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The Book of Psalms, a book of which almost all Jews are aware, expresses in many of its chapters the centrality and beauty of Eretz Israel, the destination for the Jewish people: "I have installed my King on Zion, my holy mountain" (Psalms 2:6); "Oh that salvation for Israel would come out of Zion, let Jacob rejoice and Israel be glad (14:7); "Who will dwell in Your sacred tent, who will live on Your holy mountain?" (15:1); "Beautiful in its loftiness, the joy of the whole earth, is mount Zion, on the sides of the north, the city of the great King" (48:2). 
We could continue to quote from these beautiful verses the longing for a distant land and the hope that the Jewish people would return to Eretz Israel, the Land of Israel, from which their salvation would come. Zion, Jerusalem and the Temple Mount, God's holy mountain, are repeated in texts in many Jewish prayers – they have been uttered every day for hundreds of years, on weekdays and holidays, during religious ceremonies and on memorial days. The texts were created in Israel, or are based on texts that were fashioned there, and therefore reflect the places and landscapes mentioned repeatedly: Rachel's Tomb and the Cave of the Patriarchs, the Western Wall and Mount Tabor, the Jordan and the Sea of ​​Galilee – but first and foremost, Jerusalem in all of its names, with the Temple Mount at its heart. First came the writing that described these places, then paintings and illustrations were developed, and later photographs, which appeared on the walls of houses and synagogues, as well as in prayer books and Passover Haggadot.
This was not only an expression of longing, since Jews had not lived in Israel since they were exiled from it, but rather the creation of a sense of belonging for a community that had no real connection to the places it lived in; even if at certain times Jews had felt rooted in its surroundings, the local population didn't always fully accept them. Every person who is a citizen, or a subject whose presence is tolerable, without a defined status, needs a feeling of belonging, a place that is his own, and he also needs a language of his own to express this belonging. Hebrew is a holy language and text, and though not a secular language, it is used daily. The Jews teach their children to read and write Hebrew from an early age, and the language preserves the landscapes and names and personalities that created the people, as well as a sense of connection to the Land. Eretz Israel is also present in ceremonies that are part of the cycle of life: from birth, when babies are given the names of biblical figures, as if they had been born in the Land of Israel and will grow up there; when the Bar or Bat Mitzvah reads the week's portion of Biblical text from the Torah; and when the groom swears that if he forgets Jerusalem, his right hand should forget its skill and his tongue should stick to the roof of his mouth.
Even during the Golden Age in Spain, when the status of Jews seemed guaranteed for many generations, Yehuda Halevi wrote, "My heart is in the East and I am in the West." In the Land of Israel, there was a seemingly continuous, if modest, Jewish presence throughout the generations. In Peki'in and in the "four holy cities" – a term already established in the sixteenth century – Jewish life took place: in Hebron and Jerusalem; in Safed, where those Jews exiled from Spain established a spiritual center; and in Tiberius, purchased by Dona Gracia. Rabbi Yehuda the Hassid and his students immigrated to Israel in 1700, and other groups followed suit.

The nineteenth century was a time of transition from a centuries-long period during which Jewish tradition, expressed by Eretz Israel, was at the heart and center of Jewish life, to a time when different streams and ideas, mostly secular, were introduced, and Eretz Israel was no longer always seen as a future destination for the Jewish people. Socialism and communism moved away from national life to definitions of universal class equality; territorialism centered on the hope of the Jews accepting territory somewhere in the world; autonomy aimed for the Jewish people to receive recognition as an entity entitled to conduct a cultural and religious life without political characteristics; Bundism – the ideology of the Bund, a Yiddishist socialist party – enjoyed broad support on the Jewish street in Eastern Europe; and Orthodoxy continued to wait for the arrival of the Messiah, not completely negating the idea of immigration to Eretz Israel of the individual, provided there was no national movement to do so. Alongside these trends, following the rise of national states and movements, political Zionism, led by Theodore Herzl, was established, and the practical-settlement movement led to the first waves of immigration.
All of the aforementioned streams opposed Zionism by their very nature: each of them presented a solution to the Jewish people that, in the eyes of its thinkers, was the ultimate answer. Eretz Israel seemed to them so far away – empty, desolate and fraught with dangers – and Zionism a mirage. The Jewish people numbered about sixteen million people on the eve of World War II, and only about ten percent of them were registered members of Zionist movements in Europe and the Muslim countries. However, despite the strong opposition to Zionism from other streams, its influence went far beyond this limited number: the impressive development of the Yishuv [Jewish community] in Mandatory Palestine, its leaders of stature, and the national solution posed by Zionism against the threatening and abusive shadow of antisemitism between the two world wars – all these awakened appreciation and drew attention even from those who were not members of the movement.
With the rise of the Nazis to power, the Zionist movement in Germany became stronger, and Eretz Israel became a desired destination, which absorbed tens of thousands of Jews despite the entrance restrictions imposed by the British Mandatory authorities. Afterwards, in the first years following the outbreak of the war and until the beginning of the deportations to the extermination camps, educational and cultural activities centering on Eretz Israel continued in the ghettos in Poland, carried on the shoulders of youth movements and what remained of the educational networks: learning Hebrew, marking holidays and convening memorial assemblies, becoming knowledgeable on what was happening in Eretz Israel, celebrating the development of the Yishuv with great joy, and developing a tremendous appreciation and sense of personal closeness to the personalities and leaders of the movements and parties to which they belonged. While their members lived physically in one place, spiritually they resided elsewhere, in the Land of Israel. As long as there was hope that they would survive until after the defeat of the Germans, Eretz Israel continued to be the main focus of the youth movements in the countries conquered by the Germans, in terms of educational activity, concern for the country, the fear of the dangers facing the Yishuv, and their desire to get to its shores. All this was accompanied by deep disappointment in light of the limited help and the few letters that arrived from Eretz Israel, especially because of the lack of opportunities for immigration and discrimination against the pioneers in receiving permits to enter the Land.

However, when the Germans began to liquidate the ghettos and deport the Jews from across Europe to the extermination camps in Poland, the Jewish people in Europe began a process of distancing themselves from Eretz Israel. While "the dream of Ein Harod and Mishmar Ha'emek" remained the dream of many youth movement members, in the face of the tragedy, identification with the Jewish people as a whole grew stronger and preparations for revolt began. This was expressed by the young people remaining with the community in which they had grown, and they stopped searching for ways to leave for Eretz Israel. The place of life "there and tomorrow" was taken over by the fighting of the "here and now," for their dignity and their honor, and through their willingness to die for their people.

Nevertheless, emissaries from Eretz Israel and Jewish officers in the Allied armies who met the "She'erit Hapleitah" (last remnants) immediately after liberation were amazed that "during their many years of hell, during what appeared to be a number of entire lifetimes of enslavement to humiliation and Nazi contempt... the thing that kept them alive, that supported them even in the darkest days, was the yearning and longing, the hope of Eretz Israel."

Indeed, at the end of the war, it became clear that all the ideologies and streams had gone bankrupt one after the other, and Zionism, against which they had fought fiercely, had become a real possibility – a "post-catastrophe" Zionism. People who never dreamed nor imagined that they would wish to go to Eretz Israel became Zionists, and were ready to fight for the opportunity to immigrate there. "'Most of them are dear Jews, precious Zionists with deep Zionist instincts,' said David Ben-Gurion after he first met the She'erit Hapleitah, 'with the willingness to re-experience all these troubles – if it is necessary for Zionism – with a passion for unity, a passion to save the Jewish people.' The first encounter began with the entry of Ben-Gurion into the crowded hall, in the spontaneous singing of "Hatikvah," and continued with applause, singing and weeping – they had remained alive and faced a leader who was "the human embodiment of all their hopes for the future."

After the results of the United Nations vote on November 29, 1947 became known, a vote that meant the establishment of a Jewish state in Eretz Israel, Amos Oz, then a young boy, saw his father begin to cry. His father told him how he and his brother David were attacked by hooligans in Odessa and by their non-Jewish schoolmates in Vilna, and how when his father (Oz's grandfather) had come to the school the next day to register a complaint, the same kids had forced him onto the floor and torn his pants from him. "From now on," Oz's father told him, "from the moment we have our own state, you will never be bullied just because you are a Jew and because Jews are so-and-sos. Not that. Never again. From tonight that's finished here. Forever."
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