Sent: March 2, 2009 

Dear Congregants

I have arrived back in Toronto this morning, having taken the overnight flight from Jerusalem direct to Toronto.  I took for granted that Toronto has a direct flight, so many of my colleagues were flying into NYC or Atlanta and then to transfer back to Arizona, New Orleans, Baltimore, Miami, etc.  My flight was quite pleasant, as was my final day in Jerusalem.

Yesterday I rode on a bus into the settlements of Israel, Jewish towns and villages in what is known as the West Bank, or Judea and Samaria (each name has political and religious ramifications).  The “green line” was set as the border between Israel and Jordan in 1948, and when Israel conquered this land in 1967, its been in dispute ever since.  Some believe this was the land of Israel as promised in the Bible.  Some believe this was conquered in the war, similar to any other country in the world that acquired land by war, and free to be settled upon by the victors.  Some say its Palestinian land as this is where most Palestinians live.  Most people cannot agree on anything about this land.  

We crossed into the “territories” or “shtachim” in Hebrew by crossing through a very simple checkpoint.  The scenery didn’t change, the road didn’t change, it was easier then driving between the US and Canada.  We drove into a beautiful settlement area called “Gush Etzion” made up of a group of towns and villages.  This spot was actually purchased by Jews in the early part of the 20th century and 4 moshavim were established there.  During the war of independence, the fighters fought valiantly but were overcome by the Jordanian army.  When Israel re-conquered the area in 1967 it seemed only fair to rebuild the settlement on the same spot, in fact a large oak tree remained through the entire time.  The settlements combined have over 60,000 people.  Its got plenty of housing, schools, industry etc.  We toured around and then met the mayor, a wonderful man who explained to us his vision for Israel that included all these settlements, and it was hard to argue with him.  The Israeli government allowed construction on any land that was no man’s land, meaning there were no deeds of ownership, either Arab or Israeli.  The entire Gush Etzion bloc of settlements are all built on state land, indeed they have never encroached on private Arab land ever.  He explained to us the danger of creating a Palestinian state, based on what has happened in the Gaza Strip, who voted a terrorist organization into power, who attack Israel by rockets on a daily basis.  And the West Bank borders Jerusalem and many other cities up and down the country, rockets could easily hit our capital and airport and major industrial centers and power plants.  He wonders what kind of industry and infrastructure Palestinians will have since so far the only industries in the Palestinian West Bank villages are olive oil and grapes.  Our group challenged him with many questions about how Israeli’s and Palestinians might live together in this disputed land and he confidently answered each one with passion and clarity.  We were impressed by his presentation, whether we agreed with him or not.  

Then to our amazement, it began to snow, an event quite rare for Israel (expect for the mountains in the north), they even had to close the roads for a while.  Clearly the members of the town were not expecting it as they wandered around in sandals.  We’ve now had 3 days of rain, but only in Israel people cheer when it rains.  In fact we’ve been patting ourselves on the back that since the Reform Rabbis came to Israel, the rains have begun, demonstrating to the Orthodox how vital we are to the success of the state.  We’ve been told the Sea of Galilee, that supplies fresh water to most of the country, is rising to adequate levels as are the underground aquifers in the Jerusalem area.

Once the roads opened we took a bus to a kibbutz just outside of Jerusalem for our final program.  We heard from a labor party representative Ophir Pines Paz, who explained how despite their election loss, the party plans to be in the opposition to Netanyahu and the right wing parties who won the election and stand with their principles and not enter into a coalition.  Of course the paper reported the same day that Labor had not ruled out joining the coalition and that Ehud Barak had been offered the ministry of Defense.  A typical day in Israeli politics.  David Horovitch, the editor of the Jerusalem Post then spoke on the mood in Israel following the Gaza war and the ramifications of the election.  As no coalition has formed his crystal ball did not reveal the future of Israeli politics, but he did assure us that Israel had demonstrated much better tactics in the Gaza war, both in terms of military performance and the support of the country for their actions and so the mood in Israel is more positive today then a few months ago.
 Upon reflection I was very impressed with the conference.  Not only was it organized well, but there were workshops on all points of view religiously and politically.  We had inspiring worship services, some serious text study and valuable encounters with Israeli’s on important issues.  I look forward to bringing back some new ideas and plans for our congregation for the coming months ahead.  I have also found it meaningful to put my thoughts into words for the congregation, and have decided to start a blog at http://www.hockeyplayingrabbi.blogspot.com
I will post reflections to my blog and you’ll be able to read them by clicking on a link in the weekly email.  They might be thoughts on Israel, on the Jewish world, on the Torah portion.  I might attach articles, pictures or vides of interest.  Since this is my first blog I don’t know exactly what you’ll find but that is why you’ll have to log on to find out.
 Rabbi Stephen Wise

Sent: February 28, 2009
Dear Congregants,

 

I write to you now after a wonderful refreshing Shabbat experience.  On Friday morning morning we began the program at the Jerusalem Convention Centre where we joined a pluralistic Beit Midrash, a historic first-ever study day with Rabbis and Israeli's from all movements from across the country.  I sat down beside two young women who work for the Hillel here in Jerusalem and together we studied texts about Shabbat and challenged each other about how we understand Reform vs. Orthodox, and how to honour and respect Shabbat.  It was fascinating to debate with Israel University students engaged in serious text study.  

 

Following the Beit Midrash, I went with one of a close friend, (who is a Rabbi in Phoenix, AZ) for lunch at one of the greatest restaurants in Jerusalem, called Pinati.  Its a tiny hole in the wall located downtown.  You'd probably walk right by it, its dirty, a few tables, zero ambience.  But below the rough exterior is the best hummus in the world.  We sit down and order quickly, because there are really only 3 options, hummus plain, hummus with beans, hummus with ground beef.  I usually choose beef.  It arrives within a few seconds from a large bowl of hummus in the kitchen.  It comes with warm pita, a plate of pickles, a pickled pepper, and a raw onion.  Its accompanied by a glass of yellow drink, possibly lemonade.  The hummus is so good, I just scoop it up so fast, I'm sad when the meal is over.  We used to come here weekly when we were students and it was so great to be back.  The owner even remembered us, which allowed us access to the one bathroom, located a few doors away from the restaurant down an alley.

We did some shopping for t-shirts and Israel books, and one of my favorite stores called "kipa man" which sells...you guess it, only kippot.  

 

At 3:30 pm I took a bus to Zichron Ya'akvo which is just south of Haifa.  For Friday night kabbalat shabbat services all the Rabbis were sent around the country to all the Reform Israeli synagogues.  In Zichron there is a small congregation similar in size to SBE called Sulam Ya'akov (which means Jacob's ladder).  I chose this one because someone I know lives right nearby and she met me for Shabbat.  How wonderful to spend shabbat with a small community of passionate worshippers. I was hosted, along with Joyce, at a congregants home for dinner.  For dessert I went to her home to meet her husband and children.  It was a wonderful evening.

 

Saturday morning we gathered in Merkaz Shimshon back in Jerusalem, along with the new class of rabbinic students, for shabbat morning services.  We were treated to inspiring music and prayers which included the installation of the new board and president of the Conference of Rabbis.  At lunch we did a roll call, where each graduating year is called out loud and the Rabbis for that class stand up.  I of course stood for 2005, and they called all the years right down to 1944, a man who has been a Rabbi for 65 years, we gave him a standing ovation.  After lunch a few of us went for a walk to the old city, down to the Kotel, the Western Wall.  It always gives me goosebumps to walk up to the wall.  I always think that this was built by  human hands so long ago and yet stands the test of time.  The notes that people have written are squeezed into every nook and cranny.  There was a woman crying, praying to God and shuckling up to the wall.  Everyone brings their own prayers here and hope God hears.  I love walking through the old city, winding like a maze through the Jewish quarter to find our way out as it started to rain.  We've had a lot of rain the past two days which is great for the country constantly in drought but for tourists walking around, not so fun.

 

Shabbat ended with havdallah, held in the chapel at the Rabbinic college, bringing back so many memories of the place where I learned how to pray and lead prayer.  This evening a few of us went to dinner at a curiously unkosher restaurant here, its almost funny that we happened to find the one unkosher restaurant in Jerusalem, but the food was delicious.  We sat beside a table with 18 rabbinic and cantorial students, so we all chipped in and bought them each dessert, which they greatly appreciated.  We all remembered as students when we were here that when Rabbis came they treated us to a meal so we wanted to pay it forward, knowing when they graduated they'd do the same.  In the evening the stores re-open as Shabbat finishes and especially Ben-Yehuda street downtown fills with tourists, shoppers and teenagers. In the summer its so packed you can barely walk but even in winter its busy, though the rain kept many away.  Tomorrow is the last day of the conference and I have learned a great deal and loved every minute of being in this country.  I can't wait to organize an SBE trip in the near future, as so many of you have told me you want to go.  Let's see if we can say, Next Year in Jerusalem.


Rabbi Stephen Wise

Sent: February 26, 2009

I am writing you from the David Citadel Hotel in Jerusalem.  I arrived here on Tuesday night, for the annual Conference of Reform Rabbis.  Every 7 years the conference is held in Israel, and so I am here with over 300 Rabbi's from around the world.  I left at midnight on Monday, tried to sleep on the plane but when I arrived in Israel 10 hours later, it was already 6 pm Israel time.  You can imagine my jetlag.  

 

Much to my delight a previous SBE Rabbi and his wife were on my flight so we shared a taxi ride from the airport to the hotel.  Our first event was dinner at Merkaz Shimshon, which from the 5th floor has the most beautiful view of the old city.  We also heard from mayor Nir Barkat who talked about his vision for Jerusalem.  Did you know that Jerusalem is one of the poorest cities in Israel and is suffering from lack of tourism and cultural activities, despite its obvious religious attractions.  He is hoping to attract more tourists, build up infrastructure, increase business opportunities and reinvigorate the city.  His hopeful attitude reminds me of a certain new US president, and I think they are about the same age.

 

On Wednesday, we were divided up into smaller groups to choose a specific learning track.  I went with a group to learn from the Rabbis for Human Rights, an organization working for disadvantaged people in Israel.  We began the day studying the declaration of Independance to think about how Israel ascribes to be a land of freedom and hope for all people, yet its a Jewish state and Arabs are often treated second class.  We then went to visit the separation fence that runs around Jerusalem, kindly titled the "Jerusalem envelope".  Its made up of partly 8 metre cement walls and mostly fencing with barbed wire and a security road.  Its meant to prevent terrorists from infiltrating Israel and its been quite successful since its creation in 2003.  However, it divides Jerusalem with an ugly wall, and it forces Palestinians to go through the handful of checkpoints to get to Jerusalem.  It often goes right through Arab neighborhoods, separating families, preventing some from access to schools and hospitals.  We went to one area called Silwan, where the government has planned to demolish 80 homes to excavate the ruins of what might be King David's gardens.  While we all want to learn more about what is underground we certainly must take into account the homes that are above the ground.  I did take heart from the attitude of the palestinians who created a protest tent and are working with RHR to petition the government.  One man said he spent 10 years in jail during the first intifada and nothing changed.  He doesn't want his kids to resort to violence so he is trying this way instead.  My heart leapt at the mutual understanding we came to after that meeting in trying to find new ways for peace.  Rabbi Forman of RHR is coming to the GTA in November of 09 and I am trying to find a way to have him speak at SBE.

 

Wednesday evening we went to the cinema to view a wonderful new film by a young Ethiopian man about the struggles of new immigrants to settle in Israel.  It was a typical story of a stubborn father unable to adapt to a new society and childen who are too easily entranced by the new societal norms - sex, drugs, gangs, etc.  We met the director after the screening who is hoping to release the movie worldwide next year.

 

Thursday we began the day again in small groups talking to new immigrants.  We went to "Canada House" one of three community centres in Israel built with Canadian federation money where new immigrants can live, learn Hebrew and get acclimated.  We met a group who just arrived within the last two months - from Paris, London, Johanesburg, Moscow, Chicago, New York, Lithuania, Brazil, Argentina and Tehran.  They were struggling learning Hebrew but were so excited to have made aliyah.  This group specifically all have university degrees and will either further their studies or enter the workforce after 5 months of paid hebrew study, room and board as part of the government subsidies to those making aliyah.  I am proud of Canada's fundraising efforts to help new olim.

 

Thursday afternoon we went to Tel Aviv and met their mayor who spoke of the growing Reform movement presence in the city with two large religious/cultural centres.  Then I went on a walking tour of the ports of Tel Aviv and Yaffo to learn about the history of the twin cities and their current renewal projects.  How lucky was I to be walking down the boardwalk, sunny and about 23 degrees, some people were even suntanning and swimming in the Mediteranean Sea.  And this is their winter!

 

The afternoon ended with a most unique play peformed by deaf and blind actors.  It was the most moving and fascinating production I have ever witnessed.  The other Toronto area Rabbi's including Rabbi Englander, Rabbi Cohen (Hamilton) and Rabbi's Goldstein, Polosnky and Gottleib (Toronto) and myself hope to bring this production to the GTA in the coming year if possible.

Finally this evening we had free time so I went shopping on Ben Yehuda with some classmates and had a delicious Shwarma sandwich and Banana/strawberry nectar juice.  Its one of my favorite Israeli meals, one that just can't be replicated anywhere else.

I will send more blogs about my trip to Israel in the coming days.  

 

Hope all is well and Shabbat Shalom

 
Rabbi Stephen Wise

The Jerusalem Post Article
