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Empathy Toward Israe l ,  Not Apathy  
 
Last Rosh Hashanah, we spoke about the rise of anti-Semitism in Europe and on college 

campuses. We addressed how anti-Semitism pressures governments, businesses, and 
organizations to delegitimize Israel’s right to exist – The Boycott, Disinvest, and Sanctions 
Movement. We also spoke about anti-Semitism as an intergovernmental organization, The 
United Nations Human Rights Council. The Council passed forty-five resolutions 
condemning Israel more than any other country combined.  

Our prescription was transparent: We will not give anti-Semitism a moral victory over us. 
Anti-Semitism will not dissuade us from pursuing our historic and sacred mission to redeem 
the brokenness of our world, from being ְלאֹור ּגֹויִם – a light to the nations.1 Anti-Semitism 
will not dissuade us from celebrating the joys of our Judaism and of our Jewish State. This 
prescription is what defines the courage of the Jewish People. As the Book of Psalms 
beautifully reminds us, “Be strong, and let your heart take courage.”2    

I firmly believe in this remedy. But, I certainly recognize that 5776 has been a difficult 
year for us. There were numerous terrorist attacks against Jews in Europe and in Israel. Anti-
Semitism continues to besiege our Jewish students in the ivory tower. We cannot forget the 
recent image of an Egyptian athlete who refused to shake the hand of his Israeli opponent at 
the Olympic games in Rio.  

We are still fighting against anti-Semitism. Temple Solel’s Clergy and Senior Staff will 
continue to serve as an ally and refuge. And, let me stress that we are always here for our 
congregation and for our college students.  

My focus in this New Year 5777 is to examine what I also consider to be a major 
challenge to the Jewish community here in San Diego and in the United States. This 
challenge is our apathy toward Israel. This apathy hinders our support to our Jewish State, 
our Judaism, and our Jewish identity.  

The definition of apathy is a lack of interest, feeling, emotion, or concern. And, recent 
data unfortunately reports that many American Jews show a lack of interest, feeling, 
emotion, or concern for Israel.  

I believe that my duty as your rabbi here at Temple Solel is to ensure the transmission of 
Jewish continuity.3 And, it is also my responsibility as your rabbi to enhance our unique and 
special connection to the State of Israel.     

But, I want to be clear. This is not a political sermon about Israel. This is not a critique 
about Israeli domestic and foreign policies. This is not a debate about the Iranian Nuclear 
Deal.  

My mission is to remind our community that Judaism and Israel are unequivocally 
connected historically and spiritually. Our Judaism is unquestionably linked to Israel. Israel is 
the ancestral and indigenous homeland of the Jewish People. This is an absolute fact backed 
by a myriad of archeological discoveries.  

For example, The Israel Stele – a granite rock composed of ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs 
from 1208 BCE is the first epigraphic reference to the People Israel in the rolling foothills of 
Judea. In 1993, archeologists discovered another stele from the ninth century BCE at Tel 

                                                
1 Cf. Isaiah 49:6 
2 Psalms 27:14 
3 Cf. Rabbi Leor Sinai, “On Zionism, Continuous Revelation and the Next Generation,” EJewish Philanthropy, 
(22 June 2016) 
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Dan in northern Israel that mentions beit David - the House of David. And, a thousand years 
ago, our ancestors inscribed a verse from the Book of Isaiah on a stone block in the Western 
Wall, - “You shall see and your heart shall rejoice.”4   

Therefore, as Diasporic Jews, Jews living outside the land of Israel, we must have a 
passion, concern and vital interest toward Israel. We must articulate what Israel means to us, 
and why Israel is a foundational part of our Judaism and of our Jewish identity.  

When we articulate our personal Zionism, we enrich our Judaism and our Jewish identity. 
And, most importantly, we turn an apathetic community into a sacred community who 
empathically and proudly supports our ancestral homeland, the State of Israel.  

This is what is at stake. This is why we must curtail this current challenge in our 
community. This is why we must curtail this current challenge for our future generations. 
This is why we, San Diego Jews and American Jews, must be empathic toward Israel.   

We are witnessing a historical transformation in the American Jewish community’s 
relationship to Israel.5 This relationship with Israel is evaporating, especially with our 
younger generation. Ambassador Ned Siegel recently published an article entitled, 
“Relationship of Younger Generation of American Jews with Israel is Eroding.” 
Ambassador Siegel suggests the younger generation of American Jews simply do not identify 
to their ancestral homeland and do not see the centrality of Israel in their Jewish lives.6  

Sepehr Hakakian, a Jewish student at UCLA, wrote in the university’s Jewish magazine 
that “The vast majority of Jewish students on campus are unaware of the problems plaguing 
Israeli society today…With students' extremely busy personal studies and heavy 
extracurricular activities, many simply feel that they do not have the time to concern 
themselves with the affairs of a tiny country across the ocean.”7   

The 2013 Pew Research Center alarmingly found that only forty percent of American 
Jews indicated that caring about Israel is an important part to their Jewish identity.8  

Why is there Jewish apathy toward Israel? Our Jewish leaders suggest that this apathy is a 
reflection of the millennial generation who do not connect to Israel. Ambassador Siegel 
believes that young American Jews find different ways to express their Judaism other than 
Israel.   

 Anti-Semitism on college campuses is also responsible. The Washington Post recently 
reported that some Jewish students who want to support social justice causes are required to 
take an Israel litmus test to prove their loyalties.9 Consequently, Jewish Students disavow 
Israel so that their non-Jewish peers deem them acceptable to participate.     

                                                
4 Isaiah 66:14  
5 See Ned L. Siegel, “Relationship of Younger Generation of American Jews with Israel is Eroding,” EJewish 
Philanthropy (26 July 2016) 
6 Ibid 
7 Sepehr Hakakian, “Battling Apathy Towards Israeli Politics in the Jewish Student Community,” Ha’Am (1 
February 2016)   
8 The Pew Research Center, “A Portrait of Jewish Americans,” accessed on August 31, 2016 
http://www.pewforum.org/2013/10/01/jewish-american-beliefs-attitudes-culture-survey/ Cf. Bruce Stokes, 
“Are American Jews Turning Away from Israel” Foreign Policy, accessed on September 6, 2016 
http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/03/10/are-american-jews-turning-away-from-israel/  
9 Anthony Berteaux, “In The Safe Space on Campus, No Jews Allowed,” Washington Post, accessed on 
September 15, 2016 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2016/09/15/in-the-safe-
spaces-on-campus-no-jews-allowed/ 
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And, this apathy is also a symptom of the rise of secularity in the United States. 
Secularism is weakening our Judaism, our synagogues, our Jewish institutions, and our 
commitment to Israel. 

There are different opinions. However, the evidence unfortunately remains the same that 
Jewish apathy toward Israel is a significant problem in the United States. And, Jewish apathy 
is certainly growing. Rabbi Leor Sinai writes that “The quagmire we the People of Israel, 
global Jewry, currently find ourselves in is of nothing less than apathy – an apathy that is 
self-inflicted. Being apathetic is quite simply an indifference that has no emotional or 
intellectual capacity.”10  

But, the Talmud reminds us, “As long as we can breath, we should never lose hope.”11 
We are a sacred people who do not give up and who do not surrender to any challenge. We 
can curtail our apathy toward Israel. As Rabbi Sinai also reminds us, “Lifting the veil of 
apathy requires nothing more than effort and desire.”12  

The way that we lift the veil of apathy is by remembering that Judaism and Israel are 
unequivocally connected historically and spiritually, and by articulating what Israel means to 
us, and why Israel is a foundational part of our Judaism and of our Jewish identity.  

There is no single approach for making Israel matter to each of us. We can find our way 
to connect to Israel by finding out what matters to us. And, we can find our way to connect 
to Israel by finding out how we, San Diego Jews, mater to Israel too.13 Therefore, we can 
empathically connect to our Jewish homeland by diverse experiences that will elevate our 
Judaism and our Jewish identity. Here is how we can elevate our Judaism and our Jewish 
identity to the State of Israel in the Jewish New Year, 5777:   

We can elevate our Judaism to the sacred history of Israel by studying our sacred 
literature. The narrative of the Jewish People in the Land of Israel begins in the Torah. The 
Book of Genesis tells us,  “On that day Adonai made a covenant with Abram, saying, “To 
your descendants have I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the 
Euphrates.”14 After the destruction of the First Temple in 586 BCE, God comforts the 
Israelites in exile that, “I will restore the fortunes of My people Israel and Judah,” says 
Adonai, “And I will bring them back to the land that I gave their fathers.”15  

We can elevate our Judaism to the spirituality of Israel by reciting our daily prayers. The 
Amidah – the central prayer of Jewish liturgy specifically stresses the importance of Jerusalem 
and Israel for the Jewish people. “And turn in compassion to Jerusalem, Your city. May 
there be peace in her gates, quietness in the hearts of her inhabitants. Let your Torah go 
forth from Zion and Your word from Jerusalem. Blessed is Adonai, who gives peace to 
Jerusalem.” When we recite the Amidah, or the Bar’chu, or Aleinu, we rise, and face east 
toward Jerusalem, our spiritual capital city.   

We can elevate our Judaism and our Jewish identity by active support and connection to 
Israel here at Temple Solel. In this New Year, we are starting a special partnership with the 
Reform Community of Sha’ar HaNegev – an area in northwestern Negev. In this 

                                                
10 Sinai, “On Zionism, Continuous Revelation and the Next Generation”  
11 J. Talmud Berakhot 9 
12 Sinai 
13 See Liran Avisar, “Fostering Long-Term Engagement with Israel is Simpler Than You Might Think,” EJewish 
Philanthropy, (11 September 2016) 
14 Gen. 15:18ff 
15 Jer. 30:3 
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partnership, we will directly engage with members of the community there, learning about 
their passions and Jewish lives.  

We will revamp our Israel Action Community here at Temple Solel. We want to hear 
about your passions and your interests about Israel. How can our voices be heard? First, you 
can fill out the postcard you received on your way into our sanctuary this morning and 
return it to the Temple office this month. Check off the issues that you would like to see 
addressed in programs and in classes. Second, we invite each of you to attend our first Israel 
Action Community meeting on Thursday, November 8th at 7:00 PM in the Beit Midrash.  

Our tradition teaches us that we are not a passive people. We are a sacred people who do 
not stand idly by. As a sacred community devoted to Torah, tradition, tikkun olam, and 
spirituality, we cannot stand idly by when our apathy toward Israel plagues our Jewish 
community. Israel advocacy must be a central component to our synagogue. This is why as 
we start this New Year, the Temple Solel Mission Statement will now include our 
commitment and support to Israel.   

We can elevate our Judaism to our connection to Israel by Torah, prayer, effective 
synagogue programming, and experience in Israel. This summer, Rabbi Frank will be leading 
another congregation trip to Israel.  

Israel is not only the historical and spiritual home of the Jewish people; it is also the 
current home for all Jews. We cannot forget this fact. Our future generations cannot forget 
this fact. As the Book of Psalms reminds us, “If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand 
wither.”16  

On August 29, 1897, Theodor Herzl, the Father of Modern Zionism, spoke the following 
words to the delegates at the First Zionist Congress, “We are here to lay the foundation 
stone of the house which is to shelter the Jewish nation.” This house, of course, is Israel. 

Herzl believed the survival of the Jewish people depended upon the creation of a 
sovereign and independent Jewish homeland in the land of Israel. Since statehood in 1948, 
Israel has become a thriving democracy. Her innovation and technology continues to help all 
of humanity. Israelis have lived up to Herzl’s expectations.  

But, now it is our turn more than ever. We, too, are the heirs to Herzl and we, too, are the 
heirs to the late great leader of Israel, Shimon Peres, even as Diasporic Jews living in the 
beautiful beach communities in San Diego. We must understand that our Judaism is 
unquestionably liked to Israel. Israel’s survival does depend on our commitment to her as 
San Diego and as American Jews. This is why we must not give anti-Semitism a moral 
victory over us and why we cannot allow our apathy to hurt our special and sacred 
relationship to Israel.  

Cyrus the Great was the Persian king who returned the Jewish People to Israel in 539 
BCE. He said to the People Israel, “Adonai has charged me to build him a house in 
Jerusalem, which is in Judea. Anyone of you of all His people – may his God be with him, 
and let him go up to Jerusalem and build the House of Adonai in Jerusalem.”17 

In this New Year 5777, let us take to heed Cyrus’s charge for our own community. Let us 
re-build an American Jewish community who empathically and proudly supports Israel. Let 
us embolden the younger generation of American Jews by giving them the tools and 
opportunities needed to connect empathically to Israel. And, let us elevate our Judaism and 
Jewish identity through our historical and sacred connection to Israel.  

                                                
16 Ps. 137:5-6 
17 Ezra 1:2-3 


