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Yom Kippur Sermon 2023/5784, Rabbi Ed Elkin, First Narayever Congregation 

Dreaming about Israel 

When I was 11 years old, I remember coming home from shul with my father after morning 
services on Yom Kippur. My mother tended to make an appearance at shul but not stay very 
long, so she had gone home ahead. We were not an observant family and when we got home, 
my mom was lying down and listening to the news on the radio. “There’s fighting in Israel”, she 
said.  

The year was 1973, exactly 50 years ago today on the Jewish calendar. The Egyptians and 
Syrians had launched a coordinated surprise attack, and it wasn’t looking good. When my father 
and I went back to shul for Neilah that afternoon, there was little focus on the davening. 
Everybody was talking about what was going on in Israel, exchanging bits of information or 
rumours. Although at that age, I was just at the beginning of awareness about world events in 
general, and Israel in particular, I do remember the emotion of fear that pervaded our shul. 
Something about the fact that the attack had occurred on Yom Kippur of all days made it seem 
all the more heinous in our eyes, even antisemitic. In my house we followed the war closely 
over the next 19 days, the setbacks, the horrific losses, the resupply of the Israelis by the 
Americans, the crossing of the Suez Canal, Ariel Sharon, Henry Kissinger, Israel’s encirclement of 
the Egyptian Third Army, ultimately the ceasefire. 2600 Israeli soldiers were killed in the Yom 
Kippur War, another 7200 wounded.   

This afternoon at 4 pm, prior to Mincha, we’re going to have a program in which some of our 
Narayever members who are from Israel will share their memories of being there during the 
Yom Kippur War. Some who were called up for service, others who were doing their best to 
manage on the home front during that very anxious time. I hope you’ll join us. For me, as a boy 
on Long Island, this war was my earliest conscious memory of Israel, and what most impressed 
me at the time was how much everyone around me cared, deeply, about events going on so far 
away. I had heard much discussion about the Vietnam War in my house, also a terrible conflict 
in a very remote land. But the Yom Kippur War felt different, it was spoken about in a much 
more personal way, as if this was an attack on us.  

I want to share two more brief Israel memories from my childhood. One was July 4, 1976. I was 
at my Jewish summer camp in the Catskills and I was almost 15. The date was memorable 
because it was the American Bicentennial. There had been a lot of buildup to the Bicentennial in 
school and in the media in the weeks leading up to my departure for camp. A flotilla of tall ships 
had entered New York harbour around the Statue of Liberty as part of the celebration. At the 
same time, we knew that an Air France jetliner en route from Tel Aviv to Paris had been hijacked 
by the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine and was on the ground in Entebbe, Uganda. 
On the same day as the American Bicentennial, the fourth of July, 1976, the Israelis launched a 
daring raid which resulted in the rescue and liberation of over 100 hostages. The successful 
rescue was announced at camp to great acclaim. It was an exultant day overflowing with pride, 
which affirmed and celebrated both parts of my identity, as an American and as a Jew.  
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And the final memory I’d like to share today is from November 1977. President Anwar Sadat of 
Egypt, who had launched the Yom Kippur War four years earlier, announced that he would visit 
Jerusalem in order to advance the Israeli-Arab peace process. My father, who was generally a 
pretty cynical guy, was so excited about the Sadat visit that he set the alarm to get up super 
early to watch on TV Sadat address the Knesset, and he got me up as well to share that historic 
moment with him. The day before we had watched Sadat coming off the plane at Lod and 
shaking hands with all the famous Israeli dignitaries like Golda and Moshe Dayan and Peres and 
Rabin and Begin and there was an honour guard of soldiers and there were trumpets and drums 
and the Israeli and Egyptian flags and the two anthems, and now the Knesset address – it was 
all unbelievable. I was moved by the scene, and I was moved by father’s excitement and 
emotion. The Vietnam War that he had so vociferously opposed had wound down by then, at 
least for the Americans. Was this now the beginning of the end of the Arab-Israeli conflict as 
well? So it seemed. 

These three are some of the most formative Israel memories that I have and I wanted to share 
them with you today because the 50th anniversary of the Yom Kippur War is much on my mind, 
and it is leading me to reach back in time to those years when I was first becoming aware of 
Israel. I am also acutely aware that these particular memories are my formative ones because of 
an accident of birth. Had I been born earlier, I would have had different formative memories, 
perhaps of the establishment of the State so soon after the Shoah, and also the Six Day War, 
which I was alive for but have no personal memory of. And had I been born later, I might have 
read about or heard about these three events but my formative memories of Israel would 
possibly have included very different type of events -- the intifadas, the Lebanon Wars, the 
assassination of Rabin, the various Gaza conflicts, to name but a few. For young people coming 
into political consciousness now, perhaps it is the bitter conflict over Israel’s democracy that will 
be their formative Israel memory. 

That’s a huge difference, because my memories from the 1970s landed for me at the time as 
being morally unambiguous. In the Yom Kippur War, Israel was viciously attacked on our holiest 
day, and ultimately beat back the aggressors. In the Entebbe raid, Israel was valiant and 
courageous, defending innocent Jewish lives in a way that no one had done during the Shoah. 
And the Sadat visit was about the peace of the brave, it was about Israel’s courage and 
steadfastness ultimately leading to the happy ending of peace. Now I’m not saying that these 
three events actually were morally unambiguous. Very few historical events are. Various 
historians have written articles and books and given lectures in which they reveal that all three 
of these events were more complex in fact, that political considerations entered all three, and 
human failings. Historians will argue it all out, and render their judgements. But what I’m 
interested in sharing with you today is that the way I took these events in, as a kid and a 
teenager, is that Israel was a place of courage and idealism, it was a homeland to be proud of. 
That was my starting point, out of which I respond to everything that has unfolded since, to this 
day. So much goes in to why we respond to anything in the way that we do, but certainly the 
nature of our earliest memories and associations plays an important role. Later events in Israel’s 
history were different in character. And I imagine that if your earliest memories are much more 
morally ambiguous than mine were, that could play a role in how you respond to what is going 
on in Israel today, and will shape your Zionism -- or lack thereof.  
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The Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai wrote: 

ושכחה כמו ים ויבשה.העולם מלא זכירה   “The world is filled with remembering and forgetting as it 
is with sea and dry land. Sometimes memory is the dry land that is firm and founded and 
sometimes memory is the sea that covers everything like in the flood. And it is forgetting that is 
the saving, dry land like Ararat.”  

My formative memories of Israel have been the יבשה מוצקת וקיימת the land that is firm and 
founded; these memories have been the land that I have clung to in the midst of the flood of 
subsequent events. 

I think that for me, having these very unambiguous early memories of Israel affected me in two 
opposing ways when I encountered much more ambiguous developments in Israel in later years. 
The first effect was shock. How is it possible that the Israel that I knew as pure and noble, as 
David against Goliath, as the virtuous righteous party struggling against knaves and villains who 
were determined to wipe it out, ever-ready to compromise in the name of achieving peace, 
could also be perpetuating an oppressive occupation, building settlements on occupied land, 
discriminating against religious minorities, bombing apartment buildings from the air as part of 
festering conflicts with Hamas and Hezbollah, enabling corrupt politicians, fostering religious 
fanaticism and violence and racism, delegitimizing the more progressive streams of Judaism 
that I and many of my Israeli friends identify with? How is any of that possible? As my 
knowledge grew of the complexities of Israel, beyond those Big Events that were my earliest 
memories, I felt viscerally betrayed. It felt like a bushah, the word used repeatedly in the 
democracy demonstrations of the last six months. A shande in Yiddish, a mark of shame. How 
dare Israel not be always idealistic and brave in the way that is consistent with my earliest 
memories?  

But alongside the shock and the indignation occasioned by the dissonance between my 
formative memories and events which transpired later on, I think that the other effect of my 
early memories was that they helped insulate me from the harshest expressions of anti-Zionism 
that have become so prevalent in certain circles, both non-Jewish and Jewish, in our time. My 
Zionist foundation is strong. Sometimes I get buffeted in the face of the news of the day. 
Sometimes I am shaken. But since my foundation is solid, I am able to maintain my Zionist 
loyalties even as I express my vociferous opposition to various actions of the Israeli government 
over the years.  

I do worry that many younger people in the Diaspora lack that strong foundation of memories 
that I was fortunate enough to have by an accident of birth, and that the news of the day that 
concerns me so much, hits them yet harder -- so that they turn away or lose their connection to 
Israel altogether. Not all of course. In my world I do meet young people who are inspired by 
trips they take to Israel with their families or on Birthright or longer-term programs, I meet 
those who have become excited by shinshinim they’ve met here, or by family stories or films or 
books or online sources. Some even make aliyah, making the biggest commitment possible to 
Israel by choosing to live their lives there.  
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But I also encounter many younger people who are turned off, or disengaged, and I admit -- that 
keeps me up at night. They’re not benefitting from the noble image of Israel that so inspired me 
in my youth. To the extent that they’re conscious of Israel, they’re aware of internal conflict and 
division, and a society which is controlled by people and parties whose values feel alien and 
threatening. They’ve got full and busy lives here. What’s the draw about a distant place riven 
with conflict and seemingly so at odds with many of their fundamental values? They’re not 
seeing the inspiring story, not being engaged by the Zionist dream.  

Amazingly, we marked Israel’s 75th anniversary this year. Those who worked on establishing the 
State before my time, both on the ground there, and in the Diaspora, had a dream. That dream 
was miraculously achieved. We established a Jewish sovereign state in Eretz Yisrael for the first 
time in nearly 2,000 years! And in the early decades the dream evolved into securing that 
achievement, in the face of terrible dangers and threats. By our time, some of those threats 
have receded, many remain, and some new ones, external and internal, have emerged. My 
question this Yom Kippur is, what’s the Zionist dream, today? On a holiday when we are meant 
to dig deep, raise our self-awareness, recommit to the goals and aspirations that we’re proudest 
of, what place if any does Israel have in our collective and individual Jewish lives at this 
tumultuous time? 

Our people have a long history of dreaming about Israel. Psalm 126 opens  'שיר המעלות בשוב ה

 when the Lord restores the fortunes of Zion, we see it “as in a – את שיבת ציון היינו כחולמים
dream”. That text is about the return to the Land of Israel following the Babylonian exile. The 
ability to return to Eretz Yisrael seemed like a dream to the returnees 2500 years ago, they were 
 who could imagine that a return would be possible after all the destruction wrought -- כחולמים
by the Babylonians, after the Temple was in ruins? Of course, not all who could return from 
Babylonia did actually return. But this idea of shivat Tzion, return to the Land of Israel, is an 
ancient Jewish memory that we have collectively retained; we’ve been saying this shir 
hama’alot, often singing it just before Birkat Hamazon on Shabbat and festivals, for the last 
2500 years. No matter where we were, no matter what our circumstances good or bad, whether 
we meant it literally or not, we maintained the idea that “one day we’re going to go back there.” 
But the specific content of the dream of return may evolve and change in each generation. 

Today I’d like to share with you my חלום, my dream for Zionism in 2023. My dream has been 
shaped by the character of my earliest formative memories of Israel, and by the experiences I’ve 
had since, including many visits, and by the opportunities I’ve had to reflect and learn from 
others. My Zionist dream 2023 has three parts, one about what is going on in Israel itself, one 
about the Diaspora Jewish community’s relationship to Zionism, and one about me, in my role 
as a Diaspora congregational rabbi in the Diaspora. 

First part: my dream is of a reinvigorated Israeli democracy. When I was in Israel this past 
summer, I took part in some of the extraordinary mass demonstrations against the governing 
coalition. I’m guessing many of you have read about these protests and some of you may have 
been there and taken part as well, or in the Unxceptable protests here in Toronto. In my Zionist 
dream of 2023, the Israeli center reclaims its place at the center from the extremists and bigots 
who are currently in power, those who view the Palestinians as hewers of wood and drawers of 
water for the Jewish majority, who envision no political horizon for two states, and who are 
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working to ensure that the Supreme Court is unable to restrain their power in any way. I dream 
that the democracy protest movement leads not just back to status quo ante before this 
government came to power but also to a reinvigoration among the various sectors of Israel 
society and among Jews worldwide, of the ancient Jewish conviction, going back to the Bible, 
that all human beings are made אלוהים בצלם  in the image of God. With this Jewish value 
animating Israel, there would be no place for Jewish supremacism, for vigilante attacks on 
Palestinian villages, for misogyny, for homophobia, for the demonization of non-Orthodox 
streams of Judaism, or for any of the other malignancies which so characterize the current 
coalition. Rather, every time difficult decisions have to be made balancing different values, and 
those difficult decisions will still have to be made even in my dream world – decisions about 
peace and security, democracy and Jewish state, religious pluralism, minority rights and 
majority rights, pretty much everything to do with the Occupation from how it is administered 
to settlements to whether it should continue at all or what risks Israel should be willing to take 
in order to end it-- the Jewish state challenges itself to make צלם אלהים a core value. In my 
dream, the question is continually asked, have we stretched ourselves as much as we possibly 
can to treat everyone the way we ourselves would want to be treated? We do live in the real 
world, Israel does have enemies, none of this is easy. But Israeli is a Jewish state and Jews are 
 Can Israel allow its dreams of peace, both internal and external, to help it stretch even .כחולמים
more? 

The second part of my Zionist dream 2023 has to do with us, Diaspora Jews, I’m dreaming of a 
reclamation by Diaspora Jews of the importance of Jewish peoplehood. Zionism was never just 
about what was going on in Israel, or in Palestine as it was known before the establishment of 
the State. It’s also from the very beginning been about Jews in the Diaspora. Support for the 
establishment of the Jewish state, and after 1948 support for that state, has been a key 
component of Diaspora Jewish identity, and it has been rooted in a sense of shared 
responsibility for the Jewish people worldwide, a sense which was felt very acutely in the 
immediate aftermath of the Shoah, a sense which has become attenuated somewhat at a time 
when Jews have become so spectacularly integrated into the societies around them.  Judaism is 
not just a religion or a faith. It is rather the religion and faith of a particular people with a 
particular history, speaking a particular language, tracing its roots back to a particular land to 
which they retained a powerful connection for millenia, a people which welcomes newcomers 
to join who then become part of the family, spiritual descendants of Abraham and Sarah. What 
a gift it is to be part of this people, and what a responsibility that gift imposes! What’s going on 
now in Israel scares me, I admit it, I imagine it scares many of you as well. My Zionist dream 
2023 imagines that all that angst and fear we may be experiencing, and all the inspiration and 
idealism generated by the protest movement, gets channeled into a renewed appreciation for 
the importance of Jewish peoplehood in our lives, a renewed appreciation for the way in which 
our fate is bound up in the fate of Jews everywhere, and an understanding that Zionism is a 
central piece of Jewish identity among Jews of all political persuasions. There is so much to be 
proud of about Israel – her achievements are extraordinary – economic, military, scientific, 
technological, cultural. We are not citizens of Israel and we don’t get a vote. But in my dream, 
Israel is the center of a transnational people who see it as their spiritual home, and Israel 
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continues to exert a positive and healthy gravitational pull on Jews wherever they live. 1 Israel in 
2023 is undergoing a formative, defining confrontation over its very identity. We here in the 
Diaspora are a part of that story. Those Diaspora Jews who support the current government 
certainly express that support, as is their right, and in my dream those of us who support a 
different vision for Israel will express and demonstrate that support no less strongly, because of 
our stake in Israel as the center of Jewish peoplehood.  

The third part of my Zionist dream 2023 has to do with my own role as rabbi at this time. I 
began this sermon with some personal foundational memories of big events that shaped my 
early connection to Israel as a boy. A war, a hijack rescue, a diplomatic breakthrough. I’m going 
to close with a reflection on my role and responsibility as a rabbi in regard to Zionism now. The 
Yom Kippur War is a formative memory, but it was 50 years ago. I’m now well-ensconced in 
middle age and I’m a rabbi and I’ve been to Israel many times in the intervening decades and I 
follow Israel events as closely as I can. I have a point of view, and I support organizations that do 
work in Israel that advances the values that I believe in. But I know my own kehillah is politically 
diverse, and I certainly know that the Jewish people as a whole is diverse and often bitterly 
polarized over very fundamental issues.  

Given this reality, I believe some admittedly contradictory things about my job as rabbi when it 
comes to Israel: For one, I believe that I as a rabbi have an important role to play as an advocate 
for Israel. Israel has many enemies, many who seek to undermine her legitimacy even in the 
borders of 1948. Some of that opposition goes over the line into antisemitism, and it must be 
countered. I believe that as a rabbi I have an important role in defending and promoting the 
existence and security and the amazing Hebrew culture and language of our one very small and 
precious Jewish state. For this reason, I oppose BDS as a means of pressuring Israel to make 
concessions, and I find it to be highly counter-productive.  

At the same time, I believe as a rabbi I have to speak my truth honestly and without hedging 
when the Israeli government engages in actions that I see as contradicting the basic Jewish 
values that I believe in, values of compassion and integrity and human rights for all. Israel does 
not get a moral blank cheque for its actions just because it’s a Jewish state. It should be held to 
high standards, and I believe this current coalition is failing on so many levels which have 
nothing to do with Israel’s genuine security concerns. Isaiah certainly held the Jewish state of 
his time to high standards; we read about his protest against the failures of both the leaders and 
the people, his sense of bushah, in this morning’s haftarah. Inspired by Isaiah and other 
prophets and teachers throughout the generations, I will continue to share my views from time 
to time with my community and with whomever will listen. I’m not a pundit, or a scholar of 
constitutional law, or a diplomat, or a general. But I see the opportunity to share my reflections 
on Israel as being an essential part of my role as rabbi, which is the reason I’ve devoted my 
sermon on the holiest day of the Jewish year to this topic.   

However, I also believe that this is not my whole job as a rabbi, and in fact an important part of 
my role is to do my best to hold my diverse community together. That is not a simple task, when 
society in general and the Jewish community in particular are so polarized. I aspire for everyone 

 
1 Rabbi Eric Yoffie, Haaretz, Sept.7, 2023. 
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to feel that I can be their rabbi, whether they are on the same page politically as I am or not, 
and I don’t want people who disagree with my point of view to feel marginalized. And this 
means that I don’t always speak about Israel even when it’s very much on my mind and on the 
minds of others. Israel is an important part of our shul life and our shul programming but it is 
not the only part, and I believe deeply that shul should be a place where people can come to 
transcend the political polarization that exists elsewhere, and simply pray with the kahal, learn 
Jewish texts and grow their Jewish practices with the kahal, celebrate smachot with the kahal, 
take solace and derive comfort from the kahal.  

Now I acknowledge that these three goals are often in tension with each other. How do you 
advocate for Israel, while criticizing the Israeli government and also transcending politics? My 
rabbinic colleagues and I wrestle with this tension all the time. We have meetings about it and 
webinars about it and articles and conferences. It’s one of the central defining questions of the 
rabbinate of the 21st century. So what’s the dream on this one? My Zionist dream 2023 is that I 
will gain the wisdom to know how to hold these three rabbinic roles, all of them – Israel 
advocacy, prophetic protest, and communal solidarity – in productive balance. And that you all, 
who are not rabbis, but who are precious members of the Jewish community and the Jewish 
people, will find ways to hold these three goals in healthy, courageous, and wise balance in your 
Jewish lives as well, and will also find forgiveness and compassion if you find that I or someone 
else in your life has in your eyes gotten off balance one way or another.  

Today is Yom Kippur. There’s no war in Israel today Baruch hashem, at least not a war between 
armies as there was 50 years ago. But there are lots of serious problems for us to work on, and 
also lots of achievements for us to be proud of. If we’re 75 or younger we only know in our lives 
a world with a Jewish state. Some of us present remember a world before the existence of the 
State, and they have their formative memories. I have my formative memories of Israel from the 
1970s that I’ve shared with you today, and how I believe they affected me, and the younger 
generation has its formative memories. These memories shape us and our attitudes and 
opinions in ways that we’re conscious of or sometimes not conscious of, but they don’t 
determine our attitudes or our conduct; we do have free will, especially as we mature and are 
exposed to different points of view and can understand complexity better. Yom Kippur affirms 
our free will and the consequences that flow from it. If there’s anything Yom Kippur affirms it’s 
that. We can choose to engage, or to disengage, make Israel a priority, or not. Let’s try to 
become more aware today and in the year ahead of what experiences and assumptions have 
led us to where we are on Israel. I certainly hope that we’ll commit or recommit to engaging, to 
keeping the dream alive. Israel is 75 years old, but we still can’t take it for granted.  

When we say L’shanah haba’ah birushalayim at the end of Neilah this evening, let’s consider 
what is the kavannah, the intention, that our ancestors meant by that phrase and what our own 
kavannah is about it. Let’s honour our formative memories from the past but also recognize that 
the present is different because change is inevitable. Let’s keep dreaming about a better future. 
And let’s pray pray pray for shalom al Yisrael. 

Gmar Hatimah Tovah.  

 


