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I want to talk with you this morning about a song or a hymn with which I hope all 

of you -- or most of you – are familiar.  It’s a song that stirs deep feelings within 

my heart and, I’m sure, within many of our hearts.  That song is called Hatikvah 

(“The Hope”).   

 

Hatikvah is a song based on a poem written by Naftali Hertz Imber, a Jewish 

maskil -- a secular Jewish nationalist intellectual -- in the late 1800s as a Zionist 

anthem.  It was a song intended to stir the Jewish people to return to the land from 

which they – that is, we – had been banished two thousand years ago.  After the 

creation of the state of Israel in 1948, it was embraced as the unofficial national 

anthem of the state of Israel, and came to be sung at all public gatherings. 

 

I’m not the only one who is moved by that song.  A colleague of mine, Rabbi 

Mitchell Wohlberg, recently wrote that whenever he hears that song, he cries.  In 

an essay of his, he shared some of the memorable occasions on which this 

occurred.   

 

Once Rabbi Wolhberg was in a stadium in Ramat Gan, an Israeli town near Tel 

Aviv, attending the Maccabee Games in Israel.  There were 50,000 people in the 

stadium.  Jewish athletes from all over the world marched in.  Above, in the sky, 

were Israeli Air Force fighter jets.  And then, all fifty thousand people began 

singing Hatikvah, and, well, Rabbi Wohlberg began to cry.  He began to cry 

because, for some strange reason, at that moment he thought of another packed 

stadium he had once seen:  a stadium in Germany in the 1930s, a stadium filled 

with tens of thousands of Nazis listening to Hitler speaking from a podium, a 

podium over which hung a large banner reading, “The Jews are Our Misfortune.” 

("Die Juden sind unser Unglück!")    

 

Somehow, thinking of the contrast between those two stadiums: one filled with the 

venom of Jew-hatred, in a land where Jews were ostracized and then turned into 
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subhumans; the other, filled with Jews, with planes overhead piloted by Jews, in a 

state where Jews are finally free, fully free, to live out the Jewish national dream … 

somehow, that contrast led him to cry. 

 

Another time, Rabbi Wohlberg was at a commencement ceremony at Bar Ilan 

University, an Israeli religious university.  On the dais was a man who was being 

awarded an honorary degree.  The man was none other than Mikhail Gorbachev.  

He had been the head of the Soviet Union, he had kept the doors of the Soviet 

Union closed to immigration, and then it was he who had lifted the Iron Curtain 

and brought freedom to the people of Russia, and freedom for Soviet Jewry.  

Gorbachev was the former head of a society that, in the name of freedom, had 

banished God, and he was there in Israel receiving an honorary degree from a 

religious university, surrounded by many Jewish students and scholars who had 

emigrated from the former Soviet Union.  Who would ever have imagined that the 

Zionist Revolution would outlive the Russian Revolution?  And so, when they 

played Hatikvah, Rabbi Wohlberg began to cry. 

 

There was another time that he cried.  One day, his three-year-old granddaughter 

fell off of a swing, breaking her elbow.  When the little girl was taken to the 

hospital, she was in severe pain, and so they gave her morphine, which put her in a 

bit of a stupor.  Suddenly in the midst of it all and from out of nowhere, she started 

to sing Hatikvah, which she had learned in her preschool class:  “Kol od ba-levav 

p’nimah, ….”   The notion that, at the age of three, that song was already so deeply 

embedded in her sub-consciousness that she began to sing it in her sleep (!), was 

enough to get him crying again. 

 

And yet, not everyone cries when they hear Hatikvah sung.  Some people are 

silent.  

 

A few months ago, there was a swearing-in ceremony for the new president of the 

Israeli Supreme Court, Justice Asher Grunis.  At the end of the ceremony, 

everyone stood up; and then, everyone – almost everyone -- began singing 

Hatikvah.  Everyone, that is, except for one of the judges on the Supreme Court.  

The judge who refused to sing is named Salim Joubran.  He happens to be an Arab 

and a Christian.  Justice Joubran did not give any reason for not singing the 

Hatikvah, but it was assumed that he – like other Israeli Arabs (or, as they might 

call themselves, Palestinian Israelis) – have a problem with a national anthem that 

speaks of the stirring of “the soul of a Jew” within one’s heart, and that speaks of 

the “2000 year-old hope” for the Jews to be “a free people in the land of Zion and 

Jerusalem.” 
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The judge’s silence unleashed a storm in Israel.   From some, came calls for 

Joubran to be fired; some accused him of being a traitor and proposed loyalty laws 

to make sure that a person who is not willing to sing the Hatikvah cannot serve as a 

judge.   

 

Others came to Judge Joubran’s defense, including fellow Jewish members of the 

Supreme Court, such as Elyakim Rubenstein, (who, incidentally, once visited our 

community and in fact spoke at the home of David Eisenberg and Fran Caplan), 

who deemed it a “tempest in a teapot.” Prime Minister Netanyahu personally sent a 

senior aide to the Justice offering his support.  Many acknowledged the difficult 

position of the judge – and his fellow Christian or Muslim Arabs.  As the 

newspaper Haaretz put it, “No Arab citizen with any self-respect, political 

awareness or national consciousness could sing these words without committing 

the sins of hypocrisy and falsehood.”   

 

In the wake of this incident, some have argued that the Judeo-centric words of the 

Hatikvah render it improper as a national anthem for a country in which non-Jews 

as well as Jews are citizens.  Boston’s own Leonard Fein penned an article entitled, 

“Judge’s Silent Protest of Israeli Racism” (emphasis added). Now, that’s a pretty 

inflammatory word:  “Racism” conjures up images of Jim Crow laws in the South, 

whereas the man who resisted singing the Hatikvah is a respected, powerful judge 

serving on Israel’s Supreme Court!!!  

 

We here in the States might very well feel passionately about this.  Some of us may 

cringe when we think of loyalty oaths.  Others may cringe when we think that the 

Jewishness of the State of Israel is not something that can be taken for granted. 

 

And yet, there’s nothing new about this problem of Hatikvah.  It’s long been more 

controversial than we may know. 

 

For one thing, Hatikvah is Ashkenazi-centric.  Its words resonate with Eastern 

European Jews (and their descendants) much more than they do, say, with Jews 

from Iraq or Iran (for whom Jerusalem lies toward the west rather than the east).  

 

But the issues Hatikvah raises are deeper than that.   

 

The truth of the matter is, it is not only Israeli Arabs who have long had a problem 

with singing the Hatikvah. Israel’s ultra-Orthodox Jews, fully 10% of the 

population, also don’t sing the Hatikvah.  The reasons given range from: (1) 
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because it is a symbol of Zionism which they reject; or (2) because they consider 

its composer, Naftali Herz Imber, to be antagonistic to religion; or (3) because the 

aspiration expressed in the Hatikvah to become an “am hofshi,” a “free people,” 

could be interpreted to mean “a free-thinking” people, that is, “free from religious 

influence” – a notion that they would reject.   

 

Almost any anthem that didn’t pledge unequivocal loyalty to the Torah would be 

rejected by the ultra-Orthodox population.   

 

But even an anthem like Hatikvah that eschews mentioning Jewish religious 

doctrines is problematic for non-Jewish citizens.  The reason is simple. 

 

The “problem” – of which the brouhaha over the Hatikvah is a symbol --  arises 

from the extraordinarily progressive (some might say, “utopian”) dream of Israel’s 

founders: to create a state that has two, not always harmonious, fundamental 

qualities.  Yes, Israel was intended to be a “Jewish nation-state” -- that is, a state 

that has as its fundamental concern the safety and well-being of the Jewish people.  

And it has served that purpose well.   

 

But Israel was also intended to be a state committed to democracy and human 

rights: not just for Jews, but for all of its citizens.  The Israeli Declaration of 

Independence makes that clear.   

 

Israel, therefore, is a state concerned about the fate of a people that is not fully 

identical to its population, in two obvious ways:  first, there are members of the 

Jewish people who are not citizens of Israel; and second, there are citizens of Israel 

who are not members of the Jewish people.  And therein lies a tension.   

 

Now, this may not be an irresolvable tension, but it is a tension that cannot be 

denied.   

 

It’s a tension, frankly, that we should be proud of.  For the Jewish founders of the 

State to care about the Jewish People is, on the one hand, not only natural but 

praiseworthy.  After all, “im ein ani li, mi li?” --  “If I am not for myself, who will 

be for me?”  Who can deny the vulnerability of the Jewish people throughout our 

two thousand years of dispersion?  To think that other stateless people require and 

deserve a state and we do not ignores reality.  It’s absurd.  It’s offensive.  And 

Israel has not just addressed the “Jewish Problem,” that is, the problem of the 

vulnerability of Jews, but also the “Judaism Problem,” for it has allowed Jewish 

culture to flourish.  It has created an environment in which the Jewish language, 
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the Jewish calendar, and Jewish literature are not strange, but native.  These are 

worthy accomplishments, and we shouldn’t be embarrassed about them. 

 

We shouldn’t be any more embarrassed about the fact that Israel is a Jewish 

country in these senses, than Britons should be embarrassed that England is 

officially a Christian country.  

 

Think of it:  we think of England as a very free country. And yet recently British 

Prime Minister David Cameron delivered a speech commemorating the 400th 

anniversary of the King James Bible – you might have missed that simcha; we 

didn’t celebrate it in shul – and in that speech he referred to Britain as “a Christian 

country.”  And it is.  The Anglican Church is Britain’s official state religion – even 

though there are many Muslims and Jews and other non-Christians in England.  

That doesn’t change the reality that Britain is officially a Christian country.  And 

so is Scotland, and Wales, and Ireland, and Denmark and Norway and Finland, and 

lots of others.  And there are lots and lots of Islamic countries.  Somehow, there 

isn’t the same hue and cry for these countries to erase their distinctiveness, their 

ethno-religious origins and personality, as there is when it comes to Israel. 

 

Still, Hatikvah presents an issue.  A real issue.  

 

Incidentally, do you know how long Hatikvah has been Israel’s national anthem?  

It may surprise you.  Yes, the country unofficially adopted it once the Zionist 

revolution succeeded.  And Hatikvah has been recited at every governmental 

ceremony since then.  But it wasn’t until 2004 that the Knesset voted that the 

Hatikvah should be the official national anthem.  Clearly, the country did fine from 

1948 to 2004; maybe it isn’t that important whether Hatikvah is or is not the 

“official” Israeli national anthem. 

 

What is Israel to do?  Shall it retain Hatikvah as its national anthem?  Shall it 

change its words?  That, you may or may not know, has come up.  The Forward 

recently published an editorial with a link to a sound file of the Hatikvah being 

sung by Neshama Carlebach, with different lyrics that the ones we’re all used to. 

Some of them are the original words of Naftali Hertz Imber, whose poem 

Tikvateinu was condensed to form Hatikvah.  It sounds strange to hear Neshama 

Carlebach singing of a nefesh yisraeli (Israeli soul) instead of a nefesh yehudi 

(Jewish soul), but after a while you can get used to it. 

 

I leave these questions of what Israel should do as open questions, because they are 

not my questions to answer.  I’m not an Israeli.  And that’s not a cop-out; it’s a 
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recognition of the fact that I and everyone else here has made a choice – and that 

choice is not to put “our lives, our fortunes and our sacred honor” – to quote our 

own Declaration of Independence – where our mouths are.  We’re here.  If we 

want to take a position on this question, great, we should move to Israel. 

 

But on a related question I have a very strong opinion.  

 

Like I said, I don’t know whether or not Hatikvah should remain the national 

anthem of Israel. I think the question whether it should remain Israel’s national 

anthem is a question to be decided democratically by the citizens of Israel – 

whether they be Jewish or Arab or neither. 

 

But one thing I do believe:  whether or not it remains the national anthem of Israel, 

Hatikvah should remain the national anthem of the Jewish People, just as it 

was before the State was declared.  For the Jewish dream remains only partially 

fulfilled.  And so long as Israel’s security remains not completely secured, so long 

as Jewish security world-wide remains at risk, so long as the dream of a 

democratic, truly free, secure and independent Israel remains not entirely fulfilled, 

we can and should continue to sing that song to inspire us to continue to do our 

part to fulfill it.  

 

And so, let me ask everyone to kindly rise. I would like to invite everyone here to 

join me in singing Hatikvah.  Of course, no one should feel obliged to do so, but I 

do want to put the offer out there.  Please join me in affirming our dream, and our 

hope – our tikvah -- for a secure and inspiring Jewish future.  


