,i’gg.as for real life

U B = bh‘l. i 1 4

i

Do We Still Believe in the Jewish State?

Elana Stein Hain & Michael Koplow
June 8, 2026

1. Bamidbar (Numbers) 13:27-33
Isaac ben Moses Arama, Akedat Yitshak, Gate 77
Zohar 3:158a, commenting on Bamidbar (Numbers) 13:3

Bamidbar (Numbers) 13:30

N R R R R

Bamidbar (Numbers) 14:6-9

o v o kr w N

Reuven Rivlin, “Israeli Hope: Towards a New Israeli Order,” address to the 15 Annual
Herzliya Conference, June 7, 2015 2

Is Israel losing American Jews, or are American Jews losing sight of Israel? Maybe it’s both. In this episode
of TEXTing IRL, Elana Stein Hain and Michael Koplow, Chief Policy Officer of Israel Policy Forum, turn to
Parshat Sh’lach and the story of the spies in Numbers 13 to explore why many American Jews today feel
overwhelmed, disillusioned, or disconnected from Israel. They unpack how fear, moral conflict, and a
sense of powerlessness can erode commitment, and they explore what it would take to sustain a
meaningful relationship with the Jewish state—and a shared sense of Jewish peoplehood—in this
moment.

This source sheet is part of the June 8, 2026 episode of the podcast TEXTing IRL - Ideas for Real Life. Host Elana Stein
Hain sits down with guests who are accomplished practitioners in their fields to explore how classic and modern
Jewish texts can help us wrestle with and act with integrity in the face of the big dilemmas of our time.



Elana Stein Hain is the Rosh Beit Midrash and a senior research fellow at the Shalom Hartman
Institute of North America, where she serves as lead faculty and consults on the content of lay and
professional programs.

A widely well-regarded thinker and teacher, Elana is passionate about bringing rabbinic thought into
conversation with contemporary life. To this end, she hosts TEXTing IRL, a bi-weekly podcast that
considers issues relevant to Jewish life through the lens of classical and modern Torah texts; she also
teaches Talmud from the Balcony, an occasional learning seminar exposing the big ideas, questions,

and issues motivating rabbinic discussions. Elana is the author of Circumventing the Law: Rabbinic

Perspectives on Leqal Loopholes and Integrity (Penn Press, 2024) which uses loopholes as a lens for

understanding rabbinic views on law and ethics.

She earned her doctorate in Religion at Columbia University and is an alumna of the Yeshiva
University Graduate Program in Advanced Talmudic Studies (GPATS) as well as the Consortium in
Jewish Studies and Legal Theory Graduate Fellowship at Cardozo School of Law. She also served for
eight years as a clergy member on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, at both Lincoln Square
Synagogue and the Jewish Center, has taught at the Wagner School at NYU, and sits on the board of
Sefaria: A Living Library of Jewish Texts.

Elana is currently living in Jerusalem with her family.

Michael Koplow is a Senior Fellow of the Kogod Research Center at the Shalom Hartman Institute of
North America and the Chief Policy Officer of the Israel Policy Forum. Before coming to Israel Policy
Forum, he was the founding Program Director of the Israel Institute. He holds a Ph.D. in Government
from Georgetown University, where he specialized in political development and ideology, and the
politics of Middle Eastern states. He writes Israel Policy Forum’s weekly Koplow Column and edits the
Israel Policy Exchange, which is a leading source for commentary and analysis on Israel and American
Jewry, and his work regularly appears in Foreign Affairs, Foreign Policy, the Atlantic, and the Forward,
among other publications. In addition to his Ph.D., he holds a B.A. from Brandeis University, a J.D.
from New York University, and an A.M. in Middle Eastern Studies from Harvard University.

The Shalom Hartman Institute is a leading research and educational center serving Israel and world Jewry. We work to enrich
the moral and spiritual life of Israel and the Jewish people, deepen the commitment to pluralism and Israel’s Jewish and
democratic character, and rebuild the covenant between Israel and the Jewish world.

Through our community of outstanding scholars and educators, the Institute develops innovative responses to the challenges of
our time, cultivates a new generation of leaders and change agents, and builds transformational educational projects that
help inspire a better Judaism and a better Israel for the 21st century.
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475 Riverside Drive, Suite 1800
New York, NY 10115
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27 They told Moses: “We came to the land you sent us to; it is flowing with milk and honey, and
this is its fruit. 28 But it is a very strong nation that lives there, and the cities are fortified and
very large; moreover, we saw the giants there. . ..

32 They spread negativity to the Children of Israel about the land they had scouted, saying, “The
place that we went through to scout eats its inhabitants. All the people that we saw in it are of
astonishingly great size; 33 we saw the Nephilim there—the Anakites are part of the Nephilim—
and we were like grasshoppers in our eyes and in their eyes.

2. Isaac ben Moses Arama, Akedat Yitshak, Gate 77
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But ... Joshua and Caleb ... had a different spirit that sought to follow God and to reject the
unrestrained and unbounded life, and to choose a life of the limits of Torah and this land, to go
and inherit the “Land of Life.”

3. Zohar 3:158a, commenting on Bamidbar (Numbers) 13:3
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Moses sent them from the desert of Paran by God’s word, all of them people of distinction
(Numbers 13:3). They were entirely innocent, heads of Israel; but they took bad advice. Why?
They said, “If we go up to that Land, we will lose our leadership, and Moses will make new leaders;
for we deserved to be heads in the desert, but in the Land we will not.”

4. Bamidbar (Numbers) 13:30

112 923 519279 ANN NY) NIYI TDY MINN NYNDON DYNNN 179 ODN



Caleb hushed the people before Moses and said, “Let us by all means go up, and we shall gain
possession of it, for we shall surely overcome it.”

5. Bamidbar (Numbers) 14:6-9
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6 And Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh, of those who had scouted the land, rent
their clothes 7 and exhorted the whole Israelite community: “The land that we traversed and
scouted is an exceedingly good land. 8 If pleased with us, God will bring us into that land, a land
that flows with milk and honey, and give it to us; 9 only you must not rebel against God. Have no
fear then of the people of the country, for they are our prey: their protection has departed from
them, but God is with us. Have no fear of them!”

6. Reuven Rivlin, “Israeli Hope: Towards a New Israeli Order,” address to the 15t Annual
Herzliya Conference, June 7, 2015

Ladies and Gentlemen, Israeli society is undergoing a far-reaching transformation. This is not a
trivial change, it is a transformation that will restructure our very identity as ‘Israelis’, and will
have a profound impact on the way we understand ourselves and our national home; there is no
escape from this change. These changes may well stir up, for some of us, nostalgia for ‘the old
and much loved Israel’, but those experiences of togetherness sitting around an imaginary Israeli
camp-fire will not return.

In Israel, there is a word which has long since turned into a weapon: ‘Demography’. This word is
generally used when someone wants to validate a particular claim. However, those with a good
ear understand that this usage is generally nothing but an ostensibly polite way of describing one
or other population group as a ‘threat’, or a ‘danger’. As unwanted, as illegitimate. Sometimes
the finger is pointed at the Arabs, sometimes at the religious Israeli Jews, or at the Haredim (ultra-
Orthodox) - depending on the context. For this reason, over the years, | have developed a
profound distaste for that concept. But today, here | am standing before you, one year into my
presidency, and asking to speak to you about demography. And that is because significant
demographic changes speak to, and indeed even dictate, the very essence of reality. | have never
regarded, nor will | ever regard any persons or groups comprising Israeli society as a danger, or,
God forbid, as a threat.



But, | am standing here today, because | have identified a very real threat in our collective
suppression of the transformations that Israeli society has been undergoing in recent decades; in
neglecting to confront what | call the ‘new Israeli order’, the significance of which | want to deal
with today.

Ladies and gentlemen, the ‘new Israeli order’ is not an apocalyptic prophecy. It is the reality. A
reality, that can already be seen in the composition of the first grade classes in the Israeli
education system. In the 1990s (as can be seen in the slide behind me), Israeli society comprised
a clear and firm majority, with minority groups alongside it.

A large secular Zionist majority, and beside it three minority groups: a national-religious minority,
an Arab minority, and a Haredi minority. Although this pattern remains frozen in the minds of
much of the Israeli public, in the press, in the political system, all the while, the reality has totally
changed.

Today, the first grade classes are composed of about 38% secular Jews, about 15% national
religious, about one quarter Arabs, and close to a quarter Haredim. While it is true that numbers
and definitions are dynamic, neither identities nor birth-rates remain static over time. But one
thing is clear, the demographic processes that are restructuring or redesigning the shape of Israeli
society, have, in fact, created a ‘new Israeli order’. A reality in which there is no longer a clear
majority, nor clear minority groups. A reality in which Israeli society is comprised of four
population sectors, or, if you will, four principal ‘tribes’, essentially different from each other,
and growing closer in size. Whether we like it or not, the make-up of the ‘stakeholders’ of Israeli
society, and of the State of Israel, is changing before our eyes.

Whenever | describe this distribution, | am always asked: ‘and what about the distribution
between Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jews?’ Between Left and Right? Periphery and center? Rich and
poor? Are these not dividing lines that segment and tear apart Israeli society? And the answer is,
of course they are. Those dividing lines unfortunately exist — within each of the population
sectors, and through all of them together —and they must be addressed and dealt with. However,
in contrast to those divisions, it is the distribution into four principal tribes that make up Israeli
society, that reveals its basic structure; a structure that we shall never have the ability or the
power to blur or erase; a structure, that for many of us, is perceived as a threat — to the secular-
liberal character of the State of Israel on the one hand; and to the Zionist enterprise on the other.
This serious division of Israeli society finds expression primarily in the distribution between the
different and separate education systems. While in the main, Sephardi and Ashkenazi Jews, from
Right and Left, do go to school together — in general, children born in the State of Israel are sent
to one of four separate education systems. To a system whose purpose is to educate the child
and form their worldview into a different ethos or culture, religious belief or even national
identity.



A child from Beth El, a child from Rahat, a child from Herzliya and a child from Beitar llit — not
only do they not meet each other, but they are educated toward a totally different outlook
regarding the basic values and desired character of the State of Israel. Will this be a secular, liberal
state, Jewish and democratic? Will it be a state based on Jewish religious law? Or a religious
democratic state? Will it be a state of all it citizens, of all its national ethnic groups? Tribe, by
tribe, by tribe, by tribe.

Similarly, each tribe has its own media platforms, newspapers they read, the television channels
they watch. Each tribe also has its own towns, Tel Aviv is the town of one tribe, just as Umm el
Fahm is the town of another, as is Efrat, and Bnei Brak. Each represents the town of a different
tribe. In the State of Israel the basic systems that form people's consciousness are tribal and
separate, and will most likely remain so. | do not want to oversimplify with rough generalizations.
Obviously, this division is neither absolute nor all-embracing. No population sector is in itself a
single element, but rather comprises a varied range of members; and there are of course, also
common areas between the sectors. However, it is also important we do not ignore, whether
through blindness or denial, that it is not the marginal elements of each sector that create the
huge gaps between them.

We are not dealing here with the gaps between extreme Jewish nationalists on one side, and
radical anarchists, or Islamist fundamentalists on the other. We are dealing here with a cultural
and religious identity gap and sometimes an abyss between the mainstreams of each of the
camps; between four different and rich engines of identity. The ‘new Israeli order’ is not a
creative sociological differentiation; it is, rather, a reality with far-reaching consequences for our
national strength, for the future of us all. From an economic viewpoint, the current reality is not
viable. The mathematics is simple, any child can see it. If we do not reduce the current gaps in
the rate of participation in the work force and in the salary levels of the Arab and Haredi
populations - who are soon to become one half of the work force - Israel will not be able to
continue to be a developed economy.

The severe and painful epidemic of poverty that is already having a major effect in Israel, will only
expand and worsen. From a political viewpoint, Israeli politics to a great extent is built as an inter-
tribal zero sum game. One tribe, the Arabs, whether or not by its own choice, is not really a
partner in the game. The other three, it seems, are absorbed by a struggle for survival, a struggle
over budgets and resources for education, housing, or infrastructure, each on behalf of their own
sector. Inthe ‘new Israeli order’ in which each sector experiences itself as a minority, this dynamic
will be infinitely more destructive. But, beyond all this, we must examine the social and moral
implications of the ‘new Israeli order’. We must ask ourselves honestly, what is common to all
these population sectors? Do we have a shared civil language, a shared ethos? Do we share a
common denominator of values with the power to link all these sectors together in the Jewish



and democratic State of Israel? In the past, the IDF served as a central tool for fashioning the
Israeli character. In the military, Israeli society would confront itself, would consolidate, and
shape itself morally, socially and in many ways economically.

However, in the emerging Israeli order, more than half of the population does not serve in the
military. So the Israelis will meet for the first time, if at all, only in the work place. In any case, the
mutual ignorance and lack of a common language between these four populations, that are
becoming ever more similar in size, merely increase the tension, fear, hostility and the
competitiveness between them.

Some will say that | am only stating opinion, but first and foremost these are the facts. In order
to create hope, we must recognize the facts. Ignoring, denying and suppressing the changes
Israeli society is undergoing, or an inability to recognize them — will not help.

Recently, | met with a forum of young CEOs, among them a Vice CEO for marketing, working for
a large advertising company in Tel Aviv. | presented them with the data (on this slide here behind
me). He let out a shriek. A man such as this, whose livelihood is probably dependent on an ability
to understand us, the Israelis, found it difficult to believe that this is the society in which he is
living. He is not the only one. This outlook is shared by the average viewer of the commercial TV
channels, who does not see Haredi, or Arab, towns on the weather-forecast map, and so gets
into the habit of thinking that they do not exist. On the other hand, there are those who clearly
see these changes, but refuse to accept the facts. So too, there are those who call out in public
against what they call the ‘religionization’ of the IDF.

Conversely, there are those who simply propose territorial exchanges, since it is not possible to
change the demography, but it is possible to play around with the geography. Indeed, it has
already been said that if the Haredim and the Arabs did not exist, our situation would be
excellent.

Ladies and Gentlemen, neither suppressing nor fighting this situation will help. We are all here
to stay - Haredim and secular Jews, Orthodox Jews and Arabs. Now, if we truly want to deal with
the significance of the ‘new Israeli order’, then we must bravely face the issue, and ask ourselves
some tough questions. Are we, the members of the Zionist population, able to accept the fact
that two significant groups, a half of the future population of Israel, do not define themselves as
Zionists? They do not watch the torchlighting ceremony on Mount Herzl on Independence Day.
They do not sing the national anthem with eyes glistening. Are we willing to give up military
service, as an entry ticket into Israeli society and economy, and settle for civilian or community
service? And on the other hand, are the Arab and Haredi publics willing to commit to contributing
their share in molding Israeli identity and the Israeli economy, and to participating in civil national
and community service, with a sense of responsibility and commitment? Whoever is not willing



to ask these questions today is not more or less of a Zionist or a Nationalist, but one who is
ignoring the most significant challenge put before the Zionist enterprise today. If we desire to
live with the vision of a Jewish and democratic state as our life's dream and our heart's desire,
then we need to look bravely at this reality. This should be done together, out of a deep
commitment to find the answers to these questions, out of a readiness to draw together all the
tribes of Israel, with a shared vision of Israeli hope.

Ladies and gentlemen, the ‘new Israeli order’ now requires us to abandon the accepted view of
a majority and minorities, and move to a new concept of partnership between the various
population sectors in our society. Clarification of the essence of that partnership is the task of all
of Israeli society. Even if it is not my role, as President of the State of Israel, to dictate the answers
to these important questions, it is my duty and obligation to ask them, and demand they be
debated and answered. And | will continue to do so from every platform, everywhere, before
every tribe amongst us, and before the whole people.

| believe that there are four pillars on which this partnership must stand. The first is a sense of
security for each sector, that entry into this partnership does not require giving up basic elements
of their identity. The Haredi, the secular, the religious, or the Arab individual must not feel that
the issues most sensitive to them are in danger or under threat. Whether this be the Haredi way
of education in the Yeshivot; the national religious concept of redemption; the liberal lifestyle of
a secular Jew, or the Arab-Palestinian identity.

The sense of security that my basic identity is not threatened is a fundamental prerequisite for
the ability of each one of us to hold out a hand to the other. To understand their pain and fears.
The ability of us all, to establish a partnership here between the various sectors. We cannot do
this unless we can learn to know each other, unless we gain an understanding of the most
sensitive issues of each sector, and learn how to respect and safeguard them — even when this is
difficult or even frustrating.

The second pillar is shared responsibility. When no tribe is a minority, no side can escape bearing
responsibility for the destiny and the future of the State of Israel, and of Israeli society in general.
So, no tribe is exempt from proposing solutions to deal with the challenge of defending the
security of the State; from facing the economic challenges, or maintaining the international status
of Israel as a member of the family of nations. Partnership demands responsibility.

The third pillar, is equity and equality. In order to ensure the partnership between us, we must
ensure that no citizen is discriminated against, nor favoured, simply because they belong to a
specific sector. The current situation of structural gaps between the partners, whether in
budgets, infrastructures or land, is intolerable. There are clear tribal aspects to poverty in Israel,
and the majority of senior positions in the economy are held by the members of one or two



sectors. In such a situation it is not possible to build a shared future here. In order to create a
strong basis for the partnership between us, we will have to ensure an accessible ‘Israeli dream’
that can be realized by each and every young person, judged only on the basis of their talents,
and not according to their ethnic or social origins.

The fourth, and the most challenging pillar, is the creation of a shared Israeli character - a shared
‘Israeliness’. Despite the challenges the ‘new Israeli order’ poses, we must recognize that we are
not condemned to be punished by the developing Israeli mosaic — but rather it offers a
tremendous opportunity. It encompasses cultural richness, inspiration, humanity and sensitivity.
We must not allow the ‘new Israeli order’ to cajole us into sectarianism and separation. We must
not give up on the concept of ‘Israeliness’; we should rather open up its gates and expand its
language.

There is a long and difficult path to the establishment of these pillars. But, if we believe that we
were not doomed, but destined to live together, we shall overcome the challenge.

Dear friends, we shall need to implement the partnership demanded by the ‘new Israeli order’ in
each and every area of our lives. We shall be required to be familiar with education for
partnership — given the separate education systems. To learn how to manage an economy and a
public sector that excels at employment diversity. To learn the nature of media that succeeds in
serving as a joint platform, an academic world that does not compromise on quality, but also
knows how to create a sensitive cultural environment. A world of politics and political discourse
that takes into account the sensitivities and foundations of partnership.

The establishment of this partnership is an enormous task. It is a task which | have taken upon
myself, but far from a task that is mine alone. It demands from all of us a great collective effort.

During my first year in office, | have worked to rouse each sector among us, to see the other
sector - even when difficult - to hear the other sector, even when it grates on ones ears. To hold
out a hand to them. At the end of that year, | now stand here before you, seeking to say these
things openly and clearly, feeling deeply that Israeli society is today in need of a wake-up call.

| call on you all today to join me in facing this challenge. | am a partner to anyone ready and
willing to play their part in this task. | am here at your service, at the service of all of Israeli society.
Only in this way, together and in partnership, shall we be able to rekindle the Israeli hope.

| would like to thank the Herzliya Interdisciplinary Center and its leaders, and the members of the
Steering Committee who are sitting here with us, who have taken on themselves the task of
investigating their role and contribution to the establishment of this partnership.

Bless you all.
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