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ISRAEL, ONCE AGAIN

A somewhat older colleague of mine, Rabbi Jonny Miller, told me that when he
was in the pulpit in Birmingham, he spoke about Israel every year at the High
Holydays. He says, “In the days when I would do three and four sermons for the
holidays, I would always leave my Israel sermon for the last to compose. It was the
easiest. It was the feel-good freebie. I would share an insight and end with an
inspiration, and everybody in my sanctuary would nod. We would sing HaTikvah
or Jerusalem of Gold or Al Kol Eleh, and everyone would go home and enjoy soup
and last night’s leftovers. Perfect.”

Well, as even Rabbi Miller admits, preaching about Israel has become a bit
more complicated. I don’t speak about Israel every year, though I did last year. It
seems to many of us who give High Holyday sermons that, along with forgiveness
and sin and national unrest, we also have an obligation at the Holydays to give
some insight as to what is going on with the Jewish state.

The longer I live the shorter my memory gets, so I went back to see what Israel
wisdom I’ve dispensed over the past 32 years. I’m not sure if I’'m more surprised,
depressed or encouraged by what I found. You be the judge. Come with me on a
brief journey through sermons past.

1996 - the New Year 5757. The previous November Israeli Prime Minister
Yitzchak Rabin had been assassinated by a fellow Israeli who thought Rabin was a
traitor for signing the Oslo Peace Accords. In the next election, Benjamin
Netanyahu defeated Rabin’s deputy, Shimon Peres, and became Prime Minister.
Here’s what I said: “Mr. Netanyahu rejects the notion of land for peace. He does
not see the Palestinians as equal partners, and has rejected the notion that there will
ever be a Palestinian state. He believes that Israel can maintain the peace by
maintaining its military superiority. Peace through security.

Explaining why Israelis chose Netanyahu over Peres, Dennis Prager said that
“the atrocities committed against Israeli civilians by Hamas led many Israeli Jews
to believe that the values of their opponents are so different and their hatred of
Israel so implacable as to render hopes for peace foolish.”

Just a year later, 1997, Palestinian unrest continued even after the official end of
the 2" intifada. 1 told you that “Whenever my Rabbi spoke about the Jewish
homeland, he always used the adjective “little” - “little Israel,” surrounded on all



sides, beset by enemies. I have spoken before of the change in our attitudes, as
proud images of heroism were replaced on television and in the newspapers by
images of Israel as occupier and oppressor. In this age of instant media coverage,
historical facts get lost in the immediacy of pictures. It doesn’t matter who started
all the wars. It doesn’t matter that it was the Arabs who built all of the refugee
camps, refusing to allow the Palestinians to be absorbed into their own
populations... None of it matters, because the image of a Palestinian child
defiantly hurling a rock at a heavily armed soldier has the power to completely
remake reality.”

In 2001, the Holydays came just a few weeks after the attacks of 9/11, when we
had seen footage, quickly taken down, of massive spontaneous celebrations in the
streets of Cairo, the West Bank and other Arab cities. In the midst of our grief, |
said: “How do we know that this fight is about hatred and not about the legitimate
grievances of an oppressed people? Because true freedom fighters, like Ghandi,
true social visionaries like Martin Luther King Jr., understand that if your cause is
just, the ends cannot justify the means.”

The following year, 2002, I shared part of a newsletter from Daniel Gordis
which he wrote just after a bombing at Hebrew University, which killed nine
people, including 5 American students. He wrote:

“Last week, I got a chance to read through...one of Israel’s daily newspapers.
It contained the summary of an interview with Sheik Yassin, the ‘spiritual’ leader
of Hamas. Yassin starts out by saying that Hamas will agree to a cease fire but
only on three conditions.

“One is that Israel must return to the pre intifada borders. Two is that all Hamas
militants that Israel has captured must be released. And three is that Israel must
agree to stop the assassinations of Hamas leaders and the destruction of their
homes.

“Now that doesn’t sound like such a bad deal, actually, but then you read the
rest of the article. The reporter says to the Sheik: ‘That is what it would take to
have a cease fire. What would it take to have a permanent peace? Would you be
willing to have two states, a Jewish state and a Palestinian state if Israel agreed to
go back to its pre 1967 borders?’

“And the sheik answers: ‘No way. Israel was born in violence. And it will die
in violence. For Jews have no right to be on Palestinian land, and all of this land
belongs to the Palestinians. What right do they have to any part of this land? Just
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because a small band of Jews came to this land 4,000 years ago in the time of
Abraham? Is that a reason they should have a place here?””

But by 2005, the mood in Israel had changed. Ariel Sharon, a right-wing war-
hero had become Prime Minister, and he engineered the unilateral pull out of all
Israelis from the Gaza strip. It was a bold decision, and it was hugely controversial
in Israel itself. I said, “The bottom line, as Yossi Klein Halevi puts it is that ‘The
right has won the argument over the true nature of Palestinian society, and the left
has won the argument over the disaster of occupation. The right has won the
argument that there is no one to negotiate with, and the left has won the argument
that the territories have simply become too costly to keep.’”

The next summer I was with congregants in Israel as the 2™ Lebanon war
began. During the 2006 High Holydays I reported on what the spiritual leader of
Hezbollah, Sheikh Hassan Nasrallah, had said in the midst of the war: “We have
discovered how to hit the Jews where they are the most vulnerable. The Jews love
life, so that is what we shall take away from them. We are going to win because
they love life and we love death.”

By 2011, the American Jewish conversation about Israel had become more
complicated. I insisted that “We need to be able to speak about Israel and to
question accepted truths without being labeled ‘anti-Israel.” And we need to be
able to speak honestly about Palestinians and question their motivations without
being labeled a right-wing crazy. Israel cannot continue to be the “third rail” of
Jewish dialogue. How do we begin to get past this? One way is by forcing
ourselves to really listen to the other side’s point of view, and to withhold
judgment, to not be automatically refuting every point in your head, and to not
listen with your answer running.”

And four years after that, in 2014, there was a somewhat different shift in
feelings in Israel. I was able to report that, “Amazingly, in Israel, the electorate is
as unified as it has been in years. The overwhelming majority of Israelis retain
hope for a two-state solution, and the same majority also believe that, for the
foreseeable future, it will not be possible to achieve. The influence of both the far
right and the far left, as measured by seats in the Knesset, has shrunk, and Israelis
have moved nearly en-masse to what me might call the realism of center. But if
Israelis are more united, here it seems as though American Jews are ever more
polarized on the topic of Israel.



In 2018 I pushed us to change how we teach Israel to our kids. I said that we
needed to start with love, by teaching our youngest students about the importance
of the relationship between the Jewish people and the land of Israel. As they got
older it would be both developmentally and morally appropriate to begin speaking
about the complexity of the entire situation in modern day Israel.

In 2022 T said forcefully that anti-Zionism, denying that the Jewish people have
a right to a homeland, is undeniably antisemitism.

And finally last year, less than 12 months after the October 7 attack, at a time
when protests were still erupting, and Jewish students felt unsafe on their campuses
and abandoned by their universities, I shared with you the hopeful words of Rabbi
David Wolpe. He said that we need to distinguish between vigilance, which is a
healthy response, and anxiety, which is unhealthy and unhelpful. He reminded us
that we have many resources. He told us, “The Jewish community has a lot of
influential people in it, and that’s good... And by the way, that doesn’t just mean
that we have people in influential positions. It also means we have contacts with
other people who wish us well and are also influential.” He also reminded us that
the fight to support Jews is a fight worth having, “both because it is, and because
we’ve already been doing it for thousands of years. This is not a new fight, and the
only reason that we’re still here is that people fought this 200 years ago and 500
years ago and 80 years ago and a thousand years ago.”

I found his words both comforting and inspiring, and I felt surprisingly
encouraged after writing and delivering that sermon.

So, what do we learn from sermons about Israel spread over 30 years? As |
compiled this summary, it became painfully clear to me that in many ways, the
political situation hasn’t changed much. There has been a great deal of conflict,
punctuated by a few times of true hope. The Palestinian leadership as represented
by Hamas and Hezbollah have repeatedly indicated that they are not the least bit
interested in peaceful coexistence with Isracl. Anyone who still argues that this is
just a bargaining position has not been paying attention since October 7.

I also realized that there has been growth and change, some of it nuanced, none
of it easy, in the thoughts of both Israelis and American Jews in terms of what
Israeli’s call “the matzav -the situation.” I have not heard similar growth on the
Arab side, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t happening. It is much more difficult,
much more dangerous for Palestinians to express unhappiness with their leaders



than it is for Israelis. That may explain why Israelis can safely gather in the tens of
thousands to protest government policies, while Palestinians are terrified to express
any disapproval of their leaders.

In the end though, the most important thing I learned from this summary is what
I didn’t say in any of those sermons. I learned, to my dismay that my Israel
sermons have focused almost entirely on current events, which most often meant
the politics and the wars. To be fair to myself, that was what was uppermost on
people’s minds. But I now realize that in doing that, I did not speak nearly enough
about the things that make Israel so wonderful and so important. And I did not
really convey just how astonishing it is that we live in a world in which there is a
State of Israel. I guess I didn’t think I had to convey that, because I long assumed
that every Jew felt about Israel the way my age cohort feels. That was an incorrect
assumption.

For two thousand years, since the beginning of our exile by the Romans, we
have moved from country to country as attitudes toward Jews changed for the
better or for the worse. We were always dependent on the good will of others for
the right to live in their land. For the same two thousand years, our ancestors
prayed daily for a return to their own land, their own nation. Amazingly,
astonishingly, we are the ones blessed to live at a time in which we have what 100
generations of our ancestors could only pray for. And frighteningly, it seems to
me, it has taken us only four generations to begin to take it for granted. We cannot
take Israel’s existence at this moment in time for granted, or as a given. Itis a
stroke of incredible reproductive luck that after two millennia you and I are among
the generations blessed to witness the rebirth and flowering of the Jewish nation. It
is mostly the hard work and sacrifice of Israelis themselves that make Israel what it
is, but Jews anywhere in the world also have a part to play.

Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan taught that Judaism is more than a religion - it is a
civilization. He taught that every civilization has a land, and a language and a
religion. We are privileged to live in a moment when being a Jew can once again
mean more than the way we worship. A moment when Hebrew is no longer
restricted to prayer but is used once again as the daily spoken language of millions
of people. A moment when we can once again walk the length and breadth of the
land which gave birth to the Jewish people.

The refugees and kibbutzniks who founded the state could never have imagined
what Israel has become. It has grown from a nation of farmers and pioneers into a
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dynamic, progressive, democratic society, filled with the entire gamut of humanity:
saints and sinners, laborers and physicists, fanatics and atheists. Israel is far from
perfect, something which is clearly and painfully true of every country. And while
the Jewish people - the “people of Israel” - are 3200 years old, the State of Israel is
relatively young, not yet 80 years old. There are still lots of growing pains. But it
is still a nation which enshrines in its declaration of independence the equality of
all citizens regardless of ethnicity or creed, and the equality of men and women. It
is the nation that in its declaration of independence specifically said that it reaches
its hand out in peace to its Arab neighbors. Does it fufill its aspirations? No.

Does any nation?

I worry that by focusing so much on the imperfections, and the conflicts, and
the real social problems that Israel faces, I — we — have forgotten how amazing it is,
and in doing so have made it difficult for young American Jews to feel as strongly
connected to, as much in love with Israel as my generation does. During the 1973
Yom Kippur war, which was the closest to annihilation that the modern state of
Israel has come, this congregation quickly raised enough money to purchase and
equip an ambulance for the Red Magen David, the Israeli version of the Red Cross.
I worry that this would be much harder — certainly much more complicated - to
accomplish today. The Yom Kippur war occurred just a few weeks after [ became
a bar mitzvah. The palpable fear we felt in services that week is part of what
shaped my generation’s fierce commitment to Israel. That was more than 50 years
ago. Nearly three generations later there is a much wider range of opinions about
Israel in the American Jewish community.

Perhaps that is to be expected. We’re all familiar with the phrase, “two Jews,
three opinions.” Perhaps the tremendous unity of opinion Jews felt in the first fifty
years of Israel’s rebirth was the exception to that rule. Perhaps we are simply
returning to the way we have usually been through the thousands of years of our
existence — argumentative, opinionated. Sharpening and improving our ideas
through constructive, loving disagreement. If that is the case, then I am not
worried about us. Constructive, loving disagreement is a sign of health and of
growth. The rabbis said that debates are good thing when they are for the sake of
heaven, by which they meant when the goal is to arrive at the very best answer, and
when the debaters do not let their opinions color how they feel about one another.
If we can do this, if can we argue about policies while always keeping in mind the
astounding fortune we have to be the generations living at this moment in time,



during the reemergence of Jewish nation, and if we can do that while regarding one
another with love, then I have no doubt that the Jewish people will be fine.

I want to end with the same story I shared last year from Rabbi Wolpe, because
it so perfectly encapsulates this moment in Jewish history. In response to a
question about what gives him hope for the future, he said:

What gives me hope? I imagine myself in a conversation with my great, great,
great grandfather. And I say to him, “You know, we’re having a tough time at
Harvard.”

And he says, “There are Jews at Harvard?”

And [ say to him “yeah, but there’s a lot of hatred of Israel!”

And he goes, “there’s an Israel?!”

And I say “yeah but you should hear the administration is talking about shaving
some of the billions of dollars of aid.”

And he goes, “and America gives it billions of dollars of aid?!

So I say, “You know what grandpa, things really are pretty good for us.”
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It is my fervent hope and prayer that this New Year, 5786, will among so many
other blessings, be a year of learning about, and learning once again to love the
people, the land and the State of Israel.



