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משרד ראש הממשלה

אגף התקשורת


Translation

April 29, 2007

Prime Minister Ehud Olmert’s Speech at the Official Memorial Ceremony for Benjamin Ze’ev Herzl

Distinguished Guests,

Across from the burial plot of Benjamin Ze’ev Herzl, on the mountain which bears his name, at the highest point in Jerusalem, the State of Israel today pays tribute and respect to the leader who put his people on the path towards realizing the prayer and dream of generations.  It is customary to call him the “Visionary of the State”, but this title is too modest and humble to encompass the man’s full meaning and historic role.  Because Herzl was not just a visionary.  He started the movement and laid the foundations, he created the tools through which the transcendent vision was eventually transformed into political reality; a reality which we see has, in many ways, ascended to heights which are far beyond the vision.

Victor Hugo once said, “there is one thing which is stronger than any power in the world – and that is the idea whose time has come”.  And indeed, the dramatic appearance of Theodore Herzl as a comet shining in the dark skies over the Jewish people at the end of the 19th Century was, because of the privilege of the tidings he bore at the right time.  The pronouncement of the Zionist idea, the pronouncement of the “Jewish state”, fell on fertile ground.  The idea was already in the air before then, very tangible but still formless and unformed.  He formed the first seeds in the image of the forefathers of Zionism – the members of the “Old Yishuv [Jewish settlement]”, who moved beyond the walls of Jerusalem and established Petach Tikvah; the “Lovers of Zion” activists; the “Betamar” immigrants from Yemen; the members of the Bilu and the pioneers of the First Aliyah, who established the moshavot; etc.  However, none of them had yet joined together to form a comprehensive, widespread, organized national movement with a defined political purpose, until Herzl.  

This young Jew, a talented and well-known playwright and journalist, who was far-removed from the distressed existence of his people, suddenly found himself a stunned witness to the storm of anti-Semitic enmity which struck France during the Dreyfus case.  The shock which struck him was soon translated to conclusions, and the result was a thin, revolutionary booklet, which bore the simple and surprising title “Der Judenstat”.  The Zionist idea became overlaid with skin and tendons, hit the road and spread like wildfire.  Millions of the persecuted, discriminated-against and humiliated Jewish people in Eastern Europe, victims of division, decrees and pogroms saw Herzl, the man who underwent an amazing transformation, as a leader come to redeem and save them.  In his visage, appearance, nobility, was the charm of royalty and the imprint of an ancient Jew.  From the depths of their wretchedness, poverty and squalor in the shtetel and ghetto, the Jews yearned for a miracle.  The “Jewish State”, that same longed-for “kleine melucha”, was the exciting answer to the yearnings of their souls.

With Herzl’s death at age 44, only seven years after the First Zionist Congress, the Zionist movement seemed lost and astray, rent asunder and in conflict over the Uganda question.  A Jewish boy in a far-off village in Poland wrote at the time to his friend in great shock, and his writings provide a bold and elaborate expression to the power of inspiration left by Herzl in the hearts of the young generations who would later establish the State of Israel, and I quote: “Our hopes and dreams have been orphaned!  Their creator and nurturer has died… It is cold and dark all around, there is no abundance in the light of hope, there is no appeal in dreams… The sun is gone, but its light will shine again, the seeds of renaissance which he sowed in our hearts will not remain frozen forever!  The sparks of his love for the miserable Jewish people, the widowed beautiful land, which this man ignited in our spirits, in our blood – will not be extinguished… Today, more than ever, I believe and am certain in our victory.  It is clear to me that there is a day – and it is not far off – and we will return to the glorious land, the land of poetry and truth… Zion!  You will again see your sons free, living lives of light and freedom!”  The youth who wrote these lines in far-off Plonsk immigrated two years later to the Land of Israel, determined to realize Herzl’s Zionist national vision.  His name was David Green, none other than David Ben-Gurion.

One foundation, a very significant one, was missing from Herzl’s Zionist vision, and that is the military foundation.  Zionism was born as an exceptional national freedom movement, devoid of any military ethos, striving from its inception to realization through peaceful means.  Herzl hoped for and acted vigorously towards an international “charter” for the Jewish people regarding the Land of Israel, but his hopes were dashed.  The violent Arab resistance compelled the Jewish people, against their will, to take up the defensive sword, without which Zionism would not have been reborn.  The leader of the Revisionist Movement, Ze’ev Jabotinsky, understood this early on, in his article “The Iron Wall”, and after him the leaders of the Labor Movement, who accused him of militarism, also understood this.  Not through an international charter or through the favor of nations was the Jewish State envisioned by Herzl established and survived, but rather through unyielding struggle, and blood, sweat and tears.

Zionism was victorious.  The Jewish people took its fate in its hands, gathered in the exiles, settled their homeland, revived the language and culture, fought and defended itself against a hostile environment, paid a high and painful price for its freedom, and again joined the stage of history as a sovereign, independent, proud and strong nation.  The wonder which is the State of Israel transformed from dream to reality.

The victory of Zionism is the victory of the vision of Benjamin Ze’ev Herzl, the man who first carried the torch and was, in the words of the hero-poet Hanna Senesh, a match which burned and lit flames…

Herzl is deserving of his name being carried in the heart of every Jew and Israeli as the father of national rebirth.  The Jewish State bears the obligation of following in Herzl’s example, and we must act to rectify wherever reality is still far from the vision.  We face a three-part Herzlian challenge: ensuring a solid Jewish majority for generations within the borders of the State of Israel; strengthening the internal quality of the State and its moral and social image; and achieving the longed-for security and peace with all our neighbors.

And if we will it, we have already proven – it is no dream!
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