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A Promised Land for the Jews and their Rescuers? Shifting Geographical and
Lingual Perceptions of the “Righteous Among Nations” in Determining Identity
and Difference
Since the destruction of the first and then second Temples in Jerusalem the history of
Judaism followed the pattern of exile and return.1 The concept of exile, Galut, was not
understood as a matter of geography, but as a religious and historical collective
consciousness. The Galut in this interpretation reflects not just the situation of the
people of Israel, wishing to return to the land promised to it by God, but also stands in
the core of the Messianic idea; for in order to allow the return and the redemption of
the land and the people, as well as the making of a new world order, this world must
be seen as a reality of exile.2 Therefore, the Galut consciousness played a central role
in the existence of the Jews in the Diaspora, in a reality interpreted as temporary, and
at the same time permanent.
In the European Diaspora the constant challenge of the Christian theology lead to
many adjustments, selections and emphases of certain canonical texts, so that “a
Judaism” in any cultural context cannot be understood without analyzing its
interaction with the environment. In other words, the defining of a condition as Galut
was performed only on the basis of reference to the concepts of the dominant culture
and as a criticism of this culture. Although this self-definition was after all based on
the writings of Jewish laws (Halakha), the shape it took was necessarily dependent on
the surrounding non-Jews.3 As we shall see, in most cases the non-Jew is not
portrayed as the total contrast to the Jew, but as the focal point around which and in
relation to it the self-definition is made possible.
Since antiquity the myth of the inevitable hatred against Jews was a powerful element
in the Jewish self-perception. A description of the relation to non-Jews evolved
resting on the biblical story of Jacob and Esau. In the Jewish tradition Jacob stands for
Israel and Esau was extended to stand for non-Jews, and especially for those perceived
as the threatening enemy, most often for the conquering Romans and later for
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Christianity. This description was used in order to explain the discrepancy between
the certainty of being God’s chosen people and the present humiliation in exile or
under foreign occupation. According to this narrative the Jews thought of themselves
as bound to be hated almost by necessity because of their preferred status before God.4
However, counter-narratives were also present. The rabbinical interpretations from the
first centuries onwards that created the complex of the Halakha, contain two
contradicting and yet complementary tendencies: The one exclusive and separatist and
the other can be described as selectively inclusive. Both were used in the service of
defining identity. At the meeting point of these two tendencies stood Gentiles (Goyim,
Hebrew for nations or peoples) known as Chasidei Umot Olam, or “Righteous among
Nations”.
In this paper I explore the attributions and representations of such figures as
alternative or complementary concepts of self-definition in the Jewish tradition and
writings until these days. My analysis focuses on an ambivalent notion of
“border/crossings”. This notion relates to the attribution “Righteous among Nations”
as acknowledging the existence of a border, and even enforcing it, while at the same
time allowing or promoting a border-breaking “universal” description. The first part
of the lecture will portray the genealogy of the concept and its history until the 20th
century, the second will explore aspects of space and place, and the final part will
trace the function of both territorial and linguistic dimensions in Palestine and Israel
following the Holocaust.
Chasidei Umot Olam
In contrast to today’s common belief Jews/Israelites were very much admired in the
ancient world, especially in regard to their religion. The first centuries A.D., a time of
destruction and expulsion also witnessed a growing number of conversions to Judaism
as well as many “sympathizers” toward the Jews’ or Israelites’ culture. Many Rabbis
greeted this phenomenon and some of them reminded, even under occupation, that the
hated Esau (Rome) was also Jacob’s brother, thus reflecting the possibility of Romans
converting to Judaism.5 In such atmosphere it is of no surprise that positive images of
Gentiles were apparent in their writings. Most often in addressing questions of the
“world to come” the majority of sages ruled that a person will be judged according to
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his qualities and devoutness and not according to his origin.6 Although a “universal”
approach towards non-Jews can be traced back to the early books of the Bible,7 it
seems that in this time a term to describe “good Gentiles” was first introduced into the
Hebrew language: In a since then often-quoted debate it is ruled that “the Just
(Zaddiqim) among Nations have a portion in the world to come”.8 This seemingly
theological decision rooted in a specific historical context was to have an important
influence on following generations’ relations to Gentiles and to Jews’ selfperceptions.
As early interpretations of the Bible, the canonical text, and in providing essential
laws, these writings had a significant role in the construction of cultural coherence.
Following Jan Assmann’s analysis one must view such interpretations as memory
acts, and the interpreters as carriers of “truth” – the normative and formative values of
a community.9 Such a truth, though frequently reinterpreted and re-selected from the
container of “traditional” sources, combines innovation with continuity, long-term
cultural with short-term communicational expressions of memory. In this way a
certain generational transference takes place.10
And indeed, throughout the first millennium the concept of the “Just among Nations”
stood between both exclusive and inclusive tendencies in Judaism. While in the
Diaspora the Rabbis warned from getting too close to Gentiles in order to safeguard a
different identity of a Jewish people, they also mentioned a small number of “Just
among Nations”, especially proselytes, as role-models for benevolent behavior and
devoutness. Some writings even included not-converted “sympathizers” into the
Jewish nation.11 These figures were therefore accepted to the relevant Jewish narration
as proving the unique relationship of the Jews to God, in a time of exile and counter
claims from the side of Christianity. In this way they helped to establish a difference
and to set up borders between the members of the communities and the majority of
non-Jews in their surroundings. In other words: through a process of selective
inclusion, an actual exclusion was effectively achieved. At the same time many
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Rabbis promoted good relations to non-Jews and reminded that the separation from
them is only temporary. The coming of the Messiah was to bring some kind of
“unification” of humanity under God, so that any such “Just Gentile” was also greeted
as a messianic sign of hope.12
In the twelfth century, Maimonides (writing in a constant interaction with Moslem and
Christian scholars) re-addressed the issue dealt with a thousand years earlier. Not only
did the influential Jewish thinker adopt some inclusive “universal” tendencies from
the ancient sages,13 he also strengthened them. Instead of the term Zaddiq, just, he
used the term Chasid, pious or righteous, to describe the Gentiles that will share the
world to come. The writers and teachers steeped in rabbinic tradition adopted since
then the expression coined by the great Maimonides and not by the Talmud.
Incorporating the designation Chasidei Umot Olam into their writing, rabbinic
teachers gave recognition to piety, kindness and uprightness of non-Jews in the
highest term the Hebrew language possesses. Though the word Chasid retained
several meanings in different contexts and was used as a designation for different
groups, a basic meaning resonating a particularly “good person” was immanent to it
following the word Chesed (graciousness, kindness, benevolence).14
In the wake of violent outbursts against Jews in the first centuries of the second
millennium, this term was frequently used in the Jewish communities to describe
Gentile women and men who helped Jews in times of need and persecution.
Henceforth the attribution of the term was found in two main descriptions: One
eschatological, like in the Zohar book of Kabbalah or even apocalyptic in the writings
of Abraham Abulafia,15 and the other related to concrete figures who acted in favor of
Jews, that did not necessarily come close to the Jewish religion or culture. Various
narratives combined both descriptions and were passed on to subsequent generations.
Folkloristic legends like those depicting “hidden just men”, whether essentially
Gentiles or not, that were supposed to “protect the world”,16 community books
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documenting the help or solidarity of non-Jews under persecutions, as well as other
forms of commemoration and honoring “good Gentiles” were mixed with the term of
“Righteous among Nations”.
The concept may be said to have fulfilled a basic need by providing an alternative
frame of reference for the unbearable depiction of “Esau hates Jacob”, when the
reality of life in the Diaspora seemed to be more complex, as well as providing hope
necessary to a continuation of living in a given reality. Thus the “Righteous among
Nations” in the Diaspora could operate according to the ideologies of different parties:
On the one hand, by concentrating on their small number and exaggerating their
extraordinary characters, often with the use of high-flown language, they were pointed
at as a proof of the inevitable hatred toward Jews and the Jews’ existential need of
isolation; on the other hand, their mere existence contributed to support an opposite,
universal argumentation.
Space and Place
Following Maimonides as well as some earlier Halakhik writings, both descriptions
also contained spatial dimensions. In his discussion of the “Righteous among
Nations” Maimonides equated them with the figure of “resident-proselyte” (GerToshav), a designation given by him to Gentiles who accepted several moral laws (the
Noachide laws), but did not convert. These figures, traditionally associated with the
land of Israel, were to reside “in every place”.17 Thus it seems that Maimonides
enforced tendencies relating to the “Promised Land” as a symbolic reality that
preserved the actual places in which Jews lived for centuries in exile.18 This
interpretation was based on the self-perception of Judaism as a historical phenomenon
in a sense of Galut. The integration of converted non-Jews to the territorial reality of
the Jewish existence was, following Maimonides’ formulation, to be also applied to
the “Righteous among Nations”. It also corresponded with the feelings of gratitude
and commitment of Jews toward their helpers and the incorporation of the latter, at
least symbolically, into the separatist course of the Jewish history and locality.
Following the other course, this term as well as the notion of “resident-proselyte”
could be used to claim to a common rational, ethical ground connecting Israel and
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mankind within Europe: like in the writings of Moses Mendelssohn and Hermann
Cohen in the contexts of enlightenment and emancipation.19
Contemplating on the link between Judaism and territory reached its peak in the
Zionist movement.20 In their call for reviving of the connection of the Jewish people to
its “Promised Land”, the Zionists marked a conscious break with the notion of Galut
that was nevertheless accompanied by a messianic terminology.21 In the core of their
ideology stood the reestablishment of a bond between the people and the soil, to be
fulfilled through agricultural activity, the purchase of lands, the building of
settlements, the planting of forests and so on. All were perceived as part of the
redemption of the land and the people.
The Zionists wished to lead good, “normal” relations to the nations of the world, for
according to their world-view, anti-Semitism was a consequence of the Jews’ own
separatist character and their lacking a national homeland.22 The Gentile, as an
“ordinary” resident of the world, was perceived as the model for the “new Jew”.
Accordingly, the Zionist movements enthusiastically greeted any act of solidarity or
assistance from non-Jews to their national struggle. In this context these persons, often
regarded to as “friends” and “Righteous among Nations”, supported the Zionist
universal-humanistic approach, resisted the anti-Semitic image of the Gentile, and
allowed the creation of a secularized-national Jewish identity.
In public acts of integration, echoing similar practices in the Diaspora, the names of
these “non-Jewish Zionists” were tied directly to the land, the core of the Zionist
vision. Agricultural settlements throughout the land, streets’ names, neighborhoods,
different institutions and forests were named after them, in most cases by relating to
their first names that were translated into Hebrew in a clear act of incorporation.23
This act could also be interpreted as mutual, integrating the Zionists to the “normal”
world.
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The Holocaust and the “Righteous among Nations”
The events of the Holocaust brought with it new-old thoughts regarding the relation of
the “Yishuv” (the Jewish settlement) to the Diaspora’s way of life, and of death. With
them emerged a new need of “Righteous among Nations”. In the 1930s and 40s the
Hebrew newspapers in Palestine published articles reporting on the persecutions of
Jews in Europe. With them, parallel to accounts on the “Zionist Righteous”, articles
reflecting the “Diaspora character” of “Righteous among Nations” began to appear:
From reports on public statements on behalf of the Jews from around the globe, to
acts of actual rescue of lives. Out of the passive and pretty helpless situation of the
Yishuv, it seems that these articles reflected a sense of hope for the fate of the families
and acquaintances more than anything else.
Gradually, “Galut-tendencies” that seemed to be “overcome”, were again apparent,
like the myth of Esau’s inevitable hatred toward Jacob. As in previews persecutions
the uniformity of the myth and not the horrifying details of history enabled feelings of
sorrow and guilt to be channeled to a familiar interpretation that was at least
understood.24 In most cases a combination of such narratives with Zionistic ones
seemed to take place. For example, in the plans presented in 1945 for the creation of a
memorial to the Holocaust and the War in the land of Israel, the rescuers of the Jews
were to be commemorated (like in the Diaspora) as part of the Jewish communities in
Europe.25
I will now trace the plans and activities of the Yad VaShem memorial as a
visualization of the changing meanings attributed to the “Righteous”. In the years ‘46
to ‘48 the central Zionistic interpretation of the Holocaust tended to separate a “Galutbehavior” of the murdered Jews from the “heroic death” of the Ghetto fighters.
Following this division, the place of the “Righteous among Nations” in these years’
discussions for the Yad VaShem memorial remained indecisive with a some tendency
to include them in the Holocaust and not in a redemptive heroism. In this way a
concentration on the small number of “Righteous” supported the Zionistic
argumentation viewing life in the Diaspora as impossible for Jews, but at the same
time contradicted a humanistic view of the world, for the mentioning of them served
to “emphasize the criminality of the general indifference” of the world.26
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With the actual establishment of Yad VaShem under the guiding hand of the historian
Ben-Zion Dinur in August 1953, the place assigned to the “Righteous among Nations”
began to change. In his interpretation of the Holocaust, Dinur presented a wider
understanding of heroism, in which humanistic tendencies were stressed. Along this
line, the rescuers of Jews were acclaimed as heroes. In his conscious wish to shape the
Jewish-Israeli national perception, Dinur assigns the “Righteous” as giving a “lesson”
of “belief in man […] which is a necessary element to the safety of every person and
every people”.27 As in ancient times, the “Righteous” was supposed to stand as an
example for the Jewish self-identity, a heroic role-model: this time in educating the
people in humanism. Though Dinur did not neglect to accuse the world for not doing
enough for the Jews, he also held on to the “Righteous among Nations” as a bridge
binding humanity and the state of Israel.
In this way the “Righteous” served as a link to the world to which the Zionist wanted
to belong. But Dinur’s efforts were minor and focused mostly on the “Righteous
Nations”, like Denmark and Sweden. The sober politician David Ben-Gurion, on the
other hand, instrumentalized during the Eichmann trial the appearance of the German
priest Heinrich Grüber to support his plans for establishing diplomatic relations with
the Federal Republic of Germany. Grüber, a well-known rescuer of Jews, was
supposed to deliver an alternative image of an “other Germany” (as Ben-Gurion called
it) of the present, while condemning the Eichmann of the past.
Following the trial, the honoring of the “Righteous among Nations” received an
instant push. In 1962-63 the memorial initiated a special department and a committee
in charge of awarding honorary certificates and medals formally acclaiming this title
to rescuers of Jews. In May 1962 the “Avenue of the Righteous among Nations” was
inaugurated, in which trees were planted by the “Righteous” who were invited to
Israel for this purpose. The planting of trees, carrying plaques with the names and the
origin countries of the “Righteous”, symbolizes their bond to Israel (similar to the
“Zionist Righteous”). As a non-Jewish idea that developed after the First World War
in Europe and was adopted by Yad VaShem, the trees represented the absent heroes
from far away fields that were brought back home.28 In such a way the living trees
served as substitutes to the actual incorporation of the “Righteous among Nations”
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into the Jewish land and nation. At the same time any “real living” rescuer of Jews
wishing to settle in Israel was warmly greeted.
The location of the “Avenue of the Righteous” offers a visible definition to the place
of these figures in the contemporary interpretation. The avenue runs on the outer skirts
of the ridge upon which Yad VaShem lies, facing the sea and Europe, and the nameplaques recall the names of (mostly) European countries. The “Avenue of the
Righteous” then joins the monuments to the Jewish fighters.29 It marks the physical
border of the memorial from the inside, from belonging to the land, and separates it
from the alien world. On the other hand it turns towards Europe, thus also pointing at
the connection to it and to the world as a whole.
The Jewish identities of (at least) the last two millennia were perceived within fragile
borders. It is, therefore, only logical, that the building of identity and the using of
symbols would reflect it. In such changing contexts language acted as a “binder of
time”, of the past and the future within a specific present.30 Each present confronted
the Jews with a certain cultural environment that took part in giving meanings to
“inherited” forms, through which they came into being.
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