
 1 

Who do you Trust? 

Gregory S Marx 

Rosh Hashanah 2015 

How many of us grew up listening to Crosby Stills Nash and Young?  

Do we remember their songs about questioning authority, finding your own 

path and of course, love.  They sang great songs that inspired a generation.  I 

loved listening to their music in the 70s, and still do.  I remember learning 

from them, or others like them, “Don’t trust anyone over 30.”  How many of 

us remember that line?   

My parent’s generation was a more trusting one.  Our generation, my 

generation is less so.  I think I know why.  You see, in the 1960’s the 

Presidency had an air of invincibility and moral correctness.  Even as 

President Kennedy fooled around behind Jackie’s back, even as we recently 

learned that President Warren G. Harding fathered an illegitimate child, 

Americans were never inclined to question their character or their personal 

behavior.  We believed in our leaders even if we disagreed with them.  Then 

along came Richard Nixon and the Watergate scandal.  He was forced to 

resign from the Presidency following a scandal that rocked the national 

political scene. Nixon’s forced departure had a ripple effect that changed 

much of the landscape to this day and the way we view authority.  It gave a 
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green light to the North Vietnamese to invade South Vietnam.  But here at 

home, we learned that our politicians can indeed be “crooks.”  While his 

reputation was repaired in recent years, we began to question everyone, and 

not always for the good. We doubt our doctors, our lawyers, our rabbis, our 

teachers, and school officials, and yes, especially our elected officials.   

        We Jews have a two-word phrase for this: “Kabdeihu v’chashdeihu – 

honor him, but suspect him.”    Our leaders deserve respect, but we shouldn’t 

trust them too much.   To put it in contemporary language, “trust but verify.” 

 Even Moses was respected but held in suspicion by the people.  God, 

in the Book of Exodus, instructed Moses on how to build the Mishkan, the 

Tabernacle in the wilderness. After all the work was completed, Moses 

stands before the people and gives an accounting.  I did this, I did that, I 

collected this amount of money, I spent this amount of money … more 

than100 verses detailing the specifics of all the funds from the people for the 

building of the sanctuary.  Why did he do that?  The Midrash, the rabbinic 

collections of stories to fill out the gaps in the text, tells us that the people 

didn’t trust Moses with all their donations.  Every time he walked by, people 

would whisper to each other behind his back: “Look how good he looks … 

look how well he is dressing … surely he must be taking money from what 

we have contributed.”  Moses, in the Midrash, heard them questioning his 
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integrity, so he gave them a detailed report of every single shekel that was 

spent on the building project.  And you should know that because of this 

incident, we are told in the Talmud that the person who collects the money 

for the funds in the Temple could not wear a double-hemmed garment, a 

hollow belt or even pants … so that if later on he would become rich, people 

could not claim that he got so from siphoning money from the communal 

treasury.  1  Keep that in mind if you’re running for PTO treasurer. 

      Kabdeihu v’chashdeihu.  We must both respect our leaders and 

suspect them all at the same time. When speaking about Israel and the Iran 

Nuclear Deal, I am suspicious of everyone on all sides.  I’m completely 

miserable, because I see no good alternatives.  Each way I turn leads me to 

greater doubt and frankly distrust.   I know that many of you feel the same 

way. 

I do not feel comfortable standing before you, this morning, either 

supporting or condemning the deal.  You can draw your own conclusions.  

And frankly, good people who are equally devoted to Israel and America’s 

security can come down on completely different sides of the issue.   What’s 

more, you are reading the same press reports that I am.  You have access to 

the same opinion pieces that I have.  So, I am not coming down on one side 

                                                        
1 Rabbi Mitchell Wohlberg, Baltimore, Maryland 
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or another.  Instead, I want to speak about the deal, asking the question, in 

moments of crisis regarding Israel, whom do you trust?   

Before, I begin; I need to say one thing.  How’s that?  Yes, I’m going 

to say something before I say something?   Sorry.   I have been deeply 

disturbed by the divisive nature of the dialogue within our community 

regarding this matter.  If you are supportive of the deal, then you are accused 

of being soft and not-pro Israel.  If you are against the deal, then you are 

accused of being a warmonger, a disloyal American or unrealistic.  Just 

recently, Senator Schumer of New York was called a traitor for his decision 

to vote against the deal.  President Obama was accused of being anti-Semitic 

and sacrificing Israel for political expediency.  Both of these claims are 

preposterous.  I can honestly say, that I have rarely seen the kind of vitriol in 

our community amongst well-meaning and committed people and 

organizations.  We have lost a good deal of our civility and our respect, and 

that needs to be said.  We need to learn how to agree to disagree 

respectfully. 

Having said that, I need to say that when it comes to this deal, I have 

very little trust.  

        First and foremost, and it’s obvious, I do not trust Iran.  How can 

anyone trust Iran?  No country is more responsible for world terrorism than 
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the Islamic Republic.   As we all know, they support terror in Yemen, Iraq, 

Syria, Lebanon and Israel.  For 10 years, they have been lying about their 

nuclear aspirations.   To this day, there is no reason to believe that Iran is 

developing nuclear energy for its internal, peaceful use. They are one of the 

largest exporters of oil and natural gas in the world … the last thing they 

need is another energy source.  They have cheated on agreements before; 

how do we know that they won’t hide their nuclear efforts and use the 24 

day notice period, allowed in the agreement, to hide any evidence of an 

infraction.  Iran’s President Rouhani is credited with being a moderate, but 

he has not been as consistent in the pursuit of a deal as we might have 

hoped. As Iran’s chief nuclear negotiator between 2003 and 2005, he 

boasted in a speech, “While we were talking with the Europeans … we were 

installing equipment in parts of the “uranium conversion” facility in Isfahan 

… in fact, by creating a calm environment we were able to complete the 

work (that is needed) sic.”  I don’t trust him. 

        I don’t trust the international community.   I doubt that they will 

reintroduce sanctions or a militarily option if it were discovered that Iran had 

violated the agreement and had built a nuclear bomb?   The sanctions are 

already crumbling and business, banks and countries are lining up to do 

business.  Europe has already shown with whom it is siding in the Arab 
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Israeli conflict. We all know why.  The Muslim population in Europe is 

growing dramatically, fueled by high birth rates and now immigration and 

refugees.  But their Arab sympathies go back to the 70s.  Back in 1973, 

Israel was attacked from the south by Egypt and the north by Syria on the 

holiest day of the Jewish year.  Israel was caught unprepared and was in 

danger of being overrun.  President Nixon, after much delay, developed a 

program called Operation Nickel Grass to re-arm Israel before it could be 

defeated.  Here is a little known fact; every European country except 

Portugal refused to let American air force transport planes refuel on their 

way to Israel.  The US shipped 22,325 tons of tanks, artillery, ammunition, 

in a little over one week, and needed a place to refuel.  And the Europeans 

mostly said, “No.” This was not to a request to send soldiers.  This was not a 

request to send arms.  The “no” was to the simple request of allowing 

Americans to refuel on their land, before continuing to Israel.  The 

Europeans would have allowed the people of the state of Israel to be 

destroyed … all for a barrel of oil.  Does anyone think they would act 

differently now?  And if you do, just look at what’s happening in the 

Ukraine.  The Ukraine, if you remember, was developing nuclear weapons 

when a treaty was signed in 1994, where the Ukrainians agreed to give up 

their nuclear quest, while the western world vowed to guarantee the integrity 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tank
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Artillery
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ammunition
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of Ukrainian soil.  How many western governments are sending troops now 

after Russia has invaded?  Here, in the U.S., we are still debating whether to 

even send arms. 

 I don’t trust the U.N.  How can we.  The U.N. had peacekeepers in the 

Sinai from 1956 to 1967.  That was part of the negotiated international 

settlement between Israel and Egypt following the war of 1956.  They 

guaranteed that the Sinai would be demilitarized, following Israel’s 

withdrawal.  So what did they do in 1967, when Egyptian President Nasser 

began moving troops into the Sinai and cut off shipping lanes for Israel?  

They promptly left; they packed up and left, just like UN Peacekeepers left 

the Golan Heights after Isis began their attack on their compound, this past 

spring.  So I don’t trust international guarantees. 

 Here in New York, the U.N. Human Rights Council is, and I don’t 

have a better word for it, OBSESSED with Israel.  In the past year alone, 

they have issued 27 separate condemnations of Israel, while granting 

immunity to Hezbollah, Hamas and the Palestinian Authority.  In recent 

years, the U.N. has issued 175 resolutions on various international hotspots.  

97 of them were against Israel.  Less than 5 against Korea and only 4 against 

various Arab entities, including Yemen, Pakistan, and Iraq.  I just don’t trust 

the U.N.  Sad to say.   



 8 

        I don’t trust our leaders in Washington, regardless of party, either.    In 

order to discourage Israel from acting unilaterally in regard to Iran, President 

Obama guaranteed that he would never allow Iran to have the bomb.  I 

remember hearing him say before 14,000 AIPAC members, “Israel, I have 

your back.” But he has gone from “all options are on the table,” to signing 

an agreement that gives Iran access to the latest military hardware, sides 

with Iran in the event of sabotage against their nuclear program and in 

fifteen years give them the ability to develop their own technology 

unhindered.  We have gone from stopping Iran, to containing Iran to 

delaying Iran.  That does not make me feel very trusting.  

The leaders of Iran, by the way, are doing what every embattled leader 

should do. The Iranians see the Americans on the east in Afghanistan and to 

their west in Iraq.  They are worried about “regime change.”  After all, Libya 

gave up its nuclear arsenal and then Qaddafi was forced out.  The world 

would have never invaded a nuclear Libya.  Ukraine gave up its nuclear 

arsenal and then Putin invaded.  History tells the Iranians that they would be 

best off with a bomb.  And once they have such capability no one would 

dare attack, for fear of unleashing a nuclear conflagration.  

And I don’t trust some on the other side of the isle, who are doing 

everything in their power to politicize the traditional bipartisan support of 
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Israel.  Phrases like “this deal is going to march Israelis right back into the 

ovens,” is a clear attempt to make Israel a wedge issue in the upcoming 

elections.   

  So, I don’t trust the Iranians, the Europeans, the U.N. or Washington.  

And I don’t trust Israel’s Prime Minister, Netanyahu either.  I loved his 

speech to the US congress last spring.  I agreed with his assessment that the 

Islamic Republic is as dangerous if not more so than the Islamic state, but I 

also think that he was wrong when he said that we can reinstate the sanctions 

and hold out for a better deal.  Few believe that the Chinese or the Russians, 

for that matter, will reinstate sanctions should, Congress, in the unlikely 

event, vote to reject the deal.  Also, as a result of Netanyahu’s acceptance 

from House Speaker Boehner to speak without the approval of the White 

House, Israel has for the first time become a partisan issue. For 67 years 

Israel support in the Congress and the White House has been bipartisan.  

Both Democrats and Republicans stood united in defense of Israel.  Now it 

seems that Congress, with minor variations, will split down party lines.   

I also distrusting when I hear Netanyahu proclaiming that Israel can 

attack Iran alone.  This kind of bravado makes me personally very nervous.  

Most Israeli military analysts affirm that Israel does not have the capability 

to do to Iran’s hardened underground multiple targets what it did to Iraq’s 
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singular site in 1981 or Syria’s vulnerable site in 2013.  I understand that 

machismo is respected in the Middle East and sometimes these statements 

are only for public consumption, but the Jerusalem report just printed a 

finding that Netanyahu did in fact order a drawing up of a military plan to 

strike against Iran back in 2010.  It was only because one general and one 

Mossad director refused to draw up the plans that we did not see a 

confrontation.  Netanyahu thought that a conventional war now is preferable 

to a nuclear war later, but general Chief of Staff Gabi Ashkenazi and chief of 

Mossad Meir Dagan refused to draw up the plans.  They are both retired 

now.    

And so … if I don’t trust Iran, the international community, 

Washington and Netanyahu … is there anybody I CAN trust?  Sure there is!  

I trust in the wisdom, strength and eternality of the Jewish people.  

The people of Israel are tough, resilient, determined.  They are surrounded 

on all sides by countries and people who hate them.  They are threatened 

daily with annihilation.  They send their children to the army, which does 

everything in its power to prevent civilian causalities while wreaking 

devastation on their enemies.  Israelis are amongst the highest taxed in the 

world.  And yet, you go to Israel and you are amazed by what these people 

have created.  You walk the streets and you feel secure.  You look at 
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statistics and they are invariably listed amongst the happiest people in the 

world.  I trust them because they are putting their lives on the line – not only 

for themselves but for all of us.   

Here, in America, we Jews have stood up and we have been counted.  

We have lobbied Congress with conviction, passion and fervor both for and 

against the deal.  You know, our critics are right, we do have a great deal of 

influence.  We do have a voice and we are not afraid to use it. 

 The Hassidic master, Rabbi Mendel of Kotzk once referred to a 

certain Rabbi as a tzaddik in peltz  - "a righteous person in a fur coat." He 

said that there are two types of good people when it’s winter and freezing 

outside.  One builds a fire, and the other puts on a fur coat. In both cases, the 

person is warm. But when one builds a fire, all who gather round will also be 

warmed. With the fur coat, the only one warmed is the one who wears it.   

We Jews light the fire and bring light and warmth to our community.  All of 

the organizations that have been running ads on the news, travelling to 

Washington to lobby, writing their representatives and Senators are not 

worried about their own warmth, but rather that of the people of Israel.  We 

have assumed a holy task in speaking out and have worked to be a light unto 

the nations.  Our voices have angered some, but we have moxy and that is 
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very good.  We will not be quiet again.  We light the kind of fires that can 

warm not just ourselves but others too.  

 I trust that it will all work out.  I want to remind you all of something.  

And I hope you remember this.  It allows me to keep the current crisis in 

perspective.  A good friend of mine, Dr. Ralph Nurnberger, Professor of 

International Relations at Georgetown University, who will be speaking here 

next February, taught me that we have always had tense moments with 

Washington regarding Israel.  He pointed out that Truman refused to provide 

arms during the War of Independence.  Ike forced Israel to return the Sinai 

to Egypt in 1956.  JFK went after Ben Gurion on the nuclear program.  LBJ 

did not supply weapons or support Israel prior to the 6-Day War.  Nixon was 

slow in providing supplies during the Yom Kippur War.  Ford called for a 

total reassessment.  Carter called for a Palestinian state and recognition of 

the rights of the PLO.  Reagan introduced a resolution in the Security 

Council condemning Israel and the Reagan Peace Plan (which Begin called 

the saddest day of his life).  Reagan stopped the shipment of F-16s to Israel 

and sold AWACs to Saudi Arabia.  Reagan visited Bittburg and never set 

foot in Israel.  Bush stopped the loan guarantees needed for Soviet Jewry 

resettlement.  Bush stated he was “one lone guy standing up to the power 

lobby.”  Baker gave the White House switchboard number to Prime Minister 
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Shamir in case he wished to call him.  Clinton screamed obscenities at Bibi 

at Wye, and Bush called for a Palestinian State.  And we worried, and we 

fretted and we survived.  I have no doubt that we will overcome this crisis as 

well. 

I trust in God.  Our tradition teaches that God promised Abraham that 

he and the people of Israel would be eternal.  We would endure throughout 

the ages despite the difficulties that would be befall us. God never promised 

that we would not suffer.  God never promised that individuals would not 

know defeat.  But God did promise that we as a people would be eternal.  

And you know what?  We are. There are so many various intellectual 

reasons to convince skeptics that God exists.  In my mind, the greatest proof 

for the existence of God is you sitting in the sanctuary right now.  So many 

enemies have risen up to destroy us, yet we endure.  There is no logical 

reason for this.  We are small in numbers and relatively weak in power yet 

our presence is felt in so many places.   

 I conclude with the words of our prayer “Hashkiveinu.”  Hashkiveinu, 

Adonai Eloheinu l’shalom v’haamideinu shomreinu l’chayim.  Grant O God 

that we may lie down in peace and raise us up, to life renewed.  “v’haseir 

mei-aleinu oyeiv, dever, v’cherev, v’raav, v’yagon.  V’harcheik mimenu 

avon vafesha.  Barcuh atah Adonai, haporeis sukat shalom aleinu v’al kol 
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amo Yisrael v’al Yerushalayim.”  We will put our trust in you O God.  

Defend us from enemies, illness, war, famine and sorry.  Distance us from 

wrongdoing.  Blessed are you O God, whose shelter of peace is spread over 

all Your people Israel and over Jerusalem.”    

There comes a time, when our faith matters.  There comes a time 

when trust only goes so far,.  May God spread his shelter of peace over us, 

the people of Israel and Jerusalem. 

 


