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Uncovering the Wells on Veteran’s Day 
The name of this week’s Torah portion is Toledot which means “generations” because the verse opens with the words “these are the generations of Isaac the son of Abraham.” This theme of generations is woven throughout the portion as Isaac, the son follows in his father Abraham’s foot steps, at times having virtually the same experiences and struggling with the same issues. The verses that Miriam just read relate a puzzling episode of this inter-generational repetition. 
Isaac, in search of water, comes upon the wells that his father Abraham had previously dug.  But the wells are now stopped up and covered over with dirt by the Philistines.  Isaac wants to uncover these life giving resources, but each time he tries, the Philistines prevent him.  Only on the third time is he successful.  
Another twist to this strange story is that Isaac wants to give these wells the same, names that his father called them, but even at this he is unsuccessful.  Instead his first attempt at digging results in a well called Esek meaning “struggle” since after Isaac dug that well the Philistines claimed it as theirs.  The second well he calls Sitnah meaning “harassment” because once again he was harassed by the Philistines to also concede that well.  Finally Isaac moves a distance away and digs a third well which he is allowed to keep and calls it Rehovot meaning “ample.”

One might read this story as an historical account that occurred in similar fashion in both the lives of the father as well as the son, but for centuries our sages have tried to understand this tale at a deeper level. What do the wells symbolize, what do Isaac’s actions represent, what about the Philistine’s?


Tonight, in light of this Shabbat beginning the three day weekend leading up to Veteran’s Day on Monday, I would like to read this story through a particular lens of our current situation.  

And what is our current situation three days before Veteran’s Day of 2007?  We are a nation at war.  One of the things that wars do is make veterans.  Think about it, if we never fought any wars, there would never be any veterans.  But we do fight wars, thus we do create veterans, therefore we have set aside a day and named it Veteran’s Day. 

In Judaism, this act of naming, is a very significant one.  We attach names to mark events and to keep memories alive.  What were some of the old names of the wells that Abraham had dug?  According to the midrash they were called “The Lord will see,” “the Lord is my sign,” and “the well of Him that liveth and seeth.”  Quite profound names.  
These wells were a public necessity, by giving them these names, Abraham hoped to arouse in all who drew life giving water from them the awareness of God in their midst.  The very names of the wells reminded people of their role to be witnesses to the ethics that God commanded and to live with the accountability of God’s eternal presence.  These names both evoked and preserved our ancestors deeply held values and memories.    

What values and memories does the day named Veteran’s Day arouse in us?  I invite you to stop for a moment and think back to the very first Veteran’s Day that you can remember.  Who was there?  What were you doing?  What are the feelings that you associate with this day?  For many, if we were to name these early reservoirs of memory we might attach such names as Wellspring of Honor, The Depths of Dignity, and Fountain of Pride.


When I think of these wells that our fathers dug in creating this holiday and imbuing it with our nation’s values, sadly I feel that we have allowed ourselves to become cut off from these wells. The values that are embedded in this holiday called Veteran’s Day are being stopped up and covered over as clearly as Abraham’s wells were.  Earlier this week, I read a staggering figure which epitomizes to me how lost we have become as a nation. The National Alliance to End Homelessness, a public education non profit organization, using figures from the Veterans Affairs Department and the Census Bureau has found that 1 out of 4 homeless people in America are Veterans. 1 out of 4.  

Where is honor, when you are sleeping in a cardboard box, where is dignity when you are digging in a trash can for lunch?  1 out of 4 homeless are Veterans.  We created them by the wars that were fought in the name of this country and now we ignore them. We have no money to house them, no jobs to give them, no health care to cure them, no compassion to show them.  They gave us their lives, their limbs, their youth and vigor, and our great nation honors them with homelessness. 


The original Veteran’s Day was a legal holiday in commemoration of the end of war in 1918 and 1945.  The end of WWI and WWII were public occasions of such import that they were to be memorialized forever.  In those days the word veteran was synonymous with the word hero, and patriotism with a mobilization for war on a national scale.  The wells of our fathers were named in this era when words like freedom, and security had very different meanings than how they are used today.

But, as in the ancient tale the Philistines have come and covered over the wells that our fathers and grandfathers dug.  Who are the Philistines and why have they done this?  In Biblical days the Philistines were a semi-nomadic people living along the coastal plains of Israel.  Today if you look up the word philistine in the dictionary it says, “One who is smugly indifferent to intellectual or artistic values.”  
Truly, the philistines of our time have stopped up with hypocrisy and dishonesty the life giving wells that contain the values of our great nation.  Today, we fight a war indifferent to the values that our country has held dear since its inception.  We torture prisoners of war though it is against our national ethics, and international law as well as being a highly ineffective way to gain intelligence.  We send our soldiers into conditions that are not tenable, at times inadequately supplied and protected.   We have not thrown the weight of our country behind those on the front line. We are afraid to ask the citizens of this country to make any sacrifices, while we repeatedly send our soldiers to make the ultimate sacrifice of life and limb.  Even in death, our national silence robs our veterans of the honor of public acknowledgement.    
In the story of Abraham and Isaac, the philistines do destructive things that cut off their noses to spite their faces.  One could say the same of the philistines of today. 
As a nation, we are smugly acting in ways that are cutting us off from our own values and from the international community. We must reclaim and rename the wells of old by digging ourselves out from under the muck and the lies.  We need to uncover once more the values that we expect from our country and its leaders, chief among them is honesty.
We must honestly appraise this cause and effects of this war.  Experts looking at the increased rate that veterans from the Afghanistan and Iraq wars are entering the ranks of the homeless, as compared to previous wars are warning us that we already have a crisis on our hands and it is going to get worse.  In the words of the director of veteran affairs for Lancaster County, PA  “We’re going to have a tsunami of them eventually because the mental health toll from this war is enormous.”   Repeated and intense deployments are leaving these veterans more vulnerable than even those of the Vietnam War.
In 2006, the National Alliance to End Homelessness estimated that close to a half million veterans were homeless for some period during the year.  According to the director of homeless veterans programs at the VA, the Iraq vets seeking help with homelessness are more likely to be women, less likely to have substance abuse problems, and more likely to have mental illness- mostly related to prost traumatic stress. With the imminent possibility that enlistment requirements will be lowered even further than their current reduced levels, new recruits are expected to arrive with a greater range of mental, physical and emotional problems even before they see military action. 

The recommendation to address this disaster is to create more housing units, rehabilitative and transitional programs that would help get these veterans back on their feet.  But these programs will cost billions of dollars.  Are we as a nation willing to be honest enough to openly discuss the tragic costs of the war and work together to find solutions?

This Shabbat of Veterans Day we can all begin this process, painful though it be.  Isaac’s anguish as he struggled to uncover his father’s wells touches us across these millennia for we face the same task today. We must resurrect that which the philistines have destroyed.  The false bravado of a hollow patriotism makes a mockery of our veteran’s true sacrifices and of their plight when they return.    

The watchword of Judaism, the Shema, calls us to be honest witnesses to God’s world.  Witnesses speak words of truth and of testimony, even in, in fact, especially under difficult circumstances.  We love, support and defend our nation through our unflinching gaze and by speaking words of truth. That is what it means to be a witness.  Let us not abandon our duty to our faith or to our country in fulfilling this role.
Ken yehi ratzon
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