
A talk with Nissim Levy, the new chairman of the Herzl Museum.
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It was 1941. A young Bulgarian immigrant holding a cake went with a 
group of friends to the Atlit prison to try and put a smile on the faces 
of the illegal immigrants locked up by the British. It was there that she 
met her future husband, a fellow Bulgarian who had made his way by 
boat to Palestine after being forced by the Nazis to stop his chemistry 
studies at the Sorbonne in Paris.
The couple got married, and began their life together in Haifa’s Wadi 
Nisnas neighborhood. A few years later, their son, Nissim, was bom. 
To hear the story of London businessman and philanthropist Nissim 
Levy s modest past from the balcony of his Herzliya penthouse with its 
peaceful view of the Mediterranean is to understand the amazing route 
his life has taken.
Having finished his studies at Hugim High School in Haifa in 1965, 
Levy went on to study chemistry at the Hebrew University, and got 
a doctorate at the Technion. After doing a post-doctorate in organic 
chemistry at the University of Kansas in 1976, Levy went to work for 
NASA at the SETI Institute (Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence —
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He later worked for four years in Clal Industries, and then moved to 
London to follow business interests.
The 70-year-old Levy and his wife, Rina, are returning Israelis, dividing 
their time between their home in Marbella, Spain — where Levy opened 
the Marbella International University Center — and Herzliya.
The move has helped Levy put more time and energy in projects here 
that he has supported for years, including לילד יד , a boarding school and 
community center for disadvantaged children run by Chabad’s Rabbi 
Herzl Elimelech in Kiryat Malachi, fund-raising for Sheba Medical 
Center in Tel Hashomer, a seat on the Board of Tel Aviv University, 
where he and his wife have the Rina and Nissim Levy Periphery Fund, 
which gives full scholarships to disadvantaged students, and Hillel, a 
nonprofit organization that helps former haredim who have chosen to 
move into the secular world.
Now, having been chosen to fill the newly created position of chairman 
of the board of the Herzl Museum in Jerusalem by Avraham Duvdevani, 
chairman of the World Zionist Organization, Levy is excited.
“It’s an amazing museum,” he says excitedly, “because Herzl was 
unbelievable, a genius. Even though his life was very difficult and he died 
young, he did more in nine years than most people do in 90 years. If I had 
had the chance to meet him, I believe we would have become friends.” 
The museum, at the entrance to Mount Herzl, was founded by the 
World Zionist Organization in 2004, on the 100th anniversary of 
Herzl’s death.
Levy speaks of his deep admiration for Herzl’s vision of a homeland 
for the Jewish people — a place that is not only safe for all Jews, but 
is also clearly secular, open-minded and progressive.
For me, Levy says, “Zionism is secular. I follow Herzl’s vision because 

he didn t believe in God. In spite of what the present government tries 
to say, religious belief has nothing to do with the success of Israel. The 
Zionism that built the state is not connected to whether or not you drive 
on Shabbat or keep kosher.”
Levy has been secular in outlook for his whole life.
As a child, I was the only boy who didn’t want to have a bar mitzvah.

I didn’t want to go to the rabbi. My parents tried to convince me, but 
they were unsuccessful.
In my opinion, the idea that anyone can claim to be God’s representative 

on earth is ridiculous. The way religion treats women is like in the 
Dark Ages.”
In spite of his own feelings toward religion, Levy is pluralistic. “When 
my own son wanted to have a bar mitzvah, I agreed.”
“Many religious people believe that the more they study Torah, the
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strongerIsraelwill be,but say that the more religiousyou are,

the weaker you become. The government todayis in the hands of

religiousextremistswho deny theirchildren and others an education.

The factthatthe law letsthem denytheirchildrenthe chance to study
mathematics,English,physicsand chemistryis tragedy.
“I talkabout thiswith Rabbi Elimlech,and he tellsme, ‘The messiah

will come, and everythingwill be allright.’When ask where there

will be room for allthe dead Jews who will supposedlycome back

from the dead,he says, ‘The messiah will take care of it!’To me, that

justsounds like crazy joke!”
The answer to Israel’scontinuingsuccess, Levybelieves,iseducation.
As child born to immigrants,he credits his achievements to his

parents’insistencethat he work hard at school.

Levy hopesthatthe museum will serve as placeforswappingideas,
focusingon how to extend Herzl’s vision of secular Jewish state

intothe 21st century.

“This is the onlycountry for Jews,”he says, “but ithas to be

normal county.”
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