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Not long before he became Israel’s Ambassador to the United States, historian Michael Oren wrote an essay in Commentary magazine on the “seven existential threats” his country faces.

Primary among them was what he termed, “The Hemorrhaging of Sovereignty.” Israel, Oren argued, does not extend the rule of law equally across all sectors of society. Settlement outposts crop up illegally in the West Bank; Arab building goes on unrestricted in East Jerusalem, the Galilee and the Negev; and the growing haredi, or ultra-Orthodox, community refuses to abide by many of the country’s laws and statutes.

“Though it is difficult to generalize about Israeli haredim,” Oren wrote, “the community overwhelmingly avoids military service and eschews the symbols of the state.”

The hemorrhaging Oren spoke of turned into an actual bloodletting last month when haredi rioted in the streets of Jerusalem. At first they confronted police over the opening of a parking lot on the Sabbath. Later in the week, they took to the streets again to protest the arrest of a woman accused of endangering her 3-year-old son by refusing to feed him. At the time he was seized by authorities, the boy weighed 25 pounds. 

It has been the worst ongoing clash between haredim and police in years. Haredi attacked and beat municipal workers. Dozens of police officers were hurt, and several were hospitalized. More than 40 haredi protesters were arrested or detained as they blocked the main road into the city. According to Ha’aretz, at least 1,000 protesters set fire to hundreds of garbage bins, destroyed government vehicles and caused an estimated $200,000 worth of damage.

The Knesset met last week to discuss the riots and the government’s response, which Jerusalem mayor Nir Barkat derided as inadequate. 

“Not only rabbis should condemn the riots,” Barkat told Israel’s Channel 2 News, “Government ministers and public figures should speak out and provide the artillery and air force required to restore public order.”

I don’t know what Oren would say to that, but I say, once you have to call in the artillery on your own citizens, you really have to start looking for some better solutions.

Let me suggest Kolot.

Kolot is an Israeli nonprofit organization that brings secular and religious Israelis together to study Jewish texts. 

The 12-year-old organization calls itself “a pluralistic beit midrash.” Leading Israelis from politics, culture, business, the defense establishment and academia come together to study classical Jewish texts and their relevance to life in Israel today. 

I met up with Kolot’s founder and director, Moti Bar-Or, last month in Century City, where he spoke about Kolot and led a brief study session. He, like the other leaders and teachers I know at Kolot, embodies the least cynical version of the Israeli phrase, yafei nefesh, beautiful souls. They are earnest, kippah-wearing, often American-born (like Bar-Or himself) and true believers in Torah’s ability to unite, rather than divide, all Jews.

At the study session, Bar-Or examined the fight between the ancient schools of Hillel and Shammai, and asked what it meant that God favored Hillel, because Hillel presented Shammai’s dissenting point of views when making his own arguments.

“That’s the lesson,” said Bar-Or. “Can we bring in other voices? This is a dream for Israel, to have this kind of philosophy as a way of living.”

Modern Israel, Bar-Or said, is divided between secular Tel Aviv and religious Jerusalem. By bringing both together for open-minded study, Kolot strives to close the gap.

“How can these two cities that represent two different modalities have a common vocabulary, a common dream?” Bar-Or asked. “Is there some common ground between Tel Aviv and Jerusalem?”

Bar-Or believes that not only is Torah study the only way to get people on the same page, but it alone provides a common template that binds the fate of so many disparate people together.

“There has to be a spiritual aspect to their work,” he said. “The reality is, there has to be a bishvil ma, a ‘for what’” to the Zionist enterprise.

Kolot takes everyone from hi-tech entrepreneurs, Shin Bet officers and university academics — some 420 students this year — and brings them to the table.

“Judaism is about many voices,” Bar-Or said, “bringing many voices into the debate.”

Fast forward a month. After the Jerusalem riots, I e-mailed Bar-Or and asked how Kolot would salve that wound.

“There is no way to influence the haredim,” Bar-Or wrote with characteristic honesty. “Their change will happen through their inner process. The younger generation is slowly rebelling against the ‘no work, no army’ way of life. This will take time, but there are clear signs of the beginning of this inner process.

“Until then, and regardless of Jerusalem, we need the secular to create their serious monologue: ‘Why are we living in this state, sending our kids to the army, what is the mission?’

The reality in Jerusalem is that night life is open on Shabbat, some of the movie theaters are, and this didn’t change even when there was a haredi mayor.“The future of Israel isn’t Jerusalem, but what Tel Aviv represents, the majority of the country, speaking Hebrew, living a deep Western life.

“We can’t influence the haredim, but the question is: What kind of Tel Aviv do we want to create?”  
