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This week has been one of reopening, re-entering, and a sense of homecoming 

to our places and our world before the pandemic. So it got me thinking about 

the idea of home and homeland. 

 
 
The parsha of Shelach Lecha includes a famous description of Eretz Yisroel, 

as ‘eretz zevat chalav u’devash’, a ‘land flowing with milk and honey’. The 

riches and fertility, and even the possibilities of this land were astounding to 

the twelve spies sent to scout out the land of Canaan. The spies find grapes so 

large that a single cluster required two men to carry it, and they name the 

location where they find it ‘Eshkol”, meaning ‘cluster’ in honor of the 

enormous bounty. After forty days of scouting, they return to Moshe and the 

Israelites in the desert, and report that the land does indeed flow with milk and 

honey. But they also report that the land is fortified, and the Canaanites who 

live there are strong. In fact, the spies insist that they are too strong, and that 

the Israelites won’t be able to conquer it, even though G-d has promised the 

land to them. Only Caleb and Joshua insist that G-d could bring about the 

victory of the Israelites in taking the land. The people get angry, G-d gets 

angry and decrees that the whole slave generation from Egypt will have to die 



2 
 

out in the desert, and only the new generation will be allowed to enter the land 

of Israel. 

 
 
The Jewish people have been thinking about the physical and spiritual 

richness of Eretz Yisroel throughout our history, and we’ve been trying to 

enter, or re-enter it, for thousands of years. The land has given us the sense 

of a home and of promise since we first became ‘Am Yisroel’, the people 

of Israel. We sang about Yerushalayim and Israel, prayed for a return to 

Zion, and said “L’shana Hab’ah Birushalayim’ every year at our seders--

even the last two years we’ve continued to say it, on Zoom. Contemporary 

Jews have been blessed with the existence of an independent Jewish state 

in Israel for 73 years, and most of us can’t even remember a time when 

there was no Jewish state. Many of us at Temple Aliyah consider America 

our home, and yet we care about Israel and its wellbeing and its future. 

Some of us, including me, study Hebrew with online classes, and try to 

find connection to Israel through its language and culture. If one is stuck at 

home during a pandemic, and you’re working on your Hebrew language 

skills, or you just want to feel a connection to Israel, and you can’t handle 

the news anymore--believe me, you can binge on Israeli TV and movies 

endlessly. From Shtisel, to Srugim, the Beauty and the Baker, When 

Heroes Fly, False Flag--just a few favorites with a range of characters and 

stories. Until the 20th century, Hebrew hadn’t been a spoken language for 

2000 years --it was a language of the Torah and of scholars, or in our 

rabbinical texts and prayer books. Zionism and Eliezer Ben Yehuda 

brought it back to life, and it has given the Jewish people a way to express 

itself that is uniquely their own. 
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In April and early May, those of us who were missing Israel and dreamed of 

visiting it got a chance to enjoy a virtual trip to Israel. Our Israeli guide 

brought us to Yerushalayim, to the Galil and the Golan in the north, and then 

to Tel Aviv and Haifa. Whether virtually, or in the days of in-person travel, 

any visitor to Israel can’t help but be moved by the archaeological sites that 

attest to our Jewish past in the land: the city of David, the steps leading up to 

Solomon’s temple, Masada, the tomb of Maimonides, the remains of ancient 

synagogues from the 4th and 5th centuries, the synagogues of the medieval 

kabbalists of Tsefat. Each age of Jewish civilization left its mark, and the 

great treasures which have been discovered by Israeli archaeologists enrich 

our sense of belonging and of peoplehood for Jews everywhere.  

 

Another way to enter Israel for me last year was through study. A bonus for 

me was finding time to fill in the gaps in my knowledge of Israel. I took an 

online course through the Hebrew University of Jerusalem on the founding of 

Israel and its establishment, and the modern social, political, economic 

landscape. It included a series of lectures from renowned Hebrew U scholars, 

and one of them recounted how the Zionist movement, and later, the State of 

Israel itself deliberately encouraged a new self-image for the Jew. No more 

stereotype of the Jews as weak, passive, and incapable of productive physical 

work, eking out a living in a European shtetl, or sitting in a dimly-lit house of 

study. Zionist men and women were pioneers--transforming the desert into 

blooming and bounteous farmland, restoring ruined cities to prosperity and 

reviving fallow lands. Israel was able to defend itself against hostile 

neighbors. It developed a vibrant form of democracy, even if often chaotic, 

and it established first-rate schools and universities. The Jewish people in 

Israel had a restored sense of self-worth, and their culture and values as a 
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modern people grew from that brand-new image. While it’s true that many 

Jewish artists, thinkers and writers have made a significant impact from their 

communities in the Diaspora, it’s no less important that Israeli artists, writers 

and thinkers have had a tremendous impact on Jewish culture throughout the 

world. 

 

Israel is truly a living laboratory for rapid social and economic settlement of 

diverse peoples, as the Jews flowed into the country in the 20th century. They 

came in waves, after European pogroms, anti-semitism of all kinds, Zionist 

idealism, the Shoah, the post-1948 expulsion by manyArab countres, and 

then the Jews from Ethiopia and the former Soviet Union. Every Jew in the 

world acquired a second home once we had the state of Israel. Oppressed 

Jews were no longer abandoned, but now had a haven in Israel. 

 

Israel’s richness also flows from its decades long reputation as the “Startup 
 
Nation” With a population of around 9 million, it has the largest number of 
 
startups per capita in the world, with about 1 for every 1400 people. Just 
 
drop by the Tel Aviv Stock Exchange, or look it up on the web, to see the 
 
Center for Israeli Innovation by Taglit, that showcases the many 
 
recognizable and global brands in technology that have been developed by 
 
Israeli companies. I spent several years of my career working with, and then 
 
for, Israeli software start-ups. I was proud and gratified to help these 
 
companies launch and bring their products to the US and global markets. 
 
 
 
So in thinking about return, and re-entry, it seems that the Jewish people 
 
have been longing for Israel, or fearful and critical of it, in various 
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proportions throughout our history. But our love for this land of milk and 
 
honey, our eternal homeland, will always remain. 
 
 
 
Shabbat Shalom to everyone.
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