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As I’m sure everyone here knows by now, I spent the first six months of 
the year on sabbatical with my wife, Elana, in Israel.   
 
Why Israel?  We could have gone to any of a number of places, some 
quite exotic.  As we all know, with a computer, you can work anywhere. 
Why Israel? What’s so special about Israel? 
 
Let me tell you about one particular experience we had there. It took 
place one evening when we visited an Israeli couple in their home in 
Modi’in, a town about halfway between Tel Aviv and Jerusalem.  To 
explain why it meant so much to us, I have to give you the back-story.   
 
Thirty-five years ago, Dr. Alexander Paritsky, an oceanographer, and his 
wife, Paulina, an engineer, were a Jewish couple living in Kharkov, 
Ukraine. The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, of which Ukraine was 
then a part, was an oppressive, totalitarian state.  Judaism had long 
since been suppressed.  But one day, through their underground 
network of Jewish friends and colleagues, the Paritskys were given a 
book with some essays by the great Zionist leader Vladimir Jabotinsky.  
(Incidentally, because it was illegal to produce such a book in the USSR, 
it was a hand-made, mimeographed copy.) They stayed up all night 
reading that book. In the morning they realized that they didn’t belong 
in Kharkov anymore, and they resolved that they were going to go to 
Israel. 
 
They applied for visas to leave the country but they were refused.  They 
thereby became “refuseniks,” the name given to those who had 
demonstrated their desire and resolve to leave the Soviet state but were 
prevented from doing so. Almost immediately, they began to pay the 
price for their independent thinking and courage.  Both were fired from 
their jobs and their daughters were harassed in school.  The family 
became isolated and ostracized.  The only job that Alexander—a PhD 



Joy and Gladness of Israel YK 5774 2 

physicist and an expert in the transmission of sound waves in water—
was able to get, was stoking the fires in the boiler room of a local school. 
 
At around this time, thousands of miles away, a group of young Jews in 
the Boston area were trying to publicize the plight of Soviet refuseniks. 
They decided that the way to do this was to focus on one particular 
refusenik family.  The family they chose was the Paritskys, and so “The 
Committee to Free the Paritsky Family” was born.  My wife, Elana, 
whom I hadn’t yet met, was one of its founding members.    
 
The group planned a series of events.  One was a rally on the Boston 
waterfront at which the guest speaker was Congressman Barney Frank.  
At the event, the group decided, as a publicity stunt, to “send a message 
to the Kremlin.”  They decided to put a card reading “Free Alexander 
Paritsky” into a bottle and then throw it into the water. By this time I 
had made Elana’s acquaintance, and so I was at that rally.  I remember 
Barney Frank moving out of the range of the camera lest he be 
associated with that gesture and accused of contributing to the pollution 
of Boston Harbor. (Incidentally, it was a great photo op, and the group 
later retrieved the bottle from the harbor.)   
 
Every few weeks, the Boston committee would call the Paritskys. Long-
distance calls—particularly to a place like the Soviet Union, were a big 
deal in those days.  During one of those calls—and we still have the 
audiotape of it—Alexander was dragged away from the phone while 
talking to us by agents of the KGB (the Soviet secret police) and the 
phone line was abruptly cut off.   Some time later, one of the members of 
the committee, Peretz Rodman, a fellow Bostonian who later settled in 
Israel and became a Conservative rabbi, was able to travel to the Soviet 
Union and attempted to visit the Paritskys.  He got as far as their front 
steps.  The KGB, which was blocking all access to the family, wouldn’t let 
him go any further.  
 
After setting up an open Jewish university, Alexander was arrested and  
convicted of “anti-Soviet slander,” and sentenced to three years in 
Siberia.  While there, he had a heart attack, and he spent about a year in 
solitary confinement.  During his imprisonment, the committee couldn’t 
make contact with him but they would regularly call Paulina, who was 
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also threatened with arrest.  While Alexander was in prison, he was 
repeatedly told, “You will never get out of here.”   
 
At one point, the camp commandant asked him why he had thrown 
away a successful Soviet life to pursue his hopeless quest to go to Israel. 

Paritsky told the commandant that when he was six years old, he was 
first called a pejorative word for “Jew.” He’d never heard this word 
before and indeed, hadn’t been aware that he was Jewish, so he ran 
home to speak with his father.  

“Yes, we are Jews,” Paritsky’s father told him.  Paritsky was intrigued by 
this.  Other nationalities—such as Ukrainians and Armenians—had their 
own culture, their own language.  Do Jews have their own language? 

“Yes,” said his father.  “It’s called Hebrew.” 

“What do the letters look like?” he asked.  

His father took a piece of paper and a pencil and, with his son on his lap 
put the pencil to paper, to write out the aleph bet. 

Alexander sat there watching the pencil poised motionless over the 
page.  His father didn’t write anything. Instead, he began to cry.   

“Papa,” he cried out, “why are you crying?” 

“Because,” said his father, “I can’t remember how to draw the letters.” 
 
It was those tears of his father, Paritsky said to the camp commandant, 
that motivated him to do what he did.1   
 
Alexander was, in fact, eventually released from prison, but he 
continued to be refused permission to leave the country. Each time he 
reapplied, he was told to “come back again next year.”  In 1984 he was 
told not to bother; that he wouldn’t be released until 1995.  However, 
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miracle of miracles, in 1988, after eleven years of waiting, the family 
was given permission to leave the Soviet Union.  
 
It wasn’t easy.  Alexander couldn’t find work in his field.  Neither could 
Paulina.  But over time, they adjusted. In fact, they prospered.  
Eventually, they moved to Modi’in, and that is where Elana and I, and 
Rabbi Peretz Rodman and his wife, Miriam, visited them during my 
recent sabbatical. 
 
The contrast, the transformation, couldn’t have been more dramatic.  In 
the late 1970s, Elana and Peretz and the rest of the committee had 
communicated with the Paritskys in English.  By the time we met in 
Modi’in, Alexander and Paulina had learned Hebrew, and that was our 
common language. Back in the ‘70s, the Paritskys were, in essence, 
homeless Jews.  Now, they are thoroughly Israeli, and they have Israeli 
grandchildren.   
 
The Paritskys came from a place where it was a crime to behave like a 
Jew.  Now they are free:  free to be Jewish and to study and to practice 
Judaism. They live open and satisfying Jewish lives with their fellow 
Jews.  This freedom has opened up for Alexander, for the first time in his 
life, the opportunity to study Jewish texts.  A few years ago, with great 
enthusiasm, he started studying Genesis and now he’s moving onto 
Exodus.  And he’s begun writing his own Bible commentary as well.   
 
Alexander and Paulina Paritsky’s experience reminded me of the words 
of Moses Hess, a nineteenth century Zionist philosopher.   Hess once 
wrote, “After an estrangement of twenty years, I am back with my 
people.  I have come to be one of them again, to participate in the 
celebration of the holy days, to share the memories and hopes of the 
nation….”  (In Hess’s case, that had been a voluntary estrangement, 
brought on by his lack of interest in his Jewish identity; in the case of the 
Paritskys, it was a forced estrangement.) 
 
For the Paritskys, living in Israel is the fulfillment of their dreams.  They 
are now living where they belong, a place that brings them joy and 
contentment.  And they are not alone. 
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If you ask the average Israeli the meaning of the phrase “kibbutz 
galuyot,” he or she will probably tell you that it’s the name of a street in 
Tel Aviv which is often the scene of big traffic jams. 
 
But kibbutz galuyot refers to an important value in the Jewish tradition. 
It refers to, "The Ingathering of the Exiles."2  In our liturgy, we pray that 
God will "gather in our dispersed brothers and sisters from the four 
corners of the earth." (“v’karev p’zureinu mi-bein ha-goyim u’n’futzoteinu 
kanes mi-yark’tei aretz.”  See: Mahzor Lev Shalem, p. 303.)  Well, guess 
what? It’s happened.  For almost 1,900 years, Jews were indeed exiled 
from their homeland.  But once the state of Israel was born, one of the 
missions it took upon itself was to be a homeland to which Jews from all 
over the world could return. Massive numbers came in the past, from 
Arab countries, from the former Soviet Union, and from Ethiopia.   
 
Even today, immigrants are still coming from a variety of countries.  
 
 A few months ago, the Conservative/Masorti shul that Elana and I 
attended in Jerusalem moved to a new location.  Folks from the new 
neighborhood began coming. At the end of services one Friday night, the 
rabbi asked newcomers to identify themselves and to say where they 
were from. I’m not sure what I expected to hear: perhaps that there 
were a few native Jerusalemites, and maybe one or two transplants 
from Tel Aviv ….  But instead, one man stood up and said that he was 
newly arrived from Holland.  “Mazel Tov!” we cried out.  Then, another 
person stood up and said he was from Milan, Italy and had made aliyah 
three months ago.  A second mazel tov!  Then, there was a young mother 
(with a baby in a baby carriage) from Venezuela who said that they had 
arrived about two years ago. The fourth and final person to speak 
identified herself as having come from the former Soviet Union. 
 
Kibbutz galuyot—the ingathering of the exiles—is obviously still going 
on.   
 
At one time, some thought that Israel would become a melting pot—an 
image that was so prevalent in the United States a century ago. Indeed, 
there were pressures on immigrants, particularly during the early years 
of the State, to discard their distinctive languages and customs.   In 
particular, immigrants from North Africa and the Middle East were the 
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victims of disrespect and discrimination. But now, it seems as though 
more and more are preserving and reclaiming the cultures of their lands 
of origin—while, simultaneously, participating in the creation of a new, 
rich Israeli culture. 
 
While in Israel, I went to several concerts that exemplify this 
phenomenon.  One featured an artist named Hadass Pal-Yarden, born 
and raised in Turkey, who is beginning to reclaim the Ladino songs she 
recalls from her youth.3  Another was Eti Ankri, a well-known Israeli 
rock singer from a Tunisian Jewish family who has become a baalat 
teshuvah, a newly observant woman.  She now dresses considerably 
more modestly than she ever did, and at the concert we attended she 
performed only Arabic Jewish songs.4  Then there was Maureen 
Nehedar from Iran, performing a wonderful array of Persian Jewish 
music, much of which she sang in Farsi.5 Finally, Elana and I went to a 
concert featuring kids from Ethiopia.6 To see them performing classical 
music and jazz was impressive, but then to see them singing in Amharic 
and performing traditional Ethiopian music and dance was 
exquisite.   This is the Israel of today.   
 
Think about it for a moment: before the creation of the state of Israel, 
there was no place on earth where Jews from all over the world could 
rub shoulders with one another, learning from and with one another; 
there was no place where the Hebrew language and Jewish literature, 
art and culture could flourish in a totally free manner.  The creation of 
the state of Israel allowed all that to occur.  A people—our people—
which had carried its language and its culture on its back finally was 
able to put down roots in its ancestral homeland, in a place where 
Jewishness could express itself naturally rather than as supplementary 
to another identity.   
 
On buses in Israel, there are signs on the two seats in the front of the 
bus:  “Lifnei seivah takum.” It’s a quote from Leviticus:  “You shall rise 
before the elderly.” (Leviticus 19:32) There is something precious about 
a place where the fundamental cultural defaults are Jewish.  
 
Jewish studies have flourished in Israel.  I saw that myself every day:  
routinely I would confer with scholars at the Hartman Institute or the 
Schechter Institute or the Conservative Yeshiva or the National Library 
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of the Hebrew University—all within minutes of my apartment.  That 
familiar line that we chant when we take out the torah:  “ki mi-tziyon 
teitzei torah u’dvar adonai mirushalayim” – “Torah will come forth from 
Zion and Jerusalem” (Isaiah 2:3)—it’s already happening each and every 
day.   
 
Jewishness also expresses itself in small ways that are sweet and 
charming.  There’s the bank teller who, yes, after giving you a hard time 
about your passport and your signature and sending you from one line 
to the other, wishes you a “Happy Purim.”  
 
Once, I flew into Israel on a Friday.  The plane was supposed to arrive in 
the morning, but it was delayed.  By the time we headed out in a 
sherut—a shared taxi—from the airport, it must have been 2 o’clock. 
The shops were closing and the streets were practically deserted.  After 
dropping everyone off, there were just two more passengers:  a young 
woman student from England and myself.  We were about two minutes 
from our respective apartments when the woman asked the cabbie, 
“Excuse me: is there any way I can stop at a grocery store before you 
drop me off?”   
 
“Are you out of your mind?” the cabbie said.  “What’s the matter with 
you?  It’s Friday afternoon!  Shabbat is starting in about an hour!  
Everything is closed! Can’t you see?”  That shut her up pretty quickly.   
 
But then he turned around and said, “Nu?  What do you need?”  “Uhh, I 
just wanted to buy some bottled water so I’d have it over Shabbat.” 
“Hold on to your seat,” he said.  He suddenly swerved into a gas station 
that was still open.  “This is the place,” he said, “where you can get the 
cheapest water in town.  It’s closing in fifteen minutes. You can buy six 
two-liter bottles for the price of one.   How about it?”  “Great,” she said.  
And then he turned to me:  “And how about you?” he asked.  “Why not?” 
I said.   He threw the two “shishiyot”, or “six-packs” in the trunk, quickly 
paid the clerk, and we were once again on our way.  And I’m sure by this 
point in the story, you know what he said after he dropped off that 
young student and her luggage and six-pack at her apartment:  “Shabbat 
shalom!”   
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I later learned, by the way, that that cabbie was born in Morocco.  He 
married a Polish Jewish woman and raised two girls, both of whom 
went to college.  One became a social worker; one is married to a 
Sephardic rock music star.  And he himself no longer drives a cab; he 
runs his own cab company.  Is that an Israeli success story or what?  
  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
What comes to mind – or what should come to mind – when we think 
about Israel on Yom Kippur? 
 
Look, we’re not naïve.  So often, when we think about Israel, we think 
about its challenges.  It has internal tensions and it has external ones as 
well.  And certainly, on this, the 40th anniversary of the Yom Kippur War, 
we can’t but think about the enormous price that the nation has paid to 
sustain itself. 
 
But that isn’t the image that our liturgy presents to us.  And if there’s one 
lesson, one takeaway, from my sabbatical spent living in Israel, it’s this:  
to fully appreciate Israel, it makes sense to step back and look at the 
country through the words of our mahzor.  The image that our liturgy 
gives us is that of a joyful Israel.  It’s the dream we’ve been dreaming for 
two thousand years.  As we say, repeatedly, on these days, we’re praying 
for “simcha l’artzecha v’sasson l’irecha,” “joy in the land (the Land of 
Israel) and gladness in the city (the city of Jerusalem).”  (See Mahzor Lev 
Shalem, p. 302) 
   
And that is the association I want to leave you with today.  Yes, things 
are complicated. That’s not the source of our love for Israel.  We love 
Israel even though it’s complicated. 
 
Many, many children in our congregation have gone to Israel on 
Passport to Israel or birthright trips.  I spoke to one of them a few 
months ago in Jerusalem.  “How’s it going?” I asked.  “Amazing!” he said.  
“This is fabulous.”  I hear that from just about every one of our kids 
who’s gone to Israel.  They come back energized and enthusiastic, full of 
simchah and sasson, joy and gladness.   
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You can see that simchah in the eyes of the Paritskys in Modi’in. And 
even in the face of that Moroccan cab driver.    
 
It’s a joy that all of us can share.  I’m delighted that so many of our kids 
participate in Passport to Israel.  I wish more did.  I’m delighted that 
some of our kids go to a high school program in Israel or spend a gap 
year or a semester of college there.  I wish more did.  
 
We should give more of our kids the opportunity to go to Israel and 
enjoy themselves in Israel.  Yes, travel anywhere can be broadening, but 
shouldn’t Israel be first on the list? We should go as well, and we should 
take our kids and our grandkids.  We should keep a special place for 
Israel in our hearts—and in our itineraries.  
 
Let’s really mean it when we read those words in our mahzor, “v’havienu 
l’tziyon ir’cha b’reena, v’lirushalayim beit mikdash’ch b’simchat olam”—
“Bring us to Jerusalem, with joy and gladness.” (Mahzor Lev Shalem, p. 
303) 
 
Gmar Hatimah Tovah: May all of us be written in the book of life, health 
and well-being, and may all of us be privileged to share in the joy and 
gladness of the People of Israel in the Land of Israel.   
 
Amen. 
 
                                                        
1Source:  David Waksberg, CEO of the San Francisco Bureau of Jewish Education: 
“The Power of Jewish Peoplehood: The Soviet Jewish Journey.” See:  
http://rccmb.org/David_Waksberg_remarks_-_SJ_conference_November_9_2011.pdf  
2 See: B.Taanit 8b. 
3 See:  http://www.klezmershack.com/bands/pal-yarden/yahudice/pal-
yarden.yahudice.html for a review of one of her albums. 
4See: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Etti_Ankri .   
5See:  http://www.jpost.com/Arts-and-Culture/Music/Unpacking-her-cultural-
baggage    
6See: http://tinyurl.com/mf9k7zt .   
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