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My first time in Israel was on a Taglit - Birthright trip with Brandeis

University. I was 18 years old.

A couple of far left Jewish activities who were on the trip often challenged

and argued with our guide, Arik. Arik, unfortunately, allowed them to get under his

skin. He responded reactively, angrily. Most people just rolled their eyes when Arik

and the leftists got into it.

Most of the other students on the trip were there to party. And while I found

great meaning on the trip visiting the major sites of Jewish history like the Western

Wall and Masada, for me, something was missing from my group's trip. I was

looking for deeper and more thoughtful engagement with Israeli Jewish culture,

society, and yes, politics.

I've heard that other Taglit trips have more of that thoughtful engagement

and discussion, so this is not an indictment of Birthright in particular. But I think

that we're often missing something when we seek to do Israel education or

advocacy: the cultivation of full, open, honest relationships with Israel - the type of
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relationship modeled by Rabbi Dr. Bonna Devora Haberman. Rabbi Haberman ,

zeikher tzodeket livrakhah, may the memory of the righteous be for blessing, was a

Canadian-born Israeli scholar, author, activist, and educator. She was one of the

founders of Neshot HaKotel, Women of the Wall, an Israeli multi-denominational

Jewish feminist organization whose goal is to secure the rights of women to sing,

pray, chant Torah, and wear kippot, tallitot, and tefillin at the Western Wall. Rabbi

Haberman was also the co-founder of an Israeli-Palestinian theatre troupe called

YTheatre. My wife, Gabriella, interned with Bonna during my year in Israel as part

of my rabbinic studies at JTS. Though I didn't get to know Bonna well, I now

cherish her teachings, especially the signed copy of her book ReReading Israel: the

Spirit of the Matter, which she gave to Gabriella as a gift at the end of their year

working together, shortly before she died of cancer in June 2015.

Throughout her life, Rabbi Haberman taught how to love Israel with

honesty, how to critique constructively, how to fuse modern issues and Jewish

values and how to embody them as a Jewish Israeli feminist. In her writings, she

sought to grapple honestly and creatively with land, people, history, text, and spirit

of the Land and People of Israel.1

Rabbi Haberman taught that all Jews are all part of a “Zion Cycle,” on both

the national and individual level - a cycle of relationship with the Land of Israel, of

1 Cf. https://bonnadevorahaberman.wordpress.com/

https://bonnadevorahaberman.wordpress.com/
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closeness and distance, desire and rejection, unity and dissent. She wrote “Even

more [than movements to and from Israel have transpired on the physical earth],

they have been transpiring in the Jewish psyche… Each member of the Jewish

People is on the Zion Cycle, whether coming or going, yearning, ignoring,

resisting, or condemning… Whatever the posture, the Jewish connection to Israel

is as undeniable as one’s personal family, lineage, and roots.”2 In other words,

whether or not we literally have family living in Israel, whether our Jewish identity

is chosen or inherited or both, and whether we choose to actively engage with

Israel or not, we are part of a people who, for over two thousand years, have turned

towards Zion as our spiritual heart-center.

One of the things I find most striking and beautiful about Jewish culture and

spirituality in Israel and America today is the way they intertwine, reflect, and

deepen each other. Those who took the Hartman Together & Apart iEngage class

with me might remember a story about Beit Tefillah Yisr’aeli - an Israeli

synagogue-community that holds outdoor musical Kabbalat Shabbat services at the

port of Tel Aviv, infused with modern Israeli music. Where did Beit Tefillah get the

idea of a casual, musical Kabbalat Shabbat? From American synagogues! Israeli

Reform and Conservative rabbis saw it and said: actually, a lot of Israelis would

enjoy this, in the public square in Israel. After Beit Tefillah Yisra’eli had been

2 Bonna Devora Haberman, Rereading Israel: The Spirit of the Matter, pp. 15-16.
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running for a few years, a group of American rabbis visited their services. The

American rabbis, not realizing that American Judaism had been the inspiration for

Beit Tefillah’s musical Kabbalat Shabbat in the first place, said, “wow - we should

take this back to America!”

In other words, Israeli and Diaspora Judaism can learn from and grow with

one another. That’s the beauty of any real relationship - reflection, refinement,

mutual benefit and improvement. That is one of the most important and incredible

things about the State of Israel. It is both the center of the wheel of Jewish life and

Peoplehood, and yet simultaneously also a spoke of that wheel, both influenced by

and influencing global Judaism.

This type of mutually beneficial relationship should be true for all of

American and Israeli society, including politics. Thirteen different political parties

were voted into the Knesset, the Israeli Parliament, in the Israeli elections just three

months ago. Thirteen political parties - that’s four more than the last time I

mentioned the makeup of the Knesset in a sermon just two years ago. Israeli

politics may be getting more polarized, just like politics all over the world, but

Israeli politics also model the need to coexist and cooperate with people you might

have considered political rivals or enemies one moment ago. The thirteen political

parties in the Knesset have radically divergent opinions and positions across a wide

political spectrum and are made up of Jews, Muslims, and others. Discourse in the
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American Jewish community should not be limited to a range of ideas representing

just two or three of those Israeli political parties.

I am a Zionist. I believe that the State of Israel is a modern miracle and can

be a source of meaning and unity for the entire Jewish People. And I also believe

that most of the Jewish settlements in the West Bank are an obstacle to long-term

peace agreements and a threat to Israel’s status as a democratic state. I share this

with sadness and pain, because I know well and have seen firsthand the Jewish

history that exists in Judea and Samaria.

Nor am I sharing this to change anyone’s mind or convince anyone to

endorse any particular position. I neither want that power or control, nor do I have

it. I’ve honestly never heard of anyone whose mind was ever changed by a rabbi’s

sermon. Nor do I share this because I am an expert in international politics or peace

and conflict resolution. I’m sharing this because, as your rabbi, I simply want to be

able to be honest with you. I believe that our communal discourse and our tent are

wide enough to include me, and also to include you - wherever you are in the Zion

Cycle right now.

I share my perspective with hope for the future of Israel. So many people,

Israeli and Palestinian, Jewish, Muslim, Christian, and Druze, just want to live in

their homes in peace and security.
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I share this because we need to expand the tent of Zionism. We need to be

open to diverse relationships with the State of Israel, unless we want to further

alienate fellow Jews from the Jewish State. We need to develop our own strong,

flexible, resilient identities as individual members of the People of Israel, a People

larger and older than the State of Israel. Passions naturally run high when we feel

the futures of the Jewish State and the Jewish People hang in the balance. But we

need to stop tarring and feathering each other with insulting epithets like “Un-Jew”

or “self-hating Jew.”

Israel is not a Jewish Disneyland. It’s not just a place to visit for a fun

vacation with some Jewish flavor. Nor is it some kind of token symbol for us to use

as reassurance that we’re inherently more ethical than any other people - we’re

only as good as our words and actions, just like everyone else. Israel is an

opportunity and an obligation, a new stage in Jewish history, not meant to

supersede Judaism, but to help us live up to our full potential as Jews.

Jews may disagree more vehemently about Israel than the non-Jews. That’s

okay! The humorous saying reflects some truth: two Jews, three opinions. And

when those opinions are shared l’shem shamayim, for the sake of heaven, eilu

v’eilu divrei Elohim ḥayyim - both these and those are the words of the living God.

Thankfully, we have partners in Israel who understand this. Just a few days

ago, Nachman Shai, Israel’s new Minister of Diaspora Affairs, wrote in the Jewish



תשפ״בַהָּׁשנָהרֹאׁשֶׁשלֵׁשנִיטֹוביֹום 7

Telegraphic Agency, addressing rabbis and religious leaders in the Diaspora as we

put the finishing touches on our High Holiday sermons. Minister Shai wrote:

“We… still have the ability to bring out the best in each other. Israel needs your

clarity and backbone to empower us to make the bold decisions that will ensure our

continuity as both a Jewish and democratic state. We need your justice-minded

values to assure Israelis that moving toward two states for two peoples is the only

solution, both for our security and our soul. We have room to be inspired by your

models of pluralism and diversity, and of organized Jewish communal life within

our own religious practice…  [we] have a mutual mission to elevate not only our

own people but the entire world through the development of shared projects on

climate change as well as biomedical and technological innovation…

But before we can make progress toward true peace, revitalized pluralism in

Israel and the next great global initiative, we must begin with a basic conversation

about peoplehood — who we are, what are our common values and language.”3

Sadly, there may always be fellow Jews who ally with antisemites, whether

on the far right or the far left. We also know that casual antisemitism is rampant,

and often internalized, even among Jews. We want to be able to stand up for our

people and for the State of Israel when the time calls for it. Thanks to Amy

Silverstein, Sara Bernstein, Susan Schwartz, Michael Tichnor, and Larry Sternberg,

3

https://www.jta.org/2021/09/01/opinion/has-israel-let-you-down-its-minister-of-diaspora-affairs-wants-to-
talk-about-it

https://www.jta.org/2021/09/01/opinion/has-israel-let-you-down-its-minister-of-diaspora-affairs-wants-to-talk-about-it
https://www.jta.org/2021/09/01/opinion/has-israel-let-you-down-its-minister-of-diaspora-affairs-wants-to-talk-about-it
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we’ll be learning how to do that in our series on antisemitism and anti-Israel bias,

including programs with Dr. Rachel Fish, the founding Executive Director of the

Foundation to Combat Antisemitism, and Jonah Cohen of CAMERA. Even as we

learn about and fight antisemitism, we don’t have to shy away from nuanced

perspectives about Israel, or be afraid to share them with each other. If we allowed

ourselves to live in constant fear of giving succor or opportunity to antisemites,

we’d never say or do anything. Jew-haters don’t need any help in criticizing Israel.

But we would be mistaken to think that either silence or over-simplifying serves

our cause better. Silence leaves a gaping hole for bigoted ideas to fill. And the

reality on the ground in Israel, full of competing and conflicting Jewish values, is

anything but simple. Speaking up about the limitations and occasional failings of

the State of Israel, alongside its real accomplishments and beauty, allows us to

control the narrative more, not less.

Thank God, the State of Israel is strong. And thank God, the Jewish

community in America is also one of the safest and strongest Jewish communities

thus far in history. The Jewish communities of Israel and the Diaspora are diverse,

complex, often divided, but intricately interconnected. This is the natural ebb and

flow of a real relationship - both closeness and distance, agreement and dissent,

harmony and dissonance.
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A real relationship must be cultivated and tended. It cannot be one-sided,

with one partner giving and the other only receiving. Nor can it be zero-sided, a

non-relationship, in which we turn our backs on each other and seek to go it alone.

Just as American Jews must develop a healthy relationship with Israel, Israeli Jews

must develop a healthy relationship with the Diaspora. As we established on Erev

Rosh HaShanah, a healthy relationship is built on mutual respect, trust, honesty,

understanding, good communication, and individuality. And, as Jewish tradition

teaches, a healthy relationship also requires mutual responsibility. As the Talmud

says, kol Yisra’el areivim zeh ba-zeh - all of Israel, all Jewish People, are

responsible for each other.

Perhaps this is what Rabbi Bonna Devora Haberman meant when she wrote

that the State of Israel is “a precious gift for which we must continue to earn and

demonstrate worthiness, and take responsibility.”

In September of 2014, in one of her last Times of Israel blog posts, Rabbi

Haberman, who was quite ill at the time with terminal cancer, reflected on the

theme of child sacrifice, raised by yesterday’s Torah reading in which Hagar and

her son Yishma’el are exiled and effectively left for dead in the wilderness, as well

as in this morning’s Torah reading in which Avraham nearly sacrifices his son

Yitzḥak, ostensibly at God’s command.
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In both readings, angels intervene to thwart a child’s death at the last

moment. Reflecting on the loss of life in Israel and Gaza after the summer of 2014,

Rabbi Haberman wrote: “This Rosh HaShanah, as I struggle for my own life, the

preciousness of love and connection grows ever more poignant. I pray for all

human beings to better satisfy the expectation of life and joy in the soul of every

child, at every age. Rather than succumbing to sacrifice, to the inevitability of

hatred and violence, let the world celebrate birth and fulfill creation with our

infinite creative spirit. In the image of the divine, we are the angels who can thwart

the next sacrifice.”

How can we become those angels? By beginning to heal our relationships

around Israel - our relationships to each other, to others, and to the land itself.

Rabbi Haberman taught that “taking on the dissonances and difficulties of the

Zionist process is more thrilling and rewarding than facile support or rejection.”4

And, I would add, seeking to resolve those difficulties is our ethical obligation - as

Jews.

If our Jewish communities can build healthy relationships around Israel, then

we can more effectively fullfill the central tenet of the World Zionist Organization:

“Strengthening Israel as a Jewish, Zionist, and democratic state, and shaping it as

an exemplary society with a unique moral and spiritual character, marked by

4 Haberman, ReReading Israel, p. 19
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mutual respect for the multi-faceted Jewish people, rooted in the vision of the

prophets, striving for peace and contributing to the betterment of the world.”5 Kein

yehi ratzon - may it be so, v’nomar - Amein.

5 From “The Jerusalem Program,” the official platform of the World Zionist Organization (WZO),
https://azm.org/wzo/jerusalem-program

https://azm.org/wzo/jerusalem-program

