What is your personal connection to Zionism? How do you define Zionism, and what does it mean to you to be a Zionist today?


I’m somewhat of a “late bloomer” when it comes to Zionism. While I did attend Hebrew school growing up, became Bar-Mitzvah and even went through to confirmation, everything I knew about Israel came out of textbooks and stories from my rabbi and Hebrew school teachers. It took actually visiting Israel on Birthright for me to truly and deeply resonate with its place in the world, in my heritage, and in my present life.


For me, Zionism is an integral part to the worldwide Jewish community - without Zionism,  Jewish practices and community would likely not exist in any well-supported form. In the States, I rarely participated in Jewish traditions like fasting on Yom Kippur or lighting the Hanukah candles,  but since being in Israel, those traditions have become a way of life. Not only have I engaged with the traditions, but being able to travel to many sites important to Judaism – the history in the Galilee, the culture of Jerusalem, the industriousness of Tel Aviv – has helped me to connect with my ancient roots and culture in a visceral and direct way. Israel’s Jewish and democratic nature ensures that it protects these types of uniquely Jewish experiences, while simultaneously empowering and enabling all people living within its borders to have a voice in determining the country’s future. In this spirit, it becomes clear why Israel has fought so hard to protect itself and nurture this vision over the past 70 years, and I don’t credit that to anything less than the fervent drive to preserve the beacon and representation of a culture that lacked such a place for two millennia. 


Being in Israel, I encounter someone who made aliyah from a different country every day. I’m much more connected to the world at large just by being here. Apart from our shared heritage, Israel promotes a connection and collaboration amongst its residents that goes beyond nationality, creed or race. And unlike the United States, another nation of immigrants, olim are not pressured to assimilate into a uniform “Israeli” culture. They still maintain cultural traditions, languages, accents and perspectives that hail from their original countries. This whole experience in Israel is a metaphor for Judaism at large: a cooperative, grassroots initiative that everyone contributes to, but still maintains their own identities and perspectives. This perfectly embodies the visions of Israel’s founders, who envisioned a homeland for all Jews from throughout the world. And in this cooperative, grassroots initiative, I feel at home.


Like Judaism itself, many proponents of Zionism interpret and implement the philosophy in differing ways and to various political ends. But, also like Judaism, one of the core tenets of Zionism dating all the back to the First Zionist Congress was its dialogical nature – there were constant discussions and conversations about what constituted a Jewish homeland, and how it would function. 

Israel is still very young as a nation, and matters are never quite settled here. There are constant questions about religious vs secular, Jewish vs Arab, Israel vs diaspora, and more. More than any particular viewpoint on the right or the left, Zionism is about being comfortable with this constant state of flux, and recognizing that the project may well never be truly finished. This is what makes the World Zionist Organization so important: advancing the nature of the Jewish homeland requires insight from all parties, whether inside or outside of Israel. And the more I become embedded into Israeli culture and society, the more excited I am to become a part of the country’s promising future. 

