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Yom Kippur Kol Nidre
Israel at 60

Where are we and where are we going?
Al Kol Eleh
Rabbi Stephen Wise
October 8, 2008    Tishrei 9, 5769
Al hadvash v’al haoketz, al ha’mar v’hamatok….Over the honey and the sting, Over the bitter and the sweet.


These words by Israeli songwriter Naomi Shemer in her 1980 song  “Al Kol Eleh” [which you may listen to] represents so much of what we feel about Israel as we celebrate her 60th birthday this year.  In her sweetness, Israel stands for all that is miraculous about the Jewish people.  They have regained a homeland after 2,000 years of wandering in the Diaspora.  From the depths of the Holocaust, the state emerged.  Through bitter wars with her neighbors she remained victorious.  Israel has been transformed into an economic and high tech force in the world.    

We of course want Israel to be the perfect place, where our Jewish dreams come true.  It’s our homeland, where in times of trouble we can find refuge.  We want her to have the strongest army in the world, full of courageous and responsible young soldiers serving their country with pride.  We love to visit and see our history come alive before our eyes.  We want to visit the holy sites with our families and approach the western wall with awe and humility.  

But with the honey comes the sting.  Israel is not and cannot be perfect.  We often have expectations for her that that cannot possibly be met.  Speaking to a group of Reform Jews at last year’s biennial conference in San Diego, Rabbi Donniel Hartman called Israel the “Nachus Machine”.  We in the Diaspora love getting “nachus” out of her achievements.  For many years we did get pure nachus, winning war after war, the rescue of the hostages at Entebbe and the destruction of the Iraqi nuclear power plant.  It worked as Israel successfully absorbed Jewish immigrants from around the world and created a Jewish democratic nation, built on the ideals of our tradition but accessible to the modern world.  
But despite countless battles, Israel is in a constant state of war with her neighbors and no solution to the occupied territories is in sight.  There is a constant turnover of governments, and corruption at the highest levels. We are a democracy but Palestinians cannot vote or we risk losing Israel as a Jewish state.  Israel has also struggled to absorb immigrants, who often come with no assets or skills and need assistance with housing, jobs and schooling.
 Then there are battles among Israelis about what it means to be Jewish.  Only the Orthodox decides matters of Jewish identity.  Why is it that when we visit the Kotel in Jerusalem, we must separate into the men’s side and the women’s side.  An Orthodox bar mitzvah happens at the wall, where is it written that non-Orthodox ones have to go to another location.   Why are only Orthodox rabbinic salaries paid by the state? With all these issues, it makes establishing a personal and meaningful relationship with Israel that much more challenging.  

While we struggle to develop our relationship with Israel, what do Israelis think of us?  Do they think; “How can you truly be Jewish living anywhere else but Israel?”  They probably say: “You in the Diaspora have a problem with the politics or the religious issues here, then why debate from over there.  Come to Israel and live in the debate and then you can have something to say.  How can you criticize a place you don’t live in?”  

For them, simply being Israeli is what it means to be Jewish.  It doesn’t matter if you’re orthodox or secular, if you keep kosher or tref.  So long as you live in Israel you’re a great Jew.  In fact, you can, as most Israeli’s do, ignore the synagogue completely.  They would never need to go on birthright. Their birthright is a trip to Niagara Falls after their army service. I was recently phoned by the Israeli consulate in Toronto.  They are starting a new program for Israelis living in the GTA.  The consulate is asking all Rabbis to host Israelis for an hour during the High Holy days, so they can learn what Yom Kippur is, and hear the Shofar blast.  I couldn’t believe it.  But they weren’t kidding.  The reality is there are Israeli’s with no Jewish knowledge.  

Sixty years on, it seems the founding fathers both under- and over-estimated the potential of the fledgling Jewish State. If in 1948 somebody said that one day virtually the entire world, including most of the Arab nations, would accept the existence of the State of Israel he or she would have been regarded as optimistically insane.  But today that is reality.  Who would have thought that in North American’s two national elections, all candidates would express love of Israel?  PM Harper sent a letter to all Jewish leaders apologizing for having the election on Sukkot and reiterated his undying love of Israel.  Both US VP and Presidential hopefuls have visited synagogues on the campaign trail.  They spoke of their love for Israel in debates, and boast of Israeli flags in their offices. As Barak Obama recently said in a synagogue in Boca Raton, “Israel has developed many friendships, and none is deeper than the bond between Israel and the United States of America.”  Israel of 2008 is stronger, abler and more successful than we could have ever imagined.  

The same can be said of world Jewry. Rather than diminish and gradually disappear since 1948, Jewish communities around the world have grown and prospered.  As the Holocaust has become more of a historical event rather than an existential reality, the threat or experience of anti-Semitism has decreased. In North America especially, the role of Israel as a "safe-haven," a shelter of last resort for Jews, has become less compelling.  Much of world Jewry is more "worried" about the future viability of Israel than its own safety. 

The honey and the sting, the bitter and the sweet.  I believe that we have been unable to establish the potentially harmonious relationship between Jews of Israel and the Jews of North America.  This is because we have set up unrealistic expectations of one another, creating a rift that will be hard to bridge.  I believe as we enter the 61st year of the modern state of Israel, its time to find a new way to engage in a more beneficial partnership.  

Let’s consider new ideas.
Do you know there is an innovative concept of Flex Aliyah?  It used to be that the Zionist aspiration was for every Jews to make aliyah.  But for most of this century you would never hear a Reform Jew even utter the word aliyah, because we were building Jewish life here in the Diaspora. However if you saw this month’s Reform Judaism magazine there is a big advertisement with a picture of Rabbi Stanley and Resa flex aliyah, smiling happily with the byline “Faces of Reform Aliyah”.  They are doing “flex aliyah” 6 months in Israel, 6 months in California.  It’s a way to literally have your feet in both worlds and something many are considering.

Consider the variety of Jews today in the Diaspora. It’s in North America where denominations have flourished.  There is now a tremendous diversity in the areas of ethics, spirituality, halakhah, ritual and synagogue life. Jews outside Israel have a variety of ways to express their identity.  Israelis are still governed by an all-or-nothing binary which leaves too many Israelis completely divorced from Jewish life. The profusion of religious options available to world Jewry would make Judaism not only more accessible to non-Orthodox Israelis, but more palatable to their diverse ideological dispositions. 

Ironically the one place in the world where you cannot get a non-orthodox education is Israel.  Why did this happen?  In the days of the creation of the state, David Ben Gurion, the first Prime Minister, was forced to make compromises with the Orthodox groups.  They have lived in Israel for hundreds of years and were trying to figure out how to merge with the new mostly secular Zionist state that was being created.  Ben Gurion figured Orthodox Jews wouldn’t be around much longer.  Therefore, he agreed to let them run the ministry of the interior which supervised all Jewish issues in the State.  He also granted them clemency from conscription into the Israeli Defense Forces if they were studying in a Yeshiva.  The Orthodox thought the whole state and all these secular Jews wouldn’t last long either.  Therefore the Orthodox agreed to let Ben Gurion be the Prime Minister and supported him in exchange.  

What happened was that with the Orthodox in control of the interior, they were able to establish orthodox schools and rabbinic leadership throughout the state.  They now decide who presides over all life-cycle events: who converts, who gets married and who is a Jew.  Over time this became quite problematic for non-Orthodox Jews, who mainly chose to forget religion altogether.  

But in recent years there has been a resurgence of non-orthodox Judaism.  Israelis are embracing a return to their heritage.  There are liberal synagogues, schools, camps and youth programs now throughout Israel.  There are Israeli liberal Jewish educational centres that are overflowing with adults.  Tikkun Layl Shavuot and Selichot attract thousands -- who sing, dance, read Modern Hebrew poetry, study rabbinic and medieval as well as modern texts, meditate, and explore their souls

The Hebrew Union College trains and sustains Reform Rabbis.  The Israeli campus each year ordains Israeli born Reform Rabbi’s.  The only problem is that the state does not pay the salaries or support non-Orthodox congregations.  The liberal community has had to fight through the courts to establish themselves.  One Rabbi, Meiri Gold, was voted in by her town to be their Rabbi.  According to the ministry, each town votes for their region Rabbi and that Rabbi is paid by the state.  The Orthodox refused to recognize her as a Rabbi and pay her.  The battle continues.  In our SBE weekly email and on our website, you’ll see a link to pledge your support for her legal battle.  In Modi’in, the Reform community successfully lobbied for the government to give them property, as given to every Orthodox shul in town.  

These are small victories, but at the legal level, the liberal communities are successful at securing legitimacy for new expressions of Judaism.  The chief Rabbi once asked the army educators why they teach new recruits about various Jewish denominations.  After all, he said, there are barely any Reform Jews in the army.  The army educators answered, “Well there are no haredim in the army either.  Let’s at least start learning about it.”  What are needed are more grassroots movements to push for more Rabbis, more congregations and more support from the ministry.  The flourishing of denominations in the Diaspora is a model for Israeli’s to find their way in Judaism and not shut the door to thousands of years of rituals and traditions.

Issues of democracy, human rights and gender equality would also prove to be extremely advantageous to Israeli Judaism.  Then Israel can be a light unto nations in terms of issues that affect all of humanity, not just Judaism.  One day the Palestinian-Israeli conflict will not be the main focus of the country and the budget.  We need to see beyond to what kind of country Israel strives to be beyond simply fighting for its life.  Did you know there is an Israeli run Youth village in Rwanda, based on the model of the Ethiopian youth villages in Israel?  The village has built housing, infrastructure and sufficient staff to welcome a first class of 125 high school students.  The goal is adding 125 students a year until they reach 500.  This is the type of project Jews throughout the world we use to proclaim Israel as a model nation for all to aspire to. 
In terms of giving money to Israel, we need to reexamine where and why we donate.  We ought not to regard Israel as desperate and send money blindly.  We can’t view Israel as always in crisis mode. At a consultation held a number of years ago among North American fundraising organizations, the number one priority was the following question: “While we have seen a significant rise in fundraising as a result of the recent intifada, our market research has projected a dramatic decline in the years to come. What Israeli crisis we can sell our community next?” The “Emergency Campaign” today leads to emotional debt tomorrow.  Israel’s economy is growing faster than Canada right now, with a growth rate of 6-7% annually.  Investing in Israeli bonds, reap a return probably better that what the TSX is doing these days.  

Instead, we could focus our tzedakah towards new areas, such as environmental issues.  We could jump-start Israel’s quest to be free of oil-dependence.  This year Israeli will debut a homemade electric car and the plan is to have recharging stations set up around the country by 2010.  Imagine Israel as the first country in the world with gas-free cars.  This would be pretty helpful for being the only country in the Middle East without oil.  Then Israel can give back tzedakah to us in the form of green technologies and influence other countries to head in the same direction.

As we forge a new Israel-Diaspora relationship, we must not lose sight of the disparate realities in which we live. We can learn a lot from each other; we can enrich one another's lives; we can build new narratives in which each plays a significant role. Yet we will still remain fundamentally different. Thus, when we engage in our new partnership, it must be with a great deal of humility on both sides. Israelis must drop the A. B. Yehoshua type of arrogance with which they all too often treat Diaspora Jewish life. When Israelis travel to Jewish communities abroad, they must do so not merely as emissaries, but as people who have something to learn. 

Similarly, world Jews must realize that, as long as we do not live in Israel, we can never be full and equal partners. While our participation and criticism is invaluable, it is only those who live in Israel, whose children serve in the army who ultimately have the right to vote and determine the country's direction. World Jewry can influence, educate and contribute, but the final decision in matters of policy must always belong to the Israelis. 

Perhaps the next discussion at the World Zionist Congress which brings all Jews of the world together, would be to try to come to a conclusion of “who is a Jew”?  This debate has been happening in Israel as they decide at the border who can become a citizen under the law of return.  But it should not be legislated in Israel; it should be a world-wide Jewish discussion. 

Al hadvash v’al nechoshet.  For the bee and the sting.  For the sweet and the bitter.  Let’s work now to make this new relationship a reality.    Break down the old the barriers, and try new things.  Today the Orthodox Rabbis in Israel don’t allow Reform Rabbi’s to officiate at weddings.  So let’s buy a boat, go offshore, get married and come back – we’ll call it the “love boat”.  We need less legislation, more innovation.  The process of becoming one people, with a collective identity and common sense of unity, will begin when each community learns to see the other as the other sees itself.  It will continue and thrive when mutual perception turns into mutual respect. And it will culminate when the unique beauty and distinctive sensibilities of each community are forged into a coherent, meaningful whole: a shared vision of who we are and of where we want to go - together. 
Amen.     
Written by Rabbi Stephen Wise rabbi.wise@sbe.ca                                   Internet Links by web@sbe.ca
Written by Rabbi Stephen Wise rabbi.wise@sbe.ca                                   Internet Links by web@sbe.ca

