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Erev Rosh Hashanah 
5780 

Israel: Do You Care? 

 

 “Congregation Kol Tikvah values its relationship with the State of 

Israel” 

 This last sentence of our congregation’s Mission Statement 

inspires me still even as it enticed me eleven years ago to consider 

choosing this congregation for my spiritual home and the place to fulfill 

my rabbinic calling. You should know that not all congregations make 

such a proclamation in their Mission Statement. In fact, it is quite rare. 

While I was not involved in crafting this document, I applaud the 

framers for making it a priority of our congregation, guiding our 

programmatic and strategic purposes, giving rise to our ever active 

ARZA – Israel Connections Committee, robust Israel educational 

initiatives from pre-school through high school, and seven 

congregational trips to Israel in the past ten years! 
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 But the key word in that bold statement of identification with the 

State of Israel, is the word “relationship”. – Relationship is a rather 

innocuous word, devoid of any specific content, only suggesting that 

two parties or entities share a bond of some sort. Like all relationships, it 

is only as significant, meaningful, or impactful as it is understood by 

both parties. And like all relationships that are worth maintaining, it 

takes work – marriages, families, workplace relationships, political 

alliances, - these all require a tremendous amount of psychic, emotional, 

and material investment. But it begins with caring about the relationship 

in the first place.  

 Jane Eisner, the editor in chief of The Forward, authored a column 

entitled, “Why Engaging With Israel is Essential.” In it, she wrote, 

“…the question isn’t whether you support the current government’s 

policy on settlements or if you are against it – or myriad other “tests” 

that certain Jews apply to certain other Jews. The question is whether 

Israel is a part of your Jewish life. The question is whether you care.” 
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 She continues, “The opposite of engagement is not hate. It’s 

apathy. Even worse alienation…apathy and alienation, it’s more active 

and insidious cousin, are threats just as real as those posed by weaponry 

and terrorism....Israel could be wiped off the map by Iranian missiles, 

true. Or it could be erased from the hearts and minds of those who 

simply don’t care or turn away in anger or disgust.” 

 So do you care? Do you care what happens to Israel? What is 

happening in Israel, and if so, to what extent? As we begin these Days of 

Awe and introspection, I ask you to think about how you would answer. 

Once upon a time, maybe in your parent’s and for sure your 

grandparent’s generation, to even ask such questions seemed 

preposterous. Today for anyone under 50, and for sure the younger 

generation, these are questions that are relevant. It is not a foregone 

conclusion that Israel plays a part, let alone, a significant part in one’s 

Jewish identity. There are many reasons this might be so, but that is not 

my concern tonight. I would rather focus on the positive, the reasons I 
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care so deeply and why I believe you as my friends and fellow Jews 

ought to share that passion as well. 

 As most of you know, I spent 6 weeks in Israel this past summer. 

In fact, it was my 20th trip in the last 41 years, since my first visit in the 

summer of 1978. As I made my 20th trip across the globe, I had to ask 

myself why? Sure I love spending time in Israel because of dear family 

and friends who I long to see and be with, because of the foods Linda 

and I and my girls love to eat, because of the diverse and stunning 

geography and topography of the land, because there I have the ability to 

study and learn in great academies of Jewish learning with modern day 

sages whose Torah wisdom in like honey upon the tongue. If only all for 

the above, dayenu, it would be sufficient. But something much deeper 

compels! 

 I would like to suggest that the following 5 categories speak to the 

heart of this deeply felt connection that feeds my n’shamah, my Jewish 

soul and fills it with so much pride and joy, as well as pain and 
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disappointment. But that is the stuff of which relationships are made and 

sustained. Hence the value of relationships of meaning and worth. 

 The first of these categories of relationship has to do with my 

inability to ever lose my sense of awe and childlike wonder for Israel’s 

miracle of rebirth. No other nation in history has ever returned to its 

ancient homeland after 2,000 years of exile. No other nation has longed 

for the return with so many rituals to sustain itself in its long exile. 

Think of the Passover seder – next year in Jerusalem to every Jew in the 

world facing Jerusalem when we pray. No other people lost 1/3 of its 

population in the worst genocide in history within a span of 6 years 

(1939-1945) and then only 3 years later, rises like a phoenix out of the 

ashes of the crematorium to re-establish its sovereignty on its native soil. 

Then to realize that as the saying goes, “no state is offered up on a silver 

platter”, this rag tag minority of 600,000 Jews is forced to fight for its 

independence against 60 million Arabs and actually survives, but not 

without serious loss of life and the old city of Jerusalem. It’s the miracle 

that took place within the last 70 years, wherein a nation state is forced 
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to absorb wave after wave of Jewish immigrants from all over the world, 

and build a functioning modern, democratic state while Arab nations 

daily seek her destruction. How can one not feel the pain of those who 

sacrificed life and limb to secure this state and rejoice in her ability to 

survive and thrive. And then again only 19 years after her birth, to be on 

the brink of a second Holocaust. In 1967, with 6 Arab nations poised to 

attack, Israel again miraculously averts disaster in the 6 Day War, 

reuniting Jerusalem as one city allowing Jews to freely pray at the 

Western Wall for the first time in 2,000 years.  

 If you were from another planet and if someone were to tell you 

these things, you would think these are tall tales nothing short of biblical 

fantasies. And yet, that which our Bubby’s and Zadie’s could only 

dream of, is our reality, our y’rushah, our nachalah, our inheritance and 

our portion in our own day. It is no accident that day one of any trip I 

lead to Israel begins with putting our hands literally in the soil of Israel, 

to touch the land, to feel the earth of the Holy land of our people’s 

dreams and to leave something behind, to give to it and participate in the 
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rebirth by planting a tree, a symbol of rebirth and renewal of the spirit. 

Then we spend 3 hours at Yad V’shem, the Holocaust Memorial and 

Museum to understand the price of powerlessness, to feel the pain of our 

people who were slaughtered as the world looked on and did nothing. 

We then visit Machane Y’hudah, the open air Jewish marketplace in 

Jerusalem, moving from death and destruction to the hustle and bustle of 

a living, breathing nation, where people live and work, both the good 

and the bad, the beautiful and the ugly. Then we honor the vision of one 

man who embodied the dream of rebirth and gave his life to work for its 

fulfillment, Theodore Herzl. 

 The Herzl Museum, an interactive experience, reminds us that 

even one life can change the world. As Herzl himself wrote: “Im Tirzu, 

Ayn Zo Agadah, If you will it, it is no dream.” The museum reminds us 

as well of the immense work of tens of thousands who toiled to establish 

the state in Pre-state Palestine, diplomatically, strategically, and 

militarily, paving the way for the UN vote in 1947 that partitioned 

Palestine into an Arab and Jewish states. Finally, we pay our respects to 
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the fallen civilians and soldiers on Mt. Herzl, Israel’s National Military 

Cemetery, reminding us again that these brave men and women are 

indeed the silver platter upon which the Jewish state was founded. 

 My dear friends, we dare not ever forget that which has transpired 

before our eyes or surely the eyes of our parents and grandparents. We 

forget at our own peril. We remember because this is our story. This is 

why I care. 

 The second category that buttresses my abiding relationship with 

Israel, is that Israel in 2019 is the main stage of Jewish life and history. I 

am not suggesting for one minute that Jewish life in North America and 

the diaspora is less important. It is of vital importance to our survival as 

a people and for sure we have much to be proud of. But with the 

majority of Jews now living in Israel, something again unthinkable 70 

years ago, with so much in the news that relates to Israel as the Jewish 

state, and with Jewish culture emanating from Zion, influencing Jewish 

communities worldwide, Israel is understandably center stage, both for 

good and for bad. You see, with a “Jewish State”, it is possible for anti-
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Semitism to mask as its more “acceptable” cousin, “anti-Zionism”, for 

Jew hatred to be couched as acceptable political discourse. There are 

indeed some on the left who unfairly and disproportionally attack Israel, 

often couching their anti-Semitism as anti-Zionism. But the opposite is 

also true. Israel’s policies and principles, like any other sovereign state 

are not beyond the realm of legitimate critique, and rebuke when 

necessary. For example, Israel for all its merits as a messy, noisy 

democracy like all nations is susceptible to corruption, extremism, and 

even oppression of minority populations. With the realization of a 

dream, comes the difficult work of managing a dream come true. Israel 

is a complex reality, far from black or white, and like all living, 

breathing realities is filled with nuance, paradox and a myriad of 

frustrating challenges, politically, socially and economically. How does 

Israel cope with Iranian proxies on her doorstep in Gaza and Lebanon 

and what’s left of Syria, with Hamas and Hezbollah to name a few, who 

threaten Israel everyday with extinction, not to mention Iran itself who 

promises to wipe Israel off the map. At the same time, how does Israel 

survive as a democratic and Jewish state as it continues to impose a 
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military occupation over 3 ½ million Palestinians in the West Bank. The 

sometimes cruel and always Jewishly and morally problematic 

occupation which imposes its will on another people’s desire for 

independence, fuels worldwide condemnation of Israel. That issue alone 

could boggle the mind for its layer upon layer of complexity and 

understanding of real politick.  

Internally Israel as well, struggles with inherent racism against 

Ethiopian Jews and Israeli Arabs and homophobia at the highest levels 

of government and yet, at the same time affords them more rights and a 

higher standard of living than any other country in the region. Israel is 

also home to a vibrant cacophony of complex sub-cultures, and struggles 

to balance multiple expressions of Judaism in national life with the value 

of respect for religious pluralism as symbolized by the fight for equality 

at the Wall. In other words, it’s not simple. But these are just a few of 

the issues that cause Jews who care to lose sleep at night. Even if you 

choose to opt out, to yawn at the conversation, or to even turn your back 

on Israel, it is nearly impossible to do so completely for “the Jewish 
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State” encumbers you as a Jew. If you call yourself a Jew, the “Jewish 

State” somehow implies that you have a relationship with it. Do you care 

that Israel embodies all of this and that your opinion matters? 

 The third reason I care deeply about Israel and her welfare is for 

my own personal welfare as well. While I do not fear imminently for my 

welfare living as a Jew in South Florida, one cannot ignore the dramatic 

rise of anti-Semitic expressions of hate over the past few years. How 

dare we, after Charlottesville and Pittsburgh, put our heads in the sand 

and ignore the rising tide of hatred towards Jews by white supremacists, 

and those who wreak havoc upon ethnic, racial and religious minorities 

in this country? Every day I struggle to balance my innate sense as a Jew 

that we’ve seen this movie before and we know how it ends and the fear 

that we over react and let a sense of unrealistic paranoia warp our sense 

of reality. As I approach my 60th year, I never thought I would, in this 

country, have to struggle with this fear. 

 So for me, perhaps more than ever, Israel gives me an abiding 

sense of security, that unlike 80 years ago, if God forbid my family and I 
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needed to flee, there is one country in the world that will take me in 

unconditionally, no questions asked. In my heart of hearts, I do not think 

that day will ever come, at least in my lifetime, but neither did German 

Jews ever think they would be forced to flee either. Caring about Israel, 

supporting her, appreciating the sacrifices they make not just for their 

own citizens, but for Jews everywhere, is an imperative I feel deeply. 

 A fourth reason I care about this sacred bond with Israel is the 

pride I feel in her achievements. When Israel is the first nation on the 

ground to respond to any natural or man-made disaster, anywhere in the 

world, my heart swells with pride. When Israel joins the US, Russia and 

China as only the 4th nation in the world to reach the moon, I am in awe 

of her ingenuity, sophistication and scientific know how. When Israel 

everyday lives up to its nickname “the startup nation” producing more 

patents per capita than any other country in the world, I am stunned. 

When this tiny nation of 7 million competes on the world stage and wins 

an Olympic medal or places first 4 times at the Eurovision Song 

Festival, represented for the first time in 2009 by an Arab citizen of 
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Israel, my heart if full. When I am reminded of the hundreds of Israeli 

inventions that have transformed our world and even our own everyday 

lives, from the microchip to the Waze navigation system, from drip 

irrigation to the pill cam, from the cherry tomato to the Iron Dome 

Rocket Interception System, from the roof top solar hot water system to 

a laser projection keyboard used with a tablet, I am incredulous. 

 To see and feel Hebrew culture, just the thought that 120 years ago 

barely a handful of people could read or speak Modern Hebrew, because 

it didn’t exist yet, that in and of itself is cause for radical amazement! 

 Yes, I care deeply about my relationship with Israel because I can’t 

help but be in awe of her vast accomplishments, and I’ve barely 

scratched the surface. 

 Finally, I value my relationship with Israel because it is my 

birthright. It is my right by virtue of my identity as a Jew, in my case 

given to me at birth, to bear the encumberedness of having a relationship 

with my people’s historic love affair with this land. I say encumbered 

because I feel bound to love her, even unconditionally, even as in my 
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immense caring for her, I criticize her for not living up to the best of her 

abilities and feel despair when she falls short of embodying the best of 

democratic and Jewish values.  

Caring for Israel is messy. It is not a perfect fantasyland. It is like 

all countries made up of the best and the worst, with a majority of 

everything in between. But because I care so deeply, I always want her 

to be better, to live out the rich ideals of her own Declaration of 

Independence, to be a Jewish and democratic nation, always pursuing 

equal rights for all her citizens and pursuing peace with her neighbors, as 

it is written ___________________________________________, for 

from out of Zion shall come for the Torah, and the word of Adonai from 

Jerusalem. 

In summation I submit: 

1. Caring about Israel is knowing – knowing her history, her 

culture and sub-cultures, her language, her daily struggles, challenges, 

existential threats and immense accomplishments. I encourage you to 
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join our ARZA Israel Connection Committee and to attend our events 

throughout the year. 

2. Caring about Israel is understanding and appreciating Israel in 

all her frustrating complexities, trying always to see the whole picture, 

the many shades of gray and the rainbow of opportunities that exist 

within its many paradoxes. 

3. Caring for Israel is feeling free and even obligated to express 

your unconditional love for her and your unapologetic rebuke and 

disdain for her when in your opinion she acts unjustly, immorally, or 

imprudently. Support AIPAC, JNF, JStreet, ZOA, Hadassah – but be 

passionate. In fact, plan to join a group of us from Kol Tikvah who will 

attend the J Street Convention in DC, October 26-29. More than ever, 

we need to work to keep the hope of a two-state solution to the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict. 

4. Caring for Israel is visiting Israel, not once but over and over 

again. Our next CKT trip will be in the summer of 2021. I am planning 2 

trips back to back – one for first timers and a very different one for those 
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who have been before. If you have interest in joining either trip, please 

send me an email. 

5. Finally, caring for Israel is VOTING! Yes, I said voting. Every 5 

years, every self-identified Jew over the age of 18 in the world, has a 

chance to voice his/her opinion in the World Zionist Organization 

elections. The WZO is the world-wide body of diaspora Jews that elects 

145 representatives who among other duties, controls and directs 

funding to Israel and impacts decision makers in Israel. Between Martin 

Luther King Day and Purim, you will have the opportunity to vote for 

the ARZA slate, our Reform Movement’s Zionist Organization which 

represents our values including religious pluralism, women’s rights, 

protection for Israel’s democratic character, fair treatment for the 

LGBTQ community, and so much more. Information about the J Street 

Conference and the WZO Election are on the table in the lobby. 

I will be sending out this week, a fact sheet again giving more 

details about the election, so you are ready to cast your vote in January. 

The future of the land of Israel you care about rests in part in your 
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hands. Our goal is to have every eligible member of our congregation 

vote their conscience. 

Finally, caring is not being afraid to show it. On the last day of our 

CKT trip to Israel this summer, something happened that never occurred 

before. You see, usually I end our 10 day pilgrimage with an always 

emotional experience at Independence Hall, where we hear a recording 

of Ben Gurion’s reading of the Proclamation of Independence on May 

14, 1948. We hear the chief Rabbi lead the assembly in Shehechianu, 

and then unbeknownst to the gathered delegates in Tel Aviv, above them 

on an upper floor, a band of angels, an orchestra begins to play 

Hatikvah. There is never a dry eye at this point. The pilgrimage has 

come full circle, and with this, the educational part of our journey is 

concluded. 

But this year, this fitting conclusion wasn’t possible. The Hall was 

closed for renovations and would remain closed for several years. 

Instead, it was suggested that we walk along Independence Trail, 

stopping at various sites that tell the story of Israel’s fight for 
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independence, and which ends outside the Hall. Having no other 

alternative, I acquiesced, but felt how we can end without singing 

Hatikvah. I asked if there was some semi-private area along the route 

where I could read a few of Ben Gurion’s words, say Shehechianu and 

sing Hatikvah. The tour guide answered, no such place. We are in the 

middle of the city, and we will be quite conspicuous if we start singing. 

So I gave up on the idea…until the tour guide concluded his words 

outside the Hall on Rothchild Boulevard. Then, without even thinking 

about it, like a bubble rising to the surface, I burst out singing, quietly at 

first, then more confidently the words of Hatikvah. Our tour guide, 

Shlomo, looked at me like I was insane. Then our group began to chime 

in, then total strangers gathered around and joined in, and then even 

Shlomo began to sing. It was like a singing flash mob. Tears ran down 

my cheeks, the exhilaration of the moment fills me with deeply felt 

emotions, still. 

Why, simply because I care. 

I hope you do too. 
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-impromptu singing of Hatikvah 

  

  

 


