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CHAPTER 4

THE “AESTHETICS” OF
FUNDAMENTALISM IN
ReceNT JEwIsH FICcTION
IN ENGLISH

AXEL STAHLER

In the minds of many Westerners, Muslim fundamentalism has replaced
communism as perhaps the greatest single “threat” to the existing world
order. From this perspective the Palestinian intifada becomes just another
episode in a “clash of civilizations.” For them, there is an intrinsic link
between Palestinian “terrorism” and, say, the al-Qaeda bombing of an
American warship off Yemen. Almost totally absent from such arguments
is any inclination to examine Jewish fundamentalism, or so much as to
ask whether it, too, might be a factor in the conflict over Palestine, one
of the reasons why it seems so insoluble.

There is, in fact, a great ignorance of, or indifference to, this whole
subject in the outside world, and not least in the United States. This is
due at least in part to that general reluctance of the mainstream American
media to subject Israel to the same searching scrutiny to which it would
other states and societies, and especially when the issue in question is as
sensitive, as emotionally charged, as this one is. But, in the view of the
late Israel Shahak, it reflects particularly badly on an American Jewry
which, with its ingrained, institutionalized aversion to finding fault with
Israel, turns a blind eye to what Israelis like himself viewed with disgust
and alarm, and unceasingly said so.

American Jews, especially Orthodox ones, are generous financiers of the
shock troops of fundamentalism, the religious sertlers; indeed a good 10
percent of these, and among the most extreme, violent, and sometimes
patently deranged, are actually immigrants from America.!
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David Hirsts observations, published in the American newsweekly The
Nation in 2004 and extracted from the latest edition of his The Gun
and the Olive Branch: The Roots of Violence in the Middle East (1977; 3rd
rev. ed. 2003), were strongly disapproved of by some representatives of
American Jewry. Abraham H. Foxman, national director of the Anti-
Defamation League, maintained in a letter to the editor thar “David
Hirst’s absurd thesis of so-called ‘Jewish fundamentalism’ as a threat to
the world order and the leading factor in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
has nothing to do with the reality of the Israeli political structure” and,
after emphasizing the commitment of the State of Israel to its demo-
cratic values, Foxman in conclusion reiterated “the threat posed by the
religious fundamentalists in countries such as Saudi Arabia and Iran”
instead.?

However, the phenomenon of “so-called” Jewish fundamentalism is a
concern not at all exclusive to Hirst. Published one and a half decades
earlier and one of the first book-length studies on Jewish fundamental-
ism in Israel in English was Tan S. Lustick’s For the Land and the Lord:
Jewish Fundamentalism in Irael® in which the political sciendist had
already argued that “[d]espite divisions on the Arab side, and the intran-
sigence of many Palestinians, it is the Jewish fundamentalist movement
that has emerged as the greatest obstacle to meaningful negotiations
toward a comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace sertlement.”™ Lustick’s study,
significantly, “originated in a research paper written under contract for
the Defense Academic Research Support Program of the United States
Department of Defense.”® Since then, occasioned no doubt by the resur-
gence of fundamentalisms and their proximity to terrorism, a flood of
publications not only on Islamic and Christian fundamentalisms but also
on Jewish fundamentalism (some of them comparative) has appeared in
print, most notable among them in the Jewish context, perhaps, fewish
Fundamentalism in Israel (1999) by Norton Mezvinsky and Israel Shahak,
to whom Hirst refers as well.®

Little, or no attention is given in these studies to the interrelations
between fundamentalisms and fiction. And yet, even before academic
interest in the rather recent phenomenon of modern Jewish fundamen-
talism in Israel noticeably manifested itself in the English-speaking world,
anglophone Jewish writers acknowledged its topicality and its attraction
for the relatively small number of American Jewish immigrants to Israel.
Indeed, fundamentalism, particularly Jewish fundamentalism, seems to
have become a salient topic in Jewish fiction in English in recent years.
Especially since the Lebanon War in 1982, a number of Jewish authors
writing in English and engaging themselves in debates about the moral
integrity of the State of Israel and about Jewish .identities have addressed
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the rise of Jewish fundamentalism in Israel. In this chapeer, I propose to
discuss this emerging pattern (as opposed to the more familiar topic of
Jewish Orthodoxy) with reference to novels by Philip Roth, Tova Reich,
Melvin Jules Bukiet, and (in several ways the odd one out) Simon
Louvish. T argue that each of the novels under consideration here is
based on the assumption that fundamentalism, however misguided, is in
some way part and parcel of the “Jewish condition,” or even of the con-
dition humaine, and—although this dilemma cannot be resolved—needs
to be confronted as such.

As anticipated by Alvin H. Rosenfeld as early as 1973, during the
last three decades the confronration with Judaism has gained more and
more prominence in anglophone, particularly American, Jewish litera-
ture. Writing in 1991, Miriyam Glazer confirmed Rosenfeld’s suggestion
that there was emerging a new Jewish “literature of the theological imag-
ination,”® and in the intervening years this trend seems to have lost
nothing of its momentum.® Prominent among those writers who have
recently engaged in their fiction with Judaism (most of them, quite
intriguingly, women writers) are, for instance, Tova Reich, Pearl
Abraham, Allegra Goodman, Tova Mirvis, Aryeh Lev Stollman, and,
with uncharacteristic success for an anglophone writer from Israel,
Naomi Ragen, whose best-selling novels—in which the author (who
emigrated to Isracl from the United States in 1971) explores the world
of ultra-Orthodox Jewry—are hugely popular in the United States.

While fundamentalism in many respects appears to be a trait particu-
lar 1o the religious, it is important to keep in mind that, as Lustick
argues, it is not exclusively so but “is conceived as a style of political par-
ticipation characterized by unusually close and direct links between one’s
fundamental beliefs and political behavior designed to effect radical
change.”'® Accordingly, in the further discussion of the subject 1 will
adopt as a working definition of fundamentalism that suggested by
Lustick, who, for the purposes of his own study, defines a “belief system”
as fundamentalist “insofar as its adberents regard its tenets as uncompromis-
able and direct transcendental imperatives to political action oriented toward
the rapid and comprehensive reconstruction of soctety.”"! [author’s italics]

Jewish fundamentalism in Israel appears to manifest itself predomi-
nantly in two distinct and irreconcilable varieties: nationalist-religious and
ultra-Orthodox. The “operational objective” of Jewish nationalist-religious
fundamentalists in Israel, as summed up by Lustick, is

to accelerate the pace at which the Jewish people fulfills its destiny. This
includes, for most of these activists, establishment of Jewish sovereignty over
the entire, biblically described, Land of Israel, substitution of “authentically
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Jewish” forms of governance for Western-style liberal democracy, and
rebuilding the Temple in Jerusalem, thereby implementing the divinely
ordained, albeit long-delayed, messianic redemption.'?

It is quite important to note that while the fulfillment of all these objec-
tives is considered essential for the advancement of redemption, Jewish
(and that does not necessarily mean Israeli) sovereignty over the whole
of the Land of Israel (Eretz Yisrael hashelema) is the necessary prerequi-
site for all the others. Hence, the territorial gains of the Six Day War
of 1967, which “restored” to Istacl not only the Gaza Strip and the
Golan Heights but also, more importantly, the biblical lands of Judea
and Samaria (more commonly known as the West Bank) and the Eastern
part of Jerusalem, were interpreted by fundamentalists—both Jewish and
Christian—as a sign of the beginning of redemption (athalta dgeulabh).
This explains why Jewish fundamentalism in Israel began to emerge as
a recognizable force only in the aftermath of this war, although its
antecedents reach much further back into history.!> The shock of the
Yom Kippur War just a few years later, in 1973, which despite Israel’s
eventual, and dearly bought, victory exposed the nation’s vulnerability
and the (alleged) incompetence of the ruling Labour Alignment, precip-
itated the formation of an organized fundamentalist movement and pre-
pared the ground for the political ascendance of Menachem Begin and
the Revisionist Zionism of the right-wing Likud coalition in 1977.
Best known among the various fundamentalist groups in Israel and
arguably for a long time politically the most influential is, perhaps, the
Gush Emunim (the Bloc of the Faithful), which was established in 1974
and which (more or less in collusion with successive Likud governments
and other nationalist-religious parties since 1977) promotes Jewish setde-
ment in the occupied territories. This movement receives its theological
inspiration largely from the teachings of Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook
(1865-1935; ak.a. Rav Kook), the first Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of
Palestine, and, more particularly, his son Rabbi Tzvi Yehuda Kook
(1891-1982; ak.a. Rav Tzvi Yehuda), who elaborated on his father’s ideas
and, by virtue of his charisma, assumed a leading role in the movement.
It was especially Rav Tzvi Yehuda who, by “linking specific political events
(the Six Day War and the Yom Kippur War) and concrete political pro-
grams (Jewish settlement and annexation of the occupied territories) to the
divine plan for the final redemption,”l‘i provided authoritative imperatives
of what has been called the “Zionism of Redemption” (Hanan Porat)."
When in 1982 the Israeli town of Yamit in the Sinai was dismanded
prior to the peninsula being returned to Egypt in accordance with the
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Camp David Accords of 1978/1979, Gush Emunim’s futile intervention
only weeks after Rav Tzvi Yehuda’s death precipitated a severe crisis for the
movement. The question of how to advance their cause more effectively
proved to be a divisive issue. While some of its adherents were in favor
of gaining broad support from the Israeli public with a campaign of “polit-
ical and cultural outreach,”’® others urged direct and decisive action to
promote redemption against all opposition—if need be, violent action.”

Also very much opposed to the promotion of redemption is Haredi
fundamentalism in Israel, largely ignored by Lustick in his study.'® The
term, which means “God-Fearer,” refers to a “variety of groups making
up the ultra-Orthodox wing of Judaism.”® Although also messianic in
outlook, Haredi doctrine differs from nationalist-religious fundamentalist
ideology as embodied by the Gush Emunim most substantially in the
related questions of the beginning of redemption and of human agency.
Haredim strictly refuse to acknowledge the alleged beginning of redemp-
tion (the victory of the Six Day War is of no significance to them in
this context) and strongly oppose to Zionism, because, in their view,
redemption cannot be promoted otherwise than by an observan life. For
this reason, they are even prepared to cede territory to save Jewish lives.
These seemingly moderate views, however, as Shahak and Mezvinsky have
pointed out, are situated within an ideological superstructure that is no
less inflexible and intransigent than that of nationalist-religious Jews.?’
The Haredi operational objective is the establishment of a theocracy and
the strict enforcement of the Halacha (the Jewish law) in Israel.?!

When Glazer confirmed Rosenfeld’s suggestion that there was emerg-
ing a new Jewish “literature of the theological imagination,”* she referred
to Anne Roiphe’s Lovingkindness (1987) as “the most problematic and
controversial” of its kind, an assessment accounted for by the critical
reception the novel received in the American press.> In this novel, Roiphe
explores in great detail the transitional state of the “returnee,” to the
Jewish faith and to Israel. Through her story, the reader witnesses the
metamorphosis of the narrator’s daughter from an insecure American
dropout girl into an Orthodox Jewish woman living in a women’s yeshiva
in Jerusalem and, finally, into another returnee’s wife. Confronted with
the emerging “other” in her daughter, and against her innermost resist-
ance, the narrator (who, to some degree, appears to be an alter ego of
the author)?* finally comes not only to accept her daughter’s decision but
also, having relearned “cultural relativism” and having been made aware
of her own spiritual dearth by recurrent dreams of Rabbi Nachman of
Bratslav, finds herself compelled to reconsider her own existence as a sec-
ular and feminist Jewish—American intellectual.?
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“I am different from when you last saw me,”? Annie’s daughter tells
her on the phone, calling unexpectedly from Israel. A difficult child,
Andrea suffered from eating disorder, indulged in self-mutilation, and
had three abortions. “Please call me Sarai,” she now writes in a letter to
her mother, “I have changed my name to one in keeping with my new
life” (7). Her choice of name denotes a new beginning that envisions
perpetual growth and redemption in fulfillment of the covenant, the
transformation from barren Andrea, in both spiritual and physical senses
of the word, into Sarah, who after her initial barrenness became “the
mother of us all” (67).

Suzy Durruty argues that Roiphe’s novel is organized around the
dichotomy of catastrophe and redemption and suggests that the territo-
ries of the United States and of Israel, respectively, embody that very
dichotomy. She interprets America as an “espace du péch¢” and Israel as
an “espace possible de la rédemption” and as a mirror highlighting the
vices of American society.?” It certainly is true that Annie is very self-
critical and that she acknowledges the hollowness of the American way
of life and even of her own feminism. Yet, in Israel to see her daugh-
ter, she feels “a stranger among strangers in an alien land” (260) and
finally returns—not to the faith, at least not yet®—but to her own
native United States.

Roiphe’s novel is of interest in the present context not because of its por-
trayal of fundamentalists in Israel for, indeed, there is none: the religious
men and women she describes are Orthodox, not fundamentalist, Jews—
although the bordetlines, to some extent, may be considered to be fluid.?’
Lovingkindness is relevant here rather because it addresses, in much detail,
the lack of orientation among the younger generation of American Jews in
the 19805 and the political disappointment and spiritual dearth of their
parents’ generation. It thus serves to explain, to some extent, the phenom-
enon of the spiritual “return,” which provides the motive to emigrate to
Israel for a disproportionally high number of the altogether relatively few
American Jews having made aliyah (Jewish immigration to the Land of
Israel, literally “ascent” or “going up’).

Arguably, in Tova Reich’s Master of the Return (1988), the line between
Orthodoxy and fundamentalism has been crossed.” The novel is set
among the followers of a Hasidic sect in Isracl whose objective is the
restitution of the Temple Mount to the Jews and the erection of the
Third Temple. With these pretensions, according to Lustick’s definition,
they appear to be fundamentalist rather than “merely” Orthodox. Reich

explores with her description of this fundamentalist “groupuscule”*—
latter-day followers of the very Rabbi Nachman of Brasslav (1772-1811)
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who also invades Annie’s dreams—the phenomenon of the return both
to the Land of Israel and to the Jewish faith, the feshuva.

Whoever accomplishes the teshuva is a baal teshuva, a “master of the
return’—hence the novels title. Yer, although the fundamentalist
community she describes comprises Jews of various Ashkenazi back-
grounds as well as Oriental Jews and descendants of those Jews who set-
tled in Palestine prior to the Zionist immigration waves, Reich’s
particular focus is on baalim teshuva from the American diaspora. The
significance of the concept of the zeshuva for the negotiation of con-
temporary American Jewish identities that Reich projects in this as well
as in her next novel, The Jewish War (1995), is confirmed by the fact
that she received for her Master of the Return the prestigious Edward
Lewis Wallant Award, established to honor outstanding works of fiction
thar have significance for the American Jew.

The journal of Shmuel Himmelhoch, addressed to his newborn son
Akiva and presented in excerpts in the first part of the novel, records
his various attempts, both spiritual and physical, at reaching the small
Ukrainian town of Uman. Rabbi Nachman is interred in Uman and to
his latter-day followers in Israel it has become a symbol of the purity to
which they aspire. Shmuel, whose journal is therefore a record also of
his attempts at “expunging every remnant of the defilement” that was in
him before going about the task of creating his “new self”33 (13), never
quite reaches Uman. Instead, the corpse of the former hippie and light
designer for “the most notorious rock groups” (4) is discovered close to
the tomb of a revered rabbi some time after his journal has been found.

Rich in absurd detail, Reich’s narrative subsequently describes the con-
veyance of the body by members, both male and female, of his sect to
the cemetery in Safad. Shmuel’s own obsession with purity, augmented
by what appears to be a “fundamentalist” misogyny resting on the cer-
tainty of female impurity and the danger of women distracting the men
from their thoughts of purity, is echoed in the conversations among the
members of the cortege. A particularly bizarre instance is the debate over
whether his crippled widow, Ivriyah, should be allowed to talk to the
men about Shmuel. After a lengthy discussion, she is finally allowed to
say a few words, provided that she cross the little stream and the men
turn their backs toward her and do not gaze upon her (79). Yetr after
she has finished, it emerges that none of the men actually heard what
she said, because, to be on the safe side, they stuffed their fingers into
their ears, while the corpse was being carried away by an even more zeal-
ous yeshiva student who would not “permit” either himself or the
deceased to listen to the voice of a woman (80).
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The role of women, subject to the patriarchal mode adopted by the
fundamentalist sect, is furcher explored in the following chapters, in
which a wedding and a pilgrimage to Mount Sinai are narrated. There,
the little boy Akiva and the Haredi Abba Nissim, apparently searching
for him, go missing. The loss of the child is used by Reich to construe
a reworking of the biblical narrative of the sacrifice of Isaac (the akedah),
which she invokes as an archetype of both fundamentalist single-mind-
edness and the gender relations in fundamentalist communities. As the
Bible has it, Sarah, when she learned that she was going to be pregnant,
though well stricken in age, laughed within herself.3* Sarals laughter,
Reich suggests, “was not from intellectual arrogance or common skepti-
cism,” but thar,

riding the keen edge of prophecy, she had seen that the child she would
bear would not be hers at all; no, as soon as this child was weaned, the
moment she released the child, he would be claimed by his father, by his
faith-driven father, Abraham (239).

The attempred sacrifice of Isaac is the ultimate proof of Abraham’s
blind faith in his God and the final confirmation of the covenant that
promises Abraham not only the multiplication of his seed but also
“the land wherein thou art a stranger, all the land of Canaan, for an
everlasting possession.”?

In Master of the Return the akedabh is literally reenacted. Abba Nissim,
the Haredi abductor of Ivriyah’s son Akiva, leads the boy secretly in the
dawn of the second day of the Jewish calendar to Mount Moriah, where
he prepares to perform the sacrifice. He is already wielding the blank
steel when Israeli soldiers capture him. “God sees!” he cries ecstatically,
referring to the name given to the site of the attempted sacrifice by
Abraham,?® and: “Now I see that God sees!” (237). For Abba Nissim the
once more rejected sacrifice signifies the renewal of the covenant, and
when shofar blasts pierce the morning air he believes redemption to be
at hand. It is typical of Reich’s satirical stance that those shofar blasts
are produced by another rapturous soul seeing the commotion around
Abba Nissim and Akiva and that the religious import of the whole
episode is thus revealed to be ambivalent, to say the least.

In Lovingkindness, the sincerity of the transformation of Andrea into
Sarai is questioned by her mother in various ways.”’ In Master of the
Return, the returnees’ way of life is more severely denounced as a mere
pose by an emphatically secular character in the novel:

You people aspire to becoming tragic figures, and you're even willing to
incur the most hideous suffering to earn the right to assume that pose.

k
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Or ecstatic figures, or mystic figures—whatever the role, it’s nothing
more than aesthetics. What does it have to do with faith? Not that you
wouldn' like to believe. You wish for it ardently, you long for it, you
strain for it, but for the most part you just dont have it in you. So
you settle for the counterfeic of faith, for the style, the externals, the
costume, which appeal to you so much aesthetically. And what aesthet-
ics boils down to in the end . . . is nothing less than avodabh zarah,

idol worship. (226)

While this criticism does not, I believe, reflect the overall bias of the
novel, the point it makes seems “valid enough and, if it were true,
would indeed present a serious challenge to the “fundamentals” of this
particular brand of self-styled fundamentalists. For idol worship is, of
course, not only a violation of the first and second commandments but
also the most prominent among the reasons for the expulsion from the
Promised Land; it is the ultimate breach of the covenant. Indeed, in
the novel, the sect’s hopes of the rebuilding of the Temple are dashed
when their own headquarters in the Muslim quarter of Jerusalem adja-
cent to the Temple Mount is razed to the ground by the Israeli author-
ities and redemption is once more deferred.

In ber next novel, The Jewish War, Reich returned to the subject of
Jewish fundamentalism in Israel and, indeed, it is probably the most
comprehensive and the most pertinent literary contribution to the dis-
cussion of Jewish fundamentalism to date. It chronicles the rise and fall
of a fictitious group of secessionist Jewish settlers who, at the end of the
wwentieth century, create the Kingdom of Judea and Samaria with a view
to promoting redemption. Weaving together in her narrative the oppos-
ing doctrines of ultranationalist-religious (fundamentalist) settlers, ultra-
Orthodox Haredi anti-Zionists, pragmatic Zionists, and evangelical
fundamentalists, Reich in The Jewish War once again deeply probes the
dimensions of fundamentalisms, Jewish identities, and the meaning of
the “Land of Israel.” )

In the center of the novel is the process of transcending the “cater-
pillar stages™® of the American diaspora existence of the main protago-
nists. In its course, all of them metamorphose into full-blown
nationalist-religious fundamentalists who, by acting out their beliefs, pose
a serious threat from within to Israeli security. The novel’s main protag-
onist is Yehudi HaGoel—Jerry Goldberg as was. His chosen sccond name
means “The Redeemer,” and it supposedly indicates that the “butterfly
stage” is really his true and essential nature, for

The true Goldberg was the emerging Yehudi HaGoel, . . . a self-created

entity who would soon tear himself from the roots that anchored and
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constrained him, would shed his sullied, middle-class skin, and would
appear for all the world to see, complete and fully formed. (31)

The allusion to Yehudi’s metamorphosis is taken up again later. For, trav-
cling, as it were, “by coffin” to Israel during the war of 1967 to cir-
cumvent the official traveling prohibition, Yehudi, enclosed in his narrow
box, was “in a holding stage, as in a cocoon’; in fact, it was “as if he
had died in America and would be resurrected in Israel . . . It was res-
onant with metaphor and symbol” (52). In Hebron, his destiny is, some
thirty years later, to become the “anointed” king of the Kingdom of
Judea and Samaria and then to lead his followers, including his three
wives and his children, to their sacrificial suicides in the Cave of
Machpelah.

From early on, Yehudi is accompanied by Hoshea Halevi, formerly
known for his baseball skills as Herbie “Hubba-Hubba® Levy (8). As
adolescents they meet at a Zionist summer camp, financed by Yehudi’s
father, where they are immersed in Zionist doctrine, preparing for “the
radiant day when they would cast everything aside and make the uldi-
mate ascent to the Zion of their dreams” (13). Unlike many of their
fellow “campers,” they never lose sight of their purpose, and through-
out their time at Yeshiva College they anticipate “the transforming, cli-
mactic moment of aliyah” (14). Yet the ground where Yehudi and
Hoshea first prove themselves is Kugel’s Hotel and Country Club in the
Catskill Mountains (“acknowledged Jewish territory” [35]). Hoshea has
a summer job there as a waiter, but he also stands in as master of the
ceremonies in the casino and shows considerable oratorical talent:

And then he would seize and wring their hearts like dishrags, purge the
dross from their souls with an account of the modern-day State of
Israel—draining the swamps, reclaiming the deserts, campfires and
accordions and Ahoras, stunning dark-skinned girl soldiers in thight khaki
uniforms, boy soldiers with knitted yarmulkes clipped to their hair lean-
ing on submachine guns, an open Talmud spread out in front of them
across the back of a tank. Ah, Jerusalem, Jerusalem, her cupolas golden
in the sunset, bins of golden oranges and grapefruiss, the novelty, the
glorious novelty, of healthy Jews with muscles and good teeth, nerve
and sass. (18)

The images Hoshea conjures up are a clever blend of romanticizing
Orientalist and Zionist stereotypes and, surprisingly, at this early stage,
are entirely lacking any religious profundities but rather invoke some-
thing of the American pioneer spirit of the frontier. The description of
his success among the affluent elderly American Jews vacationing at
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Kugel’s not only proves the power of his words but also anticipates the
novel’s catastrophe (in both senses of the word) and reflects on a par-
ticular aspect of diaspora—Israel relations:

“For the aliyah fund,” they whispered conspiratorially, patting him on the
back and on the bottom, squeezing his biceps, and, in general, sizing him
up and checking him out as if they were considering buying him, as if
they were claiming him in the way they might claim the live chicken they
twirled around their heads on the eve of Yom Kippur, the bird that would
expiate their sins, that would serve as their ransom and their substitute,
the poultry that would be dispatched to’ the slaughter in their stead and
would allow them, thus absolved, to remain comfortably at Kugel’s or
wherever to carry on with the good life—a good, long, and peaceful life;
meanwhile, he, Hoshea, a consenting adult and to all appearances sane,
would be willingly sent in their name, like the fowl of atonement, to make
this aliyabh he craved so passionately—rto that land teeming, by his own
admission, with fetid swamps to be drained, barren deserts to be
reclaimed, and doomed boys and girls battling to survive every blessed sac-
rificial minute. (18-19)

To the American Jewish establishment, Israel does not appear to be
the “safe haven” as it has been promoted through the Zionist narrative
but rather as its very opposite and, indeed, as a kind of sacrificial offer-
ing for the “good life” in the American diaspora. At the same time it
is implied that, from the point of view of Kugels clientle, all those
wanting to make aliyah, sacrificing the good life, and most probably
also themselves, are gullible fools. On another level, the lack of ideal-
ism and the general indifference of those American Jews, subject to the
base instinct of feeding themselves and preoccupied with their bowel
movements (17), as well as their own blatant gullibility, are the targets
of Reich’s satire. Yet there is still another level 6f meaning to this pas-
sage. For at the end of the novel, there will indeed be a “sacrificial”
(self-)slaughter on another Day of Atonement, not, however, for the
“good life” but to further the process of redemption—and, paradoxi-
cally, this very sacrifice will constitute a major threat from within to
the security of the secular State of Israel.

Like Hoshea, and perhaps even more, Yehudi possesses the power of
the word, which, compounded with his personal charisma, he uses to
astounding effect—and, again, it is remarkable thar the religious dimen-
sion is as yet absent from his magniloquent triumphs:

His -presence turned into vapor the question “Who does he think he is?”
as it was emerging from between the skeptic’s lips; without being able
to define his effect exactly, it was undeniable that Yehudi HaGoel was
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somebody. His power over the crowd was to mold it into a single organ-
ism that reflected, exactly, his mood. When he was up, crying, “Israel is
home! Israel is life! Israel is ours! Israel Is!” the crowd soared with him,
ready to drop on the spot everything that ever used to be important
and to make the ascent at once. When he was down, wailing,
“Remember the camps! Remember the gas! Remember the ovens!” the
men and the women in the throng understood him completely, under-
stood the danger they were in, yes, even here, even here in the Land of
the Free, understood the historical imperative, understood why Israel was
absolutely necessary, necessary without qualification or compromise,
understood the morality of why not only their own lives, but also the
lives of all humankind on the planet would be irrelevant, no longer
worth sustaining or preserving should Israel be annihilated. (33)

Paradoxically, it is precisely the almost disappointing lack of “proper”
anti-Semitic discrimination that, in the early 1960s, riles Yehudi, or Jerry

Goldberg, as he then still was:

Despite its reputation as the land of equal opportunity, never was Yehudi
really given a fair chance in America to pull out all of his Jewish guns
and show what he could do. And he deeply resented this deprivation. At
rallies in protest against any threat to the State of Israel, Yehudi in those
days would declare himself a disciple of Martin Luther King, Jr.: “Martin
Luther King is my rebbe,” Yehudi would cry. He would cross lines, chain
himself to fences, trespass on property, go limp like a noodle, be carted
off in a paddy wagon, undergo routine processing at a police station, and
despite his vehement 6bjections, to his utter chagrin, be released back onto
the streets. It was neither pleasant nor fitting for Yehudi to be dismissed
as harmless; such treatment hurt him deeply. (34)

Although she never overtly psychologizes and eschews facile explana-
tions, Reich manages to convey a certain sense of the inevitability, or
at least of the consistent linearity, and of the plausibility of the devel-
opment of her main characters toward their fundamentalist stance. In
Yehudi’s case it is a formidable single-mindedness that lets him focus
exclusively on the path of his redemptive project and his self-fashioned
identity as “The Redeemer.” In Hoshea’s case, his singularity of pur-
pose is rooted in a “revelation” he experienced at Camp Ziona. When
Yehudi’s team “miraculously” defeated Hoshea’s in a color war, although
the actual scores suggested the very opposite,

Hoshea completely comprehended, absorbed in his molecules, the concept
of divine personal supervision. In Judaism, this is a central tenet, one of
the essential principles of faith without which one cannot be said to
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believe truly. Real faith came at last to Hoshea Halevi after the toilet
paper race at the truce ceremony at the end of the color war in Camp
Ziona; it struck him with the force of revelation. Moreover, Hoshea
resolved then and there to link his destiny with Yehudi, who, thanks to
the concept of divine personal supervision, could never be defeated, would
never lose. (13)

It is a resolve to which Hoshea remains true, even unto the end. But
before that, acting the role of high priest of the Kingdom of Judea and
Samaria, he will be the one to anoint Yehudi.

The power of the word is attested tozin Reich’s novel not only by the
passionate and well-wrought sentences of Hoshea and Yehudi but also,
for instance, by the intertextual reference to Leon Uriss world bestseller

Exodus (1958):

Ben-Canaan was a compact, muscular, intense man, from Galveston,
Texas, originally, Eddie Cohen he had been called in those days, whose
life had been changed irrevocably when he picked up the novel Exodus
in an airport lounge before boarding his flight from. Houston to Los
Angeles, where he was journeying in the hope of launching a career as
a movie stunt man. Within a month, he was on his way across the
American continent corrupted by its cowboys and its commercials,
across the ocean polluted by its sunken luxury liners and pirate ships,
across the decadence and gas chambers of Europe to Israel. Almost
immediately, Elkanah Ben-Canaan was drawn into the settlement move-
ment, which secemed to him to embody the spirit, the idealism, the
adventure, the rejection of materialism, the heroism of the original
Zionist pioneers. (113)

Once again, the fundamentalist stance is suggested to be a pose,
which, in this case, is generated and sustained by the impact of literary
fiction on the impressionable Eddie Cohen. For him, Uris’s novel pro-
vides the narrative of an ideal state of purity to whose reconstruction
(see Lustick’s definition of fundamentalism) he aspires to contribute.

Quite intriguingly, Israel as a redemptive project of the fundamental-
ist settler movement appears to embody the very same pioneer spirit that
“made” America but which America, long since “corrupted by its cow-
boys,” seems to have lost. A possible inference—relayed through the
internal focalizer (Eddie/Elkanah)—is that Israel, as a “space of redemp-
tion,” achieves significance as a model for the “universal” process of
redemption. The affinity between the pioneer spirit of the Zionists and
of the settlers in America observed here by Reich has also been remarked
upon by Ella Shohat, who perceives it to be one of the reasons for the
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American bias toward Israel to which Hirst referred in the text prefixed
to this chapter:

The classical images of sabra pioneers as settlers on the Middle Eastern
frontiers, fighting Indian-like Arabs, along with the reverberations of the
early American biblical discourse encapsulated in such notions as “Adam,”
“(New) Canaan,” and “Promised Land,” have all facilitated the feeling of
Israel as an extention [sic] of “us™—the U.S.%

Reich’s novel itself is, in many ways, a counter narrative to Uris's
strongly ideologically informed myth-making bestseller. Myth-making is,
of course, a corollary of narrative, and in her novel, Reich subtly engages
in the metafictional and metahistoriographic debate initiated by Hayden
White’s well-known and much-debated challenge to “fact’-writing histo-
riography.“® In The Jewish War, the narrative construal of myths and their
potential for propagandist exploitation is repeatedly remarked upon. Early
on in the novel, Yehudis encounters with instances of anti-Semitism,
regrettably lacking in menace, are described as “common skirmishes of
no consequence and no mythic resonance” (34). Mythic resonance is,
however, what he aspires to, although until he made aliyah, “there really
was only one occasion when Yehudi had the opportunity to confront the
enemy—the prototypical, classical Jew-hater—in something that resem-

bled full-scale battle, and to prove himself” (34). Yet this event,

generally unheralded in its time and sung of by only a small number who
knew the words, later became a critical element in the emerging Yehudi
HaGoel legend, the ordeal that, in retrospect, in some measure defined and
authenticated him, launched him into the position of a fighting leader, cast
him as a hero who might be prepared, when necessary, to abjure even the
nonviolent teachings of the exemplary Rabbi King [i.e., Martin Luther
King]. (34-35)

Any myth, it is implied, is a narrative construction. Yet at the same
time, myth is also seen to influence subsequent events. However, the poi-
etic function of narrative emphasized here and almost a commonplace in
the wake of New Historicist theories not only reflects on Yehudis acu-
men in manipulating his “legend” but also constitutes simultaneously an
indirect metafictional and, indeed, a “metafundamentalist” comment. For
fundamentalisms, it is suggested, are also narrative constructions that
contribute toward the formation of a “fundamentalist imaginary,” as do
fictional narrative constructions of fundamentalisms, like Reich’s—or, for
that matter, of the other authors discussed in this chapter 4.
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After his initial enthusiasm, boosted by the victory of the Six Day
War, Yehudi feels a growing enmity toward the secular State of Israel,
which originates in his disapproval of what he deems to be its recon-
ciliatory policy (e.g., the Camp David Accords).*! To him and his fol-
lowers, this appears to be a sin that excites the wrath of the Lord and
forestalls redemption. Protesting against the alleged inability of the
Israeli Defence Force (IDF) to protect Jewish settlers from Arab terror-
ists, Yehudi presents his argument picketing an army camp immediately
after the Israeli pullout from Lebanon in 1982:

The miracle of the Six-Day War herilded the beginning of redemption
and ushered in the messianic age wherein all reality is sanctified, political
reality no less than religious reality; everything is holy, even the secular is
consecrated, holiness embraces all things; the land itself, which has been
wrested from the forces of evil through the miracle of the war, is imbued
with holiness, with the Divine Presence, the Shechinabh; to cede even a
minuscule portion of this holy soil would be a fatal capitulation to the
evil powers; the era of tolerance has passed, a new, benevolent totalitari-
anism has taken its place, the totalitarianism of holiness; sanctity has been
bestowed on the individual and on society, on commerce and on politics,
on the land and all that it contains; the duty to serde, to wage war, to
conquer, to intervene actively to further the redemption and bring about
the fullness of the messianic era is the loftiest, the most sublime, the most

exalted, the holiest form of worship. (138-39)

This “theology of holiness” and the concomitant bid for a “totalirari-
anism of holiness” quite clearly derive from the writings of Rav Kook
and encapsulate the position of the Gush Emunim. Yehudi’s firm belief
in the beginning of redemption, which he undertakes to further not only
with peaceful actions (hunger strikes and pickets) but also with terrorist
acts against his Arab neighbors, is manifest as well in the name he gives
his daughter: Athalta D’Geula literally means “the beginning of redemp-
tion” (101). That his daughter is later abducted by Haredim is surely
another instance of an event “resonant with metaphor and symbol” (52):
the “Messiah-Waiters,” as they are called in the novel (63), obviously
carry the day—redemption, as in Master of the Return, once more is
deferred.

Yehudi’s “official” antagonist is General Ui Lapidot of the IDE who,
time and again, during the various stages of his military career, is entrusted
with enforcing the claims of the state against the messianic-Zionist sect. In
the novel, he represents a pragmatic and liberal Zionism. Equally repelled
by the “barbaric intolerance” (136) of the Haredim, by their rejection of
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the secular state and its organs, and by Yehudi’s religious nationalism,
Lapidot perceives his own and any other enlightened Isracli-Jewish identity
to be threatened by the contending varieties of Jewish fundamentalism
(134-36). As the commanding officer of the siege of Yehudi’s kingdom,
which by now quite literally exists in the “underground” (in the Cave of
Machpelah), he reflects:

And today, down there in Hebron, the city of Ais forefathers, too, there
was this other aberration holding down the fort, this breed of religious
Jews who, unlike the black-hatted ultra-Orthodox, did not disdain the
army—far from it, they enlisted willingly, trained diligently, fought enthu-
siastically, they knew all the tricks—a lethal mixture, as Lapidot saw it, of
messianic religious zeal and rabid nationalism. And where did all of this
lead? To this sickly mutation, this rotting fossil, the so-called Kingdom of
Judea and Samaria. (136-37)

The foundation of this very kingdom crowns Yehudf's travails to advance
redemption and the coming of the Messiah. With its foundation the novel
comumences and, after narrating the events that lead to its inception, it ends
with its destruction—the collective suicide of Yehudi and his followers as
the last and most effective resort in the struggle for their beliefs. While the
deathly drug administered to nigh on a thousand men, women, and chil-
dren, is having its effect, Lapidot, observing the besieged compound from
his commanding post, after having finished reading a valuable antiquarian
copy of Flavius Josephuss The Jewish War, muses about the “authenticity”
of the historical account:

In the opinion of General Uri Lapidot, The Jewish War was a novel,
despite Josephus's protestations that what he had aimed for in his so-called
historical account was the truth from beginning to end. Masada, certainly,
was real; there was abundant archaeological evidence of its existence, and
if Lapidot believed in anything at all, he believed in stones. But as for
the mass suicide that took place there, all that remains of significance is
Josephus’s report, and, as a historian, Josephus was not reliable. As far as
Lapidot was concerned, Josephus was a notorious opportunist and self-
server, a writer of fiction. (270)

The simultaneity of Lapidots skeptical reading of Josephus’s “history”
and of the collective suicide in the Cave of Machpelah at the very end of
the novel once again emphasizes the insoluble intertwining of fact and fic-
tion in narrative representations. While in the fictional world of the novel
the analogy prompts an affirmative reading of the historical precedent

“AESTHETICS” OF FUNDAMENTALISM 59

recounted in Josephuss The Jewish War, the reader of Reich’s eponymous
novel has, of course, been made aware of its fictional character, and then
the analogy may work, in turn, further to discredit Josephus. All the same,
the events narrated in the novel are associated not only with the “histor-
ical” fate of Masada,*? but also with more recent historical precedents, for
example, with the collective suicide of the followers of James Warren Jones
in Jonestown, Guyana (1978), repeatedly alluded to in the text,”® or with
the storming of the “Branch Davidian” compound in Waco, Texas (1993),
by agents of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF). These
references emphasize the resilience, tarid the contingency, of fundamen-
talisms and, again, lend credibility (or at least verisimilitude) to the events
described in Josephus's The Jewish War as well as in Reich’s.

Like Eleazar ben Jair, the leader of the Jews in Masada, Yehudi, in an
address to his followers, calls for their collective suicide. But where
Eleazar, according to Josephus, admits that the rebellion may have been
misguided,* Yehudi insists on the exalted purpose of this ultimate expe-
dient in furthering redemption:

After all, Yehudi cried, what do we, what does the Kingdom of Judea
and Samaria signify except the embodiment of a principle? That princi-
ple is our unnegotiable right two possess and dwell in the heart and soul
of the ancient biblical homeland promised to us alone by the God of
our fathers. And that principle can prevail even if we, the people of the
Kingdom of Judea and Samaria, do not survive; indeed, even if, to assure
the perpetuation of that principle, it is absolutely necessary that we die.

. it is the most bitter blow that we can inflict upon the State of Israel,
a shock from which it can never recover when it enters our underground
halls in its customary pride and arrogance to be struck with amazement
by our death and by our courage, to discover dreadful silence, to find us
at peace, our bodies still bedecked in the pure penitential garments of
this Yom Kippur . . . the State of Israel will be chastened and humbled
once and for all. Never again will it dare to risk acceding to the sur-
render of even a millimeter of this holy land that is the province of God
alone to give and to take. In the struggle between the State of Israel and
the Kingdom of Judea and Samaria, the Kingdom will perish, but it will
be the State that will be defeated. That will be the miracle and the won-
der. (265-66)

After the collective suicide, in the dark sky above the Cave of
Machpelah a ghostly procession seems to pass:

A uall, slender, bridelike figure in a white robe at its head, trailed by a
long column of smaller, nearly transparent figures, like children, also
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clothed in white. It was as if they were all dancing toward some heavenly
being, yet never quite reaching him. (269)

The allusion is to the Shechinab, in the Kabbalah the bride of God
and His feminine principle. According to different traditions in the
Talmud and Midrash, the Shechinah either withdrew from earth after the
destruction of the First Temple to return in the time of redemption or
went into exile with Israel to return to the Land with the Chosen
People.> The reunion of the male and female aspects of divinity—the
final metamorphosis, aspired to but not yet achieved—betokens the
beginning of redemption.® Yet Yehudi, “The Redeemer,” does not
achieve redemption as the ascending Shechinah-like figure, leaving the
earth, never quite reaches God.

The only character in the novel to harbor any doubts about the cho-
sen path of Yehudi and his followers is Hosheas wife, Emunah. Ironically,
her Hebrew name translates into Faith—indeed, formerly she was known
as Faith Fleischman from Flatbush. Divided in her innermost self, Faith,
although she feels the ardent desire to make aliyah, attempts, at least tem-
porarily, to escape her externally prescribed and predestined role as a
“Jewish woman” (44-45) by joining the Peace Corps for two years. Later,
as Emunah, it is she alone—among all the other women in the
“Kingdom” who, quite willingly, submit to the patriarchal mode imposed
upon them by Yehudis fundamentalist views—who experiences serious
doubts about the course of events. In anguish, she writes to a friend who
witnessed the tragedy of Jonestown and who, in her correspondence, had

described the horrible sight to her:

“Felicity,” Emunah wrote, “the day we hand the children over to their
fathers, on that day we become accomplices. Felicity, when they came to
Jonestown, those poor souls, do you suppose they were coming to die or
to live? For centuries my people have come to the Holy Land to die and
be buried. The novelty of Zionism was the idea of coming here to live.
What hubris must have possessed us when we subscribed to the notion
that we of all Jews past and to come could change things? Felicity, I am

buried alive.” (247)

Her misgivings are reminiscent of the premonitions attributed to the
biblical Sarah in Master of the Rerurn (239). In the end, however,
Emunah, like the archetypal Sarah, and like all the other women in the
“Kingdom,” acquiesces in the fate prescribed to her and her children by
the faith-driven male.

Yet Reich does not target only Jewish fundamentalisms in her novel.
That her criticism is leveled at any kind of fundamentalism becomes
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clear in her satirical characterization of a Christian fundamentalist
preacher who joins Yehudi’s picket. The Reverend Chuck Buck combines
his religious zeal profitably with commercial adroitness and, in contrast
to Yehudi, although he too stage-manages his actions with a view to their
propagandistic value, the Reverend’s credibility is severely compromised
by his show-biz mentality. In Jerusalem, he organizes a congress of anti-
Semitic “self-accusation,” whose climax is his own confession that cul-
minates in his declaration to have himself circumcised:

And yes, Reverend Buck confessed, yes, to his everlasting shame, he had
not once, no, never in those days had he questioned the truth of the
iniquity of the Jews . . . And, in truth, the proof of the horrendous guile
of the Jewish people had, in those days, seemed to him implicit in the
centuries of punishment they endured, beginning with the destruction of
their Temple and their exile from the Holy Land less than twoscore years
after the crucifixion of our Lord, Jesus Christ, and then their suffering,
the horrendous suffering over the nearly two millennia of diaspora that
ensued . . . this suffering was so extreme, so unremitting, that it could
not have been accidental or arbitrary, it could not have been interpreted
as anything other than the will of God, or so Reverend Buck had rea-
soned before he saw the light . . . Indeed, to indulge in pity for them
would have meant to question God’s judgment . . . (167—G8)

As for Yehudi, thus also for the Reverend, the “miracle” of the Six
Day War proved to be decisive:

And then, one day, he was suddenly struck down by the crisis that ripped
his assumptions apart, and changed, yes, changed his life. That crisis was the
stunning miracle of the Six-Day War and the sinking in of the reality of the
return of the Jewish people to Zion, the establishment of the State of Israel,
the beginning of the end of the diaspora, the restoration of Jewish sover-
eignty over the holy city of Jerusalem and the biblical homeland. . . . From
that day forth he devoted himself heart and soul to the Jewish State, for its
destiny and the destiny of its people, he now understood, were inextricably
bound up with his own, and the survival of Israel was laden with the prom-
ise of the end of days and the ultimate unconditional acceptance by the
Jewish people of the glory of Jesus Christ. (168-69)

The appropriation of the eschatological significance of the Jewish pos-
session of the Land of Israel by the fundamentalisc preacher, whose latent
anti-Semitism is only thinly veiled by his jovial humor (146 and 150),
is an immediate reminder of the dark chapter of the Christian “mission”
among the Jews, itself, arguably, 2 manifestation of an age-old Christian
fundamentalism.
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In her novel, Reich analyzes the problems that the association of the
embattled Land of Israel with a fundamentalist eschatological vision—
both Jewish and Christian—creates for both the present and the
noneschatological future of the Middle East. Despite its satirical acuity
and sparkling humor, The Jewish War is a profoundly tragic novel? that,
although it pillories rabid religious and nationalist zeal and the funda-
mentalisms sustained by it, reminds us of their origins in our common
humanity.

Like Master of the Return—but significantly, I think, unlike Roiphe’s
Lovingkindness—Reich’s The Jewish War is written in the satirical mode.
It may, of course, simply be Reich’s particular gift to excel, as she does,
in political and religious satire. But this does not seem to be a satis-
factory explanation of the fact that hers are not the only works of fic-
tion dealing with Jewish fundamentalism (as opposed to Orthodoxy)
that resort to the satirical mode. Indeed, it seems to me, that the satir-
ical is the preferred mode of Jewish authors engaging with Jewish fun-
damentalism. Certainly, all the texts I discuss here conform to this
pattern.

To my knowledge, the first anglophone novel to address the phe-
nomenon of Jewish fundamentalism in Israel is Philip Roths The
Counterlife. When the novel was first published, in 1986, the phenom-
enon itself, although by then in evidence for more than a decade, had
not yet made much of an impact on English-language academic work.
Largely a novel about the negotiation of Jewish identities between the
parameters of diaspora and Israel, in its convoluted structure various
“counterlives,” alternative (fictional) constructions of reality (“one’s own
antimyth”),*® are explored by Roth’s alter ego and narrator Nathan
Zuckerman. Faced with his brother Henry’s choice of countetlife, to
become an “authentic Jew” (74) in a Jewish settlement in the West Bank,
Nathan visits Israel with the intention of reclaiming his brother. Yet the
confrontation with the fundamentalist settlers whom Henry (now calling
himself Hanoch) has joined leaves the professional writer almost “speech-
less” and he confesses himself to be “outclassed” (130). In his narrative
he reflects on the intense atmosphere:

If T had nothing to say to Henry right off it was because, following
Lippman’s seminar, language didn’t really seem my domain any longer. I
wasn't exactly a stranger to disputation, but never in my life had I felt
so enclosed by a world so contentious, where the argument is so enor-
mous and constant and everything, turns out to be pro or con, positions
taken, positions argued, and everything italicized by indignation and
rage. (130)
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In Roth’s novel, the fundamentalists are not predominantly religiously
inspired. They are rather of the ultranationalist variety and their argu-
ments have a certain persuasive, if fantastic, potential. They are less moti-
vated by the religious imperative to conquer and setde the land, but
rather by the notion of the perils of the diaspora and the image of Israel
as a safe haven—a Zionist stereotype provokingly inverted in Roth’s later
novel Operation Shylock (1993). In America, one settler’s argument in The
Counterlife runs, assimilation and intermarriage

are bringing about a second Holocaust—gruly, a spiritual Holocaust is
taking place there, and it is as deadly as 4ny threat posed by the Arabs
to the State of Israel. What Hitler couldn® achieve with Auschwitz,
American Jews are doing to themselves in the bedroom . . . First there
was the hard extermination, now there is the soft extermination. And this
is why young people are learning Hebrew at Agor—to escape the Jewish
oblivion, the extinction of Jews that is coming in America, to escape
those communities in your country where Jews are committing spiritual
suicide. (103)

The American Jewish influx to the Land of Israel, extolled here as a
countermeasure to the impending Jewish oblivion, is assessed by another,
liberal Israeli voice in the novel as unsettling:

Who comes to this country now to settle and live? The intellectual Jew?
The humane Jew? The beautiful Jew? No, not the Jew from Buenos Aires,
or Rio, or Manhartan. The ones who come from America are either reli-
gious or crazy or both. This place has become the American Jewish
Australia. Now who we get is the Oriental Jew and the Russian Jew and
the social misfits like your brother, roughnecks in yarmulkes from

Brooklyn. (77)

As in Roiphe’s Lovingkindness®® and, to some extent, also in Reich’s nov-
els, Israel, in The Counterlife, appears to be a hotbed of American Jewish
zealots. Yet, concerned mainly with the negotiation of Jewish identites
between diaspora and Eretz Yisrael in the personal sphere, the representa-
tion of fundamentalism in Roth's The Counterlife does impart only a very
oblique sense of menace. A heightened sense of the potential dangers ema-
nating from the Jewish fundamentalist movement in Israel is increasingly
perceptible in the novels of Tova Reich and, particularly, in Melvin Jules
Bukiets Strange Fire (2001).

Bukiet’s text is an intricate political satire told by Nathan Kazakov,
the blind and homosexual Russian émigré speechwriter to the hawkish
prime minister of Isracl in the novel. When Nathan is shor by a

























