
Page 1 of 7 
 

Why Israel Is A Success and Why Israel Matters 

Rabbi Laurence Groffman 

Temple Sholom of West Essex 

Yom Kippur 5783 

A few moments ago, we read the powerful words from the Torah, 
encouraging us, as Moses encouraged the Israelites, to choose the path of 
life and blessing by adhering to God’s commands: 

“See, I set before you today life and prosperity, death and 
destruction. 16 For I command you today to love the Lord your God, to walk 
in obedience to him, and to keep his commands, decrees and laws; then 
you will live and increase, and the Lord your God will bless you in the land 
you are entering to possess.” 

 Living in the  Promised Land is contingent, Moses says, on the people 
remaining loyal to the Covenant. Long after Moses’ time, the ancient rabbis 
indeed attributed our ancestors’ exile from the land of Israel thousands of 
years ago to their disloyalty to God. 

While one can debate that explanation for the exile, we cannot debate the 
fact of the exile itself, an exile that officially—and happily-- ended 75 years 
ago with the birth of the modern State of Israel. For the first time in 2,000 
years, we Jews were once again sovereign in our ancient homeland. 

It is an incredible milestone and milestones are often appropriate times to 
reflect on how things have gone up until this time. As Israel celebrates its 
75th birthday this year, I thought we could reflect on a couple of “simple” 
questions about this monumental event in Jewish history: 

1. Is Israel a success? 
2. Why does Israel still matter? 

To define success, we need to first consider what Israel and Zionism were 
trying to achieve, what the purpose was in creating a Jewish state in the 
first place . 
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Given the pervasive persecution of Jews in 19th century Europe, Zionism 
arose at that time with a clear goal: to reestablish Jewish sovereignty in our 
ancient homeland after 2,000 years of exile.  

At that time, most of the Jews in the world lived in Europe, and Europe was 
not so good for the Jews, especially in Eastern Europe.  Jews were never 
truly safe, subject to eviction and persecution by governments, pogroms by 
Cossacks and the masses, under pressure to assimilate in the vain hope 
that they would be accepted by Europeans.  

As R. Daniel Gordis teaches, the Jews of Eastern Europe figured out that 
life in Europe was no longer realistic for them and it was time to get out of 
Dodge. 

Imagine what it must have been like for them: always looking over their 
shoulders, constantly anxious and afraid about the next pogrom or the next 
anti-Jewish edict from the government. Zionists said this must stop; this is 
not a normal way to live. Zionism’s goal was for Jews to take control of their 
own lives, to stop looking over their shoulders, to be a real nation, with our 
own language, schools, borders, government. And that is exactly what has 
happened in the modern State of Israel. Israel has achieved the goal of 
Zionism: as the words of Hatikvah says: to be a free people in our own 
land--mission accomplished.  

And that is the story we need to celebrate this 75th birthday year. That with 
all the contentious issues surrounding Israel, we can easily lose sight of 
how incredibly well Israel has succeeded; think of this—Theodore Herzl, 
the father of political Zionism, convened the First Zionist Congress in Basel, 
Switzerland in 1897. After the conference ended, Herzl said: 

“At Basel, I founded the Jewish State. If I said this out loud today, l would 
be greeted by universal laughter. In five years perhaps, and certainly, in 
fifty years, everyone will perceive it.”  

His prediction was so close—a mere 51 years later, Israel was officially 
born. It is truly incredible—and that’s not all. Not only was  Israel 
established, but it has also grown and prospered in many ways. As Rabbi 
Josh Joseph, of the Orthodox Union writes: 
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“Three generations ago, no one would have ever believed that there would 
be a Jewish state. Two generations ago, no one would ever have believed 
that Israel would be a dominant military force in the region. A generation 
ago, no one would ever believe that Arab countries would be lining up to 
make peace with Israel. Ashreinu mah tov chelkeinu. We are so incredibly 
fortunate to be living at this time!”  

There is much to be grateful for, and to celebrate, about Israel and her 
success—and we need to do that, because it is all too easy to lose sight of 
what an incredible achievement Israel is, amidst all of the political issues 
pertaining to Israel. Sometimes we just need to say “Ashreinu—how 
incredibly fortunate we are.” 

Embracing Israel has always been an integral part of our congregational 
life, from teaching the youngest kids in our Religious School about Israel,  to 
reciting the prayer for Israel every Friday at Shabbat services and on the 
Holy Days, to my teaching “Israel 101” to our teens, and this year, we will 
celebrate Israel’s 75th birthday with a big outdoor Yom Ha’atzmaut 
celebration this Spring at the Temple—food, music, activities for all ages. 

There is no better way to celebrate Israel than to go there. Join me as we 
travel to Israel July 2-10 with JFEDGMW’s Centennial Mission to Israel. 
Patti Mollo is our bus captain, and Patti and I are hoping to get a busload of 
TSWE’ers to join us. 

Celebrating her success and her incredible achievements is an important 
component to seriously engaging with Israel; as is recognizing that part and 
parcel of that success in becoming a sovereign nation is confronting difficult 
real world domestic and geo-political challenges that do not lend 
themselves to easy answers and at times handling those challenges well, 
and at times not so well. Israel is a success, and success does not equal 
perfection.  

Our obligation as a Jewish community, if we want to encourage serious 
engagement with Israel, is to talk about these issues in a fair, caring, 
responsible, loving, and forthright way—at any and all ages, but ideally 
before our kids get to college campuses and are hit over the head with the 
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pernicious demonization of Israel that all too often happens on some 
campuses. 

 

That is why, In my 12th grade class this year, I will be having one of my 
rabbinic colleagues who is a long time Hillel Director at a university in 
California talk to the students about what they need to know in order to be 
Jewish on campus, including how to navigate Israel-related issues, 
something he has been directly involved in as a Hillel director for many 
years.  

I will be helping the students gain an understanding of some of Israel’s 
challenges—like how the situation with the Palestinians came to be, what 
the different views are on how to possibly handle it; what are the 
responsibilities that come with having and exercising power and how do we 
do that in a manner consistent with Jewish values in a challenging world; 
how does Israel manage the tension between  maintaining its identity as a 
Jewish state and a state where all Jews, regardless of how they manifest 
their Jewish commitments, and all of its citizens,  are treated equally. My 
goal is to help our students understand how incredible Israel is and all it 
has achieved, and to understand how it wrestles with complex questions 
about how to be safe, democratic, and Jewish all at the same time. 

In many ways, the second question is most important, because it is at the 
heart of much of the debate and discussion around Israel in the Jewish 
community: “Why does Israel matter?”  It is not an easy question to answer 
because I do not believe we talk often enough about the role Israel plays 
for us, in our own lives, and how it fits into our Jewish identity. 

As the Zionist thinker Gil Troy writes, 

 “Too much American Zionism is about “them” – either defending “those 
vulnerable Israelis” from our enemies or trying to save “those misguided 
Israelis” from themselves. American Zionism must be rooted, organic, 
proactive not reactive, multi-dimensional, and about “us” not “them,” asking 
“what can Israel do for us,” not “what’s wrong with them” – be they friend or 
foe.” 



Page 5 of 7 
 

He's right—we need to explore why and how Israel matters to us and can 
enrich our Jewish lives and identity in our day and age.  

I suspect that 50, 60, 70 years ago, most American Jews might have 
answered the question “Why does Israel matter?” by saying that Israel is a 
safe haven for Jews around the world. Coming on the heels of the Shoah, 
and the violent expulsion of 800,000 Jews from Arab lands in the years 
after Israel’s independence, and the subsequent immigration of many Jews 
to Israel, that answer made sense. How can Jews be safe without Israel—
look what happened in Europe and the Middle East? —if only there was an 
Israel when Hitler came to power. We Jews must always have a place to 
go. 

That is an understandable answer, especially compelling for those of us 
who can remember the Shoah, and who came of age in a post-Shoah 
world, and who have family members who perished at Hitler’s hands or 
who survived. 

 And there is no doubt that for many Jews around the world today and in 
recent years—Russians, Ethiopians and many others--it has been just that. 

I suspect that for many North American Jews, though, the “Israel as safe 
place for Jews” answer is not as compelling as it is for others. That does 
not mean that Israel is not a safe haven—again, ask the Russians, 
Ethiopians and others who came to live there. It does mean that many 
Jews here in North America have grown up far enough removed from the 
Shoah that the feeling of being unsafe, while we understand it intellectually, 
is not something we have experienced. 

 And, as R. Donniel Hartman points out, Jewish existence in North America 
is not precarious enough—despite the rise in antisemitism in the last few 
years—and Israel is not safe enough—despite it being a regional military 
power—for most of us to seriously consider Israel as a safe refuge.  

The Israeli journalist Yossi Klein HaLevi and Rabbi Hartman suggest that 
Israel matters for a different reason--Israel is the antidote to Jewish 
helplessness and powerlessness, which we of course, experienced most 
horrifically during the Shoah, and we never want to experience 
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powerlessness again. Here's the thing: power does not equal safety; they 
are two different things. Power equals the ability to be in charge of our own 
fate and never to live at the capricious whim of others anymore. 

As R. Hartman says: 

“ Now I’m not saying that this power is going to make me safe. Maybe it 
won’t, but either way, if you asked me, what do I choose? I choose power. I 
choose agency. I choose to be able to shape my destiny…"Israel is not an 
answer to Jewish insecurity, it’s the response to a people saying we aren’t 
dead, we aren’t over...” 

To me, it does not matter how old you are or what your views are about the 
politics of Israel and the Middle East, no matter how we live our Jewish 
lives— we can all celebrate the fact that we are a part of the same people, 
and despite everything our people has experienced, we are still standing, 
and in many ways, thriving.  

In Yossi Klein Ha-Levi’s words, we are the survivor people. He says: 

"And by survivor people, I don’t primarily mean the people that went 
through the Holocaust, but the people that overcame the Holocaust. 

And that’s the story for me of not only Israel, but of the American Jewish 
community that was born after the Holocaust. And one of the most 
extraordinary stories of 4,000 years of Jewish history is the simultaneous 
emergence of the two most powerful, freest Jewish communities we’ve 
ever experienced immediately after the abyss.”  

I believe that if we overcame the Shoah, we can overcome anything else. 
Israel as the symbol of the Jewish ability to overcome, reminds us that no 
matter the problems Israel, or we Jews, or humanity at large faces, we 
never give up.  

Do you know what one of my favorite sites in Israel is? Looking at the 
rubble of the destruction of the Second Temple by the Western Wall. What 
a potent reminder that there have been all too many times when we have 
been beaten down—but I can stand and look at that rubble, in the 
sovereign state of Israel, caused by a Roman Empire that has been out of 
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business for a couple of thousands of years now.  We have been knocked 
down, but never defeated and we never will.   

Israel matters because we Jews need to always be in control of our own 
destiny; Israel matters because the Land of Israel has been integral to 
Jewish life and Judaism since the days of Abraham and Sarah; Israel 
matters because the story of Israel and of the Jews reminds us, and all 
people, that we can surmount any obstacle.  

As Rabbi Jonathan Hecht writes: 

“Today, more than ever, we live in a world of uncertainty. We are uncertain 
about the fulfillment of our dreams. With war raging in Ukraine, will 
humankind ever live in peace? With violence in our cities, can we heal our 
world? And we can ask these questions to ourselves in a very personal 
way: Are we the Jews that God wants us to be? After all our hard work at 
tikkun olam, is our world any better? Have we done enough to secure our 
future and our children’s future? It is tempting to answer these questions in 
the negative, but the better answer is simply this: ‘not yet.’ The message 
of…the State of Israel is ‘not yet.’ Our hopes and dreams are only partially 
fulfilled…but it is this ‘hope’ that sustains us and keeps us going…We hope 
that Israel will be a strong nation and a beacon of peace for the world. We 
hope that we, our children and people all over the world will be inspired by 
the miracle of her rebirth, and work together in peace and friendship. These 
are the hopes that created the State of Israel. We have not lost, nor will we 
lose, that hope, for that is what gives us the courage to keep going.” 

 

 


