising its 

religious meaning after many decades of secular Zionists having rebelled against the rabbis. 

On Nationalism (ca. 1940–50) 

Nationalism is not about a common race, it is not homeland or government or monarchy and it’s not about 

leaders or shared obligations or literature or a common culture. All these are expressions of the collective or 

the state. But nationalism in the strict sense is a worldview committed to improving our human life on earth. 

It’s about achieving the peak of human consciousness and success, by imparting the truths about goodness 

and law and morality to our descendants and spreading these spiritual ideas and ethics “not by power and not 

by force” but with explanations and insights that foster appreciation of these attitudes’ spiritual power and 

truth, and that cultivate goodness within all those who follow their ways. . . . 

 

Rav Uziel defines nationalism as a constructive force – but note this lovely incongruity, as this Sephardi 

chief rabbi begins by sounding like a political scientist and then ends by quoting the Bible and a key idea 

from Chanukkah – not by power and not by force – but by spirituality.  For more see p. 234  The Zionist 

Ideas.  

Question: Looking at nationalism in 1948 and today  -is it true that nationalism is “not by power and not by force” but 

by spirituality – or is that a mere aspiration? How do you balance the two – how do we as a people? As a State? 

https://www.amazon.com/Zionist-Ideas-Homeland_Then-Tomorrow-Anthologies/dp/0827612559
https://www.amazon.com/Zionist-Ideas-Homeland_Then-Tomorrow-Anthologies/dp/0827612559
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Fourth Candle: Golda Meir (1898–1978) 

When Jews would return to their homeland . . . they would make a better society. 

Golda Meir, Israel’s fourth prime minister, moved with her family from Pinsk to Milwaukee 

in 1906 and in 1921 moved to Kibbutz Merhavia in 1921. She helped found Mapai, the Labor 

Party of the Land of Israel in 1930 and in 1969 she succeeded Levi Eshkol as prime minister, 

becoming the third female prime minister in world history, and the first to emerge 

independently, not through family ties.  

Address to the United Nations General Assembly (October 7, 1958) 

None of us can object to a nationalism which is constructive and wholesome. The world is enriched by a 

nationalism only when that nationalism means that a people is achieving awareness of its unique national 

character; endeavors to give expression to its cultural heritage; strives for economic and social progress; 

seeks ways and means of broadening and deepening the ties of friendship and co-operation with other 

peoples, and when that nationalism is accompanied by the realization that every country is itself a part of the 

community of nations and that other peoples are also entitled to their nationalism. . . . This, it seems to me, is 

the test—the borderline—between acceptable nationalism and national aggressiveness. . . . 

Israel, I believe, has honorably striven towards a nationalism which is fruitful instead of sterile, 

creative instead of destructive. Though we have been obliged to defend ourselves against invasion and 

attack, our purposes since the establishment of our state have remained unaltered: to rebuild a poor, barren 

land, to enable the return of an ancient people to its source, to regain our independence and national self-

expression, to live in peace with all peoples near and far, and to take our place in the community of free 

nations. 

Meir addresses a word that has become controversial today – Nationalism. She shows that there is 

constructive and destructive nationalism, arguing that Jewish nationalism, like, I might add, traditional, 

liberal, American, nationalism, has been a positive force overall. And what were the Maccabees if not early 

precursors of nationalism? 

  

For more see p.  The Zionist Ideas. 

Question: How do we distinguish between constructive and destructive forms of nationalism? How 

do we make sure constructive forms don’t turn destructive? 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Zionist-Ideas-Homeland_Then-Tomorrow-Anthologies/dp/0827612559
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Fifth Candle: Leonard Fein (1934–2014) 

The best defense we have is to look to the health of the Jewish soul. 

 

A Bronx-born graduate of the University of Chicago, with a political-science 

doctorate from Michigan State University, Leonard Fein taught at Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology  and Brandeis University in the 1960s and 1970s. As the Forward—for which he 

was a longtime columnist—noted in its obituary: “In 1975, while a professor at Brandeis, he 

co-founded Moment magazine with Elie Wiesel. In 1985 he started Mazon: A Jewish 

Response to Hunger. In 1997 he set up the National Jewish Coalition for Literacy. Each of 

these organizations in its own way preserves his memory: without food we cannot live, 

without education we have no future and without thoughtful conversation we cannot thrive.” 

Days of Awe (September 1982) 

 

There are two kinds of Zionists in the world: most of us are both. We want to be normal, we want to 

be special: we want to be a light unto the nations, we want to be a nation like all the others. We have still not 

figured out which we want more, and haven’t figured out how to be both at once. And the circumstances of 

our lives don’t give us much freedom of choice. They are nasty and brutish circumstances, and they require 

of us—or seem to—that we set aside our dreams of the heavenly Jerusalem, insure instead that the ramparts 

of the earthly Jerusalem are impregnable. Behind those ramparts, some day, perhaps, we shall dare to reach 

for the stars. For now, to turn our eyes toward the heavens is to risk not seeing the enemy as he 

approaches…. 

And there are those who believe only in the Zionism of the body, who have long since wearied of all 

this talk of “soul,” who want us to be not an Or la goyim, a light unto the nations, but a goy k’chul hagoyim, 

a nation like all the others. A body without a soul. Normal. . . . 

I vastly prefer a people that chooses to risk a collective nervous breakdown, as we do, by endorsing 

both visions, both versions. . . . Muscle and conscience, body and soul. . . . A people cannot live exclusively 

on its reactions… 

Those who prefer “normalcy” will be deaf to that prayer. But . . . if it’s normalcy we want, being 

Jewish is a very roundabout way to get there. . . . 

 

Fein was a progressive patriot – a loving critic of Israel and wrote this during the Lebanon War. 

Note his ability to understand Israel’s dilemmas – and Israel’s responsibilities. 
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For more see p.200  The Zionist Ideas. 

 

Question: So, which do YOU prefer: a Zionism of the body, a Zionism of the soul, or a nervous 

breakdown? 

Sixth Candle Michael Oren (b. 1955) 

Israelis fight, asking themselves at every stage whether in fact they are doing the right thing, the 

moral thing, the Jewish thing 

The life story of the author, diplomat, and centrist politician Michael Oren parallels the 

Jewish people’s story. Born a scrawny New Jersey kid bullied by antisemites, Oren became 

an Israeli paratrooper in the 1980s, then represented Israel as a politician two decades later. In 

going from powerlessness to power, Oren—and the Jews—embraced new responsibilities and 

encountered new dilemmas, especially because of ongoing hostility from the Palestinians and 

much of the Arab world. 

Having diagnosed Jews’ tortured relationship to power as an academic, he now witnesses it 

daily as —and tries healing it. 

Jews and the Challenge of Sovereignty (Azure 2006) 

Ben-Gurion . . . understood that the transformation from a people recoiling from power to a people capable 

of embracing it would be the single greatest challenge facing Israel. “We must adopt a new approach, new 

habits of mind,” he told listeners shortly before the state’s founding. “We must learn to think like a state.” 

He even coined a Hebrew word for that challenge, mamlachtiyut, a neologism which eludes English 

equivalents but which roughly translates as “acting in a sovereign-like manner.”… 

Mamlachtiyut, in fact, was what drew me to Israel in the first place. I grew up just about the only 

Jewish kid on the block, and the almost daily trouncing I took from the neighborhood gang taught me a great 

deal about power and the hazards of lacking it. . . . 

Today, as an Israeli, I must confront questions that derive from having power. I had to decide, for 

instance, whether to support the construction of a fence which may provide greater security against terrorist 

attacks, but which evokes the very ghetto walls that Zionism aspired to topple. . . . 

Israel’s soldiers go into battle armed not only with guns and grenades but with pocket-size, laminated 

cards containing the IDF code of ethics. . . . Israelis fight, asking themselves at every stage whether in fact 

they are doing the right thing, the moral thing, the Jewish thing. . . . 

https://www.amazon.com/Zionist-Ideas-Homeland_Then-Tomorrow-Anthologies/dp/0827612559
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Our responsibility today is to prove to ourselves, and the world, that the phrase “Jewish state” is not 

in fact a contradiction in terms. Let us remain cognizant not only of our great achievements—the Nobel 

Prizes our scientists are awarded or the European championships our basketball players win—but also of the 

weighty responsibilities we bear: the responsibilities of reconciling our heritage with our sovereignty, our 

strength with our compassion, and our will to survive with our desire to inspire others. 

 

Like Leonard Fein, Michael Oren is trying to balance the challenges Israel faces and its desires to be a light 

unto the nations – Oren, in particular, see the return to Zion as a great opportunity to rejoin the real world 

and take responsibility, just as the Maccabees did. 

For more see p. 333  The Zionist Ideas. 

Question: Is a military code of ethics, a useful guideline – or a contradiction in terms? Where does the 

Jewishness of the state fit into to its approach to its defense –or does it? 

Seventh Candle: Saul Singer (b. 1961) 

I am a Start-Up Zionist . . . the new halutziut. 

 

Along with his brother-in-law Dan Senor, Saul Singer helped name the most dramatic 

manifestation of the New Zionism—Israel as “Start-Up Nation.” Their 2009 best-selling 

book, Start-Up Nation attributed Israel’s outsized economic success to such phenomena as 

the army’s culture of improvisation and self-criticism. Two years later, Singer wrote that 

Israel’s high-tech success is a key building block in creating a new Jewish narrative—with a 

dynamic business vision updating the Zionist vision. 

They Tried to Kill Us, We Won, Now We’re Changing the World (Jerusalem Post, April 1, 2011) 

We need to update our narrative. The Jewish narrative has changed over the years. We need to enter the 3.0 

era. 

1.0 was the era of the Bible. What we Jews were about then was purpose. And our purpose was to 

transform the pagan world—the world of child sacrifice and extreme immorality. Along with Christianity 

and Islam, we succeeded in spreading a message of one God and of ethics. The pagan world was 

transformed. Mission accomplished. And we grew as a people. But then we faced the destruction of the 

Temple and exile. 

https://www.amazon.com/Zionist-Ideas-Homeland_Then-Tomorrow-Anthologies/dp/0827612559
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And that took us into the 2.0 era. 2.0 was the era of survival. In that mode, what we Jews were about 

was survival, and the dream of a return, and messianism. We were hoping we’d be around to see the future. 

That 2.0 period lasted 2,000 years. Today, we’ve still got this narrative: They tried to kill us, we won, 

let’s eat. That’s how we still think of our narrative. 

That’s a narrative of survival. That’s not a purpose. Unless you call survival a purpose. . . We must 

update the narrative, to: They tried to kill us, we won, now we’re changing the world!  

 

 Read this carefully and you see that Saul Singer’s vision for Start-Up Nation goes far beyond making the 

greatest tech toys possible. It’s a moral vision, a Zionist vision, a liberal nationalist vision. 

For more see p.462  The Zionist Ideas. 

Question: Is Hanukkah just about “we survived – let’s eat jelly donuts and latkes” – what’s the hidden 

meaning, the deeper purpose, we can tease out from Hanukkah – or not? What relevance does it have to 

Israel today? To our own lives? 

Eighth Candle:  Ruth Gavison (b. 1945) 

I reject the claim that there is a built-in contradiction between the Jewish nationalist movement, 

Zionism, and human rights. 

 

The Hebrew University law professor and human rights activist Ruth Gavison argues that 

Zionism can help make secular Jews—Americans and others—into better liberals and 

humanists. “American identity is broad but thin—you can’t just be American, most people 

seek other affiliations as well,” she explains. “Affirming the Jewish component of your 

identity permits you to become part of an ancient tradition that has miraculously survived and 

revived its independence.” 

Statement of Principles, Gavison-Medan Covenant (2003) 

I believe that a humanism or liberalism advocating a “thin person,” limited only to one’s self or one’s 

family, is unnecessarily sterile. Affiliations with particular group identities offer individuals central 

foundational missions in their lives. Indeed, the human rights tradition recognizes freedom of religion and 

association along with a people’s right to self-determination. There is, then, a general universal demand that 

individuals or groups be permitted to act on behalf of collective particularistic goals (within the operative 

https://www.amazon.com/Zionist-Ideas-Homeland_Then-Tomorrow-Anthologies/dp/0827612559
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constraints of the general humanistic framework). I, therefore, reject the claim that there is a built-in 

contradiction between the Jewish nationalist movement, Zionism, and human rights, which differs in some 

essential way from the perennial tension between universal values and a particular culture. It is interesting to 

note that many of those who insist on this alleged contradiction nevertheless champion other national 

movements enthusiastically, including Palestinian nationalism. . . . 

I am a secular Jew who wants to feel fully free to seek inspiration, solutions, and elements of identity 

in every facet of human culture, while remaining aware that my unique culture is the Jewish-Hebrew one, in 

all its colors and components…. 

Does the right to freedom of religion and conscience demand a regime of “separation of religion and 

state”? The answer to this question is “No.” There are numerous models regarding possible relations 

between religion and state in liberal democracies, and each society should adopt the model best suited to its 

needs. . . . The Israeli reality supports the concept of a weak separation, enabling support for religion within 

a context nevertheless demanding equality. . . . 

 

Gavison, writing as a liberal and a human rights activist, asserts the rights of a majority to celebrate its 

culture in the public square –as long as the minorities in the society are given political rights and there 

cultures are respected. Note how Christmas-y things are in the US – and how Hanukkah-y things are in 

Israel. 

For more see p. 367  The Zionist Ideas. 

Question: Do you wish your life and your surroundings were thinner – less encumbered by tradition, 

culture, nationalism – or thicker, more enmeshed in community, identity?  

 

https://www.amazon.com/Zionist-Ideas-Homeland_Then-Tomorrow-Anthologies/dp/0827612559

