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Independence Days,
just after the foundation of the State of Israel. There
was spontaneous jubilation, we were all out in the
streets, the celebration was real.
That was long ago. This year’s Independence Day, last
Tuesday, was not a very happy affair. The holiday was
subdued, even sad. Old-timers felt that “this is not our
state anymore”, that ‘they’ have stolen Israel. ‘They’—the
rightists.
One of the reasons may be that there is no real unity
any more. Israeli society has fallen apart into a number of
sub-societies, which have less and less in common.
There are the Ashkenazim (of European descent), the
Mizrahim (Easterners, from Arab countries and Iran, often
erroneously called Sephardim), the ”Russians“ (from the
former Soviet Union, who live a separate life of their own),
the Haredim (God-fearing, ultra Orthodox, non-Zionists),
the National-Religious (religious Zionists, including the
settlers in the occupied territories and fascist elements),
and, of course, the Palestinian-Arab minority, who constitute more than 20% of the population, and who exist
outside of almost everything.
Lately, some of the Mizrahim have developed an almost pathological hatred of the Ashkenazim, feeling despised and discriminated.
So all the routine Independence Day ceremonies were
observed as scheduled, without much enthusiasm and without anything new. The fireworks, the Air Force fly-by, the
Bible quiz, the official torches lit by outstanding citizens
(including a leader of the settlers who excels in driving
Arabs out of Jerusalem).
The Chairman of the Knesset said in his speech that
“Not all the Leftists are traitors.” Interesting. How many
are?
Most of the ceremonies were just occasions to show
the King, Binyamin Netanyahu, again and again on TV.
His queen, Sarah’le, also got the measure of exposure she
demands. Woe to the TV editor who does not give Sarah'le
her due!
What is her merit? Well, she married Netanyahu when
she was an airline stewardess and he was just a young
diplomat, twice divorced.
I DON'T like officially-decreed holidays and official

I

REMEMBER THE FIRST FEW

days of mourning.
When the Nazis came to power in Germany, I was
9 years old. I had the impression that almost every second day had become a national holiday, commemorating a
German victory in a forgotten war or some Nazi event.
On such occasions, all the boys (there were no girls)
in my highschool were assembled in the Aula (Latin for
hall), listened to patriotic speeches, raised their right arm
and sang the two anthems—the national and the Nazi one.
This particular occasion was the 17th century Battle of
Belgrade, in which the Austrian Prince Eugene beat the
Turks. I was the youngest pupil in the lowest class, and
the only Jew in school. I stood at attention like everybody,
but did not raise my arm and did not sing the Nazi song.
My heart was pounding.
My class teacher, a Catholic priest, protected me. A
few weeks later, we were on our way to Palestine.
Since that day, I don't like officially ordered celebrations.
IN ISRAEL we are blessed, perhaps more than any
nation in the world, with official days of joy and mourning,
some national and some religious, with no clear difference
between them.
By my count there are 15 in the Jewish-Israeli year,
but I may have omitted one or two. They are:
New Year a religious holiday. It arose long ago in an agricultural society. In Palestine, autumn is the time of
re-awakening of nature, like spring in Europe.
Yom Kippur the holiest day of Judaism, when God finally decides on your fate for the next year.
Succot the feast of the huts, commemorating the 40 years
of wandering in the desert after the escape from
Egypt. In the desert, there were no houses.
Shmini Atseret the eighth day of Succot, when God gave
us the Ten Commandments.
Hanukkah the feast of the lights, commemorating—
what? For nationalists, the victory of the Maccabees
over the ”Greeks“ (actually Syrians). For the religious, it is all about a miracle, when God made a
lamp burn for eight days in the Temple on enough

oil for one day. Now, Jews light candles over eight were organized that way. A Jewish girl in Antioch (today's
days.
Syria) could marry a Jewish boy in Alexandria (Egypt),
but not the Catholic boy next door. Communities were
th
15 of the month Shvat —”the birthday of the trees“,
largely autonomous, ruled by religious functionaries.
honoring all the plants in our country.
Such communities disappeared long ago. People
Purim a jolly day, like carnivals elsewhere, when the adopted new forms of human organization. But the Jews
anti-Semite Haman in Persia was about to kill all clung to their ancestral habits. All these ceremonies and
the Jews, but Queen Esther, a Jewish girl who suc- holy days were necessary to hold them together. Jews in
ceeding in marrying the drunken King Ahasuerus, Riga read the Passover Haggada in exactly the same way
convinced him to change the decree and allow the and at the same time as Jews in Cape Town.
Jews to kill all their enemies, especially Haman and
Some 250 years ago, human communities became
his sons.
nations. As these nations became the norm, Jews were
Passover the feast commemorating the Exodus from becoming more and more ”abnormal“ and hated. The
Egypt, when Jews are forbidden to eat real bread founders of Zionism decided that Jews, too, must become
and commanded to eat matzot, a kind of unleavened a nation.
How to turn a religious community into a modern nabread.
tion? All the important rabbis of the day cursed Zionism
Second Passover the last day of the feast. The days in and its founder, the Viennese journalist and playwright
between are half-holidays.
Theodor Herzl. In order to overcome this resistance and
Holocaust Day day of mourning for the millions of Jews lure the Jews to Palestine, Herzl and his disciples adopted
killed by the Nazis by gassing, shooting, starvation the religious holy days and poured into them a new nationand disease. Practically every Ashkenazi Jew had alist content.
These, then, are the Jewish-Israeli holidays: a mishrelatives among those who perished. Since only very
few Mizrahim were among the victims, this gives mash of ancient religion and modern nationalism, many of
them including both.
rise to a lot of jealousy.
At the beginning of modern Zionism, such a proliferaRemembrance Day in commemoration of the fallen in
tion of holy days may have been necessary to hold the new
the wars of modern Israel. They amount to about 23
society together. But now?
thousand, but this year the public was astonished to
WHAT'S SO bad about that?
learn that this number also includes all soldiers who
The bad thing is that these holy days create an enddied in road accidents or from disease.
less continuity of indoctrination, of brain-washing. Every
Independence Day starts immediately after Remem- child absorbs the national story almost from birth. The
brance Day.
parents see to that. In kindergarten, these ideas are deeply
Lag B'Omer an ancient agricultural festival, announcing implanted in their minds, in school the indoctrination is
summer, but linked in Jewish mythology to several deepened from feast to feast and from year to year. The
different historic events, such as the last rebellion end result is a community totally absorbed with itself, halfagainst Rome, which put an end to Jewish statehood religious and half-ultra-nationalist, cut off from all other
in Palestine. Children light bonfires all over the nations, lacking universal values.
Expressions like ”all the world is against us“ or ”they
country.
all want to destroy us“ or ”all the Goyim are the same“ are
Shvuot the feast of harvest, also the feast of the Torah.
heard quite often. The great majority of Israelis of all hues
th
9 of the Month Av The day on which the Temple in believe in them deep in their hearts.
Perhaps it is true that there exists no really secular
Jerusalem was twice destroyed, first by the Babylonians and, centuries later, by the Romans. A day of Jewish Israeli. Take a secular specimen, dig into his consciousness and you will find the traces of all these holy
mourning.
days. Very few escape.
On most of these days, everything in Israel is closed.
Perhaps the most characteristic is the transition we
Some observe even more days commemorating calamities experienced last Monday evening. Memorial Day for the
of the past.
fallen soldier turned into Independence Day, with nothing
WHAT IS the reason for this proliferation of joy and between them.
mourning?
Extreme joy after extreme mourning, almost merging.
For many centuries, Jews were an ethno-religious com- A masterpiece of emotional manipulation.
munity, without a territorial homeland. They were not an
If we want to turn Israel into a normal nation, all this
exception. In Byzantine and Ottoman times, communities profusion of holy days must be reduced to a normal few.

