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By Rabbi Leah Cohen
Israel at Sixty: A Retrospective
Have you ever noticed that when people gather at life cycle events there are often photographs from the past on display?  It could be a photo collage, or nowadays, a video montage that conveys the same message. Have you ever wondered why we do this?  Perhaps it is because the present is better appreciated by putting it into a broader context.     

This year Israel turns sixty, truly a milestone event.   But in order to understand what this celebration means, we must take out a few snapshots from the past to put Israel in her proper perspective. 


What photographs would we select for this birthday montage? In recent years there were certainly many pictures of Israel in the news, but for the most part, they were unflattering, mostly images of Israel as military aggressor and political oppressor.  These are the pictures that have shaped the world’s opinion of her. 
They have certainly impacted our children’s view.  Think about it, if your child is becoming a Bar or Bat mitzvah this year they were most likely born around 1995, the year Prime Minister Itzhak Rabin was assassinated.  They entered kindergarten around 2000 the year the Intifada broke out.  Most have never been to Israel and their direct contact with Israelis is likely quite limited.  For many people their sole impression of Israel comes from the images the media portrays, and that is a shame.  
So let’s choose some fitting images for our collage, one from each decade of Israel’s life, but let’s not add any more about violence or wars; we have been shown so many of these already.  

And yet …who are we kidding, can we really get away from the subject of war when we are speaking about Israel.   So let’s address the issue of war, but let’s talk about power and security, because after all, that is what war is about. 

Do you remember back when Jews didn’t have power?  I’m not talking about Jewish Power, I’m talking about Jews and power.  There’s a big difference between the two.  Harvard Professor Ruth Wisse distinguishes between them in her recent book Jews and Power.  It seems we have always had Jewish Power for it is a myth projected upon us by those who hate us.  Think of the Protocols of Zion type of power, think of the diabolical forces we are allegedly in cahoots with for our own evil purposes type of power. This fantasy would be funny, almost flattering, if it had not caused so much split blood and tears.     

But Jews and Power, now that is something entirely different from the mythical Jewish Power.  Jews and Power identifies something new, or more accurately something reborn with the modern state of Israel.  Since the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE and the diaspora of the Jewish population, Jews had no political power as a people until the establishment of the state of Israel.
 As Americans, the significance of this point is sometimes hard to grasp.  After all other religions don’t have their own state and don’t feel the need to govern themselves. This is true, but it overlooks two important facts.  
First of all Judaism is not only a religion, it is also a people.  Secondly, during the vast majority of those nineteen hundred years, when we did not have our own state, Jews lived at best as a tolerated minority and at worse as a persecuted pariah of society. The Roman Empire, Crusades, Spanish inquisition, blood libels in England, the expulsion of Jews from countries all over North African and the Middle East, the pogroms and ghettos throughout Europe.  These are the images of what it meant to live as a Jew when there was no Jewish state. 
But then we came to the age of Enlightenment, the age of reason, when all human beings, regardless of their race, religion or creed where to live in fraternity and equality.  In countries were we were set free from the ghetto, from the fear, from legal and social segregation and oppression, we thrived.  We joined the ranks of society and made vast contributions. With hard work, and perseverance we believed in the limitless possibilities of human progress as we entered the modern age, secure that the dark times were a thing of the past.     
Until 1933. And the whole illusion came crashing down.  There will be no pictures from the Holocaust on this collage, no barracks of living corpses or piles of human carcasses, no pictures of ships denied entry carrying precious cargo, no pictures of starving little ones, no tortured old men.  There is no need for these pictures; for they are permanently etched into our souls.  
The story of Israel is a tapestry of hope and despair.  So let us begin with the birth of the State when hope was high.  When Jews imagined that the land could be peacefully shared by two people living side by side, when they believed in the sheer willpower to lift a broken people from the ashes and return them to their ancient homeland to live in security.    
A picture that captures this moment in time comes from the Israeli writer, Amos Oz.   He describes how as a young boy living in a poor Jewish neighborhood in pre-state Jerusalem he stayed up late with his family and neighbors to hear the final UN vote.  Up until the very last moment, no one was sure how the vote would turn out. A majority of at least two thirds was needed to adopt the recommendation for the creation of two states, one Jewish and one Arab from the former British Mandate.  
That night, November 29, 1948, the crowd stood in absolute silence as the voice over the radio read each country in alphabetical order, followed by its vote. 

“United Kingdom: abstains, Union of Soviet Socialist Republics: yes, United States: yes, Uruguay: yes, Venezuela: yes.  Yemen: no, Yugoslavia: abstain.”
At that the voice suddenly stopped and an eerie silence descended, a silence of hundreds of people holding their breath.  Then the deep voice came back, making the air shake with excitement.  “Thirty three for.  Thirteen against.  Ten abstentions and one country absent from the vote.  The resolution is approved.” 

One can only imagine the roar that burst forth, the dancing and singing in the streets.  But by seven am the next morning a Jewish ambulance was fired upon.  During the following months Arabs attacked Jews and cut off Jerusalem while the British administration did nothing.  
On May 14, 1948, approximately six months later, the new Prime Minister David Ben Gurion, announced the birth of the new state.  The next day, at one minute past midnight, the Arab armies streamed into the country.  
They invaded from Egypt to the south, Trans-Jordan and Iraq to the east and Lebanon and Syria to the north.  They came with the intention of utterly destroying the newborn state. 
But wait, now we are dragged back into violence again, and we want some other images for this collage.  So let us select some other pictures as we move into early statehood.  Some of the most telling ones from this period show the ingathering of the exiles.  
Jews around the world literally came flooding into Israel.  The country’s population was 650,000 in 1949, it doubled within three years and tripled within nine.   They poured in from the displaced persons camps of Europe, from the remnant that survived in Poland, from the Arab countries, and a restricted number from behind the Iron Curtain.  
A representative photo from this period might be a picture from Operation Magic Carpet when the entire Jewish community of Yemen, some 50,000 people were airlifted to Israel.  The 1950’s were a time when Israel faced the challenge of resettling so many people, of creating infrastructure that could support a state and of resolving the economic difficulties these factors presented.  
If the fifties were a time of developing the new state, then the sixties was a time when these developments started to pay off.  The quality of life improved as Israel made agricultural and economic progress.  Cultural life began to flourish, drawing from the breadth of her new immigrants, she created her own unique culture, with her own style of literature, music, art, and dance.  
Internationally, this was a time of political and diplomatic achievements as newly liberated countries in Africa looked to Israel as a role model in development.  Israel reached out to them with missions to provide training in the area of agriculture, healthcare, and engineering.  In addition, thousands of students from these countries came to Israel to study.  
But in the midst of all this goodwill in the 1960s, how could we forget 1967 and the six day war?  The watershed year, when once again Israel met the combined forces of all the Arab nations, outnumbered 3 to 1. It was a time of true existential angst.  
But since we said, no war shots, let me include another kind of picture from this period.  This one comes from a rabbinic colleague of mine, Rabbi Jeffrey Salkin, who shared this memory with me.  
He was preparing to become a Bar Mitzvah in 1967.  News of the war reached the United States and spread immediately throughout the Jewish community.  When it hit his synagogue the Youth Group advisor in charge of the B’nai Mitzvah class at the time, gathered the students and informed them of the news. My friend does not recall this guy as a particularly charismatic person, he doesn’t even remember his name. But this he’ll never forget. 
The Youth Advisor took a temple directory, jumped up on the table and started tearing out its pages, handing one to each student and instructing them to call the names on their page and to ask for support for Israel in this dire hour of need.  The students ran from the room clutching their sheets, frantic to get to a phone. 
This is the picture I’d choose that symbolizes that period of time, of incredibly strong ties between the American Jewish community and Israel, which strengthened tremendously after those six days.  A time when a young American boy running with his sheet of phone numbers truly believed that he was needed to do his part to save the Jewish nation. 

Now we come to the seventies.  These were challenging years, a time of steep inflation, and increased terrorism, of shuttle diplomacy and diplomatic isolation. Camp David brought peace between Israel and Egpyt in 1977, but the honeymoon with the developing countries was now over. In 1975 Israel was almost voted out of the UN for being a racist country.  
But the picture I would select for this period comes from another slice of Israeli society, one that planted seeds in the seventies that are coming to fruition today, namely the establishment of Reform Judaism in Israel. In America, most Jews identify as Reform and the second most popular choice is Conservative.  Thus the liberal branches of Judaism that embrace such core values as gender equality, universalism, humanism and modernity are the dominant Jewish voices in this country, and the Orthodox, represent a strident, but small minority. 

Compare our situation to Israel.  About 80% of Israel’s population is Jewish, and 20% made up of Muslims, Druze, and Christians.  The Jewish population can be divided into two camps, those called “hiloni,” which means “secular” and those called “dattim” which means “religious.”  
Until the introduction of Reform Judaism, which became known as Progressive Judaism in Israel, there was no alternative to a non-Orthodox Judaism.  For the majority of secular Israelis, just being Israeli was their expression of Judaism.  
In 1971 the Israeli Movement for Progressive Judaism was formed and Israel carved out her own style of liberal Judaism which today includes some 20 congregations. In 1974, they began to recruit and train Israeli students to become liberal rabbis and the first one was ordained in 1980.  Only the smallest fraction of the population identify as Progressive Jews, but at least the idea of a liberal Judaism is growing in Israel.  
Progressive Judaism has raised another interesting aspect in Israeli society.  In the US, Reform Judaism has focused considerable attention on social action and social justice as key Jewish values.  Similarly, the Progressive Movement in Israel is at the forefront of addressing social justice for minorities, economic disparities, women’s rights, and a host of other topics that would be near and dear to most of us. 
I think a great picture to represent the seventies would be a young Israeli girl having her Bat Mitzvah service in a liberal congregation outside Tel Aviv where she reads from the Torah in public and talks about her mitzvah project. 
As we come to the eighties I think a fitting picture would be a giant cell phone. This was the age when Israel’s high tech industry took off and it has only continued to grow, particularly in the area of telecommunication, biomedical technology and aquaculture.  Few people realize how many  things that we use everyday, were developed in Israel such as cell phone technology, pc antivirus software, instant messenger software, FireWall internet security software, and Microsoft windows NT operating system.  Israelis developed an ingestible pill video camera to diagnose cancer, a heart attack blood test to do diagnoses by phone, and a breast cancer test which is radiation-free, and the list goes on.  
Today, Israel has more engineers, researchers and medical doctors per capita than any other country in the world.  It also has the third highest proportion of university graduates and patents per person and has more technology startups and more companies listed on NASDAQ than any other country except the United States and Canada.  Remember we are talking about a country the size of New Jersey with only about 7 million people living there.  This is the Israel that rarely is seen on the nightly news, but which is well understood by the most advanced researchers and most profitable investors.   
Now we come to recent times. What picture should we choose to tell the story of Israel in the 1990’s?  For me, perhaps because I was living there at the time, what really stands out are images from the assassination of Prime Minister Yitzchak Rabin.   
It was not just the death of this incredible man and the sadness it caused those who knew and loved him.  It was that the unthinkable had happened.  He was shot by a fellow Jew in some twisted name of Judaism.  It was that someone so great working towards such a lofty idea as peace in Israel was snuffed out by someone so low, with such a hateful fear.  When he became prime minister the second time in 1992, he made peace his top priority, even when it meant negotiating with the very enemies he had fought before.   
In 1993, he signed the Declaration of Principles with the PLO, in 1994 he signed the Oslo I agreement, granting self rule to the Palestinians of Gaza and Jericho.  In that same year, he signed a peace treaty with Jordan’s King Hussein.  In 1995 he signed the Oslo II agreement, expanding Palestinian self rule. But all his hard work came to an end on Nov. 4, 1995 when he was shot down.  In some ways, I personally think that Israel has never fully recovered from this loss. 

To bring us up to where we are now, I would take a picture of a small pat of margarine and a piece of shmaltz herring as the last image for the collage.   They represent two stories of what hope means for Israel today.  First the story of the margarine which comes from the late Hugo Grin when he was a child living with his father in Block 4 in Auschvitz.  
After much consideration, the father and son decided that in spite of their starving conditions in preparation for the festival of Chanukah they would put away a little bit of margarine each day from their meager rations to light the menorah.  And so they did as they decided even though it was very hard indeed.  
The first night of Chanukah arrived, Hugo, his father and a small group of men huddled around the makeshift menorah and the little pat of margerine was produced.  When the match was struck and set to the margarine, it simply sputtered and went out.  The learned opinion of the assembly was that margarine does not burn.  They turned their backs and went back to the cold barracks.  
Hugo was furious at his father.  “What a waste!” he cried as he wept bitter tears of rage.  But his father replied, “Don’t be so angry.  We lived with out food for quite some time, but you cannot live for three minutes without hope.”

Now the story of the herring.  Napolean at the height of his power called three soldiers to him, a Russian, a Pole and a Jew.  He promised them he would give them anything they wanted, but they could each only ask for one thing.
The Russian asked that Napolean depose the Czar.  The Pole asked that he create a free Poland, and the Jew asked for some shmaltz herring.  The Jew was later questioned by his friends why he didn’t ask for something more.  He replied, “Do you really think that Napolean will dispose the Czar or create a free Poland, but at least I got some shmaltz herring.
Between these two stories, is what hope means in Israel today.  Since her inception, Israel has tried to live in peace through diplomatic negotiations, through military means, even through unilateral action, and still her enemies’ hatred is relentless.  Nothing short of her total destruction will satisfy them at this time.  
And yet, Israel recognizes that one is not able to live for three minutes without hope.  So she still hopes for the day when peace will be achieved.  But until that time, she has grown cynical with wild fantasies and false promises. She has matured over these last sixty years and with a sense of pragmatism she accepts the small reward of the herring until such time that an ideal peace will be real. 
We who live outside Israel have a unique role to play in this delicate balance of hope. During this time of tikkun, when we look at our relations and think about how to improve them, please consider these three areas of tikkun concerning Israel.  Though directed towards Israel, I think you will find that they will have a tremendously positive impact of your own life.  

The first area of tikkun is learning about Israel.  When we are ignorant of the facts, we fall prey to the propaganda of those who seek to discredit and ultimately destroy Israel.  There are many resources available to make this a year of learning.  Perhaps the easiest place to start is to go to the URJ website and click on Israel, from there you will find many web resources, as well as other recommended material. 

But there exists a more dangerous kind of ignorance.  It is not ignorance of the head, but ignorance of the heart.  Do you know how you really feel about Israel and why?  What images have shaped your feelings?  Make this the year that you learn about Israel in all her complex facets, but equally important, make this the year that you learn how you feel about Israel and why.  
This year, I will be teaching a multi session class about Israel for people to learn and discuss, both the facts and feelings that make up our relationship with Israel.  I invite anyone who is interested to come learn.
The second area of tikkun is confrontation.  This is a tough one, because by nature, most people do not like confrontation.  However, we must confront a particular type of anti-semitism that has become virulent in our time.  
Anti-Israel is anti-Semetism.   One can be critical of Israel’s military, political, social -  you name it policies. Israelis are. One might not agree with each of her actions day by day.  There may be Israelis, famous or otherwise whom one doesn’t like. All of this is fair game.   From the Knesset to the cafes Israelis engage in a vibrant exchange of critical opinions all the time in Israel.  Outside of Israel, we too have the obligation to hold her accountable to the high ethical standards she has set for herself even if it means being critical of her at times.  
But one cannot be critical of Israel’s right to exist and specifically to exist as a Jewish state.  One cannot endorse policies or actions that deny her very existence.  Anti semetism masquerading as anti-zionism not only has currency in the Muslim world, but has been gaining ground in certain Western intellectual circles as well.  Think of the British academia’s boycott of Israeli scholars, or the new book called The Israel Lobby and US Foreign Policy.  
Both of these are recent examples, not of blood thirsty mobs, but of pseudo intellectuals attempting to disqualify Israel’s legitimacy specifically by resorting to the old myth of Jewish power- the fantasy that Jews are dangerous because we scheme up plots and exert supernatural influence over others, even against their own interests. 


There is an Israel lobby in America, just like there is a British lobby, a German lobby, an Arab lobby, a gun lobby, an organic farmers lobby, and many other groups who work to have their interests and opinions heard on Capitol Hill.  There is nothing illegal, shameful or immoral about this fact.  Jews, like all American citizens, have a right to lobby.  We fully take part in this democracy and equally enjoy all its rights and responsibilities, including the right to express ourselves and have our voices represented in the government.

Furthermore, US and Israel often find themselves aligned not because of cooersive pressure from any lobby, but because of our common values, and shared interests. Both countries are democracies; both countries are highly educated and embrace modernity, both are deeply concerned about a nuclear Iran, and both are committed to halting the spread of terrorism.  
Make this the year that you grapple with the complex issues facing Israel, learn what you are critical of and why and come to terms with what it means for you to confront anti-zionism as anti-Semitism.   
 
Finally, the third and last area of tikkun – the single most important thing you can do to understand Israel, in your head, and your heart, in your kishkes and your soul is to visit.  There is no substitute for that experience.  Ask anyone who has ever been, it is a transformative pilgrimage.  
There are many ways to go, but let me mention, as I am sure that you are aware of from the e-mails, website and announcements in the bulletin, we have two trips going from our congregation this year.  The smaller trip  in April has already been filled and the June trip has some spots still available. The deadline for registration for this trip is October 15th.  I would not wait till then however if you are really interested in going.  I would love to show you Israel and share the spiritual experience of taking that trip together.  If you need more information, there are handout in the lobby and flyers posted on our web-site.  Some people who are already signed up and have been active in the planning of this congregational trip will be in the lobby following this service too.
Sixty years is not old, it is quite young. Next year, there will be another birthday, another celebration and another set of images.  The collage will keep growing with pictures that capture a snapshot in time, and add up to a lifetime.  The question is where are you in the picture?  Living outside Israel, we sometimes struggles with this question.  Most of us are quite comfortable here and aren’t planning on moving to Israel.  So how are we connected? 


I will leave you with one last image.   In the Torah, the ark containing the tablets of the commandments is considered holy. The holy ark is described as having rings attached to it, and through these rings are poles that are used to carry it. The Chafetz Chaim notes that at no time are the supporting poles removed from the ark.  Just like the ark is holy, so too the poles are holy, and together they make the journey. 
God we ask Your blessings for strength and courage, wisdom  and compassion for the people of Israel, those who support her, and all who would live in peace with her. We pray that his new year bring us ever closer to a time of peace and prosperity for all.      Ken Yehi Ratzon
PAGE  
1

