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MY DIARY: BEING IN ISRAEL DURING OPERATION PROTECTIVE EDGE 
Rabbi Avi Weiss 

 
Part I 
 
Fallen Heroes 
Day 1: July 21, 2014 
This entry originally appeared in Times of Israel 

 
I’ve come to Israel again during war. But this time my primary objective is to be with my daughter, Elana, 
mother of nine children. Her two eldest serve in the IDF: one in an infantry unit operating now on the 
“front lines” in Gaza, and the other serving on an air force base in Israeli itself, working on defense 
systems. 
  
For years I engaged in countless rallies in support of Israel, calling out: “Blessed are the people of Israel, 
who have as its army the Israel Defense Forces, the most moral army on the face of the earth.” But now 
it’s different. I no longer view the army just from a political standpoint; I view it also from a familial 
standpoint. I am not just an activist concerned about the Jewish people; I am also a father, concerned 
about his daughter, concerned about his grandchildren defending Israel.  
  
I decided to come on the spur of the moment, considering the anxiety of not going more problematic 
than recent medical concerns that would have otherwise kept me home. Right now I need to be with my 
daughter and son-in-law, with my grandchildren, with all of Israel. 
  
I was met at the airport by my dear friend Yossi Shonfeld. One of the most successful businessmen in 
Israel, Yossi and his heart of gold give and give to all kinds of people in all kinds of ways.  
  
On our way to Elana’s home in Efrat, we stopped at Mt. Herzl to attend the funeral of Ethiopian 
immigrant Moshe Melako. I did not know Moshe. My sense is that many of the perhaps one thousand 
people attending didn’t know him either. But knowing him was not the point: he is our brother, our son. 
He died defending all of Israel, defending Jews throughout the world.  He died in the struggle of the free 
world against terrorism.  
  
As a cohen – a Jewish priest – I’m not permitted close to graves. So I stood in the distance, taking in the 
black-and-white mix in attendance. I thought of Graenem Berger, the great pioneer of the Ethiopian 
Jewry movement whose voice was among the first to demand the exodus of Ethiopian Jews to Israel. I 
always felt that the absorption of Ethiopian Jews into Israel would have finally succeeded when 
Ethiopian black Jews would freely marry Ashkenazi white Jews, when young Ethiopian women and men 
join the IDF, ready to defend the Jewish state. In doing just that, Moshe had paid the ultimate price. As 
has been noted: if there is nothing in life you are ready to die for, then you are not living.  
  
The sobs were palpable as the coffin was carried in. Sofa Landver, Minister of Immigrant Absorption, 
was the first speaker: “What can one say about a son who will never return home; about a son who will 
never rise in the morning; about a son who will never again hug his parents?” Moshe’s sister called out 
to God, “Please, please, let not one more soldier fall.” The sobbing reached a crescendo as Moshe’s 
father read the kaddish, the memorial prayer, crying out: “May the great peace from above be upon us.” 
By funeral’s end, Moshe’s mother had fallen to the ground, wailing uncontrollably.  
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Standing near his grave, members of Moshe’s unit held his shirt, upon which they’d written: TODAH 
GIBOR YISRAEL (Thank you, hero of Israel). Each man then removed from his uniform the Golani pin he 
proudly wore, pinning it in turn to Moshe’s shirt.  
  
When we arrived in Efrat that evening we heard over the news how, despite the plea of Moshe’s sister, 
seven more soldiers had been killed. At this our hearts dropped in prayer for my eldest grandson serving 
in the infantry in Gaza. Upon hearing the families of the seven had already been notified, we next heard 
our own sigh of relief. But there would be little relief for those seven families, their lives forever 
shattered by their loss.  Included amongst those families was the soldier Yuval Heiman, who lived just a 
few blocks from my daughter in Efrat.  
  
A third grandson, entering his senior year of high school, has excelled as an outstanding basketball 
player.  But now, he has changed course as he does early preparations to enter into the army.  His hope 
is to serve in an elite infantry unit.  These days, he sits for hours intently watching the 24-hour news 
about the war in Gaza. I consider his age, his environment, and think of his counterparts in America: 
great kids, spending their summer as all should – enjoying camp, socializing, playing ball – far from the 
challenges Israeli teens face. Here in Israel, children become adults quickly, the language of war and 
defense becoming their second nature. I wonder how they are dealing with the pressures of the present 
war.  
  
That’s exactly why I’ve come. Not to crowd or be a burden on Elana and the family; rather to be there, 
to just be there for her and Michael and the children, giving support, perhaps – often – saying nothing. 
Over the years I’ve learned that just presence can be better than words.  
  
And praying. Praying for the eldest’s safety, for the safety of all of our soldiers.  
 
 
 
Day 2: Tuesday, July 22, 2014 
  
Operation Protective Edge has taken its toll. Soldiers have fallen, many have been injured. Rockets are 
still launched into Israel. Despite all this pressure, the promise of Israel and the beauty of its people 
shine through.  
  
On Monday night, over 400 Jews from France arrived in Israel on aliya. Many of the émigrés have chosen 
to live in Ashkelon and Ashdod, cities in the south especially vulnerable to attack from Hamas. When 
asked by reporters about safety, the French émigrés responded, “Israel is much safer than Paris. Here 
we have a Jewish army protecting us.” 
 
Israel TV and radio reported the Haifa soccer team’s entreaty asking people to attend the funeral of 
Sean Carmeli – a Chayal Boded, a lone soldier without family in Israel – who hailed from America and 
had a special love for Maccabi Haifa. Although the funeral started at close to 11pm, police estimated 
that 20,000 people showed up. Sean had no personal family in Israel: his family was all of Israel.  
  
This morning, with my daughter Elana, I attended the funeral of Yuval Haiman, who lived in Efrat. It was 
a heart-wrenching ceremony.  
  
As it turns out, Yuval’s great-grandfather was killed in Israel’s War of Independence in 1948, leaving his 
son (Yuval’s grandfather) a two-year-old orphan. In tears, Yuval’s grandfather painted a picture of his 
father greeting Yuval, asking: “Lama miharta lavo – Why have you come so quickly?”  
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It’s not uncommon in Israel for one family’s losses to span the generations. I recall the funeral of Dagan 
Wartman, who fell in a previous Gaza war (2009). As Dagani’s casket was carried in, his grandmother fell 
on the coffin, crying out, “Dagani, give regards to Uncle Eliyahu, who fell in Israel’s War of 
Independence.” 
  
Yuval’s mother gave a eulogy of tearful hope. Please, please, she said to the throngs in attendance, 
when you make a shiva visit, don’t stand in the doorway. Come in, let’s embrace and hug, hold each 
other in the bad times – and one day celebrate fully in the good times. 
  
Elana and I visited my father, who is now ninety-five-and-a half years old. When we grow older, much 
older, half birthdays are as important as whole ones. I spoke with my father about Yuval’s funeral, as 
well as Moshe Melako’s funeral the day before. When I shared with him Moshe’s background, coming as 
he did from a family of Ethiopian émigrés, my father became emotional. He explained: “I’m a long-time 
religious Zionist. I’ve realized the dream of a strong Israel, but have too often seen the truth of the 
rabbinic maxim, ‘Zion is acquired through suffering.’” 
  
On our journey back to Efrat, Elana told me many of her friends had been inviting her younger ones to 
sleepovers. It dawned on her that perhaps  they aimed to make this period a bit easier for her, knowing 
that Elana had not heard from her eldest in Gaza for several days.  
  
There is extraordinary camaraderie and deep friendship amongst Elana’s friends. Each watches out for 
the other. With sons and daughters in the army, or soon to be in the army, they are in constant 
communication: visiting each other, giving comfort and support to one another. 
  
The mothers of the military unit Elana’s eldest is in have formed an alliance over the Internet. Though 
they come from different backgrounds, they are drawn together in concern about the welfare and 
safety of their sons. 
  
As the day ended, the FAA announced that it was suspending all flights to and from Israel for 36 hours. 
Such is the depth of the depravity of Hamas. Like the Russian rebels in Ukraine who downed a Malaysian 
airliner, Hamas would have no compunction doing the same. Targeting airliners makes clear that Hamas 
is not only the enemy of the Jewish people, but of all people.  
 
The FAA ban is unwarranted.  If Israel says Ben Gurion airport is safe, you can depend on it.  Israel knows 
much more about safety considerations here than the FAA. Prohibiting planes from landing here grants 
a victory to Hamas. 
 
We now know that Hamas has dug an extensive series of tunnels via which they send terrorists into 
Israel to plunder and kill. The openings of these tunnels are not easy to find; many of them are under 
mosques and schools. With God’s help we will prevail – but at what price? 
 
It seems that the war will continue for many more days, and the people here are preparing for a long 
haul.  
 
May all of our soldiers return home safely.  
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Day 3: Wednesday, July 23 
 
This morning, Elana and I attended the funeral of Max Steinberg, a Chayal Boded – a lone soldier from 
America. According to YNET, 30,000 people were there. Far from being a lonely soldier, Max had 
become the soldier of all Israel.  
 
Moments before the funeral started, an announcement: If a siren is heard, everyone is asked to lie on 
the ground for ten minutes, at which time we’ll continue the service. Standing shoulder to shoulder, I 
wondered how we could follow this order. Then I thought of the rabbinic legend that Israel stood 
shoulder to shoulder in the Temple, and yet there was room for all to bow down before God. Such is the 
power of pure unity.   
 
Some of the eulogies will forever remain with me. In attending their son’s funeral, Max’s parents had 
come to Israel for the first time. Right there, as his son was laid in the earth, Max’s father said, It was 
Max’s choice to join the IDF. If you ask me if I regret his decision to be part of the IDF, my answer is no. 
One of Max’s brothers quoted the singer Bob Marley, whom Max admired: “Live for yourself, and you 
will live in vain. Live for others, and you will live again.” A close Israeli friend recalled how he and Max 
would say goodbye to each other. The Israeli would say, “I love you, bro,” and Max would reply, “Ani 
ohev otcha achi.” Another friend recalled that Max was inspired by American lone soldier Michael Levin, 
who was killed in the Lebanon War of 2006. “I’d like to be like him,” Max would say “... but live.”  
 
From the cemetery I was joined by Martin Taub and his son Barak, members of the Bayit community, 
visiting wounded Israeli soldiers at Hadassah hospital. The soldiers there are considered to be lightly 
injured, although it seemed to me their injuries would be considered more serious by American 
standards. Here we were, total strangers – and yet, the soldiers, each of them, seemed genuinely moved 
that we had come. Our words were simple: “I’m a rabbi from America. I have come to express my 
solidarity with you. And in the name of my community, bless you with a full healing of the body and 
soul, and share with you two simple words: thank you.” We embraced soldiers, we embraced parents. In 
some ways, it’s tougher for the parents than for their sons. 
 
Word had gone out that few people were visiting the family of Moshe Melako – the Ethiopian Jew who 
had fallen a few days earlier – during the shiva. So next we went to Neve Yaakov, to visit the family 
mourning in a synagogue. As it turned out, several hundred people had also heard the call. Moshe’s 
mother seemed in shock; his father sat with his head down. I offered words, inadequate phrases of 
comfort, and left my contact information with Moshe’s brother. By then the family was surrounded. The 
real challenge will come after shiva, when far fewer will remain. 
 
As the day ended, former New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg arrived in Israel on an ELAL airliner – 
in defiance of the FAA’s ban on US airlines landing at Ben Gurion Airport. It was Bloomberg’s way of 
saying, If Israel says it’s safe to land, Israel knows best.  
 
Yes, these are tough times. But it’s precisely now that government officials – including members of 
congress and governors and mayors – and average citizens should be running to Israel. Being here is a 
statement of commitment, loyalty, and belief in the Jewish state. And once here, much can be done. 
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And this is the time for Jews and people of good conscience to gather in the hundreds of thousands in 
front of the White House to insist that our government support Israel to the hilt; and to tell our brothers 
and sisters in Israel, You are not alone, we stand with you – Am Yisrael Chai. 
  
“Live for yourself, and you will live in vain. Live for others, and you will live again.” 
 
~~~~ 
 
 
Part II 
 
With Elana 
Day 4: Thursday, July 24, 2014 
This entry originally appeared in Times of Israel 

 
Today I set aside time to spend with Elana, accompanying her wherever she went. This has given me a 
glimpse into the life of a mother waiting for her son to return safely from the battlefield. Deeply 
concerned, constantly on the move, every day Elana attends to her responsibilities to all her nine 
children – both those at home and her sons fighting Israel’s fight in the IDF. 
 
In the early morning, Elana and a friend delivered platters of breakfast food to the Haiman family, who 
are sitting shiva for their son, Yuval. As I entered with her, I recognized Yuval’s grandfather, Professor 
Tobi. It didn’t take long for us to connect; he was a visiting professor at Yeshiva University Stern College 
for Women during the years I taught there. He’d been attending an academic conference in Paris when 
he was told the horrific news of Yuval’s death. He broke down as he shared this with me.  
 
Moshe, Yuval’s father, is a strapping, youngish man. We hugged. Elana embraced Yuval’s mother, 
Zohara. In the emotion of the moment, I tried to imagine what they were thinking. My guess is that 
Elana was offering prayers of comfort to Zohara, and Zohara was blessing Elana that her eldest come 
home safely. It was one of those life moments I’ll never forget. 
 
As we slowly walked from the Haiman home, I could see that the visit had impacted Elana heavily. Elana 
had always been an upbeat child. I remember her once winning a Mother’s Day contest for the best 
drawing of her mother, my beloved wife, Toby. She’d drawn a flower with petals, each petal a different 
characteristic of Toby – pretty, smiling, smart, caring. For Elana, the whole world was a flower.  
 
And it still is. Despite the heaviness of the moment, she is upbeat, optimistic, deeply spiritual, praying 
for Israel’s victory, for her son’s safety, for the safety of all of our soldiers.  
 
We reached the large Rami-Levy supermarket, where Elana shopped ... and shopped ... and shopped. 
Elana fills up two wagons of food for her large family – as well as tons of snacks for her son in Gaza, to 
be delivered by a friend.  
 
At home again, Elana loads a basket with goodies, adding underwear, deodorant, toothpaste, 
toothbrushes. She writes a note to her son and his buddies: “To our heroes, with love. Stay strong, 
you’re awesome, we love you.” The final line speaks volumes. “Don’t forget to use deodorant and brush 
your teeth.” A mother’s touch of love during an impossible war.  
 
At the same time she juggled her youngest childrens’ play dates with the return of two of her younger 
teens from camp. One of them, her eldest daughter, is deeply affected by Yuval’s death, as she is close 
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friends with Yuval’s sister. Children and teenagers are well aware of what’s going on. In certain ways, 
they may be in the best position to bring comfort to their friends.  
 
Throughout the day Elana moved quickly. Whereas she kept going, without missing a beat, I was 
exhausted, more exhausted than from the full days spent visiting shiva homes and hospitals and 
attending funerals.  
 
Amidst all this pressure, Elana also prepared for her weekly Thursday night “date night” with her 
husband. For 25 years, without fail, they’ve spent Thursday nights like youthful lovers on their first date. 
But these days mark another first for Elana and Michael – having sons in the army during wartime. The 
day with Elana made me realize that, while the heroes of Israel are the soldiers, we can’t forget that 
suffering and strife extend to their mothers and fathers and siblings as well – even to their 
grandmothers and grandfathers.  
 
Day 5: Friday, July 25, 2014 
 
Our eldest grandson called this morning. His unit has been pulled out for a few hours even as he remains 
on the border. I shed a tear seeing Elana and Michael breathe a sigh of relief. This is nonetheless a 
partial relief – while the eldest is out for a respite, others in the thousands are still in. 
 
Erev Shabbat is a hectic time in this large family’s household, involving preparations for themselves as 
well as for many guests, invited even amidst war. Despite all they’re enduring, it’s important to Elana 
and Michael to host the occasion. 
 
I spent the day with our second grandson, the one in the air force doing important defense work. He is 
home for Shabbat but will return to base early Sunday morning.  
 
We meet Cheryl Mandel, who lost her son Daniel during the second intifada. Most recently, her 
husband, David, walked from Butner, NC, where Jonathan Pollard is incarcerated, to Washington, DC. He 
did so without fanfare, praying and stating with his feet that the time has come to free Jonathan Pollard. 
 
Cheryl, a profile in courage, is intent on visiting the Steinberg family, whose son Max has become one of 
the symbols of the lone soldier transformed into a soldier of all Israel. In some ways no words of comfort 
can resonate as powerfully as from someone who has suffered the same loss. 
 
With my second grandson I visit my father, who is moved hearing about his great-grandson’s defense 
work in the air force. Raised in the city of Auschwitz, he knows full well what happens when Jews are 
defenseless. My father these days wears his emotions on his sleeve more than I’ve seen before. 
 
I sense in Israel today an unbelievable sense of unity. With rare exceptions, this is not a war of the left or 
right. It is an operation that has united all of Israel. No nation-state can tolerate rockets fired at over 80 
percent of its population. And no nation-state can tolerate tunnels, often dug beneath mosques and 
schools, that allow terrorists to infiltrate, to maim and murder.  
 
There is also a great sense of unity in the ethical underpinnings of the operation. There are no two sides. 
The moral compass is clear – a simple choice between right and wrong. To paraphrase Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu: we use missiles to protect our children; they use children to protect their missiles. 
I would add that, while Hamas targets and revels in the death of Jews, we mourn the loss of innocent 
Palestinians. 
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This unity connects with the spiritual message of Shabbat. Shabbat is a day of unity. A day of unity with 
nature, as according to Jewish law we are enjoined from plucking a fruit from a tree or cutting a blade of 
grass from the ground – we are, as Eric Fromm pointed out, in perfect equilibrium with the natural 
world.  
 
It is a day of unity with our fellow person. An eruv, for example, which permits Jews to carry on Shabbat 
by symbolically extending the private domain into public areas, transforms separate domains into a 
unified communal encampment. 
 
It is a day of unity with God above – the Ultimate One. And so, while Shabbat begins with the lighting of 
two candles, it ends with the Havdallah ceremony, bringing the two wicks together.  
 
As Shabbat enters, I, like millions of Jews throughout the world, pause to consider my greatest blessings. 
For me, it’s my people, my community, my family, my Toby and our children. Elana and Michael and 
their children. Our eldest daughter, Dena, in Rwanda for several weeks with her husband, Dr. Mark 
Levie, sent to Montefiore Hospital to teach medicine, to save lives. Two of their children are with them. 
And our son, Dr. Dov Weiss, a scholar par excellence, teaching with brilliant mind and sensitive heart – 
and an ethical sensibility the world desperately needs.  
 
As the sun sets and the Sabbath Queen arrives, I offer a Shabbat prayer for peace – real peace, for our 
people and for the world.  
 
To the soldiers of Israel – Shabbat Shalom. 
 
~~~ 
 
Part III 
 
Comforting Wounded Soldiers 
Days 6, 7, 8 
A version of this entry originally appeared in The Jewish Week 
 
Much has happened since my last erev Shabbat entry. Here in Efrat, the beautiful city tucked into the 
Judean Mountains, life goes on, even as its extraordinary people live under intense emotional pressure. 
Like Elana and Michael, many parents here have children in the army.  
 
One of those children will not return.  The death of Yuval Haiman has landed heavily on the community. 
His shiva Saturday night, set up in a large tent outside the Haiman home, was attended by hundreds.  
 
I’m struck by Moshe, Yuval’s father, a youngish, strapping figure with a long history in the IDF. Moshe’s 
eyes reveal his pain: deep, without tears, they are full of emotion. We share a long embrace in parting. I 
whisper in his ear, Hashem yihei itcha – “God will be with you.” Moshe responds, Hu kfar iti – “He is 
already with me.”  
 
Never would I have guessed that on Sunday I would find myself near the Gaza border. But the 
opportunity arose and I jumped at the chance to be near our soldiers. One day, I’ll record what I 
experienced there. But with Israel at war, I’ll adopt the refrain of Israeli soldiers, who when asked about 
what’s happening in the field respond, “ze sod” – it’s a secret. Having seen what I saw, having heard 
what I heard, I will remain silent for the time being, the Sunday page in my diary empty.  
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Early Monday morning, I visit the Haiman family as they finish shiva. It ends Israeli style: simple and 
straightforward – but even in its starkness it was profoundly moving. The family sits in the line of shiva 
chairs. As a friend recites from Isaiah the family rises. They embrace. They will forever need each other’s 
support. Without Yuval, they are not whole. But spiritually they are beyond whole since, metaphysically, 
Yuval’s presence – Yuval’s spirit – will always remain.  
 
I spend most of the day at Beilinson Hospital in Petach Tikvah. I am accompanied by Rabbi Yair 
Silverman, who was an intern at the Bayit, after which he served as rabbi at Congregation Beth Israel in 
Berkeley, CA, for several years before making aliya. Yair is now a rabbi in the Zichron Yaakov community 
near Haifa. As always, Yossi Shonfeld – whose family spent a year in Riverdale in the late nineties and 
who has become a dear, dear friend – arranged the visits. It’s amazing to see how Yossi sets aside so 
much time from his important business work to accompany us visiting the sick, adding to the support we 
offer. 
 
Beilinson is a modern hospital, where those with serious injuries – soldiers and civilians – are transferred 
to receive more sophisticated medical treatment. I sit with Ilan, a civilian injured when a rocket hit a gas 
station in Ashdod. Large chunks of his head had burnt; shrapnel entered all over his body. While the IDF 
has intercepted many rockets, nothing is foolproof. 
 
Israel’s army is strong, it’s sophisticated, but war is war. Mistakes are made by the best of us. I’ve seen a 
video of soldiers under fire: one calls out – “Achi – my brother, we’re under fire. Where are you?” And 
then, desperately, “I have children in the house,” he calls out. 
 
Soldiers are everywhere. In one room we meet D, whose unit was hit by heavy fire while taking over a 
suspected terrorist hideout in Gaza. D describes how he had felt sudden heaviness in his legs, how he 
had called for help but wasn’t heard. For long moments he’d believed he had been left behind, asking 
himself: Is this the place where the end will come.  
 
 But he had not been left behind. The medics who reached him apologized for not getting there sooner, 
but to him they are heroes, for they put themselves at risk to come to his aid. D describes with deep 
emotion how a wounded medic, lapsing in and out of consciousness, still persevered, doing what he 
could for him. 
 
B lies across the way with serious injuries, his mother by his side, refusing to leave. During our visit we 
sing Shlomo Carlebach’s “Lema’an achai berei’ai” – Because of my brothers and friends, please let me 
say: peace to you. I hold B’s hands; he closes his eyes and joins in. While I have always loved Shlomo’s 
melody to Lema’an Achai, I don’t know that I will ever sing it again without seeing the image of B’s face, 
joining us in song.  
 
J, an American, a “lone soldier,” is in the intensive care unit. He had been in a building hit with Hamas 
explosives; his lungs are damaged from the poisonous fumes that entered his body. J’s mother died a 
few years ago; his father and brother are at his side.  I decide to offer what support I can by calling Rabbi 
Aaron Frank, who’d been J’s principal at the Beth Tfiloh High School in Baltimore, Maryland. I imagine 
Rabbi Aaron’s words of solace resonate more for J than mine would. As I turn to go I see how the face of 
J’s younger brother betrays a deep concern for the elder’s welfare, so I leave him with words of 
encouragement, and hope, and strength.  
 
In the lobby at Beilinson we encounter 88-year-old Miriam Rozen, who lives in Petach Tikvah. Though 
we find her sitting, she hasn’t come here to sit: she tells me her mission in life is to give support to 
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Israel’s soldiers, which today are the soldiers wounded from Operation Protective Edge. With a cane in 
each hand, she resumes her mission, keeping up with us as we move from room to room, floor to floor.  
 
When we later exit the hospital, Miriam walks straight up to three soldiers in combat gear, who tell her 
they’d flown the chopper that just brought wounded soldiers to the hospital. Together they make a holy 
picture of contrasts: a frail great-grandmother standing with soldiers dressed for battle, their faces 
softened by her expressions of gratitude. 
 
* 
 
Arriving back in Efrat, I catch the news on CNN. Over and over reporters portray Palestinians suffering at 
the hands of the brutal Israeli Army. I, too, feel deeply and profoundly the suffering of innocent 
Palestinians. There is no difference between blood and blood. But the circumstances of their deaths are 
far different than what is being portrayed.  
 
What is Israel to do when rockets are launched and tunnels are dug, with the goal of maiming and 
killing? What is Israel to do with an enemy, a cowardly enemy, whose fighters hide behind women and 
children, who launch rockets from population centers and shoot from the windows of hospitals?  
 
The soldiers of Israel are the soldiers I met at Beilinson today. They are my grandsons. They are your 
children and my children. They are decent and kind. Though today they wear their uniforms with pride, I 
know they would much prefer to shed them, would prefer a life – a world – where Israel had no need for 
an army. 
 
My sense is that Israel has struck a serious blow to Hamas and would like a ceasefire – but Hamas has 
refused. News from the front is not good: one soldier in Gaza dead, nine outside of Gaza hit by mortar 
fire, killed in an instant. I am reminded of the similarly sudden death of twelve reservist soldiers in the 
2006 Lebanon War. Hamas has found a new way to kill: fire mortars so near the border no one has a 
chance to take cover.  
 
Given my politically right leanings, years ago I would have hoped that Israel would continue this battle. 
But now, with a grandson in Gaza, I find the situation, and my beliefs about it, much more difficult. The 
decision that Prime Minister Netanyahu makes is a critical one, not only for Israel’s well-being but also 
for each of its soldiers, as not everyone who goes in will come out.  
 
I had hoped to return to New York for Tisha B’Av, to be at the Bayit, at Yeshivat Chovevei Torah 
Rabbinical School, at Yeshivat Maharat, communities I love so dearly. But, as this war seems to be going 
on without end, my place right now is here with my people.  
 
When I finally lie down late that night, images of the day flash before me. I think of Miriam Rozen’s 
important lesson: in moments of crisis, everyone can do something. For Jews around the world, that 
might mean attending rallies, visiting Israel, adopting an Israeli soldier, offering prayers, providing food 
or supplies – never letting a day go by without doing something to help. 
 
What I can offer is being with Elana, Michael and their family. Helping with the kids, offering words of 
support wherever and however I can – from heart to heart.  
 
 
~~~~ 
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Part IV 
 
On the Gaza Border 
July 31, 2014 
This entry originally appeared in Times of Israel 

 
Today I visited Israeli troops outside the Gaza border. I’ve travelled here with Rabbi Eli Sadan, whom I 
know from our work campaigning to free Soviet Jewish “refusenik” Natan Sharansky back in the eighties. 
Eli is the founder of post-high school programs that prepare young men emotionally, psychologically, 
and spiritually for the army, some of whom are now leading officers in the Israel Defense Forces – IDF. 
Together we visited numerous bases. 
 
Given that I come from New York, and haven’t experienced anything near what these soldiers have 
experienced, I wondered what to tell them – whether I could even find the words to start a 
conversation. 
 
But once we arrived at the first army base, my heart and soul soared at the sight of the soldiers. 
Something overtook me as I looked at these men defending Israel, defending the Jewish people – 
indeed, defending the free world. I found the words. 
 
I approached some soldiers. “Ani rav mi’New York – I’m a rabbi from New York. I’ve come to express 
support and love from the Jewish community in America.” I shared how thousands had recently rallied 
on their behalf at the United Nations. We embraced. I offered blessings that each return home safely. 
Without exception, the soldiers’ eyes opened wide – overflowing with gratitude for this support. Their 
readiness to defend Israel, even at the cost of their lives, belies their peaceful and gentle demeanor.  
 
At each base, countless soldiers: strangers to me, yet I felt a deep connection to them. I felt especially 
drawn to one officer on a shiriyon (tank) base, and spoke with him at length. As we parted, he placed his 
hat on my head. SHIRIYON 52, it reads. I don’t wear hats, even on Shabbat, but this hat I’ll wear 
whenever I can. (As it turned out, his wife is the sister of Edna, who was engaged to Hadar Goldin, the 
Israeli soldier feared abducted and later declared dead.) 
 
* 
 
Over the years I’ve been blessed to stand up with others on behalf of our people.  But never have I 
experienced what I saw and heard visiting these army camps.  
 
The most inspiring moment which I am able to share was hearing a high ranking officer rescinding orders 
to soldiers ready to strike a terrorist target: “Hadal, harbeh anashim – Stop. There are too many civilians 
in the area.” To this I offered words of thanksgiving: Blessed is the nation that has as its army the IDF – 
the most moral army on the face of this earth.  
 
In one camp I met Ofer Winter, who heads the legendary Givati brigade. He’s been in the headlines 
recently, showing reporters Hamas tunnels, describing the IDF’s efforts to destroy these terrorist 
underground channels into Israel. 
 
Ofer was one of Rabbi Sadan’s top students. In watching them embrace as if father and son, I thought of 
lines from the Talmud: “Teach your children. Who are your children? These are your students.” 
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I asked Ofer what of Rabbi Sadan’s teachings inspired him the most. He paused, his eyes glistening: 
“Three things: To love the people and land of Israel. To do the best you can with your God-given gifts. To 
always see the positive side of life.” These are simple truths. But sometimes that which is simple is most 
profound. As I grow older, I like simple. 
 
Ofer took us into the field, pointing out the spot where a woman soldier had been sitting when a mortar 
hit, just the day before. The tops and sides of the surrounding trees had been seared off; there was 
shrapnel everywhere. “The soldier escaped with just a scratch on her head,” Ofer told us. “An absolute 
miracle.” 
 
* 
 
At the final base, as it was getting dark, we paused for prayer. Behind us were monuments of this 
brigade’s soldiers who’d given their lives in the 1967 Six-Day War. In preparation for the service, I read 
aloud the name and age of each soldier: nearly 150 in all. For me, this recitation is the deepest form of 
tefillah. Even the Six-Day War, which the Jewish people view as a miraculous victory, involved many 
hundreds of losses.  
 
In the Yom Kippur service we make a statement in which we offer thanksgiving to God for allowing us to 
pray with sinners. But here at the Gaza border, praying with soldiers, men risking their lives for all of us, 
I offered thanksgiving that God has allowed me to pray with tsaddikim – with the most righteous. 
 
I’ve seen painful things this past week. Funerals, shiva homes; hospitals full of wounded soldiers, their 
loved ones waiting around the clock for good news. But painful as well is the casting of our soldiers – my 
grandchildren, your children and grandchildren – as killers.  
 
My second grandson, who is in the Israeli Air Force, reflected, I believe, the sentiments of the IDF in a 
letter he wrote to me:  
 

No other military in the world would resort to such extreme measures to ensure the safety of as 
many civilians as possible, on occasion even putting our soldiers at risk. The death of any 
innocent person on either side is a great tragedy and my heart goes out to all those who have 
been affected. Our compassion, however, should not be mistaken as a sign of weakness, but as a 
sign of strength … We should consider ourselves fortunate that, although we have been dealt 
great losses, we refuse to forsake our humanity. We continue to rise to a higher moral standard 
than our enemy, and we will not be broken. 

 
As Shabbat begins, news comes that my eldest grandson’s unit has been pulled out of Gaza.  His mother, 
my daughter Elana, tells me she can finally breathe more easily.   
 
Before reciting the Shabbat Kiddush, my son-in-law Michael pauses: he offers a prayer of thanksgiving 
that his eldest son is safe. “But as we enjoy the Shabbat,” he continues, “we cannot forget that in the 
homes of soldiers who were killed and seriously injured, there is pain and darkness.” 
 
I thought of the soldiers I had met at the Gaza border.  I wondered if all are safe. May they, my 
grandsons and all the soldiers of Israel come home safely.   
 
 
~~~~ 
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Part V 
 
The Ceasefire That Wasn’t 
Wednesday, August 6, 2014 
A version of this entry originally appeared in Ha’aretz 
 
More than four weeks in, this war, Operation Protective Edge, seems over. Now in its second day, the 
72-hour ceasefire is holding, and every indication points to its continuing.  
 
Predictably, just five minutes before the ceasefire started, sirens wailed throughout Israel; Hamas had 
launched its final salvo. Here in Efrat, my daughter’s large family gathered in their sealed room. The kids 
seemed unaffected—this was a drill they had followed many times.  
 
Hamas boasts that the final salvo points to their victory. While Israel could have done the same, and 
with greater power and accuracy, it holds back. Its final statement was a quest for quiet, a quest for 
peace.  
 
We are all relieved. My eldest grandson, who has not slept at home since the beginning of June, is now 
out of Gaza. His unit has received what the army calls a regilah – time off for ten days. This means he’ll 
be home for our next Shabbat, his first in two months. The day will be one of great celebration for the 
family: their 10th anniversary of making aliya, and their son’s return from the front lines.  
 
But the celebration will not be whole. Yuval Haiman, who lived just a few blocks away, fell in action just 
thirteen days ago. As we celebrate, his family mourns – so, amid our celebration, we also mourn with 
them. 
 
The toll of these past weeks affects IDF soldiers, their families, all of Israel. Even in these last days of the 
war there was new pain. Sunday, August 3, saw the funeral of Hadar Goldin, the soldier thought 
abducted and later declared dead. We attended with Rabbi Aryeh Leifert; ten thousand other mourners 
joined us. Hadar was to have married in a few weeks. His fiancée, Edna, cried out at his freshly dug 
grave: “Hadar, I had dreams of spending the rest of my life with you.” Mine weren’t the only eyes 
brimming with tears. 
 
Benayah Sarel fell in the same battle as Hadar. We visited his home in Kiryat Arba, near Hevron, where 
the family is sitting shiva. Elana and Michael recognized his grandfather, who prays in their synagogue in 
Efrat. I embraced him – grandfather to grandfather – one in mourning, the other relieved his grandson is 
soon to come home.  
 
Yesterday, the first day of the ceasefire, was quiet. As it was also Tisha B’Av, I joined Michael in visiting 
the Har Herzl military cemetery in Jerusalem. As I am a cohen, close proximity is forbidden – but even 
from a distance I could see twelve new graves, fallen heroes of Operation Protective Edge. The 
monument of Max Steinberg, the American Lone Soldier, has already been erected – so that his parents 
could be present for the ceremony. Nearby lies Moshe Melako, the Ethiopian Jew, and Dmitri Levitas, a 
Russian Jew. Yuval Haiman rests in another plot close by. 
 
I thought of how Jews from all over the world – America, Ethiopia, the former Soviet Union – had come 
to defend Israel alongside the Israeli-born, to give their lives for the Jewish State. I said a prayer: let 
there be a kibbutz guliyot – a coming together of our people in life, not in death.  
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*  
This will be, I pray, the last entry of this diary. This morning, the second day of the ceasefire, allowed 
time for me to contemplate the horrors of this war. My mind replayed my visit a few days ago to Soroka 
Hospital in Be’er  Sheva. So many have come to visit the wounded soldiers – even strangers, offering 
support – that barricades have been erected to balance and stagger the influx of visitors.  
 
Images of that hospital visit will always remain with me. A mother sitting, in shock. Her son in the Egoz 
Unit, the unit in which my grandson serves, had just been brought in. The soldier’s brother sat nearby 
reciting psalms. To this gathering I simply offered a silent presence. Another picture: two Brazilian 
siblings who had made aliya, a teenage girl and her younger brother. She was sitting beside a wounded 
soldier, singing a prayer. Her twelve-year-old brother strummed his guitar.  
 
I think too about the innocent civilians, Israelis and Palestinians, who have been killed. The loss of 
innocent Palestinian life is deeply painful to me. But painful as well is the casting of our soldiers – my 
grandchildren, your children and grandchildren – as killers.  
 
In a certain sense, we are witnessing a new form of blood libel. Historically, blood libels occurred when a 
child was killed by a fellow Christian and Jews were blamed. In this modern blood libel, terrorists kill 
their own people, their own children, by purposely placing them in harm’s way – and then blame the 
Jews. But it is the Hamas terrorists who are truly responsible for their deaths.  
 
* 
 
With this testament I have tried to bring a sense of the war to my larger family at the Bayit, at Yeshivat 
Chovevei Torah Rabbinical School, at Yeshivat Maharat. While the days have been difficult, the strength 
of our people, the unity of our people, has been palpable. Notwithstanding our losses, Israel leaves this 
war with greater resolve. Israel is a great country, its people a moral people.  It is our homeland – 
needing everyone’s support and help. 
 
As I write these words, Elana comes in. Friends had asked to come for Shabbat. Is it okay, she asks, to 
say no?  Our family will finally be back together. We need some quiet time.  
 
I assent. The family needs quiet time, and so does all of Israel. 
 


