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L’Shana Tova Tikatayvu – may we all be inscribed for a good year. 
 

Tomorrow we will read in the Torah the story of the Akedah, the famous story of the 
binding of Isaac on the altar. Try and imagine yourself as our Patriarch Isaac when his father 
Abraham brought him to Mt. Moriah and told him that God was requesting your life as a 
sacrifice. You are not a small child, you are now almost 40 years old. Do you run away from 
a crazy old man? Do you beg him to reconsider appeasing a God who makes such a terrible 
request? Do you just put out your hands and ask him to tie them tight lest you, in fear, 
strike your father? 

 
And what goes through your mind as you lay on the altar? What makes me such a desirable 
sacrifice to God? Will my father really raise a knife to slaughter me like a goat? Would you 
be happy to die rather than serve a God who makes insane requests like the one that has 
brought you to this moment? Would you look back on your life and try to figure out if all 
your actions added up to a meaningful life? 

 
This is not a hypothetical situation. So far three men have been sacrificed in Iraq to satisfy 
the anger of some ISIS commander. What do we think is going through their minds as they 
kneel there, hands tied and their executioner is spouting to the camera some political 
nonsense that is supposed to justify the murder? Was their work over the years 
meaningful? Was it worthwhile? Did their lives add up to something important so that their 
memory will live on in the hearts of their loved ones? Is their last thought that someone 
should avenge their death or do they think that their death is just another meaningless thrill 
killing by deranged terrorists? 

 
When I was a teen, many, many years ago, the poet, Danny Siegel wrote his first book of 
poetry and took up the problems of the Akedah. Danny Siegel saw in the story not just a 
father who was prepared to sacrifice his son to a belief, he saw Abraham in every father 
that allowed his son to be drafted into the Vietnam War. Every time Danny Siegel read the 
biblical story he wanted it to end with Abraham saying to Isaac, “Forget it Isaac; let’s go 
home!” 

 
When Jews gather this year at the end of one year and the beginning of the next, it is the 
war in Israel that is on our minds; the kidnapping, the retribution, the rockets, the invasion, 
the tunnels, the number of people who died. It has been a very hard summer for Israel and 
for those of us who love Israel. Over the course of the summer we have suffered greatly 
along with Israel. There is the frustration, the anger and the depression we feel as we 
confront the news each day. It would be absurd to say we suffered as much as those in 



Israel, but we too struggled, along with our Israeli family, in answering the sirens and the 
moral mess that is modern warfare. 

 
 Rabbi Alan Lucas, my colleague in Roslyn Heights, NY recently commented on the situation 
in Israel this summer. He said, “Here is the hardest question I got this summer: One of our 
young people challenged me saying, “Rabbi is the death of a young Israeli soldier any more 
tragic than the death of a Palestinian child?” Oy, what a wonderful, precious, terrible 
question that is. I paused, looked into her eyes trying to judge the depth of the sincerity 
that had motivated that question – was it asked in frustration? In anger? In love? It was 
hard for me to tell. Finally in good rabbinic fashion I answered: “No, and yes.” “No, there is 
absolutely no difference between the death of a young Israeli and a young Palestinian – 
they are equally tragic. And yes, there is a difference, for you see – the Israeli one is my son 
and although equal in tragedy – I feel that pain so much more.” “But he is not your son!” 
this young person protested – and I could only respond sadly, “That my dear is where we 
disagree.” 

 
One of my colleagues who was in Israel during this time, on a mission of support, attended a 
funeral for a “lone soldier” a soldier who had no family in Israel, who had come alone and 
was fighting without the support of family that the other soldiers had. The funeral was in 
Ashkelon, and normally the IDF would not want a large funeral in a place that was so 
subject to rocket attack. But this was a lone soldier, and so, even with the family that came 
in from out of the country, how big could the funeral have been? Well, over 6000 people 
attended that funeral. In Israel, everyone is family.  

 
I would not be surprised if even in this sanctuary, there are people who, like Rabbi Lucas, 
were asked uncomfortable questions about Israel’s actions during this war. The war was 
just so asymmetrical, so many thousands of Palestinians killed, only 64 Israeli soldiers and 
civilians died. The pitiful inaccuracy of every rocket Hamas fired verses the pinpoint 
accuracy of the Israeli air force. And the quite unsettling anti-Jewish rioting that circled the 
globe against our People as if every Jew was responsible for the decisions of the Israeli 
government. There were so many opinions and statistics about this war that it was hard to 
know who to believe. That is always a problem with the internet. You can’t believe anything 
on the internet, even if it comes from trusted sources. The speed of the information coming 
in often overwhelms the truth; a truth that will only come to be understood long after our 
attention has been diverted elsewhere.  

 
I found myself thinking this summer of the schoolyard bullies, who taunt you and attack you 
when the teacher is not looking, and when you finally retaliate for the attack, the bully 
screams for the teacher who then accuses you of starting the fight. Look, we know this drill 
from many years of defending Israel. We know that the United Nations should be 
condemning Hamas, not Israel. Hamas is the organization that denies rights to women, who 
kills homosexuals and who assassinates hundreds of opponents for the crime of not wanting 
to establish an Islamic state.  Face it, there is a huge difference between Hamas and Israel, a 
difference that everyone knows but, in an attempt to be “even handed” nobody talks about. 



Israel is the one location in the Middle East where women have full rights, were there is 
freedom of religion for every faith, there is tolerance for every political opinion and there is 
full justice and the rule of Law.   

 
At times it seemed that every pundit on cable television was looking for a sign of a 
microscopic political break between Israel and the United States. I am sure you heard 
stories of all kinds about how the US and Israel were divided over this war. Except I 
consulted my personal friends at the Israeli Foreign Ministry and other friends who travel in 
American political circles in Washington DC and they insisted that no matter what the press 
said,  the United States and Israel are still the closest of allies and our country never 
doubted Israel’s right to self-defense. Our President himself said it clearly and publicly, “I 
have been clear throughout the crisis that Israel has a right to defend itself. No country can 
tolerate missiles raining down on its cities. No country’s people should live day-by-day 
rushing to bomb shelters every half hour. No country can or would tolerate tunnels dug 
under their land used to launch terrorist attacks. America has been –and will continue to be 
–supportive of Israel and its right to defend itself in concrete terms. For example, we 
support the Iron Dome Program that has intercepted rockets firing down on Israeli cities.” 

 
It is really hard to imagine a government like Hamas that has absolutely no concern for its 
citizens.  With the leadership of Hamas safely ensconced in their bunkers under the main 
hospital in Gaza or in hotels thousands of miles away in Qatar, they had little concern for 
the Palestinian civilians of Gaza. These citizens were literally left to fend for themselves. 
When Hamas needed them as human shields, they were forced at gunpoint to stay in 
dangerous areas. When they fled to areas controlled by the United Nations, Hamas just 
took the war to the streets outside these so called neutral areas. How did UN schools 
become storehouses for Hamas’ rockets? No one knows or at least no one is saying what 
they know. 

 
 

At a recent AIPAC symposium after the war, I got the chance to hear from Mosab Hassan 
Yousef, also known as “The Green Prince”. He is the son of Sheikh Hassan Yousef, one of the 
founders of Hamas. He was also a spy for the Mossad. Rejecting the ideology of his father 
and his friends, he worked with Israel to save Israeli and Palestinian lives. At the Symposium 
he told us that Hamas is an ideology, and as an ideology, it will never be destroyed by 
bombs or bullets. Later a colleague approached me and asked me, “If we can’t defeat 
Hamas with our army, how will it be possible to ever defeat them?” I answered him, 
“Remember that Judaism too is a religion and ideology that has been able to survive all 
kinds of pain and prosecution. The only way to defeat their evil ideology, to kill all Jews, is to 
find a way to replace it with one that is better. When the Palestinians realize that they don’t 
need terror and rockets to meet legitimate goals, Hamas will become a failed ideology and 
will wither and die.” I then said to myself a short prayer that it should come to pass soon.  

 
In considering our Torah reading tomorrow, we thought about what Isaac might have been 
thinking as he was bound on the altar. This year, we should also consider if the soldiers of 



the Israel Defense forces were wondering if their sacrifice of life and limb was worth it. The 
Israeli poet, Nathan Alterman wrote a famous poem called, “The Silver Platter.”  In it he 
says that if we were to be given our Jewish State on a silver platter, that platter would be 
made out of the bodies of the young men and women who gave their lives to the State, who 
were prepared to die, like the Patriarch Isaac, for a greater good.  

 
Every Israeli child knows that someday, he or she will be called upon to protect and defend 
theirs and our homeland. Do we think war is worth the blood of Jewish children? No, we 
believe that the future can be found in peace. Only peace can resolve all the issues that lie 
between Israel and Hamas. 

 
One of the remarkable things about this war was that Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the Arab 
Emirates and even Iran did not condemn Israel on this war. Hamas is certainly no ISIS but 
they share a Sunni heritage that makes other Sunnis and Shias anxious and afraid. These 
other Arab nations hoped that Israel will finally put this group in its place to lessen the 
threat to their lands. Other Arab nations are deciding that it is better to be friends with 
Israel than to be an enemy. It has been a rough summer but perhaps this fall will bring new 
hope.  

 
My friend and colleague, Rabbi Daniel Gordis, was challenged by someone who said that the 
Jews should go back to where they came from. Rabbi Gordis replied, “Well, we tried that 
once and it didn’t work out all that well.” As Europe once again descends into anti-
Semitism, so much so that the Jews there do not feel safe anymore, it serves as a reminder 
to all Jews all over the world, leaving Israel is not an option. It is not an option for those who 
live in Sederot or any of the other Kibbutzim near the border with Gaza. It is not an option 
for the people of Ashkelon or Beersheba who have but minutes to get to shelter. It is not an 
option for the residents of Tel Aviv and Jerusalem who also had to answer the call of the air 
raid siren.   

 
The last time there was a war against the Jews in Europe, there was no place for the Jews of 
Germany, Poland, Russia, Hungary, Italy, France or the Netherlands to go if they wanted to 
escape from the Nazi brutality. Today, in the face of this new European anti-Semitism, there 
is a place for those who wish to flee. The State of Israel has been a place of refuge already 
for Jews in Syria, Iraq, Iran, Yeman, Ethiopia, South Africa, Argentina and France. Now we 
are facing the need to get thousands of Jews out of the Ukraine who are in harm’s way. 
Israel sees as one of its primary missions, to be a safe place for Jews in trouble anywhere in 
the world.  

 
 

The citizens of Israel know what they need to do to defend their country and to be a refuge 
for Jews in trouble. What we need to do is to ask, what can we do to show our support for 
Israel? This summer has shown us that just talking about Israel is not enough. If Israel is 
going to be there for us, we need to show our support for our Jewish State.  If we really 
want to wear the badge of being an Israel supporter, we have to put more than our words 



on the front lines. We have to put all of our efforts into five critical areas in order for us to 
be able to say that we are fully committed to what Israel is and to what she stands for.  

 
The first thing we need to do is to support the United Jewish Communities as they support 
the Jewish Agency for Israel. The contributions we make to the Birmingham Jewish 
Federation, our local UJC affiliate, go to provide the many services that the government of 
Israel can’t do because of its need to be ready for war all the time. Many of the most 
important programs that raise Israel’s status in the world are funded through the Jewish 
Agency. When we support our Federation campaign, we are showing our support for Israel. 

 
The second thing we must do is invest in Israel, through Israel Bonds. Israel Bonds provides 
much of the infrastructure in Israel. They provide roads and bridges and tunnels. They 
support science and industry in Israel. Many American private and government pension 
plans are deeply invested in Israel bonds. Israel bonds are considered one of the safest 
investments and our investment goes directly to the places where Israel needs it most. It 
has a great rate of return and they have never defaulted on a payment; but the most 
important fact about Bonds is that by investing in Israel, we make a statement about how 
vital we think this Jewish State is. 

 
 

The third thing we need to do for Israel is to insure that Israel has the political support it 
needs from the United States. This means speaking up for Israel in the halls of Congress. It 
does not matter if you choose to join AIPAC or J-Street or the American Jewish Congress, 
you can choose for yourself which organization speaks best for your point of view on Israel. 
But you have to make your voice heard. AIPAC for example, has an annual policy conference 
where they provide the latest information about what is happening in Israel and then, the 
delegates visit their Congressman and Senators insuring that everyone who attends can 
have a direct voice in helping to keep the bond between the United States and Israel strong. 
The AIPAC Policy Conference will be in March and there are already applications to attend 
in our lobby. I invite you to join me there or to call me for more information. 

 
Israel has many competing interests inside the State, but one of the weakest links is its lack 
of support for religious pluralism. It is important for us as members of a Conservative 
congregation, to support our Movement in Israel. Since Masorti Judaism does not get any 
support from the State of Israel like the Orthodox groups get, just a simple membership in 
Mercaz gives our Movement the right to vote for our share of the religious funding that 
does come from the Jewish Agency. The more delegates we have, the greater our influence 
on the Jewish Agency’s budget. We can’t vote for members of the Israel Knesset, but we can 
add our voice to those who support our religious causes at the Jewish Agency. Join Mercaz 
USA and vote in the upcoming election and support the Masorti movement in Israel which is 
fighting for religious pluralism, and to overturn the rulings of the increasingly corrupt Israeli 
Rabbanut. 

 



Finally, if we want to really support Israel, we need to travel there. If you have never been 
to Israel I can’t imagine what you are waiting for. If you have not been to Israel for more 
than five years, you will not believe how much has changed in a short time. When times are 
hard in Israel, the people there appreciate the visit even more. The best support we can 
show to Israelis is to care enough to show up. And yet, as important as a visit might be for 
those who live in Israel, a visit will affect us even more. Travel to Israel is not only for High 
School or College students, it is for everyone. We need to do our part and show by our 
presence, the importance of the State of Israel. Everyone who is interested in a 
congregation trip to Israel sometime in the year ahead should give me a call. 

 
The one thing you can always find in Israel, during good times and bad, is hope. Hope for an 
end to war, hope for a better life and hope for a better future. The reality of living in Israel 
can be difficult but the Jewish people founded their State on hope. For 2000 years our 
ancestors hoped for a State of Israel. Now that we are blessed to see our State among the 
family of nations, we must not give up our hope for a homeland where Jews can live in 
peace with her neighbors and with all her citizens. It is most appropriate that the national 
anthem of Israel is called, “Hatikvah” – “The Hope”. In this anthem is the line, “Od Lo Avda 
Tikvataynu” Rabbi Lucas notes that it says, “Od Lo” ”We have not lost our hope”. It is the 
story of Israel, and it is our story as well. Do you know the translation of Israel’s national 
anthem? It says “as long as the heart of a Jew beats, and as long as the eyes of the Jew 
looks eastward, then our two thousand year hope is not lost. To be a free nation in Zion and 
in Jerusalem.” 

 
It was a bad summer. Many soldiers made the ultimate sacrifice defending our homeland.  
We don’t know what the future will bring, but Od Lo Avdah Tikvataynu, we have not lost 
our hope. The day will come when Israel will be a light to all the nations and we hope for 
the day when, as the prophet says, “they will beat their swords into ploughshares and their 
spears into pruning hooks.” We hope for a season without air raid sirens. We hope for a 
future for Israeli children. We hope for a time when all Jews will be allowed to live in peace. 
That is our hope and it is a hope worth singing about. Please rise and let us sing our anthem 
of hope, our National Anthem of Israel, Hatikva – The Hope    …. 


