September 23, 2006

Rosh Hashannah 5767 

Israel’s Fate
By now you know that at least one of my High Holy Day sermons will be on Israel.  The notion that American rabbis should at least once during the Days of Awe draw their congregants’ attention to their ancient homeland and the plight of their brethren is an idea that I learned early in my seminary days and have abided by throughout my rabbinate.  This year, however, the task seems more daunting than usual.  Should I speak about the major events that have touched Israel in the past year:  the collapse of Prime Minister Sharon, the victory of Hamas in the Palestinian Authority, the war in Lebanon, or Iran’s defiance of the UN resolution regarding nuclear development?  Perhaps it makes more sense to talk about domestic issues in Israel such as the alarming increase in poverty or the rash of corruption in the highest echelons of Israeli society.  There is certainly no lack of interesting possibilities to expound on this year.

However, I am neither a political pundit, nor a military strategist, so I will leave those areas to the experts.  Instead, I would like to draw wisdom from the second order of the Babylonian Talmud, tractate Rosh Hashanah 16b where we learn the following:
Rabbi Isaac said: there are four things which can cause a person’s sealed fate to be reversed and these are they:  giving charity, crying out, changing one’s name, and changing one’s deeds.  The passage continues with the biblical proof texts that support these four claims and concludes with a fifth possibility- changing one’s place. But the majority opinion rejects this last idea. 
How does this obscure passage relate to Israel today?  Whether you get your current events from friends and family living in Israel, or off the Internet, whether you monitor the news hourly or are only sporadically connected, one cannot help but detect a new attitude that has seeped into the country. This outlook is prevalent across the political, socio-economic, and cultural strands within Israeli society and is spreading across the Diaspora.  In a word, we would call it fatalism.  

Fatalism is the belief that fate determines events.  It is a philosophical doctrine that holds that all events are predetermined.  It suggests that human deliberations and actions are pointless and ineffectual in determining outcomes because what ever will be will be.   
It is ironic that so many in Israel find themselves adopting this position, because fatalism is not a Jewish perspective at all.  The Greeks encouraged human beings to acquire the wisdom to accept what is necessary and inevitable.  Islam has taught submission to the Divine will as the way to face the painful features of daily life. Buddhism offers contemplative transcendence to lift the individual out of the suffering of history. But Judaism in the words of Rabbi David Hartman “creates a human restlessness with the imperfections of society.  The Jewish world view refuses to define what is possible solely on the basis of what is given.”  Our concept of free will denies the inevitability of fate, and makes human beings responsible for their world in partnership with the Almighty.  So how could a Jewish state ever embrace fatalism?  How did we get here?
It was a torturous descent, scarred by shattered hopes, bathed in blood and tears.  One might point to a number of milestones along the way. The failure of what seemed like a rational idea “land for peace,” the relentless suicide attacks,  the incomprehensible response of a world that condemns a nation for protecting itself, the maniacal rantings of anti-semitism that ceaselessly resound throughout the region, the profound hatred of those who would kill their own if it would make Israel look bad and who insist on indoctrinating their future generations in this poisonous hatred,  the desperation of unilateral disengagement only to have that backfire too, the painful awareness that there is no partner for peace with which to negotiate, the double standard of fighting with a code of conduct against an enemy who has no such thing, the realization that those who wish to destroy you are larger than you, growing faster than you, care less about life than you and will never give up. Speaking of the prospects for peace in 1957, Golda Meir said: “Peace will come when the Arabs will love their children more than they hate us.” Unfortunately this long anticipated day has not yet arrived.

Under these circumstances, it is understandable how one might reach the point where fatalism makes sense.  This is where many are at this moment in Israel, when all diplomatic, political and military options seem to be exhausted, when the people themselves are exhausted.  Yet, we do have this passage from the Talmud that speaks of four, maybe five ways to change one’s sealed fate.

There are four things which can change one’s fate: tzedakah, crying out, changing one’s name and changing one’s deeds. How might we read this text metaphorically and apply it to Israel that she might change her fate and abandon her fatalism.
At the top of the list we learn that fate can be changed by tzedakah- acts of caring, lovingkindness and solidarity.  There is a sense of alienation and powerlessness that permeates Israel at this time.  The left has fallen apart seeing that its universalistic values have been made a mockery by the wanton bloodshed of those they would call fellow human beings.  The right has fallen into despair realizing that Israel’s military prowess is ill matched for terrorist tactics and international hypocrisy. Options that would exercise Israel’s ultimate military force are bounded by her greater moral force.
It is precisely at this time that we must reach out to Israel to combat her sense of being alone. Within Israeli society, people helped one another through the recent hard times. There are wonderful stories of playgrounds being set up inside covered parking lots in Haifa so the children would have a safe place to play outside of the shelters, or tent cities being set up on the beaches of Tel Aviv to accommodate the refugees from the north.  Many of you gave to the Israeli Emergency Fund and other charitable funds that were set up to help Israel in her hour of need.  When we support these efforts we drive out the sense of doom that fatalism brings on.  We are reminded of the potential for healing and strength that we bring to one another through our generosity.  Tzedakah, from the word for Justice in Hebrew, is a beacon of hope for those in Israel. 
There are other ways to also express this kind of caring. We show our physical and financial support by being present.  This summer we had a number of members of our congregation visit Israel including some of our own teens who were in Israel on NFTY trips, Birthright trips, b’nai mitzvah trips, study and volunteer programs. This show of solidarity is a greatly appreciated antidote to Israel’s isolation. 
The second way to change one’s fate is by crying out. Israel is a multi-faceted democracy where voices cry out daily in protest, in inquiry, in agreement, in disagreement.  It is a sign of the vitality of the system that even Israel’s most controversial acts are fair game for legal investigation and public discourse. Unlike in some countries where there is a right way as put forth by those in power, and a wrong way as spoken by any one who disagrees, in Israel everyone has a right to cry out their right way.  
Fatalism nurtures a kind of helpless passivity expressed in numbed apathy.  Raising one’s voice banishes this submissive silence. We in America should not be afraid to add our voices to the discussion and self reflection that is the hallmark of our people. We especially have a key role in speaking out against biased criticism of Israel in our own communities and media. We cry out to God, and to our fellow human beings, then we listen for the answers to come. 

Changing one’s name is the third way of changing one’s fate that the Talmud mentions.  In a literal sense, people will sometimes change their name on their death bed as a way to avert the final decree.  In applying this Talmudic practice to our metaphor,  changing one’s name means looking closely and honestly at our deepest identities. 
Who is Israel?  The Zionist dream of creating a state that embodies the ideals of Judaism lives in tension with the realities of a sovereign nation surrounded by hostile neighbors.  Over the course of fifty eight years, the modern state of Israel has developed a unique culture in this unlikely environment, founded upon our people’s highest aspirations. But like all real places, it is not perfect. 
Yet, all of Israel’s wars have led to an internal upheaval when the society asks itself difficult questions.  This time is referred to in Hebrew as a mashbe, a crisis.  After the War of Independence in 1948, the Six Day War in 1967, the Yom Kippur War in 1973, the Lebanon War in 1982, the first and second intifadas and now the most recent Lebanon War, Israel has wracked her soul to understand what happened and why.  
The telling thing about this word mashber, is that it is the same word used for a birth stool, the chair that one sits in to give birth.  Out of each crisis that Israel has struggled through she has labored to give birth to a better, renewed self. Even as we speak, Israel’s highest courts are reviewing her actions in the most recent war.  Could you image any other country in the world, our own included, being so painstakingly self conscious of its moral obligations, even in the face of war?  

We here in the Diaspora are equally challenged to confront our image of Israel.  We must peel back the out dated myths, filter out the negative media, work through our own feelings and strive to discover and even help influence Israel’s identity.  Because more than any of our own personal identities, Israel is the public face, the known identity of the Jewish people.  Like it or not, Israel is linked to all of our names.
The fourth way to change one’s fate is by changing one’s deeds. Changing our deeds means being prepared to re-calibrate and improve in a variety of personal and communal areas how Israel functions.  We do this not out of external pressure, but out of an internal moral standard that comes from our own Jewish values.  In this season when Jews all over the world are making an accounting of their souls, we must ask ourselves what actions can Israel take and how can we help her to improve her society.
Heaven forbid, that we become like some nations, that so focus on the distractions of war and violence that internal issues of social injustice are ignored. Israel does face record breaking poverty, religious intolerance of non-Orthodox Jews, discrimination of its Arab citizens, and an increase in white collar crime. Hizbollah is not responsible for these sins.  Rather, we must look ourselves honestly in the mirror and change our deeds.  Despair and corruption are fertile breeding grounds for fatalism.
I want to see this flirting with fatalism as a temporary phase that Israel is going through, not as a slippery slope that she is sliding down. But we here in the Diaspora have a critical role in helping our sister get out of this slump.  This Talmudic saying of four ways to change one’s fate is a contemporary mandate for hope and involvement for it sheds some light on what Israel needs to do to change her fate and turn back from becoming fatalistic.   It suggests how we in the States can best help her in this critical task.
Give tzedakah, be generous in your support of Israel in all her worthy causes from buying ambulances to building nursery schools, giving to worthwhile causes in Israel helps build this society and change her fate in tangible ways.  

Raise your voice. Speak out in support of Israel in your schools and community.  Write articles and talk to your neighbors. Be an advocate for Israel’s right to exist and to defend herself. Write or call your elected officials encouraging them to support Israel and thanking them when they do. Send letters and e-mails to your Israeli friends and family to let them know that you care.   Raise your voice to God in prayer to protect Israel, and guide her leaders. Pray for peace.  Use your voice, for an active voice dispels the groans of fatalism and amplifies the message of hope. 
In this season of reflection, make it a priority to look carefully at Israel’s name. How do you perceive her personality?   What has shaped your image and how would you challenge your own perceptions?  As you examine your opinions are there pieces that need to change? Take time to read and learn in order to expand your knowledge of Israel’s fascinating and complicated character for each of us must determine how Israel figures into our own Jewish identity.  

Finally, what can we change in our own deeds that will help Israel become more hopeful about the future?  Anything that we do that strengthens our relationship would be helpful for we are two members of the same family.  Certainly visiting Israel would be at the top of the list.  Not only do travel dollars help her economy, but our physical presence sends a strong message of solidarity. Buying Israeli products is another simple act that has a beneficial ripple effect.  Even attending local programs such as the Israel Independence Day fair in Spring or lectures held by visiting Israeli experts through out the year is a way to bring a little bit of Israel to us when we can’t get to her.  
Here is a really simple one.  For the last several years, TBC has been part of a living bridges program that links us to a town in Israel called Afula.   One of the highlights of this program has been that every year we host a number of young emissaries from Israel to live in our community, teach in our schools, work with our youth, speak in public forums and build personal ties to Israel. For this new year, why not invite Shira Epstein, our new Israeli emissary to your home for dinner. It’s a wonderful way to get to know an Israeli first hand and find out about life in Israeli from a non- CNN perspective.     

There is so much we can and should do at this time to strengthen our ties and draw our sister back from the brink of fatalism.  At the beginning of the new year we pray to You O, God to renew our days as of old. Chadeish yameinu kekedem.  Not for ourselves alone, but for Israel, our spiritual homeland do we ask Your tender mercies and guidance. Grant us the dedication to persevere with her, for together we must work to overturn our fate. Let us stand by Israel at the birthing hour that we may be witnesses to an Israel reborn as a wiser, more just, and even stronger nation in this coming year.

So may it be your will. Ken yehi ratzon.
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