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Abstract • This article seeks to show the contiguity of the theorical and practical modes of a position 
I call Dissident Zionism as generated by a mood that three of its formulators, Martin Buber, Hugo 
Bergman and Gershom Scholem, shared in relation to Jews’ presence in Palestine: disenchantment. 
The article begins by exploring some of the relevant resonances of the term and moves on to present 
the individual forms of disenchantment in Buber’s, Bergman’s and Scholem’s critiques of Statist 
Zionism, as straddling the theoretical and practical modes of political theology.

Orr Scharf

Heterodox Zionism
Martin Buber’s, Hugo Bergman’s and Gershom Scholem’s  

political theology of disenchantment

P olitical theology demonstrates an 
inherent attraction to the abstract. This 
can be confounding when one addresses 

a given political reality within a political theo­
logical framework. Such engagements run the 
double risk of either conceiving the said reality 
in terms too abstract to be workable, or of rigg­
ing ideas conceived as eternal and immutable 
to the nuts and bolts of political life.

Jan Assman distinguishes between two 
modes of political theology: theoretical 
(beschrieben, literally ‘written’) and practical 
(betrieben). He defines the practical mode as 
‘assuming a definite position’ regarding politics, 
and the theoretical mode as focused on ‘the 
history of problems, associated positions and 

solutions found’. He characterizes the modes 
as either normative and hence political (practi­
cal), or descriptive (theoretical) (Assman 2000, 
16).

Assman frames this distinction in reference 
to Carl Schmitt’s observation that as a political 
concept, political theology assumes a polemi­
cal tone and parts ways with the descriptive 
mode (Assman, 16). Indeed, Schmitt is perhaps 
the ultimate example for a thinker engaged 
in political theology who used it to extreme 
practical ends as the so-called Crown Jurist 
of Nazi Germany.1 Almost single-handedly 
responsible for positing political theology as 
a major discursive site in the twentieth cen­
tury and beyond, Schmitt’s Political Theology 
(1922) continues to emblematize the reciprocity 
between the concept’s theoretical and practical 
modes.2

1	 On the multi-faceted impact of Schmitt’s 
function as jurist see Agamben 2016.

2	 Carlo Galli (2015) characterizes this duality 

* Some of the findings presented in the present 
article were previously addressed by the author 
at the international symposium ‘Thinking Past 
Tradition: Modern Jewish Political Thought’, 
which took place in Stockholm on 19 September 
2024, with generous support from the Foundation 
for Baltic and East European Studies.
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At the far end of political theology’s 
theoretical mode, we may point to Walter 
Benjamin. His collection of fragments, Theses 
on the Philosophy of History, effaces the par­
ticulars of concrete political life. The famous 
image of the Angel of History, in Thesis IX, 
describes him as follows: ‘His face is turned 
toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of 
events, he sees one single catastrophe which 
keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and 
hurls it in front of his feet’ (Benjamin 2007, 
257). Benjamin’s angel is caught up in a storm 
that ‘irresistibly propels him into the future 
to which his back is turned, while the pile of 
debris before him grows skyward. This storm 
is what we call progress’ (258). We may say 
that by conjuring a picture of world history 
as elusive and unforgiving as a sand storm, 
Benjamin unleashes insights that are harsh 
and relentless, but require contextualization 
in order to make sense in concrete political 
situations. Aptly, Benjamin steadfastly clung 
to the stance of an onlooker on the political 
reality of his lifetime, assiduously avoiding any 
form of political activism.3

Three of Benjamin’s contemporaries had 
a similar penchant for abstraction, but turned 
their political theological reflections into a 
workable political agenda when confronted 
with real-life dilemmas that affected their pub­
lic, as well as personal, lives. Martin Buber, 
Hugo Bergman and Gershom Scholem self-
identified as devout Zionists, while opposing 
many of the policies of the Zionist establish­
ment between the 1920s and the late 1940s.4 

as one of a set of Schmitt’s Janus faces.
3	 For extrapolations on Benjamin’s work in 

political theology in a variety of theoretical 
and concrete contexts see Moran & Schwebel 
2024.

4	 As Hebrew University professors and as 
Zionist public intellectuals, the three think­
ers were engaged in an ongoing dialogue with 
the institutions of the Zionist movement and 

The passing of the Biltmore Plan in May 
1942, which defined the founding of a Jewish 
commonwealth as the end goal of the Zionist 
movement, set in motion a process that led to 
the founding of the State of Israel six years 
later, on 14 May 1948. In July 1942, together 
with Hebrew University president, Judah 
Leib Magnes, the author Moshe Smilansky 
and the social activist Henrietta Szold, Buber 
launched the political platform Ih․ud (union), 
which insisted on the necessity of a bi-national, 
Jewish–Arab, polity for the future stability and 
prosperity of Palestine.5

The article focuses on this brief period, 
spanning less than six years, as a historical 
moment in which the three thinkers’ politi­
cal agenda, which I call Heterodox Zionism, 
crystallized. Despite its brevity, this moment’s 
importance lies in its open-endedness: until 14 
May 1948, Israel’s founding as a Jewish state 
was one of several possibilities that the politi­
cal players in the Middle East tried to pro­
mote.6 Thus, the bi-national Zionism of Buber, 

its leaders. A well-known example are the two 
meetings of intellectuals with David Ben-
Gurion that Bergman and Buber attended 
toward the end of the War of Independence 
to discuss Israel’s cultural future (for docu­
mentation and commentary see Ohana 
2003, 57–125). At those meetings and else­
where Bergman and Buber remained highly 
opposed to the prime minister.

5	 On the history of Ih․ud see Heller 1994 and 
Heller 2000, 161–80.

6	 While the scholarly literature on the Jewish–
Palestinian conflict that led to the War of 
Independence is oceanic, I am not aware of a 
study of the intersection between the Zionist 
political imagination and the open-ended 
reality of the British Mandate’s final years. 
For a critical evaluation of Zionist historio­
graphy and its unfulfilled possibilities, see 
Shumsky 2018. For an overview of Zionist 
proposals for a federative or bi-national polity 
in the Land of Israel, see Gorny 2006. For a 
detailed account of Ih․ud's attempts to coun­
terpose the state-building attempts of the 
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Bergman and Scholem could have potentially 
materlialized, even though in practice it was 
marginalized and maligned by Statist Zionist 
factions and shunned by Arab leaders. Ih․ud 
defined its Zionist ideology as “The Zionist 
opposition which has never given its consent 
to ‘Biltmore’ and which has persisted both in 
opposing it [...] and in backing an alternative 
scheme of its own’ (Buber et al. 1972, 108–9). 
Thus, Heterodox Zionism assumed the role 
of an oppositional faction to Statist Zionism 
while insisting on defining itself as Zionist, 
distancing itself from radical critics of Zionism 
such as Hans Kohn or Hannah Arendt. With 
Israel’s founding, the three thinkers’ individual 
decisions to become Israeli citizens and keep 
their Hebrew University professorships dulled 
the edge of their dissidence. These circum­
stances therefore underscore the recalcitrant 
nature of their political theologies of Zionism, 
as well as their inherent disenchantment. 
Correspondingly, the term Statist Zionism 
will denote in the discussion the ideology and 
policy-making of the Jewish Agency under 
David Ben-Gurion’s leadership. As the most 
dominant Jewish political-administrative 
apparatus at the time, the Jewish Agency both 
embodied and executed the Zionist vision of 
an exclusively Jewish state.

Buber’s, Bergman’s and Scholem’s ala­
crity at the materialization of the partition of 
Palestine had, of course, a full-fledged political 
theological conceptualization, close in depth 
and abstraction to Benjamin’s. As a counter-
response to Schmitt, Buber coined the term 
theopolitics to emphasize the centrality of 
the divine in human politics.7 Tellingly, he 

Zionist institutions with alternative political 
frameworks, see Heller 1994.

7	 Lebovic 2008, Lesch 2018 and Scharf 2019. 
The term first appeared in Kingship of God, 
originally published in German in 1932 as 
Königtum Gottes, and then expanded on in 
The Prophetic Faith, first published in Hebrew 

employed it almost exclusively in his bibli­
cal studies, but recent scholarship has begun 
exploring the threads connecting Buber’s 
theopolitics to the current affairs of his day.8 
Having earned his academic reputation as a 
philosopher, Bergman is rarely studied within 
a political theological framework.9 His early 
essay ‘Sanctification of the Name’ (Bergman 
1919b; first published 1913) is his ripest, com­
plemented by pieces assembled in three essay 
collections (Bergman 1919, 1970, 1976). Lacking 
academic specialization in Jewish thought, 
Bergman tended to examine moral dilem­
mas in the light of texts from the Bible, the 
Talmud and even the Zohar, addressing them 
as philosophical problems. As a professor of 
philosophy at the Hebrew University and a 
steadfast advocate of a bi-national polity in 
Palestine, Bergman’s publications had intel­
lectual gravitas, though his closest disciples and 
friends thought that his achievements as both 
a scholar and an activist were far from reflect­
ing his full stature.10 Scholem’s intellectual 
legacy did not suffer a similar fate. From his 

as Torat Ha-Nevi’im. See Brody & Mendes-
Flohr 2019, 21–34,

8	 Brody 2018, especially the chapter ‘Palestinian 
Rain: Zionism as Applied Theopolitics’; 
Ratzabi 2004; Mendes-Flohr 2008; Schaefer 
2017; Hadad 2023.

9	 Dean-Otting 1989 offers an unsystematic 
sketch of the links between certain religious 
and spiritual insights of Bergman’s and the 
humanistic disposition of his Zionism; Maor 
2010 explores the intricacies of Bergman’s 
political theology and his Zionist activism, 
but his account ends with the First World 
War, while Glöckner & Zoufalá 2024 briefly 
touch on his conception of Zionism as a fun­
damentally religious project at the conclusion 
of their article. For a discussion of Bergman’s 
political theology after Israel’s founding see 
Scharf 2022

10	 Recent scholarship on Bergman appears to 
sidestep this aspect of his legacy. For discus­
sions of this tension see Yovel et al. 1976 and 
Dean-Otting 1989.
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late teens until his death, Scholem’s thought 
was shot through, implicitly and explicitly, 
with political theological themes. His friend­
ship with Benjamin was a mutually inspiring 
political-theological edifice ( Jacobs 2003); his 
scholarship on Jewish mysticism, especially on 
Lurianic Kabbalah and the heresies of Shabtai 
Tzvi and Jacob Frank, is read today as a meta-
historical commentary on the political theo­
logical predicament of the Jewish people.11 
Together with Bergman, in 1925 he joined Brit 
Shalom (Peace Alliance), a group of intellec­
tuals who sought to promote Jewish–Arab 
cooperation that would lead to the founding 
of a bi-national polity.12 Kedar’s seminal study 
(1976, 237) about the genesis of Brit Shalom 
asserts that Scholem was affiliated with a 
faction within the movement led by Central 
European intellectuals that ‘was prepared to 
go farther than other [factions] in search of 
a synthesis between Zionist aspirations and 
the demands of the Arab national movement’. 
Scholem’s activism petered out by the 1940s, 
and was replaced by a tame if not to say non-
committal affiliation with Ih․ud.13 And yet, in 

11	 Recent studies include Maciejko 2004; Idel 
2010, 2012; Raz-Krakotzkin 2009 and 2022.

12	 For a comprehensive history of Brit Shalom 
see Ratzabi 2002, where Scholem is identified 
with the movement’s radical faction. Shenhav 
2023b problematizes Scholem’s conciliatory 
politics at Brit Shalom by convincingly arguing 
that he harboured a subtle, yet powerful, ori­
entalist conception of the Hebrew language. 
This linguistic orientalism, in Shenhav’s view, 
tainted his view of the Arabs with cultural 
supremacy. This observation, however, has lit­
tle if any bearing on Scholem’s stated views 
on Zionist policy-making at the time. Cohen 
(2015, 224–6) shows that Scholem’s personal 
experiences during the violent riots in August 
1929 did nothing to change his peace-seeking 
agenda at the time.

13	 Engel (2017, 168–72) identifies a dramatic shift 
from a spiritual, non-statist Zionism before 
Israel’s founding, to an almost conformist 
identification with the newly founded state’s 

stark contrast with Benjamin, together with 
Buber and Bergman, Scholem confronted the 
impending partition of Palestine in a manner 
commensurate with its mundane, pragmatic 
nature. Their case is a little-studied example 
of intellectuals coming to grips with the rapid 
unfolding of a historical process, whose objec­
tive they opposed and whose course they tried 
to change.14 I call their ideology Heterodox 
Zionism to emphasize the clashing tenets of 
their position: casting the Land of Israel as the 
homeland of the Jewish people, while insist­
ing that it must not be an exclusively Jewish 
state. Unlike other ideologies that criticized 
the Zionist movement’s plan to found an 
exclusively Jewish state, Heterodox Zionism 
remained committed to its first tenet irrespec­
tive of the success or failure to make good on its 
second tenet. In other words, Buber, Bergman 
and Scholem continued to live in Israel for the 
rest of their lives, alternating between rebuke 
of its moral failings and participation in aca­
demic and cultural policy-making on the state’s 
behalf.

The article seeks to show the contiguity of 
the theorical and practical modes of Heterodox 
Zionism as generated in the mid-1940s by a 
sentiment that Buber, Bergman and Scholem 
shared in relation to Jews’ presence in Palestine: 
disenchantment. I will begin by exploring some 
of the relevant resonances of the term. Arguing 

political establishment. Scholem’s stance in 
relation to Statist Zionism appears to have 
fluctuated in the aftermath of Israel’s found­
ing. See Scharf 2022 for an analysis of his bit­
ter aversion to the Gush Emunim movement 
after the Six Days’ War.

14	 Graubart (2023, 40) has recently provided a 
detailed historical account of Buber’s par­
ticipation in Mandate Palestine politics, 
describing him as Ih․ud’s ‘grand theoreti­
cian’. See also Barak-Gorodetsky 2022 for 
an attempted overview on the theological 
underpinnings of Buber’s and Magnes’s ver­
sions of bi-nationalism.
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that as an ideology based on mass migration, all 
forms of Zionism were potentially susceptible 
to disenchantment, I will describe the hopes 
and misgivings in the early twentieth century 
as the backdrop for Heterodox Zionism’s dis­
contents in the 1940s. The sections that follow 
it present the individual forms of disenchant­
ment in Buber’s, Bergman’s and Scholem’s 
critiques of Statist Zionism, as straddling the 
theoretical and practical modes of political 
theology. The seemingly irresolvable tensions 
between devotion to Zionism and the experi­
ences of disenchantment gave shape to the 
paradoxical nature of their political theologies, 
a paradox that I will unpack in the course of 
the article.

Disenchantment
In a Platonic world, the idea of disenchant­
ment and the idea of immigration would have 
substantial overlaps. The extraction of oneself 
from one’s home country to a new country of 
residence is fraught with expectations that are 
bound to be dashed. Even when the decision to 
immigrate turns out to be a success – person­
ally, economically or culturally – certain hopes 
and dreams one harbours prior to departure, by 
necessity, are bound to be dashed.15

Zionism, perhaps the most comprehensive 
experiment in ideologically driven mass migra­
tion in modern history, is no exception. Stories 
of disappointment, despair and change of heart 
have abounded since the first wave of immi­
gration, Aliyah Rishonah (1882–1903), and con­
tinue to the very present.16 And yet, Zionism 

15	 There is a surprising discrepancy between the 
suitability of Entzauberung/Disenchantment 
for describing the immigrant experience and 
the dearth of scholarship that explores its 
potential. See for recent examples Plascencia 
2012, esp.177–82; and Thomas 2024 (who does 
not refer to the Weberian concept).

16	 For recent studies investigating misgivings 
and doubt entailed by Jewish migration and 

had several distinctive features that render its 
accompanying disenchantment unique, and in 
certain respects highly instructive. The destina­
tion country was to become a new homeland, 
that is, a substitute for immigrants’ place of 
birth in terms of cultural and spiritual natu­
ralization. Zionist migrants left societies in 
which they belonged to a minority group, with 
the aspiration of creating a new society where 
they would be the majority. Correspondingly, 
the act of joining this new majority society was 
to provide the opportunity to actively shape it, 
and hence become influential change agents. 
The success of this social experiment would 
have been (and ultimately became) the found­
ing of a Jewish polity. The view outlined above 
is the image of a promise fulfilled, which Statist 
Zionism was able to cement in Israeli collec­
tive memory. Yet, from the final decades of 
the nineteenth century until 1948 and after, 
Zionism held a promise that was pregnant 
with doubt as much as it bore the potential 
of fulfilment.

Martin Buber was the catalyst in a chain 
reaction that inspired an entire generation of 
young Jews in Central and Eastern Europe 
to become Zionists. Three speeches he gave 
in 1909–10 at the Prague Circle’s invitation 
became an emblem of the promise of Zionism:

When first Judaism will outstretch like a 
hand and grip every Jew by the hairs of 
his head, and carry him through heaven 

Palestine/Israel, see for example Robinson 
Divine 2009; Alroi 2014 and 2021. 
Nevertheless, the ideological hesitations 
and pragmatic calculations that accompanied 
many an immigrant’s arrival in the Land of 
Israel were formed within a reality shaped 
and expanded by the ideologically driven 
Zionist movement and its institutions. On 
the counter-movement of Jewish emigration 
from Palestine/Israel from the mid-1940s 
onwards see Yehudai 2020.
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and earth by storm to Jerusalem, as once 
the hand of the Lord clasped Ezekiel 
son of Buzi the Priest, in the land of the 
Chaladeans, then the Jewish people will be 
ready to build a new fate [Schicksal], where 
its old fate had once been shattered. The 
building blocks indeed must be carried over 
together now already, but the house will 
have been erected once the people become 
the master builder [Baumeister]. (Buber 
2007, 254–5)

Immersed in neo-Romantic rhetoric, Buber’s 
speeches proffered a new portrayal of Judaism 
as dependent upon the notion of renewal, and 
of Zionism as the instrument for bringing 
about such spiritual renewal. The search for 
the Living God that had accompanied Jews 
since the days of the Patriarchs, through the 
vicissitudes of history, had reached a new stage. 
At this new stage, Buber taught, Jews were to 
rebuild their fate in the Land of Israel under 
the sign of Zionism, whose healing potential 
was to provide Jews with a grave malady of the 
modern age: disenchantment.

As a member of the Bar Kokhba Circle 
that invited Buber to his Prague addresses, 
Bergman numbered among the young Jewish 
intellectuals who came under Buber’s spell. The 
encounter with Buber inspired Bergman to 
both intensify his Zionist activism and to con­
tinue refining his ideology. The essay collection 
Javneh und Jerusalem (Bergman 1919) assembles 
Bergman’s major Zionist publications in the 
1910s. The Prague-born philosopher’s essays are 
a display of acute realism that draws on Ahad 
Ha’am’s cultural agenda as well as on Herzl’s 
diplomatic programme. Bergman’s experiments 
with Zionist policy-making are underlain by 
exuberant, yet sober optimism. The 1912 essay 
‘Ein Schwartzseher’ (‘A Pessimist’, which can 
also be translated as Doomsayer), sets out to 
defang the infectious pessimism of the Hebrew 
author Yosef Haim Brenner.

To counteract Brenner’s equivocation 
of Jewish life in exile (Galuth) with life in 
Palestine, Bergman declares: ‘I want to change 
Brenner’s statement ‘Exile is everywhere’, to 
the following: Exile can be overcome eve­
rywhere’ (Bergman 1919a, 66). Though wary 
of the magnitude of the challenge, Bergman 
concludes with the hope that Brenner’s readers 
will take away the following teaching (Lehre): 
‘The recognition of our camp’s earnestness and 
the magnitude of our responsibility’ (Bergman 
1919a, 68). A year later, Bergman clarified 
what the content of this responsibility is. In 
Die Heiligung des Namens (‘Sanctification of 
the Name’) Bergman unpacks the theological 
notion of Kiddush Hashem, recasting it as an 
invitation to the People of Israel to actualize 
the divine commandment to uphold moral law 
(das Gebot des Sittensgesetz) as the fundamen­
tal truth of Jewish Being (Dasein) (Bergman 
1919b, 95). This conceptualization was to replace 
the practice of Kiddush Hashem as martyr­
dom to avoid sacrilege, which received rab­
binic endorsement during the war against the 
Romans (Bergman 1919b, 95–6).17

Bergman sets up a polarity between the 
earthly and tragic practice of Kiddush Hashem 
and ‘the purest expression of the uncondition­
ality of Jewish ethics’ (Bergman 1919b, 96). Both 
poles – the tragic and the ethical – frame Jews’ 
encounters with non-Jews throughout history, 
offering Jews the choice between earthly disas­
ter and celestial rectitude. Opting for the latter 

17	 Kiddush Hashem as a martyrological practice 
was enshrined in Jewish historical memory in 
the Rhineland Massacres of 1096. Scholars are 
divided on the meanings of the term in bibli­
cal and rabbinic literature before it became 
synonymous with martyrdom. Gruenwald 
(1968) accords with Bergman’s interpretation 
of its biblical use as fulfilling divine com­
mandments, while Schremer (2019) argues 
that the pre-martyrological term denoted 
proof of faith in God’s omnipotence.
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possibility, Bergman concludes the essay with a 
resounding confession: ‘Zionism is our Kiddush 
Hashem’ (Bergman 1919b, 96).

The young Gershom Scholem found inspi­
ration in the tragic dénouement of Kiddush 
Hashem and its poetic expression in laments 
from the Hebrew Bible to the Middle Ages.18 
Nevertheless, at the time, Scholem harboured 
high hopes for the actualization of Zionism. A 
brief essay he published in Buber’s journal Der 
Jude reveals the young Scholem’s fervent com­
mitment to Zionism as an all-encompassing 
framework within which the German Jewish 
youth movement Blau Weiss should operate. 
Several months before the Balfour Declaration 
Scholem wrote: ‘That Zionism did not cease, 
but began with the Basel programme, is a 
realization that until now it was fought for 
theoretically, but its actual consequences have 
been found as ready to drown [German-
Jewish] youths until now’ (Scholem 1917, 824). 
Seeking to address a profound disorientation 
(Verwirrung) in the movement, he proposes 
uncompromising adoption of Zionism as the 
organizing principle of Jewish life as antidote:

The full commitment [to Zionism] is not at 
hand, because our people are divided. They 
are not in the movement but in associa­
tions, and the totality of the membership is 
greater than what the 'movement' reveals  
in the association. The movement does not 
have Zion as the objective, but Zion and 
something else, ranging from land reform 
to the theory of numbers […] But this 
should not be so: we must set a goal for 
ourselves to which everything is subordi­
nated, but which also includes everything, 
even numbers theory.  (Scholem 1917, 824)

Indeed, such Zionist enthusiasm was not 

18	 Ferber & Schwebel 2014; Baruch 2014; 
Shenhav 2023a.

characteristic of the young Scholem, who, as 
Lina Baruch shows (2014), criticized Zionist 
activism in Germany and Palestine with lach­
rymose bitterness.

The passages from Buber, Bergman and 
Scholem present, in a nutshell, their enchant­
ment with Zionism, before and during the 
First World War. Although critical, their writ­
ings and actions in the 1910s overflowed with 
excitement. Even the most sceptical of the 
three, Scholem, was consumed by Zionism as 
an expression of his Jewishness to the point 
where he ‘would have stormed against anyone 
who did not profess Zionism or Judaism’.19 
I argue that this early enchantment, which 
peaked before Buber’s, Bergman’s or Scholem’s 
settling in Israel in 1938, 1920 and 1923 respec­
tively, morphed in the 1920s into disenchant­
ment that ultimately led to their Heterodox 
Zionism.

The German term Entzauberung, coined by 
the sociologist Max Weber contemporaneously 
with Buber’s Prague speeches, has spawned a 
rich literature on the innate scepsis that moder­
nity has instilled in Western societies. In his 
The Myth of Disenchantment Jason Josephson-
Storm presents a compelling historiography 
of Weber’s uses of Entzauberung, upon which 
he bases a four-tiered interpretation of the 
term ( Josephson-Storm 2017, 321). Josephson-
Storm presents compelling evidence that the 
German sociologist took great interest in 
magic, and considered it a legitimate form of 
study of the world, which modernity as the age 
of Entzauberung does not preclude. Replacing 
the prevalent interpretation of Weber’s term as 
denoting a mechanistic worldview that emp­
ties the world of mystery, Josephson-Storm 

19	 David Biale makes this observation in 
the contact of Scholem’s encounter with 
Benjamin, who became the young Zionist’s 
intimate friend despite his dismissal of 
Zionism and lukewarm interest in Judaism. 
Biale 2018, 42–3, quotation at 42.
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suggests that what Entzauberung empties the 
world of is a sound foundation for ethics or 
meaning: ‘Weber’s image of a disenchanted 
cultural sphere is one in which meaning has 
been pushed out of existence, rendering it no 
longer symbolic and ethical action meaning­
less’ (241).20

Informed by this interpretation, my defi­
nition of disenchantment as the outlook that 
fed into Heterodox Zionism pertains to the 
three Jewish thinkers’ identification of Statist 
Zionism’s shortfalls as bringing the movement 
close to the ethical meaningless that Weber 
warned against. For lack of space, I cannot 
present the genesis of this sentiment, but it 
is important to acknowledge its links to the 
experience of immigration to Palestine.21

A figure who exemplifies post-immigration 
disenchantment with Zionism, is the three 
thinkers’ friend and collaborator Hans Kohn. A 
Prague-born Zionist, an enthusiastic member 
of the Bar Kokhba Circle and of Brit Shalom, 
Kohn resigned from the Jewish Agency’s land-
purchasing fund, Keren HaYesod, in 1929 and 
moved permanently to the U.S. with his wife 
and son in 1933, devastated by the conviction 
that Zionism was ‘beyond repair’ (Gordon 
2017, 158). Kohn’s relocation pushed him over 
the edge of Zionist ideology, as it were: he 
was to become its avowed critic, drawing on 

20	 For a discussion of disenchantment in con­
temporary political theology, see Kidwell 
2019.

21	 Like the majority of studies on the topic, 
Sonino (2016) analyses Bergman’s and 
Scholem’s conceptions of Zionism by focus­
ing on their writings in the 1910s and 1920s. 
She does establish that by 1927 Bergman had 
already harboured harsh criticism against 
political Zionism (26) and that Scholem con­
sidered its political establishment as a failure 
by the mid-1920s (42). That is, both thinkers 
reacted with disappointment and apprehen­
sion to the political reality they witnessed in 
Palestine.

his credentials as a world-renowned scholar 
of nationalism. Therefore, he may be said to 
have drawn the line that Buber, Bergman and 
Scholem refused to cross: if Kohn’s disen­
chantment led him to the radical conclusion 
of absconding Zionism, the three thinkers 
may be said to have aligned themselves with 
a Weberian Entzauberung: the ethical void that 
underlies reality – modernity in the sociolo­
gist’s case, Zionism in their case – should not 
lead to its abandonment; it should galvanize 
the attempt to make sense of it in a bid to 
rescue it.

Buber
The principles that Buber shared with Statist 
Zionism were the claim for a historic-spiritual 
bond between Jews and the Land of Israel, 
the necessity of increasing the scope of Jewish 
immigration to Palestine, and Jews’ entitlement 
to a national home. He came to loggerheads 
over Zionist policy-making, however, once 
the Biltmore programme brought to nothing 
the prospects of diplomatic compromise and 
pacific coexistence with Palestinians. From 1942 
onwards, Buber entered into a collision course 
with the political leadership of the Yishuv, as 
he pleaded that it refrain from unilateral steps 
toward founding a Jewish nation state, and 
warned against its dire consequences. That his 
critique was bitter as much as his self-identifi­
cation as Zionist was staunch emblematizes his 
paradoxical political theology, which Bergman 
and Scholem shared; his mounting disappoint­
ment culminated with sordid bitterness with 
the founding of Israel and the outbreak of the 
War of Independence, without ever causing 
him to doubt his decision to live in the Land of 
Israel or to secede from Zionism. In his single 
attempt at rogue activism, he bypassed Ben-
Gurion’s prohibition to present the Jewish case 
to the international community without official 
authorization; the short-term success failed 
to make an impact on the course of events, 
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but did nothing to mitigate his prophetic 
acrimony. The designation of Buber’s position 
as a form of Heterodox Zionism proposes a 
new terminology to replace the conventional 
designation of his conception as Humanist 
Zionism or Theopolitical.22 This new termi­
nology aims to foreground its innate paradoxes 
and uneven mix of ideological reflection and 
political activism.

On 15 March 1946, Buber testified before 
the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry 
on Palestine on behalf of Ih․ud, together with 
founder Judah Leib Magnes and co-member 
Moshe Smilansky. Buber was the first speaker. 
His testimony listed the tenets of the version of 
Zionism that Ih․ud advocated, and the political 
programme it envisioned for Palestine.

In his explanation of the ideological sub­
stance of Zionism, Buber radically diverged 
from official Zionist policy:

The tradition of Justice [in Zionism] […] 
makes it clear that these demands must of 
necessity be carried out without encroach­
ing upon the vital rights of any other com­
munity. Independence of one’s own must 
not be gained at the expense of another’s 
independence; Jewish settlement must 
oust no Arab peasant, Jewish immigration 
must not cause the political status of the 
present inhabitants to deteriorate, and must 
continue to ameliorate their economic 
condition. (Buber 2020, 215)

Delivering his testimony next, Magnes 
emphasized the result of the equation Buber 
had outlined: ‘Jewish-Arab co-operation is not 
only essential, it is also possible. The alternative 
is war, but the plain Jew and the plain Arab do 
not want war’ (216).

As early as 1945, Buber had warned against 

22	 See, for example, Ratzabi 2004, Lebovic 2008, 
Hadad 2023, Graubart 2023.

the intention to forcibly remove Palestinians 
from their places of dwelling: ‘If it is intended 
to send away by coercion people connected to 
their soil [Palestinian peasants] – this is where 
the line is drawn. This is where one faces an 
inalienable right, which is the right of a person 
tilling his soil to remain on it’ (Buber 1945, 111). 
His concern was double: avoiding the moral 
transgression of ignoring an inalienable right 
of the Palestinians, and protecting Jews from 
the inevitable backlash of this transgression:

I will never agree to the opinion whereby 
iniquity can be turned into justice by 
weighing in values or fates […] The ‘trans­
fer’ executed by conquerors has always 
taken revenge; and the same will be done to 
the nation that will attempt to repay them 
their due. I am seeking to protect my peo­
ple by protecting it from drawing the line 
[of just actions] wrongly. (Buber 1945, 111)

In the immediate aftermath of the battles of 
Israel’s War of Independence, Buber pleaded 
with David Ben-Gurion, who had been 
appointed prime minister, to confront the prac­
tical and moral outcomes of the war among 
the Palestinians: ‘to examine the facts of ‘the 
robbery and plunder, anti-Arab discrimination, 
the destruction of their villages’’ – ‘as painful as 
it will be’ – and ‘together [to] search for a way 
out, if such a way exists’ (Buber 1983, 239–44).

In addition to unreservedly naming the 
atrocities suffered by the Palestinians, Buber 
never lost sight of the geopolitical reality in 
which they took place. In an interview with 
Dutch-Swiss Radio in June 1947, he observed:

International life wastes itself in vain in 
wars on government and power, achieve­
ments and assets, which end without 
results. Therefore, the ‘large’ nations look 
upon the conflicts of the small nations 
not as a calamity, that must be overcome 
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through a joint effort, but rather as inter­
esting complications that can be success­
fully leveraged in their grand struggle for 
ultimate power, while the small nations, 
for their part, subjected to politicization, 
try to take advantage of this leveraging of 
the conflicts [by the super-powers], to their 
own benefit. This helpless vicious circle 
only whets their conflicts [with fellow 
small nations] more and more. This has 
taken place in relations between Jews and 
Arabs, and it has turned out for the worse, 
sevenfold, before our very eyes. (Buber 
1948a, 202)

These statements reflect more than moral 
scruples or humane concerns about the fate 
of his Arab neighbours. Buber’s growing exas­
peration at the violence that the civil war in 
Palestine had unleashed mounted, becoming 
existential angst. A controversial article he 
published in March 1948 concluded with the 
following afterthought:

Fifty years ago when I joined the Zionist 
movement for the rebirth of Israel, my 
heart was whole. Today it is torn. The 
war being waged for a political structure 
might become a war of national survival 
at any moment. Thus, against my will I 
participate in it with my own being, and 
my heart trembles like any other Israeli. I 
cannot, however, ever be joyful in anticipat­
ing victory, for I fear that the significance 
of Jewish victory will be the downfall of 
Zionism. (Buber 1948b)23

A speech Buber delivered in 1949, after the 
country’s first democratic elections left Ih․ud 
out of parliament, enumerates the failures of 
the Jewish political establishment (pre-state 

23	 English translation by Jeffrey M. Green in 
Buber 1983, 223.

and post-declaration), led by David Ben-
Gurion: viewing the Jewish settlement of 
Israel as an end rather than a means, excluding 
Arab society from future plans, and, especially, 
the creation of an economy for Jews only, in 
which Arabs were prevented from participat­
ing. Looking at the future, Buber mused:

We, who from the very beginning of the 
struggle trembled like any other simple 
Jew, but in the best of cases did not see 
Zion radiating on the historical hori­
zon, but instead saw its false appearance 
[Scheingebild]; we, who had and continue 
to maintain that the saying that Zion shall 
be redeemed through justice is neither a 
poetic metaphor nor an idealistic hyper­
bole, but a prophecy of truth; today we see, 
suffering deep pain, what has and contin­
ues to transpire, that the allegiance to our 
cause is unbroken, and we resist by entering 
a new phase for our task. It is difficult to 
speak – I confess, it is actually difficult to 
speak to you, my fellows – but we must not 
be silent. (Buber 2020, 303)

Even at his most pragmatic, the sound theo­
retical foundations of Buber’s political theo­
logical vision were palpable: the historical 
outline he presented to the Anglo-American 
Committee, his repeated references to jus­
tice and his invocation of prophecy in public 
speeches reflected the profound vision he for­
mulated in his books and essays. As the fore­
most advocate of Heterodox Zionism in the 
political arena, Buber promoted his political-
theological vision in the public sphere with a 
vigour that Bergman and Scholem reserved 
only for their writings. His testimony before 
the Anglo-American Commission was an act 
of subversion that the Jewish Agency tried and 
failed to prevent;24 Buber’s personal inquiries 

24	 The title of the Jewish Agency’s publication 
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to Ben-Gurion about Jewish acts of violence 
showed boldness that neither Bergman nor 
Scholem matched. These technical aspects of 
his activism were placed at the service of the 
practical concerns of his political theology: 
the deterioration of a moral backbone that 
resulted in what he saw as unjustified, ruinous 
violence against Palestinian Arabs, perpetrated 
both spontaneously and systematically by the 
Jewish military before, during and after the 
War of Independence. It was for this reason 
that in his Preface to Two Types of Faith Buber 
called it ‘the most grievous of the three [wars]’ 
(Buber 1961, 15). That is, he considered Israel’s 
war with the Palestinians more tragic than the 
two world wars.

Bergman
Buber’s œuvre overflows with writings – 
pragmatic and theoretical – on Zionism. 
Unfortunately, this is not the case with Bergman 
and Scholem, at least not in the 1940s and early 
1950s. Although the reasons are difficult to 
ascertain, there are several plausible explana­
tions. Unlike Buber, Bergman and Scholem 
were active members of the Brit Shalom (Peace 
Alliance) movement in the 1920s and early 
1930s, which left them abraded by the censure 
their political experiment met with, and disil­
lusioned by its resounding failure. Additionally, 
in 1946–7 Bergman and Scholem led the Jewish 
agency’s rescue of rare Judaica books and 
manuscripts (Os․rot Hagolah – the treasures of 
Exile). Noam Zadoff shows that Scholem’s 
involvement triggered an acute mental crisis 
that persisted through to the end of the decade 
(Zadoff 2018). Bergman meanwhile, no less 
shocked by the experience but demonstrating 

of its representatives’ statements before the 
Commission, The Jewish Case ( Jewish Agency 
1947), sets the testimonies of Ih․ud apart from 
the Yishuv and by implication sets them up 
as not representing the cause of Jews in 
Palestine.

greater resilience than Scholem, left in 1947 for 
Stockholm to serve as the Jewish community’s 
interim leader, and returned to post-independ­
ence Israel in late 1948 (Lucca 2020). Another 
biographical fact worth noting was Bergman’s 
participation in the First World War as an 
officer in the Austro-Hungarian army, which 
may have contributed to stronger insistence on 
the right to retaliate against military attacks.

To date, the scholarship on Bergman’s 
Zionist activism and ideology and their inter­
connections in the 1940s remains sketchy. The 
most detailed studies on the topic (Dean-
Otting 1989; Glöckner & Zoufalá 2024) 
are panoramic in nature, and rely mostly on 
Bergman’s letter and diaries, excluding his pub­
lished political commentary from the historical 
picture. Clues to the missing parts in Bergman’s 
portrait as a political activist are to be found in 
comments of close associates in the Hebrew 
press. His long-time friend Robert Weltsch 
(1943) praised him in greetings for his sixtieth 
birthday for ‘stretching far and wide the thread 
connecting politics with ethics, without tearing 
it’; and for his octogenarian anniversary, his 
disciple Natan Rotenstreich (1963) pinpointed 
Bergman’s cognizance of the moral injunctions 
underlying the cause of Zionism, in light of 
which ‘he saw the relations of our [Zionist] 
project with the Arab world as the [litmus] 
test for our humanness’.

In the scant few public statements on the 
war he published in the late 1940s and early 
1950s, Bergman showed greater concern for 
Israel’s moral integrity in virtue of its self-
declared Jewish identity. Moreover, his refer­
ences to relations with the state’s Arab popu­
lation address the necessity of collaboration, 
and the moral obligation to accommodate and 
integrate Israel’s Palestinian citizens within 
the greater society. The only mention of an 
act resembling excessive use of violence I have 
been able to find appears in a religious Zionist 
journal, Amudim, in 1948. Rather than a violent 
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act in and of itself, Bergman condemns the 
journal’s parading of Palestinian defeat with a 
photograph displaying post-battle wreckage, 
with the caption: ‘Thus all Your enemies will 
perish, Lord’ ( Judges 5:31). Initially, Bergman 
discerned in the image the ruins of a Palestinian 
village. His response was deeply emotional, 
as he exclaimed, ‘For us, Jews, the countries 
in Eastern Europe, Poland, Czechoslovakia, 
Hungary, etc. etc., resemble that Arab village’. 
But the main cause for his concern seems to 
have been the choice of caption to accompany 
the image: ‘Would it not have been better to 
print underneath the photograph the caption, 
‘Rejoice not when your enemy falls, and let 
not your heart be glad when he stumbles’?’ 
(Proverbs 24:17) (Bergman 1976, 63). In a later 
comment, Bergman corrected his initial mis­
reading of the photograph, admitting that he 
had not noticed that it rather depicted burnt 
armory on the battlefield. But, he insists, the 
subject of the photo is irrelevant to the core of 
his argument, whereby the enemy’s defeat is no 
cause for celebration of the victors:

Naturally, it gives me no comfort that 
your journal uses a verse from the Song 
of Deborah to refer to our neighbours, 
today and tomorrow. The Arabs are the 
victims of modern nationalism, like many 
among us. But this does not turn them into 
‘enemies of the Lord’. To this, anyone who 
personally knows the Muslims will testify. 
(Bergman 1976, 63)

The Song of Deborah is a poem celebrating 
the downfall of a mighty enemy in the Book of 
Judges. What seems to aggrieve Bergman the 
most is the journal’s gloating over Palestinian 
defeat, and its move to amplify this distasteful 
celebration with a promise to decimate God’s 
foes. Bergman does maintain that running the 
photo ‘is not only harmful politically, it is also 
very harmful from an educational perspective’ 

(63). But he does not take the next step of 
protesting against the decision to publish such 
footage altogether. As I mentioned, he directs 
his critique at its accompanying caption. How 
could that be?

What may have guided Bergman is the 
staunch commitment to approach the Jewish 
tradition and its textual corpus as a source of 
moral inspiration, rather than validation of 
triumphalism. By ‘source of moral inspiration’, 
I mean that Bergman’s reading of traditional 
Jewish sources was an act of constant con­
flation of text with morality: abstract ethical 
principles lack grounding in Jewish theology, 
while uncritical readings of the traditional 
corpus are susceptible to tendentious justifi­
cation of any conceivable moral transgression 
with a fitting text. To take the above response 
as an example, Proverbs 24 also contains the 
famous saying, ‘With stratagems you shall 
make war’ (24:6). Why is the warning against 
glee over one’s enemy’s defeat more fitting 
than the advice to wage military campaigns 
wisely, or alternatively, the universal promise 
to vanquish God’s foes? Bergman explains 
his interpretative considerations elsewhere: 
‘I cannot accept the interpretation of a verse, 
against which all my moral feelings rebel. My 
conscience tells me, No! It is not true that 
the Blessed Holy One has commanded us to 
practise hatred’ (Bergman 1949, 4). The War 
of Independence left Bergman disappointed 
not only in Israel’s unbridled violence, but 
also with Ih․ud’s failure to effectively curb 
it. In the mid-1950s, Bergman lamented the 
failure of what he calls ‘Western Zionism’ (an 
epithet for spiritual Zionism, led by Central 
and West European activists) to actualize its 
spiritual vision, and the upshot of this failure: 
leaving in the hands of ‘Eastern Zionism’ (an 
epithet for political Zionism, led mainly by 
East European Jews) to shape the cultural, 
social and spiritual character of the Jewish 
state:
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The trajectory and intention of the circle 
of Western Zionists were right, but lacked 
the power of genuine, formative synthesis 
[…] The Zionists did not see […] the great 
danger posed by the ‘intelligentsia’ that led 
the political movements of Judaism and 
Zionism, an intelligentsia that aspired (as 
[Nathan] Birnbaum says in his essay in the 
volume Vom Judentum) ‘to remove from 
the People of Israel its momentous genius, 
sanctity, and the consciousness that we are 
the People of God’. (Bergman 1955, 206)

Scholem
On the occasion of Scholem’s fiftieth birthday 
in late 1947, Bergman all but chastized Scholem 
for dedicating himself strictly to academic 
leadership: “Until now he was permitted to 
study the thoughts of others and keep silent or 
be evasive when we asked him about his own 
thoughts. This is no longer possible” (Bergman 
1947, 4). Defying Bergman’s plea at the time of 
Israel’s founding moment, Scholem continued 
to keep his thoughts to himself.

Scholem’s view on Zionism is exception­
ally elusive and erratic, certainly compared to 
Buber and Bergman. Moreover, his public pro­
file as a critic of Statist Zionism in the 1940s 
had diminished significantly after the disso­
lution of Brit Shalom a decade earlier, while 
his published commentaries on the political 
reality from the mid-1940s to the early 1950s 
are few and far between. Correspondingly, the 
historiography of his Zionism tends to end in 
the early 1930s,25 while the references to his 
political involvement in the 1940s are portrayed 
as either oblique or on the sidelines, but by no 

25	 Jacobs 2003, Baruch 2014, Sonino 2016, 
Shenhav 2023b. An important exception is 
his falling out with Arendt after the release 
of Eichmann in Jerusalem. See, for example, 
Zadoff 2018 and Biale 2018.

means as supportive of mainstream Zionist 
ideology.26 Engel’s view (discussed above) of 
Scholem as having recanted of his radicalism 
with Israel’s founding therefore appears to be 
incongruous with the sparse remarks in the 
literature, as well as with the findings I will 
now discuss.

A comprehensive reconstruction of 
Scholem’s response to the moral-political crisis 
in pre-state Palestine requires much additional 
work. The poem ‘Jerusalem (Sommer 1948)’ 
( Jerusalem, summer 1948) provides an impor­
tant glimpse into his real-time impressions.

Nights, when the sandstone walls, baked 
all day, now release their gathered heat 
onto the city’s fitful summer sleep, 
wafting up to where weapons lie in wait,

and where the cool moonlight scours  
the distant contours of the mountains 
where bells ring from monastery towers 
chiming in on gunfire from the front,

you sense that all the age-old pent 
up in this city now draws to an end, 
and you know: she is now spent, 
expended on the Real, and commences

to detach herself from the present. 
Poor, dethroned, stark in her nakedness, 
she stands there, whom enemies could not 
sway,

and is once again what she always was: 
a mere memory of a former greatness 
and a waiting for the Final Day.  
(Scholem 2003, 117)

26	 Biale (2018) rightfully mentions Scholem’s 
outlandish deconstruction of the Star of 
David in the 1948 issue of Luah Haaretz, while 
in Heller 1994 he comes across as an back-row 
observer on Ih․ud, who is nevertheless opin­
ionated and critical of its leaders – Magnes 
and Buber.
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The ideas set in verse may be said to echo 
the critiques of both Buber and Bergman 
against Statist Zionism, and in a very specific 
sense to amplify them. The dangers of nation­
alism, against which Buber warns both in the 
context of regional politics and as part of global 
power struggles, are radicalized in the poem: 
ominous weapons, roaring gunfire belong to 
anonymous forces, with no discernible identity. 
While Jerusalem was riven by the skirmishes 
between Jews and Muslims, the only religious 
presence enunciated in the poem is Christian 
(“monasteries”). As the poem draws to a close, 
it climaxes with an imagery that is clearly 
Jewish, which in turn is employed to reveal 
the deep-seated paradox of Jerusalem: the holy 
city, synonymous with Zion, had been stripped 
of its former power and glory (entthront und 
kahl in ihre Blöße; Scholem 2003, 116). This 
description echoes prophetic admonitions such 
as Ezekiel 16, where the imagery of naked­
ness represents Jerusalem’s religious and moral 
sacrilege, which translates into military and 
political defeat. Scholem’s image may also be 
read as an invocation of the Shekhinah, the 
feminine hypostatization of God. A recurring 
theme, in his scholarship the Shekhinah is the 
divine manifestation of Jewish exile: homeless, 
desolate and miserable. Notably, her implicit 
presence in the poem contrasts with an explicit 
reference to the Final Day (den letzen Tag), 
synonymous with the Apocalypse, which is 
another salient theme in Scholem’s scholarship. 
The consistent depiction of Jerusalem as pas­
sive is disrupted only once, when she detaches 
herself from the present (und beginnt von der 
Gegenwart sich abzulösen). We will look below 
into possible theological implications of the 
city’s only proactive gesture in the poem; but 
first, we should take note of their clash with 
the redemptive vocabulary Statist Zionism 
employed to celebrate Israel’s independence, 
which could not be more jarring.

On Heh bĕ ,iyar Tashah, the date of Israel’s 

Declaration of Independence, the Hebrew 
press in Palestine gushed with optimistic 
excitement.27 Davar, the main organ of the 
ruling party Mapai, bellowed in its front-page 
editorial:

The wings of courage of the sanctifiers of 
the name of Israel and the defenders of the 
homeland are outstretched above the dawn 
of our rising day. But behind us – the sea 
of darkness and grief of our orphanhood 
in exile. And before us – the eternal vision 
of the hope for redemption. And on our 
shoulder – the fate of all generations in 
Israel. (Davar Editors, 1948)

In the liberal daily Haaretz, the main head­
line cited the message broadcast on the radio 
station of Jewish armed forces, Qol Hamagen 
Ha‘ivry (Voice of the Hebraic Defender), to 
the besieged defenders of Jerusalem’s Jewish 
Quarter:

We faithfully believe that the day is nigh 
when the dawn of redemption shall rise 
on Jerusalem too, and our ancient and 
besieged city will receive all that it is due. 
(Haaretz Editors 1948)

These two examples are representative of the 
redemptive rhetoric of journalistic coverage 
of, and commentary on, the success of Statist 
Zionism’s realpolitik. The language of redemp­
tion and exile was addressed to a largely unob­
servant, non-practising Jewish readership to 
contextualize the war of survival waged since 
the United Nation’s acceptance of the plan 
to partition Palestine on 29 November 1947. 

27	 Compare the front-page editorial of the 
Socialist daily Al Hamishmar, which describes 
the event in purely historical terms: ‘The 
bells of history are ringing. The hand of fate 
is knocking at our doors’ (Al Hamishmar 
Editors 1948).
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Scholem’s depiction of Jerusalem at war relied 
on a similar theological vocabulary to express a 
quietist position of withdrawal – not from bat­
tle but from the unfolding of historical events 
as they took place. This tension is awfully dif­
ficult to rationalize, and, quite plausibly, just as 
hard to live by. For this reason, it may be said 
to epitomize the paradoxical political theology 
of Heterodox Zionism: steadfast attachment to 
the Land of Israel in general and to Jerusalem 
in particular, informed by grave concern for 
the ethical and spiritual ramifications of the 
political reality in which it is entangled.

Two scholarly texts Scholem published 
in the late 1940s provide a wider context for 
this paradox. The first is a booklet entitled The 
Concept of Redemption in Kabbalah (Scholem 
1946), published by the Zionist Organization’s 
Department of Youth Affairs in its Arakhim 
(Values) series for youth instructors. An intro­
duction to the topic for lay readers, it outlines 
a genealogy of the concept of redemption in 
Jewish mysticism based on Scholem’s grand 
thesis on the history of Kabbalah, whereby 
the Jews’ expulsion from Spain in 1492 was 
cataclysmic not only for Jewish communi­
ties across the known world, but for mystical 
thought as well. The discussion in The Concept 
of Redemption is strictly historical; its stated 
purpose is to address the question, ‘What was 
the fate of the messianic idea in the [ Jewish] 
mystical movement’ (Scholem 1946, 3), and it 
concludes with the observation that ‘the new 
Kabbalah [post-1492] had an important calling 
for understanding questions about redemption, 
[as] a religious understanding linked to the 
heart of its Weltanschauung, an understand­
ing capable of according Jews once more a 
[political] responsibility and stature’ (Scholem 
1946, 33). Paraphrasing Scholem, we may say 
that innovations in Kabbalistic conceptions of 
redemption, predominantly in the teachings of 
Rabbi Isaac Luria (1534–70), linked his theory 
of the structure of God’s presence and being, 

known as Breaking of the Vessels, with the 
political reality. Thus, Scholem explains,

Redemption in the national and political 
sense also remained very realistic and was 
not dismissed at all. One might say without 
exaggeration that those [Lurianic] kabba­
lists were very radical nationalists. National 
redemption once more symbolizes a more 
inward [i.e. divine] reality and does not 
merely redeem the nation. It symbolizes 
the redemption of the entire world, that is: 
its state of being, as it should have been, 
when the Creator decided to create a world 
that is whole. (Scholem 1946, 33)

That such a text appeared under the auspices 
of the Zionist Organization is intriguing on 
account of both context and content. Scholem’s 
participation in an edification project of the 
political mainframe of Statist Zionism is a 
cooperative, rather than an act of dissent. The 
very fact that it was included in the book series 
next to titles such as The Nation in the Teachings 
of A. D. Gordon, The Evolution of the Zionist 
Movement or The World Zionist Organization is 
proof enough that The Concept of Redemption in 
Kabbalah was written in the service of Statist 
Zionist ideology.28 Or was it? The absence of 
any commentary that links kabbalistic teach­
ings on redemption with Palestine’s historical 
present raises the suspicion that Scholem pro­
duced a text that could be read as consistent with 
Statist Zionism, but could also be interpreted 
as containing counter-narratives or subversive 
tropes. One such trope is the claim that Lurianic 
Kabbalah’s transformation from an aristocratic 
elite into a public historical movement turned 
Kabbalah into ‘a prime mover with tremendous 
power over history’ (17). Scholem’s political 
theological conclusion is that Luria’s new 

28	 The titles are listed on the final unpaginated 
page of Scholem 1946.
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redemptive scheme uprooted the redemption 
of the Jews from the singular national context 
with which it had been traditionally associated, 
and planted it at the centre of a universal process 
of rectification of the world – Tikkun Olam. 
This proposition is a head-on clash with the 
historical narrative of the Zionist movement 
as the prime mover of Jewish national aspira­
tions, and the fulfilment of those aspirations 
as serving strictly Jewish interests.

The second text that may help unveil the 
heterodox streak in Scholem’s political theol­
ogy in the 1940s is a lecture he gave to the 
Eranos Circle in Ascona, Switzerland, in 
August 1949 (Scholem 1950): ‘Kabbalah und 
Mythus’ (Kabbalah and Myth). An extended 
elaboration on similar themes to The Concept 
of Redemption, the lecture provides the link 
missing in the jigsaw puzzle of its earlier 
version: an explicit reference to the present 
moment. In fact, its structure is funnel-like, 
expressing at the outset the wish to ‘bring up 
the function of Judaism in religious history’ 
(288), and ending with the present moment 
– post-Holocaust, post-Israeli independence 
Judaism. The lecture’s final section once more 
posits Lurianic Kabbalah as the latest, ripest 
phase of Jewish myth, which has bestowed 
upon post-Lurianic generations ‘unfathomable 
gravitas [ungeheure Wucht]’ and its meaningful­
ness for Jewish history (333). What might seem 
a historiographic frivolity, however, emerges as 
a theological rationalization of Jews’ predica­
ment in the present. The study closes with the 
following question: ‘What greater chances did 
the Jewish people indeed have than to fulfil its 
genius, its true and ‘consummated Nature’ in 
the horror and defeat, struggle and victory of 
recent years, in a utopian retreat into its own 
history?’ (334). Luria’s teachings weighed in 
on the future of Jewish history, says Scholem, 
in virtue of the truth from which its symbols 
sprang, and the colourless light of intuition 
that shone through it (333–4).

The retreat from the Real to inwardness 
Scholem proposes in his poem finds its expla­
nation in the two studies on the kabbalistic 
myth of redemption. Its quietism does not 
accept the realpolitik of nation-making as supe­
rior; it recognizes the relentless inertia of the 
redemptive process that the Safed kabbalists, 
led by Luria, discerned and described. These 
scholarly observations that shine light into 
the symbolic configurations of those teach­
ings sapped, perhaps, the pathos of the state’s 
rhetoric, but not the efficacy of its gunfire.

Conclusion
Justifiably or not, intellectuals of the stature of 
Buber, Bergman and Scholem are expected to 
exhibit a higher degree of consistency in mat­
ters of theory and practice than their fellows. 
As I have tried to show, Dissident Zionism 
had a short-lived phase spanning roughly seven 
years, in which its progenitors and advocates 
were able to sustain a semblance of cohesion 
between ideas and actions. Assman’s distinc­
tion between the beschriebenheit and betrie-
benheit of political theology, that is, the split 
between its figuration in writing and in action, 
encapsulates the fate of Buber’s, Bergman’s 
and Scholem’s attempt to square the circle of 
Statist Zionism. If their plans and hopes for 
the founding of a just and welcoming polity 
to all of Palestine’s residents received robust 
formulations, the attempts at their realization 
on the harsh ground of reality proved a colossal 
disappointment. Buber’s greatest political suc­
cess of appearing before the Anglo-American 
Commission together with Judah Magnes 
proved a Pyrrhic victory. Their suggestions 
for Jewish–Arab rapprochement remained on 
paper while the plans for an armed conflict 
that would settle the dispute on sovereignty 
dictated the course of events. The exasperation 
that Bergman expressed at the morally blind 
Israeli use of violence was met with indiffer­
ence. Scholem’s quietism, of which Bergman 
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disapproved and publicly decried, belied his 
reticent avoidance of public debates.

It was also Bergman who defined the 
course they should take in the aftermath 
of Israel’s independence. From their turf as 
university professors, they were in the posi­
tion to reshape the Hebrew University’s task 
to ‘train teachers, officials, physicians, advo­
cates and research workers for the State’ in a 
bid to address ‘the problems of the State of 
Israel’. Instead, Bergman declared, ‘It should, 
with a clear consciousness, serve the aims of 
the spirit – of the spirit of Israel’ (Bergman 
1950, 174). Whether this endeavour was more 
theoretical than practical is debatable. But it 
may be said with confidence that it enabled 
Buber, Bergman and Scholem to retain their 
dissidence and remain Zionists with a spark 
of enchantment in their eyes.  
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