Yom Kippur Morning
Israel and the Anniversary of the 6th day war
In May 1967 Naomi Shemer was asked to write a song for the annual song festival commemorating Israel’s 30 years of independence.

But she had writers block and had trouble putting her love of Israel into lyrics. As she walked through the streets of Jerusalem where she lived, she remembered a funny story her grandparents used to tell her.  They spoke of their life in Vilna, a town so wonderful they called it “The Jerusalem of the Diaspora”, reminding Shemer that while other cities may be beautiful; there is only one Jerusalem.
Shemer also knew a story of Rabbi Akiva, who as a student would study all day long, to the detriment of his family.  When he finally became a learned and famous Rabbi, he rewarded his wife with a gold broach in the shape of Jerusalem – Yerushalayim Shel Zahav – literally Jerusalem of Gold.  And the name of her most famous song was born.

The wine clear mountain air

And the scent of pines

Are wafted on the winds of dusk

Together with the sound of bells

And with slumbering trees and stone

The solitary city

With a wall through its heart

Is held captive in a dream

Jerusalem of Gold, of light of bronze

I am the violin for all your songs

The wells are dry and the marketplace empty

No one visit the temple mount in the old city

Through the caves in the rocks the winds howl

And no one goes down to the dead sea by way of Jericho

It was a song of nostalgia, for a city of copper and light, yet a city that Israel did not control; a heartache for the Jewish people.
When the song was sung in front of a live audience at the festival, there was silence and then a roar of appreciation.  It was so good the crowd demanded an encore.  Then the crowd actually joined in the chorus, having just first heard it for the very first time, the words were already embedded in people’s hearts and minds.

That same night, Israeli soldiers were already headed to the front, in response to Egypt’s president Nasser closing the straits of Tiran, effectively blocking  Israel’s trade route through the red sea.  The song was played repeatedly over the radio during the days of mobilization.  Soldiers sang it in the field as they prepared for war.  On June 4th, Shemer was invited to sing the song to the top military leaders in Israel – including Yitzhak Rabin and Ariel Sharon.   On June 5th 1967 the 6-day war and the battle for Jerusalem had begun.

What seemed like a battle for the very survival of our people became the pivotal moment in the history of the state of Israel.
The war propelled Israel into a position in which it had never found itself  before.  Through military prowess, determination and luck, in 6 days the Israel army captured the entire Sinai desert, the Golan Heights, the West Bank and the entire city of Jerusalem, reuniting her at last. Soldiers streamed into the old city, finally touching the Kotel for the very first time.  Even the most battle hardened men wept.  The call went out over the radio, “har habayit b’yadeinu” the Temple mount is in our hands.

But along with the glory and security of conquered territory, came the people who lived on the land.  They could be called Jordanians, or Palestinians or refugees or displaced persons.  they had lived in the West Bank and the Gaza strip, some for many years, and suddenly they were under Israeli rule.  

Gershom Gorenberg, in his insightful and thought-provoking history of Israel since the 6-day war, titled his book “The accidental Empire”  Clearly his thesis is that the state of Israel did not know that they were going to win the war in 6 days and conquer so much territory.  As the days of war ended and negotiations and peace-treaties began, the leadership did not know what to do about the land.  
There were 3 distinct views on what to do with the newly won territories:

1. Some military leaders were cognizant of  the Sinai campaign of 1956 where Israel conquered land in Sinai but was forced by the United Nations to release it back to Egypt in exchange for empty promises of peace.  They were determined to hold onto the land until true security was established.  
2. Others,  seeing how Israel had been established as the long sought homeland for the displaced and persecuted Jewish people, displaced throughout the world, did not want Israel to become an occupying power, especially over displaced Arabs who vowed their destruction.  
3. Some political visionaries had bigger dreams.  The lighting military victory convinced them that perhaps a greater purpose was in sight.  Greater Israel could finally be established, as promised to the Jewish people by God, from sea to sea – from the Mediterranean to the Jordan.  In these newly conquered lands were ancient biblical landmarks – such as the machpela, the cave where our forefathers and foremothers were buried, and the city of Jericho conquered by Joshua. These connected Jews to the land and became very powerful symbols of Jewish sovereignty. 

I’m not sure the Israeli leaders, the Israeli people, or really any Jew, has the right answer for how to solve our  accidental empire.  Most problems,  in typical Israeli fashion, are pushed out of view - “yihiyeh b’seder” it will be ok.  Maintain the status quo.  Some leaders created more settlements, some tried peace agreements, some tried withdrawl, some tried force.  We’ve had treaties, we’ve had the UN, we’ve had Clinton and two Bush’s try to make peace.  Even Madonna went to Israel this year with a peace plan.  Everyone seemingly has the solution.  

Ultimately we all want peace in Israel.  Whether its two state’s side by side, or some variation, separated by a wall, a fence or an international peacekeeping force, I’m hopeful that agreements can be made.  But the simmering resentment of our Arab neighbors and the Palestinian people has led to repeated attacks against Israel and its not clear that a peaceful solution will ever be reached.
Yet even through the most challenging years of intifada, or uprising, in the late 1980s and again in 2000-2004, what was clear to me and most Israeli’s is that we had the strength, the koach, to keep Israel safe. We might lose the media war, but we always won the ground war.

Yes the suicide bombings were horrible - heart-wrenching attacks on innocent civilians.  The fear was palpable for the average citizen simply walking into a café’ or boarding a bus.  I myself heard a bomb go off a few blocks from my apartment and saw the cloud of smoke through my balcony window.  But I refused to leave Israel and I never felt personally unsafe.  Israel’s general security and long term viability were never in question.  While world opinion vascillates, Israel is here to stay – with all its problems and short sightedness, its still “yerushalyim shel zahav”.

We’ve made great strides towards peace.  Peace with Egypt has lasted for almost 30 years.  We have a peace agreement with Jordan that has stood the test of time, Rabin shook hands with Arafat and the PLO – Even Syria has made peace overtures.  This summer the Arab League actually recognized the existence of Israel.  A miracle.  
Israel continues to be a world leader in high tech industries, produces nobel prizes winners, world renowned musicians and championship athletes.  It is the only democracy in the middle east, producing cutting edge green technologies and new forms of water management.  When crises such as earth quakes and tsunami’s hit the world, Israel is often the first at the scene to provide first aid and medical support – no matter the political orientation of that country’s leaders.  That makes me proud to love Israel and makes me want to visit over and over again.  I encourage you this year, the year of Israel’s 60th anniversary, to make your way to our homeland, whether for a first time or a return visit, to feel the soil and see the sights and feel at home.  Or support Israel financially, through the United Jewish Appeal, the Movement for progressive Judaism in Israel or the Jewish national fund, each organization does its part to make Israel great.

But last summer, the war in Lebanon, was heart-wrenching.  Something was different.  Our shell of invincibility was broken.  We were attacked by missiles every single day for a month and couldn’t stop the barrage.  Our brothers and sisters were huddled in under equipped bomb shelters.  Our generals lost their footing, our reservists were out of shape, our battle strategies were unsuccessful.  We were vulnerable. 
The Israeli psyche is still recovering from last summer.  The three soldiers we attacked Lebanon to retrieve are still missing and that is why we have 3 empty chairs on our bimah today.  When will they return to their families?  Ehud Goldwasser, Gildad Shalit, Eldad Regev – we have not forgotten you and will not stop praying for your safe return.  

It used to be that every Israeli went to the army, so that the army protected the people.  But lately Israeli mothers and fathers have become wary of sending their children to fight insurgents in the occupied territories when it seemed there was no end to the conflict.  Lebanon was a war that may have seemed appropriate for our Tzahal to die for, but was it?  In Israel it seems now the citizens want to protect the soldiers from harm.  We don’t want to send our children into battle unless it is absolutely necessary.  Do you know that now soldiers are given cell phones and 10 minutes each night to check in with their parents.  Do you know the army holds a parent-soldier night to “meet the general” in command of the unit.  Moms are allowed to even call the sergeants if they feel their child was mistreated.  
There is a shift going on in Israel, where once we knew war was the last option but we were prepared to fight, today there’s a fear of going to war, perhaps we might not decisively win.  And with the specter of a nuclear Iran a few miles north of our border, the fear is real.  With reports on mismanagement in the armed forces, with an Israeli leadership vacuum and with seemingly no partners for peace among Hamas, nor the discredited president Abbas of Fatah – where can hope be found?

Hope lies in the butter and the herring.  Let me explain
Let me explain.

Story 1:  
In Aushwitz, 1944, young Hugo grin grimly survives day by day with his father.  One day his father tells Hugo that they are going to set aside their portion of butter each day.  Why, Hugo asks, we need that food, we’re starving.  Because, his father said, Channuka is a week away and if we save enough we can have a candle, and light the lights to remember the miracle of the Maccabees.  So they saved each day and when Channuka came they gathered with all the prisoners in the barracks around a little jar.  They put al the butter into it, and stuck in a wick and lit it.  But you know what, it never lit.  Butter doesn’t catch the way oil does.  Hugo was very disappointed as the prisoners wearily trudged back to their bunks. Dad, what a waste, for nothing, and now we can’t even eat the butter.  For  Nothing, his dad said, for everything.  Channuka celebrates the Maccabees who won against all odds.  We need to always look ahead to each jewish holiday.  We’ve gone days without food or water and survived, we’ll make it a few more, but we wouldn’t last 3 minutes without hope.


Story 2:

· The herring.  Napoleon brings Russian, Jew and Pole to his office.  Asks for a wish

· Pole – freedom for country

· Russian – freedom from the Tzar

· Jew – some schmaltz herring

· Why ???  At least that he’ll actually see.

The heart of the story of the butter is what Naomi Shemer reminds us in her song yerushalayim shel zahav.  We must have hope.  For all the beauty in Israel.  For the honey and the bee and wine clear mountain air.  We must always keep hope.  But as the story of the herring reminds us, we must be realistic.  The 6 day war was a bona fide victory and cause for celebration.  But I don’t think we will ever defeat our enemies in a week again.  It’s a long term struggle.  We must find a way to make peace with our neighbors, but not through an unrealistic roadmap or UN resolution.  We need to stay in reality, make peace moment by moment.  If we need to put up a 10 foot high wall to separate us, so be it.  One day the walls will come down.  Hatikva, the name of our anthem.  The hope is real.  
Let us pray for the day when true shalem – peace and wholeness – engulfs the state of Israel in God’s warm embrace.
Ken yehit ratzon, may that be God’s will.  
Amen.
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