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In the mid 1800’s, the early years of Jewish settlement in Israel, 927, the one and only port of call was in Jaffa.  There both commercial and passenger ships landed in the narrow harbor to unload its cargo or fill its berths to journey to ports around the world.  An unfortunate feature of the port was its strict limitations.  Built centuries before for smaller, lighter ships, her sea walls were narrow and shallow, allowing only the most nimble of boats room to dock right to the wharf.  Even if ships survived the narrow inlet to make it close enough to shore, they would have to lay anchor a few kilometers out and row people and cargo ashore.  Jaffa did have a railway station but in its quirky way one was obliged to travel by donkey or mule a few kilometers to board the train, not a simple feat to ease the flow of goods to the rest of the country.  

For all its limitations, Jaffa was the only option, and served admirably as the "gate to Zion," for Jews intending to settle in Jerusalem or Tzfat or any other city. By 1882 the port was overflowing with the thousands of Zionist immigrants who came in waves, some of whom settled right in Jaffa. Housing was strained to such a degree that the community began to think about establishing a bedroom community down the beach.  The plan was for a small suburb on the outskirts of Jaffa, to retire in the evenings after working all day.  From these innocent beginnings sprang the biggest and most important city in Israel, Tel Aviv, which this year celebrates her 100th anniversary.  I’d like to focus on the city and how it grew from a simple garden suburb to the commercial, industrial and artistic capital of our homeland and how I believe this city represents the new Jew of the 21st century, who confronts the adversity of the modern world head on.
The growth of Tel Aviv in the early years was not smooth as the early settlers faced many roadblocks along the way.  Any Jew knows you need two things to move forward –money and “the board”.  So they called themselves the Achuzat Bayit, meaning the Housing Property Society, and recruited merchants, artisans and teachers, to sit on the board.  Then they began a fund raising campaign and raised almost 100,000 francs on their own before applying to the Zionist Congress for more.  The mainstream Zionist movement was more concerned with building agricultural settlements than establish a new town right beside the existing city of Jaffa.  Fortunately, the 8th Zionist Congress eventually endorsed the idea and had the Jewish National Fund lend $300,000 more francs to construct the first houses.  and so it came to pass that on april 11 1909, 60 housing plots were apportioned out by lottery, and that day has become tel aviv's founding day
Within a year, the suburb's main streets were laid out, named after important Zionists including Theodore Herzl, Ahad Ha-Am, Judah Halevi, Moses Lilienblum and the philanthropist Baron Rothschild. In addition the foundations were laid for the Herzlia High School, which still functions to this day.  It was time to name this new town and they took great care in choosing one of significance.  The name Tel Aviv can be found in the book of Ezekiel chapter 3verse 15, its where Ezekiel has a mystical vision of fiery chariots from which the voice of God spoke to him telling him to be a prophet to the people in exile in Babylon. 
Why would the first Jewish city be named after a Babylonian city that reminds us of one of the most tragic moments in Jewish history?  Because the name had already been chosen by the modern Zionist thinker Nahum Sokolow to empower the Jews of Eastern Europe to think of themselves as descendants of those in exile.  His translation into Hebrew of Theodore Herzl’s book “Alteneuland” outlining the vision for a new Jewish state in Palestine became one of Zionism’s founding texts.  
Alteneuland means old/new land.  Tel Aviv has the same connotation.  A tell is an ancient archaeological term that refers to a mound site where signs of ancient life have been found.  Aviv means spring, which represents something new and fresh.  Calling the city Tel Aviv both connects to the past, the long history the Jewish people have with this land, and the future, this new Jewish city that will be the home for Jewish people for generations to come.

Tel Aviv, with all its hopes, did not fare well in the first few years.  The First World War halted the towns’ progress.  The Turkish attitude towards the Jewish population moved from suspicion to open hostility resulting in the expulsion of Jews from both Jaffa and Tel Aviv in March 1917. With the British victory over the Turks in 1919, the city was reopened to Jewish settlement by 1919.  Slowly the population grew, especially when the 4th aliyah came, made up of mostly middle class merchants from the pale of settlement in Poland, who began opening small industries.  As the population grew to 34,000 by 1925, cultural institutions, such as a theatre and an opera company, were created. 
There were some outside forces that stunted the growth of Tel Aviv.  As I stated earlier, many halutizm settlers wanted to move to the country and work the land on kibbutzim, and the diaspora money was invested heavily in agriculture.  Secondly Tel Aviv’s expansion was held back by geography, with Jaffa to the south, small settlements to the north and Arabic villages to the West.  Finally, Tel Aviv did not have a port or train station, both of which were in Jaffa, and so business was never allowed to flourish as it could have. 
A pivotal moment in Arab Jewish relations changed all that in the 1930’s.  As the Jewish population of Palestine grew, the Arab population seethed at the newcomers, whether they settled on legally purchased land or in pre-established cities and towns.  The struggle came to a head in 1936 with the Arab-Israeli revolts, beginning with the Arab boycott of the port of Jaffa.  Their plan was to close Jewish immigration and disrupt the Jewish and British economic activity all over Palestine until the British agreed to expel or halt Jewish immigration. The plan backfired.  The British expanded their military forces clamping down on Arab dissent, sentencing militants to death and expelling or arresting Arab leaders.  The British also spent a year deliberating the issue under the auspices of the Peel commission which recommended a partition plan – great news for the Jews and terrible news for the Arabs.   

The Arab blockade of the port of Jaffa had another unintended consequence.  The residents of Tel Aviv decided to create a separate Jewish-run seaport in Tel Aviv for passengers and cargo.  In an abrupt twist of fate, the Jewish population in Palestine suddenly became self-sufficient and self-sustaining.  They would no longer need to rely on the Arab controlled port in Jaffa.  They controlled their own fate, a glorious transformation for every Jew, and of course for the emerging city of Tel Aviv as it launched into prominence. 

I feel this turn of events highlighted the identity of the new Jew.  Zionism already had transformed Jews from passive to active participants in our history.  By actively moving to Palestine, Jews had already surpassed 2000 years of inaction by actually occupying the land they had only previously dreamt of. By building settlements and working the land, the new Jew was reversing the idea of the shtetl Jew dependant on others and confined to study, usury and small trade.  No longer would we sit back and let others dictate our destiny.  Our future was in our hands; we would build Israel with smarts, courage and strength.  If the Arabs blockade the port, we’d build a new and better one.

In turn, the Jews created their own paramilitary force, the Haganah, to defend the homeland.  The Haganah grew in size and scope as they supported the British efforts to suppress the Arab uprising.  Although the force wasn’t recognized by the British, they had already begun training in tactics and warfare which would be used over the next decade against the British to force them to allow Jewish immigration during and after the Second World War.  And when the state of Israel was born in 1948, the Hagganah forces, along with the other small paramilitary groups such as the Lechi, Irgun and Etzel, came together to form the current Tzavah l’hagana Yisrael  - The Israel defense forces, that won the war of independence and every war since helping ensure the survival of the state.
Tel Aviv, in the years leading to independence was now the centre of the Yishuv’s political life and defense activity.   It was the seat of Israel’s newspapers and publishing houses, the spot where immigrants were smuggled into the country.  It’s not a surprise that when David Ben Gurion was prepared to announce independence to the world, he did it from the Tel Aviv’s Museum Hall, forever know thereafter as Independence Hall.   And when you join me on our synagogue trip to Israel this coming March 2010, we will sit in that very building and hear a recording of those wonderful words from May 14th, 1948 -  “We declare the natural  right of the Jewish people to be masters of their own fate, like all other nations, in their own sovereign State”.  We will get a chance to see what else Tel Aviv has to offer such as its famous “Bauhaus Architecture” recognized by UNESCO as a World Heritage site for the most buildings in the world of this 1930’s German architectural style emphasizing functionality with inexpensive building materials-  perfect for the newly created yet impoverished state of Israel.  We’ll visit Beit Daniel, the largest of the dozens of Reform synagogues that have sprung up across Israel as Israeli’s embrace new ways of being Jewish.  We’ll shop in the unique Nachalat Binyamin craft fair and enjoy the finest cuisine.  And to just relax, of course we’ll sun on the pristine Tel Aviv beaches where you can walk out for miles on the shallow sandbar and hear the Ice Cream vendors shout “artik, mento, chocolat, banana”.  
Now if I have your attention, you’ll want to listen closely.  Tomorrow morning at exactly 9 am we open registration for this exhilarating trip to Israel, mar. 9-21, 2010.  Imagine floating in the Dead Sea, hiking to the top of the Golan Heights, learning with the best scholars of Jerusalem, exploring the newly opened tunnels underneath the Western Wall – we’ve planned it all.  Join me for this once in a life time experience.  Don't say next year in Jerusalem, say this year in Tel Aviv.  Be like the new Jew.  Don’t let others control your destiny.  Don’t wait.  Do it now, come with me to Israel, our homeland, feel the Jewishness on every street corner, in every person you meet.  Take the journey of a lifetime.  Im Lo achshav eminati –If not now..when?  
Tel Aviv – new and old together in one city.  A city established as a quiet garden suburb, eventually amalgamated Jaffa to become the largest Jewish city in the world.  From humble beginnings against all odds, to become strong and successful, Tel Aviv represents the new Jew, who will face up to adversity and not back down from the challenge.  And controversy follows the city no matter what.  This year the Toronto International Film Festival chose to focus 10 films on Tel Aviv.  Suddenly filmmakers started protesting and withdrawing films, suggesting the TIFF directors were complicit in propaganda for Israel.  Would any other country by attacked in such a way?  So how should our community react?  We’re not going to stand idly by but we need to fight fire with fire.  When our detractors last spring suggested boycotting Israeli wines, we went out and bought every bottle the LCBO had.  When they complained Israel stole the Dead Sea scrolls and people should boycott the ROM, our community bought tickets until the exhibit tours were full.  When our critics call for a boycott of the TIFF, we made sure every screening about Tel Aviv was sold out the next day.  No longer will we stand by and be pushed into ghettos.  We must stand tall, as Tel Aviv rose clear out of the desert sands, a city of artist, poets, scholars, musicians, architecture, high tech, education.  A city born out of necessity, but rising to symbolize strength, integrity and purpose.  That is the new Jew and why we should all make an effort to stand proud as Jews, to visit our homeland, to advocate for Israel and her rights as a nation.  Let that be our lasting legacy.  Amen.
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