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Shanah Tovah everyone! As always, my thanks to Rb. Miller for 
inviting me to join him tonight. I always look forward to this 
service, the gorgeous music of Cantor Azu and Peter Lewis, and, 
just seeing everyone. For most people, this is just another Sunday 
night; not for us. The old year is behind us and a fresh one lies 
ahead, full of new possibilities. We’re grateful we’re here.

As always, this is my prayer tonight: Yehi ratzon mil’fanecha, 
Adonai Elohenu ve’lohey avotenu, shet’chadesh aleynu shana tova u-
m’tukah. “May it be Thy will, our God and God of our ancestors, 
to renew us all. Give us a good and sweet year!” May God’s 
blessings be upon us and those we love for a year of peace for our 
families, our people, America, Israel, and the world.

Rabbi Miller suggested that I speak about Israel tonight because 
Jane and I were recently there. The Jewish Federation invited us 
to accompany their Israel Mission as traveling scholars. The idea 
was to make the experience Jewishly personal and intimate. My 
reward, as it has always been, is helping people go from feeling 
uncertain about Israel to understanding and loving it. Tonight, I’d 
like to do that for you, too. But, because this is the Eve of Rosh 
Hashanah, this message has to go deeper than a travelogue. “It’s 
Tuesday so this must be Tel Aviv” just doesn’t work. 

I’m well aware that Israel is not the central preoccupation of most 
American Jews, and there are reasons for that. This is our home; 
Israel isn’t. We are citizens here, not there. Israel isn’t perfect. So 
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what is? We know there are differences between Reform Jews and 
Israel that make us uncomfortable and there are reasons for that, 
too. We’re quick to criticize. We might donate some money but it’s 
their lives. We’re like minority shareholders with no power but 
we still want to be heard. This could be an angry political sermon, 
but it won’t be, because I believe it’s important to love Israel 
before we start judging it, if only for our own self-respect. I love 
the land and the people… I just want to share the love.

I’d like to help you see it through our eyes, and feel what we did. 
Jane and I have always supported Federation, personally, 
financially and professionally. Now we got to see what they do, 
from the inside. We saw people doing important work that helps 
the elderly, children, immigrants, high tech, low tech, no tech. We 
got to see the real Israel — beyond the politics.

Here are some things we saw:

     We saw a successful school where Jewish kids and Israeli Arab 
kids learn together, in both Hebrew and Arabic.
     In Tel Aviv, Israel's second largest city, we saw skyscrapers 
going up and traffic jams on the ground. Tel Aviv is getting its 
first Apple Store! 
     We saw an Italian marathon bike race that tore through the 
streets of Jerusalem. Thousands of spectators.
     I tasted creamy gelato flavored with delicious Israeli dates. 
     We visited a special unit of the Israeli Army —  made up of 
young people with autism and other conditions who were in 
uniform, doing real work, respected by others and proud of 
themselves. What other army does this?
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     We saw a place where seniors who might otherwise be the 
“idle elderly”do arts and crafts that are then sold in their gift 
shop. They get lunch, good company, and some pocket money.
     We saw a school that prepares disadvantaged Ethiopian kids 
for college entrance exams, not just academically but culturally. 
     We spun around in wheelchairs as we experienced what it felt 
like to be handicapped and play wheelchair basketball, led by a 
champion coach with one leg.
    We visited an advanced institute in the desert where students 
from everywhere, including the West Bank, learn together about 
ecology and climate in a desert setting. More about that later.
     We saw a little paraplegic kid who can barely control his body 
being helped to ride a great big horse and feel like a hero. The 
man from the Therapeutic Riding Academy said: ”I used to do 
this for financial profit but now I do it for spiritual profit.”

These are the kinds of people we met — extraordinary people — 
not just good people doing good things. They didn’t just help 
others; they helped us too. As we got closer we sensed a special 
connection with these people, one that’s hard to explain. A trip to 
Israel is never, ever, a vacation. When you’re done, you need a 
vacation. It isn’t about gorgeous hotels and great restaurants. You 
can stay in Naples for that. It’s a deeply personal, touching, 
moving, awesome, unique experience. And you feel safe, 
everywhere. And you learn things about yourself in the process. 

Finally, on the airplane going home, you recognize your most 
important takeaway idea: ISRAEL IS REAL! Let me explain. 
When you pick up your phone and take a photo of the Western 
Wall, it looks like any other picture of the Wall. But when you are 
in the picture with the Wall, the Wall then becomes part of you 
and becomes part of your experience, even your identity. That’s 
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why people take selfies. It puts them into the picture. When you 
visit Israel, you become part of that picture.

We love to brag about Israel because it grew into a miracle of 
technology. Amazon, Intel, Apple, IBM, and FaceBook invest 
billions for research in Israel. Israel is the largest holder of 
Defense Department Research and Development contracts 
outside the United States. There is a hi-tech corridor that runs 
from Tel Aviv to Haifa. Israel doesn’t export a lot of grapefruits 
and oranges these days. You have to look hard in Publix for a 
Jaffa orange. I was starting to wonder whether the supreme 
achievement of 4000 years of Jewish history could possibly be my 
next iPhone! As Peggy Lee sang, “Is that all there is?” It better not 
be. We saw that it isn’t: ISRAEL IS REAL! It isn’t virtual reality.

Our job is to see it continues to be strong. If the folks in 
Washington ever thought for a minute that we American Jews 
didn’t care about Israel, Israel would be sunk. Period. What keeps 
Israel afloat is American Jewish moral and political capital. Israel, 
in return, reminds us that we’re not alone in the world. Just look 
at the numbers. Israel has 8.5 million people of whom 7 million 
are Jews. Here we have about 6 million. It’s not “big strong us and 
tiny little them” anymore. They’re bigger. The number of Jews 
worldwide is around 15 million in a world of 7.4 billion people. 
We are 0.2%, just two tenths of one percent of the world’s 
population. Clearly, American and Israeli Jews need each other. 
We need to keep up the conversation, even when it’s hard. We 
need to visit each other, frequently. And if you’ve never been 
there, there’s no excuse. It deserves to be on your bucket list more 
than any other destination. Just do it.
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Here at home, we show our love and support through our 
Temple, Federation, Hadassah, Israel Bonds, JNF, AJC, ADL, URJ 
— a whole alphabet of organizations. But it’s not just us. Our 
government  supports Israel with billions of dollars a year — a lot 
more than we could ever raise as a community. It’s not charity. It’s 
in our defense and security interests — America doesn’t have as 
many friends in the world as it used to have. Israel has even 
fewer. Christian Evangelicals support Israel. They have their own 
reasons. Businesses invest in Israel because it’s profitable. And as 
to the rest of the world, as the saying goes, “Nations have no 
friends and no enemies. They only have interests.” Right now 
Israel’s interests happen to align with Saudi Arabia’s because Iran 
is the enemy. “The enemy of my enemy is my friend.” So they get 
along. 

Imagine! Israel and Saudi Arabia! What a time to be alive!

So, here we are. It’s Rosh Hashanah Eve. Our world is a scary 
place. These are strange times — need I tell you? This is the time 
of year when we ask, “What is truth and what is illusion?” “How 
am I doing in my life?” “What does it all mean?” “Why are we 
here?” Friends, fortunately, we are here to find out. We read the 
words and hear the music that awakens the feelings and the 
memories. One vision ever since we left Egypt 3000 years ago has 
been the dream of Israel. Memories of our childhood merge with 
memories of our people, and touch a place deep within us. This is 
good. This is real. ISRAEL IS REAL!

Why are we here? We are the future of our ancestors. We are the 
future of our parents. We are strengthening our own future. So are 
those Israelis who share our same heritage. They are guided by 
the same God, Torah, and Israel as we are. On Rosh Hashanah we 
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— and they — look down the same deep well of truth and 
courage, decency, integrity, power and inspiration. Once we 
finally understand this, we’ll be happier, we’ll be stronger. Then 
we’ll make the world a better place, not just for Israel but for 
everyone.

One final thing. 

Remember — I mentioned that place in the desert, the 
environmental institute? Well, one of its many attractions is a 
world-famous palm tree. It was even featured in National 
Geographic. Why? Because sixty years ago, in 1960, the famous 
archeologist Yigal Yadin was digging on top of Mount Masada, 
the fortress in the Judean desert. In one of the rooms he found 
some ancient seeds — possibly part of the food supply of the Jews 
who took their last stand against the Romans 1900 years ago. In 
2005, a scientist, Dr. Sarah Sallon, was doing DNA research at 
Hadassah Medical Laboratories. She successfully got one of those 
ancient seeds to germinate, to sprout into a tiny seedling. 
Evidently, the DNA still works! It was planted at the Arava 
Institute for Environmental Studies in the Negev. Today it is the 
only living specimen in the world of the Judean Date Palm, an 
extinct species that thrived in the region 2000 years ago. It was 
known for its fruit and for certain medicinal properties. They 
named their brand-new 2000 year-old palm tree, “Methuselah!”

Friends! Can you imagine a better symbol for today’s re-
generated Israel? Neither can I. I’ve been thinking a lot about that 
palm tree. It got a fresh start. So did Israel in our day. And so 
might we tonight, as we pray for, as we hope for…

A Shanah Tovah! A Good New Year!


