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Shabbat Shalom 

This week, our Parsha begins with our responsibility to pay a half shekel flat tax to support the 
Mishkan, the central sanctuary. The purpose of the tax was to make sure that every person had 
a bond connecting them to Judaism and to God. This is not a responsibility just for the Priests or 
the Levites. It is the responsibility of the entire people to support the essential institution of our 
faith.  
 
We can say the same thing in our own days, about our connection with Israel. Each of us must 
find a connection, a personal connection to Israel. Israel should be at the center of our hearts 
and we should work for Israel’s continued success. One way we do this is by speaking up for 
Israel to our political representatives. This week, a whole contingent of Jews and Christians who 
support Israel, and who live in the Greater Birmingham area, went to the Capitol in 
Washington, DC to lobby our representatives to support Israel in these difficult times.  
 
We attended the AIPAC Policy Conference this week, six of us from this congregation: Alan and 
Lisa Engel, Steven and Caryn Corenblum, Mark Cohen and I, joined over 16,000 others, Jews 
and non-Jews from all 50 states, to be updated about the economic, social and security 
situation in Israel and how we can help maintain the strong bonds that tie the United States to 
Israel. It is hard to describe the feeling of being in a single, very large (very VERY large) 
convention center with 16,000 people. When I first entered the hall, I couldn’t even find the 
stage. It was so far away that it was impossible to see. Overhead there were 20 large screens 
that broadcast whatever was happening on the stage. We wore security badges with colored 
lanyards that told where we could sit and what door we needed to enter through. Moving 
16,000 people through the doorways and halls of the Washington Convention Center must have 
been an immense logistical issue.  
 
And security was very tight. We had badges that got us into the Convention Center together 
with photo ID. There were metal detectors at every door of the center as well as the adjoining 
hotel that AIPAC took over entirely. Yet, even with the enhanced security, when Prime Minister 
Netanyahu came to speak, the Secret Service set up yet a second secure zone inside the first, 
and we had to pass through two levels of security to enter the hall. Putting 16,000 people 
through metal detectors twice, needless to say, took hours of standing in line.  
 
I want to take this opportunity to focus on the attempt by many people to make Israel a 
political partisan issue. AIPAC is a nonpartisan organization. It depends upon not being part of 
any political party to do its work. It does not matter if the President is a Democrat or a 
Republican. It does not matter if Congress is controlled by Democrats or Republicans. Israel is a 
matter of national security, of national self-interest and national business connections. It is NOT 
a partisan issue.  
 



There is a good reason why people would love for Israel to be connected to one party or the 
other. With a connection to Israel, comes a large part of the Jewish vote in this country. It is the 
feeling among the political elite that Jews always vote Israel. The party that is seen as the 
strongest Israel supporter, therefore, will get the Jewish vote. I find such thinking narrow-
minded and a bit anti-Semitic, but the idea that the Jewish vote could be split and therefore 
made irrelevant is not a good political position for Jews or Israel.  
 
There will inevitably be times when a member of either party will win the presidency. There will 
be times when Congress will be controlled by one party and later by the other. Israel will need 
the support of this country no matter which party is in power and must have friends on both 
sides of the aisle. AIPAC made sure that members of both parties were brought in to speak to 
the conference and both parties spoke clearly of their support for Israel and their opposition to 
Iran’s nuclear program. I found it very telling that in spite of their wide differences on the status 
of the negotiations with Iran, both Prime Minister Netanyahu and the White House insisted that 
differences on this one issue did not mean that the entire connection between Israel and the 
United States was over.  
 
The fact is there are many bonds that tie our two countries together. There are strong 
economic bonds. Many businesses in Israel find support and customers in the United States and 
many American corporations have robust branches in Israel. The medical community shares 
information on research into disease and injuries that has created some miracle cures and 
some important breakthroughs. The security cooperation between Israel and the United States 
insures not only Israel’s security, but our own security as well. At AIPAC’s Policy Conference, we 
learned about how Israel is training American police chiefs, sheriffs and SWAT teams from 
almost every state to deal with terrorism. The United States provides military equipment and 
supplies to the Israeli army and, in fact, this military cooperation has increased dramatically 
during the Obama Administration.  
 
Disagreements on policy have a long history between Israel and the United States, yet none of 
them have created a rift between these two allies. Israel and the United States do not have a 
one-way relationship. It benefits both countries on many levels and the connections, in spite of 
the differences, remain strong. What is vital to keeping the bonds strong is to keep them 
nonpartisan. AIPAC and Israel must work with members of both parties to insure that the bonds 
between them stay strong no matter which way the political winds blow.  
 
At the end of the Policy Conference, we heard from a retired Marine captain who had been 
injured in Afghanistan after three tours of duty, and was now paralyzed from the chest down. 
At first he was dispirited about his injuries until he learned that many of his friends in 
Afghanistan had been killed in action. He decided to live and began to research how he could 
best live with his injuries. He discovered an Israeli company which, using robotics, was helping 
the paralyzed walk again. Though the captain spoke to us from a wheelchair, he was proud that 
this Israeli company made it possible for him to retire from the Marine Corps the same way he 
entered the Marines: on his own two feet.  
 



There are diplomats that will work to repair the issues that came up between the United States 
and Israel. The differences between the two leaders of these two countries will not determine 
the long range goals of the strategic partnership between them. But it is our duty to keep Israel 
a bipartisan agreement. Both parties must see Israel as its friend and we must be able to call 
upon the support of our government no matter which party is in power. Let us celebrate, with 
gratitude, the connections between the two countries that we love and let us pray that we 
never have to choose between our two homes. May God bless the United States of America 
and May God bless Israel.  

 

Amen and Shabbat Shalom. 


