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As many of you know, for five years in a row, I travelled to Israel twice a year to 

study at the Hartman Institute in Jerusalem. Across the street from the Institute, 

there is a large parcel of land surrounded by a seven foot high Jerusalem stone 

wall. Since you can’t quite see over that wall, I had often wondered what lay 

inside, and two years ago, I got my chance. My wife, Elana, and my daughter, 

Leora, and I signed up for a tiyul—a walking tour—of the compound. We gathered 

with about a dozen other people at the entrance to the compound, and the iron 

gates swung open to reveal a rather grand and stately late-19th century stone 

building surrounded by trees and gardens and walking paths. It turns out that the 

building used to be a hospital for lepers. Given the remarkable advances in care 

over the last century, it’s no longer a residence; instead, it houses Board of Health 

offices and an out-patient clinic. Our tour guide, as it happens, grew up there, as 

the daughter of the medical director. Now, she’s spearheading an effort to renovate 

the compound. 

In the middle of the tour, Elana’s cell phone rang. The call was from the U.S. In 

fact, it was from a member of our congregation who was calling with an odd 

question: 

“What is happening over there?” she asked. 

In fact, on the tour not much at all was happening. We’d just learned that the 

hospital staff used to raise cows in order to provide milk for the residents and that 

they used to bring the cows into the basement on cold nights to heat the building. 

But that wasn’t what the caller meant. 

“What do you mean, ‘What’s happening?’” my wife said. “Everything is fine 

here.” 

“No, what’s happening up north?” she continued. 
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We didn’t know what she was talking about. And so it was that on a tiyul in 

Jerusalem, walking through a wooded area in the middle of the city, we came to 

learn from someone in Boston that war had broken out along the Israeli-Lebanese 

border. A group of Hezbollah fighters had crossed the border that morning and 

attacked an Israeli convoy, killing three soldiers on the spot and taking captive two 

additional ones, whose names we later learned were Ehud Goldwasser and Eldad 

Regev. This brazen attack, coming barely three weeks after the kidnapping of 

another Israeli soldier, Gil’ad Shalit, along the border with Gaza, sparked an Israeli 

response which quickly escalated, and before anyone quite knew what was 

happening, the second Lebanese War had begun. 

I remembered that moment this past summer, on July 16th. The war had ended two 

years ago, but the fates of Ehud Goldwasser and Eldad Regev had remained 

unresolved. Now there was a glimmer of hope. A team negotiating on behalf of the 

government of Israel through an intermediary had finally, following months and 

months of negotiations, made a deal with Hezbollah. The deal was this: a number 

of prisoners held by Israel, including a notorious terrorist named Samir Kuntar, and 

the bodies of hundreds of others would be handed over to the Lebanese the very 

next day in exchange for those two soldiers, in whatever condition they happened 

to be in. In other words, either those two soldiers were going to walk out of 

Lebanon on their own two feet, or coffins containing their bodies would be 

provided to the Israelis. 

At that moment, no one knew for certain what had happened to Ehud Goldwasser 

and Eldad Regev; whether they were alive or dead. A disturbing report had been 

published in a Lebanese newspaper that very day. The report said that one of the 

two soldiers had been killed during the abduction—but that the other was still 

alive. Hezbollah refused to confirm the report, so all of Israel, including, of course, 

the families of those two soldiers, was pondering the possibilities. 

As the hours ticked by and the time for the prisoner exchange approached, all 

Israel began to wonder if that report was accurate. It was eating me up, too. I 

couldn’t sleep that night. I kept checking Haaretz on line, waiting to learn of the 

fate of those two men. I kept thinking of those lines from the Unetaneh Tokef: “Mi 

yichyeh, u’mi yamut”—“Who was still alive, and who was already dead?” “Mi 

yishalev u’mi yityasar,” –“Which family would enjoy tranquility as it greeted a 

living relative and which one would be afflicted as it took home a coffin?” “Mi 
yishafel u’mi yarum,”—“Who would be degraded and who would be exalted?” 
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One cannot imagine a more painful moment for those families—nor for the 

country. The Lebanese treated the prisoner exchange as a tremendous victory for 

Hezbollah. Among those men due to be returned to Lebanon were vicious killers 

who would gladly kill again if only given the chance. On that very day, the day 

before the exchange took place, Shim’on Peres, the president of Israel, was 

required to sign an official pardon for five of the prisoners in order for the 

exchange to take place. He said, “I pardon them, but I do not forgive them.” 

It is a painful reminder of just how difficult Israel’s situation is in the world. Just 

think: to have to turn over five living terrorists and the bodies of 199 others, in 

order to receive two soldiers, dead or alive, and to have that willingness celebrated 

by one’s enemies as a sign of weakness. 

How terrible is the situation—the matzav—in which Israel finds itself! Let’s face 

it: Israel is often perceived as a leper among nations: misunderstood and feared—

and therefore shunned, scorned, persecuted and punished. 

This year we celebrated the sixtieth anniversary of the birth of the state of Israel. 

That seems like a long time—and yet, among nations, Israel is quite young. And it 

is in a bad neighborhood. It needs walls and fences and other means of protection. 

Every one of her neighbors would undoubtedly stand by if Israel were attacked, 

and would in fact be relieved if she suddenly ceased to exist. The possibility of that 

happening has been increasing lately. Iran is coming closer to completing its 

development of a nuclear weapon, which is extremely worrisome. And although 

the border with Gaza has been quiet lately, as has the border with Lebanon, the 

enemies Israel faces on both fronts, Hamas and Hezbollah, are heavily armed. Both 

fronts could flare up within minutes—as one did two years ago and the other did 

last year. 

And yet, Israel has accomplished amazing things during these past sixty years. 

Recently, the World Jewish Digest asked seven writers to answer the question, 

“What is Israel’s greatest accomplishment?” I’d like to share those answers with 

you today. 

Alan Dershowitz answered that it is Israel’s legal system that it should be most 

proud of. “Israel has created a legal system that is the envy of the world,” he wrote, 

“with a Supreme Court that stands at the pinnacle of democratic judiciaries.” He 

quoted the late Justice William Brennan as saying that “it may well be Israel, not 

the United States, that provides the best hope for building a jurisprudence that can 

protect civil liberties against the demands of national security.” 
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Martin Gilbert, an internationally known British historian, pointed out that Israel 

is a place where remarkable developments in science, technology and medicine 

benefit not only itself but all of humanity. Israel is at the forefront of sending help 

to countries anywhere in the world who are beset by famine, flood and earthquake. 

This is very much in the spirit of Theodor Herzl’s dream that Israel would truly be 

a light unto the nations. 

Samuel Freedman, an American Jewish journalist, wrote about the resilience of 

Israel’s people. Yossi Sarid, a fiery Israeli opposition leader and caustic critic of 

Israeli policy, pointed to Israel’s commitment to democracy. Yes, it is 

imperfect—and he made use of much of his article to point to Israel’s weaknesses 

in this regard. But the fact that, under extreme external and internal pressure, Israel 

has retained its democratic system, is a miracle worth celebrating. Gidi Grinstein, 

a brilliant young Israeli thinker, pointed to the strength of the Israeli economy. It 

is a remarkable powerhouse of business talent, notwithstanding the stresses and 

strains of its huge defense burden. Aluf Benn, a writer for Ha’aretz, focused on 

Israel’s adaptive creativity. Israelis, he said, don’t like making plans, reading 

manuals, or waiting in lines. They are constantly figuring out ways to save time 

and avoid planning. Put an Israeli in a box, he wrote, and he or she will find a way 

out of it. 

I think that the response I liked best was that of Rabbi Daniel Gordis, and it is 

perhaps the most appropriate to share on Rosh Hashanah. Israel has the right to be 

most proud of the fact that it gave the Jewish people hope; it gave them a future. 

At the end of World War II, the Jewish people was dispirited. The vast majority of 

Europe’s Jews had been murdered. Many of those who had survived were living 

under a repressive Soviet regime, and in the United States, American Jews were 

hardly secure. 

The prophet Ezekiel, in his Vision of the Dry Bones, had written after the 

destruction of Jerusalem in 586 B.C.E. that the people had lost hope. “Avdah 

tikvateinu”—“Our hope is lost” (37:11), he wrote. That’s what if felt like in 1945; 

the notion of a Jewish future seemed absurd. 

And yet, within three years, the state of Israel was created, defiantly incorporating 

the phrase “lo avdah tikvateinu,” our hope is not lost, into its national anthem. 

Despite all odds, and through sheer determination and commitment, the “she’erit 

ha-pleitah”—the remnants of our people, the “ud mutzal me-eish”—the brand 

plucked from the fire—created a national home in which Jews could thrive and 

Judaism could flourish. The spirit of the state of Israel is the spirit of today’s 
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haftarah, taken from the prophet Jeremiah, in which God says, “yesh tikvah 

l’acharitech”—“Yes, there is hope for your future. Your children shall return to 

their country.” 

The children have indeed returned to their country and they have built a place 

where Jews are truly at home in a Jewish national home. And that, to me, is what is 

so special about Israel. 

Let me tell you a true story. This is what is known in Hebrew as a ma’aseh 
she’hayah—a story that really happened. You can’t make such a story up! 

Last year the daughter of a colleague of mine was married in Tel Aviv. His 

nephew, who had been living at that time in Madrid, bought an El Al ticket to 

Israel. He was stopped at the airport. After all, he was a scruffy-looking, dark-

complexioned, thirty-something guy flying alone. The following interview took 

place: 

Security Guard: Why are you going to Israel? 

Nephew: To attend my cousin's wedding. 

Security Guard: Are you Jewish? 

Nephew: Yes. 

Security Guard: Do you go to synagogue? 

Nephew: Yes. 

Security Guard: When? 

Nephew: On Yom Kippur. 

Security Guard: Did you celebrate your Bar Mitzvah? 

Nephew: Yes. 

Security Guard: What was your parashah? 

Nephew: I can’t remember. 

Security Guard: You can get on the plane—but you should be ashamed of yourself! 

Israel is a family—and that’s why we love it. 

* * * * * * * * * * 

This past July 17th, Israel made a deeply painful family decision. It handed over 

those five prisoners, and the remains of 199 enemy soldiers and terrorists. At that 

point, a representative of Hezbollah motioned to the Israeli team to come forward, 

and pointed to a curtain. The curtain was pulled back to reveal two coffins, within 

which were the remains of Ehud Goldwasser and Eldad Regev. Whatever hope that 
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their families and the Israeli people had had up until then that they were still alive, 

was extinguished at that moment. 

Within a few days, their funerals took place. Israeli President Shim’on Peres, 

visited the families during shiva, and said the following: "We are a strong and 

transcendent people, and though there has been much criticism regarding what has 

been done, there is a monumental moral depth here. True, elsewhere there are 

celebrations, but if the heavens asked me to which people I would rather belong, 

the people in mourning over the deaths of two of its soldiers or the people rejoicing 

in the return of a craven murderer whose mark of Cain can never be erased, then 

the answer is clear. "This is a matter of values, and we are a people of values and 

not of prices." 

What is most impressive about Israel is that, despite all that it has had to endure, it 

has not become bitter. It has remained a hopeful, optimistic country. Let me share 

with you one last story. Last year, something very sad happened to my friend and 

colleague, Rabbi Dan Liben of Natick. Just days before his daughter was due to be 

married, his father died in Israel. He flew there to attend the funeral, and briefly sit 

shiva before heading back to Ben Gurion Airport to fly back to the States to 

officiate at his daughter’s wedding. When he got to the airport in Israel, he was 

stopped. The officials at Passport Control wanted to know why he had spent so 

little time in Israel. He told them the story, and he pointed to the tear in his shirt, a 

clear sign of mourning. The officer at the passport control booth reached around 

the plate glass divider, touched his arm and said, “Af simchas.”—“We should only 

meet on happy occasions!” 

This is Israel. This is our family. Let us not stand idly by. Let’s share with Israel 

our hope in the Jewish future. May we always be able to say, with full kavannah, 

with full conviction, Lo avdah tikvateinu: Our hope in the Jewish future and in the 

future of Israel is strong. 

Shanah Tovah!  

 


