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Rosh Hashanah Morning 5779: 

Talking About and Listening to Hard Things 
 
Every week, I have the opportunity to learn Torah from one of our emerging Jewish adults, our B’nai Mitzvah.  And every 
time the word “Leviticus” appears at the top of the parshah assignment there is a collective moan.  Curses. Sacrifices. 
Blood. Killing. Misogyny.  Did I mention sacrifices?  And curses?  All of that is certainly in our Torah. And many of us 
groan under its weight, which is enough to make us simply talk about something else. Simple, but not easier.  Sammi 
Lewis taught Parshat Tazria this spring, which in addition to being full of skin diseases speaks largely about menstruation, 
pregnancy, and ways that women’s bodies were seen as unclean and impure.  
 
“It’s not so common to talk to the world, especially men, about periods in public.  And it’s not until pretty recently that 
women could talk about this in the synagogue.  I realize it’s pretty radical to talk about this from the bimah, but it’s 
important, and part of becoming a Jewish adult is to talk about and listen to hard things.” 
 
This morning I follow your lead, Sammi, and I’m going to talk about something that is hard for me to talk about and may 
be hard to listen to. 
 
Israel. 
 
I was asked during my interview process to become Rabbi at JRC if we would ever have one of those signs planted in our 
front lawn that says “We Stand with Israel.” My response to this congregant was to say, “well, we stand with Israel on 
what? On the notion that the Jewish people should have a physical land where our safety and security is protected? Yes. 
On the national law that some of our most sacred spaces like the Kotel, the Western Wall, do not permit women’s voices 
to read from Torah aloud and arrest women for singing Hallel too loudly, or wearing tallitot? No. I would much rather us 
have a sign that says “We have a lot of opinions about a lot of things, including Israel and Palestine. Come in and talk.” 
 
This was the extent to which I was asked about Israel and Palestine in my interview process, and largely during my first 
two years as Rabbi here at JRC.  And you may have noticed that while we have had an Israel film series, programming 
about Israel/Palestine has been relatively absent from our educational calendar and almost entirely absent from our 
Religious School curriculum.  I don’t think this is because we don’t care, or we forgot, or that we had other things to 
worry about.  I’m not a stranger to avoidance, neither are most human beings; in fact it is a well documented coping 
strategy to recovery from trauma.  That’s the purpose of a trigger warning. 
 
I haven’t been ready to talk about Israel and Palestine here at JRC until relatively recently.  In fact, when I was working 
with our president Sandy Spatz to repopulate the Israel Programming Committee, almost everyone we approached 
turned us down.  Folks were done, or not really interested, or just didn’t want to go there.  Given the tension and 
trauma that involved our synagogue identity and our previous rabbinic identity around Israel/Palestine, this was not 
surprising.  A healthy break is important.  But it cannot be a permanent one. 
 
For me, talking about Israel/Palestine has always been hard.  My time in Israel, both living there and visiting, has been 
complex, painful, exhilarating and exhausting.  It’s funny, because in my role as rabbi, sharing that I don’t really love 
talmud study feels much less stigmatized than the anxiety I feel sharing that as your rabbi that I don’t have clarity in 
talking about Israel.  A double standard that in the liberal Jewish world is as common as being accepted for not believing 
in God, but rejected for questioning Zionism.  
 
But the entire reason we are here on these holidays is to confront difficult things.  The purpose of these days of awe is to 
be as honest with ourselves as we can be, and as many of you have felt safe with me to share the deepest challenges of 
your lives, I feel safe to risk with you.  It’s time we talk about Israel together. 
 
I was introduced to Israel as both a high school and then a college student.  I started with a week in Poland, walking in 
the ashy gutters of Majdanek and Auschwitz and Warsaw with its sepia overtones. I witnessed the reunification of the 
Survivors who guided us with the righteous Polish Christian man who helped them escape the ghetto from a moving 
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train, for the first time since 1942.  I kissed the ground at Ben Gurion airport because I was supposed to, my backpack, 
heavy with stones and emotions, flopping over my head and pushing my face to the ground.  I felt the awe of the holy 
land.  I wandered the Old City, I brought my bat mitzvah tallit with me to the kotel, but didn’t wear it because no other 
teenager in our group wore one, not the Americans and definitely not the Israelis. I climbed a mountain for the first time 
ever.  It’s name was Shlomo.  I did the Dead Sea, the Red Sea, the Mediterranean Sea and felt like I was dipping my toes 
into waters that my ancient prayers described.  This was the sea they crossed and now I am in it.  I lived in Jewish time 
and space and place and it made sense. 
 
By the time Julia and I lived in Israel during my rabbinical school time, I was more complex and Israel was completely 
different to me.  We spent 6 months living in west Jerusalem, in Baka, just after the disengagement from Gaza in 2005. 
We took a taxi subsidized by RRC each morning in the wake of frequent bus bombings to our ulpan, Beit haAm. I was one 
of 2 Americans in my class, both of us rabbinical students.  The rest of our class were Palestinian teenagers, from East 
Jerusalem and areas over the Green Line, including a Palestinian woman who had just graduated as an international 
student without a passport from Macalester College.  
 
We practiced dialogues and grammar, both groups of us trying to pass our exemption exams - me to become a rabbi and 
they to be admitted to Hebrew University for school.  I learned that in Islam the story of the Akedah it is Ishmael and not 
Isaac who is bound.  When my rabbinic colleague and I sat in an empty classroom we learned what happened when a 
border checkpoint was closed and our classmates couldn’t get to school.  We used the word tzedek and in the pregnant 
pause we couldn’t tell whether the question was one of translation or a deeper “what kind of justice are you American 
Jews talking about?”  
 
My rabbinic classes that year - at Pardes, Mechon Shechter of the Masorti Movement, and the Israeli Reform Rabbinical 
Campus - were a tzimmis.  Sweet, spicy, and bitter.  My high grammar skills my teachers praised, I dove into Chevruta 
learning and accessed rabbinic texts in Hebrew and Aramaic for the first time in a bustling beit midrash. And Julia and I 
weren’t allowed to room in a private room like other married couples on Pardes excursions because we weren’t “really 
married”according to the orthodox Rosh Yeshiva.  I was publicly shamed by teachers at class potlucks because my 
Reconstructionist practices rendered my dishes not kosher enough.   I was not allowed to count Jews by patrilineal 
descent in making a minyan when I led services, even by those who left the mechitza for the “alternative” egal service. 
 
I was already one of the only women at Pardes to wear a kippah, and by then I had learned that wearing a kippah as a 
woman in Jerusalem could result in rocks thrown at me by Jewish Israeli boys (without kippot themselves), endless 
questions by orthodox men who wanted to know if I knew what I was doing, and occasionally stares by groups of 
orthodox girls.  One day I forgot to take it off, and was locked in taxi between schools by a driver who grilled me in 
Hebrew about what I was wearing on my head, pulled over and turned off the car and locked the door.  When he 
sneered if I thought I was a man and threatened to show me what a real man was, I banged on the door with my books 
so hard he opened the door and shouted I wasn’t worth breaking his windows.  The Masorti/Conservative school 
director consoled me in his office by telling me that this was the reason why wearing a kippah wasn’t incumbent upon 
women in halachah. 
 
And fortunately, the liberal Jewish community in Jerusalem, where we always had a shabbos invite, wandered the shuk 
for the best spices and rugelach and produce made sweet our life in Israel.  Where the entirety of culture shut down for 
Shabbat, we could eat everything, and we could walk amongst the actual spaces I sang about in shabbat liturgy.  Shalom 
Yerushalayim, shalva b’armenotayich. Peace in Jerusalem, sanctuary with its city walls.  The city walls I walked on.  A 
conference on chaplaincy and trauma in Israel, exploring  the first generation to create the field of spiritual support for 
illness beyond making sure halakha was observed.  Innovative davenning in the progressive Jewish Jerusalem world was 
blossoming and there was kehillah where I could somewhat unpack the exhausting day to day experiences.  
 
And at the time, no part of my program at any of these institutions involved traveling beyond the Green Line, or seeing 
where Palestinians lived, or engaging outside the safe bubble of West Jerusalem.  I regret this deeply - and much has 
changed with the growth of programs like Encounter, B’Tselem, and the Center for Jewish Nonviolence - for this should 
be required for rabbis learning in the land of Israel. 
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Tzimmis - some parts sweet, some spicy, some bitter, some mushy and indiscernible.  
 
I’ve taken this liberty of sharing all this with you, indulging perhaps my own need for you to know this in terms from my 
first person account.  Many of you in this room have spent more time, more study, more political engagement, and are 
far more nuanced than I am.  And for some of you, Israel is not a focal element of your Jewish identity, and you are 
entitled to that too. 
 
But there is more.  Throughout my 3 study programs and 1 travel experience in Israel, I have come to realize that the 
Israel of song and of Torah and of text is not the same Israel of yeshiva and of ulpan and of taxis, or of Independence or 
kibbutz, of Nation-State laws or Women of the Wall.  
 
And yet, when we say the word Israel, we often conflate them all. 
 
I believe when we say this word, this place, this idea, we are talking about 3 paradigms at the same time: 
 
Mythology and Longing, Historical, and Political. 
 
And I believe that all of them are different, and all of them can be true. 
 
Israel in Mythology and Longing. 
The action-plot of Torah on one foot: a small family flourishes and is fruitful, is enslaved and liberated through a 
relationship with God, and journeys through the wilderness to the place where their self-determination and security is 
waiting.  For our Torah ancestors, our story is predicated on longing.  We are trying to get to the land flowing with milk 
and honey - eretz zavat chalav u’dvash.   The promise - Lech Lecha, to a land where I will show you, and you shall be a 
blessing.  All of our mythology, our core Torah stories orient themselves forward; ki mitziyon tetzei Torah - Torah will 
flow forth from Zion, the word of God from Jerusalem.  The mandate is to remember the past, it is because of those 
experiences that we will inherit, conquer, be entitled to reward, which is packaged in the form of land. 
 
In Biblical terms, it’s always all about land.  This was the currency of success in Torah times for an agricultural people. 
Those with power are the landowners and those who conquer more land, which continues in the centuries of patriarchal 
Judaism and has only recently begun to be unpacked and reconstructed.  
 
The role of mythology is to motivate us spiritually, and to enable us to understand, metaphorically, who we are and why 
we are here.  Myth is allegorical, and as many Reconstructionists believe, it gives us a religious context to help explain 
our present in metaphor, rather than to direct us to literal action.  We are not Biblical literalists; Torah is from a different 
time and place, and studying its stories and the liturgy that ensued from its rituals demonstrates more about how our 
ancestors lived than a prescriptive text for us.  We can relate to their spiritual struggles and triumphs, even if our 
enslavement today isn’t Egypt.  And if our enslavement isn’t Egypt, then is our Promised Land still Israel? 
 
Which brings us to the second lens: Historical 
And for the Jewish historians in the room, this is an on one foot explanation of history, which by now, cannot be 
explained on one foot. 
 
After the destruction of the second Temple in 70 CE, after it was clear that the remnant who remained Jewish were not 
returning to Jerusalem anytime soon, the diaspora as we know it spread wildly.  Clearly the 1,948 years of history that 
have elapsed since that destruction are ripe with hundreds of examples of how mythic longing played out in leading us 
to spread around the globe.  The other clear motivator in Jewish diaspora is of course, Anti-Semitism.  
 
Nationalism as a political movement didn’t begin until the late 1700s.  The French Revolution in 1789 brought legal 
citizenship to Jews for the first time anywhere, and other European countries followed.  This innovation of the Western 
European world allowed Jews who had only ever been a cultural and religious group within an outside country a sense of 
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nationalistic identity - to be Jewish French Citizens.  This was taking place at the same time the western European 
enlightenment created a modality for Jews to integrate in a modern way into the culture in which they resided, which 
would later give birth to the Reform and Conservative movements in Germany. 
 
However, racism and antisemitism were concretized in the question of who should be citizen by those in power - not so 
different than what we are seeing today as our government questions the validity of Latinx American citizens’ citizenship 
in border communities.  Despite the rights they were granted, anti-Semitism flourished and violence against Jews 
continued. This led to the realization that whether or not Jews were literally ghettoized, they would always be outsiders 
in Europe, and Jews in Middle Eastern countries would not fare any better. Pogroms throughout Russia, and Eastern 
Europe -- the Pale of Settlement - flourished, which is one reason so many white Ashkenazi Jews are here in this room 
today. Between 1815 and 1924, when Jewish immigration quotas were established and the US borders all but closed to 
Eastern Europe, the Jewish population of the United States grew from 2,500 to 3.6 Million.  
 
After the 1871 Odessa pogrom, Judah Leib Pinsker published a pamphlet, Auto-Emancipation, arguing that Jews could 
only be truly free in their own country. In 1894, the Dreyfus Affair, in which a Jewish officer in the French army was 
falsely convicted of treason, inspired Theodor Herzl, an assimilated Jewish journalist from Austria, to write Der 
Judenstaat (The Jewish State) and seek political recognition for a Jewish homeland.  Motivated by centuries of cultural 
antisemitism, concretized by national governmental anti semitism in places where Jews were citizens motivated the 
movement known as Zionism.  The first Zionist congress in 1897 brought the wealthiest Jews in Europe together with 
political minds to call for a Jewish state in Palestine.  Waves of immigration began.  The end of the Holocaust in 1945 
revealed to the world the urgency for a Jewish state and demanded its establishment. 
 
Which brings us to the Political. 
When the waves of Aliyah began in the late 1800s and early 1900s, Jews were not moving to an empty land.  Yom 
Ha’atsma’ut, Israeli Independence Day on May 14, 1948, a day of mass relief and celebration and dancing.  A dream 
realized.  It is also known as Naqba by the Palestinian people, which means the Great Catastrophe, in which ¾ of a 
million Palestinian people fled the homes and villages they and their ancestors had called home for centuries.  We must 
recognize that for Israeli national independence to take place, Jewish Israelis - by laws and by government - caused the 
same traumatic exile we ourselves were fleeing.  This event remains core to Palestinian identity, in the same way as the 
destruction of the temple and Babylonian exile remains for Jews, except it comes with real legal consequences today. 
Most Palestinians today are either exiles, refugees, or living under Israeli occupation—or, at best, live as second-class 
citizens of Israel itself—their collective social, political, and historical identity centers almost entirely around the 
shattering experience of the Naqba. 
 
Now that the State of Israel is a country, it is a contemporary political entity which has to contend with everything every 
nation also has to contend with.  It has civil laws and government, an army and industry.  It has many many cultures.   It 
carries with it the historical context of Antisemitism, as well as the mythological context which drove the establishment 
of a Jewish State to the geographic place where it is. 
 
While it is challenging to describe Jewish mythology, liturgy and longing on one foot, and near impossible to synthesize 
modern Jewish history leading to Zionism that way, I can’t even attempt to do this with the contemporary political state 
of Israel.  I can’t.  The truth is, this has not been my area of expertise or focus.  Many of you in this room have a far more 
sophisticated and savvy knowledge and skill than I do here.  One of the things that makes this hard for ME is that 
engaging with Israel - and there are many ways to do that, from an embrace to a critique to relief to celebration to 
learning to visiting to rebuking to protesting to wrestling - is that MY wrestling with Israel/Palestine has only begun to 
dip beneath the surface. 
 
And I also know that I am in good company here. 
 
I believe that one of the challenges that we face when we say the word “Israel’ is that we fire the emotional reactions to 
the mythological, the historical, and the contemporary nation all at once. We conflate three radically different 
perspectives that come from different time periods with different motives.  We commit cognitive dissonance because 
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we look at a political ruling by the Israeli knesset with same lens of dancing with the Torah and singing for Jerusalem. 
We are wary to criticize Israel in public for the same human rights violations that we condemn in America because we 
fear the antisemitism of 1890s Poland.  We celebrate Israeli foods and music and culture of welcoming to 
appropriately-documented Jews in our summer camps without mentioning the forced encampment of Palestinians 
under Israeli occupation, much of whose food and culture influenced what we think of as Jewish Israeli. 
 
This doesn’t mean all of these experiences aren’t real.  They are very real.  What we need to do is to acknowledge the 
dissonances.  We need to recognize that it is possible to engage in a relationship with Israel/Palestine in many ways 
while raising up that there are many layers that contribute to the narrative.  All narratives are constructed by human 
beings - even our Torah.  It is our job to construct them mindfully, with eyes and ears and hearts open and to name 
which lens we are experiencing when we engage with Israel.  Because all of them are very real, and this is the beautiful 
and painful complexity we sit with. 
 
Here we sit at JRC.  Many who have been here over the last decade know the deep work that has happened around 
Israel/Palestine.  Some of that work has been as a congregation, and some of this work has been as fragments within 
one congregation.  Some has felt divisive and some has felt richly insightful.  We have tried to be as respectful as 
possible.  I want to honor the work that the Sicha process did over these years, bringing together people with varied 
viewpoints to talk and engage with one another from a personal voice.  Now is the time to try again. 
 
This past spring, Terri Bernsohn and a group of Religious School parents, teachers, leaders and myself felt it was time to 
re-engage talking about Israel/Palestine in our school.  As part of our CHIdush program to reimagine Jewish education at 
JRC, we crafted a family education day based in this very rubric of Myth, History and Contemporary Nation.  Cantor 
Howard and Stan Cohn taught texts and music from Torah to our children as they explored the optimism and fear of the 
Scouts in parshat Shlach Lecha, and music of Am Yisrael Chai.  Some learned Israeli dances with their teachers.  I taught 
our adults a version of the same, through mythology and history.  Adults and children came together to rotate through 3 
of 5 stations: 
 
Hummus and Immigration, Graffiti and Hamsa Art, Maps and Borders, Amichai Poetry and 6 Word Stories, and 
Occupation and Democracy.  Our teachers led these workshops along with JRC members Abby Harris-Ridker and Carol 
Friedman.  Families were asked to visit 3 stations, and to have one of their choices be something out of their comfort 
zone.  For some, seeing photos of East Jerusalem and the destruction of a Palestinian community center was a new and 
challenging perspective.  For others, seeing which different maps drew different lines for different meanings and 
motivations pushed boundaries.  And for others, reading poetry by Amichai with an Israeli-centered peace perspective 
was new.  All throughout the building, participants were asked to write on butcher paper: What do you celebrate about 
Israel?  What challenges you? 
 
After our 2 hours, we all came to wrap up together.  THroughout the morning, I responded to questions about different 
political groups - what is AIPAC?  JVP? JStreet? If Not Now?  And then in an unplanned moment, I noticed something. 
 
There were active members of AIPAC, JStreet, IfNotNow and JVP all sitting in the room together.  Rotating through 
stations together.  Talking with one another.  Engaging in one congregation. 
 
I invited those members of each political movement to stand, one group at a time, so the several hundred families 
gathered could see voices and faces of those with whom we learn, pray, support, and engage.  I know of no other 
synagogue in the Chicago area where there are active members of these often opposing Israel/Palestine related 
organizations who all share space in the same congregation.  
 
As I said in the beginning, “We have lots of opinions about Israel and many other things.  Come inside and talk.” 
And now we are talking.  And now I am talking. 
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I am proud to share that JRC’s new Israel/Palestine Committee, composed of Sandy Spatz as President, Abby 
Harris-Ridker, Stan Cohn and myself, have been meeting for the last six months.  We now have a mission and vision 
statement: 

 
Mission 

The Israel/Palestine Committee is designed to help JRC’s members, staff, committees, and task forces engage with the 
many complexities of Israel/Palestine. The Israel/Palestine Committee is meant to play a different role than the previous 
Israel Programming Committee, and hence was given a new name. We hope this name, acknowledging the 
interdependence of Israeli and Palestinian history, lives, and culture, opens up space to talk about our many perspectives 
and relationships with the region. We will collaborate with the JRC community to help develop approaches to enhance 
learning about Israel/Palestine in different contexts, and in determining when facilitated dialogue might be useful to 
support each other in dealing with difficult questions.  

Vision 

We will work to make JRC a synagogue where people feel safe and excited to explore the complexities of Israel/Palestine. 
By engaging our varied perspectives, politics, and relationships with Israel/Palestine, we can create a strong community 
which reflects the reality of our modern Jewish world. 

 
One way in which we have revitalized our work on Israel/Palestine at JRC is that we will not isolate discussion or 
programming about Israel/Palestine to this committee.  Rather, this committee is designed to work with all programs at 
JRC as a resource to provide more nuanced engagement across our congregation.  
 
A strong community which reflects the reality of our modern Jewish world.  I believe that in order to reflect the reality of 
our Jewish world, we need to have spaces for our members to express themselves, rather than too many processes to 
vet whether or not JRC will promote or advertise a specific program.  We are too complex for that.  I love process, but 
that would be ridiculous.  We are not in the business of policing which programs are “right.” 
 
On our JRC website, we now have an Israel/Palestine bulletin board.  Anyone who is a member of JRC can upload an 
event, a book, a movie, or a program happening in the local community about Israel/Palestine.  If you support it, upload 
it.  Use your own name, share why you think that JRC members should know about this program, and provide the 
information.  Sometimes, members will post about a program, and then other members will post about a protest 
happening against that program.  That’s ok.  There’s more than one way to be Jewish, more than one way to vote, more 
than one way to engage.  But being Jewish, voting, and engaging are all values on which we can agree, and seeing varied 
viewpoints in one place only makes our JRC home richer. 
 
It is important to me that we engage with the reality of the contemporary political nation of Israel.  We are Jews.  Israel 
is part of us, even if not individually, then certainly collectively. 
 
As my colleague Rabbi Jill Jacobs, executive director of T’ruah wrote recently in her article “Don’t be Afraid to Teach our 
Kids About Israel’s Warts”, “We need to be brave enough to not whitewash structural and societal racism [in Israel] 
against minority communities. Kids who are capable of understanding racism in the United States can engage with the 
history of discrimination in Israel, while also learning from and about people trying to change this reality.  Nor should we 
shy away from talking about the military occupation of the West Bank, the annexation of east Jerusalem and the legal 
status of its residents, or Israel’s continued control over Gaza’s borders. We can help… build a strong connection to Israel 
by immersing... in Israeli music and culture, introducing Israelis, and teaching Hebrew. But that doesn’t require hiding the 
realities of occupation, the experiences of Palestinians, or the current Israeli government’s attacks on democracy.  These 
voices will help [us]— and ultimately stronger — connection to Israel, just as [we teach] about citizenship and love for 
America precisely by introducing [us] to its challenges.” 
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It is important to me that we engage and educate the history that was constructed and plays roles in shaping the 
narratives of Israel/Palestine.  Herzl’s words, im tirtzu ayn zo agadah, li’hiyot am hofshi b’artzeinu - if you hope, it is not 
merely a legend, to be a free people in our land.  This a longing we still hold on to.  It is the longing many of us in this 
country long for, as we watch the freedoms of our neighbors at risk and denied.  And until we understand that our 
liberation is bound up in the liberation of others, none of us are free. 
 
It is important to me that we engage in our texts and our traditions and our mythologies.  
 
In our Torah portion this morning, we have a woman who is the ancestor to the Jewish Israeli people and a woman who 
is the ancestor to the Palestinian people, both struggling about who gets to live in the same house. Both of them have 
legitimate roles because they have children through at the same man. And yet their status is remarkably different. What 
the status of Jewish Israelis, Palestinians citizens of Israel and Palestinians should be in the same household is not the 
essential question in this moment, although it is important to name that this story evokes the current situation in a very 
different time period. For some people, inheritance is the most essential question. For others it is just a story.  Whether 
we identify with Sarah, the one who has been denied her hearts desire or with Hagar, the one who has been given the 
privilege and had it revoked, both of these women are suffering and there is no end in sight. 
 
As a rabbi, I want to help make the dreams of my people and the people amongst whom I live a reality.  And as I rabbi, I 
recognize the nightmares that many of my people and the people amongst whom I live are experiencing every day. 
These are the days of Awe, in which we push ourselves to examine both our hope for the coming year and admit to 
complicity in the evil that hinders that hope. 
 
Being a Jewish adult means talking about and listening to hard things.  Hope and pain, longing and reality are hard.  Yes it 
hurts when buds burst, and there is pain when something grows, the poet writes.  Yes,  And we are strong enough. 
 
Rabbi Rachel Weiss 
Rosh Hashanah Morning 5779 
September 10, 2018 


